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Three Weeks Ago
 
Church of the Bloody Souls
Valentine, Texas
Father Bob handed me the package. A delivery man at the church’s back door, Phil stitched on the left side of his yellow shirt.
“He smoked, too,” Father Bob said.
“Lots of us do.” I opened the package.
“Our body is a temple. Shouldn’t be fouled with cigarettes.”
“What about fouling it with weed? That acceptable?”
“As our newest member, you would do well to try and remember that.”
This time, I managed to keep the smart ass answer in the back of my throat. I’m new and who knows what the fuck is going on with these guys anyway. The quieter I am, the better off I’ll be.
In the box was a commemorative plate. Barefield Centennial, blared cowboy rope letters. Arranged around the sentiment were pictures of oil derricks, cattle, barbed wire, and fences.
“What the shit is this?” I asked.
Father Bob was already gone, leaving me alone in my tiny room.
There was no return address.
 
 
 



 
Ten Days Ago
 
“Again?” The box was open and another commemorative plate sat heavy in the middle of newspaper used as packing. “What the hell?”
With a shrug, Father Bob disappeared down the hallway. I slammed the door to my six-by-six room and stared at the plate. Barefield. This was a message. Or a bullshit reminder.
Problem was I didn’t remember much of my last night in Barefield. And what I did remember, I’d just as soon forget.
“Fuck.” 
I smashed the plate—just like I’d done with the previous three—and began to pack the few belongings I had. Obviously, it was way past time to slip this bizarro church into my history.
 
 
 



 
Eight Days Ago
 
—Whap!—
The sound of whips against skin.
—Whap!—
Blood it out.
Blood, scalding hot at one hundred forty-five degrees, poured down my back while I kept an eye on the visitors. Had to be cops. Who else would be here looking for me?
They made my nerves twitch like a meth junkie on the haul. Straight up knew they were here for me, and that my pleas would have zero effect on them. Bullets bouncing off of Superman’s chest. They didn’t care if the murder was an accident. They didn’t care that my father had gotten me drunk, had stuffed two or three or, hell, maybe four, spliffs between my lips. Anything I might say would cut me exactly no ice.
Didn’t know them, but I damn sure knew the shock on their faces. I recognized it. It had been on mine when I arrived.
It was the blood that was so shocking.
And that the priests did it to themselves.
Thirty men, their heads tilted back, eyes closed; supplicants at the altar of violence. Every arm stretched out like the arms of a cross. Every right arm holding a short leather whip, every mouth moving, filling the sanctuary with chants. Each man hit himself, spattered his own blood on the ceiling in hundreds of short, straight lines. Each new line of blood covered an old one which itself covered still an older one.
They’re cops.
The fact that they never looked at me was what told me. Too studied in how they avoided my gaze.
And not just cops, but friends of SuperCop’s...of Kurston’s. They were scoping me out and trying desperately to be cool about it. Probably they had already called SuperCop. He was probably already busting ass down the road to snatch me up.
’Cause there ain’t nothing better for a cop than bagging a killer.
My stomach tightened. 
Would they let me call my step-father before they snapped on the cuffs? Would they let me apologize for being such a disappointment to him? Would they let me tell him how sorry I was that I’d screwed things up so fully and completely? If I could make him understand, then I could go happily.
Well...not happily. I sure as shit didn’t want to go to prison, but I was tired. I’d been running for weeks now and was exhausted. The back of my throat was coated in fear, but it was spiced with relief because this thing was just about over.
Except I never found Mama’s pendant. 
Or the damned money.
And I still didn’t actually remember killing him.
—Whap!—
“Y’all hitting y’all’self pretty hard.” His name was Cope, an old black man who munched cucumbers and who’d brought me to the church. He had a big, gaudy ring on every one of his fingers. “Got some angry penance going on today.” 
“That’s what happens when—”
The gun suddenly, painfully, in my ear snapped my words off. I tried to move away from the thing, but a powerful arm held me tight against the barrel. My whip, covered in my one hundred forty-five degree blood, hit the floor. “SuperCop...you came.”
“What? Yeah, sure as fuck did. Didn’t think I wouldn’t, did you?”
I’d known I’d be scared when SuperCop—Kurston—finally arrested me. Everybody is scared all the time, even if they don’t admit it, but the sheer amount of terror surprised me. Kurston’s gun stayed hard against my head and my fear tightened my brown robe like a noose. My heart stopped as though that noose had snapped it dead.
I managed to look sideways at him. “Who the fuck’re you?”
“Nice try,” the cop said. “Where is she?”
“Who—” I coughed. My vision swam. “Who are you?” 
He frowned. “What? I’m Captain Brooks.” He bared his teeth, a dog looking for dinner. “Carson City Police.”
“Where’s SuperCo—Detective Kurston?” 
“Who?”
“Detective Kurston. Barefield PD.”
“Never heard of him. I’m from Carson City.”
“Carson? By San Antonio?” I asked.
“San Antonio? Fuck, no. Carson City, Nevada, asswipe. Remember? You shot up my town? Killed a couple of my local thugs? Ringing any bells?”
“Whoa...hang on.” There were huge chunks of that last night I didn’t remember—thanks to the ganja and whiskey—but Nevada? All the way to Nevada, shoot the place up, and then back to Barefield?
In...like...two hours?
“I have never been to Carson City.”
The cop made a game show buzzer sound. “Wrong answer.”
This had to be more of Fagan’s bullshit. This cop—curiously alone, I realized—had to be chasing my father. 
“Fagan leave you a message?” I asked. “Maybe tell you it was his New York number? ’Cause that’s what he did to me. I was 16 and it was a damned dry cleaning shop in Little Havana...Miami.”
The cop backed up, but his gun stayed at my head. “The hell’re you talking about?” But instead of letting me answer, he yanked me around to cuff me. “I don’t care what you’re talking about.”
He pinched my arms and I yelped. “Wait, I didn’t do anything.” I stumbled over his feet and fell to the floor. “You can’t arrest me, I wasn’t even there. I was in Barefield.”
And did something there.
“Whoa,” Cope said. “What’s up?”
“Back up,” the cop said to Cope. “This is official business, boy.”
“Boy?” Cope grinned. “Y’all didn’t just say that.”
“You gonna play hero, black boy, beat me to death with the cuke? Kick my ass so I don’t shoot your boy in the head?” When Cope said nothing, the cop nodded. “Thought so.” He looked at me. “Where the hell is she, Hal?”
There was a pause. 
“Who?” Cope said.
“Hal. You didn’t tell your jungle bunny friend how you shot up my town and I followed you right into this...church?”
“Darcy,” I said.
The cop’s head tilted. “What?”
“I’m Darcy.”
“You’re Hal.”
“Darcy.”
“Hal.”
“Who’s on first?” Cope’s laugh spiraled into the dank air. 
A handful of chanting priests glanced at us.
“Pretty good, lawman,” Cope said. “Y’all ain’t even got the right bad guy.”
“Wrong man? Fuck that noise.” But the cop’s face was red. “I’m here for—” He stopped and his gaze went straight to the visitors. “Son of a bitch. That’s them.” 
Then he was gone, across the room in a blur, pushing his way through the tight pack of self-flagellating monks. 
But their blood never stopped. They tore it from their own backs and flung it through the air. The tang was the odor of a chemical spill. The blood patterned all over the ceiling and dripped on their heads.
The art of self-mortification. 
Staggering in its intensity.
But I was pretty sure this idiot with the badge hadn’t really seen it yet. He’d been pretty well focused on me. Did he even realize he was standing in a chapel built from the living rooms of four mobile homes lashed together, walls removed? Did he see the giant wooden cross hanging over the altar? Or the windows, blacked out with shoe polish? Only a smudge of late afternoon sunlight managed to bully its way in and it was just yellow enough to make the priests appear to be dancing in stale piss.
“What in the hell....” The cop tried to move through the crowd of priests to get at the visitors.
“Best be getting to the door,” Cope said.
I didn’t move until Cope shoved me.
“Do it slow and ritualize all the damned way. Get a little luck and mayhap this cheap Dirty Harry forgets we here.”
When I saw Cope’s eyes, my ass puckered. “Holy fuck, you’re scared.”
Cope slapped me with a hard pop. “Blasphemer.” He nodded toward the cop. “And yeah...that cop scares me. Time for us to be getting on down the road.”
Cope and I both moved our arms in tandem with the other priests, what Cope called ritualizing, whips against backs, blooding our sins out. Doing that, we headed for the back door of the chapel. Through it was the rest of the church.
“Why not the front?”
“Bullets start flying and all them priests gonna head for that front door. They’ll pile up like gristle after a steak fry.”
—Whap!—Whap!—
The cop brought his gun to bear on the two visitors I had thought were cops there to nab me. “You’re under arrest.” But his voice got lost in the chanting and the blood. “You guys are craz—”
“Go.” The visiting man shoved the woman toward the front door. 
She tore through the priests, disappeared into the forest of brown.
“Here we go,” Cope said.
He was right. This woman, cutting through the place, brought most of the monks out of their ritualizing trance. At which point they saw the cop.
And fucking panicked.
Most were at the church because they were running from Johnny Law. Or from something that would interest Johnny. So seeing a cop in the place, in the literal and metaphoric sanctuary, wasn’t something they’d planned on.
It was a fucking explosion. Howls and shouts, priests ducking into the shadows. Some priests kept blooding, some yelled at the officer. Some randomly screamed. “Who called the cops?” “I’m wanted in—” “—didn’t mean to kill—” “—the other bodies—” “I’ll kill again, motherfu—” 
And then the shooting started.
A single shot and I had no idea which priest fired it. Then a second shot. And then a fucking fusillade. Smoke and the stink of gunpowder. More blood but now in drops and spatters rather than slick lines on a ceiling.
A priest I hadn’t met jerked a gun from under his robe and blasted away. Another priest yanked a knife from somewhere and swung it wildly as he headed for an exit.
The shots hit the walls and pulverized the cheap adobe. Bullets shattered the windows and sent shards through the air like New Year’s confetti in Times Square. Huge gouts of sunlight poured in, the naked neon light from that New Year’s celebration. Monks squinted, yelped, at the sudden explosion of harsh light.
And I couldn’t get the fucking stench of gunpowder out of my nose. Smell reminded me of firecrackers...big ass, industrial firecrackers.
In the tangle of bullets, the cop yelled, “This guy’s wanted for murder.”
“That’s crap,” I said to Cope. “He’s not a cop. He’s lying.”
“What y’all talking about?”
It was anarchy around the cop and the male visitor he fought with. Screams and yells, fists and feet, dust. Bits of wood shot off the cross buzzed through the air. Cordite and adobe, blood and maybe even the piss of scared men. It filled the church and created a gumbo of foul odors. Reminded me of desert roadkill left too long in the west Texas sun.
God, Mama, I really need you. Can’t save myself...obviously...I need you.
Everyone fled for the exits. Somewhere in the middle of the pack, a head disintegrated in a shower of bone and brain. Beyond him, a single line of bullets poked holes in the walls. Those bullets marched around the chapel and as they got to me, Cope jerked me to the floor. His big paw covered my mouth and though he yelled in my ear, his voice was a whisper.
“Y’all get to the bike.”
Cope had been right. Bodies stacked at the doors. Screaming priests scratched and pawed over those bodies, seeing escape rather than a growing junkpile of flesh.
I headed the other direction. The back door beckoned, damn near a portal to another World where none of this shit was happening. 
And maybe a World where Mama was even still alive.
“Brother Darcy.” A weak voice. “Take me with you.”
Brother Enrico. A junkie from Sante Fe who told me he’d been fighting his demons for years. He was on the floor. He’d fallen in the confusion, but when I bent over to grab him, I heard two pops and then watched two blooms appear on his chest. 
He looked at himself. “Son of a bitch. I knew that cop was here for me.”
I said, “He’s here for me.”
From the hallway, Cope sneered. “Fuck y’all, he’s here for me.”
Along the far side of the sanctuary, something had caught fire. Flames and smoke rose in meandering plumes toward the stained ceiling. The plastic windows were already beginning to melt open and inch down the frames and walls to the floor, a leper’s skin sliding off his body. 
“Shit,” I said. “What is that?”
“Yeah...that’d be a fire.” Enrico coughed up yellow and pink fluids, then blood. “This pisses me off.”
“Damnit. Darcy, what y’all doing?”
“I’m dying, Blackie.” Enrico tried to smile.
From the doorway, Cope looked at him, something soft in his brown eyes. “Then die already so I can get outta here, Mex.”
Enrico laughed up a huge amount of blood. “Is that sass? God, I love him.”
“Love y’all, too, Enrico, now die.” 
The fire raced, fed by the carpet and tossed-aside robes and sandals.
“Don’t I get...a...send-off?”
Crossing himself, Cope came to Enrico and said, “Hail Mary, Mother of God, here’s another one.” 
Enrico closed his eyes. “Best he could do, I guess.”
“Hang on, Mex, don’t croak out on me yet.” Cope pulled one of his rings off and closed Enrico’s hand around it. “Y’all been a good boy. Maybe this’ll help when you get there.”
Enrico nodded. “Bless you.”
I didn’t think he was quite dead, but we couldn’t wait any more. The place was burning down around us, the heat so stifling that breathing was getting tough. The hair on my arms burned away and I knocked a handful of embers off my robe. So we left him there, clutching Cope’s ring and talking to Jesus. 
The hallway was already full of smoke. But it wasn’t black. Rather, it was a dingy gray. 
As dirty as the last few weeks.
“Where are we going?”
“Thought y’all had the plan.”
Cope laughed, though damn me if I could see anything remotely funny about this nightmare. I tried to yell at him some, but great gouts of smoke flooded me. So instead of yelling at that old black man, I hacked up his name and then panicked. This was how it was going to end. Not with a bullet to the head or in a cell at the Texas State Prison for the accidental death of my father, but here in a hell fire that was going to roast the outside of me as badly as I had roasted my own insides.
 
 
 



 
A Little Less Than Eight Days Ago
 
The streets of Valentine, Texas
There was darkness and maybe it was a dream and maybe it was death. 
Either way was fine because I didn’t hurt and that was just fine with me. 
Who knows, maybe I’d managed to get out of the church without getting shot. Or maybe I had been shot, but then died and so there was no more pain. There was a certain beauty in that notion.
That was a notion I didn’t believe for shit.
So in this darkness, I saw everything blown away. The church, the guns, the priests, the cop. Everyone in the church glared at me like it was all my fucking fault. Dead or dreaming or both, my guts twisted. Last thing I wanted to see was their faces...or the blood rain from their bodies. 
But I saw something else, too.
A skanky tattoo shop, sandwiched between two flea-bag hotels, walls thin enough that everyone could hear how good business was for the five-spot whores. Squalid neon advertising that painted the street in lurid reds and blues, purples and greens, and bent the shadows throughout the wet and scummy streets. Music poured through the open window, sometimes rap, sometimes 1970s soul, sometimes twangy country. The rap came from gangsta wannabees, black and white, who cruised with their hands hanging out windows holding cell phones to look the slightest bit like guns. The twang came from tough country boys who’d grown up on the ranches forgotten in the Zachary County outback and who came to town on the weekends looking to trade their homemade meth for a quick roll with a city chick, preferably dark skinned but don’t tell anybody.
A single, hanging bulb cast the room in the same yellow as the sanctuary, and exactly as in the church, the yellow didn’t hide the blood. The main chair, where the artist had done his work, and the two benches where people waited, were both bloody.
And it was pretty much my fault.
That much I knew. But seeing the room didn’t tell me anything else about that night.
Didn’t tell me who else might have been dead besides my father. Didn’t tell me how they died. Didn’t tell me why I’d killed my father. Or why I’d chopped his foot off and taken it with me.
All of that was lost in repressed memories or drunken memories or just a cheap black hole of fear.
The question was why did that black hole of fear smell like pig shit?
I opened my eyes as we drove past a muddy yard filled to overflowing with swine. Had to be a hundred porkers there, farting and snorting and staring at me with an odd complacency.
“Y’all gonna live or what?”
Live? Probably not. I was, after all, in the side car of a broken down piece of crap that would absolutely kill me. “The hell am I doing here? Where’s my damned cooler?”
“Relax, White-Boy Darcy. Down by y’all’s feet.”
Blue, beat up, and scarred. With a cracked handle. Somehow, Cope had managed to get both the cooler and me out of the church.
“I put my veggie in there, right on top. Why’n’t y’all hand it to me?”
“Keep your food out of my cooler,” I said as I handed the man his cuke. “You did a good job, boy scout, saving me and all. Now stop this thing and let me out.”
“Ain’t happening. Gotta get us safe.” Cope jerked his head toward the church and crunched into the cuke.
My stomach rolled. Above the church, orange fingers scratched at a black smoke that burned the entire Valentine, Texas, sky. 
“Holy fucking Mary of God.”
A quick sting snapped my face; not Cope’s hand, but the cucumber he held. He growled. “Blasphemer. Watch your language.”
“Ease up with banging on me, Cope. I get’cha, no problem, but I don’t—”
“Speaking of problems, that li’l fire ain’t our only one.”
Sirens filled the air, a soundtrack to the burning. Squad cars—Jeff Davis County deputies and Valentine police and probably squads from Culberson and Brewster Counties—as well as fire engines and ambulances, blasted through town, smearing screams through the afternoon air while those orange fingers kept gigging at that sky.
Beneath the racket of the sirens, I clearly heard the pops of aluminum melting and wood snapping and the moans of the dying. But I could smell, as though I were standing there in the middle of it, burning flesh.
I leaned over the side and threw up. Ropes of vomitus trailed behind us.
“They all ever’where.” Cope’s voice fought with the sound of the bike engine. “Robe’s trailing.”
I grabbed my robe, which had been flapping out behind us, and stuffed it under my ass.
“We got Five-O behind us right now.” Cope eased up on the accelerator.
“Shit fire.” 
Though I couldn’t see the cop, I felt him big as day. Cruising behind us, nose up our butts, watching. Probably running the license plate.
“Son of a bitch, he’s going to run the plate.”
“Calm down,” Cope said. “Don’t worry ’bout that plate.”
He signaled, turned, and I wrenched the right side rearview mirror around so I could see. A Valentine city car came around with us, then abruptly stopped, backed up, blasted its siren and headed down another street.
“Jesus Christ, that was close.”
“Y’all best not take that name in vain.”
I chuckled, but Cope did not. He kept his eyes on the road while his lips tightened.
“I ain’t playing. I am a lot of things, White-Boy Darcy, but I ain’t blasphemous.”
“Uh...okay. Sorry.” I swallowed. “The cops can’t find us.”
“Y’all think?”
“Listen to me. They. Can’t. Find. Us. They’ll ask all kinds of questions. Damnit, they’ll want to take us in.”
“I know, Darcy, I know.”
“Fuck. We can’t let them—”
“I know.” Cope’s voice boomed. “Shut up and let me drive.”
“Damnit. It was just a little fire.”
“Little got big.”
All those cops and deputies. They led back to SuperCop. It was inevitable. SuperCop would hear about the fire and he’d know I was involved. He was that kind of detective, made those kinds of intuitive leaps. Ninety percent inspiration, eight percent shoe leather, and two percent Pop-Tarts and Dr Pepper. That’s how he worked, always had been and always would be until they laid him and his shoe leather in a nice rosewood coffin and shoved him six feet down.
“We’ve got to get out of town.” 
“Ain’t going anywhere any time soon,” Cope said.
He whipped the handle bars and the bike shot across the street and down an alley. Cope crouched close to the gas tank, maybe looking to disappear into it. He slung us into a driveway, then into a wide garage. A tiny car filled a little more than half the garage. Cope angled the bike sideways and killed the engine.
“Are you crazy? Don’t stop, they’ll find us.”
“We keep going they gonna find us. Got to hunker down.” Jumping off the bike, Cope slammed the garage door. It was an old garage, with a creaky door and loose slats. Cope peered through those slats. “God’s lookin’ out for us, ain’t She? Leaving this garage open?”
When I looked through those slats, a county car crept through the alley. In front of the garage, the deputy stopped. His face was clear. He fixed on the garage and took a long, serious look at the door.
Because of our tracks.
Right into the garage. Rather, from the dirt alley onto the paved driveway where they ended. But they ended pointing to the garage.
“Y’all gimme that board.”
Together, and as quietly as we could, we put the board through one end of the door frame and tied the other end with a bit of wire hanging against the wall.
The deputy—he looked like a Davis County cop—climbed from his cruiser, radioed something on his portable, and headed for the garage. His hand wasn’t on his gun, but he was twitching to put it there. The town was burning down and he had no idea what was going on. He stopped and listened, his head cocked.
Our breath stopped. Behind us, a dull metal tick came from the bike’s engine.
I think he heard that tick. His frown deepened as his gaze slid smoothly over the door twice. Finally, he headed back to his car. When he climbed in, Cope sighed hard enough to blow cobwebs off the dirty wall in front of him.
“Not yet.” I quickly found an old tarp and tossed it over the bike. “Get under the car or the tarp.”
Dropping to the dirt, Cope scrabbled under the car while I slipped under the tarp. Fear sweat, covering me as hot and sticky as it had that night at the parlor, glued the thing to me.
When the flashlight banged against the door, I almost shit. Then the light laid a tight beam through the loose slats and across the tarp. A second later, it snapped off and the man’s heavy boots thunked against the driveway. The cruiser’s engine was a soft purr that belied its power. How I loved hearing that purr disappear down the alley.
I helped pull Cope out and coughed up a wad of dirt. “This is bad. This is so bad. This is going straight to hell bad.”
A squeak of a laugh slipped from Cope. “Man, we all of us are going to hell...and for shit we done long before this.”
“You don’t know what I’ve done.” I sounded defensive, though I wanted to be big and strong. In this garage, with half the cops in Texas looking for me, I wasn’t a man in his prime on a soul-defining search for the meaning of his life. I was just a scared thirty-eight-year-old who’d stumbled his way through day after day.
“Y’all were at the church so I know it’s got blood behind it.”
After pulling the tarp off the bike, we opened the door and I took a careful look up and down the alley. We moved through Valentine an alley at a time, checking the cross streets for the police. Cars raced back and forth, their sirens as heavy on the air as the fire’s black smoke.
“Church of the Bloody Souls, boy,” Cope said. “Y’all cain’t get in you ain’t spilled blood.”
“Got that base covered.”
A sheriff’s deputy, this one from Brewster County, ripped down the street, a cloud of dust hanging behind the dirty white squad car. I watched it pass, saw the cop’s concentration on getting to the fire.
A single, simple look down the alley and he would nail us down. “Man, we gotta get different clothes.”
“What I was thinking. Gotta get to ground for a few hours, too.”
Down another alley. Along a narrow dirt road.
“What happened back there?”
“Pretty sure y’all died,” said Cope. “Good thing I was able to save your ass.”
“By stuffing me in this sidecar?”
“No.” Cope’s voice was thin, getting beaten down by the wind. “By giving y’all fucking mouth-to-mouth, getting some good air in them lungs. Then I stuffed y’all in the sidecar.”
“I told you I didn’t want to ride in this death-trap.”
“Didn’t tell much of anything when y’all was dead.”
“I wasn’t dead.”
“Looked dead. Shoulda been dead, the way y’all got tossed.” Cope nodded. “Blew your ass about twenty feet. Smashed against the wall. Lucky y’all ain’t got a broken back.”
“Then you came and saved me.”
“Sure did.”
“So you’ve had a pretty good day, being the hero and all.”
Cope shrugged. “The good day is probably y’all’s...not being dead and all?”
“Fair point.”
“Hang on, we’re almost there. New clothes. A little dinner maybe. A place we can disappear for the night.” He grinned. “Whatever else we can find.”
He jerked the bike into a huge, overgrown parking lot. The asphalt was cracked, nothing more than hard-packed dirt in some places. At the back side stood a Victorian-style house. Three stories, each level done in different shades of color coordinated paint. The woodwork, the styles and shutters, the handrail around the gigantic front porch, were all brightly colored. 
At one edge of the parking lot, facing the road, stood a giant sign. The Valentine Cultural Arts Playhouse, it said. Performances Weekly. Now Showing: Arsenic and Old Lace.
Cope killed the bike as a large woman burst through the theater’s back door. She stood on the landing, her hands on the rail, leaning over just enough for me to catch a glimpse of her ample cleavage. 
“Ah, Esther,” Cope said.
“Well, Mr. Elmer DiFranco,” she said, drawing each word out. “Didn’t think you’d ever darken my doorstep again.”
“Elmer?” I asked.
Cope glared at me. “Don’t gimme no sass.” He climbed off the bike. “Darken? That a racial slur?”
“Racial slur? Me?” Gracefully, she reached inside the door and withdrew a shotgun. It sat intimately in her hands. 
“Uh...Cope?”
“You remember my friend Diamond here, right?” she asked.
“I do, Esther. A Beretta Diamond, I remember correctly. A .410?”
“Cope, we oughta talk,” I said.
“Hush up, Darcy, we’re good.”
“Not so good from this end,” Esther said. She racked the slide. 
“Why’s that, baby?” Cope said.
“Because I’m gonna shoot him.”
“Why him?” Cope asked.
“He’s with you, ain’t he?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Good enough for me.”
Cope laughed. “What about me?”
“I’m gonna shoot you, too, but I’m gonna get me some manliness first.” She pulled the hammer and that metallic click was the loudest sound I’d ever heard.
 
 
 



 
A Little More Than One Week Ago
 
Valentine Cultural Arts Playhouse
Valentine, Texas
Esther was a beautiful woman, no doubt, but she was a big girl. Easily three hundred pounds. In spite of that weight, everything she did, even the way she threatened me with the shotgun, was surprisingly graceful. Her dress was full-length, but cut low in the bodice and her cleavage went on for miles, getting lost in the long flow of red hair above and around it.
“Who the hell is she?” I asked Cope. “Why the hell is she waving a shot—” When she fired, a blast of white fire screamed past my face. I hit the ground hard.
“The fuck y’all doing’, Esther?”
I covered my head and scrambled behind the motorcycle. “Bitch is crazy, Cope.”
“Well, yeah, I know that...but—”
She fired again. Another roar and Cope yelled while I snaked my ass into the sidecar. Curled up into a ball the size of my fist. 
This isn’t happening. Not with a million cops looking for me, not with Detective Kurston just waiting for me to stick my head up so he can pounce. 
The call of sirens continued to rise and fall, like the breath from a sleeping lover.
“Dangit, Esther, y’all gonna kill somebody.” Rather than scared, Cope sounded annoyed.
“I’m not planning to kill somebody,” she said.
Gingerly, I looked up. A soft grin sat on her porcelain face. Her eyelashes, so long I saw them clearly from twenty feet away, batted once. A long pink tongue slipped out and wetted fire engine red lips. “I’m planning to kill you.” 
Cope motioned toward me. “Yeah? What about Darcy?”
“He’s not bad looking. Didn’t scream like a woman when I shot at him.” With a curt nod, she smiled. “He can go, I won’t kill him today.”
Relief coursed through me, a double whiskey on a cold night. Not enough relief though to make me crawl out of this sidecar.
“Sadly, you ain’t gonna be so lucky. Get to saying your prayers, boy.”
“Now, Esther.” Cope took a few steps toward her. “If y’all were gonna do any killing, y’all woulda done it already.”
Her grin slipped. “Day ain’t over yet, Elmer.”
The threat hung between them. I watched Cope watch Esther, watched her do the same to him. Their eyes never strayed, their body language never changed; his self-assured, but with a hint of caution; hers with no caution at all.
“Esther. I tried to explain—”
“You didn’t really.” She pointed the gun at the ground. “I mean, yeah, you tried, but it was a pretty shitty try.”
“That might be true, but y’all know I ain’t got no way with words.”
She squeezed her legs together. “True, words ain’t your strong point, boy.”
When Cope took another few steps toward her, she raised the shotgun. 
“You sniffing? You about to be killed and you’re sniffing around for some leg?”
“Ain’t you? Y’all said you wanted some before you shot me.”
She lowered the gun, broke the breech, popped the spent shells out. “I did, didn’t I?” She boomed a full-throated laugh as she held a hand out to him. “Well, let’s get that part done. Then we can get to the shooting.”
Cope took her hand and followed up the short flight of stairs to the back door. 
“Wait, wait, wait.” From deep in the sidecar, I stood. “You’re going to screw? You threaten to kill us...and actually shoot at me...and now you’re going for some bedroom time? I’m just supposed to wait here, hope the cops don’t come investigate a shots-fired report?”
Esther laughed. “First, Roy the Poh-leece loves me.” She winked at Cope. “All the mens do. Second off, I shoot this gun all the time. Godda—” Her eyes darted to Cope. “Those friggin’ wetbacks coming across my property all hours of the night. ‘No fucking habla engles,’ but they sure as hell understand a blast of rocksalt to their asses, don’t they? Third of all, I think maybe they got their hands full with what’cha’ll done to the church.”
Cope waved a finger. “Wasn’t us.”
Esther shoved Cope into the house. “Anyway, it’s not like it’ll take Elmer too long. Six...seven minutes and he’ll be sweaty and I’ll be washing off. I just put some coffee on, if you want some. I’ve got part of a sticky bun left from breakfast, too. Make yourself at home.”
And they were gone.
Easy as that. As though there hadn’t been gunplay. As though there weren’t a burning church with dead monks. As though Kurston weren’t after me. I stood for a few minutes, listening to the world pass me by in a flash of fire-heat and feeling completely helpless.
Eventually, I breathed deep. Coffee sounded fine. Maybe that sticky bun. Maybe a piss, too. But none of that until I checked the cooler. The ice was probably done for and I had no freakin’ clue where I was going to get more. I yanked it from under the seat, popped it open, and grinned. Somehow, that fucking idiot Cope had taken care of my problem. 
In the middle of the church burning down, everybody shooting, running from the cops, Cope had managed to find fresh ice.
I plunged my fingers into the cold, dug around until I found the foot. How in hell, I wondered again, had everything come to this? Fleeing the church with a man’s foot. And the crap of it was I didn’t even know where Fagan’s body was. I’d looked for ten, maybe fifteen, minutes before I’d boogied ass outta there. Left that tattoo joint and hid in a whiskey bottle for a few days. When I crawled out of there, it was only long enough to stumble my way to the first bus out of town. 
Should have kept my ass on that bus, too. Should have ridden that fucker straight to the Texas coast and found myself a job on a boat to anywhere. Or turn it around and grabbed a chunk of asphalt toward Mexico. 
On my chest was a burn scar.
And that’s what stopped me from the coast or Mexico.
The scar was raindrop-round, as large as a little girl’s thumb, as smooth as a sixteen-year-old girl’s ass. The pendant that had burned that scar had been the last thing I had. In spite of everything I’d done, it was that pendant that kept me awake more than anything else.
Because it was gone. 
Because it was my fault it was gone.
Ergo, I had to find the fucking thing.
Find it and get it back to my step-father. Then, and only then, could I grab a boat or a bus and disappear. 
So, assuming I got out of Valentine, I would look a little more. A few more days, a few more tries. If I couldn’t find it, then I’d pack everything in and catch that ride to somewhere else.
Good plan, but how many more gonna die before you hitch out?
I snorted. “Yeah, there is that.”
That single body—Fagan’s—had become lots of bodies. Everything was different now and I was pretty certain whatever luck had been traveling in my boots was just about done with me. Blood and bodies trailed me like heels knocked off—or shot off—my boots. A month ago there hadn’t been any bodies. Now they were everywhere and though I’d actually killed only one, all those corpses were at my feet. 
If I had brain fucking one, I’d opt out, Mama’s pendant be damned. Piss on getting it back. Piss on apologizing for letting Fagan steal it from Mama’s jewelry box in the first fucking place.
“Damnit.”
“Hey,” Esther said. “You gonna stand out there all day or what?”
Through the open door, I saw her in the front room, buttoning her shirt. Cope wandered in a moment later, fidgeting with himself under his robe.
“You need some ice for that?” she said, pointing at the cooler as I came inside. “There’s an ice machine downstairs.” 
When she reached for the cooler, I yanked it away. “I’m good.”
She smiled seductively. “Got secret stuff in there?” 
“Uh...no, thanks. It’s...uh—”
“Don’t tell me anything you don’t want me to know.” 
Esther and Cope went into a room that might have been a living room in any other house, but here had been transformed into a lobby. The wood was dark, the furniture coverings burgundy. Old fashioned light fixtures hung in the corners and tossed out an antique yellow glow. A carnival-style popcorn machine stood in the corner, next to a stairway that disappeared into a basement. A sign above the stairs said, Theater This Way. Nearly all of the flat surfaces were filled with props. Fake money. Purses and costume jewelry. Different kinds of liquor bottles, some empty, some not. There was a menorah and a two-foot tall silver Christmas tree. On an end table sat a revolver. 
“The Valentine Cultural Arts Playhouse,” Esther said. “It’s what I do.”
“I had no idea this town had a theater,” I said.
“That’s about the story. Most people don’t know.” She shrugged. “I do okay. Not great, I ain’t getting rich, but I make enough to keep me in sticky buns, coffee, and shotgun shells.”
“I wouldn’t think there were that many actors in Valentine,” I said.
She laughed. “No actors, honey, it’s all me. I do all the parts. Every show is a one-woman show.”
Squeezing her shoulder, Cope said, “She talented, no doubt about it. She know how’d’a use those lips.”
The room was filled with lobby cards. Last time I was in a theater was probably twenty years ago for something Shakespeare as a high school field trip. I stared at these cards, at the titles and art work, and had no fucking clue what any of these plays were. For all I knew, Esther could have made the entire thing up and I would never have known. 
“I got hit by a drunk driver a few years ago,” Esther said. “Put me in the hospital for about a year, killed my sister.” Her hands spread out, indicating the theater. “Got a pretty good settlement.”
Went to the tattoo parlor, killed my father, got a shitty settlement. Want to see the pound of flesh?
Cope took a deep breath. “Esther, we gotta problem.”
She raised a single eyebrow. “Just one?”
“Gotta get outta town. Quick but quiet.”
Her face remained steady but something changed in her eyes. “You leaving me, Elmer? For real this time?”
Cope took Esther’s creamy hand in his. “Yeah, baby. For a little while. I’ll be back, don’t y’all worry about that.”
A single tear rolled down her cheek and I realized the enormity of her feelings for Cope. “Monea tell you to leave me?”
“That’s part of it, babygirl.”
“Monea the whore?” I asked.
“That’s her,” Esther said. “He comes to get some of me, but always goes back to her.”
“Other way around, babygirl. I get some’a her, but always come back to y’all.” He took her hand. “The cops are after us.”
Esther’s laugh was laced with sadness. “The cops are after all you guys...that’s the deal, ain’t it? Church of Bloody Stools and all that.”
“Bloody Souls,” Cope said.
“Whatever.” She wiped away tears, cleared her throat, and sat as tall as she could, waving a hand at the church. “I heard the explosions. Figured you was involved.”
“Only ’cause we was there, Esther.”
“Esther, please,” I said. “It hasn’t been a great day and I don’t see things getting any better. Can you help us or not?”
Her eyes were a penetrating green. Beneath her gaze, she laid me bare, stripped to my bone. She saw every flaw, every nightmare. 
“Yeah,” she said, drawing the word out like a length of hot wire from a punctured eye. She pointed a thumb outside as another squad car passed. “You can’t go anywhere just yet. There will be policemen everywhere. You can stay here. You can put the bike in the garage. Stay overnight. Darcy, I got a room you can use.”
Cope grinned. “Where I’m gonna sleep?”
She shrugged. “You probably won’t be sleeping much tonight.”
Outside, beneath the sound of sirens that still cauterwauled, a car drove onto the theater’s cracked lot and didn’t stop until it seemed to be inside the lobby. The engine died, followed by a door slam and booted feet climbing the stairs.
“Hey, Esther.” It was a thin voice that scraped hell outta my ears. Behind it, a hand banged on the door. “Lemme in. Open the damned door.”
“Fuck me,” Esther said. “He’s got to come now?”
“Open up for your little punkin.”
Cope said, “The hell is that?”
“Roy.” 
Tiny fingers of panic poked at me. “Who?”
“Roy Guy.”
Cope leaned down to take a look through the window.
Esther jerked him back. “Johnny Law.”
 
 
 



 
One Week Ago
 
My nuts froze. “Johnny Law?”
When Esther nodded, her breasts bounced. “He loves me but his timing ain’t great. Never is...if you get what I’m saying.” She pushed her tits higher up into her bra and went to the door. 
“What are you doing?” I asked. “Don’t open the door.”
“Stupid shit, he knows I’m here. I don’t open the door, he’ll break it down looking for me.”
“Got that kind of effect on him?” Cope asked.
“Goddamned straight,” Esther said.
The officer’s voice pealed. Rang in my head like the bells at St. Nicholas Episcopal when I was growing up. “Esther, lemme in.”
Fucking hated those bells.
“Y’all watch that language.”
Esther’s eyes bulged. “My ass is hanging out ’bout as far as it can, which is pretty far in case you ain’t noticed...it’s a big ass. It’s out there for you, Elmer DiFranco. Can you keep your self-righteous bullshit to yourself for just a few fucking seconds?”
Guy’s head, captured by the street light behind him, moved in an almost perfect square from corner to corner in the window. A thin hand rapped the glass. “What’s going on? Lemme in, Esther. Come on, I got a problem needs taking care of. Lemme in.”
Another quick press of her bra and then hands down along the dress encasing her body and she popped the door open. Her voice was dramatic, the voice of an actor. “Roy the Poh-leece.”
I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so deep-bone terrified. Actor or not, her accent was thick enough to clog an industrial drain.
“Luscious,” he said, his accent equally twangy. 
Stepping across the threshold, he stopped immediately when he saw Cope. His frown deepened when his eyes caught me. “Oh. Uh...hello. Yeah, hi.” 
Faking a cough, I kept my back to him.
In the midst of a tight hug, Esther rubbed her hips against his. “Oooh, I’ve been missing that gun, Officer.”
But he wouldn’t be drawn in, not with me and Cope in the room. He stood formally, his face tight as stone, though his lack of uniform killed a measure of his authority. “I wanted to check on you after the fire.”
“Are they getting it under control?” Esther asked.
“It’s a mess, Esther, I won’t lie to you about that. You best keep a radio handy to listen for evacuation orders.”
“It’s that bad?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Formal now, as though he actually ran the show in Valentine and there was any chance a church fire on the outskirts of town was going to lead to an evacuation. “It’s a helluva fire. Most everyone’s dead. There are some we can’t account for; we’re assuming that’s who set the fire.”
“Can’t account for?” My ears laid back against my skull.
“We had a plant inside the church,” Guy said. “Trying to get the goods. We know exactly how many people were in there.” 
Esther shook her head. “I can’t believe all those men burned to death.”
“Burned? No. We gotta lot of bullet holes in a lot of heads.”
“Which means what?” I asked.
Guy took a big breath, licked his teeth, and glanced around the lobby as though surveying a room full of rookie cops. “Well, we got us a murderer running around town. I don’t know why he did it, I just know some son of a bitching murderer is in my town. Keep your doors locked. I might even cancel the show tonight.”
“There is no show tonight,” Esther said. “But you’ll come help me if it comes to that? I mean, even if you’re off-duty? If I need you?”
A satisfied grin played at the edges of his mouth. All the while, his eyes moved between Cope and me. But I noticed they began to linger less on Cope and more on me. I’d seen that look before, not on this cop’s face, but on others’. I had something that was drawing Guy’s curiosity. Maybe it had gotten tickled initially by Esther with two men he didn’t know. Or by a black man covered in rings. But now it was all me; his world was narrowing down to just me. 
He knows. Or thinks he knows. Or thinks he might know.
Esther caught Guy’s eyes hanging on me. “I’m glad you came by. You can meet some old acting friends of mine. They’re passing through, actually just finishing up their visit.”
“Just passing through.... But wearing monks’ robes.” He let his eyes traveling in the direction of the burning church. “Hmmmm...ain’t that something.”
I swallowed. This was going bad fast.
“Roy, honey, that ain’t no thang at all,” Esther said. “I told you I was thinking about doing Nunsense. It’s all about nuns and monks and God-stuff. I was thinking it’d be good to have some other actors this time. I got the costumes ready and asked my friends here to model them for me.”
“Uh-huh.” Guy stared at us a bit longer before letting his gaze linger toward the burning church. “Guess I didn’t know you had visitors.”
“I told you they were coming.”
Roy Guy nodded thoughtfully. “Did you? I guess I have to pay more attention.”
I’d be happy if you paid less attention. 
Worst thing to do? When a cop is staring at you and frowning and you can see the fucking wheels turning in his head? Squirm.
But I couldn’t stop it. Twitching and wriggling. Once, when I’d been a kid, I’d burned an ant to death with a magnifying glass. That fucking cop-stare on me was the exact same thing as that glass on that ant. I was the ant and he was burning me to death. 
I knew that stare intimately. How many times had I seen it on SuperCop’s face? Eventually, just like with SuperCop, Roy the Poh-leece would put everything together. From deep in the cobwebs of his brain, a wanted poster or a Locator computer bulletin or a Crime Stoppers flyer. That would come together with two strange men in his punch’s theater...wearing robes. Eventually, he’d get it all.
Sweat broke on my forehead.
“Yeah,” Guy said. “Pay better attention.” He stepped casually toward me. “Think I know you, boy.”
“Don’t think so...sir.
Guy shrugged. “Well...maybe not. If you’re a cop long enough, the faces tend to blur together.”
“I’m sure that’s true.” I moved from foot to foot. Again, the wrong thing to do, but hell, my nerves were on fire and I didn’t know how to put them out.
“Roy? Uh...Roy? Can I show you the new set?” Esther lowered her head until she was looking through the tops of her blazing green eyes. The seductiveness of the move surprised me. “I’ve got that new costume, too.” A grin, almost a smirk, hooked one end of her mouth. “You know, the one you asked about?”
Hot red burst into Guy’s face. “Uh...yeah. I just wanted to see if it passed the local ordinances. Can’t have too much skin showing on stage.”
“Y’all absolutely right, right as the rain. Too much skin might be a sin.” Cope chuckled.
“Go on down, Roy,” Esther said from deep in her throat. “Let me say bye to my friends and then I’ll be...going down.”
Officiously, he disappeared down the stairs.
“Christ on a shingle,” I said. “He knows. He fucking—”
“Darcy,” Cope said. “Please with the language.”
“Shut the hell up about the language, Cope. That fucking cop knows who I am. He knows what I’ve done.”
“How y’all figure that?”
“You see how he looked at me? He knows. Probably got me off the Locator computer.”
“The what?”
“Locator. National network, most cops have it anymore. I’m sure they’ve flashed my name and face a few hundred times since—”
“Since?” Esther asked.
“Since the boy got his church membership.” Cope said it discreetly. “Esther, give it a rest, the boy don’t wanna tell.”
The front door was closest, but through the backdoor was the motorcycle. Hate it or not, I needed to leave Roy behind quick. “I’m out. Gimme the keys. I can’t stay here he knows everything I’ve done and Christ I didn’t—”
It happened in a flash. Cope’s hand shot out, smacked me. It stung like the whips across my back at the church.
“Y’all pretty sure the world centers on you. Cain’t never be about nobody else. What makes the planets and asteroids and all the rest of that shit spin around you? Y’all ain’t the only one got troubles with the police.”
“Esther?” Guy called from downstairs. “Everything all right?”
“Just fine. I’m coming.” She stared at Cope and me. “Don’t go anywhere, don’t say anything, don’t even breath. Give me ten minutes with him and we’ll be fine.” With a flick of her wrist, she directed us to the kitchen. “The laundry room.”
With a grumble, Cope led me into a tiny room, only enough space for the washing machine and the dryer. With a shrug, I hopped on one while Cope climbed on the other and pulled the folding door closed behind us.
 
***
 
“What the hell are you humming?”
“Gospel. It gettin’ on y’all’s nerves?”
“No more than I am on yours.”
Cope grunted. “Pretty bad, then.”
“Look, old man, I didn’t ask you to bring me here. Or save me.”
“Shut y’all’s hole,” Cope said, his voice a river of annoyance. “Don’t give me no shit about better off dead. Nobody better off dead.”
“Why’d you bring me here?”
Cope sucked his teeth. “Had to bring you somewhere, didn’t I?”
“Did you? Why me? You didn’t snatch anybody else.”
For a while, Cope said nothing. His hum faded in and out, back and gone. “Y’all got what y’all done and I got what I done and right then, when that place was burning down, saving you seemed the right thing.”
I frowned.
“That ain’t a good enough answer?”
“Sure...I mean...yeah. I just expected something ...I don’t know...more exotic.”
“Awright, how ’bout this? Monea told me to save your skinny white ass.”
“The whore? She knows about me?”
“She’s knows ever’thang, White-Boy Darcy.”
“You are one strange man, Elmer Cope DiFranco.”
“Y’all don’t know the half of it.”
We fell silent for a few more minutes, then the folding door whooshed open.
 
***
 
The three of us stood backstage, near two dressing rooms. One had Esther’s name painted garishly over a tiara while the other had no sign at all. The hallway was narrow, packed with boxes of crap, set pieces, props, and thousands of old programs from theaters stretching all the way across the U.S.
“I got all kinds of costumes.” Esther pushed the unmarked door open. “I always find what I’m looking for.” Costumes were everywhere, hanging on the backs of doors, on mirrors, on an array of bars attached between walls. More were folded neatly and stacked on the floor.
“Where the poh-leece?” Cope asked.
“Don’t worry about him.” She indicated the costumes. “Whatever you want.”
Within a minute, Cope had found what he needed. He stripped to his shorts and slid into the designer jeans, complete with brightly stitched logo across his left ass cheek. The T-shirt was yellow, a locomotive booming out of his chest, the words Soul Train exploding out of the smoke. A reddish leather jacket with a wide collar and a pair of purple suede boots finished the outfit.
“Are you kidding me?” I asked. “That’s a joke, right?”
“What’s a joke?”
“What you’re wearing. You look like...I don’t know...a—”
“Pimp Daddy, is what he ain’t saying, Elmer. You look like a cheap pimp.”
Cope tucked in his shirt. “I was a cheap pimp for a while. But this ain’t what I wore.” A wistful look slipped across his face. “I danced on Soul Train once, too. Dumbfuck thing to do. Anybody could’a seen me.”
A jagged silence fell between those two. Esther’s eyes were hard on Cope while his were closed, his head tilted back as he leaned against the wall. She loved him and it was obvious. As apparent as a crack whore jonesing for the next rock. Esther loved someone at least twenty years older; who wore too many rings and had something bloody hidden in his past.
But when he was in trouble, he came to her and that had to be at least part of why she loved him so hard, harder than I’ve seen anyone love anyone else for a while.
Did Mama ever love Fagan like that? She loved her second husband that deeply, no doubt, but was that how it had been with my biological father? Or was that just a quick thing that turned into a three-year disaster?
Eventually, Cope opened his eyes. They fell gently on Esther. “Damn, honey, this shit makes me feel thirty years younger.”
She pecked his cheek. “You ain’t old enough to be thirty years younger.”
I grabbed two sets of clothes. One relaxed with jeans and a T-shirt, the other more formal. The slacks and tie and nicer shoes I’d use at the banks I had left to visit. As I dressed, I glanced at the number on my forearm: 101645. Beginning to fade just a bit, probably all the sweat. I’d have to touch it up soon.
“Y’all look good in this one,” Cope said, tossing a shirt. It had the flag of Kenya on the chest. 
“Kenya? How’s that work? I’m Irish.”
“Well...now y’all can be black Irish.” 
“Yeah, that’s funny, Elmer,” Esther said. 
I stripped and looked up to see them watching me. “What?”
“What that?” Esther pointed at my chest.
A hand went over it quickly. “A scar.”
“Damned thing must’a been awful hot to scorch you like that.”
“I—” I ground my teeth together. “I did it myself, okay? Don’t ask me why, I just did.”
Esther nodded. “Huh. What it is?”
“A pendant. Belonged to my mother. She’s dead and it’s how I remember her.” I put the T-shirt on and left the dressing room.
“You don’t have the pendant?” Esther asked, following him up the stairs.
“Fagan stole it,” Cope said.
I whirled on him. “How the fuck do you know that?”
The air in the basement thickened. Esther’s gaze moved back and forth between Cope and me.
“Y’all got to calm down, boy.”
“Calm down bullshit. How do you know Fagan stole the pendant? Did SuperCop send you?”
Cope backed up a step. “Didn’t nobody send me nowhere. Wanna keep secrets, y’all shouldn’t oughta talk in your sleep when I’m rifling your room.”
“What?”
“Lips flapping like a whore’s,” Cope said.
There was a beat of silence, an angry silence. Fucker had rifled my room? Looking for what? A damned cucumber? More rings? I sputtered, trying to work up a serious headful of righteous anger. But there was nothing there. I was so burned with anger about Fagan and SuperCop and my own failures over the last thirty-eight years; I didn’t have much anger left.
When Esther started laughing, her voice full and clear even as she went into the kitchen, I shook my head. “Stay the hell outta my place, old man.”
He held up a hand in an oath that wasn’t any too fucking solemn. “I promise, I ain’t never gonna rifle y’all’s room again.”
“Whatever.”
In the kitchen, sitting around the table, the night pressed in against us. Far across the lot, somewhere in that night, sat the motorcycle. It was an invisible beacon and it called me—hell, it yelled at me—to hit the road. My feet itched to cover some miles, but I knew we couldn’t leave yet. It was entirely too hot to leave. Every cop within fifty miles was crawling through and over Valentine and probably would be for the next few hours. 
“So,” Esther said. “The lab finally blow up?”
“What?” 
“Boom boom,” Cope said.
“What are you talking about? It was a church.” I ignored the tea Esther poured. 
“Yeah, but churches need money, don’t they? They never asked you for money, did they?”
“No.”
“‘Course not. It wasn’t a cult, they didn’t want your wealth.”
“When she’s right, she’s right,” Cope said.
“Want that body, nothing more. Enough bodies gives ’em a good cover.”
“Selling that dope,” Cope said. 
With a graceful nod, Esther said, “Cooked up in the basement lab.”
“Basement?” I shook my head. “It was some mobile homes, Esther.”
Esther giggled. “You didn’t get around there much, did you?”
Truthfully, I hadn’t seen anything but the sanctuary, my room, and the bathroom. I had been too focused on the illusion of soul-cleansing.
“Underground,” Cope said. “Vented through the sanctuary. Cain’t tell me y’all never smelled the place.”
My face flamed hot. “I thought it was the candles.”
“That’s what you were supposed to think,” Esther said. “But show me a candle that ever smelled like starter fluid.”
Those few times I had smelled chemicals, I’d thought the wind had shifted, brought the odor up from the factories just across the Mexican border. 
“What’s the number?” Esther asked. She nodded at my arm.
“Nothing. Doesn’t mean anything.”
She sucked her teeth. “Everything means something. All Elmer’s scars mean something, no shit about that.” After a short laugh, she said, “You guys, all you church guys, are all nuts, you know that? Whips and drugs and robes. Bunch’a freaks.”
“Excepting me,” Cope said.
“Including you,” Esther said.
The conversation settled into a comfortable groove for a few minutes. Cope and Esther talked and held hands and rubbed thighs together. This leaving was hard for both of them and it occurred to me that leaving someone behind should have been just as difficult for me when I stepped off Mama’s beloved porch for Fagan’s Continental. But getting in that car was as easy as breathing. Or pissing. Easy and natural and I didn’t worry at all about my step-daddy’s tears.
“Y’all’s face looking serious.” Cope knocked back some tea. He coughed and blinked rapidly. “Damn, Esther, too much whiskey.”
She shook her head. “No such thing.”
“The pendant,” I said.
“That one?” Esther said, pointing to my chest.
“Yeah. I’ve got to get it back to the owner.”
“I thought you were the owner.” 
“Belonged to my step-father. The sperm-donor stole it.”
“Sperm-donor?” she said. “Wow, that’s some love. So you’re taking it away from the man you hate and giving it to the man you love.”
“No big spiritual reckoning, Esther. I’m just trying to find the thing. I find it, I’ll take it back.”
We sat in silence a bit longer. Outside, the sirens had all stopped, but the cars still prowled. Every once in a while, a fire truck would drive by, sent by a nearby small town to help beat the fire back, now done and headed home. I knew Valentine FD would be on scene for at least a day, maybe two. A fire that hot would burn unseen for a while.
“Well,” Cope said. “Cain’t go anywhere ’til those roadblocks come tumbling down. How long, you think?”
Esther shrugged. “No idea.”
“A few hours,” I said automatically. “Until they decide we’ve gone to ground or slipped out before the stops went up.”
“Roy said they knew who was at the church,” Esther said. “That true?”
“Maybe,” Cope said. “But ain’t any too many of us gave our real names when we got there.”
“Cops’ll run those names,” Darcy said. “Real names or aliases, TCIC will probably spit out hits from here to Rapture.”
“What’s that?” Esther asked.
“Rapture is when y’all get sucked away to Heaven, Esther.”
“Shut up, old man.” She turned to me. “What’s TC—whatever?”
“Texas Criminal Information Center. Statewide database tied to the national one. Warrants and Amber alerts, shit like that. If I get stopped in Nacogdoches and I’ve got a warrant in El Paso, cop’ll know as soon as he runs my name.”
“Y’all got a warrant in El Paso?”
It was a nice try on Cope’s part, but I kept my information to myself. “Not that I know of. What about you?”
“In El Paso? Not that I know of.”
Esther chuckled. “Not that I know of, not that I know of.” In those few words, she managed to both mimic and mock us. “Both of you were at the Church of Bloody Stumps, you both got blood on your hands.”
“Bloody Souls,” we said together.
“Whatever.” She stood. “I’m the only one here hasn’t killed anybody. But I got blood on my hands, too, don’t I? Whole theater came from my sister’s blood. I guess everything goes back to blood, doesn’t it?”
Esther and Cope headed for the bedroom together, but I sat for a while longer. She was right; it all came down to blood. I’d wanted to discover my ancestral blood and now what filled my veins stained everything.
 
 
 



 
A Little Less Than Seven Days Ago
 
“Three in the morning and pissing in my parking lot. You know, I have no problem shooting you just like you was one of them drunks.”
A full moon hung in the west Texas sky while coyotes called across the desert, answered by flea-bitten yard dogs. A breeze, carrying the stench of the Rio Grande, fetid and wicked, filled with garbage and sewage and tinged with the chemical tang of a burned meth lab, wafted over Valentine. 
I looked at the back door. Esther stood on the landing, smoking a cigarette. 
“Should I laugh? Is that a joke?”
“Not to the emergency room staff.”
“Picking rocksalt out of asses?”
“’Bout once a month. Sometimes buckshot.”
I zipped up. “Can’t sleep.”
“Not surprised. I don’t know how any of you guys sleep.”
And what if I told her I hadn’t really slept since I’d killed him? What would she do if I told her I had visions—daydreams, demons, PTSD, whatever the hell you want to call it—every single moment of every day, but the night dreams were the worst? Because they had an immediacy the daily visions—which were nothing more than spotty memory—didn’t have. The night dreams were the absolute essence of that night; every detail and breath, every blink of eye and curl of fist.
And it all evaporated when I woke up, leaving me scared and sweaty and angry. 
On the landing, Esther sucked a long pull on a cigarette before strolling toward me.
“Got a lot on my mind,” I said.
“I’d guess.”
The night air toyed with me. One minute it was just hot, then there was enough of a breeze to cool the sweat running in rivers down my bare chest. The next minute the breeze was gone as though it had never been there.
“You don’t even know.”
“I’m sure that’s true.” The tip of Esther’s cigarette glowed in the night as though a star had somehow slipped and fallen and become trapped in this cracked and bruised parking lot. “How’d you come to join the church?”
Done deal as soon as I found Fagan. When his car pulled up and his engine idled and he jumped out, reeking in the too-sweet aroma of his aftershave. Screeching about bars and whores and Staind Skin.
I ignored her question. “All I wanted...all I wanted...was to get to know him. When I was little, Mama told me all these stories. She was so pissed off about it all. But Grandma’s stories...holy shit, Batman, they were the nasty stories. She used to cackle. Had these Shostakovich symphonies booming on her stereo and just cackled away talking about him.”
“Him?”
“The sperm-donor; walked out when I was three.” The constant, slow ache that had lived permanently in my chest every moment since he’d left suddenly flared to life. “The shit of it is I don’t even know how everything went so wrong, haven’t got a fucking clue. It just...did. One night I was fine and then he and I were hanging out and then...everything was all wrong.”
Matching tats. Father and son kind of bullshit and I swallowed his entire load, right down my throat. A family coat of arms, but we’ve always been white trash so there was no real coat of arms. Laughed about maybe tattooing his name on his arm ’cause his memory was so bad and then thought getting 9½ on his six-inch dick was funny.
“Tell me about the church.”
“No.”
“Tell me about leaving your step-father on the porch.”
“Cope tell you? Son of a bitch.” I toyed with the cooler, moving it this way and that with my toe. “I hopped in with Fagan and drove off. Left my step-father standing there, crying like a baby. Too late to take that back now. Even if I go home, the memory’s still there. I abandoned him.”
“Like Fagan did you.”
“Fruit doesn’t rot far from the tree, I guess.”
“Oh, stop it.” She blew a giant ring of smoke around her head. The street light caught it, illuminating the shape and sheen of a halo for just a brief second. Then it was just cigarette smoke in a small town. “Don’t be pathetic. Your biggest problem is you’re lost. Ain’t the world’s newest problem. Whole lotta other people lost, too.”
“You?”
“You betcha. Why you think I act? I get to climb in and out of other people, get to test drive all kinds of other people. My brother was a con man before he got jacked in prison and he was the same. Shit, we’re pretty much all con men, aren’t we? I got a writer friend and he wrote me a play once. Terrible stuff, he ain’t much of a writer. He writes because he doesn’t know who he is. Maybe none of us do.”
“Cope does.”
“Horseshit. Cope’s the most lost of all. He hears messages from God and listens to a whore named Monea...probably a big-tittied woman...he likes us that way.”
“‘Tittied?’ Isn’t that a man’s word? I thought women said ‘boob.’”
“For Elmer, it don’t matter the word, just the size. And all either God or Monea have told him to do for fifty years is run.” She chuckled. “It’s not God’s voice; it’s the Don’t-Go-To-Prison voice.” She looped her arm through mine. “The church?”
“I remember the confetti.”
“The hell’s that mean?”
“Shit came out of the ceiling. Seemed like tons of it. All green and it stuck to the blood.”
She didn’t talk for a few minutes. The dogs continued to bark but the coyotes were quiet.
“Darcy.” Her voice was soft, as though she were trying to fit it gently into the early morning air. “What’s in the cooler?”
“Why I’m running.”
With no hesitation, she retrieved the cooler, and snapped the lid open. She dug around beneath the whip and the cuke and ice and pulled the foot out. It was still tightly wrapped in plastic, bound by rubber bands, but there was no mistaking what it was.
“I woke up with that in my back pocket.”
“The cucumber or the foot?”
When I didn’t answer, she looked away. “Yeah, the cuke is probably Cope’s.” She held her palm flat, the foot in it, and stared at me for a long while. Then she tucked the ice over it and snapped the lid closed with a harsh finality. “Helluva wake up call.” 
“Fagan and I got drunk. Went for tattoos. Then I woke up and everybody was dead and his foot was in my back pocket.”
“So he’s dead.”
“Yeah.”
“You killed him.”
“Yeah.”
“Sounds like a bad night all the way around.” She rubbed the back of my neck, then kissed my cheek. “So you’re a tough man likes his booze and has a history of violence.”
“It’s not funny, Esther.”
“I don’t think I laughed. My sister was killed by a man like you.”
“I’m sorry about that.” I toed the cooler to a place behind me.
“Fuck your sorry, that doesn’t bring her back, does it?”
“No.”
She whirled away, shaking her head in a way that reminded me of Mama when she talked about Fagan. “You guys. Every one of you is just like every other one of you. You all drown in your violence. You think it’s hip and cool and shit. Crime groupies, getting off on cops and robbers and wishing you could be one of the players.”
“No, ma’am, I don’t want to be a player and I don’t like it.” I paused. “I think I hate it.”
“You feel any remorse?”
For a long while, long enough for the dogs to have quieted and the breeze to shift, I said nothing. Then I retrieved the cooler. “More than I can say, Esther, and I’m pretty sure it’ll be that way forever.”
She kissed my cheek again, as softly as my mother ever had, and led me back toward the theater. “It will. That remorse still eats at Cope’s bones and it’s been fifty years since he joined the church.”
 
***
 
“Can I go downstairs?”
Her head cocked. “Sure. Want a tour?”
“No, thanks.”
Five minutes later I was blooding it out.
—Whap!—
When I’d been in the church, I did it most every night. Not the way most of the priests did it, with huge swaths of flesh being torn off and gouts of blood running down their backs and legs. Mine were never that violent, though I always let some of Fagan’s blood escape me and soak into the ground. But I did it most nights. It was what I filled myself with when I couldn’t sleep, which was most of the time.
Now I stood on a stage floor, which I’d covered with a tarp.
And I blooded out. 
Fagan’s blood, too, infected at one hundred forty-five degrees with plague and violence and all things Fagan.
—Whap!—
Sometimes, I really believed the only way to get rid of all the shit burning my head from the inside out, was to blood it out.
It was a sharp sting, but had never been quite sharp enough. Maybe a harsher penance actually would cleanse my soul. Or maybe getting that goddamned pendant would get it done. Either way, it wasn’t happening now.
—Whap!—
“Mmmm”
I really, desperately wanted that blood out. There were few things I wanted more.
“Mmmmmm”
—Whap!—
If I could get the blood out, and the memories that went with it, maybe I could sleep again. Maybe I could laugh and enjoy a Beam shot with a Corona back again.
I realized then I heard a voice. Muffled. Sounded far away. I stopped splitting my skin and followed it to a small cabinet hidden in a corner of the stage. 
I popped it open and stared right into the face of Johnny Law.
The duct-taped face of Roy the Poh-leece.
Wearing a body suit of tightly tied ropes.
“Holy shit.”
 
 
 



 
A Little More Than Six Days Ago
 
“This is a fucking nightmare.” I paced the bedroom. 
“Calm down, White-Boy Darcy.” Cope was in bed, his face rumpled. 
“No fucking ‘White-Boy Darcy,’ Cope. Damnit, don’t you get it?”
Not much longer, maybe a heart’s beat, maybe a sweaty breath, and the cops would be crawling on this place; maggots on the corpse. They’d know, if they didn’t somehow already, their man was stuffed in a props cabinet like a forgotten latex love doll.
“Off-duty,” Esther said. “Doesn’t sign on until eight tomorrow morning.” She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “This morning, I guess.”
I stopped short. “Off-duty?”
“Y’all calm down a little we’ll lay it out. But where’s the cooler?”
“What? Why the— What for?”
“I’m hungry.”
“Damnit, Cope, we’ve got a little problem here; can you forget about your cuke for half a fucking minute?”
Cope’s eyes blazed, his hands clenched to loose fists. “I’m hungry.”
“Cooler’s outside,” Esther said. “But there are cukes in the fridge, just like always.”
With a tight nod of his head, Cope disappeared into the kitchen.
“Doesn’t matter what you lay out for me,” I said to Cope’s back. “Soon as Guy doesn’t sign on, it’s over. They find him here....” I head my shook. “If you let him go, he’ll spill his guts and we’ll all get a kidnapping charge.”
“So we won’t let him go right now,” Esther said. She waggled her eyebrows. “And when I do, he’ll forget all about you guys.”
I sat, got up almost immediately. “Kidnapping. Felony. Not only that, federal felony. And kidnapping a cop? I don’t even know what all charges that means.”
Esther shook her head. “Nobody was kidnapped. I just...just kept him from...I don’t know...kept him from leaving. That’s all.”
“Yeah...what the rest of us call kidnapping. Unlawful restraint.” Sweat poured in sheets, a summer squall out on the Gulf, off my head. 
“You been blooding?” Cope asked. He stood in the doorway, veggie in hand.
“Damnit, Cope, I’m covered in blood. What do you think?”
“Y’all figure out that number yet?”
“Will you leave the number alone already?” 
Esther stood, her large body naked, her giant breasts heaving as she wrestled into a robe. “You guys have a couple hours until he signs on. Probably another two until they start to get crazy and look for him. They’ll find him here quick though.”
“Why that?” Cope asked.
“Car’s out front,” I said.
“But by that time,” Esther said, “he’ll be well taken care of.”
Cope was just as naked as Esther. Rather than giant breasts lurching back and forth, he covered his long, skinny dick chastely with his hand. “But we should boogie on down the road now, what y’all saying.”
“That’s what I’m saying.” Esther wiped away a tear.
“Y’all sorry I’m leaving?” Cope began to dress.
“Not you, old man, you’re just a used-up, dried-up old bag.” She nodded toward me. “Him though. I’m sorry I didn’t get me none’a him.”
“Big ol’ load’a crap, Esther,” Cope said. “Big ol’ load. To go along with them big ol’ balls y’all got. Stealing a cop? Shit, I wouldn’t even done that.”
Finished dressing, she stood as straight and tall as she could. Her eyes were misty. “I was trying to help. It’s all I could think of.”
He kissed her. “Y’all are the Queen, Esther, don’t let nobody tell you different. I appreciate what y’all done. Maybe y’all can make it right with this copper. Tell him we didn’t wanna hurt him, but he cain’t take us in, we got too much baggage. We gotta get out.”
Acceptance was full on her face, in her eyes and lips, in the cut of her breath. “Where will you go?”
From my pocket, I pulled a scrap of paper ragged with Fagan’s handwriting. Some of the towns were already crossed off. Andrews, Kermit, Pecos. Next up was a bank in Marathon, for all the fucking good it was going to do. Chances were good it’d be a bust, exactly as every other one had been. Yeah, Fagan had been to the banks and yeah, sometimes they remembered him. But no one could remember what he’d asked, what he’d wanted. 
“What the fuck were you doing at those banks, Fagan?” I asked.
I caught sight of the number on my arm. Inked now with a ball-point pen, but originally done as the template for the tattoo artist. Fagan had given me the number. Said it was a piece of our family’s history. Said his memory was so bad he was afraid he’d forget it.
Problem was he was dead and I had no idea what that fucking number meant. 
101645.
“Why were you at those—”
Banks.
“You go mute?” Esther said.
“Son of a bitch. We’re going to Marathon.” I jammed the paper back in my pocket.
“The magic paper say so?” Esther said.
“Yes.”
“What’s in Marathon?” Cope asked.
“A bank.”
“Yeah, y’all been chasing them banks down pretty regularly.”
“Yeah, but now I know why. A safety deposit box.”
Cope nodded. “’Bout damned time, boy. I didn’t think y’all was ever gonna figure that part out.”
“You knew that’s what it was?”
“Well...don’t know about knew, but it seems pretty obvious, don’t it?”
“He told me to get the number tattooed so he wouldn’t forget it.”
“Really?” Esther asked. “Would you have done that?”
“Said it was part of our family history...part of what made us who we are...so who knows, Esther, as drunk and daddy-happy as I was, I might have.”
“And you didn’t because...?”
“My membership in the church came along before I had time.” 
Cope finished getting dressed. Esther stayed close to him, touching him sometimes, looking at him other times. 
“Why are you going?” I asked Cope. “Why are you leaving this woman’s love behind?”
Esther said, “Not too long in any one place.” She nodded toward the church. “Doubly so now that the cops are involved.” Esther gave Cope a tremendous hug, cutting off any more discussion. “You gotta come back to me, Elmer, I ain’t never known anyone like you.”
“Ain’t no mens like me.” He left a delicate kiss on the side of her neck.
“Get out. But call me soon as you can, Elmer. Don’t leave me in the lurch again. Tell me where to meet you.”
“Might be far away,” Cope said.
“Tell me where.”
The old man, tears standing in his eyes, pulled a ring from his thumb and wrapped her fingers around it. “’S for y’all, Lovely Esther.” His voice went quiet, might have shaken a little. “It’s all I got right now. Call it a down payment for later.”
“You asking me to marry you?”
His face scrunched. “Didn’t think so...but that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”
She smiled. “No, not at all. We’ll spend the rest of forever together, you and me.”
“Guess you’re going to miss that boat, ain’t you?” Roy Guy said. 
He stood in the hallway, duct tape hanging from his arms and hips. In his hands, he held the robes Cope and I had discarded. “Guess there ain’t no show, is there? These belong to you.” He winked, but it was the wink of a man in charge. “You two are the only ones to walk away. Guess that means you did it all.”
Esther stepped forward. “They didn’t do anything, Roy. They were caught in the fire, too. Can’t you see the burns?”
Guy’s gaze went to her and not for a million dollars would I want those daggers pointed at me.
“You shut the fuck up, bitch.” His voice rumbled and I thought of a deep stream running a rocky channel. “You played me...a love-sick schoolboy.”
“No, Roy, I never played—”
“Shut up. All of you are under arrest.” Automatically, he reached for his cuffs, around his back with his left hand, but they weren’t there. Nor was his gun. Off-duty. No gunbelt. No radio or baton, no mace. Nothing. 
“Guess you ain’t gonna arrest us today,” Cope said. He shoved me toward the back door. “I’m sorry about all this, Esther.”
“Don’t move,” Guy said. “You’re under—”
The words disappeared when Cope slammed his cucumber into the man’s face. Green, both dark skin and translucent insides, exploded in a moist puff. 
“No, Cope.” My voice was almost a shriek. “You can’t attack a cop.”
But the old man kept moving, following the vegetable slap with a full body slam. Cope and Guy smashed into the floor together. Someone yelped and when they separated, there was a hell of a blood stain on the hardwood floor.
Guy scrambled up, his lip bleeding, cucumber guts hanging from his cheek. “You’re fucking under arrest.” His hands shook wildly, his eyes darted around the room until they found the end table with the gun. He lunged for it and jammed it out at arm’s length toward me and Cope.
“Esther, they fucked you over, woman. They lied to you sure as shit.” He took a deep breath and I saw his training fighting with his adrenaline. He managed to get his breathing slowed, even as his face lost some of its wild. His arm came down until the gun was about his midsection. Yet he still held it with both hands.
He isn’t a country bumpkin. Might not be a great cop, but he isn’t any bumpkin. Just a guy got seduced by someone, lost sight of what was what for a few minutes.
“Go on over, call 9-1-1 for me,” Guy said to Esther, “and maybe we’ll forget your part in this bullshit.”
My mouth was dry, my skin hot. 9-1-1 would be a disaster. 9-1-1 would end everything, put me in jail, kill my step-father, end the search for the pendant.
“I don’t know who the fuck you are,” Guy said. “But I know you’re both killers. Killed all them priests. Say hello to the hoosegow, boys, ’cause that’s where you gonna spend every single last day you got.”
“They’re not,” Esther said. A shaking hand hid her mouth. “They didn’t do it. You have to believe me, Roy.”
I glanced at the front door, at the short hallway to the back, beyond that lay the motorcycle.
“Hang on, there, boy,” Guy said. He brought the gun up, hammer cocked. “Whatever you’re thinking, think something else. I’ll blow both you guys away right here and nobody’ll have a problem with that.”
The barrel was much larger than I’d ever realized. Holstered, under glass in a gun shop, on TV and in the movies, even in the church during the shootout, guns had never looked this big to me.
Damned good thing this gun was her prop gun.
Guy was right, there were definitely murdered priests at the church, but I wasn’t going to jail on those. I wasn’t going to jail at all, no sitting in a holding tank until SuperCop Detective Kurston showed up. I damn sure wasn’t going to ride with Kurston back to Barefield and then slowly work my way through the system until they lost the key on my new iron-bar condo for the blood crusted under my nails.
“Here’s the deal,” I said. “I’ve got a great amount of respect for most cops and I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I am not going with you.”
Guy winked. “You dictating terms now? You telling me who I can and can’t arrest?” He laughed. “No, here’s the deal. I’m taking you both in, I’m going to get that promotion they’ve been promising me, then I’m putting in my application for the Rangers.”
Cope watched from near the front door. His face said he’d remembered the gun, too. 
“Sorry, Officer, you aren’t taking me in.” I headed for the back door.
Guy came up behind me, pressed the gun against my head. “I can shoot a fleeing felon.”
“Darcy,” Esther said. “I need to tell you—”
I spun, smashed my fist against Guy’s face. The man’s lips came apart and at least one tooth hit the floor. The blood reminded me, for a split second, of the split open backs at the church, of the blood on the ceiling. 
Guy stumbled backward, but never let go of the gun.
And when it fired, burying a bullet in the dark wood next to my ear, I screamed like a little girl. My voice was thin and terrified. “That’s not a prop.”
“I’m pretty sure that was the real one,” Esther said.
Guy fired again. The bullet shattered the kitchen window. Glass tinkled down to the back lot.
Cope was gone, the screen door flapping behind him. He was halfway across the back lot before I even made it out the door.
“Get your ass back here,” Guy shouted. He burst through the back door behind us and stopped on the landing. Fired. Two. Three. Maybe four times. Cope jumped on the bike, gunned it to life, jammed the gears down. I dashed for the sidecar, sure I’d already pissed myself.
Cope popped the clutch and the bike shot forward as a couple of bullets peppered the ground where we’d been.
In the mirror, I saw Esther barrel out of the house and smash into Guy. The railing gave way and both went over the side, landing hard on the ground four feet beneath.
Cope hooted. “Fucking right on top of him.”
No reason to cheer, much as I might want to. Soon enough, Roy the Poh-leece was going to get his ass back to his station, get a description of the three-wheeled bike out on the air and TCIC. Soon enough, we’d get stopped on the highway and hauled in.
Except maybe it would be worse than that because when I looked back at the theater, Esther got up, but Roy Guy never moved.
 
 
 



 
Six Days Ago
 
U.S. 90
Between Valentine and Marathon
A few hours later, the wind stole my voice.
Damned good thing, because I sure as hell didn’t want to hear myself scream.
Should be used to hearing that raggedy scream by now, right? Felt as though I’d spent my life screaming. Some days for my step-father. Some days for my father. Some days for a life I wasn’t even sure I’d recognize even if it did come along. And now for all those dead priests. And the burned church. And whatever kept Officer Roy Guy on the ground. Maybe it was just a broken arm or fractured skull, maybe he was only unconscious and he’d be fine tomorrow, but either way, things had just gotten much uglier, which meant the scream kept going.
Yet in the face of all that, all I could think of was the damned pendant. How fucking self-centered was that? People, lots of people, were hurt and dead because of what I’d done and all I could think of was getting a cheap-ass bit of jewelry back to a man I could give a crap about.
Man, oh, man, are you a piece of shit.
Hadn’t that been the trouble all along? How fucked up my head was? I’d spent the better part of life worrying over a man I didn’t know and hadn’t seen since I was three. God help me, I couldn’t get Fagan out of my head, regardless of what that meant to everyone around me.
I couldn’t not ask questions, couldn’t not want to hear the stories over and over again.
But those questions got you here. They’re what put you in a sidecar, riding a shaky, noisy fifty miles an hour on an empty desert blacktop, searching for a safety deposit box that hid a pendant that belonged to a step-father who probably hated you about now.
Eyes closed, leaning back, I tried to snort the smell of gunpowder out of my nose. But it wasn’t just a smell in my nose; it was a sound in my ears, too. Sound of fucking bullets reminded me of the tattoo guy’s needle gun laying Fagan writ large and bold on my back.
“Fuck.” 
Fagan and I had banged through the better part of two-fifths of Beam, almost a full twenty-four of Corona, two or three spliffs. All that shit blunted my memory, like it had been hammered dull against a sidewalk. Part of me knew that was a good thing, though. Chances were the booze and booyah had stomped the worst of the memories down.
“What we doing, White-Boy Darcy?” Cope asked, his voice a shout over the engine.
“Going to Marathon.”
“Yeah, I got that much. Y’all checked that double-super secret, double-oh-seven classified list. But what we doing?”
We’d passed about a billion cactus plants. In west Texas, you couldn’t swing a dead cat without hitting a cactus. So while we passed even more, while I thought about the time I’d stumbled over a small cactus plant at the edge of a neighbor’s yard and Mama had yanked the spines out of my calf and shin, I let his question hang. “I’m looking for something.”
“Stupid as I am...even I figured that much. The pendant...mythical and legendary. But we both be knowing that ain’t what y’all really looking for.”
“What?”
“That may be what y’all’s head is tossing up, but that ain’t it.”
I growled. “Then what am I looking for?”
He shrugged. “Ain’t got no idea, ain’t in y’all’s head. Pro’ly better that way. But why we thinking y’all gonna find it in Marathon is beyond me.”
“Might be one of the other towns.”
“One of the ones y’all already visited? You doubling back now?” He shook his head while he drove. “Bad way to go, that going backward. ‘Specially as far as y’all going.”
I said nothing.
“Why you think it’s in any of ’em?”
I stared at Cope. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Driving this here motorbike.”
“Why?”
“Well, I don’t expect y’all know how to drive it.”
I shut up and let more miles passed beneath the bike’s skinny tires. 
“I know the one daddy stole that necklace from the other daddy and it belonged to the mommy, who by the way you seem to talk, might be dead so she ain’t gonna care about no necklace, but maybe the one daddy does care but the other daddy might be dead, too, soooo....” His nose twitched. “Given all that, I’m wondering why ya’ll ain’t getting the fuck outta town.”
“Wonder that myself sometimes.” I paused. “She’s dead. Ten years. Cancer. Two days before she died, she gave us the necklace...well, gave it to my step-father. It’s just a piece of junk. She got it in Mexico. It was the last vacation we took together. Took a week off from my gig—I was welding at that point—and we went as a family.”
A wildly dysfunctional family. 
The pendant was the last thing there was. She’d had it around her neck even at the end, in that hospital bed, after her last shred of dignity had been sucked away by the cancer and the chemo. The last few hairs on her head had blown wildly in the stale air conditioner breeze. Even then, when she should have been thinking of something else, she was talking to me about Fagan. 
“Don’t call him.” Her voice was weak, surprisingly quiet. I’d had to lean forward to hear her. I remembered being ashamed that I almost covered my nose because of how the sickness and chemo made her smell. “Stay away from Fagan. He’s a shit and a liar and probably dead anyway.”
It was her last bit of advice, meant to quell my lifelong curiosity. I’d asked about him at ten years old and thirteen years old and seventeen years old and then every year and every month and sometimes every day until she died.
“Might be junk,” Cope said. “But sounds like it’s got some good love warming it up.”
I nodded. “Fagan stole it so I’m going to get it back. It’s—well, I don’t know what it is.”
“An apology to y’all’s step-daddy, ain’t no secret about that.”
“Maybe.”
“Then what?”
Deep sigh rolled through me. “Getting out of Texas, Mexico or a freighter out of Galveston. See if I can’t figure out a way to live with what I’ve done.”
“You can’t.” Cope’s voice was nearly lost in the wind.
The list—towns and banks—was in Fagan’s handwriting. Fagan had gone through some of the Barefield and Odessa banks when we were together. The others, he had said, we would get to; called it a tour of west Texas. A tour complete with chicks and booze and dope and anything else I wanted. We never had that tour and he never told me what the other towns were. So now the list was the last thing I had to go on to find the pendant. I’d have to visit each bank looking for what I now realized was a safety deposit box.
Riding a motorcycle at night was unlike anything I’d done before. I’d had a girlfriend once who was working on a degree at Texas Tech and I’d loved making the drive from Barefield to Lubbock at night. Plunged into darkness with only the dim green from the dashboard of my Buick Skyhawk to see by. Every few miles I’d see lights stretching up the sides of an oil drilling rig. Or the occasional lights at a cotton farmer’s house. Infrequently, there was a car or truck. The only other voice was the radio. I’d felt cocooned and safe. Like a young puppy with one side against Mommy and his other side against the rest of the litter.
Riding on a bike at night was different. There was nothing around me, no steel or glass, no protection from the wind or the random stink—sometimes a skunk, sometimes the stench of an oil well—or the grasshopper that smashed into my face and teeth. I was exposed. I fucking hate that. “Damn, I wish you had a windscreen over the side car. A radio’d be nice, too.”
“Y’all mean a windscreen like this big ol’ one I’m riding behind?” Cope laughed. “And I got a radio, White-Boy Darcy. Tucked right down in here.”
“Well, turn the damned thing on.” Fill up all this empty space, I didn’t say.
“I ain’t thinking so.”
“Why?”
“Radio just fuck up my thoughts...gotta keep them straight.”
“Have they ever been straight?”
The old black man grinned, then shook his head. “Not so much.” He shrugged. “’Sides, radio all sound the same anyway. Chicago to Texas, everything coming outta that box sounds the same.”
Maybe so, I thought, but I’d give pretty good chunk of change to hear Cash’s deep rumble telling him about burning in hell or going to Jackson. Or Joe Ely’s strained voice singing about Laredo. 
“He worked in radio, you know,” I said.
“Who?”
“The sperm-donor.”
Mama had said Fagan was brilliant on the radio. Even as she hated everything else about him, she said he had been good at that. Always had a laugh in his voice, always got callers on the air, always had some bit of trivia about the music. He was the best friend of everyone who listened, the guy every listener wanted to have a beer or three with.
“Worked stations up and down west Texas. Country, soul, Top 40, news. He was pretty good.”
Cope raised a single eyebrow.
“Heard him on tape once, bunch of years ago. He’d worked at KCEK with a guy named Hopper. When I was seventeen, I begged Hopper to let me hear some of the old program tapes.”
“From twenty years ago?”
“Twenty-five or more.”
“That station needs an enema, clean that crap out.”
I’d been pretty damned happy they hadn’t. It had been odd though, hearing his voice after so many years of so many bad stories. It had been deep and powerful, authoritive, so unlike my own squeaky pipes. And it absolutely had not matched the few pictures I had of Fagan. Even in his early thirties, Fagan had been a skinny, pale kid. 
The radio voice didn’t match the speaking voice either, at least not the one twenty-five years later. When Fagan had appeared, the voice was still that of a skinny, pale kid.
“Hopper and Fagan got in all kinds of trouble back in the day. Drinking and dope and women.”
“Married to your moms?”
“Fuck no. She was done with his ass by then. He walked out, had the balls to stay in town for a while. Hung out with Hopper.” I laughed. “Hopper got popped for possession of stolen merchandise. Went to jail for a year or something. That was right before Fagan left town.”
“Y’all’s daddy have anything to do with Hopper getting caught?”
“Of course not.”
“Sure, absolutely. He ain’t got nothing to do with that kind of shit.”
“Hopper was still at KCEK ten years ago. I used to stop in and see him every once in a while.” I chuckled. “Even bought some smoke off him a few times. Good stuff, too.”
“He still there?”
“Who knows. Only jock I ever knew stayed at one station for any length of time.”
Cope winked, but the wind pulled the wink sideways. “Well, if he’s got some ganja, we might have to go see him. Been a while since I had some good smoke.”
 
***
 
Two hours, later, Cope said, “What a pile of shit.”
He stood on the center line in the road, his arms out wide, as though trying to grasp the entire desert horizon. His face was toward the sky. Slowly, maybe measuring his steps out by the inch, he walked the yellow line until he became part of the darkness.
“You’re going to get splattered.”
“No chance.”
There was, in fact, absolutely no chance of Cope getting run over. Because there had still been no vehicles. Nor, for that matter, any planes above. While that was a good thing, it also unnerved the crap outta me. An entire roadway as desolate as the desert through which it ran. 
Barefield was filled with desert rats, people who bathed in the beauty of the desert. While I’d never understood that particular beauty, I’d also never, until this moment, been bothered by the desolation. It was nothing new; I’d grown up surrounded by it. Scrub and mesquite, cactus. The dirt was absolutely dead, brown and gritty, and it rained once a year whether it needed to or not. Except for the interstate running into and just as quickly out of town, the roads around Barefield—maybe all the roads in Zachary County—were cracked. Great fissures opened, allowing weeds and brushwood to shove their way through. The shoulders were dotted with the remains of armadillos or snakes or jack rabbits. 
Mama had been one of those desert people. She reveled in its beauty. As other Barefieldians struggled against the heat and dryness to keep their middle-America yards green and perfectly manicured, Mama had chucked the whole idea of green grass and gone with xeriscaping. Native plants and grasses, none of which needed much water. 
“Looks like weeds,” I’d said once.
She had smiled sweetly and patted my cheek. “Well, that’s because you’re a gardening idiot.”
“True enough. A badge of honor, thank you very much.”
She tried to force a frown across her face, but there just wasn’t room around her grin. “Get the hell off my weeds.”
“What a pile of fucking shit,” Cope said. “How y’all live in this stinking pile of crap?”
I peered into the semi-darkness, the only light from a street light mounted near a cotton farmer’s barn, until I spotted Cope a good quarter mile down the road, still standing on the yellow line, his arms still out. He resembled a cross and the reminder of the church hit me with an open-palmed slap. The slap brought tears and I stood, lost on the side of a desert road, crying for five full minutes. Great, deep, heavy sobs from miles deep inside me, where I’d believed there had never been anything. 
Never been anything because I’d never cried before. Not with any emotion or attachment, not with any guts or gusto. Yeah, break an arm on the ball field and cry. Yeah, fall out of a tree and cry. But touch some spiritual point inside me and cry? Fuck that noise. 
Not even the night I’d killed Fagan. Not even when I woke up, head full of noise and confusion and pain. Not when I’d thought I had a huge wallet in my back pocket except that wallet was somehow warm and wet and there was blood all over the room.
It had never happened...except once.
A random day, two weeks after killing my father, a few days after slipping out of Barefield under a darkness that had once been safe, but was now stifling and scary. Standing in front of the Valentine National Bank, on the cracked sidewalk, the sun beating hell out of my eyes.
I had cried then.
Because I had found nothing...again. Like every bank since Barefield. No records of an account, no security pictures, no security videos, damn few employees who remembered seeing Fagan. 
There had been no end to the crying then. It came and it came hard and then I fell to my knees and it came harder still and when I fell on my ass it came out in painful and messy wracks and blobs and snotty strings. 
“Guess y’all having a shitty day.”
Of course Cope had been on that street, as obvious and singular in his brown robe as a virgin at a Metallica concert. The old man had slipped his thin hands and arms beneath mine and lifted me up, straight up as though that robe gave him the strength of a Mr. Universe...though a bit older and slightly withered. “Take a breath and get them feet moving.”
Maybe I had tried to sit back down, tried to find a place where I could sort through it all, but Cope had kept me moving.
“Y’all blubbering like that when the fuzz get here, y’all gonna blubber in the county lock-up.”
That had shot through the snot and tears. My legs moved, my head popped up, my hand wiped bloody snot from my nose and lips. 
“No cops,” I said. “The cops can’t find me.”
“Too right about that,” Cope had said. “Y’all and me, both.”
Still it was weeks later, miles out of Valentine. Still we ran and still it was from the cops. And still those tears, shed in the middle of the damn Texas desert, burned my cheek.
“The fuck y’all crying about now?” Cope asked. He stood about fifty yards off, feet planted right in the yellow dividing line. “Every time I turn around, y’all crying.”
“The priests are dead.”
“Yeah.”
“It was a stinking pile of crap,” I said.
Cope walked toward me. “The whole church or just what happened yesterday?”
“Yesterday.”
“Yeah, yesterday was a huge pile of crap. Stinking, smelling, shitting crap. Ain’t no doubt about that. Before that though, that place gave y’all what’choo needed. Put a little salve on those wounds.”
“I don’t need any salve.”
“Yeah, okay.” Cope chuckled then stood up straight, puffed his chest out. “Me either, damnit. Don’t got no wounds, don’t need no help.”
Fuck. Who was I lying to? I had tons of wounds that needed salve. They started the moment Fagan grabbed his car keys and left us and deepened into a summertime sandstorm when he came back more than thirty years later.
Showing up and introducing himself—and why was that first conversation so hazy, wasn’t it everything I’d ever wanted?—he told a few of Mama’s old stories so that he wasn’t the liar who enjoyed putting the occasional boot to his women. Then he said let’s get back those lost years. 
Cope sat on the bike now and with a neat flick of his wrist, brought it to life. The engine roared and after a half hour of silence, seemed as brutally loud as springtime tornado.
“Safety deposit box, huh?” he said. “Guess y’all gotta figure out which bank.”
“Yeah.”
“Seems kinda strange.”
“What?”
“Well, you went to college, right? For a few days, anyway. Why cain’t y’all see it?”
“Say it straight, old man.”
“Stole that pendant the night he came to get you. The night of the tattoos.” Cope shrugged. “Couldn’t’a gone and put it away before he had it, could he?”
How in hell had I missed that? No way the pendant could be in the safety deposit box. Fagan had had the pendant with him that night. Which meant it was probably on his body, whatever was left of his body, when I woke up. That body was probably long since gathered by the Zachary County Medical Examiner, cut up for autopsy and released to family or dumped in a pauper’s grave.
“Then I’m done. The necklace is probably gone.”
Cope nodded. “Pro’ly. But that don’t change nothing.”
“Meaning?”
“Sperm-daddy was still looking for something, wasn’t he? Wonder what that was.”
Feeling stupid, I stared into the scrub. The first fingers of pink light were beginning to highlight it. The sun was just beginning to crack the line of the horizon and two headlights came hard out of that dawn. The deposit box faded to the background.
“Holy shit. Where’d they come from?”
“Y’all ain’t seeing too well. I seen them days ago. Why you think I got back on the bike? Don’t need to be sitting without no working wheels that turns out to be bad guys.”
“This isn’t Chicago, Cope, not everyone is a bad guy.”
“Yeah, well, ain’t too many people driving around the highways this early in the morning, pulling off the road, going up on the land and shit.”
“What?”
“I been watching him. Pull off the road, drive around for a few seconds, get back on the road. And driving real slow, too. Gotta be Five-O.”
The car slipped into the glow of the farmer’s street light. Two tall antennas on the trunk whipped back and forth.
“Texas Department of Public Safety.” My voice felt weak, something coughed out from a throat suddenly as dry as sandpaper. “Hypos.”
“Hypos?”
“Highway patrol.”
The car answered the question. Light bar, gold outline of the state on the door, 9-1-1 highlighted on the rear quarter panel, plates that said Texas exempt.
“Yep,” Cope said. “That’d be the cops, huh?”
“Just be cool.” My stomach was guitar-string tight, and ice-cold sweat bathed me. “Just be cool.” 
“As the ice in your cooler, babe.”
Cope revved the engine while I climbed into the sidecar casually, as though we hadn’t left a pile of burned bodies behind us. The cop, his posture relaxed and casual, gave us a friendly wave when he drove by.
I waved back and nearly pissed myself doing it. 
Kurston. 
Wearing the tan uniform of the highway patrol rather than the plainclothes of a Barefield detective and what in hell was he doing working for them and even if he was why the hell was he out here in the middle of nowhere and --
“Go. Go go go.”
“Problem, White-Boy Darcy?”
“Just fucking go.”
Cope gunned the bike and put it on the highway. Dust curled up behind us and hung for a moment in the dark, thick summer air before disappearing.
“What’s up, Darcy?”
“I know him. I know that cop.” I banged a fist against the sidecar. “Damnit. What the hell is he doing here?”
“What? Y’all know that one? Ain’t I told you we supposed to be avoiding the cops?”
The bike picked up speed, slipping, I hoped, into the darkness. Behind us, getting further away, were the cop’s taillights. Smaller and smaller and then flashing brilliant red.
He was slowing down.
Then turning around, red lights to white and growing fast.
“Fuck. Go go go go.”
“White-Boy, who—”
“Kurston. It’s fucking Kurston. The detective looking for me.” I banged on the front lip of the sidecar, the fiberglass cracked beneath my blow.
“The one you thought was at the Church?” The color drained from Cope’s face.
“Yeah.”
He kicked the accelerator back as far as it would go, but the bike hardly moved forward. “We ain’t going much of anywhere.”
“Just go.”
“Darcy, ain’t no way in hell this is going to outrun that.”
The car grew, larger and larger as it bore down on us. No emergency lights, no siren, but moving quick. Cope squeezed the handlebars so tightly his hands bled white. His thighs pressed against the gas tank, digging in like spurs in a horse’s side.
Then the emergency lights snapped on and they flooded the road with red and blue and still he kept coming. Faster and faster. 
Was he going to drive right over us? Hammer us down, take care of me and too bad about the other guy, whoever he’d been?
A quick snap of the steering wheel and the cruiser flew out around us, the siren on now, gouging the air. The squad drew even with us and still Cope poured on the gas. He had no intention of stopping and even though I wanted him to lose Kurston, I couldn’t believe Cope wasn’t going to stop for the cops. 
Then the cruiser was gone. A blast of warm wind, of dust and exhaust stench. Quickly left us far behind while it melted into the dawn. The face was gone, too. 
It hadn’t been Detective Kurston. Yeah, stone-chiseled face. Yeah, handle-bar mustache. Yeah, thinning hair. But not Kurston.
My breath was blast furnace hot in my chest, gold stars in my vision. I fell back against the side car as Cope released the gas and the bike lurched. Cope didn’t jam the brakes, didn’t put the thing into a power slide to stop it. He just let it roll to a stop, then snapped the engine off. 
There was a laugh in his voice. “I got fifty-two years running. That’s about the second closest I ever come to getting popped.” He ran his ringed fingers over his head, as though he could make himself invisible if he wiped away the sweat.
“Yeah? What’s the first closest?”
“Roy the Poh-leece.” He cocked his head toward me. “Both’a them times today and both’a them times with you. Y’all got some bad mojo going.”
“Yeah...well...I thought you figured that part out already. I thought that was why you grabbed me up off the sidewalk and took me to the church. To help fix that mojo.”
“Hell, no, it wasn’t.” Cope shook his head. “Gotta fill that damn quota. Get so many new members a month and get me a ‘lectric toaster.”
For about ten minutes, we caught our breath. Eventually, Cope put us back on the road.
“Fifty-two years? Sounds like an entire lifetime.”
“Damn near my whole life.” He nodded, gave the tired, old bike a bit more gas. “Parents are dead.”
Was the heat even there? Were we suddenly in the Artic? The cold polar wind froze my insides. Dead? Couple that with being a member of the church and I came up with two and two is four, we got us a parental murderer. I wanted nothing but to know my own parents and Cope had killed his. He had casually tossed away something that I had fought my whole life to find.
Cope chuckled. “I got blood on my hands, but not theirs.”
“What happened?” 
“This and that. Grands raised me for about a year. I been running since then.” His eyes glassed over, as though grabbing a memory from far along the horizon. “Ever been woke up in the middle of the night? Every night...2:04 a.m. He’d feed me macaroni and cheese, we had any, then we’d say some prayers, a little hellfire and brimstone, see the wicked world for what it was, then go back to bed.”
“2:04?”
“When his daughter died.”
“His daughter?”
“My mama.” He swallowed visibly. “Daddy died, too, but Gramps didn’t care so much about that. Thought my daddy was a piece of shit.”
“Was he?”
“I didn’t think so. They were drunked up, screwing in the back of the car, parked on the damned railroad tracks. Maybe they didn’t know, maybe they did and didn’t care. Didn’t matter either way, I guess.”
“How’d you get into the church?”
Cope ignored my question, pasted a soft, ill-fitting smile on his face. “Tell me about all them banks. Why your daddy go to those banks in those towns?”
My teeth ground together. “First of all, he isn’t my daddy, he’s the sperm-donor. Second of all, I have no idea why these banks and these towns. I thought it was for the pendant but you’re right...it can’t be. So I don’t know.”
I settled more deeply into the sidecar and went over my bank spiel, knocking the rust off. I hadn’t done it in a few weeks so I had to make sure I could remember it before I tossed at some bank manager again.
A mile down the road, Cope said, “They’s something else about that deposit box, too. Y’all figured it out yet?”
There was a moment of silence, full of the motorcycle engine, full of the wind in my ears. When the road curved slightly and the sun caught the chrome handlebar and winked at me, I understood. “Son of a bitch. No key.”
 
 
 



 
A Little More Than Four Days Ago
 
Big Bend National Bank
Marathon, Texas
The security guard saw it in my eyes. 
He was tall, banging the door on six-five, maybe six-six. Medium build, but relaxed body language. I’d seen that body language before and my heart sank. This relaxed security guard, watching women’s asses and the curve of their calves, was ex-blue.
Name badge said Lucas and he knew the exact moment I placed him. A flick of his eyes and a smirk on his lips. “Can I help you...sir?”
The bank sprawled out as though it had been delivered from central casting. Send up a Depression-era bank and boom, here it was. Marble floors. Or something that looked like marble. Marble, or faux-marble, columns. High ceiling, teller booths stuck out into the room with fancy, dark woodwork and iron bars around the tops and sides of their windows. At the far end was the vault. A huge door, open for all to see. Two feet thick, shot through with bars probably three inches thick that slipped from the door into the solid metal frame. Inside the opening was a screen door and behind that, a woman with a radio and phone clipped to her waist.
A drip of sweat fell from my forehead to the floor. 
“Sir?”
I coughed, a cheap way to cover nerves, and asked for the manager’s office.
Lucas pointed toward the back of the lobby. There were a number of offices, each small and nondescript except one. Where the others had doors painted gray, with tiny little name plaques, one door was dark wood with the bank’s name in flowing script, along with the manager’s name.
“Thank...uh...thank you.”
I went to the office quickly, before I gave Mr. Ex-Blue more reasons to stare at me. In one of the many mirrors decorating the teller windows—decoration designed with security in mind—Lucas eyed me, every step, every move.
Watched me just like the cameras did. Scattered through the lobby, discreetly hung near plants and not so discreetly directly behind each teller or desk. Just like in every other bank I’d visited. 
Near the manager’s office, a frail middle-aged man sat at a desk. His fingers flew over a computer keyboard. Even as he typed, he glanced up at me and smiled with nicotine-stained teeth. “Can I help you, sir?”
“The manager, please,” I said, hoping for authoritative and commanding.
“In regards to?” 
Here it was; the moment when I actually committed a felony. I pulled my wallet and snapped it open. A gold detective’s shield winked at the secretary. “A major investigation. Please get the manager.”
The man raised a single eyebrow and stood. “Just a moment, sir.”
The man’s feathers never ruffled and that set my teeth on edge. The lie worked, when it worked, because they were awed by the badge.
A few moments later, when the secretary came back, I cleared my throat and stood a bit taller, dressed as well as could be in Esther’s khakis and white shirt. It was, I saw in the secretary’s eyes, just about perfect. The best a cop could afford, the man’s eyes told him.
“Mr. Milner is finishing up a phone call. Please have a seat.”
He ushered me into an office filled with cowboy art: Horses and sheriffs and sunrises, trail rides in the sun-baked desert, lakes and streams lit up until they gleamed a golden-blue. On the coffee table sat a sculpture of an oil well. On the corner of the man’s huge desk sat a snow-globe, the snow not white, but green, falling on a bank.
“Can I get you anything, Officer?”
“It’s Detective.” And I could really use a hell of a big-ass tumbler of whiskey. “No, thank you.”
With a nod, the man disappeared.
From behind a large desk, the bank manager, still on the phone, stared hard at me, his gaze as penetrating as a scalpel. He’s cutting my skin, layer by layer. Soon enough, it’s gonna pile up at my feet like dirty skivvies.
Layer by layer...just like the tattoo artist that night. Exactly how he laid down a black foundation, then a colored touch, then more lines or whatever. Layer by layer.
F—A—G—A—N.
The sperm-donor’s idea. I licked my lips, sandpaper against sand, and swallowed into a sandbox throat. Fagan had wanted the other one, too, the number. “Yeah, 101645,” he had said to the tattoo artist. “Slap it on that boy.” Then a sloppy laugh and, “Drink up, boy, we’re having fun.”
Damned if the tattoo guy hadn’t slurped down a huge chug of the whiskey bottle Fagan was passing around. I had slurped down even more.
I was pretty well buzzed, said fuck yeah, do it, Fagan, do it. Do it, Daddy, was what I meant. Do it do whatever do anything long as we can get some years back. Beneath the booze and drugs and even the two cheap whores Fagan had bought, there were the missing years. That was all the fuck I wanted: Get those years back. If that means drinking smoking screwing and getting some ink, so be it.
“Got no head for numbers, boy....”
The tattoo wasn’t some bit of our family history; it was a safety deposit box. 
“...gonna make us rich and....”
Why the hell hadn’t I remembered that until now? Why had it just now come loping around the corners of my brain? I ran the back of my hand over my dry lips, stared again at the snow-globe. Why the fuck was the snow green? 
What was going to make us rich? 
Standing, the president offered his hand. “James Milner, bank president.”
I was startled at the power in the grip. Was he trying to grind my bones on purpose? “Good afternoon, Mr. Milner. My name is Darcy Kurston.” I paused. “I’m with the Barefield police and I need some information.”
Milner nodded thoughtfully. “Can I inquire what this is about?”
“An official investigation.” 
“Hmmm.”
I ignored the man’s subtle push for more information. Pulling Fagan’s picture from my pocket, I slid it across the desk. “Joseph Fagan. He ever rent one of your safety deposit boxes?” I tried to warm up my face, to chill the frost that hung in the room despite the blazing summer. “I appreciate any help you could offer, it would mean a great deal.”
The man glanced at the picture. “I’m sure it would.”
It was the picture Fagan and I had taken together at a club in Barefield. The real picture had us both in it. I had ripped myself out and had the remainder blown up. It was grainy and dark, a little hard to see.
Milner stared at the picture. “What would have been his business in my bank?”
“I was hoping you could tell me.” I tapped a finger on the picture to draw the man’s attention back to it and away from me. The less he committed my face to memory, the better off I’d feel. “Our friend has visited banks all over west Texas. He asks to talk to an officer. A president, a manager, a loan officer.”
“To what end, exactly?”
I took a few deep breaths. This wasn’t going well so far. Too many questions, too much stalling. “Well, why don’t you tell me what someone like him would have found interesting at your institution.”
Milner nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t know what ‘someone like him’ means, which makes speculation difficult, officer.”
“Detective.”
Milner’s smile—and isn’t it interesting how much of that word also makes up the word smirk, I thought—remained solidly in place. “If I knew what he had asked at other facilities, it might well help jog my memory here. Has someone asked my people about opening accounts with more than ten-thousand, for instance.”
“Well, he—”
“Or has anyone asked about opening accounts with checks written on banks in New Jersey. Do you understand my point, officer?”
I leaned forward in the chair. “It’s Detective, sir.”
“Forgive me. Obviously, Mr. Fagan hasn’t caused any notable problems at banks in this area.”
“You know that how?”
“I would have heard.”
“Would you?” I tried to choke back my surprise.
“Certainly. There is a...confederation, call it, of area banks. Nothing official, nothing on paper, nothing—”
“That can hold potential liability.” 
Milner’s smile disappeared. “We inform nearby institutions of notable occurrences. Usually it has to do with a group of people moving from bank to bank, trying to cash bogus checks or something along those lines.”
“This is simple. He asks for information, gets it or doesn’t, and leaves. He rented a box or he didn’t.”
Since he continued to visit banks, but never revisited any, I knew Fagan hadn’t gotten whatever info he was looking for. The problem had been, until today, I had no idea what Fagan was looking for, nor which banks he’d been to and which not. Security tapes from banks in Barefield before that last night showed him in those banks, but no one remembered his questions, only that he was charming.
Oh, he was always charming. It was what he did best.
Ten years on, Mama’s words had lost none of their clarity. I heard them as if she were sitting in the chair right next to me.
“You two could be brothers,” Milner said.
“Excuse me?”
He tapped the picture as I had done moments earlier. “You and he. You have similar looks.”
I resisted the urge to wipe my lips again. “Well, now that you mention it, I guess that’s vaguely true. After all, there are only so many different hair colors.”
Milner nodded. “True enough.” Then his gaze darted to the office door. “Ah, Mr. Lucas, I was wondering when you might join us.”
I turned and stared directly at a badge and a hand holding steady just above a gun.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Milner,” Lucas said. “Sorry to bother you, but did I hear the officer here say he was from Barefield PD?”
Milner smiled, graciously this time, and waved the guard to a second chair. “I figured you’d hear that part.” Milner turned his gaze to me. “Mr. Lucas here was on the job in Barefield.”
Of course he fucking was.
“Sir,” Lucas asked. “Are you feeling okay? You look kind of pale.”
“Fine. I’m fine. On the job in Barefield, huh? That is amazing, absolutely amazing.”
Lucas shrugged it off. “Well, it’s not like we both worked in some small town in Maine or somewhere. Barefield isn’t that far from here.”
“That’s true.”
With his head cocked, reminded me of a puppy hearing a new sound, he said, “Detective Kurston? Have I heard of you? Maybe we worked a case together years back? A series of thefts or something?”
I knew I was nodding, knew I was smiling, but all I fucking felt was panic. This guy had worked in the same department as Kurston? Fuck that, worked on a case with him? Twenty-four banks on the list and this guard was drawing a pension from Kurston’s department?
Damnit, Fagan, what are you doing to me?
“Could be, Officer. Eventually, you know, they all run together. Sometimes, I forget this one or that one.”
The man grinned. “But never the big ones, right?”
“Absolutely.” I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Never the big ones.”
Milner stood. “If you gentlemen would excuse me, I will check on your request, offic—excuse me, Detective.” He took Fagan’s picture and left the office.
“How’s the Peterson case going?” Lucas asked.
“I’m sorry, the which?”
“Peterson? The dead girl...1977? Unsolved.”
I tried to swallow, but my throat seemed to have swollen closed. “Oh. Well, you know...slow. Sometimes you catch a break and sometimes you don’t. We’ve had some good breaks recently and so I’m following those up. Really, it’s the only case I’ve worked on for the last few months.”
What the hell did you say that for? You tell him you’re not working on anything else and yet you can’t even remember the dead girl’s name. 
I closed my eyes and tried to dredge up some detail I could toss this guy. But it was as though someone had snatched the memory right out of my head. There was nothing there. Not only no memories of Peterson, but no memories at all. Hell, I couldn’t even remember what the Barefield PD offices looked like. 
“Yeah, I can understand that,” Lucas said. “Well, if anyone can close that bastard, I’m sure it’ll be you.” The man smiled and his head tilted the slightest bit. “I gotta tell you, Detective, you’re looking pretty good. Exercising? Lose some weight?” He patted his paunch. There wasn’t much to it. “I could stand to lose a few pounds.”
I chuckled. “I’m not doing anything special.”
The man winked. “Schtoinking the missus a little more, huh? Getting some good leg’ll keep a man young forever.”
“Detective,” Milner said, suddenly reappearing. He resumed his seat and his eyes never left me.
“Any luck?”
“Yes, in fact. He visited our facility about three and a half weeks ago.”
I tried to stay calm. “Really.”
“Indeed.”
“And the safety deposit box?”
“I have no box registered in his name.” The man’s face was completely neutral.
“And the number?”
As though holding the final piece of a treasure-laden puzzle, Milner said nothing, kept his eyes tightly on mine. Without looking, his hands found a cigarette box, pulled one, lit it easily with a lighter that looked like a hundred dollar bill sitting on the corner of his desk.
A tiny flicker of hope flared inside me. 
“Nothing,” Milner said.
Lucas patted my shoulder as he stood. “Well, I’m sorry you wasted your time, Detective. It was good meeting you again, but the door needs to be watched.” He jerked a thumb toward the main door.
“Thank you, Mr. Lucas,” Milner said. 
“How’d you find him so quickly?”
“Our internal security system. The man is not a customer of ours. When he came in, he spoke to our former vault manager, Mrs. Williamson. Unfortunately, her last day was, in fact, that day. She is no longer in the area.”
“You’ll get me a copy of the still pictures or video or whatever it was?”
Milner shook his head. “Not without a subpoena, I think. I have to protect our customers’ privacy.”
“That’ll make the situation much more messy.” Come on, asshole, give it up.
“Not for me. We have an excellent team of lawyers to handle all matters legal.”
And I, of course, would never get a subpoena. Which meant I was never going to see the picture of Fagan in this bank. 
I only had a few pictures. Mama had burned the wedding pictures the night she escaped Fagan’s violent wrath by squiggling out a bathroom window with a wailing baby tucked under her arms. There were no friends left, no other family, no one who might have shoved a handful of pix into a shoebox and forgotten them. I had taken quite a few pictures that last week, between when Fagan had driven up and I awakened bloody, but aside from the one, there were none that actually had Fagan in them.
“Thanks for your help,” I said, standing and shaking Milner’s hand. “I appreciate it. You’ve really helped with this investigation.”
“I am certainly glad to do all I can for Barefield’s finest.” Again, the smile/smirk.
Fuck off, I wanted to say. At the door, I turned back. “How’d you know he wasn’t a customer?”
“His name didn’t pop up on our computer, but I knew even before that.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Our internal system is based on facial recognition. That program looked at your picture, found the day he was here, and told me he wasn’t a customer.”
My mouth dropped open. “You have your customers in a facial recognition database?”
“Absolutely.” He said it with such confidence, such certainty, that my insides froze. “Would you not have me protect my customer’s assets to the best of my abilities? Much like you, trying to protect the public?”
“Uh-huh.” Turning to leave, I caught sight of the globe again. “What’s up with that globe? Snow isn’t green.”
Milner gave me one last smirk. “Money is.”
Without another word, I left. I slipped through the lobby as quickly as I could and was out the door in a heartbeat. Stopping, I let the sun warm my face and thaw the thick, fear-frozen blood churning in my veins.
“Fucking unbelievable.”
“Not as unbelievable as your performance.”
I turned to the voice.
And maybe, just maybe, a few drops of piss slipped outta my dick.
Lucas, now a guard, formerly of the Barefield Police Department, stood less than a foot from me. His face was stone cold, his hand lightly on his gun. 
“Who the fuck are you, asswipe?”
 
 
 



 
Four Days Ago
 
A diner
Marathon, Texas
The sun burned my eyes. Maybe someone had poured acid in them. I couldn’t see, then I saw him again, his hand hovering over that hunk of metal loaded down with lead. Scared me so badly I thought I’d see that image forever, like nuclear-blast shadows scorched into my eyeballs. 
And oh, by the way, it wasn’t a nervous twitch, this hand over gun thing I’d seen earlier in the bank. Seeing it now, standing on the sidewalk, traffic whizzing by, I knew straight up it was a message twitch.
As in: Dare me, motherfucker.
“I don’t know who the hell you are,” Lucas said in a low voice. “But I know you ain’t Kurston.” Lucas looked carefully me up and down. I heard contempt in his breathing. “Kurston was a great cop. Kurston never forgot his cases. Kurston was it, buddy.”
“Yeah, SuperCop Kurston, I know. Listen, I—”
Lucas held up a finger and there was so much threat in the gesture that I snapped my mouth closed. “And Kurston was about twenty years older than you.”
“Why do you keep saying ‘was’? You know something I don’t?”
The man laughed. “I know a shitpot more than you.” He nodded toward a coffee shop across the street. “So let’s you and I go across the street. We’ll get some joe, and we’ll talk about all the good old times we’re gonna have...and what might keep your skinny ass outta jail. How does that sound...Detective?”
“What about Milner? He let his pit bulls take breaks?”
“I appreciate your concern about me and my job.” Lucas backed away, but kept a hand on my arm. “I’ll worry about the job. Your worry, far as I can see, is telling me a lie that’ll make me happy.”
Together, Lucas’ free hand still twitching over that goddamned gun, we crossed the street. Our feet sank a quarter inch into asphalt softened by the harsh Texas summer sun. I glanced over my shoulder. We’d parked the bike on the side of bank under the shade of the bank’s sign. Cope had stayed with the bike. He would see us. He would come get me. Cope would take care of it.
Cope never moved. 
Fucker’s sleeping.
Laid out on the bike, legs propped on the handlebars, head back, eyes closed, that damn train coming out of his chest on his T-shirt. 
“The fuck you looking at?” 
My gaze snapped back as I tripped over the curb. “Nothing.”
“Careful, dumbass.” Lucas opened the door. “I’m going to let go. You run and I’ll shoot you deader’n shit, you understand?”
“Yeah, yeah. I ain’t stupid.”
He snorted, but said nothing.
It was a cheap diner, the kind that takes root in the desert mesquite and never dies, no matter how few customers spend a buck. Neon signs and clocks, each adorned with beer brands, dotted the walls. The place obviously couldn’t afford any decoration except what the suppliers offer for free. A simple metal counter that ran the long axis of the shop, near the closest wall, slipping away from us toward the kitchen and looking as though it might continue through the alley and across the Texas dirt and scrub. Hell, maybe it was the same counter than ran through every shitty dive in the state, all cosmically connected to each other. The World held but a single shitty dive, everything else was just different ornaments and free beer clocks. 
But the place was clean and even now, a thin waitress cleaned. No one else was there, no other wait staff or cooks, no customers, and the emptiness got under my skin. Maybe Lucas and I and this heroin-thin waitress were the only people left alive.
Lucas herded me toward a table in the middle of the place. It had dented metal legs, two of which were slightly shorter, making the whole table rock and back and forth. Before he sat, he shoved me into a chair directly across from him. He signaled the waitress.
Her face was exhausted, I realized. She stared at us for a long minute from behind the counter, then finally came over, her movements as slow as a creeping summer. She was maybe twenty-five, but she had about fifty years’ mileage on her.
“Jeremy,” she said.
“Yeah, how you doing?” He said it dismissively and immediately looked at me.
She went quick from empty to angry. “How am I doing? I’m sick, Jeremy, that’s how I am. Been fucking telling you that for weeks. Went to the doctor—again—yesterday.”
Lucas oiled up a greasy, ill-fitting smile. “And I keep telling you not to worry. All pregnant women get sick.”
“Not that kind of sick.”
“Okay, well, we’ll talk about it later.” He nodded toward me. “Gotta do some business.”
“Listen, you think about a name yet? For your kid?”
Holy Christ. I plastered a sort of bored neutrality across my face. Not only pregnant, but pregnant by this fucker. She was maybe twenty years younger than baby-daddy and the level of tension that wormed across our table told me he could give a shit about her being knocked up.
“Damnit, Jennie, I haven’t had time. Now gimme the regular and let’s talk about this later.”
“Sure, Jeremy, what the fuck ever.” She jammed her pencil stub against her order pad. “Coffee. Black as tar.”
Lucas said, “He’ll take a soda.”
“He can’t talk for himself?”
“He’s thinking.”
She looked right at me. “Sir, what can I help you with today?”
Just managed to keep the snicker locked behind my teeth. I liked this chick. Gets banged full by this dickcheese, who then bitch slaps her in front of me, and so she shits all over him by being pleasant to me.
“Thank you, ma’am,” I said. “And may I say, you’re looking especially lovely today.”
She sucked her teeth and snarled at me.
“He’ll take a soda,” Lucas said. “We don’t have time for this, Jennie, he’s got some serious thinking to do.”
Figuring how to get the fuck outta here. Wondering how to avoid getting killed. Thinking about what kind of shitty fate brought me to you...the one person in this whole end of the state who knew Kurston.
Jennie disappeared behind the counter. While a fresh pot of coffee brewed, she plopped a burger on the grill. A soft hiss filled the air.
Lucas banged a hand on the table to get draw my attention back to him. “Keep her outta your eyes, asshole.”
“Listen, I don’t know what—” 
“Where’s my money?”
Through the front windows, I saw everything from a block north to a block south of the bank. Just past the bank was the side street where we parked. It was impossible to see around the corner of the bank to see if Cope was still sleeping. 
“Hey, I’m talking to you.”
“Talking at me.”
“Better than shooting at you.”
“Okay.” I held my hands up in surrender. “Where is what money?”
“Look, man, that’s all I’m interested in. I don’t care why you’re acting like a cop...or why you’re acting like that specific cop. I only want the money.”
“What money?”
“Nice try.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You better get an idea damned fast, or I’ll—”
“What do you want me to say?” My voice was loud enough to catch Jennie’s attention. She glanced at us, glared at Lucas, then looked back down. “I don’t know anything about any money. I sure as hell don’t have any money.”
Lucas nodded as Jennie dropped off the drinks. “Jeremy, can I please just tell—”
“Damnit, Jennie, how many times do I have to say? I’m working here. Do you not see the uniform? I’m on duty.” He drank his coffee, a gesture of dismissal. 
I left the soda untouched and watched Jennie slink back to the kitchen.
“Eyes front, mister,” Lucas said.
“Yeah, ’cause I really want a piece of that action.” 
“She not good enough for you?”
“Serious? I show interest and you get bent? I say not interested and you get bent. Fucking bipolar.”
Lucas yanked the pistol from his belt and slammed it on the table, barrel toward me. A Glock 23, a .40. Not huge, but could kill me just as dead.
“Easy,” I said. “Everything’s cool.”
“Getting hotter.”
Carefully, I leaned over the table, toward him. Tried to hold his eyes off that gun. “What money am I supposed to have?”
He leaned back, away from me and shook his head. “That’s bullshit. Bullshit I don’t need.” But he was calm. “You got two choices. Hand over the money or I’ll—”
“Are you listening to me? I don’t know what money you’re talking about.”
“From the killing, asshole. You whacked the guy, then took all his cash.”
I nearly laughed. Fagan with money? That’s a fucking riot. He was as broke as a wagon wheel when he got to Barefield. I had spent most of the tiny bit I had saved up making sure Fagan had something to eat and someplace to stay; McDonald’s and the Triple D on Highway 80 was the best I could do.
“...gonna make us rich....”
Fagan’s words. I licked my lips. Was Lucas talking about money Fagan had had? Maybe before he’d gotten to town? Or maybe there was money in Fagan’s deposit box? Except that made no sense. If there’d been money in there, Fagan would damn sure have known where that box was. 
“I. Want. The. Hundred. Grand.”
My heart stopped. 
“Right the fuck now.”
“There isn’t any—” I thought again about the deposit box. It was possible Fagan had forgotten where the box was. At the end of his life with us, the drugs and booze had been fairly well overwhelming. Shit had gotten worse, too, when he was hanging with Hopper. Plus, that was twenty plus years ago.
It was way less credible—in fact it was total bullshit—that he’d put together a bankroll. Of any size. In our inabilities to keep a steady, decent job, we were cut from the same damn shitty cloth.
But maybe that was what he’d meant by ‘going to make us rich.’ 
The more I thought about a pile of green bills, the more my head showed me Milner’s snow globe. Green snow. Falling and falling and falling.
Just like the confetti.
Green snow.
It was then, with the damned gun pointed at me, that I realized the night of tats hadn’t actually been the first time Fagan and I had visited Staind Skin. It had been the second. But the first had seemed so minor, so inconsequential, I’d blown it off. We stopped in to check out prices on ink, to check out the guy’s art, what he could do. I don’t think we were in there for more than five minutes and while I went through a book of designs, Fagan had plowed the guy with questions. “Where can I score?” “Where can I get some tail?” “Where can I lose myself?”
But also, “Where is the Barefield National Bank?”
And, “Which way is Andrews?”
And, “When is the game?”
Drugs and pussy and the banks were easy to find. But getting info on the game had been tougher. The tattoo guy had frowned, had said he wasn’t sure what Fagan was talking about. Eventually, after a few bucks back and forth, some dope, the artist had coughed up the time. Steep entry, he’d said.
“Not a problem,” Fagan had said.
I’d had dreams, since that night, of four or five different guys. I’d thought they were just guys waiting for tats. But maybe they were poker players.
Steep entry. Maybe Lucas’ hundred grand?
No way in hell Fagan had that kind of coin. Man had never made that much in his life, even if he managed to save every damned cent.
Maybe there had been enough, stuffed away in that safety deposit box, to get in the game. Maybe finding the box had been how he planned to pop the entry. 
He hadn’t found it so he’d had to sit the game out. After all, Fagan had never touched the cards, at least not that I remembered. He had stood just off from the table, watching the cards and bills fly.
So Fagan had gotten to town, found out about the game from one of his old cronies...maybe even Hopper...had wanted in but hadn’t had the money. From there the night had gone righteously bad, leaving Fagan dead and Mr. Ex-Blue jonesing for money he somehow knew about.
“So,” I said. “I give you the money...or what?”
An easy grin slipped across Lucas’ face. “I’ll hand your ass over.”
“To?”
“Kurston, cock knocker.”
Damnit. There had never been many things I’d wanted in my life. I’d wanted to know the sperm-donor. I’d wanted to get a job in radio exactly as the sperm-donor had. I’d wanted to understand my step-father better, to like him more. I’d wanted Mama to be happy, finally, in her life. But right now, in this shitty diner in Marathon, with a moron security guard former cop breathing bullets and coffee in my face, I just wanted peace of mind. I wanted the nightmares of killing my father out of my head. I wanted to have Mama’s pendant hanging around her husband’s neck.
It’s what keeps me going, I’d told Cope on the road from Valentine. That twine with the handmade bauble on it, probably some reference to Aztec mythology. Finding that thing had kept pushing me when I damned sure shoulda had my murdering ass out of the country.
“Yeah,” Cope had said. “That’s what keeps you going. Whatever you say, boy.”
So now the pendant was probably gone and I wanted to make sure I didn’t get ground up in the gears of justice. Wasn’t much up for dying in this empty diner, but I also didn’t particularly want to see the Texas penal system in my in future.
And maybe, just maybe, if there was some money, I could get my grubby hands on it.
I swallowed. Get through this and then worry about the rest. Right now, get yourself focused on this idiot. “Why do you think I have the money?” 
Lucas’ eyes narrowed. “Who else?”
I took an expansive breath. “The killer, maybe. Killed our guy and snatched his money.”
“You are the killer, asshole. Least that’s what all the cops in the state think.”
So my name was plastered all over TCIC. 
“If I’m the killer, how come you haven’t arrested me?”
There were so many years burned into Lucas’ face. Leather and loss, time and thousands of miles, maybe millions. That map shifted a little beneath an invisible weight. “I was a good cop once. I’m a security guard now. Milner pays me $9.87 an hour, but once I was a good cop.”
He toyed with his coffee, his finger idly stirring. “I haven’t been a good cop in a long while.” His face tightened. “I want the money; I don’t care about the rest. You got the balls to kill a cop, more power to you. But if you don’t cough up that dough, I’ll blast your ass to God and get a medal for it.”
A cop? No way in hell. The foot I woke up with belonged to a cop? Bullshit. The dead guy wasn’t a cop, he was Fagan. Patricide, not cop-a-cide.
My balls shrank, tiny peas drying out and shrinking. If that was true, that I was a cop killer, then everything was different. Not just a life term in the Texas State Prison, but a death sentence in the Texas State Prison. 
At that moment, I nearly called for my mother. Her name just about slipped across my tongue and lips. In that sliver of time, as thin as a needle to the vein, I forgot about the bodies and the money and Fagan. I wanted to walk with Mama at the crappy Barefield Zoo, like we used to. Hold her hand. Listen to her stories about being a Girl Scout; going to Round-Up in Canada or the time her troop went to the Air Force base and watched it go on full alert just after they arrived because the Commies were maybe attacking.
Lucas’ mouth squiggled. The smile of a serpent. Smug and arrogant and now caressing the gun on the table. He winked. “I know all about it, buddy. The dead DEA man, the money, the hotel, the whore. I know everything.”
I remained silent.
“I know all about Staind Skin, too.” He paused a beat. “Don’t fuck with the man holding all the cards. Now. Where. Is. The. Money.” Each word punctuated by a forefinger jabbed on the table. 
“In a week I can have fifty large.”
“Fifty thou? In a— dude, you better do way better than that.”
“But I don’t—”
He shook his head. “No, no. If I’m gonna steal your money—and I am—there ain’t no half bullshit that’s gonna get it. I want it all. I know it all so I want it all.”
“You know dick.” I wanted my words to be a .357 to the head. 
Bingo. From deep in Lucas’ face, I saw it. The man did know a few things, but not everything. There were details he didn’t know and his eyes gave it away.
“I know more than enough. This is Kurston’s case.” Lucas bored right in on me. “It’s the only case he’s worked since it happened, by the way. If you’re going to lie, you’d better get some practice in. A DEA man gets whacked and Kurston isn’t working on anything else. You don’t think I heard about this thing the moment it happened? Shit, I’ve got tighter connections than that.”
“And here I come, waltzing into your bank, playing my game.” I kept my voice from getting too light, too flippant. There was no dead cop, no hotel, no whores or missing money. Lucas was obviously bullshitting, trying to put together a vacation or second retirement fund on my back. 
And yet why would he lie about something there was a good chance I’d know was a lie? Kurston would never have played it that way.
“Your game is a bad game to play when I know all the players, cop killer.” 
Cop killer. A nasty phrase; as nasty as a shank to the heart, or a hard hand to the side of a baby’s head. 
“Last time, cop killer, where is the money?”
“I wish I had it. I wish I could give it to you. There’s nothing I want more than to slip on out of here. But—” I fell silent. There was nothing I could do, nothing I could offer.
With a surprisingly pleasant shrug, Lucas pulled a cell phone from his pocket and jammed his meaty thumb against the numbers.
“Don’t do this.” The panic began deep inside me. “Please.”
“Not my doing.”
“Jeremy?” Jennie was still near the counter. “I really need to talk to you.”
He took a breath and his thumb stopped, hovering over the fingerpad. “Okay, Jennie, no problem. Hang on just a minute, sweetheart.”
The right words, but the sentiment was wrong, stilted and formal, and by the look on her face, she knew it. 
“Come on, we can fix this,” I said. The panic had already bubbled through my guts, into my heart and brain.
“Fix it with one hundred large.” He held up a finger. “Yeah, Detective Kurston, please.”
In a burst, I grabbed across the table for the phone. With a contemptuous snort, he leaned back again.
“Detective, it’s Jeremy Lucas over in Marathon. I got your boy. Yeah, from the killing. Sitting right here.”
I lunged across the table. My chair kicked out behind me and I slammed full force into Lucas.
He fell backward and the chair tumbled violently over him. As he fell, Lucas grabbed for his gun.
“No.” My voice boomed. “Leave it there.”
“Jeremy,” Jennie called. “What’s going on?”
“Officer needs assistance,” he shouted into the phone. “Fuck me I need some help.” 
His words filled the reeking air, banged against the walls like a drunk’s car against a highway guardrail on a sharp turn. “Damnit, Jennie, get me some help.”
When the phone came away from Lucas’ ear, I heard Kurston yelling.
I jammed a forearm across the man’s throat, desperate to shut him up. Lucas responded with a fist into the side of my head. Shimmering gold filled my vision.
“Get the hell off’a me,” Lucas said.
I managed to land two punches. The first sent the phone bouncing across the dirty linoleum floor. It banged against the counter, Kurston’s voice still came out, the cackle of angry ants. The second punch tore Lucas’ cheek open down to his chin. Blood, and a terrible, primal scream, saturated the air.
Lucas kept trying for his gun, but it had skittered a few feet away.
I tried to untangle myself and get on my feet, but Lucas grabbed at my legs even as he crawled sideways to reach the gun. He brought me back to the floor just as he managed to get his fingers on the thing. He yanked it toward me and the first shot ripped the air near my head. I screamed and threw the hardest punch I’d ever tossed in my life. 
Mostly, it missed.
What I did catch was the tip of the barrel. The gun tumbled from Lucas’ hand, hit the floor, and slid.
All the way to Jennie’s feet.
Everything stopped. A blanket of silence slammed down on the diner, hard enough even to muffle the rising hiss of the burger burning on the grill.
“Take it, Jennie,” Lucas said. “Keep him covered while I get him cuffed.”
Tears stained most of her face and I hurt for her. Young and pregnant and no way she was going to come out of this clean. She’d spend the rest of her life in this shitty town, raising three or four kids by two or three different men and wondering why everyone thought life was such a fucking blessing.
“Jennie?” Lucas said.
When she picked it up, the gun’s weight seemed to surprise her. She toyed with it a minute, then glanced toward the grill. A thin wisp of white smoke floated toward the ceiling. “Guess I burned my meat, huh?” She moved the gun from hand to hand. “Got burned by my meat is more like it.”
“Jennie,” Lucas said. “Be careful, don’t hurt yourself.”
“Fuck you.”
She brought the gun around slowly, as though searching for a target, until she found Lucas.
“Bad choice,” he said. “Bad, bad choice, Jennie.”
“I told you I was sick.” 
“And I told you all pregnant women get sick.”
“And I told you it’s not like that.”
Her finger slipped neatly inside the trigger guard.
“Whoa whoa.” Lucas raised both hands, palms out toward her, and took a small, hesitant step. “Hang on, baby, can’t we talk a little?”
Where she had been a mousy woman, stoop-shouldered and bent at the waist and resembling nothing so much as a tired ragdoll, she was now her full height. Her shoulders straightened and seemed to broaden. Her jaw set and she brushed the dirty hair out of her eyes. “I tried to talk, you told me to fuck off.”
“I never said fuck off,” Lucas said, blood dripping from his chin.
“Might as well have. Damnit, Jeremy, I’m sick.”
“Damnit, take a few days off. Go to the doctor and get some medicine. You need a couple bucks, no problem. Why do you keep telling me that?”
“Medicine? Medicine ain’t gonna save me, you fucksnort.” With a disgusted shake of her head, she sucked her teeth. “Who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky. Maybe you and your prissy-ass wife won’t have to worry about naming your late-life baby.”
“Jesus Christ, you are such a fucking blonde. What the crap are you babbling about?”
“HIV, you son of a bitch. You gave me HIV. I’m going to get AIDS. I’m going to die.” 
“Wait, Jennie, that’s not—”
It was one, smooth, crisp motion, the way she racked the slide and squeezed the trigger. 
Lucas didn’t make a sound. He startled, jumped a little like he’d gotten a bee sting, and slumped to his knees. The thick, rotten stink of his bowels filled the diner.
Jennie looked surprised. Maybe the recoil, maybe the sound, maybe the ease of killing. She stumbled backward and her finger squeezed off two more rounds. One went through the front window, the second through a fire sprinkler pipe. Glass shattered and water began raining down at the same time.
In the middle of the diner, Lucas gurgled once or twice before falling over.
“Holy shit...hang on....” I swallowed. “Don’t shoot again, Jennie, just put—”
She dropped the gun and walked calmly through the kitchen. A second later, the back door banged as the hiss from the burned meat began to play louder than the water sprinkler. 
Fuck fuck fuck. 
Bullets and blood, madness, jammed through my head, filled it with smoke and fog. Kurston’s voice broke through, barely audible over the sound of the sprinkler and the hiss of the burger. I picked the phone up.
“Yeah...it’s Darcy...no, he’s dead...no...some waitress...he knocked her up...made her sick.”
I paused, but Kurston didn’t put anything in the space. 
From the kitchen, there was a loud pop. For a second, I thought Jennie had come back and shot herself. But the gun was still where she had dropped it. The pop was the sprinkler directly over the grill, snapping with heat and spewing its water down over the grill.
Then all the sprinklers were going, and the burger wasn’t hissing on the grill, it was screaming, the entire hot grill sprayed with cold water. Steam started to roll forward, toward the dining area, toward the smashed out front windows.
Simple physics, I thought. That breeze is sucking that steam right along.
Which means someone is going to see it pretty quickly. They won’t know there is no fire. They won’t know there’s no reason to call the fire department. 
Darcy, this place is about to be crawling with law enforcement.
Can’t a guy who whacked his own father catch a fucking break?
I’d known a guy once, name of Sandy. Not a bad guy. He was a racist and maybe not too bright and had more than a few run-ins with the cops. Contributing to the delinquency of a minor, public intoxication, disorderly conduct. Petty charges. He’d gotten hooked up with a psycho woman and at least once a week, they fought like drunken frat boys from rival houses and didn’t stop fighting, usually, until the boys in blue showed up.
Visiting the jail once, I’d tried to tell Sandy he wasn’t going to catch a break. I’d tried to tell him that she would always be given the benefit of the doubt.
“You’ve got a record, she doesn’t,” I’d said over the beat-up visitation phone in the jail. “You get food stamps, she works at the First Baptist Church. You will always get arrested. She could stand over you, gun in hand and a bullet in your brain, and they would still arrest you for assault and battery.”
Sandy had thought it was crap, even after the fourth time she had punched him and he had been arrested for domestic violence. He had never gotten a break.
Welcome to my world, I could imagine him saying to me now.
On the floor, the blood had stopped geysering from Lucas’ throat. Now it dribbled and eventually mixed with the fire-sprinkler water to became a pale pink that reminded me of a river in the early morning.
Kurston’s voice buzzed in my ear. Words that made no sense. 
“I won’t be here, I’m leaving,” I said. “I can’t wait. I don’t know what’s going on...it’s like...my head’s full of mud and I can’t get it pumped out. Listen, I didn’t mean to cause you all this trouble. Yeah, I did and I didn’t mean to. I’m really sorry. I really am. Nothing was supposed to go this way.”
Knowing I should stop, knowing I should wait for Kurston, that if anyone could help me—or hurt me—it would be Kurston, I snapped the phone closed, dropped it on the floor near the gun as I snatched that up, and hurried out the front door.
 
 
 



 
Two And A Half Days Ago
 
Whiskey’s Bar
Fort Stockton, Texas
Cope stopped mid-chew. Green guts hung from his teeth and lips like seaweed on a water-zombie.
“Cope?” 
I followed his gaze and ate back a laugh.
What had interrupted his cuke, bought on the cheap from an old blind man hawking semi-fresh produce down the street, was a woman. 
We were in a crappy bar, the kind I didn’t really care for, where the stains from countless amounts of spilled booze, as well as blood from endless fights, hardwaxed the floor. Dark and dirty. This was exactly the kind of joint I tried to stay out of because it reminded me too much of someplace Fagan might have gone.
“Cope?”
“That is a beautiful woman, White-Boy Darcy.”
“Come on, man, are you listening to me? I’m trying to tell you—”
“Ain’t listening now ’cause’a that woman. Wasn’t listening while ago ’cause I just didn’t feel like it.” To the bartender, Cope said, “Another of whatever she’s drinking, on me.”
The bartender looked at her, rolled his eyes when he looked back at Cope. “Don’t get too interested in Petunia, boy. The locals all gave her a run and she ain’t having none of it.”
“They ain’t running right, then.”
The bartender shrugged. “Or she’s not interested in men. Could be that.” He thought for a moment. “But could be what you say. Most of my local boys are just about as stupid as a box of rocks.”
“Ain’t passing no judgment on that, but maybe she just ain’t never made acquaintance of a city boy.”
The woman sat at the far end of the bar. She was decent looking, no doubt, but not the earth-shattering beauty Cope seemed to think. Short hair, almost a pixie’s, standard hazel eyes, mostly smooth skin, lips slightly too big for her round face. Medium hips, narrow waist, average breasts. Her face was pleasant in a comfortable sort of way and she had delicate hands topped by fingers that were thin, but not so long. She wore loose jeans, a Sears kind of blouse. The leather jacket surprised me. It was actually very cool. Bangles and baubles and zippers and pockets. Didn’t match the outfit or woman at all.
“I’m good if you make a run at her,” I said. “But I thought we were a little busy here.”
“Never too busy for love.”
I finished my Corona. “That so? Well, I guess just put a sock on the handlebar or something, let me know I can’t come home tonight.”
The bar wasn’t overly full; a handful of drinkers in the corner, a few spread out along the length of the bar. A barkeep and single waitress moved effortlessly, spoke when they needed to but otherwise stayed quiet.
“She said, ‘thank you,’” the bartender said. 
“That all?”
The man nodded.
“Ain’t much of a talker.”
“Well, certainly not to strange men in a bar who are on the run from a murder and whose sidekick is also running from a murder...murders.” I said it quietly.
“Could be,” Cope said. “Barkeep, y’all know her?”
“Nah. First time I ever seen her was late last night, just before closing. I know pretty much everybody in Ft. Stockton that likes a little sip. Don’t know her. Might be from the area, but I don’t think so.”
Cope motioned for a refill and while the barkeep refreshed his glass, he pulled a folded map from his pocket. 
“What’s that?” I asked.
Cope smoothed it out. “Map.” He had cut it neatly along Interstate 35, leaving only the western half of the state. Nickel-sized red circles dotted far west Texas. “Been thinking about the towns on y’all’s list.”
“Fagan’s list.” In the bar’s mirror, hanging the length of the bar, I saw the woman watching us. When our eyes met, she held me for just a moment.
“Yeah, whoever. I’m thinking: Why them towns?” Cope’s withered finger, shimmering gold with three separate rings, tapped each circled town. “Easier to see this way.”
Andrews, Kermit, Pecos, Valentine, Marathon, Ft. Stockton, and Barefield. The first two sat north of Interstate 20. Pecos was on the highway while Valentine and Marathon were south of 20. Ft. Stockton sat astride I-10. A giant circle of smaller circles, moving inexorably toward Barefield.
Cope flicked his dreads out of his face. “Didn’t y’all say something about working—”
“Son of a bitch. His radio gigs.” 
Darcy, you idiot, why the hell didn’t you see that?
The towns were just empty names. I’d grown up near them, been to or through most of them, but they were flyspecks on the shit of the desert. Didn’t mean dick to me. And yeah, I’d known Fagan had been a jock all over west Texas, but I’d never put it together. “That’s where he worked. All those little towns.”
“Thought so,” Cope said. “Shit, y’all think if he’d got himself a box back in the day, he’d remember where he put it. I mean, he weren’t that stupid, was he?”
“Wondered that myself. Wasn’t particularly stupid, I guess, but was a bit of a junkie. And it’s been at least twenty years since he used any account.” 
“Where he get after Barefield?”
I shrugged. In some ways, it was like Joseph Fagan had stepped into a giant, yawning emptiness. Nothing from him, nothing from people who’d known him. “Back to New Mexico, I guess.”
“Stomping grounds?”
“Where he was born.” 
With an appreciative nod toward the woman, Cope said to me, “Y’all were gone less than an hour, but you came back with more problems than y’all left with. Dead cops and pregnant chicks and fucking burned hamburgers.”
“Yeah, but—”
“Not to mention a hundred grand.”
“What do you want me to say?” 
“Well, ol’ Mr. Security Guard was making shit up, no doubt about that, but he knew enough to get y’all’s attention. If he had some of it, maybe he got more of it than you wanna admit.”
“How though? There wasn’t any hotel, there weren’t any whores that night—”
“Too bad about the whores, I guess,” Cope said. “But there was Staind Skin and there was money.”
The thought that Lucas had even some of the details right bothered me. Was I a double murderer? Patricide and copacide? 
I needed to talk to Mama. She’d been the only person I’d ever loved and wasn’t that the shit? I’d been married twice and had enough girlfriends to fill a women’s prison. But in spite of all that flesh, only person I’d ever loved was Mama. She’d know what to do. Or at least what direction to look. 
“Should’a seen y’all come around that corner though.” Cope chuckled. “Arms a’flying, back all straight and stiff. Looked like a giant white boner walking down the road.”
“Thanks for that.”
“No problem.”
“Didn’t look any worse than you...stretched out on that bike and fucking eating a cuke. Where in hell did you find a cuke that time of day?”
“Found a nice little lady selling veggies.”
“Monea, no doubt.”
“Monea ain’t got no truck with veggies.”
We’d gotten back on the highway just a couple of heartbeats after I’d escaped the diner. I hadn’t said shit other than, “Go. Now.” Hour and a half later, just as streaks of darkness began to stain the late-evening pink, we rolled—quite the duo—into Fort Stockton.
“Home of Roy Orbison,” Cope had declared.
“The dead singer.” I sighed. “Not really the best omen.”
“Been living with bad omens for fifty years. Ain’t so worried about them.” 
We’d checked into a roadside motel, cheap as they come. Forty bucks a night, two twin beds and a raised eyebrow from the desk clerk tossed in for free. The room was small, barely large enough for the two beds and twenty-one-inch TV, but what did we really need? It wasn’t as though we were on a grand motorcycle tour through the Texas southwest.
I’d fallen on the bed closest to the battered air conditioner.
“Yeah, well, I’m’a going out,” Cope said, spinning one of his rings.
“For what? Aren’t you exhausted?”
“Don’t matter. I gotta get some...well, I got things to do.”
“Monea ain’t in Fort Stockton.”
“Don’t y’all worry none ’bout my business.”
He’d come back an hour later, the ring he’d been spinning gone, a concentrated looked on his face, a need for booze on his breath.
“What songs should I play?” the woman asked.
“Gimme some old Conway,” a cowboy called.
“Fuck that, some Guns ‘N Roses or Disturbed. Music with balls.” The mid-twenties hardass slammed his pool stick into the cue ball. It bounced off the sides of the table, missing everything.
“Balls, huh?” the bartender said. 
A few quarters and three punched numbers. Sinatra.
“The fuck is that?” the pool player asked.
“Culture,” she answered. “You probably don’t recognize it.”
“Fuck off, bitch.”
“My name is Petunia.”
“Fuck off, Petunia-bitch.”
“Watch that language, Jimmy,” the barkeep warned.
“Piss off, I ain’t the one letting a woman into a man’s bar.” The kid stopped playing, glared at Petunia even as he yelled at the barkeep. “Bitch won’t even dance with me? Fuck that noise. She’s probably a fucking carpet muncher. Worse than a fucking faggot; it’s a waste of pussy. God, I hate perverts. Why the hell ain’t the sheriff here, arresting her? Oughta be in jail, where the nigger crack whores can give it to her.”
Cope stood. I put my hand on the old man’s arm. 
“That’s it, Jimmy, out.”
“All this fuss...over me?” Petunia said. “It’s enough to make a girl blush.”
Gracefully, she went to Jimmy. The fingers of her right hand, not particularly long or slender, trailed across the pool table. They rolled over the eight ball.
“Don’t touch my balls,” Jimmy said.
“Good enough,” she said. “How about this, then?”
It was a single movement. Graceful. Brutally fast. She slammed the eight ball into Jimmy’s nose. Cartilage snapped, a wet sound louder even than ol’ Frank. I had no idea where the speed and strength came from. It didn’t seem possible in that tiny package.
Jimmy howled, jammed his hands against his face even as he slumped to the floor. “Broke my nose.”
No one moved. But not because they were frozen with surprise. Mostly because they simply didn’t give two shits.
“What?” the bartender said. “Nobody broke your nose, Jimmy. We didn’t see nobody, Jimmy. Careful of those cue sticks though, they can be mean when you hit yourself.”
From the floor, Jimmy stared at the bartender. “That how it if?” His words came out a bloody slur. “Gonna pick a lefbo over a cuftomer?”
“Jimmy, please, you ain’t bought your own drink in a year.” The bartender jerked his head toward the door. “Get out and don’t come back for a month.”
While Jimmy stood, blood covering most of his face and shirt, Petunia stood nearby, rolling the eight ball from hand to hand across the smooth green felt. Faint traces of red streaked out behind the ball. “Did I do that? PMS, I guess.”
“Fuf you, fuffin’ bitch.” 
Jimmy stumbled his way through the bar, knocking into a table or two, before slamming the door open and heading into the night. His howl, an angry snarl that stained the night air, filled the bar. 
“Thank you, ma’am,” Cope said. “Do appreciate it.”
“I learned long ago I have to protect my honor. It’s rare that men even stand up to offer their help.” She nodded at him. “Thank you for the drink.”
“Yep.”
She returned to the far end of the bar. “Can I get a glass of cognac?”
The bartender frowned. “Sorry, ma’am, we don’t have that kind of thing here. Beer and booze, that’s about it.”
“Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it?”
I was stunned. Of everything I’d expected to happen here, a diminutive woman smashing a ball against a nose was, surprisingly, not on my list. But as fun as it had been to watch, it was bad news. Sooner or later, that redneck idiot was going to come back, pissed and with friends. At the very least, they’d kick Petunia’s ass. More probably, they’d shoot the place up. Which would bring the cops.
“That little ass whipping is going to end with the cops here.” 
“Cops won’t show.”
“How do you know that?”
“Y’all think little Jimmy’ll tell anybody a woman whupped him?”
A fair point.
“I could really use a cognac,” Petunia said. “My nerves are a little on edge.”
The bartender shrugged an apology. “We don’t have any. This is Ft. Stockton, ain’t some fancy city.”
Cope watched her for a second, then scratched his nose and took a long pull off his whiskey. “It’d fuck me if they did come.”
“Fifty years, huh?” I asked.
Cope nodded. 
“Which means what, exactly?”
“Dunno. There’s a warrant.” Cope looked away, as though trying to remember something. “At least there was way back when. Sometimes I think statute of limitations probably already took care of it.”
“No statute on murder,” I said.
“How y’all know that?”
“I’ve got a little experience with cops.”
“Yeah...seems like y’all know all kinds’a shit about the cops.” The old man’s eyes bored in on me. “Like that cop at the church. He said he was a cop and you said he wasn’t.” Cope snapped his fingers, a muffed pop tinged with the clang of oversized rings. “Just like that. ‘That’s crap,’ you said.”
“So?”
“Just wonder how y’all knew he wasn’t no cop.”
“Just knew...I don’t know.” I licked my lips. “Look, no decent cop would do a takedown that way, especially if he came all the way from Nevada. Alone? Never happen. There would have been a ton of other cops around.”
Hell, that guy would have come in on the backs of a brigade of cops, a phalanx of helmeted, SWAT-suited hut-hut boys, each bearing down and armed with a big-ass gun.
“Sounds like a cop running outside’a his oath.”
With a slow nod, I drank. “Someone else working off the books. Lot of that going around lately.”
Cope tilted his glass at the bartender. “Double.”
The man hopped to, laid out two solid blasts of whiskey. 
The front door banged open, spilling a delivery man. Clad in a yellow uniform, striped in black and white, an ash half an inch long on his cigarette, the man sprang to the bar.
“Little late for a delivery, ain’t it?” the bar man asked.
The man shrugged. “Have to get it done.” He laid a small box on the bar, held a pad out for the barman to sign.
“Thanks...uh...Phil,” the barkeep said.
“Sure.” 
I frowned. Why the hell did that ring a bell?
When he was gone, Sinatra sang. The pool game that started when Jimmy split moved just as slowly. The drinking continued, also slow. The barkeep absently began to open the box.
“Blood comes out at one hundred forty-five degrees.” A mirror ran the length of the bar, secured nice and tight along that wall. It reminded me of the mirror in the tattoo parlor. I saw my face. It was also Fagan’s face.
“What?” Cope asked.
“Blood. When it comes out of the body. It’s about one hundred forty-five degrees.”
“Blood it out, man, blood it out.”
“Good cognac looks like blood,” Petunia said. “Of course, no one around here would know.”
Frowning, I stared at her for a stretched-out moment. Something about her tickled the back of my neck. And it wasn’t just because she snapped that asswipe’s nose with a pool ball and went back for her drink as easy as you please. 
“I can’t blood it out,” I said to Cope. “I tried for weeks. It’s still there.”
When Cope turned to me, his skinny frame was suddenly back lit by someone coming out of the bathroom. A yellow halo sprouted over his head. “It’ll always be there, Darcy, always and forever ’til y’all shuffle off and see St. Peter.”
“Then what’s this crap about blooding it out?”
“Blooding it out ain’t the end, dumbass, it’s the journey.”
“What he’s saying,” Petunia said, “is that blooding it out isn’t life directions, it’s life metaphor.” She tapped her glass on the bar. “Cognac, on the other hand, isn’t metaphor at all. Of course, right now, it isn’t anything.”
Don’t really have time for metaphor because they’re coming for me...murder, maybe cop murder, no metaphor involved. All I really have time for is the pendant; the apology. 
Somewhere in the back of my head, I still believed I could find the pendant. Yeah, I was running from the cops and yeah, I was probably running into something just as fast, but stupid as it probably was I thought I could find the damned pendant. It hadn’t just disappeared. It had been on Fagan’s body so it had to be somewhere; in an evidence locker, most likely.
“It’s soul cleaning,” Petunia said.
“Well, I need blood cleaning,” I said. “Sometimes it’s like my blood’s burning me. Sometimes I can’t stand for it to be Fagan’s blood. And sometimes I don’t want anything but Fagan’s blood.”
Cope nodded, his eyes lost in the dim light of the bar. “Y’all pretty lost.”
“Figure that out all by yourself?” I asked.
“Yes, sir, White-Boy Darcy, this old black man got a brain and ever’thin’.”
“Lost myself when Mama died. She kept me grounded pretty well. Shit, I don’t know, maybe I got lost before that.” I slammed back a blast of Corona, wiped the sweat from my skin. “I didn’t like him much.”
“Who?”
“My mother’s second husband. Good enough guy, I guess, just didn’t dig him. They were married for nearly twenty-five years. He raised me. Just didn’t click.” 
How could we ever find a groove when I constantly reminded him he wasn’t my biological father?
“You want to know what kind of man he was?” Mama asked once. “I asked him to baby-sit you once. He was sleeping on the couch when I got home.”
“And?” I’d been sixteen years old and it had been hard to impress me.
“His two-year-old son, that’d be you, was running up and down the hallway with his .45 pistol, sucking on the barrel.”
Even in this bar, twenty-plus years after she told me that, I could still remember the sudden onset of vertigo. I wasn’t the most graceful guy on the planet, fell down plenty of times, tripped over my own feet constantly. If I’d fallen...well, yeah, the slide probably wasn’t racked, and the gun probably wasn’t loaded, and it probably wouldn’t have gone off. But the image of the back of my head disintegrating all over the wall was one I couldn’t shake. 
Around us, the Sinatra ended, leaving the few drinkers in silence. Outside, traffic thinned, too. Through the open door, cars full of kids passed headed one direction, then came back the other direction a few minutes later. Over and over, the same track, the same circuit, like there just wasn’t anywhere else they could go.
Somewhere in the back of the bar, an old evaporative cooler kicked to life with a roar and filled the place with a buzz that reminded me—as did so many things anymore—of the tattoo gun.
Petunia whispered now, her finger constantly tapping the empty glass in front of her. “Cognac. Is it so much to ask?”
Get the hell over it, I wanted to say. 
“Darcy got two daddies.” Cope’s thin hand clapped my shoulder. “Shit, I’d kill to have any daddy at all and look at you, got two of ’em.”
“Cope, I’d drive a thousand miles to slip out of this skin.” I pulled at the skin on my arm.
“Why you call him that?” Cope asked.
“What?”
“Sperm-donor.”
Because that was all he’d done. Because he squirted and then left a wife and kid in his wake. Because other than the sperm, he’d given me nothing.
Until a few weeks ago. But beginning a few weeks ago, he’d given me a shitstorm. It all began with just a few words—some crap I couldn’t remember—then, “I guess I’m your daddy, Darcy.” 
“Damnit,” Petunia said. She stood, stormed to the jukebox and punched up more Sinatra, ‘Strangers in the Night.’ Immediately, music washed over the bar and she calmed down.
“Y’all say y’all want that pendant. That ain’t gonna happen. Y’all know that, right? Ain’t no way in hell it’s gonna ever happen.”
Cope was right. That pendant, stolen the night of the murder—or murders—was long since gone. It was wherever Fagan’s body was. And the shitty thing was I thought maybe I realized that long ago. I ran, continued to run, because I had no fucking idea what else to do. 
I am a killer, a killer of my own father, and I don’t know what that means. I never really knew what it meant to be a Fagan and I sure as shit didn’t know what it meant to be anyone else and now there is a new identity—killer—and I don’t know what that means, but if I run fast enough or long enough or far enough, I might not have to even face that question.
“Hell, y’all run fast enough, y’all won’t even hear the question.” Cope winked. “Shouldn’t talk out loud.” He laughed. “Same at the church. Why y’all think we always chanted when we atoned? Just to sing? Got a good beat, I can self-mortify to it? Nah, man. It was so we wouldn’t hear what was driving us to do the beating.”
What could I say to that? It was a peek into Cope’s brain, or maybe his heart and soul. I hadn’t expected it and wasn’t sure what to do with it.
“Ain’t no lie about my warrant, son, ain’t no percentage in lying about it. It was there. It existed. It exists.”
“Uh,” the bartender said. He stood behind the counter, the box open, a plate in his hand. “He call you Darcy? I think this is for you.”
“Fuck me backwards,” I said.
The barkeep handed over a plate. Another Barefield commemorative. More rope letters. Don’t Just Pass Through.
The place spun, like there’d been too much to drink, too many spliffs to smoke. The bar itself tried to crawl away from me while I grabbed at it to steady myself. I ran outside, but the lot was already empty. Cars honked at me when I hit the street, looking for a delivery van.
“Son of a bitch.” My voice boomed up and down the street. A couple of teenagers, hanging out of car windows, laughed and cat-called their agreement with my sentiment.
“Tell it, Daddy,” someone yelled.
Back in the bar, I banged a fist against a table. “Damnit, I have no idea who that is.”
“What’s he want?” Cope asked.
I sat back at the bar and laid my head across my arms, eyes closed. It was the same move I made back in elementary school when I wanted to go home and thought playing sick might get me there.
In the darkness behind closed eyes, all I saw was Staind Skin and the foot and the bloodings. 
“Darcy?”
How had a delivery man found me? How had some delivery flunky known to find me in a bar in Ft. Stockton? How had someone known to send me the damn plate in this shitty little town? Hell, for that matter, how had they found me in Valentine at the church?
“Hey, y’all dead?”
I stared at the ceiling. An old time ceiling, with pressed tin, painted directly over the tin in some places, left bare in others. Pipes and electrical cables and shit ran all over, tacked to the ceiling. Most old buildings in west Texas looked the same. All built at roughly the same time, with roughly the same materials. A ceiling in one place was damn likely to be the same ceiling one hundred miles away.
This one was just like Staind Skin. 
Except Staind Skin, at least when I woke up, had been leaking green confetti. 
From a couple of shotgun blasts.
“Damn.” I sighed. “I hate shotguns.”
“If y’all talking, I’m guessing y’all ain’t dead.”
Cope and I stared at the broken plate.
“Makes me wanna get moving,” Cope said.
“No shit. Let’s pay for—”
“Damnit,” Petunia yelled. “I need some fucking cognac.” 
“Would you shut the hell up?” I said. “Christ, I’ve been listening to it all night. I don’t care. They don’t have cognac, get over it. I’ve got real problems over here.”
A slick smile played on her petite face. “You have more problems than you realize, Darcy.”
“How do you know...?”
As gracefully as she had slammed the eight ball into the guy’s nose, she pulled a gun from inside her leather jacket. “Ah, Darcy, I know all kinds of things. About you and your father.”
 
 
 



 
A Little More Than Two Days Ago
 
“Let’s start with this,” she said. “Why don’t you slowly pull Lucas’ .40 from your belt and hand it to me.”
I made no move. The last thing I wanted to do was give up the only thing that might save me.
“Darcy.” Her voice was low, soothing. “Don’t be a hero, okay. You’ll never make it. You won’t get a shot. You won’t even get it out of your pants.”
“Y’all heard that before, ain’t’cha?” Cope asked.
“Shhhhhh,” Petunia said to him.
“Yes, ma’am.”
The bar might as well not have existed. It might as well have disappeared in some kind of small, regional Rapture, something that snagged only Ft. Stockton. Or part of Ft. Stockton. Everything—the bartender, the pool table, the jukebox, even Cope—was gone, disappeared into that Rapture. Everything except me and Petunia.
And her big-ass mother of a gun. 
It was obviously too big for her tiny hands, but the ease with which she’d dispatched Jimmy made me hesitate to rush her.
“Who are you? How do you know me?”
“Girls have their ways, don’t they?” She inclined her head. “Lucas’ gun?”
“How do you know about Lucas?”
“Forever playing for the stall. Darcy, give me the gun. I will not ask again.”
My teeth pinched my tongue, but eventually, I handed her the gun. 
She smiled as though we were old friends and shoved the gun in her hip pocket. “Now...about Fagan.”
“Yeah?”
“He was a greedy bastard and I don’t think he was a big believer in long term goals, only the here and now.”
“Okay. How did you know him?”
“He was always looking for an angle, always looking to play one deal against another to get a little further down the road.” Her eyes narrowed and the gun rose until it was level with my head. “Where are the plates?”
“What the fuck?” I pointed at the shards on the floor. “You blind? Didn’t you see that?”
“I saw a man make a delivery. I saw you break a plate on the floor. Nice try, but not quite what I’m looking for.”
“I don’t know—”
“Whatchy’all need plates for?” Cope’s face had gone serious, dark and concerned, but his hands were dead still, his fingers clamped around his whiskey glass. “Get take-out and y’all don’t need no plates.”
The bartender shuffled two or three steps toward the back and she fired. The bullet shattered the mirror. The glittering pieces caught the lights as they exploded through the bar, the after-burn of fireworks, flitting to the ground; catching green and yellow and blue and red in the colored lights. 
The bartender froze. “Ple...please, I don’t want no trouble, Petunia.”
“Me either, honey, and I do thank you for letting me drink in here.”
“The cognac notwithstanding,” Cope said.
“Exactly.” To the bartender she said, “You’re not the kind of racist redneck I expected in this place.”
The barkeep looked embarrassed. “I...I like Frank Sinatra.”
She laughed. “You and me both, honey, you and me both.”
Outside, Ft. Stockton seemed to quiet, as though the entire town had focused on her gun and was waiting with breath held to see what she might do. Who she might kill. I listened hard, trying to pull the sound of a siren out of the dead air.
Nothing.
No traffic, no cruising cars’ stereos, no siren.
“I told my employer Fagan was untrustworthy. But he wanted—still wants, by the way—those plates. I asked him to let me get them, no money, no muss, no fuss.”
“Who’s y’all’s boss?” 
“Jefe Arabalo.”
“Never heard of him,” I said. “But sounds like a drug runner.”
“Don’t you think that’s just a little bit racist? You hear a Hispanic surname and you assume drug runner?”
I held up one finger. “Hispanic name in this part of the state.” A second finger up. “Your employer.” A third finger up. “That you’re carrying a gun, smashed Jimmy in the nose, and are basically holding us hostage. So yeah, if adding clues together is racism, I’m guilty.”
She flicked her hand dismissively. “Blah blah, I’ll let it pass this time. Jefe Arabalo is an executive in the...tourist...industry.”
I shook my head. “Clue number four.”
“White-Boy, shut up.” Cope frowned at me.
Petunia smiled at Cope. “Once upon a time, Jefe Arabalo was a craftsman...worked with his hands. Those hands were magic, he did beautiful work. People from all over wanted him, he was quite in demand. Made enough money that he was able to carve out his own path.” She sighed and shrugged. “Fagan was a snake, I told him, but Jefe Arabalo wouldn’t listen. Fagan stepped in and how he’s dead. The plates are gone and Jefe is...well, a bit torqued. Honestly, I’m certain he’d rather have lost the million dollars he allocated for the plates than to lose the plates themselves.”
The world slipped sideways. And upside down. And maybe backwards. A mil? It had been one hundred large and now it was one million and all I had were broken commemorative plates.
“One million?” Cope asked. “What y’all get me involved in, Darcy?”
I tried to croak out an answer. “Hell...hell if I know.”
“Hah.” Her laugh was as delicate as broken glass. “You know exactly, you were there. Granted, you passed out when the going got tough, but you were there.”
“I went for a fucking tattoo,” I said. “Nothing else. I don’t know what Fagan had going on.”
“He was trolling banks, what do you think he was looking for, honey?”
Frustration welled up from deep inside me. “I don’t know. I didn’t know then and I still don’t. If you think I knew, you think I’d still be going bank to bank?”
She stood and went to the barkeep. He was as white as the Kahlua bottles behind him. His teeth chattered and sweat had beaded large on his face. “Don’t worry, honey, I just need a few minutes.”
With a fluid swing, she brought the gun down against his temple and he crumpled to the ground.
“Damnit, I hate doing that.” She looked at me and Cope. “It’s hard to tell exactly how hard to hit. Too hard and you might kill them. Not hard enough and you’ll just piss them off. Now let’s go.”
Petunia waved the gun toward the front door. I took a step, Cope never moved. She grinned seductively at him. “Come on, now. You are a sexy man, I’ll admit that, but please don’t get heroic.”
Cope’s face colored. “Ain’t nowhere near as sexy as you, Petunia, and ain’t got nothing to do with heroic. Just letting my bowels settle a little is all. Y’all want me to stand up quick and dump a fatty? I don’t think so, not if we’re taking a little trip.”
“We’re only tripping to the parking lot, just a little trip to the motorcycle.” 
“For what?” I moved again when her gun pressed into my back. 
“Get your damned hands down, Darcy,” she said. “This isn’t some B-grade crime movie.” She chuckled. “Real life is much messier.”
“Y’all gonna steal my bike?” Cope said, still not moving.
“You can keep it,” Petunia said. “But please do get moving. I’d hate for you to never be able to ride it again.”
Reluctantly, Cope started walking. He led us outside, where cool air washed over my face, bathing me as though it were a gentle summer rain. 
That’s how scared I am: Freaking ninety-degree air feels cool to me after coming out of an air conditioned bar.
“I have no wish to take your bike, Mr. Cope, I just want what’s inside it.”
It was a short distance to the parking lot, one we covered unsteadily. Cope and I looked like drunks, I’m sure, our knees wobbled by the gun and the violence. Cars and trucks passed, never taking notice of us. We were nothing to get excited about, nothing to call the police over, absolutely nothing strange.
Except we had a gun to our backs, held by a woman who would just as easily kill us if we didn’t give her some plates we didn’t have.
“Ain’t nothing inside the bike,” Cope said. But he caught my eye and I knew what was coming. 
“Oh, but there is. A little blue cooler with my plates in it.”
“Don’t y’all mean Jefe Arabalo’s plates?”
“Now you’re getting the lay of the land.”
At the bike, Petunia tapped the gun against my head until I grabbed the cooler. 
“Look,” I said. “There aren’t any plates in there. There’s only—”
“Open it. Now.”
“But there’s nothing there. It’s just my—”
“Nose,” Jimmy said. “You bwoke my fuffin’ nose.”
From the darkened side of the lot, near a used car lot, Jimmy was bathed in shadows, cross-hatched lighting from the car lot and street lights and passing headlights. He held a pistol and a baseball bat. 
“You fuffin’ bitch-aff. I’m’a kill you.”
“Oh, Jimmy,” Cope said, “Y’all ain’t this stupid, are you?”
“Haven’t you had enough?” Petunia asked. She swiveled the gun and she and Jimmy fired at the same time.
I jumped damn near into the bike while Cope dove for the asphalt. 
Over our whimpers, Jimmy howled, holding his left arm at an odd angle. “Fuffin’ bitch shot me!”
I expected Petunia to waltz over and finish him off, double tap to the left ear and call it finished. Instead, she howled, too.
“Son of a bitch.” Her voice thundered in the neon-lit night. “Ten years.” She looked at me as though seeking out a best friend. “Do you believe this? I’ve never been shot.” A bit of smoke floated up from a hole in the slack of her jeans near her ankle. “Oh, that’s bad.”
Her gun went on autopilot then. Shot after shot, the barrel belching yellow-white flame and bellowing smoke. Bullets popped through windshields and grills and tires from one side of the car lot to the other.
Jimmy yelped and tried to duck behind a car. His two or three shots ripped through the side of a car while another disappeared across the lot and street and somewhere a block down, a window shattered. Bullets, thrown wild by who knew, smashed into the bricked bar.
Petunia ducked and ran, stopping for a second behind Cope’s bike before grabbing some cover behind the car Jimmy had shot up. The entire way, running with her head down, her gun was up over her head, firing non-stop. 
“These cost a hundred bucks,” she said.
“Go,” Cope said. He shoved me into the side car and hopped on. The bike’s engine roared to life beneath the shots. The radio blasted to life a second later.
“—on KJPK, Ft. Stockton’s AM Beacon. All news, all music, all of what you—”
“Bwoke mah nofe.”
“And you shot my jeans. Let’s call it even.”
Jimmy fired again and the gunfire, both his and hers, was dueling popcorn. Random pops, more one second, fewer the next and I had no freakin’ idea how many rounds. They each blazed away, but never came close to hitting each other. I would have expected better shooting from someone like Petunia.
As Cope jammed the bike into gear and lurched out of the parking lot, one bullet zinged the air so close to me I smelled the powder. I pounded Cope on the shoulder while other bullets ricocheted off walls and cars, off the concrete and asphalt.
“Go, goddamnit,”
Without missing a beat, Cope laid a hard slap across my face. “Wha’d I tell y’all?”
“Just go, you fucking lunatic.”
“Get your ass back here.” Petunia’s voice ratcheted up over the gunfire, over the roar of the motorcycle engine, over the din from the radio. “Give me my plates.”
The bike hopped the curb and tore its way through late night Ft. Stockton traffic. Cars skidded to a halt, laid on their horns so hard the very air split open with the screech.
When I looked back, two high-set headlights bounced over the curb and onto Main Street.
“Fuck fuck fuck.” I hunkered down, as though that might make the bike go faster. Stupid thing to do. No way in hell was this bike going to get us away from her. By this light or the next or the next at the latest, she’d be on top of us.
She’ll run us down, kill us both, and just take the cooler.
“...reports of a major shooting in the parking lot of Whiskey’s,” the radio blared.
“Damnit,” Cope said, laying on the accelerator. “The radio’s got it now. Cops can’t be far behind. It’s gonna be over damned quick.” He nodded toward the sidecar. “Down in the footwell. Grab that case.”
Behind us, she fired again. The bullet tore off the left side mirror. Bits of glass peppered Cope’s face.
I pulled the case up. 
“...reports are the culprits—”
They use the word culprits?
“Open it.”
“What is it?” A hole opened in my gut. I didn’t want this, didn’t want to have anything to do with this. 
“...are headed south on Main Street. Two cars, according to our KJPK listeners on the phone. Yes? Can you see—”
“A fucking gun, Darcy, what’d y’all think?”
“I don’t want to—”
A bullet tore past us, leaving the air sizzling.
“Good enough,” I said. 
I grabbed the gun, twisted around as well as I could, and laid out an entire magazine in less than a heartbeat. Behind us, the SUV swerved two or three times, drove over the curb, smashed through a café sandwich board. Petunia managed to get back on the road, came barreling down toward us.
“...right outside my shop. They just went past.”
“Can you tell what kind of cars, ma’am?” the disk jockey asked.
Cope laid off the gas and when the bike lurched, he tossed us around a corner. Off the main street, out of the lights, onto a side street, maybe more of an alley. Dark and deep in shadow.
“Well, a white SUV is getting chased by some kinda hot rod.”
The SUV blasted around the corner, one headlight missing now. And just behind her, another car.
“Fucking Jimmy is chasing her.” I had to shout at Cope for him to hear me. “The people on the phone didn’t see us.”
Now there was some sliver of hope, thin as a fashion model. No one knew we were involved. 
“...and don’t think they— My God, that’s Jimmy Warren’s car.”
“Ma’am? Ma’am?”
“Jimmy. Hey, Jimmy, what the hell you doing?”
The woman’s voice faded through the radio and I knew they had left her behind. 
Petunia fired again. Maybe she was hanging her arm out the truck, maybe her entire body. Or maybe she was simply shooting through the windshield. Either way, her aim was getting better. The first few I had heard, but not felt. The next couple had thunked the bike. The last one blasted a hole in the rear of the sidecar and exited the front.
“This is going on live,” the jockey screamed over the radio. “Live on KJPK, Ft. Stockton’s AM Beacon.”
AM Beacon? That was twice I had heard it and it was tickling something in the back of my brain. Something that refused to come forward. 
A bullet exploded a mailbox just ahead of me.
“There has been a shooting and KJPK can confirm a number of cars at Little Swen’s Pre-Owned Auto Emporium have been destroyed. Now the suspects are chasing each other south on Main Street. KJPK, Ft. Stockton’s AM Beacon, has been in phone contact with a number of citizens along Main Street.”
AM Beacon. 
Such a grandiose title and chances were better than even KJPK was the only AM station in town, a weak one-lung that barely popped its signal across the county line. They all had such grandiose tag lines. Big News from Andrews. Pecos’ Music Leader and wasn’t that a hoot? Kermit’s Number One News Provider.
A horn, a huge, hulking sound, ripped the air behind us. When I looked, the SUV was honking and flashing its one headlight. 
And firing. 
Ft. Stockton’s AM Beacon.
The bike’s engine was right next to me, nearly at ear level. It screamed right now, pulling back only when Cope let off enough to get around a corner. Then it screamed again, as though one of the bullets had struck and torn metal flesh, had ripped open an artery and it was quickly bleeding to death.
“...they ain’t on Main anymore. They down here on Third. I can hear ’em coming.”
Ahead, a man stood on his porch, cordless phone glued to his ear. One hand pointed excitedly and I saw his mouth moving even as his words came through the tinny speakers.
“...right in front of me. Shit, it’s some old lady in a huge SUV. Think it’s an old lady. She can’t hardly see over the damned wheel.”
“Right here on KJPK, Ft.—”
I heard it then. A different voice, captured on reel-to-reel tape, transferred to a record.
“—Stockton’s—”
Deeper, not as excited, but professional.
“—AM Beacon—”
As real as the bullets shredding the town around me, he could almost finish the tagline himself, I’m Joseph Fagan.
“He was here.” I shouted as Cope headed for another intersection. “He worked here.”
“What the fuck, White-Boy? Unless y’all’s dead daddy can save us, I don’t really give a shit he worked here.”
On the corner, a metal spider stood over a small building. Latticework criss-crossed the four legs as it rose about five stories. The transmitter. When I saw it, I knew exactly where we were.
“That’s his station,” I said. “KJPK. He sent me pictures a few times.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, I can hear the cars.” The jockey howled. “I’m going outside.” 
Through the radio, his audience heard him banging through the studio, tripping over chairs and music and ad disks, getting caught in wires. “Fuck,” and “Who put that there?” and “Where is the front door key?” all shouted to himself and to everyone in town.
Finally, an eternal second later, the jock popped out of the studio, no headphones, a wireless mike in his hand. “Unfucking believable, they are right there. A white SUV is coming around the corner. A woman is behind the wheel and Jimmy Warren’s Dodge Charger is right behind her.”
The engine quit screaming for half a heartbeat and Cope jerked the handlebars to the right. The bike skidded through the intersection, headed directly for the station. Finally the tires bit, caught some asphalt, and yanked us around the corner.
The jock’s gaze never caught us, never really saw the bike. He was fixated on Petunia’s SUV, on the car behind it. Adrenaline had narrowed his vision.
“I’m not sure what’s happening,” the jock said, his voice high and hysterical. “Jimmy is chasing this woman and— Son of a bitch! She’s coming around the corner. She’s going way too fucking fast, sliding all over the damned place. She’s got a gun.”
Somehow, I heard the shot, a last attempt to hit us as we disappeared around the corner from the SUV. The bullet missed, disappeared through a wooden fence as the SUV skidded into the intersection, tires screaming and smoking.
“Fuck,” the jock screamed. “They’re crash—”
The SUV blasted into the building and a heartbeat later, the radio went dead, replaced by static. Glass and brick exploded and a half second later, Jimmy’s Charger followed. 
This far away, heading further away, I didn’t hear anything. There was no crash of metal through brick, no screech of tires locking up as they smashed over desks and reception chairs and interior walls, no wail of the horn as Petunia slumped over the wheel, dead or damn near it.
Jimmy’s Charger stopped abruptly half way into the building and I knew it had just kissed the SUV.
The jock bounced around, hopping and waving his hands and screaming into his wireless mike. But nothing came out over the air.
“They didn’t see us,” I said, my heart pounding and my legs and arms shaking. Hell, my whole body shook, one giant quiver of piss-ass scared. “They didn’t see the bike. How the shitting hell did they not see this bike?”
I started to laugh and knew it was hysterical laughter. It was the same laughter that came from that night at Staind Skin, from the tattoos and blood and confetti, from my father’s foot.
And from chasing Fagan’s ghost through small towns without ever realizing why.
“Ain’t stopping, y’all. Might not’a seen us, but we ain’t staying in town.”
Cope kept the bike steady, not overly fast, but fast enough to put some distance between us. In less than a minute, we were on a lonely county road headed away from Ft. Stockton. A haze of red and blue lights bounced off the low clouds and in five or ten minutes, the haze was gone, replaced by the sheer blackness of a west Texas night.
“He worked there,” I said. “At KJPK. The AM Beacon. I’d forgotten until I heard the jock. He used the same exact tag line. ‘AM Beacon.’ He worked there.”
“Ain’t working there no more, not with two cars sitting in the middle of the building,” Cope said.
“That and the fact that he’s dead.”
“Well, yeah, that too.” 
 
 
 



 
Two Days Ago
 
Pecos River
Two and a half hours later, the Pecos River ate us.
We sat on the banks and the water moved gently at our feet, though the sound seemed to come from some vast distance away over the flat horizon. The moonlight, as dim as the water’s rush, gave just enough light to see a writhing plate of obsidian. Or of nothing, as though the World simply ended at the bank and started again on the far side. One step too many and you’re caught between Worlds, caught in that tar-black nothing.
I laid back in the dirt. For a while, I’d thought the gentle lap of the water would calm me, allow me to see things straight. Actually, that was heavy grade, extra-stink, prime-ass bullshit.
There was a lot of crap going on right now, but everything came down to murder. I was a murderer, yet leaving a man alive hurt me worse. Leaving my step-father on the front porch while I drove off in Fagan’s Continental had come to hurt me more deeply than killing.
Because I don’t remember the killing. I do remember the driving away.
We’d never gotten along particularly well, me and my step-father. Years upon years and the best we ever did was a sort of grudging tolerance. Mama’s second husband was too disciplined, too authoritarian, built around too many of the things Fagan was not. Too many of the things I thought I hated. And I was too many of the things Daddy #2 hated.
I didn’t remember the killing, or the blood and the screaming. I didn’t remember the sounds of a knife or saw or something cutting through flesh and snapping bones. Maybe not bones. Maybe just the one bone. Maybe just the one that allowed me to shove the man’s foot into my back pocket.
“Sounds like y’all’s head’s going about ninety different ways at once.” Cope tossed a pebble at the water, but it only thumped on the mud.
“Don’t you think it should be?”
“Was for me, after I did my killing.”
“That’s not it.” I grabbed idly at a mesquite bush near us. “I’m just like him...Fagan.”
“Except he’s dead.”
“Damnit, Cope, I’m not screwing around. He didn’t feel a fucking thing when he walked out on us and—”
“How y’all know that?”
“Mama told me.”
Cope nodded. “How she know? I mean, if he was gone, how she know what his insides was doing?”
“That’s not the point. If he felt anything, why didn’t he ever come back?”
The night air had finally begun to cool. In Barefield, the summer air, day or night, was always blast furnace hot. But in the desert, away from town, it cooled quickly once the sun disappeared. And the tiny breeze blowing across the river cooled it even more. “So y’all think you and him are the same person.”
“I didn’t feel anything when I killed him. Woke up, found his foot, freaked out for a few minutes, and then left. That easy.”
Cope chuckled sound as stark as a scream in the quiet night. “Wasn’t no way it was that easy. If it was that easy, why you spend so much time in the Church?”
“Hiding. I thought I saw Kurston in Valentine, I ducked into the church to hide from him.”
“Except that wasn’t how it happened. Y’all was crying on your ass in the street. And tell me this, White-Boy Darcy, how Kurston such a great cop? He was in Valentine. He was at the banks. He was in that state trooper car and in all those other towns. Shit, how much you think any one cop can do?”
“No more than any one whore. Monea is pretty much everywhere, isn’t she?”
“Mebbe so, but that’s different.”
“How?”
“Well, she pretty much supernatural. Whore and a witch.” He cackled and spread out on the soft ground, wadded his jacket up beneath his head. “Y’all ain’t much like Fagan.”
“How do you figure?”
“He didn’t feel anything when he left.”
“Right.”
“You did.”
Somewhere, a coyote answered, almost a sigh of agreement, a howl of affirmation. Maybe this crazy old man who loved sex and had killed someone back in the day was right. Maybe I wasn’t anything like Fagan. 
 
***
 
Later, after failing to sleep, I whipped. Not hard, not bloody. It was whip against skin, but not into skin. 
It was lighter because I was discovering other ways of dealing with the bullshit, but also because this shit hurt. Some of the monks really tore themselves up. Sliced their backs open to a depth that left me speechless. Some of them, like me, were less enamored of pain and so didn’t hit as hard. Yeah, I wanted the blood out and I bled, but not from every hit or stroke of the whip. 
—Whap!—
It was two, maybe three hours since we’d stopped. Cope was sleeping somewhere in the desert and I was bleeding a little. The water floated past, dark enough that it could be blood and maybe that was the sign I needed. Maybe it was telling me to chuck everything and suicide my ass on outta town. 
—Whap!—
Well, that sure as shit wasn’t going to happen. I was a pussy, yeah, didn’t care for pain and couldn’t stand the thought of dying. But more than that, I still needed to apologize.
“Mmmm”
Again with this? Was I in the theater all over again, getting ready to discover Roy Guy again?
—Whap!—
“Mmmmmm”
I looked over. “Cope?”
Soft crying.
Coming from an old man, hunched over, his feet in the river, his head in his hands, his shirt off, and what looked like angry worms crawling all over his back. I realized, startled, those were the scars of his own blooding. “Cope?”
Nothing.
“Hey, Cope.” I went to him, my back and legs stinging. 
“Y’all blooding it out?” 
“Just a little bit, yeah,” I said.
“Y’all ain’t in church anymore.”
“Church of the Bloody Stools?”
“Bloody Stumps?”
“Bloody Rumps?”
“Bloody Dumps.” Cope chuckled around his tears. “Yeah, that was most of us, wasn’t it?”
“Hey, old man, you okay?”
“Not no way, White-Boy Darcy, not no way at all.” With joints creaking and popping, Cope stood. His face was streaked with tears. “Ain’t been all right for a lotta years.”
“About fifty, I’d guess.”
“Not a bad guess for a dumbass.”
“It isn’t really much of a guess, Cope.”
“Yeah, y’all probably right there.”
He’d been at his grandfather’s house, the old man said. Sixteen years old, his parents a year dead, and he couldn’t keep his head quiet. It talked to him all day; sometimes it yelled and sometimes it screamed, but it never shut up.
“Like a tent preacher. Come on, Darcy, they knew, ain’t no way they didn’t.” Cope stared along the river as though it were railroad tracks and he could see his parents. “Mom and Pop knew that train was coming. They just couldn’t...didn’t...move.”
“Bullshit. They wouldn’t have left you like that.”
Cope grinned an empty grin, as though Esther had painted it on with theater make-up. “Y’all don’t know nothing. Moms wanted to be a dancer. And Pop wanted to fly to the moon.”
I laughed. “So you were digging the Sinatra back there.”
Cope looked confused. “What?”
“‘Fly me to the moon, let me play among the stars,’” I sang.
“Too right,” Cope said. “He wanted to fly in the Air Corps and get himself a rocketship. Hell, they hadn’t hardly been invented yet, but that’s what he wanted. Buck Rogers and all that shit.
“Bad dreams to have with a boy in tow. Bad dreams when you got something weighing you down like that. Mom worked as a secretary to a man couldn’t keep his hands off her tits and Pop worked as a clerk in a grocery store. But they had some dreams, didn’t they?”
He turned his face to the sky. The moonlight was dim and I only saw his eyes. “Maybe he could’a heard her singing from his spaceship.”
“But you were sixteen, Cope. Why would they have—”
“Dunno. Maybe it took them that long to realize their baby boy fucked up all them dreams.”
Silence, broken only by the water, stumbled over us. We sat in it for a few minutes, like drunks stewing in our own piss.
“He had a friend, my Pop did. Guy he’d worked with at the store for years and years. About a year after they died, this guy tracks me down, tells me Pop had left something for me.”
Cope pulled a ragged, battered letter from his wallet. “Said Pop gave it to him to give to me someday. The guy was moving outta town. Cleaning out his house, I guess, found it, brought it to me.”
I waited for ten minutes but Cope never opened the letter. Eventually, the old man put it back in his wallet, stuffed his wallet in his back pocket. The rings on his right forefinger caught in the stitching of the jeans.
“It give you any peace of mind?” 
“Took it all away.”
Damn, what I would give for a letter like that. What I’d give for some old friend of Fagan’s to track me down, hand me a letter than answered all the questions and told me why Fagan had left me. 
After stretching his ancient muscles, Cope headed for the bike. “We gotta get motatin’.”
“What?”
“They gotta KOA up the road a piece. Check in, camp out long as we need. We gotta figure out what’s next.”
I wanted to say something, but something in Cope’s face, something in the hunch of his back and the heavy tromp of his steps, stopped me. Instead I asked him what happened.
“What’s it matter?”
“Blood it out.”
“Telling ain’t blooding.”
“You’ve been blooding for fifty years and I don’t think it’s worked. Try telling.”
“No.” The old man put his leg over the bike seat.
The cooler sat open, the ice long since melted. The foot was still in it and so I jammed the whip in. Next stop in civilization, I thought, I’ve got to get some ice.
It hit me then, the full import of Cope’s story. A friend of his father’s. A letter. Something from the past to clear up the future. 
Fagan had a friend. And I had already talked to him about Fagan. “Son of a bitch.”
“What?”
The bike exploded to life.
“No KOA,” I said. “No more banks.”
“Where, then?”
“Barefield. Time to be finished with this bullshit.”
“Yeah,” Cope said, casting a long, hard look at me. “Pro’ly is.”
 
 
 



 
Twenty-Three Hours, Thirty-Seven Minutes Ago
 
Johnny’s Barbeque
Barefield, Texas
“God, I love that stink,” I said. 
The stink of dead pig, dead cow; the tang of spicy sauce slathered on ribs and hotlinks, brisket, beans. The clean air was full of the sweetness of apple and peach cobbler and Johnny’s Barbecue was still half a block away. But the odor of the joint had been in my nose since we’d parked the bike in a multilevel garage two blocks back.
“Why we here?” Cope asked.
Here was the heart of Barefield. Downtown, where the movers and shakers played with money and jobs like Monopoly pieces. This bit of beat-up concrete jungle was where the politicians decided whose road got paved and whose road wore another year’s worth of potholes. The place, too, where school boundaries were drawn based on who was the best football player, that player who’d give Barefield High School the best chance to win the state championship.
But the heart of Barefield was also not that damned far from the Barefield Police Department.
Two squad cars had already passed us. Each time, I’d turned my head and covered my face. Not enough to make the cops wonder why someone might do that and thus stop to talk to us, but enough to smear my features.
“Y’all say the cop shop is...pretty much...right there?” Cope walked slowly, as though his old man’s legs and hips weren’t working too well. 
From sleeping on the ground at the river, I knew. Actually, from laying on the ground and not truly sleeping at all.
“Yeah, but don’t sweat it, old man. Most of the uniforms don’t usually eat here.”
“The uniforms don’t dig no barbeque?”
“How the hell do I know what they dig and don’t dig? But I know sure as shit they don’t like brass and detectives. And those guys do eat here. Uniforms go to a Mexican food place near the Flat.”
Cope’s eyes narrowed to slits. “How y’all know that? Fact, how y’all been knowing all kinds’a stuff ’bout cops.”
“I’ve got a little experience.”
“Said that before. Means dick to me.”
I stared into the far distance of Spring Street. A few blocks down, just before it crossed under Interstate 20, was Barefield’s library. How many hours had I spent there, looking for some mention of my father, some mention of his time spent at Barefield’s news station? How long had I spent reading the very same books Mama told me Fagan had checked out? It’d been a fucking stupid way to waste time. There was nothing to be learned by touching what Fagan had touched, by reading what he’d read. Fagan was not in the pages he’d turned.
Besides that, those books had been props. Exactly the way Esther’s fake money and empty liquor bottles had been. Those books were just things Fagan carried to make people believe he was intellectual, trying to be more than he actually was. At least, trying to project an image of more than he actually was. 
I shrugged. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Like the woman said, everything means something.”
“Just leave it, okay?”
“Why we coming here?” Cope’s face had gone hard, a piece of black volcanic glass, sculpted with harsh angles. 
Because once upon a time, I ate here. Because my step-father ate here. Because this was our baseball diamond and football field. When my friends had sports with their fathers, we had Johnny’s Barbecue. We had photos and theories, stories, all drowning beneath sauce and coleslaw and, later on, beer.
“It was our place.”
“Y’all’s?”
“Mine. My step-father’s.”
“Huh. Done came here, ate some ribs, and tried to solve y’all’s worlds.”
I nodded. “And theirs.”
“Mama and Step-Daddy?”
It was an indoor restaurant, but with three giant garage doors on the north side. In the summer time, when barbeque eating went late into the night while people searched for a time of day that was cooler, those doors opened into a patio ringed by a knee-high brick wall. Neon beer signs, along with strings of lights in the shape of cilantro peppers, made the place feel festive. 
“No. Fagan and Hopper’s.”
There was a sign, still hanging crooked on the front door that had been there as long as I could remember and that was going back twenty years or more. Don’t take no cridit cards. No checks, neither. If it ain’t green, don’t bring it in. 
That’s how the poker game had been. The guy running it had wanted straight up cash, baby. No credit, no bullshit, no fucking around. Cash on the table or get your ass out.
“Spell ’bout as well as I do,” Cope said.
“Doesn’t matter as long as they can cook.”
Inside, I stopped and inhaled deeply for a long minute. The gumbo of smells—vinyl booth seats, sauce, grease and beer, stale sweat and chaos of perfumes and colognes—nearly knocked me on my ass. Memories flooded me, too many even to sort out, too many to savor. Flashes of dinners and lunches or drinking sessions punctuated by a sandwich or a bowl of onion rings.
“Y’all’s face pretty funky.” Cope took a deep breath. “Y’all best tell me we didn’t slide into the cops’ lair just to get some bones.”
“Cops are blocks away.”
“Don’t that make me feel better. We ain’t here just for bones, are we?”
“Bones and information.”
Fagan and Hopper had come here all the time. Gotten blitzed on ribs, hot links, and cheap beer. 
“I called Hopper, too.”
“The radio boy?”
“Yeah. He was a little surprised to hear from me.” 
“I bet...y’all being a murderer and all.”
“Yeah. But it’s been a lotta years, too. I asked him to come see us here.”
“Why?”
“Because of your letter.”
“Ah. I seen a look on y’all’s face.”
“He’ll be here in a little while. We’re going to eat, then talk to him, see if maybe he has some answers.”
“Y’all think he do?”
“Better chance than anyone. There’s no way in hell Fagan came to town, looking for smoke and snootch, and didn’t get in touch with Hopper.”
“What’d he say on the phone?”
“I didn’t ask him. Just told him to come eat with a friend.”
The serving line ran the length of the place, along one wall. Grab a dark blue tray, some of the industrial silverware, a cheap napkin, give the cooks an order. Came out at the end with a tray full of food, sides in a basket, drink in a plastic amber tumbler, and a bill.
Tray in hand, I stared at all the faces I recognized. Most had worked here since Moses came down from the fucking mountain looking for kosher barbecue and they all knew me. No way in hell they didn’t know what had happened.
“Y’all ain’t looking so good, White-Boy Darcy.”
“Shut up, Cope.”
I was about half sure they’d serve me lunch and politely wait for me to leave. If I didn’t move fast enough, they’d move me along. But they wouldn’t call the cops. Too many of their customers sat astride that same line. They didn’t care as long as you paid, didn’t tear anything up, and didn’t bring anything down on their heads.
“We’re fine,” I said again as the sound of midday traffic on Spring Street filtered in past the blues playing in the background.
“Who y’all trying to convince?”
I cleared my throat. “Yeah...uh...give me the two meat combo. Brisket and hotlinks.”
“Brisket and links, comin’ up.”
“Bones and beans,” Cope said. “Y’all got any cucumbers? Not slices but whole cukes.”
“Got no cukes, got some pretty good ear-corn.”
“Good enough then. Bones, beans, and two ears,” Cope said.
“Half’a’full?”
“Ain’t man enough for a full, brother.”
The cook laughed. “You more man than all us together, I ‘spect.”
Cope nudged me. “Leave extra tip for that one, he just made my day.”
We chose a table outside, reckless though it probably was. We weren’t facing Spring Street, but a side street. Plus, I knew damn well most people wanted on warrant—as I was—only got picked up when they did something else first. Speeding or broken taillight or some bullshit. Barefield cops were good, but they didn’t automatically know I’d come back home.
In the middle of the patio, Johnny’s had six tables, some in the shade, some in the sun. They were exact copies of the tables in the diner where Lucas had died and I wondered if every diner in the world got their furniture from the same warehouse. Checkered red and white table clothes covered each table, with a centerpiece of ketchup, mustard, salt and pepper, sweet sauce, spicy sauce, and Cholula.
Right now, about half the tables were empty. Twins, call them late thirties, sat just in the shade, a Bible at each right hand, matching khaki pants and bright, nearly matching geometric shirts. They ate with great concentration. The other customers included an old couple and two men, both sporting Barefield Community College T-shirts and Texas Rangers baseball caps. They ate noisily, washed down every small bite with a huge slug of beer.
One thin eyebrow rose over Cope’s left eye. “I’m thinking, don’t matter if Hopper tells y’all nothing or not. I think maybe y’all needed to come here.”
“Yeah? Why’s that?”
“Getting some feeling normal back in y’all’s head.”
“Maybe.”
Butter, melted yellow and slick, dribbled down Cope’s chin from the corn on the cob. He sucked his teeth. “Damn, that’s good. But lookit, see what y’all doing? Y’all coming here before the other place. Step-daddy first, then dead daddy.”
“You want to say it a little louder, so the entire state of Texas can hear?”
Cope chuckled. “Y’all said they already know what you done. Said they won’t do nothing about it.” He finished the corn and moved on to a rib. “Damn, this shit’s good. Look, it’s like you’re communing with the daddy you sad about fucking over. Then you can go to the daddy you really fucked over. Gotta get through one to get to the other.”
“Mr. Darcy,” a tall black man said. He stopped at our table, an empty tub cocked between his waist and right arm, shielded his eyes against the harsh noontime sun. He wore a white apron with L’il J stitched on the left side. 
I grinned. “Johnny.”
“Surprised to see you.”
“I’ll bet.”
“Johnny?” Cope asked. “That y’all’s name on the sign?”
“Used to be my daddy’s name. I stole it once he partnered up with Jesus for what I can only believe are Heavenly ribs.”
“These bones right here pretty damned good.” Cope licked his fingers loudly. “Grew up in Chicago, so I’ve got me some experience with ribs.”
Johnny nodded. “Yeah, you probably do. Well, I appreciate your saying so.” He turned to me. “Heard you had a little trouble.”
“A little.”
“Seeing you back around, I’d guess you got it all figured out.”
“Don’t count them guesses too early,” Cope said. 
Johnny nodded, offered a genuine, but small, smile. “Well, it’s good to see you eating again anyway. Take care with the rest.” He turned back just before he left. “You gonna be here long?”
“No, Johnny, not long at all. Don’t worry, I won’t bring a firefight down on you.”
“Well, that’s good. Don’t need another one.”
Cope looked up. “Another one?”
“How Daddy died. Right in this building. Nothing like that, Johnny, I’m just waiting on Hopper. A few questions and we’re out of your hair.”
Now Johnny’s face crinkled as he grinned and shook his head. “Hopper? The smokehound? Shit, I ain’t seen him but three or four times since he went to jail. I hear him sometimes.”
“Yeah, he’s still around.”
Johnny sat, set the tub aside. “We all still around, Darcy. Me, you, Hopper, your daddy—” He caught himself. “Not Fagan, I mean.”
“Yeah.”
“We all from Barefield and we all come back eventually. This place gets in us, Darcy. You know that. Love it and hate it and don’t ever leave it.”
“Y’all sound like one fucked up billboard.”
“How’s this for fucked up,” Johnny said to me. “Ol’ Hop is working ‘All The Way Right.’”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“What?” Cope asked.
“Conservative talk radio.” I shook my head. “Weak station, maybe only ten-thousand watts. I can’t believe the owner makes enough money to pay Hopper.”
Johnny shrugged. “Maybe his pay ain’t regular pay.”
“Huh,” Cope said. “Like to hear more of that story.”
Instead, Johnny squeezed my hand, “Take care with all that stuff,” and was gone. He stopped at the table with the twins, wiped a couple of tables down, straightened some sauce bottles, headed back inside.
Cope sat back heavily in his chair. “Y’all makin’ it awfully hard to do my thing.”
“Yeah? What’s your thing?”
“Don’t spend no time worrying about my thing. Just know you fuckin’ it up.”
A few minutes later, as Johnny filled a few tumblers of soda, the bell above the door tinkled. It was a tall man this time, a shock of silver hair sticking out from beneath his brown cowboy hat. His face was angular, hard, plenty of years carved into it. He wore a dark blue denim shirt and khaki pants. His brown boots clomped on the grease-stained hardwood floor.
The hair on the back of my neck stood. “Christ on a shingle. He’s got— He’s wearing a goddamned holster.”
Cope’s hand flashed out, quick and steady, popped my cheek and went back to his coleslaw. “Y’all watch that language.” He took a deep breath. “Damn, this whole thing getting ugly. Thanks.”
“Why are you blaming me?”
“’Cause if y’all hadn’t’a come along, I’d still be in Valentine, bouncing between Esther and Monea’s love patch.”
“I sure as shit didn’t ask you to come along. You could have stayed in that church and beaten yourself silly for all I care.”
Cope nodded. “Yeah, well, ain’t answering to y’all.”
“Who, then?”
“Don’t worry none ’bout my answering.” He nodded toward the man. “What kind of gun he got?”
“Uh...I don’t...I...none. He doesn’t have a gun.”
“An empty holster? That makes good sense.”
The man disappeared behind the soda fountain, came out a moment later. His eyes scanned the patio and he sat at the table directly behind me and Cope. 
“Morning, Judge,” Johnny said.
My teeth froze around the link sticking out of my mouth. Cope’s mouth stopped, too, sliver of cabbage hanging out of his mug. 
“This isn’t happening.”
“Y’all cain’t be surprised. Y’all told me all the brass ate here. Couldn’t’a just been Barefield PD brass. We waltzed right the fuck downtown.”
“Johnny,” the Judge said.
“Just the drink today?”
“Yes, sir; a little meeting is on the docket today.”
“Good enough.” Johnny cleared his throat and stuttered a few words, as though gathering his courage. 
Never heard him like this. All the years I’ve seen him, all the times I’ve been here and I’ve never heard him uncertain.
“Listen, Your Honor.” Johnny’s voice dropped. “I’m wondering. Can you hook me up? I wouldn’t ask, but— Well, I’m a little short, got me a little jones going on.”
Cope’s eyes were as big as Esther’s breasts. The bit of coleslaw stuck to his lip fell to the table. “What the fuck?” he mouthed.
I shrugged.
“Johnny, you’re a good man, a good man,” the Judge said. “It would be an honor to serve you.” 
There was some rustling, one of them were rifling through pockets.
“That keep you busy for a while?” the Judge asked.
“For a while, sir,” Johnny said. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”
“If that little bit gives you as much of a good time as your ribs give me, then we’re even.”
Together the men laughed. 
“Come back around in a little bit, I might have something new for you. I have a meeting, but I also have a truck coming through.”
“Truck? You getting a delivery here?” Johnny’s voice was panicked. “Judge, you know I got that trouble behind moonshinin’, I can’t afford no busts in my place.”
“A delivery? Would I do that to you? Absolutely not. One of my trucks is coming through town, on the way to Amarillo. I asked the driver to make a stop and give me a sample.”
Johnny’s voice became nearly a whine. “But, Judge, you cain’t have him dropping goodies here.”
“Calm down, Johnny, it’s just a loaded truck. Goods for the heartland. My driver will have a small sample with him. I’d like to give it to you, get your assessment of the product.”
Who the shit is this judge?
“Well, yeah, Judge, it just makes me a little nervous is all.”
“Nothing at all to worry about.”
Then Johnny gracefully slid past our booth, disappeared into the kitchen. A second later, the back door opened, then banged closed.
“Not sure I wanna stay around with a dope-slinging judge getting a drop off,” Cope said.
No shit, I thought. But Hopper was on his way.

“We can watch for y’all’s boy from across the street.” 
“That’ll work.”
Cope set his food down, took a last quick swig, and started to get up.
“Judge,” a new voice said.
My heart stopped in mid-beat. As though someone had reached inside my chest and snapped a toggle switch. 
I know that voice. Fuck me and God save my poor soul, I know that voice.
“Shit,” Cope said. “Ain’t likin’ y’all’s face too much.”
“Detective Kurston,” the judge said. “Have a seat.”
 
 
 



 
Twenty-Two Hours, Forty-Seven Minutes Ago
 
I coughed up about a gallon of soda. Left it on my lunch, on Cope’s lunch, on the table and floor.
“Well?” the Judge said quickly. “You find it?”
Kurston put himself in the chair directly behind me, bumped his chair into mine, and without looking said, “Excuse me.”
The air was suddenly full of Aqua Velva. The scent of old school cops everywhere.
“That’s a tough search, Judge,” Kurston said. “It’s been missing awhile.”
“Yeah. That’s why I came to you. I figured if anyone could find it....”
Kurston sighed, deep and heavy and somehow oppressive. “I’m sorry, Judge, but I don’t have it.”
“You don’t need to have it, you just need to know where it is. I’ll get the damned thing myself.”
“Guns a’blazing?”
“If I have to, goddamned right.”
“Please,” Kurston said. “The less I know about that, the better we both are.”
The Judge chuckled, a tight, dry sound that reminded me of a snare drum. “May be true, that.” A long pause, then, “So not even word of it?”
“Rumors and bullshit. I heard a Ranger had it, then heard a woman had it. I figured both of those were probably Mariana.”
“Damn.”
“Judge? You okay? Got kinda pale on me.”
“You hearing anything about a finger mixed up with all this bullshit?”
“Huh?”
“Nothing. Forget it.” The Judge cleared his throat and it was like a curtain had been closed. Whatever act they’d just been dancing, now it was time for something else. “What can I do for you?”
This whole thing was stupid. Beyond stupid. Asinine. Irrational. I sat less than a foot from the man who wanted to put my ass away for murder. What the hell for? For some information and maybe a few bucks? Or the pendant if the Hand of God came down and gave me any luck at all? How stupid was that? The necklace would be a bullshit apology, anyway. If I really wanted to apologize, I should man up, put myself in Kurston’s hands, and pray to God for all the people I’d killed.
It had to happen this way; there was no way it couldn’t. Kurston had known all along where I was, had known every step and move, every town and bank. There hadn’t been a move I’d made or a thought I had, that SuperCop didn’t know. For whatever reason, Kurston had chosen none of those moments to come get his man.
Kurston had chosen this moment. 
Because this is my place. Because this was as close to sacred as any place I have.
“I’m fucked, Judge,” Kurston said.
“You have had some trouble,” the Judge said.
“Trouble isn’t the half of it.” There was a moment of silence, yawning and terrible. “I lost him.”
I closed my eyes, lowered my head. The pain started somewhere deep inside, radiating out everywhere. 
“Your son,” the Judge said.
I caught Cope, urged him to listen.
“Yeah, Darcy. I lost him.” Kurston’s voice was weary.
Cope’s face emptied, refilled quickly with an anger I’d never seen. His nostrils flared, his lips pinched down to a single line, his fingers tweaked the bridge of his nose. “Y’all fucking lied to me.”
“I never lied.” I said it softly. “I just didn’t lay it all out.”
“Cheap way not to be a liar.”
“I don’t know where to look, Judge,” Kurston said.
The Judge took a deep breath. “What makes you think I know?”
“Give me a fucking break. You know exactly where he is and exactly what happened. You’ve got contacts.”
“In certain worlds. And from time to time, I hear things from those worlds.”
Again, that terrible, stifling silence, smothering out everything. In between the clink and clank of the twins’ silverware, I heard sobbing I’d only heard once before. When Mama died. At the service, when Kurston went to his knees in the first pew and let it go.
Now, sitting in this grease-stained pit, he cried again.
“I lost him and something happened. After he left. He drove off with that son of a bitch and something happened.” 
“You are a good policeman, Detective, you always have been. You may not want to admit it, but you know what happened.”
“Good, huh? Then why haven’t I ever brought you in? Why haven’t I ever dragged my skinny butt down to the border and hauled your ass back home to Barefield?”
The thought was a jolt of low-grade electricity. There had been someone, a dope slinger no less, that Kurston had knowingly not arrested? All I’d ever heard about Kurston was that he always got his man, always closed his cases, always filed away the color-coded folders with a Direct-filed D.A. stamp across the front.
“I need to know where he is, Judge.”
“Why?”
To arrest him, I knew he’d say. Instead, there was a long, terrible silence. Eventually, one of them drank, set his tumbler on the table.
“Last night,” the Judge said. “There was an incident in Ft. Stockton.” 
It was all there. The bar and split nose, the chase with the woman, the crash into the radio station. But there was more. The Judge told Kurston about the bank in Andrews, the savings and loan in Kermit. He told Kurston how I asked each bank about Fagan. Kurston cried at that point.
“There was another thing, one I don’t quite understand. A church. The Church of the Bloody Souls. I think it was a retreat for spiritual redemption.”
“Aren’t all churches?” Kurston asked.
“But membership was limited to those who’ve spilled blood.”
“Damnit,” Kurston said.
“He spent a few weeks there. Beating himself with a whip. Trying to atone, I would guess.”
“For?”
“One of two things, maybe both. One, for leaving you on that porch. From what I hear, it has torn him to pieces.”
How the hell does the man know that?
“Then why hasn’t he called me? Why hasn’t he gotten in touch? If he’s so upset about it, why the silence? He had a chance to talk to me but he only said a few words and then hung up.”
“He’s scared to death.”
I could easily imagine the frown across Kurston’s face. “Of what?”
“The second thing: The killing.”
“The killing? Jesus fucking Christ. What are you talking about?”
“Darcy Kurston killed his father, Detective.” 
“I am his father.” 
Then there was a pause and in it, I knew Kurston understood it all.
“Christ on a shingle. Fagan.”
The Judge crunched a mouthful of ice. “Keeps the man’s foot with him, too.”
“What?”
“Darcy woke up in a blood-soaked room, money everywhere, and Fagan’s foot in his back pocket.”
How the fuck did this guy, this Judge who delivered dope to cooks, this man who I’d never met or even heard of, know everything? Isn’t that the shits? You thought Kurston would know it all and it turns out to be a dope-slinging Judge.
“There was no money there,” Kurston said. “The room was bloody, yeah, bloodiest thing I’ve ever seen. But there wasn’t any money...at least not when I got there.”
“Sounds like you have a thief in the woodpile, Detective.”
“Darcy?”
“Not the way I hear it. In fact, part of the trouble in Ft. Stockton might well have been because a woman went to Darcy trying to get that money.”
Cope shook his head. “She wanted the plates,” he mouthed.
I nodded. So the Judge’s information wasn’t complete.
“There was a bank guard in Marathon, too,” the Judge said. “Tried to shake Darcy down for money, but—”
“Yeah, he’s dead.”
“Darcy again?”
“He was there.” Kurston took a deep breath in and out; I heard every awful thing that had happened in the last weeks. Every slight, every bad decision, every moment that had brought Fagan and me closer together, but at the same time had isolated Kurston from the only family he had left.
From the side street, a block down, the sound of a truck thundered in the late morning air. As it pulled up on the side street, its purple nose pointed toward Spring Street, the few customers outside all looked up. The trailer was a gleaming white thing, a grounded wingless plane. Streets of America Caskets, written huge and powerful on the trailer’s side in flowing black letters. Beneath that was a picturesque roadway disappearing into a quintessential American small town: Flags and cafes and postmen and a policeman directing traffic and kids playing. On the far side of the town, the roadway lifted and eventually disappeared toward the sky.
The engine died in a rattling, old man’s final cough. The driver stayed inside the cab, turned his head, visible through the open window, and stared at the crowd, a glare in his eyes and a stiletto-blade grin on his tight lips.
“The fuck is this now?” Cope said. “Man, this don’t feel good at all.”
“No, shit.” 
Silence spread to every customer on the patio, like a single drop of blood spreading in the water. The twins didn’t seem to have noticed the truck or the driver. Their heads were down in their plates, their fingers and chins covered in sauce.
“Darcy, I gotta get outta here. Too much law. I ain’t ready to go up yet. Ain’t yet.”
There it is. Just like Fagan. Leave me in the dust, no problem. 
I flicked a hand. “Get the fuck out then. I don’t need you. But believe this: You won’t get very far.”
Cope’s face changed and I want to say it was surprise at my boldness for talking to him that way. But I think it was actually disappointment, as though he’d expected something different. “All the way out the door, boy, they don’t know they’re looking for me.”
“Soon as I tell them.” I regretted it immediately.
“That how it is, then?” Cope nodded, leaned back in his chair. With an old man’s formality, he wiped his chin clean.
“You were leaving me first.” A childish retort. Anger sat like a towering black iceberg in the roiling sea in my head and I couldn’t not crash into it.
“Think that sun done baked y’all’s brain, White-Boy.” One corner of his mouth twitched; not quite a smile, but not a grimace either. “I ain’t leaving nobody here, y’all fuck ever’thing up if I do. We ain’t partin’ just yet.”
“Why?”
“Ain’t finished saving y’all’s soul.”
“Thought I was doing that myself.”
Cope laughed. “Y’all ain’t doing so well, White-Boy.”
Finally, the driver hopped out of the cab and strode toward the patio. He passed our table and stopped at the Judge’s. “My dope, bitch.”
“What?” The Judge’s voice was a roar, a hurricane deep inland. “The fuck it is.”
Chairs scraped and there was a flurry of grunts and shoves. I turned my head as far as I dared, still not wanting Kurston to see me.
“Get your hands off me,” the Judge said. His voice was still a roar but cooler, more disciplined. That controlled edge made me damned nervous.
I heard a metallic click. 
“Son of a bitch,” Cope said. “Fucker’s gunned up. Man, this is bad.”
“Shut the hell up, nigger,” the driver said.
“Please, sir,” Kurston said toward Cope. “Keep your chair.”
“Ain’t twitchin’ a muscle, Captain.”
“You said you’d solve my problem,” the driver said.
“I said I’d try, Mr. Bassi. A problem like yours is hard to solve.”
“Fuck that, you said you’d fix it. Told me to drive the truck, Langtry to Amarillo, stop in Barefield. Told me you’d fix things if I drove the truck.” He nodded toward the truck. “There’s the fucking truck and I still got my problem.”
“How do you know that?” Kurston said.
“He called me, you asshole. Stanton fucking called me, threatened to kill me. He called me from your office, you fuckass son of a bitch.”
“Perhaps it was a mistake for you to cut the country club take seventy-thirty and then introduce his twelve-year-old daughter to the wonderland that is your penis.”
Bassi banged his fist against his chest. “I set that fucking job up. I decide how the take gets split and I decide whose hole I dick.” His voice dropped to a steeled-edge. “You ain’t nothing, but some shitty lawyer couldn’t keep his hand outta the till.” A snarly laugh slipped out. “Working the border with fucking wetbacks. Judge Royy Bean. What a load of bullcrap.”
A squeeze bottle of barbecue sauce frozen in my hand, I turned all the way around. Still sitting, Kurston was in front of me, the Judge on the far side of their table. Bassi was right next to the Judge. On the patio, the twins sat unmoving, riveted to the scene. Johnny stood just inside the building, one hand on the phone, the other floating near his waistband at his back.
Johnny’s armed, too. Everybody here packing?
The move was in Bassi’s eyes long before the man even knew it. I saw it and knew Kurston saw it. It was naked and scared and raw on Bassi’s craggy features. Didn’t matter the telegraph though, Bassi moved fast.
In a breath, his left hand came up hard, slammed into the Judge’s chin. Blood exploded into the air, carried along with the Judge’s howl. The Judge fell backward, his knees buckling.
Bassi stepped back, brought the gun up. “You should’a fucking fixed it.” 
“Shit.” Kurston yanked his weapon and blasted three shots toward Bassi. 
Somewhere in the restaurant, a woman screamed. I was vaguely aware of customers fleeing, shouting, diving for cover.
The Judge rolled away as Bassi stumbled backward, landed hard on the concrete. Kurston jumped on him while trying to jam his gun back in his holster.
“Crazy motherfucker,” the Judge said. He hopped to his feet, his mouth running blood, and dashed for the truck.
“That’s my dope,” Bassi yelled.
He and Kurston, locked together with one arm while trying to pound each other with their free hand, rolled behind the outdoor soda fountain. Canisters of syrup and CO2 clanged around them, tumbled down over them, and rolled onto the patio.
“Let’s go,” Cope called as the truck started up. “Get the fuck outta here.”
But Kurston was on the bottom of the pile.
“What y’all going to do then?” Cope said. “Gonna get in that fight, save his ass?”
I hesitated. “Maybe I can help.”
“Maybe y’all gonna be president one day, too. But this ain’t that day.”
I went, trying not to see Kurston’s face, hoping like hell Kurston didn’t see mine. But near the pile, Bassi’s hand shot out, searching for something to bash in Kurston’s head. What he found was my ankle. He grabbed and pulled and I went down in a painful tumble.
It was as though the world were made of nothing but arms and legs, of bloody faces and screaming voices. Someone grabbed me around the neck, pulled me away from where Kurston had been. Someone else grabbed one of my arms and tried to pull me toward Kurston. Then Cope tried to pull me out of the pile.
“Y’all let go, motherfuck.”
I dove into the pile, smacking the side of Bassi’s face with an ear of corn. Butter and kernels flew like shrapnel and blood. Bassi shoved the old man off and rolled away from him and Kurston both, me locked tightly in his grip.
“Fucking get away,” he shouted at Kurston. “Fucking get away or I’ll kill his ass deader’n shit.”
Kurston looked up, finally saw my face, and what I saw in Kurston’s eyes made me nearly beg Bassi to end it all.
 
 
 



 
Twenty-Two Hours Ago
 
“My God,” Kurston said. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Shut up,” Bassi said. “Just shut the fuck up.”
Bassi dragged me backward. The gun bit painfully into my shoulder blades. One shot and this son of a bitch would tear my heart out.
“Darcy,” Kurston said. But he stopped short and I knew he didn’t want to let Bassi know I was his son. His hands went up, palms out, assuring Bassi he wasn’t a threat. “We’re cool, Mr. Bassi, we’re cool.”
Cope’s gaze bounced between me and Kurston. From the threshold, Johnny looked on. The twins’ eyes were huge, their chins still sauce covered. Their hands were on either side of their plates, unmoving.
“We’re cool,” Kurston repeated. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”
“You calling me stupid? They teach you that in the academy? To call the man with the gun stupid?”
“I apologize, Mr. Bassi. I meant to say, don’t do anything that is going to put any of us in the jackpot.”
“Fuck off, cop, I ain’t listening to you. I ain’t going back to prison either, you get that? I’ll fuck it all right here. I ain’t going back.”
Kurston nodded. “I hear you, I hear you. If we’re talking about Huntsville, I know Warden Turnbull. Maybe I can yank on some strings, get you someplace a little more comfortable.”
“Ain’t you listening? Comfy don’t matter ’cause I ain’t going.”
The man’s heart was a jackhammer pounding against my back. I tensed a bit, ready to shove myself free.
Bassi tightened his grip. “Go on and do it, fucker. I ain’t killed nobody all day, I’m getting behind on my count.”
“No, no.” Kurston’s eyes bulged. “He isn’t doing anything. He’s just standing there; he’s doing exactly what you say. No one’s going to get hurt. And prison doesn’t have to be in the cards. After all, you haven’t done anything wrong here.”
“Except that suit y’all wearing,” Cope said. “Man must’a been dressed by Helen Keller.”
“They gonna find a dead nigger pretty quick,” Bassi said.
“Relax, everyone just calm down,” Kurston said. “Look, Mr. Bassi, we’re talking about a disorderly conduct charge, nothing more.”
“Dis con? I fucking drove that truck from the border. It’s packed with dope, asshole. One hundred coffins, hundred pounds of weed in every one. That ain’t dis con.”
“Ain’t your truck, either,” Cope said, jerking a thumb toward the street.
Two blocks down, the Judge had the thing idling. He was running. Get the rig across Spring Street and onto surface streets, then head south, away from the main roads and sure as hell away from the coming cops.
“Hey,” Bassi said. “Fuck that, that’s my truck.”
When Bassi’s attention slipped to the truck, his grip on the gun slipped. I spun, brought the bottle of barbecue sauce up, squeezed as hard as I could.
Blood-red sauce, dotted with the black of herbs and pepper, shot into Bassi’s eyes. He screamed, fell backward, and fired blindly. He managed to wipe his face just enough to see the truck and lay some lead into it. Holes dotted the trailer and the engine housing. One hole demolished the front windshield, another banged through the radiator.
Kurston didn’t hesitate. He fired at Bassi while he dove behind a busing station. His bullets peppered the walls, tore through the beer signs. Neon shattered above the twins, sprayed them. They yelped and hit the concrete floor, their napkins still hanging from their shirt fronts and flapping in the breeze.
Bassi ducked, fired, his gun bopping back and forth from cop to truck, while he stumbled around looking for cover.
“Don’t shoot up my place,” Johnny said. He pulled his hand out from behind him. Not a gun. A phone. His finger jabbed hard three times and I knew the 9-1-1 call center had just logged a new entry.
Fuck. Cops would be one, maybe two, minutes out.
Bassi and Kurston kept firing and they reminded me of two kids playing at a video game. Ketchup and mustard bottles exploded, spattering yellow and red in a surrealist’s vision of condiment hell, while pitchers of tea and soda shattered and covered everything in sticky, brown liquid. Empty dishes danced up and down until they were just pieces of empty dishes, but none of it seemed real.
It was play-acting, a bad movie where there just hadn’t been enough money to do the fight scene realistically. And when it got to where the hero got shot, everything slowed down, just as it would have in that bad movie. A bullet came out of Bassi’s gun, split the yellowed noontime air, spun—left twist—wobbled at the tip. Everyone saw the bullet come out; everyone knew the bullet was headed for Kurston. 
A sideways twist, another, a duck. Then a yell but no blood. Nothing at all.
So Kurston stared at Bassi, his eyes on fire, and emptied his entire fucking magazine at the man.
Six. Seven. Eight shots.
Seven. Eight. Nine shots.
Not a single shot hit Bassi and the man’s laugh spiraled up into the air, reminding me of Fagan’s screech after each blast of whiskey at Staind Skin. “Are you fucking kidding me? Barefield’s finest?”
Bassi’s concentration turned toward the truck, lumbering toward Barefield’s main business artery. The massive engine churned up huge gouts of noise as it tried to get the load moving. Bassi fired twice, maybe three times. One into the engine again and the other into the trailer.
That trailer was now on fire. It had started near the front and now flames ate through the coffins.
And the weed, I realized.
After the gunfight comes the communal high. Then we’re all gonna eat Twinkies.
“Fuck,” Bassi said. “You’re killing it.”
Running, he crossed the patio and jumped the patio’s knee fence. Without stopping, without seeing anything but the truck, waving his arms, Bassi darted into the street.
“Fucking stop! That’s my weed.”
The Judge blasted the horn, a deep, booming sound I felt in my chest like the bass guitar coming up through the floor at a stadium concert.
“Fuuuuuuuuuckkkkk youuuuuuuuuuuu.” Bassi’s voice disappeared beneath the horn as he disappeared beneath the truck, chrome bumper against knees, grill against chest. His head snapped backward, but he managed to hang on. 
“Y’all got to be fuckin’ kidding me.” Cope’s mouth hung open.
Bassi climbed onto the long nose of the truck and scooted toward the windshield. One leg hung behind him, damn near at a ninety-degree angle from the knee. Bone stuck through his pants. He kept crawling until he reached the cab. Braying, he reached in and grabbed the Judge. But the Judge’s massive paw blasted through the shot-out windshield and popped Bassi square in the face.
Bassi snapped backward, lost his handle, and slid down the nose. He went over the front edge and his face rode down the grill to the pavement. 
Now the Judge’s blaring horn was joined by another. This from a United Freight delivery truck. The truck came around the corner just as the Judge’s truck got to the corner. Tires locked and left smears of themselves on the pavement while the delivery truck tried to figure out how to not get smoked by the semi. Half a second later, the delivery truck’s motor coughed and screamed and the thing took off.
“Darcy.” The voice wasn’t weak so much as quiet, maybe surprised.
About ten feet away, Johnny lay dead, two bullets as perfect geometric math problems solved in his face; perfectly spaced on either side of his nose.
I looked at Kurston as Bassi’s screams became those of the Barefield squad cars. “Kurston?”
He was on his knees, leaning on Cope. 
His head covered in blood. 
“Oh, my Holy shitting God,” I said.
The snap from Cope’s slap rocked him.
“Darcy.” Kurston flicked his head toward the exit. Blood spattered like rain. “I need Dr. Jenson. And we oughta think about getting the hell outta here.”
“The man lays it out true,” Cope said.
“Hospital,” I said. Panic worked up through me, a disease filling every cell of my body. “We’ve gotta get—”
Kurston grabbed my arm, jerked me toward him. “Calm down, it’s not that bad. A flesh wound. Just grazed me.”
“It’s a fucking head shot, you fucking moron. Are you crazy? You’ll die unless we go to Barefield Memorial, they’ll—”
“It’s not a head shot or I’d be dead. Calm down. It’s just a flesh wound. Grazed my skull and went somewhere else.”
“Bounced off that hard noggin,” Cope said.
“No hospital,” Kurston said. “It’ll cause...problems.” The man’s eyes pinched closed for a second. “Wow, it does hurt a little.” His eyes rolled and panic ripped through me. “Darcy, no hospital, okay? Hospitals have to report gunshots.”
“So? You were in a gunfight.”
“Not today, I wasn’t.”
Cope nodded vigorously. “I’m good with that, White-Boy Darcy. No hospitals, no cops. Totally groovy with that.” He lifted Kurston to standing as though the man weighed nothing at all. 
“Think I’m gonna take a nap,” Kurston said.
Cope chuckled. “First time I got shot, I wanted to sleep for a month.” He frowned. “Of course, that was after I’d gotten all fixed up. Hey, y’all coming? Gots to tell me where we’re going.”
The sirens grew, a keening wail that grated on my ears. “Yeah, I’m coming.” I took a deep breath. “And we’re going home.”
“Been thinking about going home,” Cope said.
 
***
 
Except home wasn’t quite how I remembered it.
“The fuck is that?” Cope asked, keeping his head straight, his glare on the road. He never slowed the bike.
“Son of a bitch.” 
“White-Boy?”
“Shut up, lemme think.”
Cope’s jaw set hard. “Think? What’ch’all need to think about? We going to his house, right? Nothing to it.” He tightened his grip on the handlebars. “Except they all kinda people staring at his house, ain’t there?”
At least three units. One at the end of the block, watching the cross street. Two cops sat in that, one reading the paper, the other taking a nap, his head back against the headrest and the window glass. A second car sat boldly across the street from Kurston’s place. One cop, alert and watchful. He stared at us as we passed, and wrote down the bike’s license plate number. 
“Who’s the plate going to come back to when he runs it?” I asked.
Cope chuckled. “Ben Atkinson.”
“Who?”
“Cop from back in the day.”
“Fabulous, tie us to a cop.”
“Ain’t a cop no more. Had a problem behind some pepperoni pizza. Shaking down a Mom and Pop place, traded protection for pizza.”
“Protection for money,” I said.
“Y’all ain’t listening? Didn’t want the money...wanted the pizza. Man had it bad for pizza.”
The third unit was a plumbing van. At the far end of the block, no one in the cab. I was certain at least one officer was in the back, listening to some planted mics or watching video from some planted cameras. Or hell, maybe rubbing one out while thumbing through Penthouse.
In the sidecar, Kurston stirred.
“I ain’t thinking that shot is too bad, but your boy’s hurting,” Cope said. “We gotta get him somewhere.”
“Where are we?” Kurston asked. 
“Stay down,” I said. “We’re at the house. Why would there be—”
“The house? What the hell— Why’d you bring me here?” 
“Guess I’m wondering why y’all’s own PD is watchin’ y’all’s crib.”
“Damnit, get—” He coughed and hunkered down in the sidecar. “Nice and slow, but get us out of there. Don’t get stopped.”
“And go where?”
Kurston put his forefinger and middle finger together, miming a pair of scissors. 
I nodded. “Left here, Cope. Then next right.”
“Where we going?”
“Apparently Val’s Barbershop rather than a hospital,” I said. “Not sure why though. This is stupid.”
“Off’a them books.”
“What?” I looked at Kurston. He stared back at me. 
“Y’all Mister Know-It-All. Daddy’s a cop, and y’all cain’t even tell when he’s working off the books?”
 
 
 



 
Twenty Hours, Twenty-Four Minutes Ago
 
Val’s Barbershop
Barefield, Texas
“Can’t fucking believe you didn’t get killed,” the doctor said. “Nine thousand bullets and only one of them hit you and it’s a pretty pantywaist hit. Please. Maybe you guys should buy a crapload of lottery tickets, lucky as you were tonight.”
“Ooowwww. You monkey fucking son of a bitch,” Kurston said.
“Shut up, sissy.”
“Sissy? I kicked more asses than you ever worked on. I spent five years walking the block at the Zachary County Jail. I took punches from—”
The doctor cranked down with his instruments.
“Oooowwwwwwwww.”
Weak though it was, Kurston’s voice was mostly pissed. Every few seconds, as the doctor cleaned the wound and sewed him up, Kurston gasped. Blood seemed to cover his entire body, head to toe. It freaked me out, didn’t matter what the doctor said about he’d be fine and everything was cool and wouldn’t I just shut the hell up.
I just saw my father bloody. 
From a head wound.
I was plenty freaked out.
“You fucking quack,” Kurston said. “You’re killing me.”
“Would that I were.”
They used Val’s desk as an operating table. Cleared of Val’s books and supply catalogs and maybe fifty pairs of scissors, covered with a tarp I’d found in the abandoned crackhouse behind the barbershop.
After another moan, Kurston was out again, the third time since he’d gotten shot.
“Can’t figure out why the puss is passing out. It ain’t much of a wound, but thank God,” the doctor said. “Least I can get some silence now.”
Sunlight, late afternoon harsh, made of nothing but heat and angles, flooded the office. It blasted through windows that ran the length of the office at the top of the outside wall. A ceiling fan turned lazily, as though it couldn’t work up much excitement about all the commotion beneath it.
Kurston’s shirt was bloody. His pants were stiff with ketchup and mustard and probably some blood. For some reason I couldn’t remember, Kurston was minus one shoe.
“Where’s the other one?” I asked.
The doctor stopped working and turned his head about halfway over his shoulder, silently telling me to shut up. Then his instruments clanked and he went back to work.
Once we’d gotten in the hair shop, I had snagged Kurston’s cell phone and climbed onto Jenson’s ass to get him down here.
“You fucking drunk, get your ass down here,” I’d screamed into the phone.
Not my finest moment, but it had gotten the doc off his couch and to Kurston’s side. Hadn’t done anything for the doc’s stupor, but the more he sewed, the more competent he seemed.
“Did I kill him, too?” I had asked.
I’d gotten no response.
“Doc?”
The delicate metallic clink of the instruments had stopped. “Guess it’s hard to see I’m working here, isn’t it?” He eyed me. “Too? So you’ve got some others notched into your gunbelt? Shut the fuck up, gangsta. He ain’t dying. Just needs some sewing. Now let me do it.”
I turned away from the table. “Where’s my cooler?”
“What’ch’all need that for?”
“Where is it?”
The doc stopped working. “Shut the fuck up, you hear me? Another fucking word and I will walk right the fuck out and not give him a second fucking thought.”
“Hey, whoa, y’all wanna dial back on the F-bombs?”
“Fuck your F-bomb.” Again, his instruments clicked and clanged and his shoulders hunched.
“So,” I said. “Where do you think that shoe is?”
“Y’all need to focus, White-Boy.”
“Maybe it came off when you picked him up.”
“Y’all maybe wanna forget the damned shoe?”
Yeah, that seemed sensible. We could get another shoe. Slip into the house or go to Payless or JCPenny or—
The house.
Being watched by the PD. Why? 
For you, Darcy, waiting for the day you come back. 
And I did. Just like they’d known I would. But first I’d stopped for brisket and managed to get my father shot.
Had Kurston told PD I’d be back? Had Kurston dropped a preemptive dime on me?
Did he bust his own son?
Fuck yeah. How many times had he already done it? Five? Six? Maybe ten? The man lay in front of me, bloody, and all I could think of was whether or not he’d try to pop his own kid.
“Fuck,” the doctor said. “This fucker on thinners?”
Bad sign when the doctor starts getting nervous.
“What?”
“Asshole, is this man, your father, on blood thinners? ’Cause he’s bleeding all over the fucking place. That ain’t good, boyo. This doesn’t stop and we might as well call the coroner.”
 
***
 
No whap. 
Not this time. 
I had the whip. I had my shirt off.
But I had yet to lay whip against skin. 
On the backside of Val’s lot there was an old house. Tiny thing, up on bricks. It had been moved there decades ago, no one knew why, and had become a low-rent shooting gallery. 
Daddy was dying...again. 
The walls around me were spattered with blood exactly as the church had been. Maybe from stabbings or beatings or shootings. Or maybe just syringe junkies cleaning out their tools and leaving their blood like Church of the Bloody Drug congregates.
I held the whip and part of me itched to blood it out.
The previous bloodings were just starting to heal. They were delicate and I’d be able to open them easily. 
I watched Fagan’s foot. It was in the cooler, obviously not moving, but I watched it anyway. 
Kurston’s blood had been too much for me. And the doctor’s yelling. Yeah yeah, flesh wound, yeah yeah he’d be fine. But it was so much blood. Head wounds always bleed, Mama had told me long ago, but it was too similar to the tattoo parlor. 
I wanted to blood. I wanted to feel it burning my skin. My blood. Fagan’s blood. Mama’s blood.
But for all of that, it would also have been Johnny’s blood. Lucas’ blood. The priests’ blood. The cardplayers’ blood. 
It was too much blood. Too much and it might not ever end until I died.
“Man, this is all kinds’a fucked, ain’t it? Standing half naked in a crackhouse, whip in hand, staring at a foot. But crying like a baby.” Cope shook his head as he stared into the place. “Y’all even more fucked up than I am...and that’s going some.” He jerked a thumb toward the barbershop. “Doc’s done. Wants to see y’all. Then I’m’a go see Monea.”
 
***
 
No major damage, the doctor said. 
A grazing wound, no more, the doctor said.
Lots of blood, the doctor said.
And lots and lots of damned lucky, the doctor repeatedly said.
“I’m done.” He stared at me and Cope, his lips in a sneer. “I owed him a favor, it’s paid back.” His long finger poked my naked chest. “In full, you fucking bloody freak.”
I shook my head. “Absolutely not. You’re done when I say you’re done, got me?”
The doctor grinned, “No problem,” and yanked his cell phone out. 
“No, no. Don’t do that.”
The doctor waved me off and jammed the phone against his ear. “Captain Garcia? I wonder if you’re still looking for one of your detectives? Son killed a fed?”
I made a lunge but missed. I tripped over the man’s bag and hit the floor.
The doc leaned in my face. “You listen to me, you little puke ass son of a bitch. Your pile of shit is way deeper than mine. I’m done when I say I’m done, got me?”
Still on the ground, I grabbed the finger the man had jabbed against my chest and bent it backward until the doctor’s knees bent. The man’s face registered shock rather than pain. I bent the finger a bit more.
“You keep your fucking finger out of my fucking face, you fucking hear me? I don’t have time for your bullshit. I’ve got nothing but thanks that you saved him, but I don’t need the grief. Leave the meds and the IV bags and whatever else and get the hell out.” A bit more pressure and the man arched backward until his knees were on the floor. “Remember this: I know the secret. I know what brought you down here and I don’t have the moral streak Kurston does. I hear a word of this on the street and everyone’ll know your little problem.” I winked at the man. “Or maybe I’ll just kill you.”
The man cringed and I knew he was feeling the bite of pain. Not much, it wasn’t a hold designed to hurt as much as to get an inmate’s attention.
“Christ’a’mighty, let the fuck go.”
And there was Cope, laying an open palm across the guy’s face as I let go of his digit. “Do not take the Lord’s name in vain.”
The doctor, his fat face red and sweaty, shook his head as he walked out the door. “Lord’s name in—? Are you kidding me? You bring me a shot cop—” He started to jab a finger toward me, but thought better of it. “He threatens to beat himself with a whip while staring at a cooler with somebody’s fucking foot it in and you tell me to watch my language?”
“Pretty much,” Cope said.
The doctor pulled a few bottles from his pocket, tossed them to the floor as he headed out. “Good luck, assholes.”
I snorted. Good luck was a pipe dream.
“Y’all found a peach of a doctor,” Cope said. “By the by, what is his secret?”
“I have no idea.”
Cope laughed. “Nice bluff, White-Boy.” He pointed toward the door. “Left or right get me back to all those clubs we passed?”
“Monea.”
“Y’all catching on.”
“She’s pretty impressive.”
Cope frowned.
“She’s everywhere we go.”
“We’re all of us everywhere we go.” 
I pointed to the old man’s diminishing rings. “Seems like you give her one of those at every stop, too, just like Brother Enrico and Esther.”
“Keep y’all’s nose outta my rings.”
“Okay...yeah, whatever.” I nodded south. “Out the door left. Couple of blocks. King’s Inn. Dew Drop Inn. 19th Hole. Hitching Post. You can find anything you’re looking for.”
“Y’all sure about that?”
“Uh...the look on your face is freaking me out, but yeah, I’m pretty sure.”
“Good,” Cope said with a nod. He headed for the door. “Glad one of us is.”
When he was gone, I twisted the blinds over Val’s windows until the room was as dark as it could be. Then I silently climbed on to the desk next to my fragile father, wrapped my arms around the man, and held him while he slept.
 
***
 
In dreams, it was different.
In dreams, I wasn’t on the run from a murder rap. Or chasing a stolen pendant through every dusty street and weed infested parking lot in every cow town in west Texas. Or beating myself silly trying to blood it out.
Through dream-fog, where sounds were elongated into long, looping strands, Kurston and I drove into a parking lot. A giant red and blue sign proclaimed Gibson’s store. We grabbed a grocery cart and why the hell couldn’t we hurry up past the bread and chips, past the meat and milk and cheese, past even the toy aisle? Push and push and push the car and why couldn’t we hurry up just a little until we were in what Mama called seasonal?
Halloween costumes.
It was still warm outside, even at night—this was, after all, west Texas—and jack-o-lanterns and ghosts, vampires, and witches had sprouted all over town. The fire stations decorated their windows and the cops all handed out candy.
In those dreams, I remembered it all. The blue smocks the Gibson’s employees wore, the cobwebs and black paper that arced over the aisles and gave the section the feel of a haunted house, the moans and groans and screams and squeaking gates that played from speakers I never managed to find.
In dreams, I remembered everything.
Then I remembered the last thing.
The costume.
It had been a monk’s robe and how had I forgotten that? How had I not remembered that I walked the streets that Halloween, chanting like a monk and then hitting myself in the head with a Styrofoam board like the Monty Python monks?
Mama and Kurston thought it was hysterical. Every time I did it, they laughed themselves damn near into a heart attack. It had been Kurston’s idea and I didn’t really understand it, but loved that they both laughed when I did it. 
Years later, sitting at another Halloween party with my high school friends, dressed up as Poe’s Red Death, we watched Monty Python and finally I understood. It was damned funny. It was red-faced laughing funny, bust a colon laughing so hard funny.
Except now it wasn’t. 
Now it was real priests, their heads split not by Styrofoam boards, but by bullets. 
In these dreams, while sweat trickled down my forehead, every single one of those priests was Fagan. In the chapel, the cop shot at the man and woman and their hoods came down and I found myself drowning in a sea of Fagan.
And I shot and shot and shot. Shot until the barrel of the gun was warm and then hot and then red and maybe melting. Shot each and every Fagan until they were all dead, saving Mama and Kurston from the bad guys, finishing them off in a big, epic way that left Mama and Kurston alive and smiling and oh so proud of their heroic son. 
The shit of it was: Even in dreams I knew that if all the bad guys looked like Fagan then they looked like me, too.
 
 
 



 
Sixteen Hours, Thirty-Three Minutes Ago
 
As I dragged myself from the shadows of sleep, Kurston was already awake. He sat in the number four chair; a high neck on the back and foot rests out in front. He watched me with veiled eyes and lips so tight it was as though someone had drawn a straight line with a ruler across his face. A dirty white bandage wrapped his head, a Revolutionary War soldier. There were faint traces of pink where the blood had slowed to a trickle, then stopped altogether. He held one of the pill bottles tightly.
“I guess it hurts.”
“I’ve been hurt worse than this.” Kurston stared at me for a long, drawn out moment. “What I meant was,” he said slowly, “that I’ve been beaten up worse than this before.”
“Sure. Yeah. I know.”
Val’s Barbershop had four chairs and a rack of magazines against the far wall. A window ran the entire width of the shop, a solid door at the far end of the window. Through the window, the red and white striped pole turned slowly; endlessly drilling into the ground.
The place was usually full of old guys talking ninety miles an hour about a million different things while the TV blared ESPN Classic in the background. Didn’t even matter that all the old guys were from completely different backgrounds, had different likes and loves, different politics and beliefs. When they sat in that shop, asses comfortable in one of Val’s four chairs, when they sat with a cold RC Cola between their legs, they were all just guys watching basketball, popping down quarters on which shot would fall, which wouldn’t.
It was Kurston’s hiding place. Where Val let him sit and sleep if he needed to, where Val let him cool his jets and try to outwait the worries and fears and demons.
Newsflash, I thought. Those bastards have got a ton of patience. 
Along the mirror behind the chairs, Val always kept school pictures of the kids whose hair he cut. Mine was still up there, circa fourth grade. Yellowed, faded just like every other picture hanging around the edges of that big-assed mirror.
“Where’s Val?” I asked.
“Vacation all month. He gave me a key.”
And in giving that key, I realized as I planted my ass in the first chair, the one Val always called Evileen, “after a woman I once’t knew,” Val had unknowingly given us a place to stay until we figured out the next thing.
“You think Johnny’s people will tell the cops?”
Kurston nodded. “You bet. They saw Johnny get whacked. You bet they’ll spill everything they know.” He paused. “I guess I’m glad you brought me here.”
“Whoa, dial it down on that praise, don’t overwhelm me.” It was a crappy thing to say and as soon as it came out, my face burned.
Kurston grimaced. He was hurting, but not enough to suck down those painkillers. He kept the bottle tightly in his hand, as though simply squeezing it would help the pain. Maybe he got pharmaceutical value through osmosis. Or maybe it was like gunfighters in the old west: Drink the whiskey and bite the bullet and soon enough it’ll all be over one way or another.
“I was a little surprised to see you at Johnny’s.”
“Not as surprised as I am to see you awake.” I stretched out in the chair and wondered how long he’d been out. 
“Looking for a dead old man, huh?”
Kurston stared, his face unreadable, his body language unreadable, his tone of voice unreadable. The man gave nothing away, rarely had. For all those years, it had been impossible to read him, to know what went on inside him. 
“So, what’s your friend’s story?” Kurston asked.
A good man. Only one who’s tried to do anything with me, tried to save me from myself. 
“Just a guy. Good man. Has some baggage.”
“Yeah, I got that. Some baggage about cops?”
I banged my hand against the chair and stood. “Jesus Christ, Kurston, it’s not always about cops, okay? Not everything is about cops and the brotherhood.”
I wanted to stop it, wanted to get all the words back and stuff them deep down inside, where they could never get out. Hell, lock them up in Fagan’s deposit box, toss the key in the friggin’ Pecos River. Instead, I turned and looked my step-father full in the face. “It’s not always about that badge.”
Kurston frowned. “I don’t understand that.”
I snorted. “You used that fucking badge constantly. ‘Do it because I said so.’ ‘Do it because I’m in charge.’ ‘Because I’m a fucking cop.’ ‘Because I’m wearing a badge.’ Everything came outta that goddamned badge.”
Kurston’s eyes bored in on me. “Are you crazy? I never wore that badge around the house.”
Frustration boiled up through me. “You didn’t have to. Didn’t need to pin it to your dick, SuperCop. It was there, it was part of you, even if it would have been a thousand miles away.”
“Well, yeah.... That’s who I was—am—Darcy. I don’t understand what the problem is.”
“Damnit.” My voice bounced off the walls as I stormed the barbershop. Was it that hard to see? That had to understand? “The problem is I didn’t want a cop.”
Kurston brought his voice down low, slowed the speed of his words down. A standard calming trick he used on suspects all the time. “Well, what did you—”
“I wanted a fucking father.”
The words hung there, stark as an obelisk, harsh as an acid rain storm. 
“Okay?” I turned away from the man and realized it took everything I had not to look at him, not to get down on my knees and damn near beg. I ground my teeth together. “A father, okay? That’s all I wanted. All I ever wanted.” 
Kurston slipped up behind me, placed a hand gently on my shoulder and turned me around. “Talk to me, Darcy. Tell me what’s going on in your head.”
I jabbed a finger against Kurston’s chest. “You were a cop. Always a cop. Hell, you’re being a cop now, talking quiet, talking slow, verbal judo to make me calm down. Don’t be Officer Friendly. Be my father.”
My words were corrosive as a chemical bath. Even if I’d wanted to, I was dead certain I’d never be able to stop them. They were out and alive, they wanted to breathe, they wanted to be heard, to be understood and acknowledged. 
“I am your father.”
“No.” Flat, a punch to the head. “You are not my father. A father doesn’t arrest his son.”
“Arrest?”
“Damnit, Kurston, you arrested me...I don’t know...eight or nine times.” I held up a hand. “I’ve got permanent ink stains on my fingers because you arrested me so much.”
“That was all bullshit stuff, Darcy, penny-ante charges.”
My voice exploded in the room. “Not to me, it wasn’t. To me it was my fucking father arresting me. Don’t you get it?”
Kurston’s mouth flapped, but nothing came out.
“You aren’t my father.”
“No.” The word drew out, a blade slipping from between two ribs. Kurston sighed. “No, I’m not. I am not the man you think you love. I’m the other man...at best I’m the other man, the guy who slipped into your mama’s bed and fucked everything up.” 
“Yeah, that’s exactly who you are.” My eyes burning, my fists clenched and in my pockets for fear I’d use them, I got into Kurston’s face. “You are the man who kept my father from coming back for me.”
“Is that what you wanted?”
“Yes,” I yelled. “For Christ’s sake, yes. Yes, yes, yes. I wanted him to come back; I wanted him to come claim me. I wanted to belong to him. I wanted this blood—” I scratched at my wrists savagely, but couldn’t rip my skin open. “To mean something.”
I wanted the blood to say I was somebody, not just the son of some guy who ducked out and drank himself sick in a shitty roadhouse somewhere in New Mexico or Oklahoma or wherever the hell his car might have broken down.
Hot, burning tears finally spilled down my cheeks, burned lines into my face, fell to the floor and burned there, too. “I wanted him to come back and he couldn’t do that with you there.”
Kurston never moved, but his eyes cooled, his face lost its edges. “Darcy, listen to me. Fagan was never going to come—”
I let fly a punch. Hard and fast and out of nowhere. It slammed against Kurston’s head, knocked the cop sideways to the floor. “Don’t you ever fucking say that. He would have come back.”
Kurston looked shocked, but not surprised. He didn’t move, but stayed on the floor as I stood over him and waited for him to get up so I could smash his face in and blast his teeth down his throat. Maybe he’d even choke on them and be dead and finally, everything would be fine.
There are no problems death can’t fix.
His voice soft, Kurston said, “Darcy, you have to know it by now.”
“Don’t talk like that. Don’t talk to me like a fucking cop. I don’t need calming down. I’m not a suspect.”
“Right now,” Kurston said, his voice as loud, as pissed-off, as mine, “You’re an asshole.”
I jumped into him and took a solid punch to my gut. All my air was gone, as easily and quickly as a breath. I fell to my knees, gasping for breath. 
Kurston jumped up, stood over me. “You’re thirty-eight fucking years old. How long was Fagan going to wait before he came back?”
“He—” A deep breath. “He would have, you son of a bitch.”
“No. I’m not the bad guy here. He left. He wasn’t ever coming back. He left you—”
“Shut up.”
“—and your mother—”
“Shut the fuck up.”
“—alone. He wasn’t ever coming—”
“Shut up shut up shut up.”
I slammed into my step-father. Kneed the man. Punched the man. Tried to get the man’s head between my hands, tried to squeeze him in a vise grip. I wanted to hear him scream, to hear him apologize, to admit he fucked up my life.
“You did this,” I said. “You screwed up everything.”
Somewhere, a thin pop sounded, then heavy steps across the floor.
“The fuck y’all doing?”
Hard hands grabbed me around the neck and shoulders, spun me around. And so I let fly with another punch.
Cope crumpled to the floor.
 
 
 



 
Sixteen Hours, Three Minutes Ago
 
“Whoa whoa,” Kurston said. He grabbed me around the middle, pinning my arms to my sides, turning me away from Cope.
“Ain’t that a how d’y’all do?” On the floor, one leg under him, staring up at us, Cope grinned and rubbed his cheek.
“Son of a bitch.” I struggled away from Kurston and went to Cope. “I can’t believe I did that. Jesus God, Cope, I am so sorry, I had no idea—”
It wasn’t a slap this time. More of a punch. Good and hard. Square to my temple. “I told y’all about that language.”
I rocked back, surprised, maybe a little scared. “Yeah...uh...right.”
“That’s not how he usually slaps, is it?” Kurston asked in a stage-whisper voice.
“Uh...no.” I held a hand to the old black man. “I’m really sorry, Cope, I didn’t know.”
Cope stood without any help. “What in hell y’all two doing?”
“Welcome to what passes for love in our family,” Kurston said.
“That’s bullshit and we all knowing it.” Cope pointed a thin finger—minus one more ring, I noticed—at me. “He lovin’ y’all harder than either of y’all care to admit. What the fuck for cain’t it be easier?”
“Pretty much the $64,000 question, I guess,” I said. “It’s been that way forever.”
“So, find what you were looking for?” Kurston asked.
“It’s not what,” I said. “It’s who.”
“Ain’t no kiss and tell man.” Cope’s unease with Kurston was palpable. He talked to Kurston, answered the man’s questions, but mostly looked at me when he did it. “Uh...yeah, I found who I was looking for, fine and purty and ever’thing I needed just now.” He tossed me a look, then sat in the far chair. “How’s that head doing, Five-O?”
Kurston smiled, but not a happy smile, not a pleasant smile. It was the kind of smile I’d seen him give suspects during interviews, a smile that said, yeah, that’s what I thought you’d say, it doesn’t mean anything to me.
“Not bad until Joe Frazier started banging on it.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”
“Right. Don’t worry about it. Fucking tough guy. Don’t worry about me, save my partner. Like a fucking war movie.”
“You know your mama hated that word.”
“Hated me, too.”
“Oh, stop it,” Kurston said with a snort. “For cripe’s sake stop. She didn’t hate you, neither of us did. But we were concerned.”
“Are you still?”
Kurston’s gaze grabbed me and held tightly. “What do you think?”
“I heard you at Johnny’s. You said you lost me.”
Kurston nodded. 
“You mean like a set of keys?”
For the first time since long before I had left, Kurston cracked a smile. “Yeah, that’s what I meant, like a set of keys.” He laughed and wrapped his arm around my head, drawing us firmly together. “Fuck me, but I missed you.”
Surprised, I could only let myself be hugged. Finally, wondering if maybe I was still dreaming, I draped my arms, my sore fingers, around my father’s neck. “I missed you, too.”
And then we cried. 
“Two old biddies after a wedding,” Cope said. “Or maybe a funeral.”
The barbershop was silent except for the crying, slobbering and sniffling, gasping for air when our noses got plugged with snot.
“Goddamnit, boy, don’t ever leave me again. Don’t ever walk away from me like that.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”
Wounded or not, old man or not, Kurston’s grip was strong and the longer we stayed together, the tighter it became.
Kurston took a deep, hesitant breath. “I thought you were dead.”
“I—” I let go. “I am.”
Kurston wiped his tears away. “You’ve got one hellacious sense of melodrama, don’t you? What the hell does that mean?”
“Execution. I’m a killer.”
Grimacing, Kurston pressed a hand to the wound. The pink had gone darker, closer to red. “What are you looking for? In the banks?”
“Shit, y’all tell him, we’ll all three of us know.”
“You know about the banks?” I said. “The Judge give it to you?”
“Well, the Judge filled in some blanks, but I had some of it already. Ain’t much of a surprise, Darcy. Shit, you’re all over TCIC. Didn’t you think you would be?”
“I figured. Those reports must make for some good reading.”
“Couldn’t tell you, I haven’t seen them.”
Hadn’t seen them?
“Suspended.”
Nasty word. Bigger and longer and more powerful than it had any right to be. Once Kurston said it, that damned word sat between us, as embarrassing as a rotting corpse on a perfectly prepared dinner table.
I breathed slowly, let the shock work through my system. I couldn’t fathom Detective Kurston...SuperCop...suspended. The man who’d made more cases in the last twenty years than any other single cop in Barefield’s history. The man who’d snapped open a kiddie porn ring running from Barefield to Dallas to New York to Thailand, where it was run by a lame ass musician/writer who claimed diplomatic immunity because he knew the royal family. Shit, SuperCop was the one who’d found illegal missiles in a crate at the airport destined for Iran back in ‘93. How the hell could they suspend him?
“I got the call, Darcy. Staind Skin. A uniform got called there for a noise complaint. Didn’t hear anything but found a shitload of blood.”
“I think y’all’s boy done seen that part.”
Kurston fingered a pain pill, but refused to eat it. “I came out to poke around.” He paused. “Tell me about the tattoo.”
I frowned. “How’d you know—”
“The tattoo artist made a sketch of it. I found that sketch. I knew who it was, the other detectives knew who it was. Hell, the damned uniforms knew who it was. Everyone had heard me bitching about the asshole for a solid week.”
Some of the cops, Kurston said, thought Kurston had whacked Fagan. A handful of cops thought he’d had enough, had taken as much grief from his son’s father as he could...or should have to. 
“Scary thing is no one had a problem with that,” Kurston said.
“What about Irwin?”
Kurston laughed. “The officer with three first names. Said something about putting the guy in the sewer.”
“Sounds about right.”
“Who ‘dat?” Cope asked.
“Kurston’s very first partner, back before electric lighting.”
With fingers more deft than I would have imagined, Kurston fished a new bandage from the box. He yanked off the bloody bandage, made a clumsy attempt at cleaning the wound, wrapped a new bandage around his head, and finally sucked down a pain pill.
“Then you disappeared...ergo, you’re the killer.” 
“Sure as shit,” I said. “They got that one right.”
He could remember, Kurston said, the meeting with his captain. The man’s already stern face had been more stern, more grave. 
“You can’t work this anymore,” the captain had said. “Conflict of interest.”
“Chief and deputy chief and the commissioner stood right behind him,” Kurston said. “Heads going up and down like Dallas Cowboy bobbleheads.”
I laughed. Kurston was so disgusted, so annoyed. He sound like he’d just discovered dog shit con queso on his dinner plate.
“Took me off the case.”
I cracked a grin. “With or without?”
“With or without what?” Cope asked.
Kurston nodded. “Got a check yesterday.”
“So lemme guess,” I said. “Since you were getting paid, you figured you might as well work it.”
“Yep.”
“Off the books.”
“Yep.”
“Asking questions, talking to people.”
“Yep.”
“Writing shit down in your blue notepad.”
“You expect any different?”
We fell silent again, but now it was a comfortable silence. Under Cope’s gaze, I walked with Kurston around the room, lap after lap, through and between the four barber’s chairs, around the TV stand, until Kurston shoved me aside and mumbled that his wound was his head, not his legs.
“I can walk just fine, dipshit.”
“And you say I’ve got language issues.”
“Shut the hell up, pissface.”
“Pissface? That’s new. Where’d you steal it?”
“One of the jailers at the sheriff’s office. An inmate flipped out on him and they had a little tussle. Had to put the guy in the restraint chair. He called the jailer a pissface.”
Some of Kurston’s color had come back. It wasn’t what it had been at Johnny’s, but it was better than it had been when Cope grabbed him up and drove away from the barbeque joint.
Johnny. An all-time mess. “Johnny’s dead.”
As he poured himself more tea, Kurston nodded. Slowly, he stirred in a bit of sugar, a squeeze of lemon juice. His voice, when he spoke, was somber. “Yeah. But so’s the asshole who killed him.”
“Hardly a consolation.”
“Sometimes that’s the best we can do.”
“To get the getter? The getter ought to damn well pay more than that.”
“Sometimes letting the getter live is punishment enough,” Cope said. “Getter gotta get with what he did...gotta get with it every day.”
Kurston frowned. “What are you guys talking about?”
I sighed deeply. “I’m not really sure. It’s been that way for a while now.”
There had been so much violence. I had never been a physical guy, I was scared of violence, uncomfortable with anything more physical than soft sex. But since Fagan appeared, fine and replete with the coolness of the World in his Continental, there had been nothing but violence. It was as though Fagan’s very breath was a bellows that cast violence in its breeze.
“There’s something else, too,” I said. “A cop. Valentine Police Department.”
Kurston nodded. “Officer Roy Guy.”
“I think he got hurt. At this theater we were at. We were trying to get out and I’m pretty sure he got hurt.”
“Damn.” Kurston’s face tightened. “That was you? At the Cultural Arts Playhouse?”
“Shit, he know the name,” Cope said. “Y’all know what happened?”
Kurston’s jaws flexed. “Guy did get hurt. In fact, he got dead.”
“Dead?” I sat heavily in Evileen. That had to be what Lucas had been talking about. Guy had died and in the confusion, Lucas got the who and where, the when and how, all the smaller details, wrong. But he got the big one right, didn’t he? Knew there was a dead cop laying at my feet.
“Damn.” Cope stood at the window. The last of the evening sun blasted down on his black skin. “Y’all get outta bed thinkin’a ways to fuck me? Y’all say ‘Hmmm I wonder how I can get ol’ Cope in the shit?’ How I’m s’pposed to make amends when y’all keep getting me closer to going up?”
“Hang on, Cope,” Kurston said. “Calm down before we have a big problem.”
I recognized the voice; the one he used to deal with suspects and inmates, the voice that told everyone he was in charge and that they shouldn’t do anything stupid because he was the cop and he’d always win.
“Ain’t got no problem with y’all, copper, just got a problem with your boy, with how much trouble he getting me into all the damned time.”
“What about Esther?” I asked.
“Who?”
“The woman who fell on Guy.”
“Well, first of all, her name wasn’t Esther, it was Gladys Heing.”
“That ain’t her. She ain’t no Gladys.” Cope glared at Kurston. “Y’all boys got your info all wrong.”
“Six-two, three hundred pounds? Red-haired, green eyes? Mole on her left cheek and scar across her right eye?”
Cope didn’t answer and Kurston took it as a positive ID. “She broke a few bones, fought with the next cops on the scene.”
“You go, Esther,” Cope said.
Kurston fell silent, stared at Cope. “You a cop hater, buddy?”
“I ain’t no such thing, but Guy was shaking her down and putting the hurt on her.”
“That’s what I heard,” Kurston said. “Well, it won’t happen anymore.”
“Too dead for that, I guess.”
“Both of them,” Kurston said.
“What?” Cope’s voice boomed, larger and more harsh than I’d ever heard it.
“For Guy, she got charged with capital murder. Killing a police officer in Texas, accident or not. Beyond that, they dug up the rest of her story.” He held up one finger. “One count of deceptive practices in Colorado.” A second finger shot up. “Three counts of fraud and impersonation in Oklahoma.” His ring and pinky fingers rose. “One count of embezzlement in Houston and one in Shreveport.”
“Ain’t nothing wrong with trying to make a few bucks.”
My head spun. “What happened to her?”
“Took her jail uniform, tied one leg around her neck and the other around the bars in the cell door and sat down. Choked to death.”
Cope’s moan, a dirge, rose through the air. “Esther, Esther. What in hell y’all done? What in God’s name?” He sat heavily in the chair as tears stained his dark skin. When he looked at me, his eyes held the red lines of a boozer.
“She was a good woman, Kurston,” I said. “We only got away because of her. And she helped me—” I blushed, hated how easily my pale skin gave me away. 
“Helped you what?”
“Helped me figure some things out. Whatever else she did, with us she was a good woman.”
“Maybe so, but there was some bad mixed up in there, too.”
“Ain’t there in ever’one?”
“True enough, Cope.” Kurston went to the old man. “Look, I know you’re not too comfortable with cops. Don’t know why, don’t care. What I do know is that you helped my son and for that, regardless of anything else, I’ll always be grateful. If Darcy says she was a good woman, that’s good enough for me. With one exception, he’s always been right about people.”
In spite of the sadness surrounding him like a summer rainstorm, Cope chuckled. “That exception being me, copper?”
I shook my head. “That exception being Fagan.”
“Ah,” Cope said. “The big ‘ol hippo in the living room.”
“The big ‘ol dead hippo in the living room.” I felt another pang of regret, but couldn’t tell what it was tethered to: Regret at having killed Fagan or at having connected with Fagan.
“Not quite as big as you might think,” Kurston said.
“What? How do you know that? Aren’t you off the case?”
Kurston shook his head and waved a hand, as though the answer meant nothing. “Bullshit politics.”
I snorted. “Tell me why—exactly—you’re off my case?”
A single eyebrow rose while a smirk reached across Kurston’s face. “Your case? This is your case now?”
“Isn’t it?”
“I thought it was the case of a murder in a tattoo shop.”
“Yeah. My murder.” 
“Not your murder.”
I spun the silver ring on my pinky finger. 
“Your great-grandfather owned it.”
Fagan’s words, maybe true and maybe crap. But I felt something when I wore the thing, the connection, however tenuous, to the Fagan family I had always wanted.
“Listen to me,” Kurston said to me. “This was not your murder.”
“I killed him.”
The air changed, suddenly thick with the smell of dirt and heat. Maybe the winds had shifted from the southeast, the direction of Barefield’s tiny little zoo. 
“This is not your murder.”
I swallowed. “Maybe you should suck down more of those meds.”
“Because you don’t like what I’m telling you?”
“Because I don’t believe what you’re telling me. If I’ve learned anything since Fagan got here, it’s that I’m capable of killing.”
“Damnit, it’s not that I think you can’t, it’s that I know you didn’t.” 
Kurston snarled and suddenly I was a ten-year-old boy again, getting yelled at for leaving my bike in the driveway. Suddenly I was an eleven-year-old boy, getting that same bike run over because I left it in the driveway one too many times. That sneer always managed to force me into childhood yet again, to force me to realize that my own father, my real father, would never have treated me this way.
Yeah, your real father got you drunk, got you inked, then got involved in something that left him dead and you holding the bag.
The bagged foot, actually.
“I did, too.” I went to that cooler, opened it, hauled out the foot. I held it aloft like a spoil from a particularly vicious war. “This is his foot.”
“It’s a foot, but not Fagan’s,” Kurston said. “He’s not dead.” 
I held the foot out. “Can’t you see this? It’s right in front of your fucking eyes, for God’s—” I looked at Cope, whose face was already tightening at the blasphemy. “For crap’s sake.”
His knees creaking, his joints popping, Kurston stood and motioned us both back to Val’s office. In the corner, on a crappy little Kmart TV stand sat a mammoth TV/VCR combo. Kurston pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked the desk drawer, and withdrew a tape.
“I gave it to Val to hold,” he said, shoving the tape into the machine.
A few seconds later, the screen flickered, then burst into a grainy black and white life. 
My stomach rolled forward nice and slow. “Holy shit.” 
Andrews’ First National Bank.
The first bank on the list. I had visited it first after the murder, knew that Fagan had been there, but didn’t know what he’d asked the bank employees. Just like so many other banks, they remembered the man, but not his words. Hell, they couldn’t even remember exactly when he’d been in. But the tape told me exactly. Time-stamped in the corner was August 4. Three days before I got there.
“I was so close.”
The tape was from an outside security camera. Mid-morning and only a handful of people around. An older lady wearing a sweat suit and walking fast like this was her exercise for the day. A younger man with a hard-hat. Maybe construction, maybe working one of the oil rigs that dotted the west Texas landscape. A few more women, a few more men and—
Fagan.
Grainy and hard to see, looking heavier on the tape than in real life, but obviously Fagan, obviously my biological father.
Alive and well.
Alive and well days after the murder.
I fell back into the desk chair as I watched my father blast down the sidewalk, moving quickly and constantly craning his head, seeing everything.
Alive and hitting the banks on that list, looking for the safety deposit box.
His own safety deposit box.
I looked at Kurston. Kurston wasn’t watching the tape, wasn’t watching me or Cope. Instead, he stared at an empty spot on the wall.
“Why are you off the case?” I asked again.
Kurston pointed to the screen.
Fagan entered the bank and the seconds ticked past. Two minutes. Three. Five minutes. Seven minutes.
Kurston breathed heavily, tied his fingers together in knots.
“Kurston?” I said, pinching my own fingers into those same knots. “Why are you off the case?”
Eight minutes, forty-six seconds after going in, Fagan came out.
Kurston confronted him, coming from the bottom of the frame, as though he’d been waiting for the director’s cue to enter the picture. He stood face to face with Fagan. Fagan’s mouth moved a bit, but I couldn’t see Kurston’s.
Kurston’s hands and fingers jabbed the air, jabbed Fagan’s chest, threatened to jab his eye. Fagan bobbed and weaved but Kurston kept his feet moving, kept himself always in front of Fagan. Jabbed the air some more. Yelled until Fagan’s hands covered his head, until Fagan was actually physically slumped, looking for a way out.
Finally, in a single, slow motion move, one that I knew I would see over and over in my head like a porno loop, Kurston boxed both of Fagan’s ears. When Fagan stumbled backward, Kurston kneed the man’s balls. When he slumped forward, Kurston landed a hellacious uppercut to the man’s jaw. 
Fagan’s legs wobbled, his arms went slack, and he fell slowly. Down to his knees, then to his ass. His head was back, his mouth open and a dark gray stain spreading over his mouth.
Then to the ground. Kurston stood over him, one foot planted on either side, waiting. Fagan never got up.
“Look like how y’all was standing over SuperCop,” Cope said. “When I came in, that’s exactly how it looked.”
Like step-father like son. I don’t have any of Kurston’s blood, but maybe I’ve got some chunks of that temper of his. 
“I didn’t kill my father?”
“No.” Kurston shut off the tape. 
“Then who did I kill?”
“Well, I’m not convinced you killed anybody.” Yet there was a spark of uncertainty in Kurston’s tone. “But there is a Secret Service man missing.”
“Secret Service?” a voice said. “Well, ain’t you the killer? Ain’t you just the killer man?”
An invisible hand grabbed my throat painfully. I knew the voice.
“You and I got a little date,” he said to Kurston. “But first I gotta know: Where the fuck are the plates?” He raised his gun, kept it on me.
“Who y’all?” Cope asked, his gaze back and forth between the tape and the man.
The man’s eyes gleamed. “That’s right, Blackie, I’m the sperm-donor.”
 
 
 



 
Fourteen Hours, Forty-Five Minutes Ago
 
Alive and well.
And holding a gun on me.
Was it the same .45 I had sucked on so many years ago?
“Man, this is fucked up,” Cope said.
“Ain’t that about the truth?” Fagan said. His hand squeezed the butt of the .45 over and over. The barrel skirted around a bit and a tiny grin played at the corner of his mouth, but it wasn’t the grin I’d seen in the strip clubs or in the bars when a blonde in fishnet stockings with tits hanging half out of her dress came through. This was different.
This was the Staind Skin grin, and it unnerved me.
“How’s my boy doing?” Fagan asked. “Guess it’s been a pretty wild few days.”
“Days? It’s been a god—” I looked at Cope, whose face flared. “A month since you drove up.”
Fagan shrugged. “Time flies when you’re dead. Where are my plates?”
It made sense, as suddenly as a crack whore might yank her knife and get to work. 
Plates.
Petunia’s word. Petunia’s demand. The reason Petunia drove through a damned radio station. The reason Petunia shot up the bar’s parking lot. Also the reason all those delivery men—all named Phil—delivered Barefield Centennial plates all over the damned state, regardless of where I was.
Jefe Arabalo’s plates.
Secret Service only has a couple of jobs. Protecting the President, the Veep, their families, Senators and Congressmen, being a step or two behind the terrorists, etcetera etcetera.
And counterfeit bucks.
Maybe Staind Skin wasn’t just a tattoo parlor, wasn’t just a place where metalheads and biker boys and girls and mid-life yuppies got a taste of tequila and smelled the leather and talked about how cool they were. Maybe, like the church fronting a meth lab, Staind Skin was deeper than that. Drugs and whores and homebrew booze, sure.
But maybe a fucking bank, too. 
Shit, no one had been there to get tattoos. They’d all been there for a card game. A card game with a fairly high buy-in. Call it $100,000 total. But a card game that also had something to do with printing plates.
“You mean Petunia’s plates?” I asked.
Fagan’s face drained, as though I were looking at him through a lens that had been suddenly changed from color to black and white. “You talked to Petunia?”
“Talked? No, we argued and she threatened and I pissed on myself.”
“Shit,” Fagan said under his breath. “You didn’t give them to her, did you?”
“I don’t—”
“Haven’t given them to anyone yet,” Kurston said, sliding smoothly over me. “Haven’t made a decision.”
“Well, then, lemme make that decision for you,” Fagan said. “Give them to me, we’ll all walk away alive, and I’ll be sure Jefe gets them.”
“Was that the deal?” I asked, thinking of Petunia’s one million bucks. “You take the plates from the seller and get them to Arabalo so he could crank out some fakes?”
“Y’all getting seven percent like a real estate agent or what?”
Fagan’s laugh bombarded the barbershop, caromed off the tiled floor and long mirror. His hands shook, as though he might punctuate the laugh with bullets. “Crank out some fakes? He’s one of the big boys, so big they don’t mention his name along the border. Hell, they don’t even whisper it.”
“Drugs,” Kurston said.
Fagan snorted. “Drugs is the least of what he’s into, dumbass.”
I raised my hands to both my fathers, palms out. “Everyone chill out.” Getting my hands up was a calming move, at least that’s what Kurston always told me. Police 101, he called it. Said it not only calmed suspects and arrestees, it also means your hands are already up in case things go south.
“Jefe wants to buy those plates. But I get them? Shit, that means I get all that beautiful money he’s got sitting out there for them.”
“The million.”
I wanted to be angry with Fagan. I wanted to yell and stomp and throw a six-year-old’s tantrum about how unfair it all was. I’d just wanted to get to know the man. Didn’t want to live with him, didn’t want to travel with him, didn’t want to build a relationship, just wanted to know him and let whatever happened happen.
“How’d you find me?” I asked my father. 
Fagan laughed. “You ain’t no Special Forces superstar, Darcy. You’re pretty easy to find. Shit, how many times you talked about this barbershop? Coming here with daddy oh daddy. Made me sick to my back teeth.” He laughed. “You gotta have funds to travel, Darcy, and you ain’t nothing but white trash. Welcome to the family.”
“You offering to bankroll me?”
The man’s face twitched. “Yeah, absolutely. Bankroll the shit outta whatever you wanna do. That’s what I’m saying. That’s what I was saying a month ago. He’s offering a million, Darcy. We’ll sell those plates to him...get things smoking.” He grinned. “And I know you got that Fagan killer instinct. All us Fagan boys got it. That’s what makes us successful.”
“Is that a joke?” My hands clenched. The collar of my T-shirt, still stained with blood and soot, suddenly felt tight. “Killer instinct? You know I killed a man.”
“Right, the Secret Service killer.” Fagan kept the gun on Kurston. “Who the fuck cares? Secret Service shouldn’t scare you, they ain’t nothing but some hopped up Federal cops.” 
“Yeah, well, they scare me. I killed one.”
“That what you think?”
“That’s what I know.”
Another laugh, coupled with the unnerving grin, rolled out of Fagan. “Then you don’t know much. You didn’t kill nobody. When that blood got to flowing, you fainted dead away. And that dead guy wasn’t no Secret Service. He was a bar rat, trying to make a pot on a poker game.” He laughed again, shook his head. “Secret Service. Where’d you hear that?”
“From me, fuckstick.”
As though there were no one else in the room, Fagan’s gaze swiveled to Kurston. “From you, huh? From Mr. Detective Kurston...Mr. Bigshot Policeman.” A bright smile slid over Fagan’s face. “That’s not the name, is it, Darcy? That’s not the name you used. It was...wait...let me remember. SuperCop. Well, SuperCop, you got that part wrong.”
Superheated blood rushed into my face, filled my cheeks and skin, nearly burned my eyes from the inside.
“Why don’t you tell me, then?” Kurston capped his words with a snort.
For two heartbeats, no one said anything. Fagan watched Kurston and Kurston returned the stare, two hard men trying to decipher the other’s next move.
“Poker, like I said.”
Bullshit, I thought. “This would be the game with a twenty grand entry?”
Fagan frowned. “How’d you know that?”
“Five players, a hundred large pot. Seems pretty obvious. You wanted to get in the game. Came to town looking to get in, thought you could beat them all, take the pot.”
With a smile, Fagan shook his head. “No, like I told you then, I came to town for you. A good game of cards just happened to be in the deck, too.”
“You never mentioned the cards to me.”
“Ain’t gotta tell you everything, boy.”
“So where’d you find twenty large to get in?” Kurston asked.
Keeping the gun solid on Kurston, Fagan spread his left arm and hand out wide, as though offering a product for sale. “‘S’why I needed the number.”
I put my right arm behind my back. “The deposit box.”
“Figured out what it was, huh? I’m not surprised. I thought you’d figure it out, you’re pretty smart.”
“Not as smart as I’d like to be.”
“Eat some ginkgo biloba. Now, give me the number.”
“Why? The poker game’s over.”
“Ha. The game ain’t the only thing in life.” 
Fagan took a deep breath and in it, I felt something change. The man’s body slumped a touch, though his gun never moved. His eyes went slightly out of focus, as though looking backward at something he’d done or something he’d wanted to do. “That number is the only way I can fix it all.”
There were so many problems, he said. So many things that needed setting right. A lifetime’s worth of mistakes. “Like leaving my boy alone for thirty years.”
“Thirty-five.”
“Thirty-five, then. That money clears the road, Darcy. We can get moving, do all the things we talked about doing, all the things you’ve ever wanted to do.” Fagan paused. “You give me that number and we can be...finally...father and son.” 
“What about the plates?” I said. 
“Yeah. We got two ways out.” His grin grew. “A fortune for you and one for me. Money for Dad, money for Son.”
“You’ve got a fortune in the box?”
“It’s how I was going to get in the game.”
Oh, it was so seductive. The promise of it all. In those long, lonely nights after Kurston had arrested me on some petty charge, I would lie in bed and dream about the moment Fagan would take me away from everything bad. But right now, this moment full of the potential for blood was the same con it had been when Fagan first showed up those many weeks ago. I had thought I would recognize it when I saw it again, but even as my breath hitched in my lungs and my skin warmed, I felt myself buying into it. I’d been so wrong about so many things. Look at the man’s eyes, for Christ’s sake. There was no deception in them, no trickery. There was a lifetime of guilt, a mile of asking for forgiveness, but nothing else.
“Darcy.” Kurston spoke softly. “You’ve been down this road, son. It’s time for a different road. Don’t let—”
“Your road?” Fagan said. “He’s been down that road, too, ain’t he? Thirty-eight years old and he’s fucking miserable. You ain’t done such a good job raising my boy.”
“Having a hard time remembering the box number, aren’t you?” I asked.
For a split second, Fagan looked surprised. The look disappeared quickly, replaced by the confidence I had come to expect. “Hell, son, I opened it when you were two or something. When I left town I was...well, fucked up is the only way I can say it. I was fucked up. Stoned most of the time, drunk, pissed at your mother, maybe a little pissed at you, too.”
Quietly, turning away and furiously wiping away tears, I said, “You left me.” 
The barber pole sliced and sliced, drilling through the concrete, through the hard packed dirt. Moving and moving and moving and not getting anywhere, I realized. 
“Taken me awhile to get over that,” Fagan said. “It’s taken me awhile to get to a place where I could own up to that.”
“He’s lying, Darcy,” Kurston said. “He’s a scumba—”
“No.” I spoke more sharply than I’d intended. “Don’t say it. Everyone always says it. Don’t say it.”
“Say what?” Fagan said. “That I’m a scumbag? A liar? A thief? Worse? Shit, I’ve heard that all my life.”
“Darcy, listen,” Kurston said. “He is exactly—”
“Then what am I?” My voice boomed through the barbershop. “Don’t you get it? If he’s so awful, then what the fuck am I? I am his son.” I pounded the veins in my arms. “This is his blood. So how am I any different?”
A cool hand slid around my shoulders. “Calm down, White-Boy Darcy, don’t y’all listen to them boys. Y’all listen here.” He tapped a finger against my temple. “And here.” Another tap against my heart. “This’ll tell y’all how it is.”
“But I can’t hear anything.”
“Hear me, boy,” Fagan began.
“No, Darcy. Don’t listen—” Kurston said.
“Shut up,” I said. My anger, blazing hot inside my skull, turned on Kurston. “You’re not even my real father.”
Kurston’s voice lost its edge. “True enough. He’s your father. He’s the guy who never came back; the one who never saw you in YMCA basketball when you ran the wrong way and scored the winning basket for the other team. He never saw you nail ‘synchronicity’ in that ninth grade spelling bee.”
“Eighth grade and I only spelled it because you wouldn’t quit playing the damned album.” My hands clenched to fists as I paced. 
“So,” Kurston said finally. “The album helped, right?”
Maybe it was the sheer amount of blood-stilling anger. Maybe it was the depth of confusion. But something brought a deep, jagged laugh out of me. “Helped? I guess it did. Still sing some of those songs, too.”
Fagan shook his head violently. “What the fuck is this happy horseshit? Give me the number. Give me the plates. No more crap.”
But it wasn’t just the Police album, was it? Kurston had always been there, had never left me. When I was eight I had run away. Snatched my pillow, jammed some beef jerky in my pocket, and hit the road. We lived near the outskirts of town and after a trip through the town dump, I was on a lonely farm-to-market road. I walked for nearly an hour, endlessly north, until a sheriff’s deputy car passed me. The car never slowed, the cop never came back, never talked to me but I knew the radio crackled with my description. 
Twenty minutes later, Kurston pulled up
“What’s up, hoss?”
“Running away.”
“Why?”
“I—I don’t— I don’t think I like you.”
Kurston had nodded, snapped the car’s radio off, and popped open the passenger door. “You know, I don’t much like you, either. Maybe I should run away, too.”
I had frowned. “Did you bring a pillow?”
“No, but I’ve got a blanket in the trunk. You have a blanket?”
I didn’t.
“Well, maybe we should run away together.” 
“That’s stupid. You can’t run away with someone you don’t like.”
“Yeah, maybe it is. Tell you what, then, let’s go to the DQ, get some ice cream, see if we can’t maybe work this out. If we can’t, then I’ll put you back on the road and I’ll run away the other direction.”
Eight years old or not, I knew it was a con, but I couldn’t get past the DQ offer. They had a thing with M&M’s in it, vanilla ice cream and M&M’s and there wasn’t much I loved more than that.
My gaze moved slowly between the two fathers, between the two very different men, the two men I found alive and fighting deep within me.
“It’s been a while since I had any ice cream,” I said.
Fagan frowned. “What? Ice cream? The hell does that mean?” He shook his head. “Whatever. Look, I owe a few people. We’ll clean out that box, get them paid, and get moving. Got a lot of lost years to get back.”
“Darcy.” Kurston looked at him somberly. “Don’t leave me, okay? That’s all I ask. Even if you go with him, don’t leave me again.”
Those last four words muddied everything, those and Kurston’s tears on the porch when I had hopped in Fagan’s Continental.
“Damnit, boy, gimme the number—”
“Please don’t leave—”
“Shut up.” I screamed so hard and loud my throat howled in pain. “Shut. The. Hell. Up.” 
“Where y’all going?”
Wherever my head isn’t cracked in two directions. 
But I said nothing, choosing instead to slam the door open, grab an alley, and head deeper into town.
 
 
 



 
Eleven Hours, Twenty-One Minutes Ago
 
Random Streets
Barefield, Texas
My watch said midnight. 
Only fucking midnight. 
The hours stretched like a condom pulled to the breaking point. I’d wandered the streets, Cope at my side. I’d sucked down bad whiskey, listened to bad music, tried to ignore drunks with bad stories breathing bad air in my face. Felt like eight, maybe ten hours; maybe a lifetime in those hours. But it had only been three. 
“Five-O was crying when I left,” Cope said. “Not like woman blubbering...but all stony-faced. Bottom lip a’going. Like that.”
“Yeah.”
We sat deep in a booth at a nameless Tex-Mex joint. I hadn’t even known it was here. We were hungry, we walked, we found it. It was that random.
“Like my cousin,” Cope said. He shoved his plate across the stained table, picked up the cucumber stump the waitress had brought him and crunched loudly. “Been crying for fifty years.”
“Your entrée to the church” I shoved my plate away. “I don’t get it, man, just don’t get it.”
“What?”
“Why it’s so hard?”
“’Cause it’s love. Hardest thing in the world. Hard as diamonds.”
Maybe that was what I was talking about. I’d been struggling with the “it” of the two relationships for years and maybe that was it. As simple and complicated as that.
“What’s hard, Cope, is trying to be with them, either of them.”
“Y’all looked pretty good with SuperCop.”
“Give it some time, we’ll be at each other’s throats before too long.” 
My eyes wandered to the front window. Dark, peppered with neon business signs, with heads and tails of cars up and down the streets, of people wandering the streets with the glow of their cell phones lighting their faces, stared back indifferently. I’d always loved getting out in that dark, reveling in shadows and depths that weren’t there during the day.
“Y’all havin’ a tough time...can’t figure out what’s what.”
“Meaning?”
“They two different men and y’all trying to make yourself into both of them. Trying to be the best of both parts and that ain’t ever gonna happen.”
“You don’t think a person can be the best of everyone?”
“Fuck, no.” Cope picked his teeth. “Be who y’all are, man. Tough enough just to do that.”
After I tossed a ten and a five on the table, we headed outside. It was still warm, wouldn’t cool much between now and sunrise. A street-sweeper moved slowly, sluggishly, along Wall Street.
“So who am I?” I asked. 
We walked the half-block to the bike, the thump of our feet on the cracked sidewalk my only answer. 
When Cope sat on the bike, he nodded. “I been to the ocean once. Soothed me pretty good. Got the rhythm of those waves in my head, cleaned it right out.” He paused. “Got rid of everything except my cousin.”
“A little lost here, Cope, gotta roadsign for me a little better.”
“Got no idea what kind of man y’all are. Maybe, y’all hadn’t’a walked out on them, we’d both know.”
“I didn’t want to choose.”
“I know that. I ain’t stupid. They knew it, too.”
“Last time my choice was a disaster.”
Cope nodded. “Got that shit straight, baby.”
Walking out had been absolutely the right thing to do. Everyone had been full of adrenaline and piss, of anger and violence and walking out had kept that at bay, at least for now. But it also allowed me to avoid discovering that I probably wasn’t worth either of them.
“Shouldn’t’a walked away.”
“I’ve got no problem with what I did.”
“Shouldn’t’a done it.”
“What about you? Running for fifty years, right?”
“Been regretting it ever’ day since.”
“But not enough to go back and face the music, right?”
A sliver of a laugh slipped out of Cope. “No, boy, not that much. Maybe someday, but not right now.” Cope started the bike. “So, y’all gonna walk back in, make that decision?”
“No.” 
Cope whistled. “Man, y’all fucked up.”
“I know I did.”
“Ain’t what I mean, White-Boy Darcy. I mean y’all are fucked up. That boy’s a good man, cop or not. I would’a given my left nut...hell, both nuts...to get with a guy like him. Y’all gotta go back, get right with him.”
Yeah, eventually, I’d have to face it, he’d have to stand up for whatever—whoever—I was. But now, as the night tried to cool some of the day’s heat, there was only one other thing on my mind.
“I have something else first.”
“The plates?”
I shook my head.
“The box?”
“The pendant.”
I’d thought the pendant was gone, slipped into an evidence locker when Fagan had been taken from the scene and autopsied into a million pieces. But when I saw him on the tape from the bank, and when he walked into Val’s, I knew that pendant wasn’t in an evidence locker. He had it and I was going to get it.
“Right, the one gone missing.” Cope licked his teeth. “The one y’all coulda asked Fagan about if y’all ain’t’a walked out.”
“Hopper’ll know what’s what.” In all the bullshit, we’d missed the connection with Hopper at Johnny’s. “He should be at work. If he’s not dead.”
Cope looked surprised. “Uh...wasn’t we gonna meet him earlier?”
“Yeah, but he was a heavy smokehound. Might’a gotten smoked and stepped in front of a bus or something. Could be dead.
Cope shook his head as I climbed into the sidecar. “I don’t be understanding about half the shit comes outta y’all’s mouth.”
 
 
 



 
Ten Hours, Seven Minutes Ago
 
KCEK
Barefield, Texas
“You’re not dead, I guess.”
Hopper coughed, snorted up a huge mouthful of phlegm, spit it into his empty soda can. “Alas, no such fucking luck.”
“As much ganja as you smoke.”
“Trying not to do the sacred herb no more, my young friend.”
“Were getting friendly with heroin, if I remember correctly.”
Hopper took a deep breath. “That is definitely some bad shit. Damn near left me dead more than once. Got rid of it. Got some new vices.”
I stood in the doorway of the sound booth. “‘All The Way Right’ being one of those vices?”
“The electricity bill waits for no man. Gotta work.”
He didn’t sign on the air until the syndicated talk show ended, but Hopper was busy gathering four hours of music and stacking it all next to his two pound bag of cashews and unopened two-liter of Pibb. He’d go live and local for those four hours, then switch back to the network for news and talk.
“Sooo...no dope?” Cope asked. “Damn, I was looking to get me a spliff or two.”
Hopper nodded. “I like the black man, Darcy. You and he lovers?”
Cope laughed. “He ain’t my type.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, don’t know if y’all noticed or not, but he’s...well...stupid.”
Hopper laughed, the tiny, squeaky sound of a puppy’s yip. “What do you want?”
“Can’t we be a little more sociable? I haven’t seen you in a while. Thought we might catch up.”
“You call me to come see you at Johnny’s. I get there and the place is on lock down because, apparently, there was some sort of shoot out and a truck on fire that no one can seem to find. I don’t hear from you at all about that, and I’m thinking maybe you were setting me up to get rubbed out over some perceived slight, and now suddenly you show up on my radio doorstep. What do you want? I’ve got a show in...like...thirty seconds.”
I glanced at the wall clock. “Ten minutes, thirty seconds until air. You digging this format? Wouldn’t have thought you’d shill for these guys.”
“AM bullshit, man,” Hopper said. “Fascist political bullshit interspersed with music for old fogies to die by. They rant about terrorists and liberals and porous borders and spics and heebs and towelheads and nig—Excuse me, black man, I apologize for that.”
Cope shrugged. “Yeah, ’cause I ain’t never heard that word before.”
“Well, I don’t want you thinking I’m a racist.”
“Y’all offer me a smoke if y’all gotta blunt?”
“Certainly.”
“Y’all offer me some leg if y’all gotta paid-for chick?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good enough for me.”
Hopper laughed. “I do like the black man, Darcy. What the hell is he doing with you?”
“Trying to save my soul.”
“Well, everyone should have a goal, I guess,” Hopper said. He held up a CD. “Mantovani and bullshit covers of the Beatles and Doors so they can hum while their arteries harden and their hearts stop.”
“Yeah,” Cope said. “That music is kinda...pussy.”
“A big, hairy twat, eating everything it sees.” Hopper popped the cap on the Pibb and took a healthy swig. Then he plopped himself at the sound board and spun the chair until he faced me squarely. “What’choo want?”
“I think you’ve got something of mine.” I licked my lips. All in reach now, it seemed. The pendant, the apology, the boogie-ing on outta town.
“What’s that?”
“Come on, Hopper, don’t fuck with me. I need that pendant.”
His single eyebrow, a long, thick line of wiry hair snaking from one temple to the other, bent in the middle of his face when he frowned. “Uh...fill me in a little, Darcy, I’m hanging lost out here.”
“It’s not mine, Hopper. The pendant. It belongs to—Doesn’t matter. Fagan stole it and brought it to you. I have to get it back.”
“Fagan? I thought he was dead. From years ago. I have no idea what you’re talking about, Darcy. I don’t have any necklace. 
“Don’t lie to me.”
Hopper banged his hand against the sound desk. “Suck my crank, calling me a liar.”
“Son of a bitch. You already fenced it, didn’t you?”
Hopper flipped a hearty bird at me. “Again, I invite you to suck my rod. Strictly legit these days.”
“The ganja notwithstanding.”
“That’s different. That’s civil disobedience. Different than being a criminal.”
I snorted. “Come on, Hopper, that’s crap and you know it.”
“Yeah, that’s crap, you know it all, don’t you?” His eyes blazed. “How about this? How about I haven’t done anything remotely like fencing stolen shit since sucking down a year in the Zachary County crossbar hotel...courtesy of your father, don’t forget.”
“A year long enough for you?”
“Getting slammed against the wall and assfucked every other night was enough for me.”
On air, the syndicated show—a retrospective of Lawrence Welk’s entire career—began to wind down. Hopper spun himself around, slammed the headphones on and savagely opened the mic. The red light On-Air blasted the sound booth, casting everything in a bloody skein.
“KCEK,” Hopper said, his voice suddenly low and comforting, like a grandfather’s. 
Not naturally low. It had been pretty high-pitched when Hopper started in the biz. He used to walk the halls before his shows, trying to lower it. He’d grab a high note and slide down to a bass rumble, sounding more like an English cop’s broken siren than anything else. Over and over, “Yeeeuuuhhhhh, yeeeuuuhhhh, yeeeuuuhhhh.”
Not anymore. No more of the boyish squeak. Now his on-air voice was deep and authoritative, soothing, and gentle. Advertisers paid damned good money to get that voice on their commercials.
“At two a.m., this is KCEK, Barefield,” he said. “All The Way Right and righteous. Stay with us for the next few hours as we bring you the music of your life. Join us at six for the latest news updates and analysis, as well as the very best in talk radio.”
He left the mic open and punched up a tune on the first of three CD players banked just in front of him. “And now some Duke Ellington. ‘In A Sentimental Mood.’”
The red light and the mic snapped off.
“Hip enough for fascist,” Cope said.
“Sometimes, I manage to get in some Stan Getz, too.” Hopper nodded, ate a handful of cashews. His wiry brows relaxed and tensed two or three times, as though he were carefully choosing his next words. “Listen, Darcy, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have any necklace. Fagan didn’t bring me anything, didn’t ask me to fence anything. He hasn’t sent me anything in twenty-five years and I haven’t heard from him in twenty. Like I said, I thought he was dead.”
“Yeah, but—”
“And I gotta say, I’m more than a little bent. You come storming in here, blowing fire and accusing me of selling some stolen whatever it is. You haven’t even been to see me in...what...ten or eleven years or something.”
“I know, but this—”
“I used to babysit you, you snot-nosed brat. I wiped your ass and I was there when you were born, right in that fucking hospital with Fagan.”
I clenched my fists. “Don’t talk to me about Fagan. He walked out on me. I don’t care if he was at the hospital, he left me.”
Hopper nodded. “Yeah, he did, left you sure as shit. But he was in trouble, Darcy. He didn’t know how to have a baby. Hell, he barely knew how to fuck to make a baby, from what your mama told me.” He chuckled. “Sloppy and messy, jamming it in the wrong—”
“Whooooaaaa,” Cope said. “Y’all ain’t gotta be telling us that.”
“Here’s the point, Darcy, he didn’t just—”
The Ellington wound down and Hopper faded into Chet Baker. The man’s lush trumpet filled the sound booth.
“He didn’t just leave. Not like that. He didn’t walk out and go on to the next chick. It killed him to leave, but he didn’t have any choice. He loved you, man, but he had no job, no money, a bad addic—”
“He worked here.”
“Yeah, at one point. But he got his ass fired. Snarking equipment out the back door, selling it.”
“Why?”
“’Cause of that monster addiction.”
Except for the jazz, the room was silent. 
“White rabbit.”
“Rabbit?” Hopper frowned. “What’re you, Jefferson Airplane’s number one fan?”
“I meant drugs,” I said.
“I know what you meant. He did his share of rabbit killing, but that’s not where the big trouble was.”
“Gambling,” I said after a moment’s hesitation.
“It was killing him. Always laying greenbacks down. Day and night, on anything. Hell, he and I used to bet on how many cars would get through green lights.”
The great family secret. Except it wasn’t as secret as the family would have preferred. Fagan’s father, along with all six of Fagan’s uncles, each gambling most of their lives away. It had infected Fagan, too, and was the seed of most of the nasty stories my mama’s family told.
“That blood of yours,” Hopper said. “Man, it was fucked for a good long while. Your daddy had it, your granddaddy had it. Hell, damn near all the men did. Lots of the women, too, Fagan told me. Uncles and aunts and cousins and nephews. Fagan caught his niece Carol Anne once laying bucks down on which Barefield High School football players would break a leg.”
“She was the team manager.”
“Yup. Who knows how many times she called her bookie.”
Cope whistled, munched on some of Hopper’s cashews. “Good thing he walked out on them, huh?”
I turned away from them, stared at the wall, at the list of public service announcements currently in rotation, at the color-coded disks of commercials, at the network download schedule, at the jockey rotation.
It wasn’t good that he walked out. Even if he saved himself from his gambling nut, it was bullshit for me. He walked out. He left his son hanging in a fog of doubt and demons for his entire life.
“Call it a gift, man,” Hopper said. “He never called it that, he just cried. But if he’d stayed, you’d have the bug, too.”
“No, Mama would have stopped it.”
Hopper’s face went slack, empty. His eyes darted to the clock, to the sound board, to the pile of CDs. “Sure,” he said, his voice flat, as empty as his face.
“What?”
“Nothing. I don’t have whatever pendant you’re—”
“Mama would have stopped it,” I said, more forcefully.
“Whatever you say, my young friend.”
“She would have. She wouldn’t have let it happen to me.”
Hopper put his finger on the mic switch. “She couldn’t have done anything, Darcy, she was infected, too.”
Then the mic was on, the red light blaring in the small booth, Hopper busy at his gig.
Mama gambling? Mama doing the same bullshit Fagan had been? God, I’d love to say it was crap, bogus. But hadn’t I seen it? A small bet every once in a while, Dallas Cowboys here, Houston Astros there, Barefield High School here, Barefield Community College there. Five bucks, ten bucks, never more than twenty, and not very often. 
But only sometimes. Just for grins, for laughs, maybe a pitcher of beer.
The red light popped off.
“She bet, Darcy,” Hopper said. “But she was a good woman. She saved your ass as best she could.”
“What does that mean? She was a saint.”
“Hardly, but she was good enough. And she saved you by marrying Kurston. Stable and decent. He’s a good man and he kept your ass mostly straight, didn’t he?”
“Arrested me...like...five times. Six times.”
“Minor shit,” Hopper said. “At least I only ever heard about minor stuff.”
“You heard about it?”
“Every station I’ve ever worked gets the police blotter, Darcy. And I hear things. Yeah, he popped you but for what? Disorderly conduct. Public drunkenness. Pissing in the street.”
“How’ya doing, Mr. Capone?” Cope laughed. “Y’all hardcore, White-Boy.”
“He figured if he hit you hard on the little stuff, you’d never get to the big stuff.”
I shook my head. “He didn’t do anything for—”
“Bullshit, man.” Hopper snorted. “Open your fucking eyes. Your daddy’s family called for you all the time. Wanted to ship your ass back to New Mexico.”
The ground shifted, maybe slid north or south, or maybe just tilted. They had wanted me, someone with the same blood as his wanted me, needed me to be part of the family, of the clan.
“Get that fucking look off your face, Darcy. They were trash. White trash in the worst way. Fucking traveled like a bunch’a carnies, ripping people off, barely ahead of the cops.”
“That’s crap.” 
But it wasn’t, was it? Hopper’s words were all the stories Mama had told, that Grandma had gleefully told, cackling while her beloved Shostakovich symphonies boomed in the background. More to the point, the jock’s words were the stories Kurston had never told. Kurston had never said a single bad thing about Fagan until last night. 
“Ain’t sounding like crap to me,” Cope said.
“Your mother loved you. So did—does—Kurston.”
I turned to Cope. “Remember? In town for a game.”
“Twenty to enter.” Cope nodded, ate more of Hopper’s cashews. 
“He came by, Hopper,” I said. “A few weeks ago. Came to see me.”
“I figured. You say he brought me something and I didn’t even know he was in town. That’s some gratitude, ain’t it?”
Cope shook his head. “Y’all go to jail for a guy, y’all expect a thank you, maybe a beer or two.”
“Well, that one’s partially on my credit card. He did the stealing, but I did the fencing. I do the fuck up, I’ll do the time.”
“You did something else for him.” 
Without a word, Hopper rubbed his face, a tired old man who only wanted to play his music. The smoothness of his face was gone, made jagged by the years, by the dope and alcohol. From his wallet, he pulled a dollar bill, bits of paper, receipts, two condoms.
“Got quite the pile of shit in there,” I said.
“But not what I’m looking for.” His lips pressed tightly together. “He asked me for a favor...an on-going favor. You tell him, when you see him again, I did it. Every month until the money ran out.”
From a plastic credit card sleeve, he pulled a key. When he held it up for me, I almost expected it to wink in the dim studio light.
“His deposit box.” 
“Tha’ss it, right there,” Cope said. “Magic key...key to the Kingdom or some shit.” He pulled a ring from his finger and handed it to Hopper.
“The fuck is this for?” Hopper asked.
“’Cause y’all a good man and a good man ought to have it. Came from a good man...going to a good man.”
“From you to me?” Hopper asked.
“Shit,” Cope said. “Y’all the only good man in that equation. Naw, came from somebody else.”
“Who?”
But Cope didn’t answer. Instead, he grabbed the key, stuffed it in my hip pocket, and walked out of the control booth.
 
 
 



 
Nine Hours, Thirty-Four Minutes Ago
 
A park
Barefield, Texas
Barefield National, Hopper had said.
“Box 1016—”
“45,” I had finished. 
“Bank’ll be open in a few hours.”
“Yeah,” Cope said. “But y’all know that pendant ain’t in that box. Y’all known it since day one.”
“Yeah.”
Barefield was quiet, quieter than I would have imagined. The moon hung gently over the far rim of town, a single, pale eye. There was a Neville Brothers song about a yellow moon watching everything, but I couldn’t remember it exactly, just the part where the singer asked the moon to tell him what was going on.
“He’s got some cash in that box, doesn’t he?”
“Sounds like,” Cope asked. “But y’all got something else to worry about right now.”
“The pendant.”
“Man, fuck that pendant, okay? Been talking about that pendant like it’s the second coming of Christ.”
“Blaspheme.”
“I’m gonna kick me some white boy ass, he don’t back that mouth up.” Cope’s words hung heavy in the air.
“Sorry.” I cleared my throat. “What do I need to worry about?”
“Y’all got two things: One’s y’all’s soul, the other’s y’all’s body.”
“This is where you do God’s duty? Save my soul, make me righteous, like God told you to do?”
I paced around the picnic table where we sat. The park was quiet, filled with nothing at this hour. The street lights were fairly gentle, casting a blue-white over the park, softening the shadows, dulling the edges.
“Again, y’all got that center of the universe thing going on. God ain’t told me to save your soul. She could give a shit whose soul I save. She just wants me to save a soul.” 
Cope stared into the sky, but it didn’t look as though he was gazing toward his Heaven or his God. He was just staring, maybe into his own self and his eyes just happened to fix outward. “Wants me to save my own soul.”
Silence slipped between us like the silence of a card player deciding how many cards to toss. 
“Seems like all you have to do is go back, face the music.”
“Y’all gotta go back, too. Go back and see that Daddy.”
“That’s the soul part,” I said. “Get right with Kurston.”
Cope nodded. “The body part is Petunia. Y’all know she’s coming.”
Would that she’d gotten picked up in Ft. Stockton after her SUV crashed into the radio station. That was bullshit. She was too good for that. By the time the cops arrived, she was long gone. The SUV had been registered to some old guy in Marshall, Minnesota, or somewhere who had crapped his pants when the cops showed up at his door. And chances were damned good she wore gloves while she drove, making sure there were no prints.
Cope was right. She was coming. For the plates.
“Why does this guy—this Jefe Arabalo—want these plates?” Nearby, a swing, rusty and worn, danced back and forth in the slight breeze. “Lot easier ways to crank out some fake dollars than actually using printing plates. Those things have to be engraved. Why not just do some up on a computer?”
“Like the high schoolers,” Cope said.
“Exactly. Getting those plates back and using them seems like a lot of work.” More importantly, I thought, lots of overhead. Basic premise of a criminal enterprise: Low overhead, high profitability. Hell, basic premise of any business. Why invest in something that takes tons of money and effort when nearly the same product can be cranked out with a high-end scanner, computer, and printer?
“Maybe Kurston know all about it,” Cope said.
I shook my head. “Not his case or his jurisdiction. Plus he’s suspended. He won’t know anything about it.”
“Y’all ain’t got much faith in him, huh? He seem to know about all kinds’a shit that ain’t his case or his jurisdiction.” Cope chuckled. “Hell, we’ll just call that freaky-ass judge, let him tell us ever’thing. Don’t matter Kurston knows or not, y’all need to get right with him.”
The swing moved back and forth, slowly along its inverted arc, slowing with every second. One place to another, then back again. It had two choices and was checking each of them out before deciding for sure.
Fucking swing is me. Neither of us can make a goddamned decision.
Five minutes later, I sat in the confines of the side car. The wind buffeted me, the cooler crowded me, the engine noise ate at me.
“Val’s?” Cope asked.
“Yeah. He’s probably asleep. Or maybe watching some old basketball game on ESPN Classic. Flogging his dolphin or some shit.”
Cope frowned. “Uh...okay...whatever. Y’all Kurston boys got a whole thing all to yourselves.”
“Pretty much.”
 
 
 



 
Eight Hours, Forty Minutes Ago
 
Val’s Barbershop
Barefield, Texas
Hand shaking, I opened the screen door. Kurston looked over from the TV, from the old basketball game.
“Chair number four,” I said. “I thought three was your favorite.”
Kurston snorted. “Three’s got a bad spring. I don’t like getting poked in the ass.”
“Who does?”
“Knew me a woman once, and she—” Cope stopped. “Well, don’t matter much right now.”
Silence fell, broken only by the announcers, the scoring, the referees’ whistles. An awkward silence now, it held none of the comfort or ease, none of the smile of a few hours earlier. My gaze, unable to stay on Kurston, wandered the shop, fell on my damned fourth grade picture. I’d been a thin school kid, a mop of longish brown hair radiating out over my skull. Freckles and washed-out hazel-colored eyes. Cheap JCPenny velour shirt, the maroon one. I’d loved the shit outta that shirt, wore it until the seams gave up on me and came apart. Damn near left me coming out of the shirt, young Incredible Hulk.
Kurston snapped the TV off. The place went quiet. “Why’d you come back?”
I shrugged.
“Why did you—” Kurston began to ask once again.
A mechanical voice interrupted him. “BA four.”
There was a pause, then, “Four. Go ahead.”
“The hell’s that?” Cope asked.
I jerked a thumb toward Val’s office. In the center of his huge particle board desk, he had a scanner. “He’s a scanner rat. Police groupie. Turn it on, did you?”
“Listening’s in my blood, I guess,” Kurston said.
The scanner was a big, expensive model, capable of scanning damn near anything within one hundred miles and Val always had it on. He didn’t chase the cars or gossip about the calls, he just listened, hoped his cop friends didn’t get hurt.
The dispatcher sounded bored. “Call from a motorist. Locked her keys in the car. It’ll be a silver and blue 1994 Dodge Ram. 4728 Bowie Street.”
There was a long pause and I knew what was going on in the squad car. Both cops sighing and snorting and bitching about the glamor of police work. Eventually: “Ten-four.”
With his ear still on the radio, Kurston turned back to me. “You never answered my question.”
“Which—”
“Why are you here? In this shop?”
“Uh...listen, boys,” Cope said. “Much as I’d like to stay, hear y’all’s secrets, I think I’ll just mosey on outta here, let y’all do whatever dysfunctional family thing y’all got to do.”
“Where to?” Kurston asked.
Cope jerked a thumb over his shoulder, across Val’s parking lot. “Got some fun over there still, looks like. Ain’t closed down for the night.”
“All running after hours.”
“Well, a’course they are, that’s where the real money is.” Cope grinned.
“Keep yourself careful,” Kurston said.
Cope was headed for the Flat. The wrong side of the tracks, filled with Barefield’s obviously lost and dispossessed, Barefield’s obviously poor and decrepit. Respectable citizens—mostly white—lived north of the Flat, in the high school district, in the garden district, around the country club’s golf course. The place was filled to overdosing with drugs and guns, with boozy barroom beatings, with the ravaged. With the dead and those who didn’t realize they were any of those things yet.
Barefield’s respectable citizens believed there were nothing but blacks living in the Flat, drinking malt liquor, shooting heroin, banging each other’s common-law wives and daughters. Barefield’s black community fervently believed there were nothing but illegal Mexicans in the Flat, drinking smuggled tequila and selling their daughters. The Mexicans thought it was nothing but smuggled-in Vietnamese, ditto booze and daughters.
But down in the Flat, nobody gave a shit about skin color. The only color that mattered down there was of the cash.
“Yeah, sounds like fun,” Cope said, staring out the barbershop’s single window. The window faced Terrell Street, the Flat’s grand avenue that teemed, twenty-four hours a day, with people.
“Be careful, Cope,” I said. “Don’t let Monea roll you and don’t get killed.”
Cope tried on a grin but it didn’t fit quite right. “Ain’t got to tell me about getting killed anyway. Been there already.”
“Fifty years ago?”
“Well, I meant I been to the Flat already, but yeah, that answer works, too.”
Without a word, but with a tiny nod, Cope slipped out of the barbershop and into the din of voices and screaming cars. Engines and stereos filled the air, along with their drivers’ laughter and angry shouts. Music—old school R & B—blared from King’s Room just across Terrell. More music, Tex-Mex, screamed out from under that, from the Dew Drop Inn further down the block. 
“You want some tea?” Kurston asked, his voice solemn as a priest in mass.
“No, thanks.”
Kurston poured himself a cup, stirred in a bit of honey, a squeeze of lemon juice. There was no humor in his voice, no levity or lightness as the police radio continued to crackle. “Why were you in that church?”
I hesitated. It had seemed so obvious—banging my own redemption while eating both mine and Fagan’s sins—but now it just seemed stupid. Standing there, beating myself until I cried like a baby and apologized to everyone I could think of. It didn’t seem stupid, it was stupid. Self-indulgent.
“Cope would say blooding it out.”
Kurston frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”
“Trying to get all the bad out of me.”
“Did it work?”
My laugh was sharp and brutal. “Fuck no. How many more bodies are there now than the one I thought there was? The priests. Esther. Guy. Lucas. The lunatic at Johnny’s.” My voice caught. “Even Johnny.”
Neither of us said anything. Of all the bullshit I’d caused, that was the hardest to take. Johnny had been one of the great men I’d known. He helped people, gave free meals sometimes or jobs for someone impaled on shitty luck even when business wasn’t so good. He wasn’t an angel. He drank too much, swore too much, and had a bit of a jones. But none of that negated what he did for folks.
“You have a pile of shit at your feet, Darcy,” Kurston said. “There is no doubt about that. But Johnny ain’t in that pile. What happened at Johnny’s was going to happen, regardless of who else was there. The Judge’s driver was busting a nut to do his thing and that’s nobody’s fault but his.”
Kurston’s face softened a bit, the edges disappeared. He waved his arm, a bird’s broken wing. “Damn good thing you and Cope were there, I’d say.”
Yeah. One good thing has come from all this crap. We—well, Cope—saved my step-father. 
“So,” Kurston said. “Regarding this pile of shit. What are we going to do?”
“We,” he had said. Both of us, together. Just like with the running away from home. Let’s go and talk it out, let’s figure it out...together.
Thirty years later, I was still running away with my pillow and Kurston still wanted to sit down and figure it out together.
I had wanted to do nothing but get Kurston the pendant and then dis-a-fucking-ppear. Out of town, out of state, out of country. Fix what I could, then opt out. But the border didn’t seem to be on the agenda anymore. On the agenda now was not patricide, but G-Man-icide. Whack a Secret Service man this close to the border and you can lay Fagan’s phantom one hundred large that border’s going to be sealed virgin tight.
Secret Service. Border patrol. County cops between here and there. Texas Rangers.
“I don’t know,” I said with a tired sigh.
Kurston nodded in that suspect-questioning way of his, the way I’d seen a thousand times through the one-way mirror. Okay, it said, I can accept that for now. Not quite the answer I wanted, but let’s move on to something else.
“Okay, let’s do it this way. Let’s backfill a little. Why were you going town to town?”
That tone, that I’m-the-cop tone, drove me insane; automatically made me want to say nothing. Don’t get crazy here, I thought. This guy can help me if I’ll pull my head out of my ego enough. Let him get me out of this mess...if it can be done, he can do it.
With a dry swallow, I said, “Banks.” I pointed at the number on my arm. “101645.”
Kurston nodded. “I saw that. I always thought if I were going to get one, it’d have to be absolutely dead-on cool. You know? Thought about a blues guitar when I was younger. Thinking more lately about a shadow...I don’t know why.”
A tattoo? Kurston? Mr. Straight Arrow? Never happen. Probably never happen. Well, maybe never happen. I had seen a couple signs the last little while that SuperCop wasn’t quite as straight as I’d thought. 
“That why you went to Staind Skin?” Kurston asked. “For the tat?”
I rubbed the number. “This one isn’t a tat. It’s a black marker.”
A soft, comfortable laugh came out of Kurston. The sound managed to set me at ease a little. 
“Fagan wanted me to get two tats. This was one of them.”
“And the other was Fagan.” Kurston shook his head, as though it didn’t matter to him. “You know what the number is?”
“The safety deposit box.”
Kurston shook his head. “Right, but why that number?”
I shrugged. “Bank gave it to him.”
“Yeah, could be.”
I held up a key. “I got this from Hopper. I think there’s a pretty good chunk of change in that box.”
Even after all the years I’d spent with Kurston, I’d rarely managed to read the man, rarely managed to discover what the real temperature was behind the temperate mask. But in that sliver of a second, I saw the man clearly and perfectly.
“Cash? You were chasing cash?”
“Uh....” My brain froze. I’d been chasing the pendant, but for some reason couldn’t mention it right now. Somehow it seemed so sappy and dumb. Running all over the state, getting people killed, so my step-father could have a piece of cheap jewelry.
“I have cash, Darcy. You could have come to me.” His head, just before he turned away and walked into Val’s office, shook just the slightest bit, the way Mama’s used to when I got caught doing something stupid with one of my friends...usually a kid called Junior who later got popped for molesting his niece. “You could have come home.”
There had been times, damned few and miles and miles apart, when I thought the same thing. But we’d never been able to connect. There always seemed to be some stumbling block, school work or friends or Kurston’s being too much of a cop or whatever. But really, so many of the somethings were just stupid bullshit, items tossed out by two guys desperate to stake out a territory.
Dogs pissing on hydrants. 
“Get a hand?” Kurston said, coming out of the office. The blood from his wound had gotten on his shirt. He held one of Val’s shop shirts in his hand. 
We managed to get his shirt off pretty quick with not much grimacing on Kurston’s part. I pulled the bandages and cleaned the wound the best I could. After new bandages, I helped my step-father into the shirt.
“I’ll be fine,” Kurston said.
“Sure thing, Val,” I said, nodding toward Val’s name stitched over the left tit.
With a tired smile, Kurston said, “I miss her.”
He’d said it before, a thousand times. I’d said it myself. Hell, in spite of the too-frequent fights, we’d said it together, sometimes at the cemetery, sometimes over a plate of hot links at Johnny’s. But it felt different now, more than just a husband missing his wife. Maybe a best friend missing the other half of that equation. Maybe a family missing part of itself. Whatever it was, it was the exact same thing that ran—that barreled, that rampaged, that stormed—through my head every moment of nearly every day.
“I think you do, too,” Kurston said. “I can’t quite imagine it, Darcy.”
“What?”
“Getting rid of the blood. I mean, I understand wanting to get rid of Fagan’s, I wanted the same thing when I was a kid, get rid’a my dad’s blood. But you gotta remember, half that blood is your mother’s.”
My face flooded with that blood now. I turned away.
“Can’t get rid of Daddy’s blood without losing Mama’s blood, too.”
“I wish she were here,” I said. “She could fix this.”
Kurston laughed, again as gently as the spring rains that dotted the desert scrub. “I think maybe you graduated outta her league, buddy.”
I laughed, too, surprised at how clean it felt, how dry and right.
Wrapping me in his arms, Kurston whispered in his ear, “I know you miss her, I’ve always known. That’s why we don’t get along, we both miss her too much.”
I pulled away. “I thought it was because we hated each other.”
Another chuckle, louder but not forced; a genuine laugh, slipped out of Kurston. “Well, there is that sometimes, isn’t there?”
“Sometimes.”
“But maybe not as often as we thought.”
“Maybe not.”
We both laughed quietly, maybe a little embarrassed, maybe a little hesitant. It had been so many years, so many bad days and nights, so many fights. To bare ourselves this much was tough, both to do and to see each other do.
Hesitating, nearly unable to get the words off his tongue, Kurston said to me, “Did he tell you why he was in town?”
“Said he came for me. He wanted to get to know me.” Embarrassment ran as hard inside me as white water rapids. “I know, I know...it was bullshit, but at the time, it didn’t seem like it and besides, that was all I—”
The shop fell silent except for the radio, dispatchers still moving squads around town.
“All you wanted, right?”
I wiped a hot, stinging tear away. “Yeah. But I don’t want it now, I don’t want anything to do with it.”
“Don’t worry about that.” Kurston took my hand in his and squeezed softly. “That ain’t no problem, Darcy, don’t worry about it. Ain’t no big deal to be curious, no big deal at all.”
“But you—”
“I’m just a tired, old cop who sticks his nose in where it doesn’t belong.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“Yeah, and I’m sorry, too, I probably shouldn’t have, either.”
The hug was electric, filled with so many things we’d never been able to say. It wasn’t perfect, both of us turned our heads the same direction and crunched our noses together, but it was a decent start. It was a hug that said, “yeah, let’s try this and see what happens.”
The radio separated us. From one dispatcher to two, both calling cruisers, both hammering out ten-codes, addresses, both suddenly tense.
“Kurston?”
“Yeah, yeah, I hear it.”
Though I’d grown up surrounded by them, most of the ten-codes I didn’t recognize. They’d always been around when I was young, on the radio, on reports Kurston wrote, a second language. Even in the jokes that regularly flew between Kurston and Mama. But I’d never really understood them. They were secret words for crime, for murder and hate, for death.
But now Val’s was full of them. More voices had joined, other dispatchers, at least two other cops calling back. They were all edgy and scared, flying on the edge of out of control. 
“What’s going on?”
Kurston’s head was cocked, his eyes locked in deep frown. “All they’ve called is burglary.”
“Where?”
“Country Club,” Kurston said. “One of the houses. Don’t know who’s.”
“No shit?”
Barefield’s mayor lived at the Country Club, just off the first tee. The homes out there, generally between five hundred grand and a million a pop in a town where the average house went for about a hundred grand, were filled with movers and shakers. 
“The cream of the corrupt crop,” I said.
“My old insurance agent lived out there a’fore he got popped for embezzling a million-and-a-half bucks from clients.” Kurston shook his head. “Ritzy place.”
I snorted. “Protected and safe behind those fucking eight foot walls and all their damned rent-a-cops.”
“Doesn’t seem so protected now,” Kurston said.
The radio came to life again as the responding officer arrived. “Burning,” he said, his voice thin and tiny through the electronics. “Get fire out here.”
Kurston nodded. “There it is. I knew it was more than a burglary.”
Two more cops radioed as they arrived, and they saw the same thing. Dispatchers responded, crawled all over each other to get more people to the scene. The air was full of dispatchers and I frowned. Usually, they were as cool as an ice age. But this was different...way different.
“Got a suspect,” someone shouted. 
Not the cop who’d first radioed about the fire. Someone different, though I could hear the flames through his open mic.
“I see him,” a third cop said. “Gun gun gun!”
“Christ on a shingle,” Kurston said.
“Get down,” shouted the first cop. “Get down behind that—”
His voice went dead, but there had been no shots, at least not that I’d heard through the keyed mics. Now the dispatchers were all business, as though they’d shut out what might have happened. The dispatchers fell silent. Only one now spoke, calm and controlled, directing the players.
Somehow, the near silence was much more intimidating than the screeching of cops scared of a giant fire.
“All units...weapon spotted. All units, weapon spotted.”
Nothing else then, as though the cops had been swallowed into the belly of the beast, into the white whale’s monstrous gullet.
“They go quiet?” 
“Yeah,” Kurston answered. “Don’t want him to know where they are.” He paused. “Sort of like the last few weeks with you.” A pause. “Sorry, that was shitty.” He rubbed his face, as though he could wipe away his words, and spoke again. “Listen, that number? On your arm? It’s Fagan’s birthday.”
I blinked. “What? His birthday.”
101645. October 16, 1945.
“Yeah.”
Kurston paced the floor, kept his head toward the scanner. He needs to be there, I knew. He needs to be running hot through town, lights and siren and ninety miles per hour toward the country club. He needs to be helping his friends and nailing the bad guy. 
He’s a cop. It’s all he’s ever been. Hell, sixty years old and he’s got more than thirty years in already. The pension gets no better, but he can’t stop being a cop.
When the radio opened up again, there was an explosion of cops and firemen screaming for massive assistance. All the voices were backed by a cacophony of sirens and shouts, of ten-code.
“Three places burning.” Kurston’s voice was snare drum tight. “Three or four guys with guns. Probably just one, but lots of cops are seeing him now. They’re gonna be there for a good long while.” He banged a hand against Val’s soda machine. “Damnit.”
To change the subject, I said, “I’ve got a question for you, SuperCop.”
The nickname brought a reluctant, tiny grin to Kurston’s face. “What?”
I raised my arm, slapped the number. “If that’s his birthday, how come he couldn’t remember it?”
“A junkie. Probably fried his brains out years ago. Probably why he had to write down the towns where he’d worked and the banks where he might have opened that damned box.”
“He’s got a driver’s license, for fuck’s sake. His birthday’s on that.”
“It’ll be on his intake sheet, too.”
I frowned. “Intake sheet? You mean like a booking form?”
“Booking is county jail. Intake is state prison.”
“He’s going to prison? What for?”
“You didn’t kill the government man. I believe it in my soul, Darcy. You didn’t kill anybody. But I guess you were there, weren’t you?”
Fuck me. I’d gone from killing my father to killing a federal cop to maybe killing no one. After living with blood on my hands, a metaphoric Lady MacBeth, my brain refused to cough up my name without being followed by killer.
But if I wasn’t the killer, how come I hadn’t been able to remember anything beyond Fagan’s cackle, the buzz of the needle, and then waking up with the foot?
And the cash.
“It wasn’t real,” I said.
Kurston frowned. “What?”
“The money. It was counterfeit.”
Kurston licked his lips, swallowed. His face was a composed, but there were nervous cracks in it. “You know funny money well enough to say it’s funny money?”
“Makes sense, doesn’t it? The plates? The Secret Service?”
“You think Fagan is smart enough to be involved?”
I shook my head. “Stupid enough. He came for a card game, thought he could get in and win a bundle. He even sat in on a hand, I think.”
“You remember that?”
I shrugged. “I might be making it up, but it’s what I see in my head. Something else was going on, something beyond the card game. Maybe Fagan stumbled into it and tried to get a new job brokering those plates.”
It fit. Fagan hadn’t returned to connect with his son, he had returned to land a minor score, which turned into a chance at a major score, which turned into murder.
And if he got to see his son, so much the fucking better, huh?
“Damnit.” I had walked out on Kurston to chase some bullshit dream that never had a snowball’s chance in Texas of coming true. 
“Darcy,” Kurston said. “Take it easy. It wasn’t just the money. I’m sure he came to see you, too, and—”
“Bullshit.” My voice boomed. “He didn’t come for me, I didn’t have anything to do with it.”
“Darcy, he told me he came straight to the house.”
“Grade A crap. He’d already been in town for three days.”
“No, he said he came straight—”
“No.” I shook my head. “Trust me. He’d been at the Triple D. He lied to you.”
“Damn,” Kurston said. “That’s almost hard to believe.”
My blood spiked in my veins, dumping adrenaline like chemicals spilling out of a derailed train car. I took a deep breath, licked my lips slowly, tried to get myself under control. “He asked where the tattoo parlor was. Before he asked who I was.” 
I had been working on Kurston’s front gate, trying to rehang it plumb. The Continental had pulled up silently and the passenger’s window had come down. “Hey, you know where Staind Skin is?”
“Uh...no,” I had answered.
“Well, whatever, we can find it later,” Fagan had said. He climbed out of the car and offered a handshake. “I guess I’m your daddy, Darcy.”
There were no words, either from me or Kurston trimming the bushes up near the house. We both understood, clearly, what Fagan had said. For me, the words had hurt enough that I’d covered them over with everything else. For Kurston, at least from the look on his face, the words pissed him off.
“I would never have said ‘I guess.’” Kurston shook his head. “I am your daddy, Darcy, I wouldn’t give that up for anything.”
“The cash in the deposit box?”
He stared at me, frowning, for a long moment. “You know, if this whole criminal thing doesn’t work out for you, you should try stand up, ’cause you’re funny as a kick to the crotch.”
I had hurt him...again. It was as though there was no way I couldn’t not hurt my step-father, no way I couldn’t not say the absolute worst possible thing. “I’m sorry. That was stupid. I go for humor, I usually miss pretty badly.”
“We’ve all got our crosses to bear,” Kurston said as the screen door banged open and closed.
“Crosses and petite women killers.”
Cope stood in the door way, his chest heaving, his hands shaking. But what I saw first, and what scared him silly, was the blood.
Cope’s face was covered in it.
“Fucking Christ’a’mighty.” I went to Cope’s side, grabbed his arm to lead him to a chair.
Cope jerked free, yanked a thumb over his shoulder. “Petunia’s in town, blasphemer. Down to the Dew Drop Inn, asking lotta questions.”
“Getting any answers?” Kurston asked.
Cope shook his head. “Helluva lotta hands on that tight ass though.”
“She did this to you?” I pulled a towel off the counter behind the chairs, handed it to Cope.
“Who y’all think, White-Boy?” He held the towel against his face. “Saw me, lost her mind.” He tried to laugh but the sound was as strangled as an unwanted mutt. 
“Sounds a little pissed,” Kurston said.
“That finely honed cop sense, tell y’all that?” 
Just then, headlights blasted through the front window and Petunia climbed out of an SUV.
 
 
 



 
Eight Hours, Two Minutes Ago
 
She stopped at the doorway, surveying the shop from behind her gun. When she came in, walking easily and confidently, she stood next to Val’s Dr Pepper machine.
“Petunia,” I said. “How’re the jeans?” I tried to keep my eyes away from the back office, away from where Kurston had disappeared, carrying the phone with him and yanking out his weapon to check the magazine.
“Had to buy another pair.” Her face screwed up in disgust. “Not my regular brand either.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t think so out here,” I said. “Probably don’t find too many pair of hundred dollar jeans in the west Texas desert.” 
Petunia frowned. “What is it with you and getting your hands up? I told you last night I didn’t work that way now put them down.” 
I put my hands down. Petunia flashed across the room, jammed her gun into my gut.
“One shot,” she said, her voice a whisper.
“Why not just pop me in the head?” I asked. “Quicker.”
“Entirely too quick.”
“I thought you got shot.”
“Which only shows what happens when you think.” She smiled and shook her head sadly. “This is getting so tiresome.”
“And I’m getting fucking sick and tired of you. I don’t have your goddamned engraving plates.”
Petunia’s face lit up. “Engraving plates? Did you not tell me in Ft. Stockton you had no idea what I was talking about?”
“Figured it out, still don’t have them.”
Through the window, the SUV was plainly visible. Someone sat in the passenger’s seat, his head trained in our direction. A match flared, lit the tip of a cigarette. 
That tiny glow, barely the size of a fingernail, punctured something in my head. A memory, a piece of a memory, a fleck of one. I grabbed at it, tried to get hold of it enough to see its shape and size, to taste and smell it.
But there was only the memory of seeing a cigarette burning. 
“Pick up a friend in Ft. Stockton?”
She winked. “Don’t worry about my friends, worry about the plates.”
“You’re like a bad broken record.” 
“I am like so many things, Darcy.” She turned to Cope, but kept the gun stuffed in my gut. “I thought I hit you hard enough to put you down.”
“I’m’a pretty tough old bird.”
She nodded. “I’m getting that now.”
“Why y’all wanna put this old man down?”
“Oh, dear sexy, Mr. Cope. I couldn’t have you warning our friend here.” She moved the gun to Darcy’s throat. “Or his copper father. Excuse me, step-father. I didn’t mean to hurt you: I just wanted you down and out.”
“Aww, baby, y’all didn’t hurt me too much. I can take it, I’m a man.”
“I’ll bet you are. You two did a bad thing. You left me to die in that horrible crash.”
“So you’re dead, then?” I asked.
“No, but the night does hold promise, doesn’t it?” 
Her smile was huge and somehow infectious. The last thing I wanted was to stand here and feel something for this whack job.
“You two have had quite the day, haven’t you?”
“Been a bloody one,” Cope said. He took a step toward her, kept the smile on his face. “Got me some ribs though, so it wasn’t all bad.”
“Ooohhh, tasteless, I like it.” She giggled and pushed me to one of the chairs. “Let’s have a little talk.”
“Not interested.” I tried to put some steel into my voice, but failed.
“Trust me, you’re interested in whatever I am,” Petunia said. “You’re putting a girl to a lot of trouble.”
The way she said it shriveled any steel I might have had. “I don’t mean to, really. But I don’t have any plates. I never saw any plates, I never heard about any plates until you asked about them.”
“Petunia?” Cope asked. “Might be there’s some cognac here. Wanna blow?”
“Kept cool right next to the Lagavulin, no doubt. I’d be surprised if there were even an old can of Lucky Lager.”
“I’ll go take a look,” Cope said. He turned, but she stopped him.
“Just have a seat, Mr. Cope. We’ve got a bit of talking to do, then, if I don’t hear the right answer, we’ll move on.”
“That don’t sound any too good,” Cope said.
She sighed. “No, I don’t think it will be. Now, first of all, where’s Daddy?”
“Daddy’s dead,” I said. “Remember? I killed him.”
“Nice try. I’m talking about Daddy #2.” She looked around the shop, craned her head a bit to see into the backroom. “He can’t have gone far, not with a bullet hole in him.”
“Doctor,” Cope said. “Feeling a bit puny so he went to the doc’s.”
“Ah. So Detective Kurston gets shot in the head, a rogue doctor fixes him up, he gets to feeling weak, and you let him drive himself to said doctor’s place. Is that what you’re telling me?”
“Calm down, Petunia,” I said. 
“I’ll calm down when I have Jefe Arabalo’s plates. I’ll calm down when this bullshit is over and done with and I can get back to La Ciudad De Mexico, where I have some congac and I can get my jeans replaced. Until then, don’t—tell—me—shit.”
“How about I tell you then?” Kurston said.
He stood exactly where she had stood moments before: In the doorway, gun in hand, a tight bead drawn on her. Through the window, slipped around the building, tramping through the weeds, to the door. “Cope, call the cops.”
“Yes, Cope,” Petunia said. “Call Barefield PD. I’m sure they’ll get right over here, with all the free cops they have right now.”
She had caused the chaos across town. To get everyone as far from this place as she could. 
“That was you?” I asked. “The man they saw with the gun?”
Petunia laughed. “A homeless man who had a plan for fifty bucks. But they’ll chase him down for a while yet. And they’ll do traffic control for the fires. Don’t worry, we’ll be uninterrupted.” 
“Fine,” Kurston said, his voice nearly a growl. “We’ll go a different route. Put the gun down and I won’t kill you.”
“You won’t kill me anyway, Officer. Not with your boy in the line of fire, not when you’re already suspended for mucking about in this case. Adding a body would foul things up so badly you’d never get back to your beloved PD. Besides, it’s not your style.”
Kurston leaned in close to Petunia. I could smell the acrid tang of his after shave mixed with beer and the antibiotic cream soaking his head wound. “We’re talking about my son. Styles are changing, lady.”
“Listen to me, old man. You leave your gun where it is as long as you want. I’m going to keep mine on Mr. Darcy until he gives me what I want. Shoot me and...what? Will I have a muscle contraction? Will I have a sympathetic squeeze? Chances are quite good my gun will fire.” She took a deep breath. “Your call.”
I tried to swallow my heart back down. It got stuck in my throat.
“Fine, I’ll just pop you in the head, no muscle contraction.”
“Damn, y’all know too much about this shit,” Cope said. His hands shook as he lowered himself slowly into one of the barber chairs.
“Right now, I just want to know about the plates,” Kurston said, his voice quieter than it had been.
“We all want to know about the plates,” Petunia said. Her voice spiraled up into the barbershop. “That’s what all this bullshit is about.”
“Don’t lose y’all’s cool, Petunia.”
“Piss on that shit, that boat already sailed. Eight plates. One mil for the set. Fagan was brokering the deal.”
“Bullshit,” I said.
Fagan, both the man I’d never known and the man I’d had gotten to know, didn’t have the brains or the balls to handle that kind of sale. 
“Surely you’re not calling me a liar.”
I shook my head. “No, but Fagan isn’t smart enough. If that’s what you believe, then he was screwing you just as badly as he was me.”
Her laugh was nothing but seductive breath. She leaned close and gave my ear a lick. “Not quite as badly as you, huh? After all, he was only a business partner for Jefe Arabalo.”
“So Fagan had access to the plates?” Kurston asked. “He was taking delivery, getting them to you, taking Jefe Arabalo’s money and getting that back to the seller?”
“That was the deal he worked out with my employer.”
“Seems like a lot of moving parts for what should have been a simple plan. Why give them to you? If he worked out the deal with Arabalo, why not just take them to Arabalo?”
She laughed. “Yeah, because he is more than smart enough to get them across the border.”
Kurston nodded slowly. “So instead, a guy ends up dead, the plates disappear, and you have no clue in hell where Fagan is.”
I could see Petunia’s jaw grinding.
“And I guess I’m wondering ’bout that big ol’ hundred grand pot,” Cope said. “Where all them entry fees go?”
“Give the sexy man a kewpie doll,” she said. “He has it right. Not only the plates, but the money, too.” 
I said, “So you gave Fagan a million bucks and he was going to bring you the plates.”
Her face colored. “Absolutely not. Jefe Arabalo gave me the money, but I refused to lay any of it out.”
“Words say no, face says yes,” I said. “How much did you give him?”
“That’s between me and him.”
“How much?”
“All of it,” Kurston said. “She’s that stupid.”
“Not quite that stupid,” she said in a rush. “I only gave him two grand.”
I laughed. “You fronted him two large and he was cool with that?”
“When a person is jonesing, he’s happy with anything.”
The shrill yap of a cellphone shattered the conversation. No one moved. It continued to ring. Three...four times.
“It’s mine,” Petunia said. “It’s in my pocket. Bad news if I don’t answer it.”
“Nice and slow,” Kurston said.
She moved exactly that way. Slow and deliberate. Slowly enough that I wanted to jerk the phone out of her jacket and answer it myself, just to shut the fucking thing up.
“Yes?” she said. “I knew it was you. Because it’s been fifteen minutes, lover. Did you miss me?” She pulled the phone from her ear. “It’s Jimmy.”
Cope gaped. “Y’all brought the broken nose with you?”
Grinning, she nodded. “Of course, I missed you, too, I’ve been sitting here telling them all about you.” She paused. “Stop it, you’ll get me all worked up. Do you know how hard it is for a girl to walk with soaked panties?” Another pause, then a sigh. “Yes, I suppose it’s true, it has been a little while. Yes, you’re probably right, this is probably a futile meeting. No, they’re not going to give me the plates.”
The last pause felt different and I knew the vibe had just changed.
“Yes, love, you may do your thing.” She kissed into the phone. “Just remember not to kill me, too.”
I frowned. “What the hell does that—”
The window shattered under the weight of a Molotov cocktail.
 
 
 



 
Seven Hours, Fifty-One Minutes Ago
 
“Fuck!” I dove to the floor, gun in my throat be damned.
Kurston and Cope, even Petunia, hit the stained tile after me, Cope’s eyes wide and scared. In the split second it took for the glass to shatter, for the bomb to hit the floor and explode, for the air to whoosh from the room, and for the room to begin to burn, I was back at the Church of the Bloody Souls. I was back in the sanctuary with everyone who burned. I was with the charred wood and cooked flesh. Then, as now, the air was thick and pungent and hot and I could almost smell the temperature of the heat, smell the very moment at which heat became flame.
“The shit is this?” Kurston said, barely audible.
“Incentive,” Petunia said. She jerked her gun around to train on me once again.
“You’ll burn down with the shop, you dumbass.” Kurston’s voice rose into hysteria. 
“Why, Officer, we haven’t even begun to burn yet.”
Through the smoke and flames, around the guns and Cope’s urgent praying to Monea, I saw Jimmy. He stood just outside the SUV, cigarette dangling from his mouth, giant white bandage smack in the middle of his face. It was like a bird had taken an extra-large crap on him. A box lay at his feet, filled with bottles. With a whoop, Jimmy jerked a bottle from the box, lit the rag sticking out of the end, and tossed it with his good arm.
“Damnit, call the fire department.” Kurston ran into the back room, grabbed an extinguisher, and dashed back out. His face was red, his skin sweaty, his mouth moving a million miles an hour.
The second cocktail Jimmy had thrown moved slowly. I watched the entire flight; the short arc up, the long arc down, the smash through the remaining glass in the window, the bounce off the counter to a chair, then another bounce to the floor. It rolled under Val’s TV stand, burning. 
With a yell, Kurston dropped the extinguisher and ran at the cocktail. He wrapped one of Val’s white barber’s coats around his hand and grabbed the burning monster. He tried to fling it back outside, but it banged off the wall and came back in at him.
“Where are the plates?” Petunia asked, her voice somehow light and pleasant.
The flames had spread, orange and yellow, red and blue, like spilled water color paints, bright and innocent. They splashed into the corners, onto the walls and beneath the furniture. 
“Where are the plates, dear?”
“I don’t—” I coughed and tasted the edge of panic. 
Smoke, thick and black, as choking as hands around my neck, filled the room. Already it was impossible to see the ceiling.
“Oh, but you do.”
Kurston kicked at the next cocktail Jimmy tossed, but he only managed to spread the burning gas around the floor. More flames caught. “Call somebody. Call fucking 9-1-1. Tell ’em—”
Frustrated, scared, Kurston turned and blasted three shots at Jimmy. Jimmy looked surprised, then tried to dance his way into the SUV. A bullet slammed into the passenger side window, shattering it in a shower of tiny stars. They caught the white street light, showering over him in a crystal rain.
More bullets banged into the door, into the front quarter panel. Jimmy’s hands rose to his head, trying to shield himself from the onslaught, as though he could bat the bullets away.
“Don’t kill him, don’t kill him,” Petunia said, her voice a shriek, “I’m not done with him.”
Petunia popped a round at Kurston. Kurston, still firing, still watching Jimmy dance, yelped and stumbled backward, fired twice in Petunia’s direction, but kept his eyes on Jimmy. He fired again at Jimmy; once, twice, three times. One hit Jimmy’s foot, one skipped off the parking lot asphalt, and the third put a bloom in the center of Jimmy’s forehead.
Jimmy spasmed, his mouth opened in a surprised and jagged “O.” He fell against the SUV and at his feet, the box puffed and exploded, showering him in gas and bottle shards. He fell forward, face first into the box.
And all I could see, for the length of a single breath before the flames devoured me, was that damned cigarette falling out of his mouth.
Mouth and cigarette. Head and cigarette. I’d seen that before. 
Petunia kept her gun on Kurston, firing and firing, as though there were nothing left but the shooting. Bullets barked, wanged off the floor, into the walls, into the flames. She howled and I didn’t know if it was because of the plates or Jimmy.
As if in sympathy, the shop began to moan, a death-cry. 
We’re tearing its skin off, burning its muscle and bone. 
Most of the wall board in the main room was already gone, what was left was blackened and curling under the heat. The windows had blown out, whipping the soft breeze into a frenzy that blasted the small shop. Plastic combs on the counter, magazines in the rack, the school pictures tucked neatly in the mirror’s frame, all curled in the face of the heat, trying to find their own protective fetal position.
Cope staggered into the hallway, the phone in his hand. “The fuckin’ line’s busy.” His voice rose, frustrated and scared, over the din of the fire. “How the fuck can the fuckin’ line be busy. It’s fuckin’ 9-1-1. For fuck’s sake.”
Petunia had seen to that. Most of the firemen were at the country club, dealing with million dollar houses burning down. The cops were out there, dealing with one man with a gun. Maybe they’d found him, maybe they hadn’t. Cope’s call would wait.
Eventually, a few uniforms would come out, try and get the scene under control. Maybe one of the volunteer fire departments from Spraberry or Greenwood would come battle the blaze. And maybe, finally, if word got out that Kurston was involved, a few of his buddies would come out, would want to see what happened, see if he was okay.
But right now, as my memory endlessly showed me the mouth and the cigarette, as the shop slowly burned down, as Jimmy lay dead and Petunia dodged falling hunks of burning ceiling, everyone was on their own.
“Get out.” Kurston shouted it as he fell sideways, trying to avoid burning wood and wallboard, burning ceiling tiles that fell like meteors from the sky.
I started for the door, but turned back. Where Kurston had been zig-zagging back and forth to avoid debris only seconds ago, now there was simply a yellow-orange screen of flame.
“Kurston.”
“Darcy.” Kurston’s voice was muffled, nearly lost in the moan and howl of the fire.
“Where are my plates?” Petunia howled as a bottle of hair tonic exploded, peppered her with bits of glass.
I grabbed up a gun from the floor and whirled to face her. “Fuck off.” I yanked the trigger as I said it.
Petunia grinned. “Get some bullets next time, hit man.”
With a laugh, she dove through the window and landed hard in the asphalt lot. Scrambling, she got to the SUV as the flames from the box began to lick at the open door where Jimmy had tried to get in. With a roar, the truck shot down the street, passing gape-mouthed barflies. 
“Kurston!”
Was the entire world black? Was the entire planet shrouded in this endless, thick blackness that stung my eyes and burned my lungs and covered me in a greasy second skin? I dropped to my knees, then to my belly, looking for some break in the smoke.
“Kurston. Where are you?”
 
 
 



 
Seven Hours, Twenty-Nine Minutes Ago
 
On the streets again
Barefield, Texas
I had wanted to throw up. 
Instead, I followed Cope as we ran through the abandoned shooting gallery behind Val’s. He led me down an alley and through a second alley. A couple of streets, a school yard. It was like running in Valentine, Cope leading and driving the bike, me along for the ride. We moved through the stark clarity of early morning while the sun tossed a handful of pink slivers over the eastern horizon. 
Four or five blocks away, I discovered where he’d hidden the bike. It was under a pile of rags and garbage bags. We jumped on and took off.
“Where are we going?”
He hadn’t answered, just kept moving. The buildings around us had gotten cheaper, the facades bent and broken, with chipped paint and many times no paint. Then the sidewalks had begun to crack, weeds up through the middle. The asphalt on the streets became pitted and rutted and at least once, a jackrabbit darted out of one and disappeared into the dark.
Eventually, we had stopped near an abandoned garage on the outskirts of Barefield’s original industrial section. In the minutes after that, Cope had disappeared. 
Now I held the whip tightly. Damn near a fucking death grip, actually. The cooler and the foot were at Val’s, burning, but the whip I had grabbed.
You have no idea where Kurston is, but you damn well got the whip.
I am my father’s son. He hid in drugs, I hide in blood. 
Laughter, crazed, maybe hysterical laughter, blew out my nose, out my mouth and lungs, doubled me over, to my knees. 
What kind of monsters are we?
 
***
 
—Whap!—
With a howl, I raised the whip gain. It stopped when the barrel pressed against the back of my head.
“Enough with the fucking guns,” I said.
“The fuck are you doing?”
My blood dripped from the end of the whip, tracing down around my ears and face like a lover’s fingers.
“Trying to get you out of me,” I said.
“Whatever that means.” 
Fagan slid around from behind me, his face a gaunt, haggard, almost broken thing. Saliva sat on his lips and chin. His hair was wild, like his head was nothing but static electricity.
“Going to kill me now? You figure you’ve done all you can to fuck up my life so now you’ll just end it?”
Fagan grinned. “Fuck up your life? I’m here trying to save you, boy. I am your way out of this bullshit mess.”
“This bullshit mess you created.”
Fagan shrugged. “Sometimes, things don’t go how we want them to.”
“You think?”
That was how it had gone since that first day. Could it only have been a few weeks ago? Nothing had gone how it was supposed to and maybe that was just a smaller reflection of how life had been. Daddies weren’t supposed to leave. Other men weren’t supposed to fill Mama’s bed. And damn sure Mamas weren’t supposed to die when their kids were still young.
And here stood the original fuck up, promising to make it all better.
“How are you going to fix it? How are you my way out of this? I’m in pretty deep. Cops think I killed a Secret Service agent.”
Fagan laughed. “You didn’t, trust me. You ain’t got the nuts for killing.”
I lowered the whip slowly. “Yeah? You’re not paying attention. I killed one father about an hour ago.”
Another grin, this one tighter, more predatory. For a second, the man almost didn’t look like a meth junkie. “I can get you outta this mess, I’ve been telling you that.”
“No, what you told me was we could spend the rest of our lives together.”
“Yeah. I get that money and we’re outta here. We’re on the road, go anywhere you want.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “Right, the mythical money in the deposit box.”
“Ain’t no myth, boy. It’s there. I put it all away when you were a baby.” His eye brows waggled maniacally. “Time to collect.”
“What about the poker money?”
A quick frown shot across Fagan’s face. “What about it?”
“Do you have that?”
“You think I’d be asking for money if I already had some?”
“That’s exactly what I think. Enough money is never enough.”
“Well, I don’t have that. I think Petunia’s got it.”
“Scamming Arabalo?”
“Wasn’t his money to begin with, belonged to those dead poker players. The entry fees were the winning pot.”
I shoved him out of the way, went to the garage’s open doorway, traced my finger through the blood on the walls and wished it were Kurston’s blood. Maybe that would give me some kind of charge, some kind of nerve to end everything here and now. 
Instead, it was my blood. 
Fagan’s blood.
“Why can’t you remember where your own box is?”
“Give me the money.” Fagan’s voice roared in the garage, banged off the brick walls, came back at me even larger, more ferocious. “Give me the goddamned money.”
The gun flew up, trained directly on my face. 
“I don’t have your money, Fagan.” I tried to keep my voice calm. Tried to keep the shake out of my hands and body. “I don’t have any money.”
“Goddamn it. Do you know who you’re fucking with?” Fagan had come close, the gun still up. His face was as wild now as his hair. Blasted open by anger and some kind of fear I couldn’t define.
“I’m not trying to screw with you, Fagan, I just don’t—”
“Not me, you stupid bastard.” 
I frowned and thought for a long minute. “Business interests. New Mexico.”
“Just give me the—”
“How much do you owe?” I tried to sort through the anger and tension filling the garage; mine and Fagan’s, intertwined until it became one, until it became the same suffocating anger. “You asked me for directions first.”
“What?” 
“When you pulled up to Kurston’s house. You asked for directions. Then you told me who you were.”
“What the fuck does that have to do—”
“You said you had to win it all. Get in the money, win the game, and I’d bet even money you’d have robbed everyone if you hadn’t won, and get out of town quick.”
“Where is the money?”
“Good question. If you put it away, how come you can’t remember where?”
“I told you. I was fucked up for a long time, Darcy. There are parts of my past that I can’t get hold of.”
“Where is the pendant?”
“The what?”
The lie, so obvious and bold on his face, enraged me. I grabbed my father around the throat. The man yelped, tried to land a blow against my head with the gun. 
I ducked, slammed Fagan against the wall, banging him over and over until the gun popped free. “Where is the fucking pendant?”
“I don’t know what—”
“The one you stole, you son of a bitch, the one you stole from me.”
And then I couldn’t stop. Flesh against flesh, fist against face. Blood spattered us both, from whose nose and lips I didn’t know, didn’t care. Fagan managed to scramble sideways, get out of my grip. He grabbed the gun from the floor and I fell backward, his hands up.
This is it now. Not whacked by some cop, or a Fed or something. Whacked by my own father in a shitty warehouse.
But Fagan didn’t fire. Hammer cocked, finger on the trigger, an obvious bit of pressure. He shook his head. “Goddamnit, I need that money.”
I shrugged.
“Fine, fuck off. Don’t tell me. But don’t be surprised where we are when that fucking sun comes up.”
And then he was gone and for a long moment, split only by the silence of the beginning of the day, by the occasional hum of a truck or car, I could imagine he had never been here. Maybe it had been a vision, something given me by my fevered brain, or by my blood loss from ritualizing.
Then the pain came through; pain from Fagan’s fist, from Fagan’s teeth, from the man’s feet.
No vision, I knew. 
The pain was too real.
 
***
 
“What in hell happened here?”
Cope’s voice was surprised, strained. Maybe angry. He stood in the doorway, a white bag in one hand, a cup of steaming coffee in the other.
The whip at my feet, I sat against the wall. “Blood on my hands.”
We both glanced at my hands. They glistened in the dim morning light. 
“And sugar on my lips.”
“Monea?”
“Naw, man, donuts.”
“I’m getting blood on my hands and you’re getting donuts?”
“Ain’t real blood,” Cope said.
“I was blooding it out.”
“Yeah, well, I saw that coming, ‘s why I left. Cain’t hardly stand to watch a man blood himself. Hurts my balls to watch it.” He shrugged. “Besides, y’all’s own blood ain’t real blood...cain’t be spilled blood if it comes outta your veins and you done it yourself. Real blood gushes outta somebody else.”
I held up my right hand. Blood covered it like ink. “Fagan.”
“What?”
“He came here, demanded the money.”
“Guess y’all spent more time beating than talking, huh?”
Even thinking about it now, my mouth was dry, though I wasn’t really surprised. “He pulled a gun on me.”
“No shit.”
“Yeah.”
“Shoot y’all?”
I held my hands out. “Don’t think so. Don’t feel shot.”
“Well no, ’cause y’all all hepped up from beating y’all’self.” Cope nodded, sat heavily against the wall. “So I guess you have seen some real blood.”
“Kurston’s, too.” I paused. “You ever seen any?”
“Fifteen years old, boy,” Cope said. His voice dropped, almost lost in the garage.
“Your cousin,” I said. “You rode your bike.”
“Twenty miles I rode that fucking bike, Darcy. Twenty there, twenty back.”
“Just to kill your cousin?”
“I didn’t kill my cousin.” He paused. “Went and made sure my cousin didn’t have no daddy.”
“Your uncle?”
The old man nodded.
“No daddy,” I said. “Like you.”
“Rode that bike and Uncle Stevie was there working on his lawn. Big fucking green lawn. Always worked on it. He was playing with the lawn mower, trying to get it started. Lawn mower don’t start...that kind of thing drive most men nutty, but didn’t bother him. He just kept trying. Pull that cord, adjust a little something, and pull again. Over and over. Seemed pretty peaceful doing it
“My cousin and his mama were gone, but it wouldn’t matter if they’d been there. I’d’a just killed them, too.”
Cope wiped his skinny hand, fingers nearly ringless, across his face, took a deep breath.
“I got a hammer outta the garage. Hanging right there on his peg board, right inside its white outline. Came out and put the claw end into his head ’bout forty-million times. He heard me coming and maybe saw me the first time, but that was it. Closed his eyes up good and tight while I finished my business.”
My mouth was dry, bone-dry, as withered and blown away as desert scrub. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, my teeth ached and as much as I didn’t want it, I could feel that hammer tearing into my head over and over.
“I ain’t ever gonna forget the sound of his skull splitting open.”
“Like the whip? Splitting your back open?”
Cope shook his head. “Ritualizing sounds wet. Hitting him sounded dry as me hammering on wallboard.” He shrugged. “I went kill crazy, White-Boy Darcy. Ain’t nothing to it but that. Went kill crazy, then got on that Schwinn and rode twenty miles home to Grands’ house. Stole his car and ain’t never stopped running.”
“Jesus Christ.”
Cope sighed. “Yeah.”
An early morning breeze worked its way through the open door. A second later, it blew through the industrial fan stuck in the far wall. The blade came to life, turned slowly. Cope nodded at the squeak.
“The bike I rode squeaked like that when I was going home. Not when I was going to do murder, but after I’d done it. Not sure why. But what I remember most? He never let go of the pull cord. Fighting me with one hand and keeping hold of that fucking pull cord with the other.”
“Why your cousin? Why kill his father?”
“Been trying to answer that for fifty-two years. Been trying to wash that blood off my soul every day of every one of those years, too.” 
“I’ll be doing the same,” I said. “Kurston’s blood.”
Cope shook his head. “No, y’all ain’t gonna hafta worry about that.”
“What?”
It didn’t fit, this old black man’s grin. With the story still hanging between us like a fresh, bloody carcass, his grin just didn’t fit. 
“Made me some calls.” Cope’s voice dropped as he stood. He held an imaginary phone to his ear. “Yes, sir, this is Frances Henning, Barefield Industrial-Times. Got a name yet on that corpse y’all found in the rubble of Val’s Barbershop?”
“Oh, Elmer DiFranco, what the fuck did you do?”
“Didn’t see no body, Darcy. When we ran outta that place, I didn’t see no body.” His face had gone deadly serious, his hands tight around my shoulders. “Y’all didn’t kill nobody.”
Time stopped. Or sure as hell seemed to. For a long sliver of a moment, for a nick of a breath, I exulted in Kurston’s aliveness. 
“What— What, exactly, are you talking about?”
“Fucked him right up, me demanding that name. First words outta my mouth. That ol’ boy, some flunkie cop they stuck in the press room, wasn’t expecting it. Surprised his ass into telling me the truth. Weren’t no body, he said. Asked him was he sure and then he got official. Said no comment until it’s all said and done. Then he hung up.”
For a second time, I realized I hadn’t killed my father. For a second time, relief scalded my blood, burned me with its intensity. And for a second time, I asked the question.
“If my father’s not dead, where is he?”
“Y’all ask that question a lot, White-Boy Darcy.”
“What can I say? I put the fun back in dysfunctional.”
“Y’all got an answer?”
With a shrug, I grabbed my whip and headed for the motorcycle. “Nope.”
 
 
 



 
Four Hours, Fifty-Eight Minutes Ago
 
I clenched my fists when I saw the porch. 
“The fucking place is lousy with cops,” Cope had said.
“Yeah. Thought it might be.” I’d known those cops would go undercover—orders of the brass that had suspended Kurston. Undercover and trying desperately to blend in, waiting for Kurston or me to come back, to sit their ass on that porch, have a sip of tea or lemonade or a blast of whiskey.
I chuckled. Those guys were cops through and through. Just like when Kurston tried to go undercover. There was just something that said cop some swivel of head or hip, some invisible grease stain on their necktie.
“They sticking out like a hard dick at a lesbian convention,” Cope had whispered. 
Chances were good they’d been there since the flying bullets and burning dope wagon at Johnny’s. Everyone in the place had known both Kurston and me. They were all friends, but they had more loyalty to Johnny than Kurston. Cops came around, he and Kurston’s name rolled off those lips pretty damn quick. 
“Ain’t here, boy,” Cope had said. “Best be gettin’ on outta here.”
We’d already been to what was left of Val’s. We had hidden behind an old, long since shuttered, hot dog stand that was directly across old Highway 80 from the barbershop. A four-lane highway on the edge of town, then the Union Pacific tracks, then Val’s parking lot and the remains of his shop. Firemen and arson investigators and a handful of detectives I recognized moved through the still-smoking rubble, sifting and retrieving and cataloging.
“Why we here?” Cope had asked. “I told you, he ain’t there.”
But I had wanted to make sure, had wanted to be certain. Seeing the detectives, Kurston’s friends, here rather than somewhere else—the hospital or the morgue with the M.E. or downtown throwing rapid fire questions at Kurston—told me everything I needed.
“He wasn’t here.”
“Done told you that, boy.”
I had shaken my head. “No, not he isn’t here. He wasn’t here. When the cops and firemen arrived, he wasn’t here. They never saw him.”
“How y’all know that?”
With a quick nod toward the ruins, I said, “Because the detectives are here, not somewhere else.”
“He got other places?”
Eventually, when one of the detectives, his suit jacket off and spots under each arm, seemed to stare directly at us, I nodded. “Yeah.”
There was one more place, but the thought of going there made me want to sit on the street and whimper like a used up junky.
 
 
 



 
Four-And-A-Half Hours Ago
 
Johnny’s Barbeque
Barefield, Texas
The stains were gone, but the holes were still there.
“Ain’t gonna patch it, neither,” a thin man said. His name was Royal and he stood in the middle of the room, wiping tables down and refilling ketchup and mustard bottles. “Rose says we gonna leave it. A memorial.”
“A shrine,” I said. He pointed toward the back of the kitchen. “Like that one?”
“Damn tootin’,” Royal said. “Just like we did when Johnny’s daddy got shot.”
Cope tilted his head. 
I nodded. “Got wasted by a KKK Grand Wizard who thought he had whistled at his daughter.”
“Quite a town y’all got here, White-Boy Darcy.”
“Listen, Royal, I was wondering if you’ve seen Kurston. I—Shit. I—” I hesitated.
“He lost his daddy last night,” Cope offered.
Royal glanced toward the kitchen. “Lost your daddy? That’s a bad night.”
“I’ve had worse.”
A slow nod rolled through the man’s head. “I ‘spect that’s true. I haven’t seen him in here since Johnny got killed, but I’m not always around. I can tell you this.” His eyes darted back at the kitchen once more. “Get your head ready, ’cause we got a package here this morning for you and Rose ain’t any too happy about it.”
“A package? What—”
Rose burst from the kitchen, a giant knife in one hand, a slab of beef in the other. She headed straight for me. Cope backed up a step. “’Bout damn time you got here. I’m supposed to keep this shit here forever, waiting on you?”
“What shit?” My collar was tight. 
She stopped, took a deep breath. Her face shuddered, her posture slouched. Her hand grabbed at the edge of the counter to steady herself.
“Rose?” I took a step toward her, until she waved me away.
“Don’t pay me no mind,” she said, instantly as sweet as she had been blazing seconds earlier. “I’m a little crazy right now.”
“Now?” Royal said.
“Shut the F up ‘afore I gut you like a trout.”
Behind her, Royal grinned, but kept his mouth snapped nice and tight.
“I’m real sorry about Johnny, Rose,” I said.
“Yeah, me, too,” Cope said. “Only had me a little taste of him, but he was good, I could tell that right off.”
“Thanks, Darcy. Thanks...uh...whoever.”
“Cope,” he said with a grin. “I’m’a friend of Darcy’s.”
“Yeah, well, we all have our problems, don’t we?”
The old man tossed a look at me. “I like this one much as the other one.”
“Anyway, I’m sorry it happened.” I squeezed her hand.
“Ain’t your fault, Darcy. Ain’t your daddy’s fault either.”
“Sometimes stuff just happens,” Royal said.
“Ain’t just stuff, Royal,” Rose snapped. Her hard eyes turned to me. “You tell that motherfucking judge. He ever come back here, I’ll kill him myself. He ever send one’a his drivers here, I’ll kill him myself. He ever think about this place, I’ll kill him my own self.”
“Uh...I don’t...I don’t know the man.”
“I seen’t your daddy talking to him. I know what’s what.”
Rose and Johnny hadn’t been married, or even lovers that I knew, but they had been as bound together as Kurston and Mama.
“Rose, you got a package for me? It come from Kurston?”
With a shake of her head, she ducked behind the counter. “I haven’t seen Kurston since. How’s he doing?”
“Shot wasn’t too bad. We got him fixed up. He’s fine.”
“Good,” she said. 
“So he hasn’t been here? Maybe late last night or early this morning? Talking about Val’s?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Val’s? You guys get Val killed, too?”
I shoved an ill-fitting smile on my face. “Val’s on vacation.”
“Small miracle, I guess.” She sighed. “Sorry, that was shitty. I’m feeling pretty shitty these days.”
“You and me both,” I said.
“I ain’t seen him, but yeah, I got a package this morning. Some woman brought it to the front door a’fore we were even open. Had your name on it.” She handed me one of their take-out bags.
I reached inside, pulled out the pendant. My breath stopped. “Son of a bitch.”
“That y’all’s thing?”
A nod, nothing more.
I half expected Fagan to burst out of the shadows, a tight grin on his face, a gun in one hand, a demand for money on his lips. 
“It’s done,” I said. 
“Ain’t sure what you’re talking about,” Rose said. “But this here ain’t done yet.” She led them toward the patio. “Woman said to leave everything ’til you saw it.”
“Or what?” Darcy asked.
“Didn’t need to gimme no threat, I understood her well enough. Skinny little bitch scared me to death.”
Something deep inside my tightened up as I and Cope and Royal followed Rose to the patio.
“Don’t like where this is going, White-Boy Darcy.”
“Huh,” Royal said. “Just wait.”
Rose shoved the door open and I and Cope both stepped out.
Faces. Tens of faces. 
“Sweet Christ on a shingle.” My voice dried in my throat.
“I’m’a let that one go, boy.” Cope’s voice, too sounded as though it had dried, as though it had shriveled away to nothing.
Each face stared out from the middle of a plate, surrounded by names, by birth and death dates, by quotes and achievements. And over each face, a giant question mark in black permanent marker.
“What is all that shit?” Rose asked. “And how the fuck she get it on my patio without me seeing nothing?”
“Petunia.”
Fagan hadn’t brought the pendant. Petunia had, which meant she and Fagan were together. Not by fucking choice, you can bank on that, I thought. If they were together, then Fagan and the pendant had gotten snatched up.
“Memorial plates,” Cope said.
“What?”
Nixon. LBJ. Billie Holliday. Greta Garbo. Reagan. Elvis. Dale Earnhardt. Edgar Allen Poe. Washington. Lincoln.
“Ever’one of those plates got somebody dead on it.”
“She has Fagan.”
“Yep.”
“She wants the engraving plates.”
“Yep.”
I took a deep breath. “Not my problem.” I said it as firmly as I could, as strong as my shaking hands and quivering voice, would allow. I held up the necklace. “This is my problem. This is all I give a shit about. This is Kurston’s. I get it to him and I’m done.”
“Hah.” Cope coughed out a chuckle. “Whatever, boy, whatever. Y’all ain’t ever gonna be done, boy, so get that outta your head.”
“Yes, I am. She can have Fagan.” 
He’s not what I wanted. He’s not my father, not spiritually, not emotionally. He’s not who I thought he was.
But he is exactly who they told me he was.
“I don’t give a shit, Cope.” 
“Bullshit. Y’all care, just ain’t got the balls to say it.”
“I do not, Cope, this isn’t about Fagan, never has been.”
“Always has been.” Cope stepped on a plate, cracked it. “This always been about the sperm-donor. Y’all ain’t never got him outta your system. Came back here to find him.”
“I thought he was dead.”
“Physically. Y’all came back here same reason you came into the church when I found y’all on the sidewalk.” Cope stood close to me. “Cain’t stop wondering about all that Fagan blood. Y’all gonna turn out as bad as him?”
I ground my teeth together, turned away from Cope.
“‘S why y’all blooding it out. ‘S what got that whip going up down up down. Boy, that blood ain’t ever gonna come out, I been trying to tell you that. That blood is who y’all are. It ain’t all of who you are, but it’s a lot of it.”
“What’s the rest?”
“What y’all do with yourself.” He tapped his temple, “What’s going on in here,” and his chest, “And in here. What y’all gonna do with that bad blood.”
I stood, defensive. “It’s not all bad. I’ve got Mama’s blood, too.”
“Damn straight you do. But y’all ain’t doing anything with it. And I’ll tell you this, too, boy: Y’all don’t face him, y’all gonna spend the rest of life wondering.”
A frowned creased my forehead. “Wondering what?”
“Whether y’all more him...or her.”
“Pure or evil?”
A throaty, tired laugh stumbled from Cope. “Ain’t quite that dramatic, but yeah, y’all getting the way I’m drifting.”
“Sounds like you done drifted off the page,” Rose said.
“Oooh, ain’t like y’all so much anymore.”
She laughed. “I got no problem with that, black boy.”
“Facing him will tell me that?” I asked.
Cope shrugged. “Not facing him make you wonder forever, won’t it?”
I walked the patio. Around the tables and chairs, the soda fountain and bus stations. Once. Twice. Four five six times. Cope was probably right, I needed to face my father...fathers. Yet for everything Cope knew, for everything the old man saw and understood, the man would never know how it felt to be abandoned. He would never know how it felt to be without a father by choice. His was gone, had been for years, but it wasn’t his fault. Killed by someone else, taken away from his son by the hand of another.
Fagan had chosen to leave. 
What was so fucking bad in me, so horrendously terrible, that it sent my father running away? 
“So I just go see Petunia, face Fagan, and leave? Hell, I don’t even know where they are.”
“No, y’all take Petunia what she wants and get her the fuck outta this little soap opera.”
I grinned a little. “Leave her to you?”
“Well, we’ll see how it shakes out. After y’all got her done, y’all get on that sperm-donor, ask him all those questions been eating at you since he left.” Cope smiled. “Y’all think I didn’t know that part? Shit, that’s the easiest part of you to figure out.”
I cocked his head. “And why are you doing that, anyway? Why did you come with me? You’ve been running your entire life and you’ve nearly been caught how many times since you met me?”
“Oh, whole lotta times.” Cope nodded. “Yeah, you ’bout the worst thing ever happened to me. But I got me a dream one night. Monea came to me—”
“Who’s Monea?” Rose asked.
“His whore,” I said. “Calls every hooker he visits Monea. He’s a crazy old man.”
“You dream about a whore?” Rose asked.
“Ain’t really a whore.” Color flooded Cope’s dark face.
“What?” I said. “I thought she was a whore.”
“Well, yeah, she is, but—”
“But what? Who is she?”
A thoughtful deliberation filled Cope. “God, I think.”
“God’s a whore named Monea,” I said. 
Rose laughed and headed back to the restaurant. “Crazy ass nig.”
“God’s a whore. Named Monea,” I said again.
“Well, God sure as fuck ain’t in no church.” Cope’s eyes blazed, challenging me to challenge his God. His fists clenched and his nostrils flared. “Ain’t no priest or no TV man, stealing money from anybody sick enough to believe in bullshit.”
“Calm down, Co—”
“She ain’t my Grands’ God, fucking straight about that. Ain’t no God who wakes y’all up at two in the morning, feeds you out of a box, screams hellfire in your face, then sends you back to bed to dream about burning forever.”
He went quiet and where the patio had been filled with his voice, angry, righteous, maybe a little scared, it was now dead silent. Even the hum of traffic on Spring Street seemed to have stopped. It was as though there were nothing but us.
“What did your grandfather tell you?” I asked. My voice was quiet, the sound of a mouse scurrying along a wall.
Cope’s lower lip trembled. His face, still full of fire, filled with agony. 
“It was your fault, right? He tell you that?”
The old man tilted his head back, tried to keep the tears from falling. “Yeah.” His head came back down until it hung near his chest. Tears dropped, dime-sized, to the floor. “Said they hated me. Didn’t want no kids, fucked up all them dreams. Got drunk and high and parked on that track. Waited for that train.”
My mouth went dry. Holy fuck. Went to the track? Parked in front of whatever train might come along? 
Abandoned, I realized. As abandoned as I had been.
That’s why he won’t leave me. He’s been left before...and he’s left people before...and he’s decided—or Monea decided for him—he won’t leave me.
Without hesitation, I grabbed Cope and pulled him into my chest. Hard and fast. I wrapped my arms around the old man and squeezed and for that moment, loved Cope more than anyone I’d ever known.
“Bullshit, Cope, it’s not your fault.”
Cope nodded. “I know that. If they’d’a hated me, they’d’a put me on the tracks.”
With a nod, Cope pressed his face into my shoulder. “Killed my uncle ’cause my cousin gave me shit about them leaving me. Took his father ’cause mine was gone.” He pulled back from me, his eyes red. “Ain’t no chance he ain’t been hurting since then. I hurt him. I gotta pay for it.”
“Haven’t you been paying? Every day since you did it?”
“Yeah. But I gotta pay more. That’s what God told me.”
“Monea.”
The old man’s laugh was surprising in its weakness. “Yeah, the whore told me to pay up full on that bill.”
“How do you do that?”
Cope sucked a tooth. “Ain’t quite sure about that. Keep hoping she’ll tell me or point it out or something. Maybe some smoke signals or graffiti.”
“That why you frequent the ladies? Hoping the sign will be there?”
“No, dummy. I frequent the ladies ’cause I love to fuck.” He wiped his eyes, shook his head as though clearing it. “What we doing about Fagan?”
“I’ve got nothing for Petunia.”
“Yeah, y’all do. Whatever’s in the box.”
“It can’t be the plates. Same reason it wasn’t the pendant.”
“Right, but it is damn well some money. That’s what he keeps yelling about. So y’all got a little leverage. Ain’t great, but ain’t too bad.”
I checked my watch. “Bank should be open soon.”
“Give us just enough time to find a beer and a whore.”
“I’m not up for talking to God this morning, Cope.”
“Ain’t talking about talking. Talking about tomcattin’.”
 
 
 



 
Two Hours, Fifteen Minutes Ago
 
Barefield Security Trust
Barefield, Texas
The bank had once been the Barefield National Bank. Now it was called Barefield Security Trust and was across the street from KCEK. Most of the jocks at the station, at least in the old days when it was a rock station and they were hippies with long hair and dirty jeans, did their financial deeds there. Walk across the street, cash the check, and hit the roadhouses that lined Highway 80 and were only too willing to participate in the debauchery.
The Triple D motel was down there, too. Just across 80 from where I stood right now. Call it a half-mile down. But that fucking nasty hotel loomed large in the New Myth, didn’t it? That was where Fagan had crashed while he was in Barefield. It was also where he’d planned the best way to reacquaint himself with his son...he said. The sign, brown on top and green on the bottom, with three D’s stacked like stairs.
The inside of Barefield Security Trust was every other bank in which I’d been. Clean, neat, efficient tellers and loan officers going about their jobs, elevator music piped in through speakers set every few feet in the ceiling. 
But there was a difference this time: No bullshit I’m a cop story. This time, I knew what I was looking for, knew where it was, and had everything I needed to get it.
I pulled the key from my pocket as an older woman approached him. “Can I help you, sir?”
“Deposit box.” I flashed the key. “101645.”
Her smile, a plastic thing, never moved. “Right this way.”
Down a long hallway, through two sets of doors and we were in the vault room, still one secured door away from the vault itself. Three cameras watched everything.
“Wait here, sir, while I get our vault manager.”
Then I was alone. No Cope, no bank woman, no one. For the first time in how long? Strange as shit, too. No one talking, nothing banging in my ears and filling my brain. It was the kind of quiet I dreaded. Because in that quiet, I could hear everything.
And everything from that night: The roar of Fagan’s car, the flush of the toilet when he let himself into Kurston’s house, the thump of the wooden box closing when he stole the pendant. “Gotta lotta miles and a lotta whiskeys ‘for the night’s over, Darcy, let’s hit it.” I heard the clink of shot glasses, the whoosh of pouring booze, the bang of change on bars and tables all over Barefield. “Let’s get us some tats, boy.” The buzz of the tattoo gun, Fagan’s laugh while his son got tattooed, my squeaky moan while the guy inked Fagan on my back. The tat artist’s voice had been squeaky and whipcord thin in spite of his steroid-laden body. “Get that number, too.” My promise to get it later, when my back stopped hurting, when I wasn’t so drunk. The slap of cards on the table in the other room, like slaps of hands against flesh. The cheap jokes and endless clinking of shot glasses while the players—Fagan along with them—cracked their knuckles in anticipation. The tat guy’s voice, still thin, but excited now. “Ante up, boys, twenty large and we’re smoking.”
And a man was smoking. A cigarette hanging from a mouth, tip glowing orange while he watched the play, in a smaller room off to the side. Comfortable where no one could see him.
Except me. ’Cause I had an angle.
Then the back door opened, the click of heels against a tiled floor and the vault was suddenly bone-cold. It was as though someone had dumped the entire works into a vat of liquid nitrogen. 
“Where are the plates?”
Petunia had been there. 
“Son of a bitch.” My voice bounced around the vault room, pinging off the metal.
It was fucking Grand Central Station in that tattoo joint. People everywhere. Assassins, Secret Service agents, Fagan, me, God knew who else. The Feds had known there were going to be plates there. The Feds had known Petunia, or someone, was going to come pick up counterfeit plates that someone else had dropped off. Fagan had shown up, that night of all nights, looking to win or rob the game. 
And I’d stumbled into all that bullshit.
Blind bad luck. Blind bad fucking luck.
“Okay, sir,” a man said. “Box number 101645, you said? You have the key?”
He hustled me into the vault room, looking discreetly up at the cameras to get the last secured door opened. He led me to the box, slid his key in, and turned it. When I had done the same and the box door opened, he pulled his key and left. The door closed behind him, locking me inside.
Breathing heavily, I hesitantly worked the box free. Its lightness surprised me. I set it on the table in the middle of the vault. What was I expecting? The plates? The hundred grand? 
Whatever it was, a small spiral notebook and three hundred dollars sure as shit wasn’t it.
Each page of the notebook had a month and year on the left side and a space on the right side. Every space and every page, except the first, was empty. On that first page, amidst so many empty months, there were three entries. March, April, and August, 1974. One hundred dollars each.
But it was the top of the page that stopped me cold. Darcy, it said. College Scratch. The notebook began in March, 1974 and listed every month until my high school graduation. 
Son of a bitch. This is the favor? The on-going thing he’d asked of Hopper?
Every month until the money ran out, Hopper had said.
It had only taken three months for that. The money or the will to send it. Either way, what could have been better than twelve thousand dollars had he given a shit about me had actually become a hidden three hundred dollars I didn’t know anything about until nearly twenty years after college.
Yet he had tried, hadn’t he? I had to give him credit for that. For a few months, for one piece of one year, Fagan had tried.
With a tired sigh, I pocketed the money, grabbed the notebook, and locked the box. 
Now the son of a bitch was on everyone’s hit parade and expected me to somehow save him.
The problem was I had no fucking clue where the plates or the one hundred big were.
 
 
 



 
One Hour, Thirty-Seven Minutes Ago
 
“Where the hell did you get this?”
My voice was thin and cracked, full of every fear and demon that had eaten at me since long before Fagan rolled back into the World.
Cope stood next to the bike and we both peered into the sidecar. 
“Got no idea. Went to get a soda while y’all were in the bank. Came back and here it was.” He glanced at me. “Y’all ain’t looking too good. This means something, ain’t it?”
“Means I was wrong.”
“Well, there’s a newsflash. Y’all been wrong most of since I know’d you.”
It meant, this simple wooden box sitting gently on the seat of the sidecar, that I had misunderstood the pendant. It also meant that I had badly underestimated Petunia.
I don’t have your plates. I don’t know where they are. I don’t know what else I can do for you.
Morning traffic answered me with an indifferent mechanical hum. Cars and trucks passed, some quick, others slow. Pedestrians strolled, headed from the radio station to the bank, or the bank to the Denny’s half a block down, or from the chiropractor’s office to the Triple D motel.
I thought Petunia snatched you, got the pendant from you and sent it to me as a sign. I was wrong.
Actually, only partially wrong.
Petunia had snatched Fagan, but this box, hand-carved by some kid in Mexico, emblazoned with cheap paint declaring Land of the Aztecs, meant Petunia had been busier than I’d thought.
“Ain’t liking that look too much,” Cope said. “What’s that box?”
“Kurston bought it for Mama. To put the pendant in.”
“The pendant?”
I pulled it from my pocket, absently held it up. “Yeah, the pendant.”
“So Fagan had the pendant and I’m’a take a guess and say the box was at Kurston’s crib.”
I nodded.
“Motherfuck.” Cope sighed, flipped a leg over the bike and started it up. “Petunia’s on it this morning, ain’t she?”
“She’s got them both.”
“Damn straight, she do. Y’all know where they are?”
Without a word, I climbed into the sidecar.
 
 
 



 
One Hour, Two Minutes Ago
 
Home
Barefield, Texas
Kurston’s porch was empty.
Like no one lived there anymore. As though it was an old haunted house, the kind kids always wanted to have at the end of their street where they could taunt each other and pretend something might get them, some monster might find them and cart them away never to be seen again.
You’re losing it, Darcy. Get your head outta your ass and on the here and now. Get your mind on the fact that you’re probably going to have to kill Petunia.
“No problem.”
The entire block was as empty as the porch. Where the hell were the cops and why weren’t they watching anymore? My teeth clicked with anxiety.
A ball of fear the size of my fist sat heavy in my gut while the skin on the back of my neck chilled, then crawled down my back. My hands were clammy, my tongue seemed to swell, and the stench of my fear just about overwhelmed me.
It was maybe too easy to imagine Petunia strolling onto the porch, resplendent in the green velvet dress she wore at Staind Skin and saying something pithy. Something like “Finally, the prodigal son comes home.” And I’d splutter, unable to answer that this had never been home, even when I lived here.
If she did stroll out and say something clever, I would answer by yanking the gun from the small of my back. I’d empty the magazine, save the fathers, and get the frick gone. 
The morning air bulged with west Texas heat, with Barefield’s dust and grit, its stench equal parts oil stink and cattle shit. The heat, along with my own adrenaline-stained fear, wormed through me like a blood-sucking, psyche-sapping parasite.
The front door opened.
Go now. Rush the door, rescue the fathers. Get them out, whack Petunia. Hit the road with both men, live together, travel together, get it all worked out together, get on to the next thing together.
I never moved. The ground had swallowed my feet. 
Opening and opening and still opening. From the darkness, from deep inside the house, a hand touched the screen door. I imagined prisoners’ hands coming out of their dark cells at Huntsville to touch the bars looking exactly the same.
“Fuck me backward.”
“Who ‘dat?” Cope’s voice was urgent. “Don’t look too feminine. Must not be Petunia.”
The hand pushed the screen door open and then someone slipped into the light.
Kurston.
Bloody and hands bound by duct tape as he stumbled to one of the porch chairs. His face bled, his arm bled again. Even his pants and shirt bled. The ground let go and I fell forward. Cope grabbed me, kept me upright.
“Avenging angel better hang tight, see what’s what.”
“She hurt my father.”
“But getting y’all’s ass blasted ain’t gonna help nobody.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Kurston called to me. “This ain’t nothing I can’t handle. This is penny-ante bullshit, Darcy. Go on, get some breakfast. Bring me a burrito. I’ve had harder people in the fucking juvie lock-up downtown.”
“Yeah, you’re a stud, ain’t you?”
Shoved from behind, Kurston stumbled onto the porch, fell to his knees, just managing to stay upright. 
“Petunia, don’t—” 
“Guess again, boy.”
Fagan.
Behind Kurston, reaching around him with a gun, pressing the barrel tight against Kurston’s throat. Fagan shoved Kurston into the chair.
“The hell is this?” I said.
Without a word, Fagan went to work taping Kurston into the chair. A few turns of tape around each ankle, securing it to the legs of the chair, a few turns of the tape around his chest, securing him to the back of the chair.
And two turns around his head.
“Been squawking for a friggin’ hour.”
“Darcy,” Kurston started. “Don’t listen, he’s not—”
“Shut up.” Fagan slapped Kurston, hard. The detective’s head snapped back. “Say shit and I’ll kill you now.”
“Fagan, don’t—”
Fagan turned to me, cut him off with a finger. “I’m done asking. Gimme the money.”
Violently, Kurston shook his head.
“Shut up, old man.” Fagan hit Kurston with the gun butt. Kurston’s head snapped forward.
“Whoa,” I said. I rushed forward, but froze when Fagan’s gaze swiveled out toward him. “Yeah? You think that scares me? Bring it on. Bring your ass out here and let’s get to it, you asshole son of a bitch.”
“That any way to talk to your old man?” Fagan grinned, a predator’s grin.
I gaped. “My old man? Other than blowing a nut, you haven’t done shit for me.”
“Christ, here we go.” 
His eyes rolled around in their sockets, sarcastic and bored. But they reminded me of a user in the last throes of that cheap crack high or at the beginning of a meth binge, rolling around, loose like gumballs tossed on a table.
“You are such a fucking whiner.” Fagan pounded his chest. “My old man left me, too. Didn’t bother me none.”
I frowned. That was crap. The man had died in ‘47, massive heart attack while attempting to unhook a small trailer from a truck.
“Yeah, well,” I said. “It bothered me.”
“What the shit for?”
I gaped. “What for? What...?”
Could the man be that stupid? Did he really not understand why I’d been angry for so long? 
“You left me.” It was both that complicated and that simple.
Kurston, taped to the chair, trying to loosen himself, shook his head again. He moaned, trying to force some words through the tape.
“So?”
“I missed you.”
“And?”
“Damnit, I wanted to know you.”
“Well, now you do.”
“But it was supposed to be perfect. You would come back and we’d spend a few months just talking. And then maybe we’d go somewhere together.”
The man’s laugh scalded me. “What kinda bullshit is that?”
“My kind,” I said, through clenched teeth and tight jaw. 
The kind where one father didn’t take a second father hostage, where there was no need for a second father. 
“The kind where Mama was wrong.”
“About?”
“Everything. I wanted you to show me she was just a bitter old woman. I wanted all the stories to be lies.”
Fagan laughed. “Want a decent daddy, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Man, how fucked up is that? We’re standing here, there’s a lotta blood flowing, and all you can think about is making sure your mama was a lying bitch.” With the gun still at Kurston’s throat, Fagan nodded. “You remember what I said that first night? When I got back to town?” 
“You said you weren’t as bad as she said.”
“Straight up truth.”
“Yeah, except you’re not as good as you said either.”
“Bullshit. I’m a great guy. Your mama was a cheap-trash liar.” Fagan laughed. “You don’t want the truth. You want some bad fantasy. Ain’t anybody good like you want.”
“That’s crap.”
“Believe what you want, I could give a shit.” His knuckles so tight around the gun’s butt they bled white, he pressed the barrel deeper into Kurston’s neck. “The money.”
“I don’t have—”
Fagan fired.
It was a sharp pop, the bang of a .45.
Somewhere behind me, Cope yelled as I threw myself forward. Under the shade of Fagan’s triumphant grin, I tripped, fell on the first step, crashed to my face. When I glanced up, Fagan was stone-cold, a statue of a man.
Kurston breathed hard, his eyes wide but somehow not scared.
“Next time, you asshole, I’ll blow his head off.” Fagan jammed the gun into Kurston’s ear. “Now let’s try this again. The money.”
“Fine. Straight up trade. Money for Kurston.”
Fagan’s laugh boomed over the morning air, the howl of an inmate in the county lock-up. “I knew you fucking had it. I knew it.”
“Money for Kurston.”
“You’re getting the shitty end of that deal.”
“Goddamnit. Deal or not?”
Fagan’s face bunched up. “Whoa, hang on. Now you wanna play? Now you wanna give me what you got? How do I know you got the money?”
I pulled the key from my pocket. It caught the sun, glinted a reflection off Fagan’s face.
“Hopper gave it to me.”
“Who?”
“Hopper. Your friend? The guy spent a year in lock-up for you? Christ on a shingle. You gave him the damned key.”
What the hell is with Fagan’s face? It was totally wrong. Wrong for three hundred bucks. Wrong even for a few thousand. But it was exactly the right look for a safety deposit box with ten or twelve grand.
Which is what would be there if he’d kept his monthly payment going.
Something else was going on here and it was fucking me up because I couldn’t see it. 
I toyed with the key, laid it flat in my palm, then slowly wrapped my hand around it until it disappeared. “How much do you owe?”
“We ain’t doing this. Give me the money and I’ll get everything paid off, you and I will hit the road and figure it all out.”
I shook my head. “You were gonna rob the game. Five players, twenty grand entry each. That the debt?”
“Bigger than that, but snatching that stash would have made a good dent.”
“How much are you into them for?”
Fagan’s eyes narrowed. “Them who?”
“Whoever ‘they’ are this time: Dealers, bookies, whoever.”
Somewhere, in the back alleys where Fagan lived and bled, he’d heard about this high stakes game in Barefield. Decided he wanted to get in, get himself a winning hand or two together, maybe see his son while he was doing it. No doubt he figured he’d take a chance on the college money still being there, which seemed incredibly half-assed to me, use that dough to somehow shoe-horn his way into the game. If he won, great. If not, he’d steal it all.
“But that ain’t what happened.” Cope laughed like an old man watching his grandkids play in the lawn sprinkler. “Always goes different than we expect.”
“I fucking stumbled onto the score of my life, you snot-nosed little fuck.” Fagan’s face twisted into a sneer.
“Haven’t been snot-nosed in a couple of years, Daddy.”
“If y’all’d been here, y’all’d know that. ‘S blind bad luck, man, blind bad luck.”
“What’s the nig talking about?” Fagan’s grip on the gun tightened.
“Y’all come to get the money outta the box. Too many drugs and y’all cain’t remember where the damned thing is. Hell, you cain’t even remember what the number is and it’s y’all’s birthday.”
Fagan snorted. “Shut up, darkie, my birthday’s in June.”
“Man, y’all’s racism ain’t even interesting.”
“What happened?” I asked. “You hear about the game and somehow find out there are counterfeit plates involved? You thought either—” I held up a finger. “There would be lots of cash around to buy the things and you’d just snatch that or—” A second finger popped up. “You’d snatch the plates and print up whatever amount you needed.”
Sweat beaded on Fagan’s forehead. He wiped it away and it was back almost instantly. “This fucking place. How can you people stand to live in this heat?”
“So you somehow convinced Jefe to let you broker the deal. But everything went bad for some reason and now you don’t want to touch the plates because Petunia scares the crap out of you. Hell, she scared you into hiding for a while, didn’t she?”
“You’d be scared, too, you had half a brain. Should’a seen what she did to the Fed.”
“Thought you said there wasn’t one.”
The man’s gaze bored in hard on me. He wiped the sweat again, and the handful of flies buzzing around his head. “Yeah, well I’m telling you she carved his ass up like a fucking roast beef sandwich.” 
“I prefer to think of it as more of a New York Strip. Or perhaps a filet mignon, to go along with my cognac.”
 
 
 



 
Forty-Seven Minutes Ago
 
Petunia slipped from the house, pressed her gun against the base of Fagan’s skull. 
“Holy fuck.” I managed to keep myself upright. Wasn’t this ever going to end? Kurston, bound to a chair, a gun against his head. Fagan, holding that gun while another gun was pressing his skull.
And if I could get close enough, I’d put my own gun against Petunia’s head. Quite the fucking Mexican standoff.
“I am so delighted, Mr. Joseph Fagan, to know you noticed my handiwork at Staind Skin.”
“Hard not to.”
“True enough.” She sighed as though they were all at a picnic, comfortable in each other’s company. 
“You killed the Fed,” I said. “How’d you get out? There were four other guys there, the poker players.”
Plus the man smoking the cigarette in the side room. Jefe? Watching over his money and the plates he wanted?
“Boom boom boom boom,” she said, alternately tapping the gun against Fagan and then Kurston’s heads. 
“You popped them all?” I asked.
“Welcome to the World, Darcy. Get the shit over it,” Fagan said. 
“Extreme circumstances, Mr. White-Boy Darcy,” Petunia said. “Extreme measures.”
“Why the foot in my pocket?”
She chuckled. “A half-way decent man who’s balding, too heavy, kind of slow-witted, and who passes out at the first sight of blood? What better way to amuse myself than to torment you?”
“But what about the Secret Service man? He had to have been wired. He had to have back-up close by. Cops, especially Feds, always have back-up.”
“Always?” Petunia asked.
“Always.”
Her face, so soft and delicate, sharpened. Her lips curled. “Are you certain?”
My mouth opened, but I said nothing. Because her face froze me. It asked a question and somewhere, in the lines and eye shadow, in the tanned skin and lipstick, was the answer to the question.
Something hard dropped in my gut when I looked at Kurston. “Off the books.”
“Motherfuck,” Cope whispered. “Cops off the books, Feds off the books. Man, ever’body working on they own thing and we got nothing but blind bad luck.”
“Mr. Federal Agent,” Petunia said. “Doing a little financial research, looking into expanding his retirement plan. He wanted to broaden the scope of his 401(k).” She grinned as though it were of no importance. “Now, shall we get down to business?”
“The printing plates,” I said.
“Absolutely.” She nodded toward the key in my hand. “Hand it over and let’s be about the day.”
“Tourists,” I said.
Her face broke into a wide grin. “You’ve been thinking about my employer.”
“Not Disneyland tourists. Tourists for employers who don’t particularly like employment taxes.”
The kind of men I saw digging trenches, working gardens and construction, working the cotton farms and cattle ranches that dotted west Texas like syphilitic lesions on a whore’s skin.
“Illegals.” I dangled the key. “Counterfeit money. Before his mules smuggle the tourists over from Tijuana or the valley or where ever, those mules sell them American fives or tens—something small ’cause no one wants to be noticed—at a hundred to one or worse. The illegals have hard cash for this side of the border, he has their pesos...which he exchanges at the going exchange rate. Makes a shitload of profit.”
One of Petunia’s eyebrows rose. “That is quite the scheme, Darcy. Nicely done.”
“Arabalo is an idiot,” I said. “Why spend so much money on printing plates? There are lots easier ways to crank out bad money.”
Her laugh, in spite of her heavy voice, was light in the morning air, a woman amused on a summer’s day. “First of all, let’s change the dynamics here just a bit, okay?”
In a blur of skin, Petunia wrenched the gun from Fagan and shoved him to his knees. Both men now had a gun at their heads. 
“The plates aren’t for printing fives and tens to sell to illegals. His fake money grows on computer trees.”
“Wha’s up, then?” Cope asked.
I saw it. Seemingly random comments from Petunia. Arabalo worked with his hands. Apprenticed with an engraver...with a printer. “He engraved those plates.”
“Now the picture comes clear. At least, some of the picture.”
“The old man made them?” Fagan asked. “What the fuck he want them for?”
“When I want you to speak, I will tell you.” She tapped his head with the barrel. “Those plates are dear to him from an aesthetic standpoint. Some number of years ago, they were stolen from the employer who commissioned them.”
“The thief croak?”
“Well,” she said. “He’s dead, anyway.” She cleared her throat. “Jefe Arabalo wants the plates back.”
“You carved up the Fed to keep the plates out of his hands...or the government’s hands. But somehow, in the all the insanity, they managed to slip out the door.”
“I know exactly how they slipped out the door, my friend. The time for disingenuousness is over.” 
The guns were racked, ready to shoot, but Petunia racked them again anyway. Shiny brass rounds popped out, tinkled to the porch. 
“You choose. Plates or dads.”
I swallowed. “I don’t have them. I’ve never had them.”
Petunia raised the gun from behind Fagan’s head, left it against Kurston’s head. “Hmmmm, which dead dad?” She raised and lowered each gun in opposition to the other.
“Petunia, please—”
“Where are they, Darcy?” Petunia’s voice fell, lost the girlish affect. 
“Damnit, Petunia, I don’t know. I never knew—”
“Too late for that, my friend. The plates or I will de-father you by one.”
Still I played for time. “How did the Feds know you’d be there for the plates?”
“If only I had the answer to that, my friend, if only I had the answer. Please quit insulting me with the stall, Darcy. Know I will kill one of these men here and now.” She slammed the gun against Fagan’s skull. 
He grunted. When his head came back up, his eyes were glazed, blinked absently.
“Ah, does that not bother you?” she asked. “Then how about this?”
She banged the other gun into Kurston’s head. A puff of air blasted out his nose, but he made no sound. He slumped sideways. The chair to which he was taped rocked slightly.
“No, don’t. Don’t hit him anymore.”
“So you’ve made a choice by who you’ve spoken up for. Fine, I will kill Kurston.” 
“Wait. I’ve got the key.” I licked the sweat off my upper lip. “The key to my fathers.”
“To your father’s what?”
“That’s funny, Petunia. Y’all a funny gal.”
“My humor is running thin, gentlemen.”
“Wait, Petunia, please, can’t we talk—”
“An object lesson, then.”
When she fired, I was certain there had never been a louder sound on the planet. I screamed, my howl mixing with someone else’s. 
Kurston’s.
“This is becoming so tiresome, Darcy.”
Kurston’s thigh bled. His face had gone pale.
“Shit, stop. Stop! Dad? Daddy? You okay? Damnit, Petunia, he’s dying.”
“As far as I’m concerned, he probably should have died in the fire at the barbershop. How he ever managed to get out of that I’ll never know.”
My hands shaking, I held the key toward Petunia.
Fagan sneered. “Damnit, boy, if you’d’a given them to me, you and me could have cleaned this shithole out. We get those plates and set up in Vegas or L.A. or somewhere? Damnit...we couldn’t gotten over on everybody.”
“Ah, the regrets of middle aged men,” Petunia said. 
“Shut up, you fucking freak.” Fagan made a move to stand, but Petunia banged the gun across the back of his head.
Instead of going down, Fagan turned and head-butted Petunia’s knee. Her leg bent backward just a bit. Kurston rocked himself sideways, teetering the chair over.
I yanked my gun, closed the distance between us. Fired just as she looked from Fagan to me.
“Damn it all,” she said.
The rose, when it bloomed, covered most of her chest. A .45 slug at close range leaves a pretty good hole. She slumped, her face surprised. “I just...wanted the plates.”
“Well, fuck you,” Fagan screamed at her, his spittle spraying her. “You didn’t get shit. I’m taking your plates and your money, you motherfucking bitch.”
Somehow, in the grimace, Petunia grinned. Just a little. Just a curl at the edge of her lips.
“You think this is funny?” Fagan screamed.
“Funny is still on the card.”
“Meaning?” I asked.
“No Fed, off the books or on, ever works alone.”
And then it was over. Petunia was dead. Both of the fathers were alive. Somehow, in the space of a second, maybe less, it had all worked out.
“Darcy,” Cope called. “Watch—”
Fagan spun toward me, one of Petunia’s guns in his hand, and jammed that gun against Kurston’s face.
 
 
 



 
Thirty-Eight Minutes Ago
 
My own gun stayed pointed down. “Bad way to go, Fagan.”
“Give me the fucking key and it don’t have to be bad.”
“It’s already been bad. Since the day you drove up to the house.”
“Fuck off, you don’t know me.”
“A used up loser, falling off his last legs, chasing all over the state trying to remember where he stashed his own money, putting a gun to a man who raised his son.”
Fagan’s mouth opened, wide and gaping and I expected a howl, an angry scream. Instead, the man laughed. Laughed until his face turned red. “You think I’m dumb? When are you going to figure it out? I’m not even your fucking father.”
My teeth snapped together, snipped through the tip of my tongue. Warm blood filled my mouth. “What did you say?”
“I ain’t your daddy.”
“Yeah, you are.” Clenched fists.
The man’s head shook. Slow. Contemptuous. “Can’t pin your defects on me, boy, I wouldn’t have had your mama if she were the last bitch on the planet. Never squirt in that skanky hole, not in a million years.”
I didn’t plan it, didn’t even think about it. It just happened. My hands reached out, my legs carried me up the stairs. My father’s neck was hot and sweaty, junkie-thin. His throat bobbed up and down while he croaked out a muffled scream and tried to get his finger inside the trigger guard.
I slammed his gun hand, bowled him backward. We tripped over Petunia and fell back down the stairs. My gun skittered away when we smashed hard on the ground.
“Let the fuck go of me,” Fagan said. His voice was high, piercing, slicing my ears open.
“You are my father.” A mantra now, repeated over and over and I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince. Maybe myself, maybe Fagan. Maybe the entire world. “Say it. Say it.”
“Fuck off.”
“Say it.”
Fagan’s fist came up, hard and fast, connected with my jaw. My head snapped back, my vision filled with gold and orange flecks. I lost hold of Fagan, but rather than backing away, Fagan charged forward, drove his head into my chest.
I banged my head against the lawn. Fagan leaped off the stairs, landed on my chest, one leg to either side. Then a chorus of fists, left right, left right, to my face, to my chest and gut, to my arms and legs.
I tried to turn, to curl into a ball, tried to cover myself, tried to ignore the tears on my cheeks.
“I ain’t your daddy.” Spit and blood filled the air between us. “Gimme the plates and the money.”
The man kept pounding, his fists long since transformed into bricks, into hardened mortar. Pain, like red hot piano wires coursing through my veins, was everywhere. 
This is how you die. Not a bullet to the head, not the electric chair for murder. You die beaten to death by your sperm-donor.
Who then kills your father.
My head snapped around as I furiously tried to find Kurston. Still on the porch, still taped to the chair, but conscious now, his head slamming side to side as he tried to free himself.
And Fagan, his face bloody and somehow battered though I hadn’t believed I’d landed any punches, jumped off me and reached for my gun.
I twisted and tried to stop him by going for the gun myself. Fagan’s own foot snapped the gun backward, closer to me than to himself as he ran toward Kurston.
When I got to the pistol, it slipped from my bloody fingers, plopped to the grass. Again and again, like it didn’t want to be held, didn’t want to be aimed and fired. Then somehow it was in my hand. A round in the chamber, the slide racked, ready to shoot.
“I need the money, Darcy.” He was on one knee over one of Petunia’s guns. His hand hovered a few inches above it. “I need the plates.”
“Do something stupid and you’ll never see either of them.”
The man’s voice was gone, pure hysteria. “Please, I got nothing left.”
“Yeah? How much do you think I had when you left me?”
“It was thirty years ago and it wasn’t even me.”
“Four weeks ago, Daddy. When Petunia chopped the guy up. You ran. You left me in that room.”
“Give me the fucking money.”
“She should have been wrong,” I said.
Fagan went for the gun but I calmly squeezed the trigger. It was being left behind, it was being lied to, being babysat with a .45. It was every moment of every day for an entire lifetime, wasted on wanting something that could never be and probably never was in the first place.
“I just needed—”
When the gun exploded, when the bullet tore through the barrel, trailing burning powder behind it, there was nothing else.
The top and side of Fagan’s head burst in a summer rainstorm of red. He fell backward against the house, left a blood-soaked head print, and slumped to the porch, one foot twisted sideways, the other hidden beneath his calf.
I sat, my face wet—maybe blood and maybe tears but probably both—and rubbed the tattoo on my back.
Fagan.
Blood it out.
 
 
 



 
Twelve Minutes Ago
 
“I went kill crazy, Cope.”
“Yeah, y’all did do that.”
“I could have stopped it.” I freed Kurston from the tape and sat him upright. 
“Couldn’t’a stopped nothing. This started when y’all’s ol’ daddy left. Ain’t no way y’all could’a stopped it today.”
Kurston grimaced, though the wound didn’t seem all that bad. Shot through and through on his thigh. “Oh, son of a bitch, that hurts.”
“Thought you said you’d seen tougher in juvie lockup.” I wiped the blood from his eyes.
“Ooowww, shit. Total lie.” 
“Y’all sure tough as nails.”
“We’ve got a few decisions to make real quick,” Kurston said. “You know they’re coming quick. Petunia managed to get them across town again...probably some kind of call about me and you and I don’t know what all. But they’ll get ass here pretty quick on a shots fired call.”
My eyes flicked toward my dead father. Flies had already found him. The heavy black pregnant-looking sons of bitches, strolled in and out his nose, and I didn’t feel dick. 
I killed him. Absolutely killed him. And I don’t care.
Blood it out.
That would never happen. The blood was here forever. Which meant I was probably the monster Mama always thought Fagan to be. The blood ran hot, like it wasn’t blood at all but acid. It scorched my veins, oxygenated my body with endless toxicity.
“Blind bad luck, man,” Cope said. “Blind fucking bad luck.” He pulled the two last rings from his pinky fingers, handed one to Kurston. 
“What’s this?” Kurston asked.
“You’ve made a decision, haven’t you? You’ve been giving them away since we left the church.”
Cope shook his head. “Y’all always too smart for y’all’s own good, White-Boy Darcy.” He handed the last ring to me. “Most of them were my daddy’s. These two were my mama’s. They were good, a little fucked up, but good people.” 
Then he held his wrists out for Kurston. “Y’all a helluva man. I’m glad I got to know y’all a little. Snap it up, Five-O.”
“What?”
“Time to be done.”
It had been coming, as obvious as the truck running down Bassi at Johnny’s Barbecue. Cope had been working his way up to it, getting himself in the right frame of mind, giving away his rings. I suspected that his telling of the killing helped put him here.
“Cope, you don’t have to do this,” Kurston said.
“‘S my time.” His deep breath was, maybe, the last free breath he would ever have.
“Cope,” I said. “I don’t know what—”
“Don’t say nothing. Y’all got me where I needed to be.”
“Maybe you can get some peace now,” Kurston said.
“Mayhap.”
“I’m pretty sure I love you,” I said. I went to him, kissed his cheek, hugged him. “I think maybe you saved me.”
“Not me, Monea.”
“The whore?” Kurston asked.
“God.” Cope blew a hot breath. Dust danced on the air current. “This get y’all outta that suspension? Catching a big time crook like me?”
With a quiet laugh, Kurston nodded. “Probably shouldn’t ’cause I stank the shit outta this case, but yeah, the chief knows good press when it falls into his lap. I’ll be fine.” He looked around. “Shit, we’ve got a mess. Two bodies. Two dead suspects. One man in custody.”
“Who’s gonna catch this call?” I asked. “Irwin?”
Kurston laughed. “The cop with three names. Yeah, he’ll get it. He’ll love this mess.”
“What about me? I’ve got some stink going, too.”
“Yeah, you do.” He said nothing else.
“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
Kurston ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth. “I know.”
“It was never supposed to be like this.”
“I know.”
“I really fucked this up, didn’t I?”
“Maybe not one of your best decisions, Darcy.”
“All I wanted—” I stopped, angry at the tears in my eyes. I slapped at them. Didn’t want them staining my cheeks. “I wanted to know him. Now I’m sorry I met him.”
“You didn’t.”
Something inside me tightened.
“That wasn’t Joseph Fagan,” he said.
I traced an aimless line in the dirt on the window. “He said that. Didn’t believe him, but yeah, I think I knew that.”
Kurston said, “Haley Fagan. First cousin. Looks pretty close.”
“My father never came back for me.”
“Darcy, listen to me. Your father was a fuckhead. A liar, a thief, and a bad con man. But he loved you.”
The man’s eyes, so often cold blue while I was growing up, weren’t as blue, weren’t as cold. It struck me like a punch to the balls. “How do you know that?”
“Two years after Fagan left, your mother and me were already married. I popped him for hanging paper out at JCPenny.” 
The two fathers had talked. For hours. Kurston had stayed with him through booking and they sat in a holding cell until daylight. “He lied about everything he said, except that. Must’ve said a thousand times he loved you.”
“Yet he never came back.”
“Hard to come back when you’re dead.”
I wasn’t surprised. Somehow, I’d known it for years. He wasn’t the kind of guy to grow old. Which meant that the tiny moment I had lived for, that moment of glory when son met father, was done before it began. “How?”
“Shot trying to hold up a bar in New Mexico. September, 1974.”
“Just before the money ended.” The money he’d been sending to Hopper. The last entry was August, 1974. “How long have you known?”
“A couple of hours. Irwin called me about it. Finally got an AFIS match on Haley Fagan’s prints from Staind Skin. Regional lab’s a little behind.”
“I guess.” I nodded, unsure what to feel. Obviously, the man had been in debt, owed some heavy green. Obviously, he’d known something about Fagan’s deposit box. But the rest, the radio stations and where the box was and Fagan’s birthday and all the rest of it, were bullshit to him.
From down the block, the whine of an engine. 
“Here we go,” Kurston said. “A uniform. We’ll get this show on the road.”
But it wasn’t a cruiser, wasn’t a uniform or some Barefield PD brass. It was the freight delivery truck. It stopped and the man bounded out, cigarette hanging from his lips, Phil stitched across the left tit. The .357 floated between us.
“I dug all them plates at Johnny’s,” Cope said. “Getting us some more?”
“Taking them this time.” He motioned me to Kurston’s car. “Open the trunk.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“Open. The. Trunk.”
“With what?”
The roar of the gun damn near made me piss my pants. The trunk popped open, a giant hole in the metal. “Put the plates in my truck. Now.”
“What are you talking—”
Phil fired again. 
Cope crumpled, his face gone.
“Shitshitshitshit.” I ran to the car, wrenched the trunk all the way open. I didn’t want to see the plates buried beneath blankets in Kurston’s car. “Don’t shoot anymore.”
“How’d you know?” Kurston asked.
“Shut up.” 
“Hey,” an old man called from across the street. “What the shit is going on out here with all this noise? I’m trying to take a crap. Damnit, Kurston, why is it always your place—”
Absently, casually, Phil fired through old Mr. Peart’s front window. The glass shattered and sent him flying back inside with a yelp.
“Oh, God,” I said. It was beyond all control now, beyond sanity and rationality and any others limits. 
“Get. The. Plates.”
“Dad?” I moved the plates one by one, playing for time, praying some PD will drive quietly around the corner rather than blast down the street, lights and siren splitting the morning air.
“Tattoo artist was the seller. Had them in the ceiling. It’s where he put the hundred grand, too.”
The green confetti. When the gunfire started, some of the bullets had gone through the ceiling. Must have shot the money to pieces.
“I found them two days ago. Me and Irwin.”
“One plate is one bullet, asshole,” Phil said. “Get them all. Get them now. Get them on that truck.”
“Hang tight, Fed,” I said. “I got them.” I moved quick, trying not to drop any. I sat them on the floor, in the blanket Kurston had them wrapped in, and jumped off the truck.
“That all you need?” I asked. “Can you leave us alone now?”
The man said nothing. His face twitched, his eyes up and down the street somehow without his head moving much at all. 
At that moment, I knew. “Dad, I just wanted some more ice cream.”
Kurston frowned, puzzled. “What?”
“I love you,” I blurted.
“And I love—”
But Phil fired, cutting off Kurston’s words. Then Phil turned toward me. And I was damned sure I heard the bullet, heard the twist and turn, heard it tear through my skull.
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Here’s a sample from Bill Moody’s The Man in Red Square. 
 
Prelude
 
At first glance there was nothing to distinguish the slightly built man, body thickened by a heavy parka, standing opposite the Lenin Mausoleum. A look, a nervous gesture, a tell-tale tic behind the wire-framed aviator sunglasses, none of these would have been evident to the casual observer. It’s difficult to recognize a man poised, however reluctantly, on the brink of his own destiny.
He’d been standing there for nearly an hour, squinting into the glare of an unseasonal sun that had briefly thawed Moscow and brought its bewildered and confused citizens out in droves to bask in the unexpected mid-winter warmth.
A lot of the snow had melted, still scattered about Red Square, thick jagged patches remained, like a chain of white islands stretched from the dark, red stone walls of the Kremlin to the incongruous onion-like domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral.
The icy wind blowing
off the Moskva River swirled briefly about the Kremlin towers and whipped across the square towards the GUM Department Store, stinging the faces of lunch time shoppers scurrying in and out of its ornate facade.
Was it an omen perhaps, this freakish weather? Nature bestowing her approval? He couldn’t decide. He only knew the earlier confidence and assurance had deserted him now, vanished like the puffs of his own breath in the wind, leaving him with only a cold knot of indecision clawing at the pit of his stomach.
It wasn’t going to work. He was sure of it.
But even now, as his mind flirted with abandoning the whole idea, playing with the notion like a child with a favorite toy, he could feel several pairs of eyes, watching, recording his every move, tracking each step. There was no turning back now. One step and he would set in motion a chain of events from which there was no retreat.
He was committed, as surely as a diver who springs off the high board and waits only for the water to rush up and meet him.
Only his reason for being there defined him, set him apart from the swarm of foreign tourists and Muscovites waiting patiently in the long line snaking towards him across the square. Weary pilgrims to a godless shrine, shuffling ever closer for a fleeting glimpse of Lenin’s waxen figure encased in glass.
Still motionless, his eyes restlessly wandered over the slow moving file. The Russians were easily distinguishable. Uniformly dressed in drab olives and dark browns, their enduring somber faces wore resignation like a mask. They were in sharp contrast to the animated group of Japanese, nervously chattering, eyes darting everywhere, clutching cameras and thumbing guidebooks.
Just ahead of the Japanese group, his eyes stopped and riveted on a man and woman. The man—tall, angular, seemingly oblivious to the cold in a light coat, tie flapping in the wind—stood ramrod stiff next to the much shorter woman. A mane of blond hair spilled over the folds of her thick fur coat.
They were exactly as he remembered.
The woman’s breath expelled in tiny puffs as she gushed in obvious delight and pointed around the square. The man nodded absently, occasionally following her gestures. Once, they turned in his direction; he thought for a moment the man’s eyes locked with his own. He turned away quickly, pulling the hood of his parka up around his face. Then, almost angrily, realizing he couldn’t possibly be recognized at this distance, jammed his hands in the pockets of the parka, and felt his hand close over the small slip of paper.
Relax. How long had it been? Years. He forced himself to take several deep breaths and tried once again to shake off the anxiety. Was this all it would take? A hastily scribbled note?
The file was moving faster now. He would have to make his move soon. But there was something wrong with his legs. They wouldn’t move. Again, almost angrily, he took off his sunglasses, as if they were the cause of his immobility. He turned into the wind and strolled casually towards the line.
He pushed through a large crowd coming out of the tomb, unmindful now of the grunts of protest as he jostled for a position nearer the Japanese group. A few turned to eye him curiously as he suddenly veered away and broke into a kind of slow jog. His boots crunched over a patch of snow; the blood began to pound in his ears.
Abruptly, he changed direction. He turned quickly, pushed through the orderly file, directly in front of the man and woman. Startled, the woman cried out, clutching her handbag close as he brushed against her. The fur of her coat lightly grazed his face. Angry voices filled his ears. Someone was shouting for the guards. The man, equally surprised said something but it was lost in the shouting.
He palmed the folded slip of paper and slid it easily into the tall man’s coat pocket.
For a fleeting moment, so vital that everything depended on it, he turned his face squarely to the man. He saw the flashing spark of recognition dissolve into shock, the mouth drop open to speak a name, silently formed on bloodless lips. Then he was gone, melting into the crowd, past curious stares, indignant voices.
It was done.
He walked hurriedly, zigzagging across the square, glancing back over his shoulder, knowing there would be no pursuit. He paused at the steps of the Metro, free at last of the crowds.
Perhaps, free of Russia.
 
***
 
Tommy Farrell was waiting for Santa Claus.
He’d had other plans for Christmas Eve–plans that didn’t include freezing his ass off in the back of a broken down van on the New York Thruway. He sat hunched on the floor near the rear doors, shifting his position for the third time in as many minutes but finally gave it up as a useless exercise. There was simply no way to get warm or comfortable. He could only take solace in the knowledge that the red, disabled vehicle tag flying from the van’s aerial was as false as his hopes that the Jets would make the Super Bowl.
He looked out the van’s rear window. The late evening traffic rushing by was lighter now than when he’d taken up his position nearly an hour before and moving steadily. The road had been cleared, but new snow flurries were already starting to fall and a heavy storm was predicted by midnight. Perfect weather for Santa Claus, Farrell thought, lighting a cigarette and pulling the collar of his coat up around his ears.
He checked the luminous dial of his watch. Eight o’clock. He dragged deeply on the cigarette and tried to dredge up thoughts about duty to country, but they were easily obscured by the vision of his wife, at home in front of a glowing fire, putting finishing touches on the tree and explaining to their two young children why daddy had to work on Christmas Eve even if he is in the FBI.
He shivered again and poured the last of the coffee from a thermos. It was still hot but flat, tasteless. He felt the van shudder and turned sharply as the interior was suddenly bathed in blinding light, revealing for a moment the tripod-mounted Nikon with a long-range telephoto lens. A klaxon horn shattered the night as a heavy diesel thundered by dangerously close.
Farrell’s hand shook; the coffee spilled. He cursed the huge truck as the hot liquid splashed on his hand. Tossing the cup aside, he wiped his hand on his jacket and squinted through the lens of the Nikon.
The camera was trained on a phone booth across the expressway.
He carefully adjusted the focus and checked the meter reading. With high speed, infrared film to compensate for the poor expressway lighting, the pictures would be sharp and clear if conditions held. He rotated the lens slightly until he could read the number on the dial of the telephone.
“Bingo One, Bingo One, this is Caller.” The metallic voice crackled out of the small hand-held radio beside Farrell.
“Go, Caller,” he answered.
“The Navy’s on the way. Just passed the toll booths. ETA, four minutes.”
“Gotcha.” Farrell laid the radio aside, checked his watch and the camera once again and nervously watched the minutes tick off. In just under four minutes, a dark blue sedan pulled off the expressway and parked in front of the phone booth.
The driver emerged cautiously from the car, briefly scanned the oncoming traffic and gave Farrell’s van a cursory glance. For an instant, the driver’s face was framed in the lens. “Gotcha,” Farrell murmured aloud. The Nikon’s motor drive whirred as he clicked off several frames.
Through the lens, Farrell continued to track the man as he strode towards the phone booth. Inside, a dim light came on over his head as he closed the folding door. Farrell watched tensely as the man took a large envelope from under his coat and stuck it under the shelf below the phone. He hung up the receiver and quickly returned to his car. Farrell shot the last of the roll at the retreating car as it merged with the traffic heading toward New York City.
With practiced hands, Farrell rewound the film, loaded the camera with a fresh roll and re-adjusted the focus. He paused for a moment, lighting another cigarette, then picked up the radio.
“Caller, this is Bingo One.”
“Go Bingo,” the voice replied.
“Santa’s helper has come and gone.”
“Roger, Bingo. Santa should be along in a minute. How you doin’ out there?” The business-like voice suddenly became friendly.
Farrell smiled. “Okay if I ever thaw out.”
“Hang on. I’ll buy you a drink when we wrap this up, okay?”
“No thanks. It’s Christmas Eve remember?”
“Aw, you married guys are all alike. Why don’t you...wait a minute. Santa just went through the gate. Black Buick, four-door.”
“Right,” Farrell said. He snapped off the radio and rubbed his hands together. He counted off three minutes and forty-two seconds before the second car pulled off and parked near the phone booth. For more than a minute, the flashing tail lights winked at Farrell, but no one got out of the car.
“C’mon, c’mon.” The snow flurries were beginning to thicken. As if responding to Farrell’s anxiety, the door opened and a man got out. Short, thick-set, and as with the first man, his face was briefly framed in the lens.
Farrell’s breath quickened at the sight of the familiar face. He pressed the shutter button. Swiveling the camera, he tracked his prey to the booth and locked in for a waist-high shot.
This time there was no pretense of dialing. The man simply held the receiver in one hand and felt under the shelf for the envelope. He seemed to stare directly into the lens, as if he knew it was there, Farrell would remember later.
While the man grappled with the folding door, Farrell shot the remaining film and grabbed the radio, almost shouting now. “All units, go!”
Red lights flashing, tires screeching in protest, a police cruiser arrived seconds later. It skidded to a halt blocking the outside lane and was quickly joined by three unmarked cars. Together they boxed in the black Buick.
Farrell continued to watch through the lens. The expression of bewilderment and shock on the man’s face quickly gave way to resignation as he was led away to one of the waiting cars. Then, police cruiser in the lead, one of the policemen driving the Buick, the convoy roared off, leaving the phone booth deserted once again.
Farrell quickly packed up the camera and lens in an aluminum case. He jumped out of the van’s rear doors, tore off the red tag from the aerial and climbed into the driver’s seat. Turning the ignition key, he smiled in relief as the engine came to life easily.
He paused for a moment wondering as always where his photos might end up. On the desk of the Bureau Chief? In the Kremlin? Well, it didn’t matter really. He’d done his job.
He shoved the van in gear and pulled onto the expressway. With any luck he’d be home in time to help with the turkey.
 
One
 
It was nearly nightfall as the jumbo jet burst through the heavy dark sky over Washington and touched down at Dulles International Airport. The chirp of tires and sudden reverse thrust of engines jolted John Trask, brought him to the surface of an uneasy slumber. He rubbed a bony hand over his sharply chiseled face, blinked out the window at the airport lights flashing by and unbuckled his seat belt.
Once inside the terminal, Trask eased through customs and immigration. Diplomatic status has its rewards, he thought, smiling at the novelty of traveling under his own name. He moved quickly to beat the crowd to the ground transportation exit and scanned the rank of taxis for the car that would take him to Langley.
There was snow on the ground and the night sky promised more of the same. In a moment he was joined at the curb by a much younger man and directed to the waiting car. Trask eased in the back seat, and closed his eyes as the driver negotiated the airport traffic and angled towards the Virginia Expressway.
Gratefully, he sank back against the seat, feeling the fatigue spread through him. But even his weariness could not stop the jumble of thoughts racing through his mind. It was happening again. Just when he thought he had the answer, it slipped away, triggering the familiar signs he’d grown to trust that meant something didn’t quite fit.
The arrest of a Soviet official—especially one without diplomatic immunity—was always welcome news, but this one didn’t make any sense at all. Why would a senior trade delegate, with an unblemished record, jeopardize his career and usefulness to Moscow with a stupid blunder?
Yes, the stakes were high and the target, seemingly ready-made: a dissatisfied young naval officer, up to his neck in debt with access to a guidance system project. Normally an ideal situation, but not for Dimitri Zakharov. He was an old hand and knew better than anyone how Moscow viewed mistakes. The evidence was undeniable. The photos wrapped it up very neatly and were no doubt giving the Kremlin fits. Too neat? It all stacked up on paper, but Trask couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong.
Zakharov had seemed oblivious to the FBI surveillance. There were several meetings on film and the financial arrangements were astonishingly amateurish. Cash wrapped in brown paper and deposited the morning after a drop. Still, the material he was buying was top grade so maybe he could be excused the indiscretion and the speed of the operation.
Moscow normally took months to set up a recruitment. Zakharov had moved in on the naval officer in weeks. Maybe he was coming over. It was an unusual approach, but it had been done before. To avoid suspicion in Moscow, a would-be defector forces an arrest, then quietly disappears into a new life, new identity and leaves the Kremlin to wonder what went wrong.
For the moment, Trask discarded these thoughts. He had his own defector to worry about. An American defector.
“How much further driver?” Trask asked. He sat up straight and lit a cigarette. He’d lost track of where they were.
“Not long, sir,” the driver replied. “Turnoff is just coming up.”
Trask looked out at the rolling hills blanketed with snow as the car swung off the George Washington Parkway and sped up to the Langley complex. Identification cards were checked quickly and they were waved through towards the seven-story main building. The car submerged into the basement garage. Trask nodded his thanks to the driver, grabbed his briefcase and took the elevator to the Director’s conference room. Only the quiet hum of the heating system and the faint throb of the computer center broke the stillness.
Trask saw he was the last to arrive. They all looked up as he entered. Eugene McKinley, sitting in for Director Richard Abrams, a young aide from the State Department, a gruff looking Admiral from Naval Intelligence, and of course, Charles Fox, old friend, former mentor, looking a bit tired, a bit older, but Trask was happy to note, the sparkling blue eyes were bright as ever.
“Ah, John, at last,” Charles said rising. “Good to see you again. How are things in Moscow?”
“Fine, Charles. Good to see you. It’s been too long.” They clasped hands warmly, memories reflected in both their eyes. Field work in Budapest, debriefings in Berlin and Prague. They had crisscrossed Europe together. Looking at Charles Fox, one would be surprised to learn that this urbane, distinguished gentlemen had once run one of the most effective networks in Eastern Europe. It was just too bad about Prague, Trask reflected.
He nodded greetings to McKinley and was quickly introduced to the others. A Filipino mess steward brought in coffee and sandwiches while Trask dropped into one of the easy chairs arranged around the fireplace. The blazing logs gave off a pleasant aroma of cedar and pine. A fireside chat, Trask thought. This should be interesting. Abrams from State, looking far too cool and young for such a job, shuffled through a pile of papers and munched on a ham sandwich. The admiral puffed sullenly on his cigar and stared into the fire. The amenities were quickly over as Eugene McKinley led off.
“Well, gentlemen, shall we get started,” he began. He was a beefy man and bulged under his dark suit. His face was pink and freshly shaved. “The Director asked for this meeting to iron out the initial details, give us a starting point so to speak, and hopefully, after tonight we’ll have our bearings. As I’m sure you’re all aware, the Director is devoting his time, as is the president, to the current situation in Iran.” He looked around the group for confirmation and found it in the expressions and silence of everyone present.
It was unthinkable, but fifty-two Americans were at the mercy of a fanatic Islamic leader and the U.S. Government, with all its power and resources, was seemingly helpless. Everyone there silently contemplated the consequences of an unfound solution.
Trask wondered if it were true that at the time of the hostages were taken, there was not a single operative in Iran with the exception of those in the embassy.
McKinley broke the silence and turned to Abrams from State. Trask eyed him coolly. Sharp, perhaps too sharp. He had Ivy League written all over him and reminded Trask of those young, ambitious men of the long but not forgotten days of Watergate who had hovered about the Nixon White House.
“Richard, suppose you bring us up to date on the Zakharov arrest,” McKinley said.
Abrams barely referred to his notes as he began. “Dimitri Zakharov, a senior official of Amtorg, the Russian trade organization based in New York City, arrested December twenty-four by an FBI surveillance team. At the time of his arrest, he was in possession of highly sensitive classified material secured from,” he paused to check the name,” Lieutenant Mark Hopkins, U.S. Navy.” Abrams flicked a glance at the Admiral and got a stony stare in return.
“What about this Hopkins?” Charles interrupted.
“I was coming to that,” Abrams said. He seemed slightly annoyed at Charles’s question. “Hopkins, age thirty-seven, was working on a guidance control project. I don’t really know all the details, but he had apparently gotten above his means. New house, new car, charge accounts, and of late, some gambling debts.” Abrams paused again. “As we all know, this is exactly the tailor-made situation the Soviets ferret out these days.”
No one disagreed with Abrams. Blackmail, subversion, compromise, even the odd assassination were still very much a part of the Soviet arsenal but in recent years, they had gone right to the core of things—money.
“Hopkins was put under routine surveillance as part of a periodic security check when he was accidentally seen in the company of Zakharov,” Abrams added.
“Accidentally?” Charles broke in again and exchanged the briefest of looks with Trask, who was thinking the same thing.
“Well, not exactly by accident.” Abrams appeared slightly flustered. “He and Zakharov were spotted together in the same restaurant on two separate occasions. Coincidence was ruled out enough to step up surveillance on Hopkins and take a closer look at Zakharov, although at the time of his arrest, his record was clean.”
“Maybe somebody should have been a little more careful with Zakharov,” the admiral put in from behind a cloud of smoke. His edginess was understandable. Hopkins was the navy’s responsibility and the admiral would be held accountable.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to agree with the admiral,” Charles said.
“Oh, certainly Zakharov had been routinely checked out a number of times, as I’m sure you’re well aware, Mr. Fox, the FBI’s most conservative estimates set the number of Soviet operatives at about three thousand. Or, in effect, one in three Soviets in the U.S. are engaged in some type of clandestine activity. That requires a lot of manpower to keep track of them all.” It wasn’t the State Department’s fault Abrams was saying.
“Yes, quite right,” Charles said, shrugging at the admiral.
McKinley looked like he’d heard it all before and Trask noted that Abrams was now regarding Charles with a good deal more interest. He shuffled his papers and continued.
“Over the next several weeks, Hopkins and Zakharov met several times in which no exchange was detected. Naval Intelligence was alerted. Hopkins’ record was spotless, but he was engaged in highly sensitive work. The meetings became more frequent and less covert. Parks, hotels, bars, convincing the FBI something was in the offing.”
Everyone digested the information Abrams read out in his precise, clipped tones. Even if both were out of character, a high-ranking Soviet official and a naval officer in a sensitive job spelled just one thing.
“At first,” Abrams continued, “the FBI thought there might be some sort of sting operation through naval intelligence. Unhappily that turned out to be negative. Finally, Hopkins was discovered lifting photo-copied material and later dropped. But the actual exchange was not detected.”
“And the material?” Charles asked.
“Low grade stuff,” Abrams said, smiling reassuringly. “It was obviously a first step so a decision was made to allow Hopkins to go all the way in hopes of a bigger drop.”
What was Charles after? Trask wondered. He knew the mechanics of an operation better than anyone. Was he just trying to keep Sonny Boy on his toes or was something bothering him as well? He looked forward to a private talk with Charles.
Abrams rearranged his notes and continued. “There was a hurried meeting before Christmas Eve, quite in the open this time. The FBI pulled all the stops, and on Christmas Eve, Hopkins made a drop in a phone booth on the New York Thruway. A few minutes later, it was recovered by Zakharov. Both were arrested immediately. Hopkins of course, will be court martialed.”
“What’s the man’s state?” Charles asked, turning to the admiral.
“He’s made a complete confession, claims the money was too good to pass up. His family is taking it pretty hard. His wife apparently knew nothing, but his father is also Navy, which makes it difficult. Looking at Hopkins record, well, financial problems or not, it was a shock to everyone.”
Charles sat back in his chair and stared pensively into the fire. He only half heard McKinley’s question. “What about Zakharov?”
“He’s being held pending further investigation, and although he doesn’t have diplomatic immunity, the Soviets have lodged the standard protest over his incarceration and accused us of withholding information. I assume, however, Zakharov will stand trial and be sentenced by Federal Court following lengthy debriefings. Returning him to Moscow is naturally out of the question and for once we can do more than simply declare him persona non grata.” Abrams paused dramatically, to ensure he had everyone’s attention. “Gentlemen, I don’t have to tell you what an opportunity this is.” His attitude was almost as if he’d single handedly brought about Zakharov’s capture.
“Yes, well, I think John has something to add that might complicate matters,” McKinley said. All eyes turned to Trask who had been quietly absorbing Abrams’ monologue and Charles’ probing.
“Yes, John, what’s all this about a defector coming home?” Charles sat up and faced Trask.
“Defector? I...” Abrams was clearly perplexed.
“Sorry, Richard,” McKinley said. “This is all pretty recent. That’s why we recalled John from Moscow. He’s senior man and talked to Mason himself.”
“Mason? Is that the defector’s name?” Abrams was frantically searching through his papers.
“No, Owens is the defector,” McKinley said. “Well, go ahead, John. It’s your show from here.”
Trask got up and stood in front of the fireplace. “I guess I should start from the beginning. Five years ago, in late 1974, Robert Calvin Owens, an employee of Triton Industries in Sunnyvale, California, turned up on the doorstep of the Soviet embassy in San Francisco. He was five years back from Vietnam and seemingly on the verge of a brilliant career in microchip technology, Triton’s specialty. Owens’ mother—he has no other family—was shocked and his friends, what there were of them, were dumbfounded. The Soviets, of course, could hardly contain their excitement. Silicon Valley is one of their prime targets, and with Owens background, they didn’t stop to ask questions. He was on the first plane to Moscow before anything could be done. Since then, we’ve had only sketchy reports about his whereabouts, but we do know he was assigned to Bureau T in Zelenograd, the Russian version of Silicon Valley.” Trask paused, aware of the attention of the others.
“Three weeks ago, an American couple, Arthur and Joan Mason, were in Moscow, sightseeing in Red Square. Owens apparently appeared out of the crowd, brushed against them and stuffed a note in Mason’s pocket.”
“What did it say?” Charles asked.
Trask paused again, looking around the group. McKinley stared into the fire; Abrams clutched his briefcase and listened open-mouthed. The admiral reached for another cigar.
“It was a simple message: My name is Robert Owens. Can I come home?”
“Extraordinary,” Charles said. He searched Trask’s face for some sign.
“And you interviewed Mason?” McKinley asked, looking away from the fire.
“Right. I have a transcript of the interview. Mason came directly to the embassy with the note. He was quite sure it was Owens. They had worked together briefly at Triton, but he said Owens seemed to be almost making sure he was recognized. I have the note also.” Trask opened his case and took out a sheet of paper. “This is a photo copy,” he said, handing it around. “We’ve done a preliminary hand writing check but it will get a full analysis.”
“Any report yet?” Charles asked, looking at the note.
Trask lit a cigarette and nodded. “This is either Owens’ hand or an excellent forgery.”
“Forgery?” Abrams was sitting on the edge of his chair. “But why would you suspect forgery? I mean...”
“I didn’t say we suspect anything,” Trask shot back. He looked at Charles and saw the realization already spreading over his face. Only Abrams and the admiral didn’t know, he guessed.
“But I don’t see the connection between this and the Zakharov arrest,” Abrams said. “This...” His voice trailed off as if he suddenly realized his own execution was known to everyone and he was just finding out for himself.
“Tell him, John,” McKinley said.
Trask stared for a moment at Abrams. Time to drop the bomb and send this whiz kid back to State with his tail between his legs.
“Moscow wants a trade,” he said evenly. “Owens for Zakharov.” He threw his cigarette into the fire and listened to the silence. Charles, he noted, was smiling.
Abrams began to stuff papers into his briefcase. “Oh really, I mean how can we even discuss this. A defector, a traitor for a top Soviet caught in the act. I’ve no doubt the Russians would like Zakharov back. Of course they want a trade.” Abrams ignored the admiral, but looked imploringly from McKinley to Trask to Charles.
“Well, I’m afraid that’s the way it has to be worked out, Richard, and we’ll expect full cooperation from State on this. Thank you for your part. We’ll take it from here,” McKinley said, clearly dismissing Abrams.
Abrams nodded and was joined by the admiral as McKinley accompanied them out. Trask and Charles were left alone.
“Well, John, you’ve managed to pull out another surprise,” Charles said.
“I don’t know what I’ve pulled out, Charles. I’m only a messenger on this one. But anyway, you’re ahead of me on surprises. Are you back in the fold or is this a special guest appearance?” Neither man would mention Prague.
Charles shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. They keep threatening to retire me and I keep resisting. I do some consulting now and then for the Eastern desk. Still, perhaps this means something substantial is in the works.”
Trask nodded. “I guess it will be a routine exchange, but we’ll have to see what Eugene says.”
“Yes, I’m inclined to agree, but it does seem a bit strange, Zakharov’s arrest, I mean. Still, as you say...” Charles seemed preoccupied, drifting off before Trask could pursue him. McKinley returned and broke out a bottle of brandy.
“Now then,” he said, sitting down and filling three glasses. “Let’s get down to business. I’m afraid our young man from State is a bit miffed. The Zakharov case was his baby and he’s been liaison with the FBI. I couldn’t resist letting you break the news, John. The president has already been advised, of course, so I think Abrams can stand a little feather ruffling.”
“So,” Charles began, “I can understand Moscow wanting Zakharov back, but why are we so keen to welcome Owens home?”
“Owens could be invaluable,” Trask answered. “Technology is the Soviets highest priority these days, and according to our sources, Owens has been at Zelenograd all this time. Someone who’s been on the inside, even a defector, will have a wealth of information. Then, there’s also the possibility Owens was recruited much earlier, maybe while he was in the army, for example. A kind of reverse sleeper. Don’t forget, we’re well ahead of the Soviets in development. Owens could confirm that.”
“Yes,” McKinley said, “or refute it. If only we could stop the insane student exchange program. We send our students to Moscow University to study Russian fairy tales and they send us older graduate students to study physics and laser development.” McKinley sighed. “The main thing is to ensure Owens’ attitude is going to be cooperative.”
“And,” Charles said, “that he is indeed Robert Owens. Which makes it difficult for us if I’m correct in assuming that, with the exception of this fellow Mason, nobody’s seen Owens for what, five years?”
“Exactly,” McKinley said. “I believe John has the only viable plan if we’re to go ahead with this. To positively confirm Owens, we’ve got to come up with someone from his past—college roommate, co-worker, army buddy—someone who could ask questions only the real Owens could answer. Even with intensive background briefings, there are certain details of a man’s life that can’t be anticipated, especially if you go back far enough.” McKinley paused a moment. “I don’t like to think about it, but there’s certainly a consideration Owens could be a ringer. Find someone who looks enough like him, plastic surgery, well you both know how it works.”
Charles nodded and then said. “What about this fellow Mason he contacted in Moscow? If Mason worked with Owens, surely he could make a positive identification.”
“No, Charles. It was seven years ago, and besides, he didn’t know Owens very well. In any case, I don’t think he’d be a willing candidate.”
“Well, suppose we find such a person. What then?” Charles asked. “Even assuming Moscow will agree, won’t it mean sending an inexperienced man into a potentially dangerous situation?”
“How do you mean?” Trask asked.
“Moscow will certainly stipulate any such confirmation be made on their home ground won’t they? They’re certainly not going to let Owens just walk away while we still have Zakharov.”
McKinley allowed himself a smile. “As usual, Charles, you’re absolutely correct. We want you to find this man for us and convince him a trip to Europe would be a grand experience. With the help of our computer records of course. We’ll iron out the details after we see what we have to choose from. I can think of no one more qualified, right, John?”
Trask nodded. It was true of course. Charles Fox had recruited and run agents all over Eastern Europe under the worst conditions. His natural, persuasive charm would be perfect. People talked to Charles. Trask had seen it time after time.
“Well, it’s settled then,” McKinley said. “John will go back to Moscow and work out things there. Charles, I’ll authorize all the computer time you need starting tomorrow, but we have to work fast. We’ve pulled Owens’ file already, there isn’t much to go on, I’m afraid.” McKinley drained his glass. “In fact, what I’ve seen makes me wonder if Robert Calvin Owens even existed.”
Charles caught McKinley and Trask exchange an almost imperceptible glance.
A shared secret? I wonder, he thought.
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Here’s a sample from J.L. Abramo’s Gravesend.

 
PROLOGUE
 
1
 
Mid-January. Well past midnight. 
He moans in his sleep.
His wife tries to wake him gently; using soft, steady pressure to his shoulder. 
Her efforts interrupt a bad dream. 
Another terrible dream. 
The dreams have been recurring more frequently as more time passes since the day he lost his job. 
Bad dreams. 
Nightmares, manifesting the fear, have crowded his waking hours as well; the terror of not being able to provide for and protect his family. 
He wakes gasping for breath, for words.
“What’s wrong?” he asks, choking on the question.
“It’s Derek. He’s been vomiting all night and he’s burning up with fever,” his wife answers. “I called the doctor. He said we should rush Derek to the emergency room. He said that he would meet us there.” 
“Get the boy ready. I’ll take him over myself,” he says, throwing off the bed sheet and blanket. “You need to stay here with the baby.”
 
2
 
Coney Island Hospital is a fifteen-minute drive; there will be little traffic on the Belt Parkway at this hour. 
His wife straps the five-year-old boy into the child seat in back as he climbs behind the steering wheel of the relic they call an automobile.
“Call me.” 
“I will,” he promises, and pulls away from the curb toward the parkway entrance at 65th Street. He gazes across the underside of the Verrazano Bridge as he races past the Fourth Avenue exit. The boy has cleverly managed to free himself from the restraining belt of the child carrier.
The other car comes from out of nowhere, barreling into the right lane from the Bay Parkway entrance, smashing into his right quarter-panel. His car spins a hard ninety degrees. He desperately tries to brake, but he is unable to avoid crashing head-on into the chain-link fence separating the parkway from the service road. The impact bounces his forehead off the steering wheel. 
The boy lies on the seat beside him after hitting the dashboard on the passenger side. 
The boy is bleeding from a wide gash above the eye. 
The small body looks terribly broken.
He tries to start the car with no success. He tries to locate the other vehicle. The other driver has stepped out of the second car and is slowly walking toward them. The man suddenly stops and quickly turns away. He watches in stunned silence as the other driver climbs back into the second car, rolls slowly past them and then speeds off. 
The license plate on the BMW reads TITAN1.
He is terrified at the thought of leaving the boy there alone, but he is afraid to move the battered body. He removes his own coat and uses it to cover and protect the boy from the bitter cold. 
He viciously tears a sleeve from his own shirt and wraps it around the boy’s head, trying to slow the bleeding. He jumps from the car, runs to the exit and up to the service road. The area is dark and isolated. There are only retail businesses here, shut down for the night. He turns onto 26th Avenue and runs under the parkway toward the nearest house.
It is nearly three in the morning; he has not shaved for two days. His shirt is roughly torn. He beats on a door for help, crying that his son is hurt badly, and he needs to use a telephone. The woman on the other side of the door will not let him in. She is alone she says, her husband out of town. He pleads until he can hear footsteps moving her back into the depths of the house. He cries out after her, begging her to call for an ambulance to the scene of the accident. He looks at the house address and then turns from the door not knowing what to do, where to go. 
A yellow taxicab approaches, heading in the direction of the parkway. He waves his arms wildly, like a madman. He is becoming a madman. An off-duty sign quickly lights on the roof of the taxi as the cab speeds past him. 
The number on the rear of the cab is 4354.
His head is filling with numbers.
He runs back to the car. The boy is still breathing. He finds an old blanket in the trunk. He carefully wraps the boy, lifts the body out of the car and begins walking blindly in the direction of the hospital. 
A panel truck approaches from behind, slows briefly and then drives on. The lettering on the side of the truck reads Addams Dairy. There is a white bumper sticker on the rear with two words in bold black lettering. 
Got Milk?
His head is filling with words.
He turns to the sound of another approaching vehicle. A tow truck has stopped at his abandoned car. He reverses direction and hurries back, the boy limp in his arms.
 
3
 
The tow truck driver drops him and the boy at the emergency room entrance off Ocean Parkway. 
A nurse rushes up and grabs the boy from his arms as she shouts for a room and a doctor. 
He tries to follow, but he is held back by another nurse. 
He asks for the boy’s physician, insisting that the pediatrician was to meet them there. 
He is told that the boy’s doctor never arrived.
Ten minutes later he is informed that his son is gone. His firstborn has died. 
“We did all that we could do,” says a nurse. “The boy lost so much blood. It was too late.” 
His legs go out from under him; he is helped to his feet by the nurse and a security guard. They sit him in a chair, a glass of water appears and a young doctor quickly checks his blood pressure.
“Just sit for a few minutes,” the doctor says. “You’re going to be alright.”
“Never,” he replies.
Everything, everyone, every thought is blurred.
“Is there someone we can phone?” asks the nurse.
He looks up at the woman, trying to regain focus.
“My wife,” he says weakly. “I need a telephone. I promised her I would call.” 
 
Back to TOC
 
 





 
Here’s a sample from Terry Holland’s Chicago Shiver.
 
ONE
 
Saturday, December 6
Kailua, Oahu, Hawaii
I was coming downstairs buck naked, drying my hair from the shower, when Muhammad called from Chicago to say we had work to do.
I didn't hear the phone ringing. I saw its button blinking. I'd have heard it ring if Dickey Betts and Gregg Allman hadn't been so cranked up on the stereo that all my fuses were blowing. Lately I'd been going through my big stack of albums of the old dirt bands, trying to decide if the Allman Brothers Band was anywhere near as good as I thought when I was a stupid kid wired on cheap weed and warm beer. It was. They were the best cracker band ever.
I picked up the receiver, said, "Hold on," into the mouthpiece and laid it down on the end table. Across the room at the turntable, I waited for Chuck Leavell to finish his pounding piano solo and then toggled the lever that raised the arm and the needle and went back to the phone.
"Hello and excuse me," I said in the sudden silence to whomever was there.
Muhammad's deep voice said, "Allman Brothers."
"Their band. Duane was dead on this one. But their band."
"What was that? Jessica?"
"Yeah. From Brothers and Sisters. Surprised a man of your...uh...complexion would be so hip to redneck culture."
"And the horse you rode in on. Had a brother on drums, those boys did. Name of Jaimoe."
"That's right, they did. Had two drummers and a black guy named Jaimoe was one of them. Muhammad, was there a honkie in your woodpile?"
 
***
 
I was just in from two hours on Kailua Bay in the Boston Whaler with a crew of my three neighbors. Crew overstates it. It's a seventeen-footer with a 90-horsepower outboard Mercury, so there's neither need nor space for deck hands. Actually, they were fishing. For our dinner.
The Whaler's controls are in a center console that makes it perfect for walking the perimeter and playing a fish from anywhere. On the downside, there's no tower, so in a rolling sea it's hard to spot the bird clusters that hover above the schools. It's not deep sea fishing either; we work only the upper layer of the ocean. I ran the boat and Richie Cosopolous, Cindy Rendell, and Leanne Fitch, who live in three of my five apartments, cast lines of live bait. When Cindy boated a smallish Yellowfin Tuna--an Ahi, here in the islands--that looked no more than thirty pounds, we spent the rest of the excursion in catch and release. We don't fish for inventory, not with bounty so close at hand. With an Ahi this size, we'd have enough for our dinner and extra for our neighbors on either side.
We beached the Whaler, winched the trailer down from the tree it's cabled to, backed the boat out into the surf to float it to its rigging, and cranked and pushed the boat fifty yards up the beach and secured it to the tree. Richie and I did the Whaler work while the girls gutted and cleaned the tuna and packed it in the ice chest.
Richie said, "Harry, if we stay here 'til we get old and feeble, how'll we get the boat up the beach?"
"You'll figure out how to rig a motor to the winch."
Sam Dodson and Teresa Hanifan and their new baby Estelle were our guests for the evening. Sam and Teresa had lived here before and after their wedding, until they moved into a house with a nursery to prepare for Estelle. It was a reunion dinner and Estelle's first night out. Richie and Leanne had dates coming over, but Cindy and I didn't.
I don't know why Cindy was flying solo. All she had to do was whistle and they'd be lined up and slobbering. I, on the other hand, was in an odd spot.
Valerie was in New York working with her father, peering into each of his investments to make sure he doesn't own something that owns something that owns something that could embarrass him. That accounts for my spending so much time with old rock albums and a lot of yard work and reading. Not that the terms of our separation stipulated convents and monasteries. We'd agreed to lead unrestricted lives. We're not nuts. Or dead. And we had committed to get together in one interesting place or another for a few days every month or so. We've been doing that and it is unfailingly fabulous. Broadening even. To say nothing of the salubrious effect that getting next to Valerie Sabatino has on my sanity.
When she first left, back in April, I thought of her as just away for a while. I knew she'd settle into a nice place, not live out of her suitcase in a hotel, but I kept thinking of her not so much as living there but sort of hanging out. Passing through. Whatever that meant. But that was then. By now, it was clear. Valerie was living in New York. She had even bought a house in the Village.
I don't want to replace her. She's irreplaceable. Still, I do have an occasional urge to get laid in a meaningless sort of way. But I don't know where to find it. The meaningless part, that is. Casual sex has become the prime oxymoron. More's the pity.
So, there'd be eight for dinner. Plus Estelle.
 
***
 
Muhammad said, "Remember Jack Netherland?"
"Sportswriter for the Sun-Times."
"Yeah. He's in trouble. Real big trouble. A charge of capital murder. About a month ago he was found in bed with a dead woman. He'd been shot by her and somehow got off a 9-1-1 call before passing out. Cops had to break in. The door was dead bolted from the inside. Jack was lying on top of her and she was strangled. He's recovered from the gunshot, was real lucky with that, and now he's in the county lockup. Bail was denied. Rita, his wife, called me today and asked if I could help. I said I thought I could get you to come back and look into it."
"Who's his lawyer?"
"Guy named Ben Brill. Good reputation. Problem is he says, according to Rita, the case is a loser. He wants to plead it. Otherwise, Rita says, Brill thinks Jack's going to be looking at the death penalty. Jack insists he's innocent, refuses to plead it."
"I thought Illinois threw out capital punishment."
"Recent governor released a bunch of death row prisoners, but he couldn't rewrite the law all by himself. The threat of it's still there."
"And it's beside the point if you know you're innocent. What do you think? Is he innocent?"
"Jack and Rita are good friends. I find it pretty hard to believe he's a murderer. Serena thinks it's ridiculous. Of course, there's the wild card here. They were having sex. That changes things some. And he had a blood alcohol of point one seven, more than a little drunk."
"Polygraph?"
"Yes, and he passed it with flying colors. But...Guilty people do pass lie detectors on occasion. He's still inside."
"Is he indicted?"
"Not yet. There was a probable cause hearing."
"He have a history of running around on Rita?"
"No. She says she wouldn't swear he hadn't fooled around once or twice in fifteen years, but she says he's been a good husband and a good father and she's solid with him now."
"What do you know about the dead woman?"
"Not a lot. Thirty-three. Very attractive. Former model. Unmarried. Rita says Jack says this was their first time together. He blacked out, he says. Woke up with a knot on his head and a bullet in his chest."
"And the door locked from the inside." 
"Yes. Deadbolts. Both doors and all the windows. Can you get away?"
"Is it cold there?"
"It's December. What do you think?"
"It's not cold here."
He was quiet. I thought about telling him what a nice time we'd had on the bay today. Then I thought better of it.
"I'll leave tomorrow. There's a United non-stop that gets to O'Hare about ten tomorrow night. I'll be on it. Got a spare room?"
"Sure. I'll meet your flight."
"Don't bother with that. That's a nightmare. I'll take the train downtown and grab a cab from there. Can you email me a file on this before I go, so I can read it on the plane? Background on the woman. And Jack. Newspaper articles. Copy of the state's case. Stuff like that. From Francis."
"You'll have it."
Muhammad Ali--not that one, another one--works in a restaurant. It's to the west of Chicago's Near North side, but still an easy walk from the Drake. The restaurant is called "Serena's" after his wife, who owns it. Muhammad, who is coal black and mountainous, is front man, bookkeeper, husband, and crap catcher to the girl of his dreams, Serena, a native of Singapore, who is minuscule.
I try not to think what my life would be like today if not for them.
 
***
 
I booked first-class for the flight with an open return. It was painfully expensive, but eight hours in steerage would have been even more painful. I took the hit to my bank account as a reminder that I'd have to get a little more serious about finding someone to move into Sam and Teresa's place.
Since finding this place and the great life that comes with it, I have always rented the four units through dumb good luck. There's a fifth unit that I keep empty for Muhammad and Serena when they come--they're my partners in this investment--or for good friends on a vacation or a short term. The apartments are side-by-side, each with a small but useful kitchen, a good-sized room off that for whatever, plus a bedroom and big bath. They open to the front and rear and have big windows and a couple of skylights.
I get very good rates but it's a fair trade because of all the rest we have and share.
There's the Great Room. Valerie named it, not me. It's thirty by sixty with a high barrel-vaulted ceiling. Usually we keep its wide doorways open on both ends. A few insects wander in but the salamanders control them. I don't know what controls the salamanders. Sometimes you look up and there's one making his way across the ceiling. We coexist. It's island life. The room is full of sofas and soft chairs, a big-screen TV, a six-speaker Bose setup, a dining table that seats twelve, and an Olhausen pool table behind that. And space here and there for a little dancing.
I've created a great kitchen off the Great Room where we prepare big meals like the one we'd have this night. It has granite counter tops, a big dual-fuel Viking--eight gas-fired stove-top burners, including a continuous grate, and two electric ovens--a built-in Sub-Zero, and every appliance I ever coveted. Counter and stools for spectators and critics. Spacious and well-lit. Hell of a kitchen.
My place is on the other side of the kitchen. It's two stories. I turned the downstairs bedroom into an office and library and built a bedroom, big bath, and deck upstairs.
Beyond the Great Room there's the back lanai with our outdoor dining area and the big Jacuzzi.
The fountain in the back yard is new. Rafael Sabatino, Valerie's father, gets credit for it. Here earlier this year, he noticed my struggles with pond construction and suggested a fountain as an alternative. A month later a bronze mermaid arrived. She had plumbing any girl would be proud to call her own. Richie and I filled in the pond excavation and set up the fountain in a flower bed. Unlike most fountains, the water never pools in this one. It just empties from the mermaid's hands as she's washing her hair, spills down her body and splashes across the volcanic rocks that we've arrayed at her feet. There, where you'd expect it to pool, it sort of disappears. Richie figured out how to do it. Eventually, he'll figure out how to rig power to that winch.
I've set up a half-assed gym in the big tool shed, a couple of bags, a bench, and some free weights. And we have beautiful flowers and herbs and vegetables and six big old palms and the beach and the South Pacific and the Whaler and the outrigger canoe. We also fish from the canoe, the way the natives did centuries ago, spreading nets at night and bringing them in at sunup.
If you believe you can have too much good, healthy fun, it's probably not right for you.
Good as it is, it would fail with just one bad apple, so I keep hoping the new neighbor will show up recommended by someone I trust. And I don't trust a lot of people.
I don't solicit neighbors and I don't solicit the kind of action Muhammad just called about. There are two reasons I don't knock on doors with my hat in my hand, and the other one is I don't wear a hat.
I didn't know how long I'd be gone. I had plans to meet Valerie in New York for Christmas and one thing could lead to the other. The evening now looked like a Sam and Teresa reunion, an Estelle adoration, and an aloha to me, Harry Pines.
 
***
 
We divided responsibilities.
I'd cook two side dishes that I'd enjoyed at Mario Batali's restaurants in Manhattan when Valerie and I were there last spring. One is deep-fried potato croquettes seasoned with parmigiano reggiano that I'd been served at Babbo, and the other, from Esca, is a well-flavored green bean thing called Fagiolini in Padella.
Leanne said she'd grill the tuna on the big Weber we keep on the back lanai, using a rub of garlic, rosemary, lemon zest, parsley, and extra virgin olive oil. Richie does great vichyssoise and we'd open with that. Cindy would have hostess duties, selecting the wine, entertaining the guests while we prepared the meal, and earning the seat at the head of the table. I know it sounds like grown-ups acting like college kids, but what the hell. 
Leanne, who is on the music faculty at Chaminade University in Honolulu, has been teaching me the clarinet for about a year. When I began to express guilt a few months back about the donation of her professional time, she suggested a trade.
"Teach me to cook," she said.
"You can cook."
"I mean a big meal full of dazzling recipes for a lot of people."
"I'd be swapping amateur instruction for professional."
"Not so. You used to cook at Serena's."
"But not as the chef. That's her. I was kitchen flunky."
"Modesty bores me. And you don't do it well. Teach me to cook."
"Okay." We were in the front room of my apartment, finishing a lesson. "Let's visit the scene of the crime." We walked the thirty feet to the communal kitchen.
"To begin," I said, "fill a stock pot half full and bring it to a low steady boil."
"Okay. Why?"
"It's like in those old Western movies where the baby's about to come and they get the daddy out of the way by telling him to go boil some water. It's like that. And, you never know, it might come in handy. Maybe you'll want to throw bones or trimmings or something in there to make a stock. Might want pasta."
"Makes perfectly good sense to me."
"Then there're these things to remember before you chop your first onion.
"Get your hair out of the game. I think a ponytail'd work for you. Or a bun. Like you wear it when you go to school."
"Not one of those big hats?"
"Maybe for Halloween. Get an apron, a plain, belted apron without the bib. White is best. Long is good. No flowers or pictures, no cute quotes. Keep a towel tucked in the waistband." Mine was on a hook and I used it as a demo. "The skirt of the apron and the towel're what you mostly use for grabbing hot things. Williams-Sonoma sells cute quilted mittens, but you can't use them for a little thing, the lip of something. Get a smock, or a shirt you can spare to the cause. Nothing too baggy, sleeves not quite to the wrist. Comfortable rubber-soled shoes you don't worry about if things spill on them. Mine are slip-ons," I pointed to them on the floor by the door, "so when I leave the kitchen I can leave them behind."
I slow-walked the room, proprietarily.
"Survey your domain. Learn where everything is so when you need it, you just reach for it. Pots, pans, all the skillets, all the knives, all the ladles and spoons and scoops. Everything. If it's not there when you reach for it, you are entitled to kill whoever moved it."
"I think that should be whomever," she said.
"No. Here's the rule on that. Always use whichever form makes you feel good."
"Okay. Good rule. Easy to remember."
I took one of the cookbooks from the rack beside the refrigerator and flourished it. I said, "Read the recipe." There's an obnoxious pedagogue living within me. "Study it. Understand what it's all about. So you're not just proceeding step-by-step but actually creating something."
Leanne saluted a little sarcastically, getting into the spirit of the diatribe.
"Then put the recipe aside. It's a concept, not a road map. Somebody else's proportions aren't as important as your own taste buds. Cook with an attitude. Invade the food. Touch it, taste it, listen to it cook.
"Above all is ingredients. Use only the best. Only the freshest. Grown nearby, too, if you can find it. Substitute something fresh or home grown for what's called for in the recipe every time."
She said, "Don't think because I'm not writing this down, I'm not taking it very seriously."
"You better be. Now, that's what you do before you begin. After that comes the fun part. Preparation and cooking. We'll partner on that for a few weeks. You'll be my apprentice. I'll abuse you."
At that she laid down a lascivious little moan.
Watching us one day at our work, moving around the kitchen, subconsciously anticipating each other's positions, Cindy said, "Fred and Ginger. Together again."
"What do you do about picky eaters?" Leanne asked me one day.
"End the relationship."
Cooking with Leanne Fitch has taught me it's a good thing for a man to work closely with a woman he's not trying to take to bed, especially if the woman looks as good as she does.
 
***
 
Estelle's requirements, as expected, brought the evening to an early end. Richie and Leanne and their dates had tickets for the Norah Jones concert on the other side in the Waikiki Shell at the foot of Diamond Head. They were running late, so Cindy said she and I would tidy up. She said, "You kids go on and have fun. Your dad and I'll do the dishes. And don't stay out too late."
In the kitchen, finishing up, she said, "I've got something in mind."
"That's a good sign."
"Yeah. It is. I'm thinking about layin' up in the Jacuzzi with a bottle of wine and something nifty on the stereo. And I'm interested in company. Not generic company, either. I was thinking of you." And gave me a big girl look.
Cindy's a big girl in every sense but the literal. Or, to be specific, the vertical. She's just a few inches over five feet. I met her nearly two years ago when she drove in to check out the work we were doing on the place. She's a flight attendant, for United, and, planning to relocate her base from San Francisco to Honolulu, had heard about my piece of paradise through one of those hearsay linkages that makes you glad it's not admissible in court.
She moved in while the work was going on around her, just as I had.
One day back then she strolled up to me as I was struggling with something in the yard, maybe the wrought iron sections of the back fence that protect my flower beds. I was stripped to the waist and drenched in sweat. She was wearing shorts and a skimpy tank top that stopped way short of her belly button. She carried a pitcher of lemonade and two plastic glasses.
She said, "Damn, you look good. Take a break." And sat down on the lawn in the lotus position and poured the lemonade. I joined her. I looked at her crotch, I couldn't help it, and then the rest of her. Light brown hair streaked with blond and worn to her shoulders. Green eyes full of mischief. And a mouth that's always just coming off a sensual little smile or working up to one. And I thought how good it was to be alive.
She took a big drink and said, "A little business?" It was a question. I nodded. "Here's the thing, Harry. I've got the strongest sex drive any girl was ever born with. No kiddin'. I'm a walking orgasm. If there was anything to that bullshit about nymphomania, I'd be the poster girl. Okay? Take my word for it. In fact, you're gonna have to take my word for it. That's what we're talking about. I want you to know I've been wondering if I oughtta come out here and tell you I'm not gonna live here, I'm gonna live someplace else, just so I can fuck your ears off every time I take a notion. Because, dumb as I can be sometimes, I'm not gonna be dumb enough to live here in this lovely place and carry on with you at the same time. That would be world-class stupid. So, I've been thinking I'd come out here and tell you I'm clearing out, moving on, so, what the hell, let's go to the nearest soft place and get it on."
She paused and took another drink, holding her hand up, palm out, to let me know she had more to say and it wasn't yet my turn to talk. She lowered the glass, wiggled her butt into the lawn, and said, "And I think it would be the heroin of sex. Addictive. I do. I really do. Ohhh, I tremble just thinkin' about it. But I've come to my senses. I keep looking around at what you're doing here, what this place is going to look like when you're finished, and I keep noticing what kind of a fine guy you are, a really good guy, and I think, Cindy, this place can be your home if you'll just let this hunk here be a damn good friend and nothing else. So that's what I've decided. And I thought you ought to be the first, the second counting me, the second person to know. Harry Pines, you are off limits for me and I'm off limits for you. Until and unless one of us takes up residence someplace else. Understood?"
I wiped sweat from my face and said, "Cindy, you're evicted."
She dumped her lemonade in my lap.
 
***
 
In the kitchen, wiping the counters clean, I considered her Jacuzzi proposition. I figured it was innocent, devoid of any carnal agenda, but I thought, what the hell, she's good company and a great friend, and decided to go along with it anyway. I said, "Okay. But first I'm going to take a long walk on the beach with a Dominican Cohiba."
"Won't bother me if you smoke it in the Jacuzzi," she said.
"I've tried that. It gets soggy."
A while later, when I came in from the beach I saw low lights spilling from the Great Room onto the back lanai and heard Diana Krall singing "I Love You Just The Way You Are" and got jealous of Elvis Costello all over again. I crossed the yard and took the three steps up to the lanai and heard Cindy, off to my left, say, in a low, throaty voice, "Hey, Batman."
She was in the Jacuzzi, leaning against the back side of it, her arms spread along the ledge, a wine glass by one hand, a wine bottle by the other, and her glorious breasts floating unadorned in warm bubbles below a smile that said I bet you never saw anything much better than this your whole life long.
I took a slow admiring look and ended up on her eyes. I said, "Can you keep a secret?"
"Sure."
"I'm only human."
"Good. Can you keep one?"
"Sure."
"Then no one'll ever know."
"What about that heroin thing?"
"You'll have to sweat it out."
"No, I'm worried about you."
She giggled. She slid her hands into the water and wiggled and came up with the bottom of the missing top, tossed it aside. "See what's there on the table?" It was an empty wine glass. She raised the bottle. I unbuttoned my shirt and let it fall, loosened the drawstring on my shorts and dropped them at my feet, and got rid of my Ralphs and my shoes. I took the glass, stepped into the water and waded across to the bottle. She filled my glass. She put the bottle down, dipped her finger in her wine, and touched it to the end of my pecker which, having a mind of its own, didn't need the encouragement.
She raised her glass to mine, said, "To a long overdue indulgence." I drank mine empty in one long swallow. She laughed and did the same. I lowered into the water. She took my glass from me and put it, and hers, on the ledge. She reached her hands behind my head, took my neck in two strong palms, and pulled my face to hers. With her mouth an inch from mine, she said, "Here's the deal, Harry. I love you and you love me. Friends don't get better than us. But we're never going to couple up. Never. Trust me on that. Women know that kind of thing. This might happen again and it might not. I think maybe eighty-twenty against, probably more like ninety-ten. But either way it's not going to interfere with anything more important for either of us. Anything. Can you handle it?"
"Shut up," I explained.
With our faces still close, I ran my thumbs along the soft inside of her thighs to the crease where they met her torso and played there. After a minute, I worked my thumbs gently on her vagina, spread it open and dawdled some more. Then I slid just slightly inside her. She sighed and brought her lips even closer to mine, still not touching, and said, "I want to get fucked without getting kissed."
We scarcely moved our bodies for longer than I would have thought possible, brought each other to climax with grips and grasps and muscle stunts, stared in each other's eyes and didn't kiss. When she came, she shuddered over and over and drool appeared at the side of her mouth and I lapped it up it with my tongue and then her chin fell to her chest and I kissed the top of her head.
She expelled me with a little squeeze, took a deep breath and stood up. She gathered her suit and the wine bottle in one hand, said, "Bring the glasses," and grabbed a good hold of the hair on the top of my head and pulled me up. We went up the back stairs to my balcony and to my bedroom.
We slept now and then, I'm sure, because I remember dreaming. But not for long. Seems to me a little twice-thinking's a good idea before going to the mattress but, once there, I'm big on reckless abandon. So was Cindy.
When the sun crept in, she said, "I'm ruined, Harry. I need to sleep now. And you've got a flight to catch."
She rolled over and fell asleep and I got up. In the shower I thought about consequences and then decided I'd let Cindy be the exception that proves the prime oxymoron. 
 
TWO
 
Sunday, December 7
A loft in Chicago
When we made altitude, I opened my PowerBook to read the files Muhammad had asked Francis to prepare and pass on.
I can get pretty feisty about my civil liberties, especially my privacy. Neither you nor any pretense of a well-intentioned government has the right to know my business. That's what we said when we defied George III at Yorktown and that's what I said to George II, no matter how many terrorist attacks we endure. The trouble with trading privacy for security is you can't get delivery on the back end. Our government can't make us safe from terrorists, not the way they operate. No government can. Besides, fear never killed anybody. Ignoring it's what kills you.
But the issue is, as the legal scholars would say, moot. Our privacy is long gone.
We have filled out too many forms, answered too many questions, and used too much plastic as we've gone about our business. Then we developed the digitized electronic community called the Internet and it became the depository for all that information. Thousands of people have the skills to peer in, peel back the curtains, and extract it. I have but to pay the piper and you stand naked before me. Metaphorically.
Francis Beauchamp is my piper, and I use him without a second thought whenever I'm working. Long ago I stopped pondering the morality of what I do and how I get it done. I know I have no right to invade the privacy of the people arrayed before me. But I also know that I can, and so I do. I use what I learn to beat up the bad ones and protect the good ones. And who gets to decide who's good and who's bad? Me. I'm Solomon. Spare me the scolding.
The subject of my most recent invasion at Francis's hands is dead, so the debate is all the more pointless. Her name was Erica Rose Conway, known in her modeling years as Erica Rose. She grew up an only child in Springfield, the Illinois capitol city, attended Lanphier High School where she was Homecoming Queen and voted Most Likely to Become a Movie Star. She spent three years at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, reprising her role as Homecoming Queen. Not much of a student apparently, but strong in other areas.
At 21, she got a modeling contract that took her to Chicago where she made a lot of local and regional covers and did runway work and advertising layouts. Modeling at that level is long on glamour but short on money. It provides a living somewhere between meager and modest, and it's heavily burdened with the cost of keeping up appearances.
After six years of that, which was interrupted by a year in Los Angeles that didn't make her a movie star, Erica took a real job, but probably one that continued to play to her strength of stopping men dead in their tracks. She was hired as Special Promotions Director by a company called StarChains. The company signed contracts with rising stars in sports and entertainment and, when their trajectory was just right, opened themed restaurants playing off their status. It wasn't clear, according to Francis, precisely what Erica's corporate duties were, but I'm sure it had something to do with drawing a crowd.
The StarChains founder, I knew apart from Francis, was Illinois Governor Michael Stratton. I remembered that Stratton sold his stake in StarChains for something like $300 million before he got into politics. I was still working in Chicago at Serena's back then, a year or two before I hit the Del Mar Pick Six that I used to buy my share of paradise on Kailua Bay. As I read this at 38,000 feet over the Pacific, Stratton was three years into his term as governor and talked about as a possible presidential contender. He had the essentials: money, ambition, good looks, and no inconvenient scruples. What else matters?
Erica Conway left StarChains when the sale went through and walked away with what Francis discovered was a $400,000 lump sum payment; kind of a big parachute, I thought, for her length of service and title, but I don't know much about that kind of thing. Maybe she'd made powerful friends. And, with no evidence of a job, she continued to deposit $10,000 on the first of every month for the next two-plus years. It dropped to $7,500 six months before she died. The last deposit was October 1st. None was made in November. She died on the 3rd of November, a Monday, in her million dollar condo on Chicago's Gold Coast. 
The accused, Jack Netherland, had been promoted from Sun-Times sports reporter to sports columnist since I was there. Columnist is the kind of job that brings opportunities for exposure, and income, on the many sports talk shows that cable television and radio consume. He had also found the time to write a book called "Rich Men and Their Sweat-Soaked Toys," a profile of twelve owners of major sports franchises. It sold about 30,000 copies, according to Francis, which added to Jack's stature as well as to his bank balance.
Jack had written about sports beginning in high school at Winnetka's New Trier and through college at Notre Dame. After Notre Dame, the Sun-Times hired him and he'd been there ever since. He married Rita Norman fifteen years ago and they have a 14-year-old son named John Norman. Jack Netherland lived the American Dream until, at the age of 39, he ended up in bed with dead Erica Rose Conway behind doors and windows locked from the inside.
I closed the laptop and closed my eyes. I wondered what would go through the mind of a woman in her early thirties for whom great beauty, and whatever personality she had as an accessory, had been the sustaining attribute of her life. It would be scary. She'd notice the next set coming along behind her, the girls she had been ten years before, and she would have to know that unless she could change the fundamental structure of her life, her hand was a loser. Maybe not now, maybe, if she were clever, not for years to come, but inevitably she would begin to lose and, ultimately, never win again.
It would get her attention. It might even get her killed.
 
***
 
The flight was full of Chicagoans returning from vacation and as we disembarked at O'Hare a waiting throng met us with cameras and happy faces. I even got my picture taken by a pretty blond woman who smiled at me like she thought I was cute. Ah, affirmation.
That night, at Muhammad and Serena's big brownstone in Old Town, after I unpacked, we sat around a roaring fire getting caught up. Serena insisted that Jack Netherland was innocent.
"Don't think of me as an emotional woman protecting a good friend when I say this, Harry," she said. "Think of me as in harmony with the cosmos. Jack is innocent. Convict him of adultery and stupidity and put him in one of those public stockades where we can all walk past and spit in his eye and slap his silly face. But he's no killer.
"He was drunk and, they say, you know what alcohol does to a person. Well, yes, I do know. Alcohol doesn't make a good man into a bad man, no matter the fable of Jekyll and Hyde. Alcohol doesn't change you. It releases you. It exaggerates your reality. If Jack had been full of pain and hate and violence, then getting drunk could have made him a murderer. But he was not! He was a happy man. He just got one of those things you idiots get when a woman tells you lies. You are putty in our hands, Harry. If any one of us wants to take any one of you to bed, you're there, mister. We know that! We all know that. That's why we check up on you so much. You're stupid little boys 'til the day you die and we're your grownups.
"Jack was probably slobbering all over himself climbing into bed with that woman, but the last thing on God's earth he would have done is kill her. If she'd passed out, he'd have walked her around the room for hours with only one thought in mind. Getting her back in bed!"
I think it's fair to call that insisting.
 
***
 
Monday, December 8
On Sunday, in nearly nine hours in an aluminum tube, I crossed too many time zones, inhaled too much synthetic air, and got too little exercise. Drank some, too. And slept too little the night before. And when you fly a long way from left to right, jet lag is ten times worse than right to left. I'm sure there's a perfectly good explanation for that, but Monday morning, feeling like a bar rag, I was in no mood to think about it.
Besides, it was cold.
Serena served croissants with honey and Red Eye coffee. Rita Netherland came over to talk about the case. The effect of the coffee and the force field of Rita brought me out of it. I started to come around.
A woman standing tall for her man compels respect. And more, it made Rita seriously appealing. Her black hair, cobalt eyes, and great facial bones were part of it, plus she's comfortable with the way her girl's body has matured into a woman's.
But there's more to sex appeal than that. I'm as shallow as the next guy, although I may be a little more inclined to grade on the curve. I like women who look good, smell good, and sound good. When they sound good--and I'm talking about content as much as tone--there's a better chance whatever might happen will be almost as much fun standing up as lying down. But none of it works for me unless she has an attitude that says I enjoy being ornamental, but if you want to push it, I can go long. And deep. Rita had that quality. Valerie has it in spades. Serena, too. Women don't have to be young to be a turn-on. It's probably easier if they're not. Maybe attitude's the wrong word. Maybe it's wisdom.
"Do you want to know anything about me?" I asked Rita. "Since you've only previously known me as a waiter and a busboy."
"No. Muhammad's word is good enough for me. I would like to hear that you won't be divided."
"Divided? Where does that come from?"
"I think Ben Brill may be divided. Awfully busy, for one. Self-protective, for another. Of his reputation, I mean. His batting average."
"How did you happen to hire him?"
"Jack's publisher recommended him. They've set up a defense fund at the paper to help with the cost."
"So, you weren't really in a position to turn down the lawyer he suggested."
"No, I wasn't. But he has a good reputation."
"Does he know you've hired me?"
"Not you specifically. But I met with him last week and told him I was thinking about hiring someone to investigate this...more aggressively. It didn't go down well. He said if I wanted a private eye, he'd hire one. I told him to think of me as someone who'd just had a diagnosis of terminal cancer and thought why not get a second opinion. An independent opinion. He was not happy about it."
"I guess not. Well, I'm not divided. And I won't be deterred. I'll make waves, cause trouble, piss people off. But for only one purpose. Finding out what really happened. If I conclude that Jack really did it just as they say, I'll tell you that. But this woman lived her life in rare air. Almost certainly there were other people much more likely to be threats to her safety and her life than Jack. I'll start by finding those people. And Serena makes a pretty convincing case for his innocence based on what she knows about human nature. The male version."
"What do you charge?"
"Expenses, of course. And they'll be several thousand dollars at least. Could be more. We work with a talented man who does research and he's not cheap. But he's very good and worth it. I won't hesitate to spend money if I think it'll help. And I won't ask your permission. As for my fee, let's wait a day or two on that. Let me see what's out there. You get Muhammad as part of the deal, by the way. We're a twofer."
"I thought you'd want to see Jack, so I've arranged for that. They'll bring him to you this morning."
"Good. And I'll want to see Ben Brill."
"Today?"
"I'm not sure. Today or tomorrow. Just give him my name and tell him I'll be by."
"Okay."
We swapped cell phone numbers and I got up to leave.
"Take the Land Cruiser," Muhammad said.
"I'd rather cab it. Thanks."
"You won't find one here. Probably have to go over to LaSalle and maybe a few blocks south."
"And, boy, do I need the fresh air and exercise."
Rita took my hand in both of hers and locked her bottomless blues on me. "Serena's right, Harry. He didn't do this. I don't care how much money you spend or who you piss off or how much trouble you cause. Just get me my life back."
 
***
 
Old Town is handy to the restaurant and most everything else to the north all the way up to Wrigley. The Cook County Jail, however, is south, way south, near Cicero.
I played lucky on the cab and unlucky on the fresh air and exercise. I wasn't more than twenty feet down the sidewalk when a green cab appeared in my peripheral vision.
I told the driver where I was going and said, "It's off the Stevenson at..." when he interrupted me to say, "I know where it is, man. I know how to get in it, and I know how to get out of it."
"Yeah? How do you get out of it?"
"Serve your time or beat the rap."
As jails go, it's a lot more than the image the word usually brings to mind. Most penitentiaries are smaller. On their web site, which I was viewing as I rode, they say it's the "Cook County Department of Corrections AKA Cook County Jail." It's the "largest single-site county pre-detention facility in the United States. Primarily holding pre-trial offenders, the Department admitted 86,110 detainees in 2006 and averaged a daily population of approximately 9,000."
I could overlook the clumsy gerund as bureaucracy-speak, but is "pre-trial offender" an optimistic opinion or a presumption of guilt? Also, it seems like it ought to say "pre-detention or pre-release facility," but maybe everybody they lock up is guilty. Ed Meese always thought so. I took a "virtual tour," a slide show of cells and wall-mounted steel bunks and toilets and long corridors and steel doors and ugly buildings and I remembered, and heard in my head, all the sounds associated with all of it.
A good while back I spent forty months in the Federal Correctional Institution in the Los Angeles Harbor that they call Terminal Island. It had an average daily population of slightly less than 1,000 and it seemed pretty damned big to me. The Cook County Jail was ten times TI.
Rita told me Jack was housed in the Cermak Health Services Facility until his recuperation from the gunshot was complete. Then he'd probably be transferred to one of the two maximum security facilities--Division 10 and Division 11--and held there until his trial. Cermak is Division 8.
"You know which building is the Cermak Health Services Facility?" I asked the driver.
"Yeah. The hospital. I been there. That where you want to go?"
"Yeah."
"How long you gonna be? I'll come back for you."
"Great. Give me an hour. I appreciate it."
"Me, too. Not too many fares out that way. I'll have some coffee, read the paper."
I waited for Jack in a small room with glass walls that would let us talk in private while they watched him. I stood as he was led in. He wore leg irons and a connecting chain. His right arm was in a harness holding it close to his chest so I reached for his left and said, "I'm Harry Pines. I used to wait on you at Serena's."
"I remember. What a role reversal." He smiled at the irony. We sat in metal chairs on opposite sides of a metal table. He was about five-ten and looked in decent shape. Nice face, open and trusting. Good brown eyes. Thick curly hair, brown with red tints, a little gray around the ears. Orange jailhouse coveralls.
"Rita hired me."
"I know. She says Muhammad says you won't dog it."
"That's right. I won't. Tell me about it. I've done some research on the woman. Start with how you met her."
He sighed. "A Bears game. Late in October. They played the Packers at Lambeau. I filed my column and went to a post-game party. I felt like I deserved a little party because it was a damn good column and I nailed it quick. I heard it was gonna be a pretty hot party. The governors of both states, the owners of both clubs, both coaches, players and heavy people. Lots of beautiful women.
"I got myself a drink and strolled around, checking things out and this great looking woman walks right up to me with a big smile. I thought she surely must be looking at somebody just behind me, so I turned around to see who the lucky guy was and she said, 'Jack Netherland. Your picture doesn't do you justice.' First time I've ever heard that. Most people ask me how much I paid the retoucher. Have you seen pictures of her?"
"Yes."
"Then you know."
"Yes."
"We talked for...I don't know...a few minutes. She had an electrifying effect on me. Just one of those women who looks at a man like all the secrets of the universe are right here in our hands. The world is ours. I asked if she was a movie star. She said if she was a movie star I wouldn't have to ask if she was a movie star, would I? Fucking with me. So, where is he, I said. Who? The guy lucky enough to bring you here and dumb enough to let you wander off. 'Oh, he's around here someplace,' she said. 'Acting important.' Is it an act, I said, or is he important. She gave me a sly smile and said, 'Both. It's an act and he's really important.' And then she said she had to go but it was just great meeting me and she knew we'd meet again. And off she went. I didn't get her name.
"I've been happily married to a very beautiful woman for sixteen years, but I haven't led a sheltered life. I've been around. Met some movie stars, in fact. But this woman, that moment, was unforgettable."
"And you didn't see her with a man? Or with anybody?"
"No. She sort of melted into the crowd. A guy I know came up and started talking to me and...she was gone." He paused. "The next week...You know what the Breeders' Cup is?"
"I'm a big fan."
"Yeah? Then you know they had it here last month. At Arlington."
"I was in town for it." That weekend Muhammad and Serena put together a twenty-first birthday party for their son, Randy, that included the Breeders' Cup on Saturday and a Redskins-Bears game Sunday at Soldiers Field. Valerie flew in from New York to join the festivities and...it was good. 
Jack said, "Another party. After the Classic. I walked in and stood still for a minute, you know, like you do when you want to check things out. Scanned the room slowly from one end to the other and, bang, there she was, looking right at me with that smile, like she'd been waiting for me to see her seeing me. I fucked with her...Geez, I must sound like an adolescent, for Christ's sake, going on about this woman."
"I want to hear the whole thing, Jack. I don't understand women any more than the next guy but I understand what they can do. I want all the detail. Don't leave anything out."
He sighed. "Okay. I was saying I fucked with her by turning around like I had the first time we met to see the guy she surely must be looking at, it couldn't've been me. And when I looked back, she was pointing her finger at me like, baby, it's you. And just curled it and summoned me and I went to her with what must have been the moron smile of the century on my face.
"We rapped some more. It wasn't like we were hitting on each other. It was like we'd gone beyond that without ever going to it. It was like we were...I don't know...two mischievous kids in a treehouse, only full grown kids and there's a bed in there and we know we're going to get in it when we get good and ready and it's going to be beyond the experience of mere mortals.
"'Is he here?' I asked her. And she just smiled like what if he is and who gives a shit. And all of a sudden, there's like this evacuation. The room half empties, including all the power. She looks over my shoulder and nods and kisses me on the cheek and says, 'I'll call you. I really will.' And disappears. Still don't know her name.
"But I couldn't get her out of my head. Rita must have thought what the hell's going on when I got home that night. I was completely preoccupied with dreams of wild sex with another woman whose name I don't know and may never see again. It's not an if thing, either. I was committed to it. Nothing could have turned me. Were you ever that nuts about the wrong woman?"
"Yes. Knowing it's the wrong one is the best part of it."
"Thanks. Hearing that helps some." He gathered himself. "So Monday late I'm at my desk and the phone rings and she says, 'It's Erica.' 'Hello, Erica,' I said. 'No,' she said, 'I mean that's my name. Erica.' 'Hello, Erica,' I said...You sure you want to hear this?"
"The truth? It's a pleasure listening to you talk, describe things. I'm sorry to say I'm sort of enjoying this."
"'I know a quiet little bar where we could have a drink if you can get away,' she says. Well, you can imagine how fast I got there. She has, had, this erotic way of moving, standing or sitting, sort of in constant slow motion, fluid, like she's feeling herself inside her clothes and knowing the effect she's having on you. I had a couple of drinks, maybe three, and my head is just swimming with gin and desire. She leaned across the table and said, 'Let's go to my place. It's not far. And afterwards, I want to tell you something about my important friend. Show you something, too. You'll love it. You will.' 'What part of it will I love?' I said. She said, 'All of it, Jack. You're going to love all of it.'
"We started after each other in the cab, hands everywhere, smothering each other. At her place, I threw a twenty to the driver for an eight dollar fare so I wouldn't have to wait for change and we stumbled through the lobby of her building, got in the elevator and damn near undressed in there. Upstairs, she unlocks the door and we go in and just stagger out of our clothes, tossing them aside while we're stumbling to her bedroom. I was in full frenzy. Then we're in bed and I looked at her beneath me and she was incredibly beautiful and I entered her and I thought I was going to die and it would be just fine if I did and I blacked out."
He paused. I looked at him.
"Blacked out? What does that mean?"
"Well, just that. Now, I know I got hit in the head, but when it happened I just went from awake to unconscious in a blink. When I came to...I don't have any idea how long I was out...I'm bleeding from my chest, my shoulder, and she's lying there beneath me covered in my blood and I knew immediately she was dead. Her arm, her right arm, is splayed out to the side over the edge of the bed and there's a gun on the floor below her hand. I reached for the phone beside her bed and dialed 9-1-1 and...well, on the tape I heard later, I said, mumbled, 'I've been shot. A woman's dead. Come quick.' And passed out again. I left the phone off the hook, thank God, or I guess they wouldn't have known where we were. Next thing I know the room's full of cops and EMTs and...now, I'm here."
"Do you remember her throwing the deadbolt when she closed the door?"
"I don't even remember her closing the door. Seems like maybe she just slammed it and we started ripping our clothes off, but I don't remember. Not literally."
"At the bar, when you settled in, did she talk about herself? You know, that get-acquainted kind of thing?"
"Only mysteriously. Vaguely. I remember she said she was from downstate. Came to Chicago to model. Had a great job once, doing promotions, for StarChains. Like she was holding back on the details or they just didn't matter, and the truth is, they didn't. Not to me. Any question I asked her was just to close the deal. I wasn't interested in the answers. Some reporter, huh?"
"Did she mention the name of any other person?"
"Only Rita's. She said she knew I was happily married, knew her name was Rita, and I didn't have to worry about...about her wanting to cause me that kind of trouble. I've replayed all of it in my head a hundred times. What else have I got to do in here? And I can't give you anything to work on. Couldn't give Ben Brill anything either. The fact is, Harry, I don't even know that I didn't kill her. Other than why would I?"
"Well, you might have killed her if she pulled a gun and shot you."
"I suppose. But why would she pull a gun? And how'd I get that knot on my head?"
"Where was that knot?"
"Right here, behind my ear. On this bone." He reached awkwardly with his left hand around the back of his head and tapped himself behind his right ear.
"They're going to say if there was a knot, she hit you with the gun. But I don't see how she could hit you on that side of your head if she was right-handed."
"And that's not the case. When I blacked out, she was fucking me crazy, her head back, her eyes closed, just moaning. At the moment when I blacked out, there was no gun in her hand and all her intentions were...just sex."
"Why you, Jack? You thought about that?"
A small, rueful smile appeared. "Yeah. When it was happening, of course, I thought it was because I was the hottest thing she'd ever seen. Funny how easy it is to believe your own bullshit, isn't it? But that doesn't add up. I'm not revolting, but I'm not that guy. No, it's because I'm Jack Netherland, the newspaper guy. It's the newspaper thing and what she was going to show me about her boyfriend. That's why me. I know it. Remember, I said she said she didn't want to cause me any trouble with Rita? I remember it exactly. She said, 'You don't have to worry about me causing you that kind of trouble.' Hit 'that' kind of hard. I think that came from her subconscious because she was planning to tell me something about her boyfriend and she knew trouble might come from that. If that makes any sense and I think it does."
"I understand you passed the polygraph."
"Yeah. Why wouldn't I? I'm innocent. Rita had a hell of time getting Ben Brill to insist on my taking it. He told her I'd fail it and make things worse, or if somehow I passed, they wouldn't believe it anyhow. But she insisted and Brill finally went along."
"Tell me about Brill. Your impressions."
He sighed. "Big time guy by any objective standards. Thing is, after spending my life as a reporter trying to be objective, I don't have much faith in the concept. Objective standards can easily become a way of avoiding thinking about a thing. He says my goose is cooked. Case is air-tight. Not a leg to stand on. So, he wants to plead it. He says if they get me in court, fucking around on my wife, dead drunk, and have to haul out their expensive ammo to take me down, they'll take me way down. He says I'll get the death penalty."
"Must be a real comfort having a guy like that in your corner."
"Yeah. Except I can't be sure he's not right. But for now, maybe all the way, I'm not going there. I didn't kill her and I'll make my stand on that."
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