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Do you know one of the things I share with readers like you? 




A love of crime fiction. (I’m assuming you at least like crime fiction because, well, you’re reading this crime fiction novel I wrote.)




That’s why, once a month, I send out an email newsletter highlighting crime fiction and true crime books, articles, authors, shows, podcasts, etc. 




There’s so much good stuff out there, and I think you it would be a crime for you to miss out on the best of it. 




Plus, I also send details on my new releases, special offers and other news relating to my books and writing life—including when a new Billy Keene book is available. 




(In carnival barker voice) But wait, there’s more!




If you sign up for my email list, I’ll give you one of my award-winning short crime stories and the novella prequel to The Billy Keene Stories. 




For details on my email newsletter, your free short story, your free crime novella and to get your copies today, please see the section at the back of this book labeled, “New Billy Keene Books.”




— Chad

























The Grifted Girl




Chad Sanborn


One







Dale Longnecker slouching in the dark cab of his truck. Watching the Dole’s farmhouse up the road. Betting tonight will be the night. 

Wishing old man Dole would get his ass in gear and haul out his trash. That way Dale could get on with what he’d come out here to do on this cold February evening. 

Then Dale scolding himself. For chrissakes, cut the man a little slack. Lost his wife not two weeks ago.

Still, Dale was pretty sure tonight would be the night.

Naomi Dole wasn’t old at all. Only sixty-two. Dale knowing firsthand that cancer didn't give two shit how old a person is. 

An image of Dale’s own dead father flashing through his mind. Cigarette dangling from the crook of his mouth. Skinny arms, like Dale’s, sticking out of a white T-shirt smeared with grease. His old man wrenching on the fifty-seven Chevy that had been his dad's one true love.

Dale yanking himself back to the present. 

Had been a little more than a week since Dale, conducting his business research, read in the newspaper funeral notices that Naomi had passed on.

Right then, Dale immediately started the clock on the Doles.

He’d been scavenging pills long enough to know he’d have to wait about a week after the funeral before pilfering their garbage. That was about the soonest a person could get far enough through their sorrow to begin cleaning house. 

So a week after seeing Naomi’s funeral notice, Dale went to work. Three nights now he’d been watching their big stone house. 

Dale thinking the old man better toss out her meds soon. Otherwise, it wouldn’t matter how many pills he finds in the bottles—it won’t come out to much more than minimum wage when factoring in all the hours Dale had put in on the job.

A floodlight on the side of the house kicked on, sending Dale’s pulse racing. The garage door yawning open.

Harlan Dole, a large plastic trash bag in each hand, walked out of the garage. Heading around the side of the house facing Dale. Dale watching the man all the way out back to his burn barrel.

Harlan dropping one trash bag, then the other, into the barrel. Harlan standing slump-shouldered and motionless. Staring down into the barrel.

Dale feeling bad for the poor guy. Must feel like tossing the first shovelful of dirt on her grave all over again. 

Harlan looking up into the glittering heavens before trudging back into his empty house.

Dale giving it a long minute. Part silent respect, part making sure the coast was clear. After what felt like a sufficient moment of silence, Dale sliding out of his truck. 

The cold stinging his eyes and nostrils. Dale slinking along the side of the asphalt road. Stepping down one side of the ditch and up the other. A quick look around before climbing through the wire fence and onto the Dole property.

Keeping low, trotting toward the burn barrel. Wanting to get there before the motion-sensing light on the side of the house shut off. Didn’t want it kicking back on, giving Harlan a reason to check outside.

Dale peering into the burn barrel. The smell of old smoke and rust hitting him in the face. Pulling out the two garbage bags before sneaking back across the big yard to his truck up on the road.

Quietly placing the bags of trash in the bed of his truck. Considering both. An owl hooting somewhere off in the night. Probably after some desperate critter, Dale thought.

Dale first lifting the bag on the right. Giving it a light shake. Listening for the tell-tale rattle of pills in plastic bottles. Hearing nothing.

Giving it another shake to be sure. Still nothing.

Setting down the bag, picking up the other. Giving it a light shake.

There it is, that rattlesnake sound. 

Using his teeth, yanking off one glove. His fingernails tearing into the plastic skin of the bag.

His movements causing the pills to rattle. Dale’s bare hand boring through the guts of the trash. Slimy banana peels. Damp coffee filters full of grinds. Egg shells. All manner of slick, gooey kitchen waste.

At last, Dale’s locating a pill bottle. Felt papery, though. Probably in a paper sack. 

Dale’s fingertips following the contours of the sack. Once he had it fully in his grasp, pulling it toward him. Working gently, slowly. Until finally his hand and the white paper sack emerged like a newborn from the bag. 

Holding the white paper sack up against the stars to get a better look at it. Looked to be four or five bottles of meds in the bag, all full. Naomi must have gotten her prescriptions filled right before she kicked. 

Didn’t do her much good but would do Dale just fine.

For a second Dale considered rifling through the sack’s content right there beside the road, see what all he’d scored. Instead, deciding it was best to get the hell out of there. He’d take inventory later.

Dale standing up and that’s when he noticed the figure coming toward him. A shadowy outline. Appeared to be a man out for a walk.

Past ten p.m.? In February? Dale thinking, This shit don’t add up.

When the figure was close enough, Dale spoke up first.

“Hey, there. Nice night.”

“Sure is,” the figure said, still coming. 

The voice sounding younger, not as deep as Dale expected. 

“What are you doing out here?” the figure said.

Dale not missing a beat.

“Oh, out picking up all this litter. Man, don’t people realize this is the only earth we got?”

The figure, in a puffy winter coat, ball cap and hooded jacket, stopping when he reached the grill of Dale’s truck. 

“Sure about that?” the figure said. “Looks to me like you’re out here going through a dead woman’s garbage looking for pills.”

“That’s crazy, dude,” Dale said. “No, I was out driving. Came upon all this crap strewn all over the place. That ain’t right. So I stopped and picked it all up.”

“That’s funny,” the figure said, “because it looked like you wormed through that fence, scurried over yonder and stole that garbage out of that burn barrel.”

Dale thinking shit, this son of a bitch’s been watching me the whole time.

“I ain’t gonna lie to you,” Dale said, “Not again, anyway. Thing is, Naomi, she don’t need them any longer. Being free of earthly pain and all. So I’ll make sure they all go for a good cause.”

“Your addiction?”

“No, my billfold,” Dale said. “Pillheads around here’ll pay top dollar for this hillbilly heroin. It’s the natural pharmaceutical circle of life—reuse, recycle and what have you.”

Dale staring at the figure, assuming he was staring back at him but couldn’t see his face. Neither of them speaking for an awkward moment. 

Finally, Dale saying, “Well, I best get home. My bitter half will be all up my ass about where I been.”

Dale ready, expecting the figure to make a move toward him.

The figure only standing there, though. Dale thinking this kid’s scared, a bit of a puss.

Out of nowhere, Dale suddenly on knees. Pain exploding in the middle of his back. 

Dale bewildered for a split second until his mind caught up. Realizing he must have been taken down by a blow from behind.

 A second blow striking Dale in the back. This one laying him out flat on his face on the asphalt.

Next came a storm of kicks. Dale was dressed for winter, so his body was padded with thick clothing. Spending his energy covering his face and head. 

Inside, Dale smiling a little. Realizing was still clutching the bag of pills. Dale proud, thinking now, THAT is professional grade receiver-holding-onto-the-ball shit, right there!

“Fuck this,” a voice looming over Dale said. It was the voice Dale had been talking to. 

The kicking ceased. The voice speaking again. 

“Hold out his arm.”

Dale feeling two large hands grab his arm. Not the arm holding the bag of pills.

“Seriously, dipshit?” the voice said. “His other motherfucking arm.”

The large hands letting go of Dale’s arm and a half-second later wrapping around his other.

“Stretch it out,” the voice said.

Dale fighting it but the hands were strong. Dale too tired to resist and most of the fight beat out of him already.

“Only asking once,” the voice said. “Let go of the bag.”

Dale keeping quiet. Not moving.

“Really?” The voice said. Sounding as frustrated with Dale, as most people did when dealing with him.

“Fine,” the voice said. “Give me that fucking wrench.”

Dale assuming it was the wrench he’d been struck in the back with. Assuming now it was about to come down on his hand.

Dale one hundred percent right about that.

The pain hit Dale unlike any he’d ever felt. And Dale had taken some serious ass-kickings in his day.

As he screamed in pain, Dale tried to remember his reasoning of a few seconds before. 

Why not simply let go of the goddamn bag? 

Dale knowing all along he was going to let go of it after they hit his hand.

“You’re one dumb son of a bitch, you know that?” the voice said.

“Yep,” Dale said, groaning.

Curling himself up in a ball. Asphalt for a pillow and cradling his hand.

“Hey…,” Dale said, looking up, still not able to make out the faces of the two figures looming over him, “can I get...one of those painkillers. Going to need it after the way you boys worked me over. In fact, can I get a couple?”

One of the figures, the bastard who’d hit Dale from behind, reached into the bag and pulled out a bottle. Holding it up to his cell phone for light so he could read the label.

Opening the bottle and putting a single oxycontin on the asphalt in front of Dale’s face.

“The fuck are you doing?” the first figure said. 

Dale watching as the first figure stomped the pill with his duck boot, crushing it right in front of Dale’s face.

“Oh, come on,” Dale said, whining, “weren’t no need to go and do that.”

 Dale interrupted by a gunshot ringing out. 

Followed by a voice – Dale pretty certain it was Harlan’s – yelling, “The hell’s going on out here?!”

The two figures running off down the road.

Dale unable to get to his feet right at the moment. Deciding instead to lay there like roadkill. 

Using his teeth to pull his other glove off his good hand. Licking his finger before using it to sop up as much of the crushed white powder from the asphalt as he could.

Sticking his dirty, opioid-covered finger in his mouth, sucking on it. It couldn’t take away the pain soon enough.


Two







Billy waking up in his bed about a minute before the alarm. Remembering he wasn’t alone. 

Reaching up, switching off the alarm before the radio kicked on. Rolling over to face the warm body sleeping next to him. 

Billy keeping still, face to face. Watching Paige sleep. Billy delighting in the bed-head nest of long, dark curls around her face.

Beyond her, the first light of the day pouring through the window. Orange sunrise flooding into the bedroom. Billy noticing how it gave the room a richer, warmer feel than it ordinarily had.

Paige, eyes shut, rolling away on her side.

Billy reading that as a signal to spoon a little before having to get up and get through another Friday. 

Scooching over, tucking his knees into the crook behind Paige’s bent knees. Feeling the soft flannel of her pajama pants against his bare knees. 

Billy feeling a stirring inside him. Pressing himself against Paige’s curves. Snaking a hand around her waist, letting it come to rest on her tummy.

“Gotta go to the bathroom,” Paige said, slipping out of bed and away from his grasp.

From the bed, Billy watching her pajama-covered bottom bounce into the master bathroom. This time of year Paige slept in heavy PJs. Any time of year, Billy only slept in his underwear. Billy always running a little hot, Paige a little cold.

One of those bits of personal trivia they’d learned about each other since she’d moved back home from Boston and right in with him. 

Paige closing the door behind her. Billy wondering how long the bathroom door closing would continue. Been living together for a month or so now. 

Billy closing his eyes, mind drifting. How long before they finally arrived at that point of comfortable immodesty most couples eventually reach. 

Billy letting himself fall back into twilight.







Billy shooting upright out of the blankets. He’d fallen back asleep. 

Glancing at the clock. Only been out a few minutes. About to ask Paige why she hadn’t woken him but realizing she hadn’t come back to bed.

Noise coming from the kitchen. Billy deciding he might as well shower.

“Make it a cold one, too, I guess,” Billy said aloud.

The soles of his feet touching the icy bathroom tile, and Billy thinking, To hell with that. 

Turning the shower on and turning up the hot water.







“I’m making eggs,” Billy said, coming into the kitchen. 

He was dressed for work. Blue jeans, a black long-sleeved collared henley embroidered with a silver sheriff’s badge and his flat-billed ball cap, also with an embroidered badge.

Recently Billy had loosened the department dress code to allow for street clothes. Jeans or khaki pants along with shirts, jackets or coats clearly identifying them as Deputy Sheriff or, in Billy’s case, Sheriff. He was glad not to be wearing the old stiff brown uniform.

“Want me to fix you some eggs?” Billy said. “Can scramble some up, real quick.”

“Nah, I’m good,” Paige said.

She was sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and thumbing through her phone. Billy couldn’t tell what she was so absorbed with.

On his way to the stove, Billy glancing at the small plate in front of her: Braeburn apple slices and triangles of brown cheese.

“How do you say that cheese again?”

“Don’t say it,” Paige said, “you eat it.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah-toast. Like you’re cheering for toast. That’s how Trace pronounces it, anyway. Not sure he’s an expert on Norwegian.”

Billy looking past Paige to the bench in the corner of the kitchen where her camera gear sat. Right where she dropped it the day she moved in. Hadn’t been touched since.

“Going shooting today?” Billy said, half question, half suggestion.

Paige not looking up. Simply shaking her head no, humming nuh-huh as she bit into a triangle of the gjetost cheese.

“Maybe chip away at your portfolio?”

Again, nuh-huh. Chasing the cheese with an apple slice.

“Want to meet me for lunch?”

Making him wait while she chewed and swallowed.

Finally, saying, “Mom and I might get together for lunch. Depends.”

“On?”

“On if we decide to get together or not. What about you? What's your day look like.”

Billy noticing she'd turned it back on him. Letting it slide.

“Same old, same old,” he said. “This afternoon, though, I'm supposed to talk to the gifted class up at the high school.”

“Gifted how?”

“Gifted smart.”

“Really? Why you then?”

Billy glancing her way, making sure she was only giving him a hard time for the fun of it. 

She was. Paige grinning at him. 

Billy thinking it was the first time she'd looked his way since they woke up. Hoping this signaled a thaw between them.

Paige had been distant for a few days now. He’d asked her more than once what was bothering her. Each time she’d insisted there was nothing wrong.

But she was bothered, Billy could tell. 

Sure as hell didn’t have to be a super-sleuth to put that together. As good of a job as she was doing of keeping whatever was bothering her to herself, she was doing a lousy job of hiding that she was, in fact, bothered. 

The curt answers. The rolling away in bed. Hell, her lack of eye contact alone screamed as loud as a loser’s facial tic at a poker table.

Billy digging into his eggs as he considered once again asking Paige what was the hell was the matter. Warning himself to tread lightly here. That could be a foolish move. Like willingly stepping on a landmine. 

It occurred to Billy it could be one of those things he’s supposed to know. 

Billy thinking back over the last few days. Trying to place exactly when and where her mood had soured. Sifting through his short-term memory to recall any dumb offense he might have committed. 

An insensitive comment. 

A careless action.

Coming up empty. Didn’t mean he didn’t do something. Or didn’t not do something, either. Only meant he couldn’t identify what precisely it was that he’d done.

Frustration urging Billy toward the brink of asking her straight out. Ultimately, his better judgment pulled him back from the edge of that rocky cliff. 

Better to simply put up with the chill until it passes.

“Well, I’m going to head out,” Billy said, getting up to rinse his plate and put it in the dishwasher. Looking to grab hers too but noticing Paige still had an apple slice and two triangles of cheese on her plate.

“Mind if I have one of those?” Billy said, pointing to the cheese.

“You tried it already. Thought you didn’t like it?”

“Think maybe I just didn’t know what to expect. That’s what threw me off. Sweet cheese? Who knew there was such a thing? Other than Norwegians, anyway.”

Paige offering up her plate. Billy taking the smaller triangle of the two, saying thank you.

Biting into the cheese. Chewing and looking up at the ceiling as he savored the caramelized goat’s milk cheese melting in his mouth.

“See, now it’s pretty dang tasty once you know what you’re getting yourself into,” he said, popping the rest of the triangle in his mouth. “I better get going.”

 Strapping on his utility belt with holstered Kimber Custom II forty-five. Billy leaning down, kissing Paige on the top of her brunette head. 

No movement from Paige. Not even looking up at him. Only telling Billy to have a good day as she continued thumbing through her phone.

Billy saying you too. Heading for the door leading to the garage. Irritation and anger building inside him with each step toward his garage and away from Paige.

 Stepping into his garage and needing every ounce of his self-control not to slam the damn door behind him.





Three







“Ever kill anyone?”

Billy, standing in front of the classroom of exceptionally bright high school students, thrown by the pudgy kid’s question.

At the moment, Billy feeling exposed. Deeply regretting changing his department’s uniform policy. Wishing he could hide behind the protection of his standard if scratchy, dark brown sheriff’s uniform. Unsure what any of this had to do with his job. What did they expect him to tell them? What did he have to offer these kids?

The whole exercise striking Billy as pointless. Figured they wouldn’t listen to him so he’d come prepared to give his standard stay-in-school-don’t-do-drugs-you-are-the-future spiel. 

These kids weren’t letting him off the hook. Especially this pudgy kid, the one in the gray wool, houndstooth blazer. Sitting up front, popping off question after question.

“I’m not here to talk about me,” Billy said, ducking Blazer Boy’s question. “We’re here to talk about all of you. And your future.”

“Where did you go to college?” Blazer Boy said.

“I didn’t.”

“Can you show us your gun?”

“Nope.”

“Show us some self-defense moves,” a kid in a black Led Zeppelin T-shirt demanded. 

Billy was convinced there was at least one kid in every high school in America wearing a black Led Zeppelin T-shirt.

“A kick in the nuts always works, uh, I mean…,” Billy looking over at the teacher, Sophia Abbott. She had her head down, hand covering her mouth to stifle her giggles.

“What I mean is,” Billy went on over the kids’ laughter, “a good shot to the crotch will do the trick. Or stomping on toes. A swift kick in the shins. Of course, the best thing is to avoid the situation completely.”

“You mean run away?”

“Live to fight another day, as they say.”

“You ever run away.”

Billy thinking that over before saying, “Naw. But I’m paid not to run away. Don’t mean I ain’t scared sometimes.”

“Did you grow up wanting to be a cop?”

Billy taking a moment as if considering the kid’s question. In reality, he was wondering what kind of high school kid wears a blazer? Especially in Caulfield? Feeling for the kid even if he was a pain. Must get his ass kicked daily. 

“Technically, I’m the sheriff,” Billy said, “not police.”

“Don’t quibble,” Blazer Boy said. “Did you always want a career in law enforcement?”

Billy thinking where the hell’s this kid been? Everybody in this town knows all Billy ever did growing up was throw a baseball. Fell into sheriffing for a living like falling into a feather bed. Or, depending on the day, a hornet’s nest.

And then it dawned on Billy: The kid was too young to know about Billy’s past. 

Local high school baseball star, a quick rise through the minors, amazing rookie summer only to have it all taken away by a bum shoulder...none of that registered with these kids. 

To them, Billy was only who he was at that moment. Some guy for them to tune out.

Suddenly Billy feeling old. Grasping in a new way what his father always said:

Kids make you feel old. Then constantly remind you of it whether they mean to or not.

“No, I never considered going into law enforcement,” Billy said. “Just sort of happened.”

“So, why make any plans at all?”

This question coming not from Blazer Boy up front. Instead, coming from the back of the classroom. From a Mexican girl who hadn’t said a word the entire time. 

She came across to Billy as quiet, kind of mousy. That is, if a person could be considered mousy with bright blue streaks dyed into her raven hair. 

Billy briefly catching the girl’s eye before she lowered them to her desk.

“It helps to have a plan,” Billy said.

Pausing. Waiting for her to look up.

She didn’t.

Billy going on.

“You know, have an idea of where you at least think you want to go. Something to work toward. Something to get better at. If nothing else, it keeps you busy.”

The girl looking up fire-eyed at Billy. 

“So, life is all busy work?” she said. “Just killing time while you wait for something to happen? Something you can’t even see coming for you?”

Billy fighting the urge to tell her, Yep, pretty much. 

Instead Billy saying, “It’s true plans don’t always work out. You have to be able to adapt, change when you need to. Either way though, it’s best if you’re moving in a direction, even if at some point you have to switch directions.”

“Then what the hell difference does it make what I  do?” the girl said.

“Valerie,  please don’t swear in class,” the teacher said. Not alarmed, keeping her seat behind her desk off to the side of the classroom.

Her name was Sophia Abbott. Billy had known her since high school, where she was a couple years ahead of him. She was tall and thin with an easy smile. Wearing her strawberry blond hair pulled back and gather in a barrette. It had been Sophia’s idea to have Billy come talk to her class.

Right about now he wanted to strangle her for the invitation. 

Blazer Boy, Billy could handle, no problem. This Mexican girl with the blue hair, though? That flame in her eyes and the willful edge in her voice put Billy back on his heels.

Billy not sure how to answer the girl’s existential question. Not sure he knew how to answer any existential questions, really. Or what the hell the word “existential” even meant.

And then, mercifully, Billy was literally saved by the bell.










The classroom erupting. Kids sliding out of their desks and filing out, chattering. So loud that Sophia had to raise her voice to call after the kids, reminding them about homework due on Monday, to come out to the basketball game tonight, to have a smart, safe weekend…until an instant later, the room was silent. 

Leaving Billy and Sophia alone.

“That last gal kinda threw me,” Billy said. “Out of my league, so to speak.”

“All of us are out of Valerie’s league,” Sophia said.

Walking over, joining Billy at the front of the class. 

“Valerie is brilliant,” she said. “Ceiling is ridiculously high with her. So high most people around here probably don’t even see it. Maybe she doesn’t either.”

“How do you mean?”

“Whenever I try to talk to her about college, where she wants to go, sometimes she says she’s not going.”

“Neither did I.”

“True,” Sophia said. “But you did follow a path that was open to you. One not available to everyone. Her not going to college is the same as you not going after pro baseball—a shame and a waste.”

“She’ll make the right choice, hopefully. Running out of time though. Graduation will be here before you know it.”

“Oh, she’s a junior. She has time.”

Billy’s face lighting up in surprise.

“She some kind of Good Will Hunting type?”

Sophia laughing at that. Maybe a little too much, Billy thought. Wondering if she was flirting with him.

“That’s movie stuff,” she said. “But, yeah, she’s as bright of a student as I’ve ever had. She’s been in independent study in math and computer science since she got to high school. Hell, when she was in seventh grade she was tutoring high school students in differential equations.”

“Ms. Abbott, please don’t swear in class,” Billy said.

Sophia laughing again, her hand alighting briefly on his arm. She was definitely flirting.

“You like being a gifted teacher?” Billy said.

“Nobody calls it gifted anymore, Billy.”

“Yeah? What do they call it? Classes for smartasses?”

Again the laugh. Billy not sure he liked the actual sound of it. A little too shrill. Still, he definitely liked the effort Sophia was putting into letting him know she was open for business, even if he wasn’t.

“The proper term is accelerated,” she said. “This year’s group, I call them my grifted glass. Gifted, yes. Also at risk.”

“Grifted, huh?” Billy said. “Clever.”

Sophia giving Billy a soft smile. Billy jumping in quick, keeping things moving along.

“Kid in the blazer’s definitely at risk,” Billy said. “Of getting his butt kicked around town early and often. He walk around this town dressed like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like he actually gives a damn about how he dresses. People around here take that as high-hatting. That and him letting everyone know he’s smarter than they are.”

“Yeah, he’s only smarter than most everyone. Drives him nuts that Valerie’s smarter. In a way, it’s good for him. Keeps his big head in check and pushes him to push himself. He’ll be fine once he gets it all figured out, at least as much as any of us do.”

“And what’s putting Valerie at risk?” Billy said.

“She’ll be fine too,” Sophia said, “if she can stay out of trouble.”

“Running with a bad crowd?”

“Some of them, yes. Others are good kids just going along. Like her brother, Hector. He’s a great kid. Has a kind heart. Very mechanically inclined. He’s smart too but in a different way. Not, like, Valerie smart. Then again, who around here is?”

“She definitely has an edge to her, blue hair and all. Got issues with authority, you can tell.”

“You probably would too if you were certain you were smarter than the authority.”

“Being smarter than everybody has never been a problem for me,” Billy said, making the joke before he could stop himself from flirting back. “She doesn’t strike me as the criminal type, though. Why’s she running with a bad crowd?”

“Bored, I guess,” Sophia said. “Home’s a mess. Mom’s not in the picture. Dad’s around. I think there are some issues there, though. Anyway, who knows why kids do what they do?”

“Well, if you don’t, none of us do.”

Sophia blushing at that.

“Going to the basketball game tonight?” she said.

“Most likely,” Billy said. “Unless something comes up.”

Sophia standing, moving close past Billy on her way over to her desk. She smelled nice, like apples.

“See you there, I hope,” she said, smiling. Eyes darting back and forth between Billy and her desk as she gathered up her things.

Billy’s phone vibrating in his pocket. 

Checking it. It was Paige texting him.

Billy wondering how in the hell Paige knew he was in the middle of flirtfest?


Four







Valerie standing with two boys and a girl, all of them gathered around an arcade machine.

Her older brother, Hector, playing the game. The girl was Chloe, Valerie’s best friend. The boy with his arm draped around Chloe’s shoulder was Brice. 

Brice was Chloe’s boyfriend and a friend of Hector’s. Valerie couldn’t figure out why either of them spent any time with him. She found him to be dumb and cruel. Not to mention his white boy hip-hop schtick was tired.

Everyone watching Hector play a game with the on-the-nose title of Witch Killer. The object of the game—kill witches.

The game itself as much dumb fun as its name was obvious. Choose to be Hansel or Gretel. Proceed to go about killing wicked witches. Exterminate them using all kinds of weaponry. Weaponry that definitely wasn’t in the original folktale (Bec de Corbin), didn’t exist in the time the game was set (automatic assault rifle) or didn’t exist ever (electro-pulse incineration grenade).

All the kids agreed it was a silly game. Yet for a reason no one could explain, Witch Killer had caught on with the gamers in Caulfield. It was the game of the moment at Narcissus, the hang-out of choice for Hector and his friends.

Which kind of made it the place where Valerie hung out. Sometimes, anyway. Was hardly her favorite place. Even less so after Hector had let on that there was more than a little skeevy, criminal action going down around there. He didn’t give up any specifics and she didn’t ask.

Situated in a musty three-story building off Caulfield’s Main Street, Narcissus was owned by Doyle and Ionia Ikey. They trumpeted the place as “a youth entertainment complex.”

The place consisted of the arcade on the second floor, along with a snack bar. The first floor was taken up by a large oval roller rink, shoe lockers, skate rentals and a longer snack bar. Both floors collected the competing aromas of spilled sugary soda and teenage sweat. 

The Ikeys considered themselves entrepreneurs and entertainment impresarios. They also owned a paintball operation out south of town and an antique store on Main Street. 

Valerie went out of her way to avoid Doyle Ikey. As far as she was concerned, the man liked being around kids a little too much for a man in his forties. 

He came off a little pervy. But more than that, it struck Valerie that Doyle lived off their youthfulness. Like a vampire of sorts. It was rare anyone ever saw Dale without a tall energy drink in his hand, what he jokingly called his “youth juice.” Valerie didn’t find that at all funny. It cut a little too close to the bone for her.

Kind of looked like a vampire too. The man wearing his thinning, dyed-black hair sprayed up into a high pompadour. A holdover from his days as an Elvis impersonator out in Vegas. Valerie wondering how in the hell the man could begin each day by looking in the mirror and saying some form of, Yep, looks good. Let’s go out into the world looking like this.

Valerie didn’t much care to be around Doyle’s grouchy wife, Ionia, any more than necessary either. That lady was just plain mean. Whenever Ionia was around, Valerie always caught the woman staring at her. A bitter look chiseled on her face. Or maybe that was simply the resting face she’d earned from a lifetime of being unpleasant.

Valerie looking up from watching her brother disembowel a witch. Catching sight of Doyle’s coiffed head bobbing up the stairs from the roller rink. Chomping open-mouthed on gum, a tall green energy drink can in his hand.

“Big brother,” Valerie said, “We need to get moving. Dad said wanted us home by five. Need to get going.”

Hector smirking at his sister.

“You always ask how high when Dad says jump?”

“Whatever, let’s get going.”

“Damn, girl, let him play the game,” Brice said. “Yo, why you gotta be such a bitch?”

“Mind your own damn business,” Valerie said.

“Dad probably ain’t even there,” Hector said, “so no reason we got to be neither.”

“Know for reals your moms ain’t there!” Brice said, teasing.

Chloe punching her boyfriend in the arm, hard. Valerie and Hector’s mom having run off with a truck driver a few years back. Now living down around Jacksonville, Florida, shacked up with a different guy whom Valerie and Hector had never met and never care to.

“You’re a dick, Brice, you know that?” Chloe said.

“The ladies are all aware,” Brice said, following that up with ooooohhhh at his own comeback.

“She said you’re a dick, not that you have a nice one, dumbass” Valerie said. Then to her brother, “Dad’s home, he texted me.”

“His body might be. You know that in his head he’s off visiting Pillsbury.”

Pillsbury being their name for that la-la land opioid addicts went to inside their slow-eyed heads as the drugs kicked in.

“Aw, let big brother be.”

All the kids turning toward the deep, rich voice. The voice belonging to Doyle. Everyone around the game getting quiet. Letting Doyle, short and barrel-chested, insert himself into their conversation. Doyle going on.

“Hector here’s racking up a nice score. Let him play it out. Might even get his initials on the screen.”

“Big whoop,” Valerie said. “Silly-ass video game.”

Doyle laughing, shaking his head.

“Maybe to you, Little Miss Uptight,” he said. “Has meaning to all the rest of you all, don’t it?”

The boys agreeing, throwing out hell yeahs and damn straights. Valerie and Chloe rolling their eyes at each other.

“Yeah, well, gots to go is still gots to go,” Valerie said. “And we gots to go.”

Doyle looking her up and down. 

“Can I talk to you a sec, Valerie,” he said. With a wave of his hand inviting her to join him over by the snack bar.

Valerie sighing, knowing she was supposed to act all flattered that King Doyle summoned her to talk one on one. The two of them moving away from the kids around the game and over to the snack bar.

Doyle gesturing for Valerie to have a seat, ladies first.

Valerie, easing down onto a barstool. Noting Doyle chose to remain standing.

“Everything ok?” Doyle said, laying on the concern in his warm, buttery voice. Setting his energy drink on the counter. Leaving his hand resting there, leaning in over her.

“Yeah,” Valerie said, for a second her eyes falling onto the colorful numbers tattooed on Doyle’s left forearm. She’d seen it before, an ornate 432 in light blue and orange. She had no idea what it signified and wasn’t about to ask him. Instead averting her gaze further downward, inspecting her black and white checkerboard Vans.

“Grades good?”

Valerie shooting him a You serious? look. Valerie incredulous at first before shifting into embarrassment. Realizing he’d used that to trick her into looking at him. 

Disgusted with herself for being outsmarted by this idiot. Quickly reminding herself he might be an idiot, but he could be a mean, dangerous idiot if he felt like it.

“Didn’t care for that, did ya?” he said, laughing, “‘Ole Doyle got the best of you there, didn’t he? Don’t sweat it. Happens to everyone sooner or later.”

“Later works for me,” Valerie said.

“See that right there,” Doyle said, “that makes me think something’s the matter. You’re always so serious. So competitive.”

“Gotta be, right? Only way to get ahead.”

“You got a motor, that’s what I like about you,” Doyle said. “A girl your age, looking fine as you do, you need to be out there having fun. Looking back, man, I can tell you from experience, being young, your age, fuck if that ain’t as good as it gets.”

“For you maybe,” Valerie said.

Doyle forcing a smile. Valerie knowing he didn’t care for her sass. 

“Anyways, if you’re ever up for serious partying,” Doyle said, looking her dead-level in the eye, holding her gaze, “or want to make a little extra walking around money...you let me know.”

Valerie looking away but unable to move away. Doyle blocking her path. Considering telling him sure, anytime. Whatever he wants to hear to get rid of him. Anything so she could get out of there.

“Don’t gotta do anything you don’t want,” Doyle said, creepy grin still on his face. “Nothing that don’t come, what do they call it nowadays? Organically?”

Valerie feeling Doyle move in closer. Getting a whiff of his cologne. Valerie immediately holding her breath. Doyle wore some obnoxious concoction called Hai Karate. Once she’d overheard him bragging how he ordered it online, had it shipped over from England.

“Got all sorts of opportunities in my organization, you know that,” Doyle said. “Especially for a bright kid like you. Look at Hector? Your brother’s done alright. And, no offense, but he ain’t got half of what you got to offer. Brains and beauty. Makes for a highly desirable core competency, am I right?”

Valerie keeping quiet. Unable to hold her breath any longer and having to inhale Doyle’s cloying, offensive scent.

Doyle, silent too. Letting her think about it while he leered at her.

“Doyle!”

Ionia, Doyle’s wife. Also his partner in his legitimate business and, most likely, his businesses otherwise. She stood at the top of the stairs, calling him out. Having come up from the roller rink to find her husband standing a little to close over Valerie.

Ionia yelling at him again when she didn’t get an answer the first time.

“Doyle! Icemaker down there’s on the fritz again. Get your ass down there, take a look at it. Place’ll be filling up soon and we ain’t going to have no ice for the skaters.”

Doyle finally standing upright. Valerie catching her breath. Taking the opportunity to slide off the stool and away from Doyle. 

“Relax, baby,” Doyle yelled back at his wife. “Ice maker up here works fine.”

“Think my ass is hauling buckets of ice up and down these stairs all goddamn night?” Ionia said. “Your ass better have a rethink.”

The whole time she was yelling at her husband, Ionia with her eyes locked on Valerie.

Valerie rejoining the other kids at the game. Glancing up at Ionia, seeing the woman eyeballing her. Valerie looking away.

“C’mon, Hector,” Valerie said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Can’t go now,” Brice said. “You’re almost on the board, man. Your initials etched in arcade history! At least until I knock your ass off.”

“Go on ahead, take the car,” Hector said, not taking his eyes off the game screen as he tried to hurl a bolt of electricity at a witch with a skull for a face. “I’ll take it after the game tonight. I’m good here.”

Valerie thinking, Are you really? 

Saying nothing, though. Making her way down the stairs and out the front door.
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Billy and Paige squeezed together, knees touching. Up in the crowded bleachers in the Caulfield High School gymnasium. 

Smell of popcorn hanging in the air. Purple and gold, Caulfield’s school colors, everywhere and on everybody. A noisy full house for the only game in town on a Friday night.

Caulfield down by a point. At either end of the gym, the last thirty seconds of the first half ticking off the scoreboards.

Billy, elbows on knees, immersed in the varsity basketball game against Ridgeville. The Raiders being one of Caulfield’s rivals. Billy, himself once a second team all-state basketball player, still harboring a burning desire to see his alma mater stomp on Ridgeville’s throats.

 Paige twisting around this way and that. Busy chit-chatting with people around them. Every time the crowd cheered, Paige would stop her visiting long enough to ask Billy what happened. 

Billy would then find himself caught in a no man’s land. Somewhere between explaining what had happened and keeping up with the current action as it unfolded.

As the Ridgeville point guard brought the ball up the court, Billy’s eyes lit on Dale Longnecker. Dale was easing his way along the far side of the court between the sideline and the front row of visiting Ridgeville fans. 

Moving kinda slow, Billy thought. Knowing Dale, he was probably messing with the Ridgeville fans, intentionally blocking their view of the game.

Billy turning his attention back to the game right as a black kid from Caulfield stole the ball, went coast to coast, made his lay-up and drew a foul. The crowd roaring through it all.

“What just happened?” Paige said, her socializing on pause.

“The Everson kid scored and was...,” Billy said, hesitating to watch the Everson kid step up and hit his free throw, putting Caulfield ahead by two.

“Was what?” Paige said.

“Fouled. We’re up now,” Billy said.

Glancing back at Dale across the court. Billy smiling to himself. The Ridgeville fans visibly annoyed with Dale. The irritation on their faces following him down the sideline like a pissed-off version of the wave. 

Billy noticing a limp slowing down Dale. Maybe he wasn’t messing with the fans after all. And was that a flesh-tone bandage around Dale’s right hand? Billy couldn’t tell for sure from his vantage across the court and halfway up the bleachers. 

With the final few seconds of the half ticking away, a broad-shoulder white farm boy from Ridgeville hit a smooth, soft turnaround jumper from the baseline. The home crowd groaned.

“What happened?” Paige said.

“They tied it up.”

“That sucks,” Paige said before her face lit up. “Oh, there’s Alisha. I’m going to go say hi. Keep an eye on my purse.”

Paige was off without waiting for a response from Billy. His eyes following her as she went. All the way down to the floor, one section over and back up four rows to where Alisha Cox and a few other of Paige’s friends were sitting.

Billy grateful that Paige was at least talking to him. Even if it was only asking him distracting questions and ordering him to watch her stuff. Maybe this was the signal of a thaw between them. Lately, he’d found himself keeping his eyes peeled for a lot of signals that turned out to be false.

After both teams had disappeared into their locker rooms, the Caulfield cheerleaders filed onto the court for their halftime dance routine. Billy taking another look at Dale.

He’d finally made it the full  length of the court and now leaned against the wall at the end of the gym. Was Dale leaning because he had to? Billy curious as a cat to know what the story was with the limp and the hand. Most likely a bizarre, messed up tale. Never knew with Dale.

“I thought you did great with my grifted kids today.”

“Hey there!” Billy said, his attention pulled away from Dale to the voice right next to him. 

It was Sophia Abbott. She’d slipped into Paige’s seat on the bleacher. 

“Your kids sure roughed me up, but I survived,” Billy said. “Barely.”

Sophia with that laugh again, too high and too much.

“No, you did great,” she said, “I just wanted to say thanks again for coming in to talk with them.”

“My pleasure,” Billy said. “Not sure how much that kind of stuff helps though. Hell, I’m barely housebroken myself.”

“It helps, trust me. They get a chance to see you as a person. Gives you a chance to see them as something more than obnoxious teenagers.”

“It’s part of the job, I guess. Anyway, I hope it had an effect.”

“Definitely did,” she said, placing her hand on his arm like she had that afternoon in her classroom.

Billy stealing a glance Paige’s way. She was still down and over talking to Alisha. She was also glaring up at him. Head cocked, eyebrows raised. Her face asking, What the hell?

“I’m sorry, Sophia, will you excuse me for a moment?” Billy said, “I need to go say hi to someone.”

“Oh...okay, sure,” she said, bolting up from the bleacher. “I should get back anyway. Thanks again. See you around, Billy.”

As soon as Sophia moved out of his way, Billy’s long legs took two steps at a time down the bleachers to the court. 

Paige on her way back. Intercepting him near mid-court on the sidelines in front of the crowd.

“You left my purse?” Paige said. “Up in the bleachers?”

“Damn it. Yeah, sorry. I’ll go get—”

“—Never mind, I’ll get it,” Paige said. “Alisha and I are going over to her sister’s. Aileene texted, said she’s bored. Stuck home with the baby.”

“You’re leaving?” Billy said.

“That a problem?”

“Of course not. Let me know if you need me to come pick you up later.”

“Alisha can run me home.”

“Okay. About what time are you thinking you’ll be home?”

“I got to run this kind of stuff by you now?” Paige said.

“Not at all,” Billy said. All at once he was self-conscious about the crowd in the stands. Felt as if everyone was watching them fight. Could probably sell tickets and these people would buy ‘em up. Billy doing his best to ignore the crowd, instead going on.

“Figured since you’re going over to Aileen’s, I might swing by Trace’s after the game. Want to make sure I’m home around the same time you are, is all.”

“No idea. Be home when I get home,” Paige said before adding in an even sharper tone, “So, how’s Sophia Abbott?”

“She’s fine. Was thanking me for talking to the kids in her class.”

“Yeah, she seemed real pleased.”

“C’mon, Paige…,” Billy said.

“Can’t,” she said, brushing past him, “got to grab my purse. Wouldn’t want it stolen right out from under the sheriff’s nose.”

Leaving Billy standing alone in front of the crowd. Paige retrieving her purse, heading out of the gym with her friend. 

Billy watching her the whole way. Thinking, If something’s that damn important to you, take better care of it.
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	“My god, that white girl can move her ass.”

	Valerie checking to see if anyone around her heard her say that out loud. Standing in the doorway leading from the gymnasium to the lobby, watching the cheerleaders’ halftime routine. Watching Chloe dance. 

Luckily, Valerie had barely been able to hear herself say it. All the music and talking and yelling bouncing back and forth off the gym walls.

Valerie, in black Dr. Who T-shirt under an open red-and-black flannel shirt, tight blue jeans and checkered Vans, was transfixed by Chloe. Each crisp, thrusting movement in sync with the thumping hip-hop beat filling the gymnasium.

Valerie asking herself, What if I told Chloe? What’s the worst that could happen?

The worst, of course, would be losing Chloe as a friend. 

Best friends since Lincoln Elementary. They’d bonded on the playground over a shared disdain for boys. Then one day in the sixth grade, around the same time Chloe got her boobs, she also got over her aversion to the opposite sex.. 

Valerie’s figure changed around then, too. Her feeling about boys did not. 

Not much, anyway, though she had found her way to being friends with a small subset of the predominantly obnoxious creatures. 

For a long time she pretended to like boys. Not her style usually, going along to get along, but it had been a confusing time.

What finally did it was an uncomfortable homecoming after-party during her sophomore year. An awkward make out session with her date, a clumsy kid named Kyler. He was all elbows and Adam’s apple. Before the clock struck midnight, Valerie had begun to accept her preferences. 

In a way, wrestling with her sexuality and winning had been much easier than coming to grips with her intellectual abilities. Or as she had once posted anonymously in an online forum for gay teens, “Everybody’s got a gay cousin somewhere. Not many folks have an Einstein.”

She’d accepted who she was. Now, watching Chloe move like that, she was having to accept who she wanted. 

Again asking herself if it was worth risking their friendship? Not to mention the embarrassment. Even worse, the pain of rejection. Hell, would Chloe even entertain the thought of Valerie as more than a friend? 

From the outside looking in, there appeared to be no doubt that Chloe liked boys. She flirted with them constantly, much to the anger of whatever boy she happened to be going with. And Chloe had been girlfriend to a lot of boys since junior high. 

Looking back over Chloe’s sorry line up of boyfriends, it was Valerie’s opinion that her best friend had terrible taste in boys. 

And that caused Valerie to wonder if maybe always picking assholes and idiots for boyfriends wasn’t a defense mechanism for Chloe, after all. Maybe it was a way for Chloe to keep from being honest with herself about what she truly wanted.

Then again, Valerie recognized that Chloe didn’t exhibit good judgement in many areas of her life. She was a good student, book-smart, as they say. It was common sense that routinely escaped her.

So much so that Valerie had to allow for the possibility that it very well could be Chloe simply had shitty taste in boys.

And there was another risk, of course. 

One more dangerous than how she felt about Chloe or Chloe felt about her—the risk of coming out in a small, rural town. Especially one as mean as Caulfield could be.

Chloe still bumping and grinding, shaking and crunking out on the court. Valerie not taking her eyes off of her. Trying to convince herself to let the love chips fall where they may. When the dance number ended, the cheerleaders hopped and cartwheeled their way off the court.

Valerie moving out of the doorway so the squad, all bright smiles and shining eyes, could exit to the lobby. Making eye contact with Chloe as she passed by. Sensing immediately that her peppy face was only a mask. Something was wrong.

“You okay?” Valerie said, catching up to Chloe near the concessions window. “Twist your ankle again?”

“No, I’m fine,” Chloe said. “Can I have my phone?”

Valerie doubtful. Her friend’s face said otherwise. Reaching into her back jean’s pocket, pulling Chloe’s phone out and handing it over. She’d left it with Valerie for safekeeping during the dance number.

“You and Brice fighting again?” Valerie said. 

Valerie had hesitated in bringing up that jackass, especially with what she was pretty sure she was about to confess to Chloe. Then again, if Chloe and Brice were fighting, this might be the perfect time to let Chloe know there are other, better options out there for her.

Chloe shaking her head.

“He texted,” Chloe said. “Said he and Hector wouldn’t be making it to the game. Said he’s sorry he missed my dance.”

“Mr. Wonderful,” Valerie said. “He don’t even know how sorry he is, missing you out there moving like that.”

“I’m sure he had a good reason.”

“There’s no good reason, as far as I’m concerned,” Valerie said. “If he can’t be here for a deal as easy as watching you dance - and, girl, you were working it out there - how in the hell’s he going to show up when you really need him to?”

Chloe with no response to that. Other than her eyes welling up with tears.

“Damn, I’m sorry, Chloe. I didn’t mean to—”

“—I’m pregnant.”

Valerie not sure she heard her friend right.

“You’re preggers?”

Chloe with a nod. Valerie’s suddenly dizzy. 

A sensation of all the atoms in her body coming apart, flying above her, tightly organized. Twisting and swooping in unison through the air like a flock of starlings. Then instantly coalescing. Coming back together, reconstituting her body in the lobby of the Caulfield High gymnasium.

“You’re sure?” Valerie said.

“Pretty sure. I’m a week and half late.”

“Take a pee test yet?”

Chloe shook her head. 

“Brice?”

Chloe’s face, streak with running mascara, turning hard toward Valerie with disbelief.

“Of course it’s Brice’s!” she said. “You think I’m some kinda slut?”

“No, silly bitch, I meant does Brice know?”

“Oh. No, haven’t told him yet.”

“Good,” Valerie said. “No need to just yet. Do you know what you want to do?”

Chloe not getting what Valerie meant.

Valerie about to spell it out for Chloe when she was interrupted by one of the other cheerleaders calling Chloe’s name. Telling her to hurry up, the second half was starting.

“I got to go,” Chloe said, wiping the tears from her cheeks, checking her hands for mascara. “How’s my eyes?”

“Shitty,” Valerie said. “Hold on.”

Snatching a handful of napkins from the concessions counter. Wiping away the black streaks under Chloe’s eyes.

“There, good to go,” Valerie said. “Forget all this for right now. We’ll figure it out.”

Valerie giving Chloe a hug. Her friend feeling comfortable and warm in her arms. Valerie dizzy again. Only this time a better kind of dizzy.

After a second, Chloe pulling away. Offering a sincere thanks before running to join the other cheerleaders courtside.

Valerie watching Chloe’s blond ponytail disappear through the doorway. Deciding to put her big confession aside. Chloe had enough to deal with for now. Besides, actions speak louder than words. Valerie determining right then and there to do...something. 

No idea what, though.
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Before start of the second half, Billy worked his way around the perimeter of the basketball court, heading straight for Dale in the far corner.

“Hey Dale,” Billy said.

“What the fuck’d I do now?” Dale said, leaning against the wall.

“Nice to see you too,” Billy said. 

Up close now, Billy noticing Dale’s bruised face.

“What happened to you? You okay?”

“The hell you mean by that?” Dale said

Dale attempting to put a highly offended look on his face. As best he could, anyway. His face still puffy and sore from the redneck botox treatment he’d received the night before, courtesy of the two punks who’d jumped him and stolen the pills he was stealing.

“What do I mean?” Billy said. “For openers, how about your jacked up face? And the limp? And that wrap on your hand?”

“This?” Dale holding up the bandaged hand as if only now noticing it. “Can opener slipped.”

Billy unable to keep from grinning at that.

“And you limping all over the place?”

“Twisted my ankle,” Dale said. “Pretty bad.”

“Okay Dale,” Billy said. “Not even going to ask you.”

Billy wanting to press Dale on what had happened to him. Should he put the squeeze on Dale, wring it out of him? Or try to sweeten him up to get him to talk?

Billy found himself genuinely concerned about Dale. Despite how big of a fuck-up Dale was, Billy sincerely liked the guy. 

Hell, most everybody liked Dale. That explained why people gave him odd jobs to keep him afloat. Not to mention how, since his wife, Lucinda, threw him out after his affair with Patty Hardy, Dale had managed to find woman after woman to screw him and let him live with them. At least until they couldn’t stand him any longer. 

“All right, fine,” Billy said. “Have it your own dumbass way.”

Billy turning, about to head back to his seat. But no need now that Paige had left. Instead, Billy staying put to watch the second half from the end of the court.

“You know, I voted for you,” Dale said, still leaning against the wall next to Billy.

“I definitely did not ask for your vote,” Billy said.

“Don’t matter,” Dale said, shrugging. “This is America. Can vote for whoever the fuck I want whether they want me to or not.”

“Civics must have been your best class,” Billy said. “So, you going to tell me what happened?”

“Got jumped,” Dale said. 

Dale proceeding to tell the story of getting his ass beat the night before on the road out by Harlan Dole’s farmhouse. 

When Dale was finished telling it, Billy asked him around what time did it occur?

“After ten or so,” Dale said.

Billy not saying a word. The cheerleaders scampering off the court after finishing their hip-hop dance routine. Wheels turning in Billy’s head. 

Finally Billy saying, “Mind if I ask what you were doing out by the Dole’s place past ten o’clock in the p.m.?”

“Ain’t about that,” Dale said. “Ain’t about what time I was out. Ain’t about what I was doing. And for your information, I was out driving around, is all. Do that every now and then when I can’t sleep. Like I said, saw a bunch of garbage along the side of the road, thought I’d pick it up. That’s when them two kids come along and jump me. What I get for trying to do something nice.”

“Voting? Picking up litter? Remind me to nominate you for Citizen of the Month,” Billy said.

“There’s such a thing?” Dale said, serious. “Cash come with the honor?”

 Billy ignoring Dale’s question but glad he had his full attention.

“One thing,” Billy said, “whoever jumped you, you described them as kids?”

“Teenagers. Voices was kinda high-pitched. Like their balls ain’t dropped all the way yet.”

Billy mulling that before going on.

“All right, two guys - two kids - jumped you. Still, I’d like to know what you were doing out there. And don’t feed me that picking-up-litter horseshit.”

Dale keeping quiet. Eyes on the court as both teams warmed up for the second half of the game.

“Free pass,” Billy said.

Dale turning, checking to see if Billy was serious.

“Pills,” Dale said, finally. Dale laying out the routine for Billy. 

Check the newspaper for the funeral notices. Specifically for anyone who died of cancer or some other painful disease. There were plenty out there. 

After the dearly departed was put in the ground, be the first to root through their garbage, swoop in and scoop up the leftovers.

“I ain’t the only one out there doing it, neither,” Dale said, “Competition is fierce. Don’t need to be, though. Market’s growing every day so there’s enough to go around for everyone. Hell, I got Big Pharma backing me and they don’t even realize it. ”

Billy staring at Dale for a long time. Like Billy had lifted a rock to discover the most revolting creature a person had ever laid eyes on. Billy not even trying to hide his disgust.

For his part, Dale training his eyes on the court, avoiding Billy’s gaze.

“Don’t you judge me,” Dale said, without looking at Billy.

“Dunno, Dale,” Billy said, “seems like maybe somebody ought to.”

Ridgeville coming out strong to begin the second half. Up by eleven with barely two minutes gone. Billy angry and upset. On the surface, he was frustrated with the way the boys from Caulfield were playing. 

Yet he was smart enough to know the truth of himself. He was sickened by Dale and by the depths to which some people in his hometown would sink.

Billy turning, walking straight out of the gym. He’d had enough of it all for one night.

On his way through the lobby, Billy seeing that girl, Valerie, from Sophia’s grifted class. She was leaning against the wall near the concessions window. From look on her face, something appeared to be eating at her too. 

Billy considered going over, asking her if everything was okay. But he didn’t feel like he knew the kid well enough for it to be his place to pry. Besides, he had his own concerns eating away at him.

Instead, Billy continuing on out to his sheriff’s SUV in the freezing parking lot.
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“Get your hands off your wangs, boys, pay attention.”

Doyle in his back office at Narcissus. A long, narrow shabby box of a room that smelled of musty carpet and Doyle’s aftershave.

“Need to go over the logisticals on this here deal.”

Doyle leaning back in the worn leather office chair behind his oak desk. A Gibson J-200 acoustic guitar on a stand behind him. 

He’d tell anybody who’d listen that the instrument was almost identical to Elvis’ favorite guitar. Retails for four thousand and change. Doyle only paying five hundred on account it was stolen. Kept it in his office for dicking around on, which he did often. Had a nice tone once a musician learned to play it right. Kinda like a woman, Doyle always said.

Doyle leaning forward. All those rings on his fat fingers. Those fat fingers clutching a tall energy drink can. Setting the can on the desk.

Faint, bouncy music bleeding into his office from the skating rink right outside the door. Doyle listening, sizing up the three young men gathered around him. 

Hector standing, leaning against a filing cabinet. Brice in one of the chairs in front of Doyle’s desk. The third one slouched on the couch along the wall, a young man named Shannon. This one didn’t cause Doyle any concern.

The other two knuckleheads? Doyle wondering if they were capable of dancing to his tune on a job as big as this. They better be. Otherwise, it’ll be their asses. Though he knew ultimately it’ll be his ass if he didn’t deliver for them boys out of Arkansas. Them boys were not to be fucked with.

Doyle telling himself to calm down. It was all going to turn out fine. Shannon would be there to make sure.

Shannon a little older than Hector and Brice. One of the few young people over the age of eighteen working for Doyle.

That was how Doyle operated. Catch them young, coach them up. Make productive little criminals out of them. 

And if they get caught? Well, they’re minors. Their record goes blank again when they’re no longer a minor. Or the way Doyle always liked to put it, “Turn eighteen, The Man wipes your ass clean.”

Like a trick of the eye, Doyle turning their underage status into a feature. Drawing their attention to the benefit of what he was selling them. And away from what he didn’t want them to think about too much.

Both Hector and Brice had pulled more than a few jobs with Shannon, separately and together. House burglaries, mostly. Car thefts, a favorite of Shannon’s. 

A year or so ago, back when they first began doing small jobs for Doyle, Shannon had been the one to show them the ropes. Where to find copper ripe for stealing. How to go about swiping opioid pills. How to determine which home or warehouse was or wasn’t a good mark. 

Shannon past all that now. Doyle’s star student. On the come as a grown-ass criminal in Doyle’s left-handed version of a managerial training program.

“So, what’s up, D?” Brice said.

“Fella over near Eden, he and his wife took a little vacation,” Doyle said. “Winter golfing trip to Palm Springs. Sounds nice right about this time of year, don’t it?”

“Hells yeah,” Brice said. “Sick of freezing my balls off every time I go outside. Playing golf sounds like a little bit of all right too.”

“Not sure what you do can be considered playing golf,” Shannon said, who had both earned and lost a golf scholarship to Wichita State University. “More like getting played by the ball than playing it, the way you chase it around the course.”

“Mind if we get back to the matter at hand?” Doyle said. He paused, waiting to see if anyone was dumb enough to say a fucking word. 

After a long silence, Doyle going on.

“Thing is, this old boy, he up and forgot to take his nice antique gun collection on vacation with him,” Doyle said. “So, I was thinking it might be a good idea if we kept an eye on it for him.”

Doyle grinning at his joke. Everyone else seeing it, also grinning because they were supposed to.

“When?” Brice said.

“Tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow?” Hector said. “Tomorrow’s Saturday.”

Doyle shooting Hector a look, holding it on the boy despite speaking to Shannon.

“Shannon, is tomorrow Saturday?”

“Yes, it is.”

“All day?” Doyle said, still staring at Hector.

“Yep, last I checked Saturday lasted all day. Right up until Sunday gets here.” 

“Huh, how ‘bout that?” Doyle said. “Saturday okay with you, Brice?”

“Sure is, D,” Brice said.

“And you, Hector? It’s Saturday all day tomorrow. Toward the end of that day, would you three mind handling this little project for me? Would that work for you?”

 “Of course,” Hector said. “You know, short notice is all.”

Doyle’s face going flat. Having had his fill of the kid’s second-guessing.

 “Short notice for you, maybe,” Doyle said. “But a couple of us in this office been setting up this job for a while. If you’re surprised that you’re just now finding out, it’s because you’re on a need-to-know-when-and-what-I-fucking-think-you-need-to-know basis. That okay with you, bright boy?”

Hector nodding, saying yes. Keeping his head down. Studying the frayed green carpet like he might be tested on its bare spots later.

“Now if you’d rather be earning walking around money someplace else, flipping fucking burgers or shoveling chickenshit out of chicken coops, say the word. I’ll even write up a nice reference letter for you.”

“C’mon Doyle, you know me,” Hector said, finally looking up at the man. “I’m good.”

“You sure?” 

Doyle twisting the knife for the fun of it now.

“Hunnert percent,” Hector said.

“I am sooo delighted to hear that,” Doyle said, playing to everyone in the room. “Now, if there’s nothing else, how about I fill everyone in on how you’re all going to spend your Saturday evening? That alright with everybody?”

Another awkward silence.

“Okey-dokey,” Doyle said. “Tomorrow night - Saturday night….”

Another glance Hector’s way.

“...It’ll be the same as always with the vehicle. This time, you’ll find a white van parked in the usual spot over on Monroe.”

Doyle not telling them where the van came from. No need for them to know it was provided courtesy of Earl Reynolds. He owned the local salvage yard and, like Doyle, was a man with his fingers in many pies, legal and otherwise.

“Keys will be in the same spot, on top of front passenger-side tire,” Doyle said. “And when the job is done, be good kids and put away your toys. Leave it where you found it. None of that bullshit you pulled last time, parking it on the wrong street.”

“Will do,” Hector said.

“As for the rest of it,” Doyle said, “Shannon’s got a list of exactly what you’re after. He’ll fill you in on the ride over tomorrow. And remember, only take what’s on the list. Got it?”

“Got it, only what’s on the list,” Brice said. “We probably need iron for this, right? Just to be safe?”

“Fuuuuck no,” Shannon said. “That’s all I need, you dumbasses waving guns around.”

“What if somebody there?” Brice said.

“He done said they’re out in Palm Springs,” Hector said

“What if there’s a maid?” Brice said. “Rich guy like that’s likely to have a maid.”

“He doesn’t have a maid,” Shannon said, “not a live-in one, anyway.”

“Besides, if your sorry ass needs a gun to take down Alice from The Brady Bunch, you’re in the wrong line of work,” Doyle said, laughing. “So, yeah, I agree with Shannon. Fuuuuck no.”

Doyle taking note of the disappointment on Brice’s face. Anybody wants a gun that damn bad most likely shouldn’t have one. Still, Doyle liked the kid’s motor.

“Sounds good,” Brice said. “Anything else? Need us to find more pills? Scout other jobs to set up?”

“No, you two fucknuts stay settled down,” Doyle said. “Can work the pills if you want. Don’t have to, though. Got a situation all set up that’s going to haul in more pills and fentanyl patches than you two’ll ever manage digging in people’s trash. Listen, any other bright ideas you get in your head, you run them through me. You hear?”

Hector and Brice both nodding. Doyle asking if there were any other questions. There were not.

“Shannon, you stick around for a bit,” Doyle said, “You two, get the fuck out of my office.”

Doyle tossing a couple of drink tickets at Brice and Hector. 

“Go say hi to Ionia. Get yourselves a Coke.”
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Ionia behind the concessions counter, eyes hawking the thin crowd circling the roller rink. All teenagers, some coupling up, most others in small packs. A few more upstairs in the arcade. Ionia trying to convince herself it would pick up after the basketball game ended. 

Wasn’t like it mattered financially. The rink, along with their other legitimate businesses, were nothing more than fronts for Doyle and Ionia’s illegal income streams. The fronts also providing handy cleaning services for their, “dusty money.” 

That’s what Doyle always said, “Our money ain’t dirty, just a little dusty.”

Might not be vital that the rink and arcade do a healthy business but, for Ionia, it was a matter of pride. The way she saw it, an empty teenager entertainment center…

...in a small town with little else for kids their age to do…

...on a Friday night…

...when it was too cold for a keg party in a field somewhere…

...well, that was like a slap across the mouth, as far as Ionia was concerned.

She was aware that she tended to take most things too personally. Blowing up small, perceived slights into big insults or threats. She was working on it. 

But she’d also come to learn that a person never rids themselves of their instincts altogether. Can only learn to deal with them as best she can.

Ionia letting it go, instead focussing on refilling the popcorn popper. Careful not to get any oil on her weekend clothes. During the week she usually kept it simple and tough: a black or blue heavy button-up shirt and jeans, also black or blue. 

Tonight, though, wearing a black and gray argyle sweater. The sweater tight and with a deep-vee that showed off her cleavage. The way Doyle liked. Also wearing a short, black wool skirt that fit her snug around her hips and ample bottom, also the way Doyle liked. 

Black knee-high boots. No tights nor panties. Very much the way Doyle liked. She liked it all too. 

Except in the middle of freezing fucking winter. 

Earlier before they left the house, she’d told Doyle she sure as shit would be wearing tights and undies on the way to the rink. 

“Marriage is compromise, I guess,” Doyle had said, winking at her.

Once they arrived at Narcissus, she’d gone directly into his office to remove them. Left them in his lower left desk drawer.

Now Ionia turning away from the popcorn machine and toward Hector and Brice bellying up to the glass concessions counter. Plucking the drink tickets from the boys’ fingers after pouring them each a root beer.

“You two go easy on them sugar and caffeine drinks,” Ionia said. “They’ll keep you up when you should be getting a solid eight hours. Hell, when I was a teenager, I could sleep ten, twelve hours at a time. These days, if I have a sip of Dr. Pepper past six in the evening, I’m up past midnight.”

“Can’t remember the last time I went to bed before midnight,” Brice said. “Still get my twelve in though. Sleep till noon.”

Ionia saying, “Enjoy it. One more luxury of youth that up and leaves you.”

Noticing Hector’s glum look. Like he was being eaten from the inside. Ionia pretty sure she knew what was eating him—their pending B-and-E job. 

This antique gun business was a step up for both these boys. Brice seemed to be handling it fine, like a duck meant for water. Or at least cocky enough to give it the old fake it ‘til you make it. 

But Hector? Not so much.

“Hector, you good?” Ionia said. “Look a little green around the gills.”

“I’m good.” Hector nodding vigorously. “All good, yeah.”

That boy’s trying to convince himself more than anybody else, Ionia thought.

“Want a ginger ale?” she said. “It’ll settle your stomach.”

“Couple shots of Jack, that’ll settle his stomach,” Brice said. “You hook us up, Ionia?”

Ionia about to answer Brice, when out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of Shannon. Slipping out of Doyle’s office, making his way around the rink toward the front door.

Ionia deciding to head back, talk to Doyle now that his business with all the boys was concluded. That’s how they played it, like she was out of the loop, as far as anyone could say from experience.

“How about it, huh, Ionia?” Brice said. “Buy us a bottle of Jack?”

Ionia leveling an innocent look at Brice.

“Brice, that would be contributing to the delinquency of a minor.”

Leaving the boys to ponder the irony of that as she took her usual shortcut across the rink toward Doyle’s office, skaters dodging her the whole way.







Outside the office, Ionia could make out Doyle on the other side of the door tuning his acoustic guitar. Opening the door, stepping inside the harsh light of the office. 

Before laying eyes on Doyle or even before smelling the sweat trapped in the office’s musty carpet—a vibration traveling across the room. 

Reaching her, giving her a tickle down below. Her eyes wincing at the brief, pleasurable sensation. 

Right now, though, Ionia in no mood to be distracted. 

“Quit hitting that tuning fork,” she said, “You and I need to have a word.”

Doyle grinning. Looking at the small tuning fork he kept on his ring of twenty or so keys. Doyle striking the side of one of the fork tines against the heel of his hand. The tuning fork giving off a clear, warm tone. The note stretching out like a luxurious yawn. 

Again, at the sound of the tone, Ionia knees going weak. A tingling current lighting up her body. This jolt of pleasure coming to her courtesy of what Doyle called The God Note. 

Despite Doyle explaining it to her more than once, Ionia still didn’t get how it all supposedly worked. Had to do with tuning instruments to the frequency of 432Hz. 

This was, Doyle said, the natural frequency of the earth. 

He said this frequency also happens to jibe perfectly with human brain waves. Doyle claiming that simply hearing it calms and relaxes people without them even realizing it.

Ionia had said all she was hearing was a bunch of new age horseshit.

But Doyle swore up and down that archaeologists and musicologists had found evidence of The God Note among the ancient Greeks and Egyptians. Not to mention, a lot of folks who would know claim that The God Note is the reason Stradivarius violins are so damn special, he said.

As Doyle had put it, “Basically, The God Note is like The Beach Boys are inside our brains and body, harmonizing with the Earth’s natural heartbeat.”

Of course, leave it up to Doyle to take it a step further, turn it into something dirty. 

It took him a while, about a year into their relationship, before Doyle finally convinced Ionia to get a piercing. Down below.

A dangling silver ring that vibrates to the sound of a 432Hz tuning fork. The piercing placed strategically in her nether region. 

With her thighs spread to give it room to jiggle, the ring’s subtle vibrations sent massive waves of pleasure through Ionia’s body whenever Doyle struck that small tuning fork. 

Which is why he carried the tuning fork on his key ring. That way, he told her, “I can strike IT whenever the urge to tickle YOU strikes ME.”

Despite Doyle explaining it so many times, Ionia still wasn’t exactly sure how it worked. Just knew it did. 

Ionia, legs rubbery from the tingle of pleasure, sliding down onto the leather couch.

“Mean it, Doyle, this ain’t the time for that. Need to talk to you.”

Doyle saying all right, all right. Laying his key ring with the tuning fork on his oak desk. Spinning in the chair, putting away the guitar. 

Spinning back around toward Ionia. Asking his wife what was it that they so urgently needed to discuss?

“You worried?” she said, “Now that them Arkansas boys moved up the meeting from Friday to Tuesday?”

“Now, why would that worry me? Ain’t like the situation’s gone sideways. Means we’re moving a little quicker than we planned on, is all.”

“Yep and that’s when dumb shit up and bites you in the ass.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Doyle said. “Way I see it, there’s nothing wrong with us getting closer to making our dreams come true, am I right?”

Ionia knowing her husband was playing it cool. Acting as if he had it all under control. As if the situation wasn’t dire.

“Doyle, this ain’t no time for bullshitting.”

“Ain’t bullshitting you, baby doll.”

“Only because I ain’t having it. Damn sure bullshitting yourself, though. These are serious people we’re about to get involved with.”

“Want to make serious money, you got to work with serious people,” Doyle said, draining the dregs of his energy drink,

“Which means it’s time we start getting serious,” Ionia said. “I mean, if there’s any doubt we can’t deliver them guns? And all the fentanyl and pills we said we could? You know as well as I do them crazy-ass hillbillies do not like being disappointed. So if you have even the slightest of doubts about us making good on our word, then we got to pull out. Now. Tonight. ”

“You know I never pull out, baby doll,” Doyle said, grinning again.

“Goddamnit, Doyle,” Ionia said, “I’m about to lose my religion on you.”

“Easy, honey,” Doyle said, voice soft, calming. “Look, we pull out of this deal now, we’ll never get a shot at this kind of distribution and connections again.”

“We don’t deliver,” she said, “you might never take a breath again.”

Neither of them speaking. The muffled thump of the rink music bleeding into the office.

Finally, Doyle saying, ”That country song playing out there sounds like anything but country. Hell, Buddy Holly was more country than that crap.”

Doyle launching into a recognizable imitation of Buddy Holly. A talent he’d honed as part of an oldies show he’d created in tribute to the great rock-n-rollers of the 1950s and 60s. He could do passible versions of Holly, Bobby Darin, Jackie Wilson, Del Shannon, and Roy Orbison, among others. 

And, of course, the King. Doyle’s Elvis impression was literally professional grade. He still occasionally performed the entire tribute act, mostly for local fundraisers.

Ionia not smiling, though. Sighing at this childishness from her husband. Not sure why she’d expected anything different. It’s simply who Doyle is. 

She kept on not smiling until Doyle cut short his singing, saying, “It’s all going to be okay, Ionia.”

Listening to Doyle as we went on. Telling her that the antique guns were as good as in their hands already. Nothing left to do but go and get them, which the boys were all set to do tomorrow night.

As for the apaches - Doyle using a street name for fentanyl patches - and pills, all that was simply a matter of stomping on the accelerator a little bit.

“Even if we do manage to deliver on this trial run,” Ionia said, making no attempt to mask the desperation in her voice, “can we manage to keep up with what all we’ve promised them long-term?”

“We’ll need to expand, no doubt,” Doyle said. “You said it yourself when we was first considering reaching out to Arkansas: If we ain’t growing then we’re standing still. And if we’re standing still then we’re falling behind.”

Ionia wishing now she’d never said that. At this moment, a part of her wanting to make it up to Doyle, if only in some small way.

 Crossing her thick legs. Showing off her thighs and the black boots hugging her solid calves. Knowing how much Doyle would enjoy her show.

“What we need,” Ionia said, watching Doyle’s eyes light up at her movements, “is to get some shit going that no one else around here’s into.”

“Diversifying?” Doyle said. Evidently, he was carrying on a conversation with her legs because that's where his eyes were pointed.

“Exactly, diversifying.”

“SDS,” Doyle said, finally looking up at her. “Stealing, drugs and sex. What else is there?”

“A whole fucking world out there, that’s what,” Ionia said. “We might be in one small corner of it, but it’s all out there. Identity theft and shit like that. All we got to figure out is how to go and get it from here in little old Caulfield.”

“Been contemplating taking on more kids so we can increase our volume.”

Ionia wanting to tell her husband he needed to dream bigger but catching herself. The last thing he needed right now was her calling him short-sighted. If Ionia knew anything, it was her man’s buttons. 

For instance, she knew that never making it big in the music business, that was Doyle’s biggest disappointment in life. 

In his mind, though, there was always still a chance to catch that to rocketship to stardom. Wasn’t likely, of course. Still, the promise of it, empty as it was, gave him hope. It kept his motor running.

Same as him believing they could get enough kids to rob enough houses and steal enough drugs to meet what those Arkansas boys would demand.

She called it his whiskey-glass-half-full view of the world, and she found it endearing.

Ionia also understanding that her husband’s biggest fear was being dirt poor again. Raised with too many brothers and sisters and no father around. Scraped and sang and clawed his own way out. Willing to do anything to never go back.

Doyle always telling her, “I might never be rich but fuck all if I’m ever gonna be dead-ass broke again. “

She knew he’d do whatever it took and that’s all there was to it. Ionia appreciating his break-a-whiskey-bottle-over-your-skull view of the world too.

“Which kids you considering bringing in?” Ionia said, indulging him.

“Maybe Hector’s sister.” Doyle said, “Can always put someone who’s young and cute to good use.”

“That one’s too smart for you,” Ionia said, an edge to her voice.

Doyle looking up at his wife, grinning, “Hell, the good ones are all too smart for me. Look at you, baby doll.”

“You best leave Valerie alone,” Ionia said, still serious.

Doyle sitting upright behind his desk, picking up his ring of keys. Running his thumb up and down one of the tines.

 “You jealous?” he said.

“Jealous, my ass. I’m saying you wouldn’t know what do with her even if you caught her.”

“Oh, I might,” Doyle said, beaming at Ionia.

Striking the tuning fork against the heel of his hand. Sending another wave of good vibrations across the office and through his wife.

Ionia giving into it. Spreading her legs, making room for the silver ring to reverberate against her flesh. The couch’s leather clinging to Ionia’s skin as she moved around, refusing to let her go. Hiking up her skirt, exposing a tattoo up high on the inside of her left thigh. A colorful 432 matching the one on Doyle’s forearm.

Ionia quivering as her flesh melted into the couch. A gush of harmonic tremors taking over her body. As the tone was about to fade away, Doyle striking the tuning fork again.

Honestly, to her ear, Ionia couldn’t hear a damn bit of difference.

Sure as hell could feel it, though.
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“So what is the situation with you and Paige, anyway?”

Trace Beaman, Billy’s best friend, grilling Billy about his relationship with Paige and grilling burgers at the same time.

After hours, coming up on eleven o’clock. Trace working the griddle in the kitchen of his cafe, Trace’s Place. Whipping up double cheeseburgers for everybody.

Everybody being Billy, Trace and Chris, a middle-aged African-American man. Chris, a line cook, was finishing the last of the kitchen clean up and prep for the morning before heading home with one of the burgers.

Of course, because it was Trace, he wasn’t treating them to just any old cheeseburger.

The six patties searing on the griddle were Akaushi beef, a breed of Japanese cattle known for its tender, healthy fat and luscious flavor. 

These particular beef patties came from Kansas. Their lineage, however, could be traced back to the first small herd of Japanese Brown cattle imported to Texas from Japan in the mid-1990s. A few bulls and several cows making the trip over in a specially-designed Boeing 747. 

Which meant the ancestry of these patties went back all the way to the original, famed Akaushi herds near Mount Aso in Japan.

Four of these exalted grass-fed Akaushi patties were about to be graced with slices of applewood smoked cheddar, the other two with habanero cheddar. Chris was partial to spicy food. 

All of the burgers would eventually be topped with grilled onions, currently sputtering off to one side of the griddle, and Trace’s own homemade tomato jam. 

On the upper edge of the griddle, three split onion buns lay toasting face down in melted English country butter.

“Could you hurry it up? I’m starving,” Billy said, again skirting Trace’s question about Paige.

“Were you born in a barn?” Trace said, flipping the patties with a long spatula. “What on earth makes you think it’s acceptable, rushing gorgeous burgers such as these?”

“I’m sorry, you’re right,” Billy said. He figured food talk would get them off the subject of his relationship. “How do you say it, again? Ah-kow-she?”

“No, ah-ka-OO-she,” Trace said, “Seriously though, what’s the deal with you and her?”

“You’re worse than Sara Jane, you know that?” Billy said.

“No need to drag your momma into it,” Trace said. “And don’t tell me it’s complicated.”

“It’s complicated,” Billy said.

“See, I’ve found it’s only complicated if you make it that way.”

“Excuse me,” Billy said. “When exactly was that last time you were in a grown-ass relationship? And to state the obvious, any members of Trace’s Home for Single Mothers who are waiting tables around here do not qualify.”

“Thanks for proving my point.,” Trace said dealing out slices of cheese to melt on the patties. “I keep it simple and uncomplicated.”

Billy shaking his head, savoring the aroma of grilled onions in the air.

“You know,” Billy said, “I thought maybe I’d come down here, hang out with some dudes. Take my mind off my relationship troubles. Didn’t realize this was the Great Plains gathering of the Oprah Winfrey Fan Club.”

“Ah-ha, you admit it!” Trace said, “I knew you two were having trouble.” 

Billy sighing, rubbing his eyes. Tired. Hungry. He was leaning against the prep counter in the kitchen and from where he was standing he was able to peer through the pass-through connecting the kitchen to the front of the cafe. The front now neat, swept and prepped for the morning. Orderly tables, chairs and booths. 

Out through the cafe’s storefront windows, Billy could also view Main Street. At this point in the evening, the Friday night traffic cruising up and down Main had thinned. 

Billy noting an older model red sedan crawling past the café.

“So?” Trace said, “Her and you? What's the situ?”

Trace stepping back from the griddle, assessing the cheese as it melted over the sides of the patties. Cutting Billy a look: C’mon, give it up.

“Like I said, it’s compli—”

“—Yeah, complicated, you said that,” Trace said. “Lay it out there, son. Big Daddy Trace will decide if you’re tangled up in a knot so complicated it can’t be untied.”

“Don’t know what the deal is, honestly,” Billy said. “All of a sudden she’s cold. Don’t mean only in the bedroom neither, though that is an aspect.”

“Seem to remember it wasn’t that long ago she showed up out of the blue. Right here in my restaurant. Came looking for you.”

“I know, I was here too, remember?”

“And now you’re telling me she’s gone icy?”

 “As an igloo.”

“Well, that ain’t hard to figure out.”

“Do tell.”

“No, you tell,” Trace said. “What did you do?”

“What makes you think I did anything?”

“Because she’s the one who’s mad,” Trace said. “Now, if you were the one who’s mad, we’d be sitting here going on about how we cannot believe she went and did whatever it was she went and did. As it is, she’s probably off with her friends bitching about whatever it is you did..”

“Gee, Big Daddy Trace,” Billy said, sarcastically, “is that how it actually works?”

“With sane people anyway,” Trace said. “Point is, what the hell did you do?”

“Nothing,” Billy said. “At least, I don’t believe I did. All I know is, one day not long after she moved in, I come through the door. She’s sitting there on the couch watching nature shows. And it was like, between me leaving in the morning and coming back that afternoon, a switch inside her got flipped.”

Trace with a sour look on his face. “That is wildly unsatisfying.”

“No shit, Big Daddy Trace,” Billy said, stepping back as Trace used a spatula to scoop up the hamburger patties drenched in melted cheese. 

Billy’s mouth watering as Trace eased the burgers onto the toasted onion buns. Using his spatula to slide two of the finished burgers on plates, the spicy one into a cardboard take-home container for Chris.

Billy grabbing his plate, following Trace out to a two-top near the front windows. 







The two of them, Billy and Trace, sitting down at a table to eat and talk while Chris finished the closing routine.

“Paige,” Billy said, “she ain’t herself lately,”

“How so?”

Before answering, Billy biting into his Akaushi double cheeseburger. Immediately a meaty flavor coated his taste buds in a warm, savory blanket. 

“Oh my god,” Billy said, chewing. His face all lit up with delight.

“I know, right?” Trace said, chomping into his own cheeseburger, juicy yet not greasy. “So, how ain’t she herself?”

“For one thing, she’s hasn’t touched that camera of hers in I don’t know how long.”

“Really?” Trace said, feeding his surprise with another bite of his burger. “Definitely don’t sound like her. That gal’s nonstop with her pictures. You ask her what’s bugging her?”

“Not yet?”

“Why the hell not?”

“Might be one of those shouldn’t-have-to-ask-if-I-was-paying-attention type of deals. Except I am paying attention. Or at least, I thought I was.”

Chris coming out from the kitchen to place refilled sea salt grinders on the tables. Not chiming in though obviously listening to the conversation.

“If Paige ain’t taking pictures,” Trace said, “how’s she spending her time?”

“Home when I leave, there when I get back, usually. What she does in between, who knows?”

“Tell me you at least ask her about her day?”

“Of course I do. Most days she says she watched TV. Or went shopping with her mom or a friend.”

Trace chewing silently. Billy catching the look exchanged between Trace and Chris.

“What?” Billy said.

“What what?” Trace said.

“You and him making googly eyes at each other, that’s what,” Billy said. “Got something on your mind?”

“Nothing.” Trace saying it the way people do when they mean it really is something.

“You think she’s messing around behind my back?”

“I doubt she’d do that,” Trace said. “I mean, it’s possible in the grand scheme of things. She’s got the time. She’s bored. Definitely wouldn’t have trouble finding a willing accomplice.”

“You’re not helping.”

“Most likely, though, Paige doesn’t have the inclination. Just saying, is all.”

“Heck, she just moved back to town. She’s that bored with me already?”

“You are pretty boring,” Trace said.

“Means you’re boring too, hanging out with me as much as you do.”

Chris snickering, unable to hide his amusement as he headed back into the kitchen.

Billy about to take another bite of his burger when the red sedan cruised past again. Looked to be an old Grand Prix that had been restored. Two males in the car. Looked to be in their late teens.

The one driving looked to be Mexican. The passenger was white. Both trying to appear like they weren’t looking at the cafe as they passed. 

Billy noticing that they were heading down the street in the same direction as before. If they were dragging Main, Billy thought, they should be going in the opposite direction, back the way they came. That was the usual pattern up and down Main.

Instead, these two had gone around the block. 

Billy chewing on that and his burger when suddenly he was yanked back to the moment. Realizing Trace had asked a question.

“What’d you say?” Billy said.

“Look, if you’re gonna waste my time,” Trace said, “not pay attention while I try to fix your sorry life, you can go fuck yourself.”

Chris coming out from the kitchen, laughing even harder now at Trace busting Billy’s balls.

“Sorry, I…never mind,” Billy said. “What’d you say?”

“I said, you remember how it is when you first move home, right? Takes a little while to get your ass back in gear.”

Billy nodding as Trace again took a bite mid-sentence. 

“Especially if you’re coming from a city back to this podunk town,” Trace said, talking with food in his mouth. “Hell, I even had a plan when I showed back up. Remember how long it took me to get going on this place? It’s like you have to re-acclimate to small town living. Like we got a different sort of gravity or atmosphere here.”

Bill knowing Trace was referring to his time away from Caulfield. Culinary school and then cooking in Napa. After that, honing his craft in kitchens in Chicago, New York, even doing a little time in Paris, Madrid and Edinburgh, Scotland before finally ending up back in Caulfield. 

Moving back to be closer to his parents, brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews. To cook for his hometown folks. Expand their white-trash palates a little. See what happens when he combined the food he'd grown up eating with the food and techniques he'd learned out in the world.

Then again, Trace could just as easily have been referring to Billy’s own time away from Caulfield. 

Graduating high school and heading straight into professional baseball. A relatively quick climb through the minor leagues. Phenomenal rookie year in The Show pitching for the New York Yankees. Then injuring his shoulder. A few frustrating years spent trying to work his way back. Ultimately accepting that his brief, wild ride as a professional baseball player was over before finding his way back home to Caulfield. 

“Yeah, I remember,” Billy said. “At least you had a plan. Hell, I was drifting along until drifted into being sheriff.”

“Seems like it worked out,” Trace said, reaching across the table quick as a cobra strike, thumping Billy in the chest. 

More specifically, in the sheriff’s badge. Billy carried it in a leather case that hung on a chain around his neck. Whenever he was in street clothes, Billy wore it under his shirt.

“The hell you do that for?” Billy said.

“Whoo, I just fought the law and I won, bitch,” Trace said, like a kid who’d gotten away with stealing candy.

“You’re an idiot,”

“Yep,” Trace said. “Be that as it may, what’re you gonna do about Miss Paige?”

“Gonna get ansty is what,” Billy said, “if that Grand Prix don’t quit driving by like that.”

Billy nodding in the direction of the red sedan again passing by the cafe. Opposite way this time. But reappearing too quickly to have done the full cruising route.

“Lighten up, Officer No Fucking Fun,” Trace said, punctuating his words with the last big bite of his burger. “Couple of kids out dragging Main. You already forgot how goddamn boring this town is? You forget passing the time like that?”

Billy saying yeah, he remembered. Clocking the Grand Prix until it was out of sight.







Once they finished eating, Billy trailed Trace back into the kitchen. Trace slipping their plates in the dishwasher and turning it on. 

Billy couldn’t stop thinking about the Grand Prix. Multiple passes at a snail’s pace. Two young males surveying the cafe while trying hard not to look like that’s what they were up to.

All of it raising Billy’s hackles. Suspecting they were casing the place. Billy figuring there was no need to worry his friend. A warning couldn’t hurt, though.

“Yeah, you’re probably right about that car,” Billy said. “Some idiot kids passing the time. Still, keep your head on a swivel. Especially when you’re closing up at night.”

“Shit, that reminds me,” Trace said, turning to yell over his shoulder, “Hey Chris, I forgot to put the cash away. Can you take care of that before you head out?”

“Already done,” Chris said, coming inside through the back exit that opened out to the trash and recycling bins in the alley. “Noticed you didn’t, so I did. I always put it away before I take out the trash.”

“That’s why you’re better’n me,” Trace said.

“Damn straight.”

Chris eyeing the takeout box on the counter. “That my burger?”

“If you want it.”

“If I want it?” Chris playing up how beleaguered he was by Trace’s stupid question. “You know I do.”

Billy and Trace laughing along with Chris. Trace letting Chris know both he and Billy were taking off.

Outside, Trace hopping into his Chevy pickup parked in the back alley. Giving Billy a ride around to his sheriff’s SUV parked in front of the cafe. Billy hopping out and walking to his vehicle. Behind him, he heard Trace lower his window.

“Almost forgot,” Trace said.

Billy watching as Trace reached inside his flannel-lined coat. Billy waiting, Trace’s truck idling, the only noise on Main Street. Finally, Trace coming up with a folded square of reusable beeswax wrap. Leaning over to hand the bindle through his passenger side window to Billy.

Billy unwrapping it, discovering six heart-shaped caramels, each about the size of a fifty-cent piece.

“Edibles?” Billy said.

“Limited edition for Valentine’s Day,” Trace said. “Made a batch of them.”

“Aw, that’s sweet of you,” Billy said. “Unfortunately, I’m already seeing someone. Jacked up as that relationship is, I’m afraid now’s still not the right time for you and me.”

“I’m willing to wait,” Trace said.

“No chance. But I admire your persistence.”

“Maybe you’re not worth the wait after all,” Trace said. “Seriously, I got the proportions on this batch a little wonky. Do not eat a whole one all at once. Unless you’re absolutely certain you’re not leaving your house. Especially if you’re going out to shoot someone.”

“If I knew ahead of time when that was going to be, this job would be cake,” Billy said. “Careful going home.”

Trace coming up with another caramel from his inside coat pocket, unwrapping it. Popping the whole heart in his mouth.

Flashing a crooked grin at his best friend, the sheriff. 

“Don’t worry Dirty Harry,” Trace said. “One of the perks of living in a small town—I’ll be home before it kicks in.”

Billy shaking his head as Trace drove off. His truck heading a block down Main Street before turning left toward his house. His house only another three blocks down and two blocks over.

Billy thinking, Hell, he’ll be home before he’s done chewing. Dropping his own package of edible pot caramel hearts into his pocket inside his sheepskin winter coat.

Opening the door of his sheriff’s SUV, stopping. His white breath wafting in the cold night as Billy looked one way up Main and down the other.

No sign of any vehicle, let alone the Grand Prix. 

Billy climbing into his sheriff’s SUV. Telling himself he might want to find out who the hell owns that red car.


Eleven







	“What in the hell is that?”

	Valerie startled by the sound of her brother’s voice behind her. 

A flick of her left thumb and index finger, tapping two keys at once on her laptop keyboard. Toggling from what she was actually doing on her computer to a decoy window.

“Damn it, Hector, you scared me!” she said, swiveling in her chair to face her brother.

	“Sorry,” he said, unable to keep from slurring even the one word. “Wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.”

	Valerie shouldn’t have been surprised by him. She’d heard him pull into the driveway, followed by the muffled slam of the door of the car they shared. A red Pontiac Grand Prix with white leather interior. Hector had restored the car with their father, Claudio.

But somewhere between the car door slamming, and Hector appearing in the doorway to her room, Valerie had shut out the real world while lost in the world online. 

Now she could smell the weed and beer on him. 

“He around?” Hector said, meaning their father.

“Sleeping.”

“Visiting Pillsbury again?”

Valerie only nodding. 

“Wasn’t on the couch,” Hector said. “He manage to make it all the way to his bed? Or did he pass out down the hall again?”

“In bed. Crashed hours ago in the living room. I was able to get him to go to bed.”

“Cool,” he said, yawning. “You suck at that game. You know that, right?”

Valerie remembering she’d toggled her computer screen to the decoy window. It displayed an online game called Camouflage. A first-person shooter game that Valarie did, in fact, suck at.

“Sucking at an endeavor is the first step toward getting better at it,” Valerie said.

“Then you’re taking the first step at getting better at lying,” he said. “Because you suck at that too. Seriously, what were you doing before?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit. Wasn’t no game on your screen when I came in here. Looked like you were browsing. Only different.”

“Your red eyes, they aren’t seeing clearly,” she said.

Her older brother lowering his face, raising his eyebrows. The silly, over-the-top, doubtful face he always used on her when he suspected she wasn’t being straight with him. 

“What?” Valerie said.

Hector holding the comical expression.

“What?!” Valerie said, fighting a smile.

Hector waiting for his little sister to crack.

“Fine, you dick,” she said, laughing. “You’re right, I was doing a little shopping is all. Happy?”

“Nope. Let me see.”

“Why?”

“Because whatever it was, you didn’t want me to see it. And that makes me want to see it.”

“Well, learn to live with disappointment,” she said, “You should develop that skill. Going to come in handy for you, I promise.”

Hector walking over to her closet.

“What are doing?” Valerie said.

Hector ignoring her. Instead, going through her clothes hanging on a rod. A split-second contemplating a shirt before sliding it over to consider the next one.

“What the fuck, Hector?” Valerie said. Hopping up to get between her brother and her clothes. 

Recognizing her mistake too late.

Now that he was between his sister and her computer, Hector lurched. Snatching up her laptop, the power cord whipping free from the side of the machine. 

“Damn, don’t break it!” she said.

Hector keeping his back to her as he cradled the computer in front of him. Toggling to the screen she had been on when he walked up behind her. Scrutinizing the computer’s screen. A simple web page, mostly text. So simple it was odd.

“Seriously, what is this?” he said, turning to his sister.

Valerie snatching her laptop from him. 

“A different browser is all,” she said.

“What’s that site you’re on?”

“It’s like a search engine.” 

Valerie putting her laptop back on her desk, plugging in the power cord.

“That ain’t no Google,” Hector said.

Valerie with a deep sigh. Considering her alternatives and opting to tell him a little so she wouldn’t have to tell it all.

“It’s a deep web search engine.”

“Deep web?” he said. “Like dark web?”

“Deep, dark, whatever.”

“Some shady shit going on there, right? Like drugs and porn and stuff?”

“There’s that,” she said, sitting back down in her swivel chair. “Mostly, though, it’s about being anonymous.”

“Like I said, shady shit.”

“It ain’t all janky,” she said. “You got, like, people in foreign countries using it. Don’t want their government tracking what they do online, listening in on what they’re chatting about. And people like reporters and whistleblowers and all that.”

Hector thinking that over. Finally saying, “So? What’re you doing on there?”

“Buying drugs,” she said.

Hector, yawning, plopping on her bed. 

“Better not be. I’ll seriously kick your ass, you mess around with that shit.”

“Like your Bob-Marley-reeking-ass should talk,” she said.

“Answer the question. What were you doing on—”

Hector yawning again as he flung himself backward onto her bed. Misjudging his distance from the wall, banging his head against it.

Valerie jumping up from her desk. “Hector, you okay?”

Hector rubbing his head, rocking on the bed, cursing.

“Let me look,” she said.

Carefully lifting her brother’s hands from his head to assess the damage. Sifting through his dark hair, searching for the spot. Thinking her brother needs a haircut. Maybe give him one tomorrow afternoon. 

Hector flinching as her fingers found the tender spot on the back of his head.

“No cut,” she said “Sweet bump already, though. Here, let me check you for a concussion. How many fingers am I holding up?”

Valerie flipping her brother the bird.

“Fuck you too,” Hector said, chuckling, stretching out on her bed.

“By the way,” Valerie said, sitting back down at her desk, “I’m taking the car tomorrow morning.”

“Why?”

“‘Cause I am.”

“You ain’t going to tell me why you need my car?”

“Uh, it’s our car,” she said. “And I don’t have to give you no damn reason. Besides, you sleep so late, I’ll have it back before you’re even thinking about getting up and fixing your Pop-Tarts.”

“Whatever.”

“Exactly,” she said, turning back toward her computer. 

Valerie toggling back to the shooter game and playing. Waiting for her brother to either pass out on her bed or, better yet, stagger off to his own room.

After a few minutes of game playing, her brother’s breathing slowed. Valerie resigning herself to sleeping on the couch tonight.

Picking up her computer and moving into the living room. Even from the couch, she couldn’t ignore the snoring of her drunk, stoned brother. 

Who knows what all Hector’s into?

Valerie had an idea but chose not to dig. 

On down the hall, her father lay sprawled in his clothes across his lonely bed. In his dopey, dreamy head, seeing all the sights in Pillsbury.

All these people in her life, family and friends, who can’t seem to get out of their own way. Valerie wondering why she was one who had to help these people who can’t help themselves?

Telling herself it was fine. Telling herself she could handle whatever was thrown at her. But some days...she was weighed down. 

By her obligations to these people she cared about. By the pressure to live up to the potential that everyone was convinced was her destiny.

Recalling the sheriff talking to them in class earlier that afternoon. How her pointed question to him about fate versus free will had rattled him. One more grown-up without an answer.

She hadn’t been trying to be a smartass. She truly wanted an answer. Because if it was all fate, then she was certain she’d wind up on the losing end. And not a damn thing she could do about it.

“Free will,” she whispered to herself. “Better be goddamn free will.”

Toggling back to her search on the deep web. She hadn’t lied to her brother about searching for drugs. Not technically, anyway.

Valerie typing “RU486” and “abortion pill” into the deep web search engine.

Hoping it didn’t come to that. Still, it was better to make sure Chloe had all her options on the table.

If Chloe did want to get rid of the pregnancy, this was her best option. Thanks to the pro-lifers, there weren’t any women’s clinics friendly to a woman’s right to choose any closer than Kansas City.

And it wasn’t as if Chloe could visit her local gyno or an OBGYN and risk her parents finding out. Sure, she could give her parents a vague “lady business” excuse. No doubt Chloe’s mom, Gennifer, would figure it out eventually. 

That right there was the downside of having parents who were involved in your life—they were involved in your life.

Valerie unable to shake her disappointment that Chloe had managed to get herself knocked up in high school. About as unoriginal as you could get around Caulfield.

Admittedly, Valerie was jealous too. Who wouldn’t be? The person you’re in love with pregnant by a dumbshit like Brice Bohannon?

 Chloe was book smart as hell, Valerie thought, but that girl was astonishingly dumb when it came to life its ownself.

Valerie scanning the search results that had popped up on her laptop screen. An overwhelming number of sources for abortion pills. 

Still, Valerie fully aware she was swimming in the lawless waters at the deep end of the web. Couldn’t be sure whom to trust. 

She’d also have to come up with about a thousand dollars, give or take, to throw at the problem.

Valerie thinking that’s an awful lot of babysitting money.

She might be able to get it from Hector. He always had cash, thanks to whatever he was up to with Brice and Doyle and the rest of them. 

No way he’d ever give up that kind of money without demanding to know what she needed it for.

Valerie thinking she might have to put that big brain of her’s to use, figure out how to make some quick cash.

Calming herself. Telling herself to take it one step at a time. Might not even come to all that.

Tomorrow, she and Chloe would find out for sure.


Twelve







“Splatter guard? Are you kidding me?”

Early Saturday morning and Valerie talking to herself. Moving up and down the feminine care aisle of the drugstore. Scanning three shelves of early pregnancy test kits. 

After she thought about it, Valerie concluding maybe a splatter guard does make sense, given how Chloe would take the test.

Valerie unzipping her winter coat. She’d gotten up early, driven the Grand Prix over to the drugstore in Eden on two lanes of asphalt frozen to an ashy gray. No way in hell she was waltzing into a Caulfield drugstore to pluck an EPT kit off the shelf. It’d be all over town she was pregnant before she even finished checking out.

Besides, the drug store in Eden was newer. A stand-alone building put up by a corporate chain. She figured they’d have more options. She was right.

Valerie scarcely taller than the aisle. Her head bobbing above the top shelf as she browsed. Anyone observing her might assume she was fighting to keep from drowning in choices. Who knew there were so many options for EPT kits?

Absorbency.

When to take the test.

Extra-wide comfort grip.

Easy-to-read digital display versus analog pee stick. 

Not much deliberation needed on that last choice. Valerie going digital all the way. Still, she questioned whether the world really needed so many types of early pregnancy tests for what is ultimately a simple, binary situation: Is you is or is you ain't? 

Like that old song her grandmother used to love.

Valerie deciding she’d had enough consumer paralysis for one morning. Telling herself to grab a few boxes, pay and get gone. About to reach for a test kit when Doyle Ikey walked into the drugstore.

What the hell was Doyle doing over in Eden?

Valerie immediately ducking below the shelves. Heart racing. 

Did he see her?

Raising up, a cautious peek over the shelves. Doyle meandering down the wide center aisle, coming in her direction. Valerie crouching back down.

Snatching three test kits off the shelf. Staying low, scurrying down the feminine care aisle. Moving toward the perimeter aisle that circled the store and, most importantly, away from the direction Doyle was heading.

Valerie making it to the aisle along the far wall before popping up for another look. Eyes scanning the store. Finding the back of Doyle’s dark head over in the hair coloring aisle on the other side of the floor. 

So vain about his hair, Valerie thought. Refusing to wear a hat even on a morning as cold as this. Rumor around Caulfield was that Doyle used the same hair dye as Elvis Presley, Miss Clairol 51D Black Velvet. 

Maybe Doyle was shopping for his Miss Clairol, Valerie thought? Maybe he’d come over to Eden to make a low profile purchase, same as her?

 Valerie glancing toward the bank of registers up front. Four people waiting in line to check out. Three registers, but only one open. A dull-eyed young woman in a bright orange vest ringing up a customer. Valerie cursing under her breath at the checkout gal’s glaring lack of urgency. 

Valerie looking toward the back of the drugstore. A single register at the pharmacy. No one waiting in line. A glance at Doyle over near the far wall. And just in time too. 

Valerie ducking as Doyle turned her direction. Remaining hunkered down. Chest heaving. A metallic taste invading her suddenly dry mouth.

Stay or move?

Move! 

Keeping low and making her way toward the pharmacy. Pausing when she was about to pass the aisle where she’d seen Doyle at the far end. Carefully checking the aisle. No Doyle. 

Instead, locking eyes with a heavy-set African-American woman. 

The woman’s face twisted with confusion at the sight of Valerie sneaking around the store. Valerie unsure what to do. 

Smiling at the woman. 

The woman smiling back, still very much confused.

Valerie reaching the end of the perimeter aisle and peering around it cautiously. The pharmacy register still available. No Doyle in sight. Hoping maybe he’d left already. Still, not ready to chance it by stepping up to the register.

Another cautious peek above the shelves. Locating Doyle. He was up near the front checkout counter, his back to her. Valerie telling herself now or never. Sliding up to the pharmacy register. 

Two men behind the pharmacy counter, both in white lab coats. One a short, fat balding man with glasses. The other a young Asian man with tattoos snaking out from under his white sleeves. Both moving around their work area, apparently busy. Busy with what exactly, Valerie couldn’t tell.

“I’m ready to check out,” she said. Saying it barely loud enough for both men to hear.

The fat man in glasses was evidently the pharmacist and the young Asian man his assistant. Because, with a nod, the fat man dispatched the young man to ring up Valerie.

The pharmacist's assistant wordlessly punching a code into the register, waking up the machine. Repeating the process when it didn’t work the first time. 

Valerie noting that the assistant wasn’t much older than her. Maybe a few years out high school. Taking his time ringing up the test kits. 

Expecting the assistant to cast judgment her way. He didn’t once look up at Valerie, though.

Watching him ring up the kits, Valerie realized that in her hurry to hide from Doyle, she’d snatched two identical kits and one of a different brand. And now that different kit refused to give up its barcode information. The assistant running the kit over the glass scanner in the counter over and over. Valerie feeling more exposed with each impotent swipe.

Fighting the urge to glance around to see if Doyle had noticed her. Finally, the assistant gave up on the scanner and was about to key in the product code by hand.

“You know, two’ll probably do the trick,” Valerie said. “You can skip that other one.”

For the first time the assistant looking up at Valerie. Mild annoyance on his otherwise bored face. 

“Sure?”

“Hundred percent,” Valerie said, handing him three twenties. “Hey, does this place have a back door?”

The assistant shaking his head, smirking.

“Not that customers can use, nope,” he said, handing Valerie her change.

He slid the plastic bag with the two kits toward her. Valerie giving the assistant a fake smile under hard eyes.

“Thanks for everything,” she said, her words drowning in sarcasm and frustration.

“You bet,” the assistant said, his back already turned to Valerie. Completely missing her intent.

Valerie letting it go. Wrapping the bag tight around the kits. Considering hiding them in the pocket of her winter coat but deciding against it. That’s all she needed, to be mistaken for stealing, stirring up a ruckus and have everyone gawking at her.

Clutching the wrapped kits in her hand like a small brick. Car keys ready in her other hand. Easing her way to the front of the store. Head down like she was interested in an item on a low shelf. But with her eyes upward, searching for Doyle.

Spotting him. Still up front near the registers. His head down, giving the candy shelves a once-over. Valerie figuring he was probably stocking up on his Dentyne. Seemed like whenever she saw Doyle, he had a piece in his mouth. Teeth chomping, gum popping. She assumed the gum covered up the bad breath he got from all the energy drinks he was constantly downing.

Valerie taking off down the perimeter aisle that ran along the wall. Being quick but not hurrying. 

As she neared the front doors, Valerie flipping the hood of her winter coat over her head. Making sure her back was to Doyle when the automatic doors opened, in case the doors’ movement drew his attention.

Hopping into her car in the parking lot outside. No sign of Doyle’s hunter green Dodge minivan. Must have parked on the other side of the building. Valerie hopeful he hadn’t noticed the Grand Prix.

Valerie firing up the car and not waiting for the engine to warm. Pulling out of the lot, making her way back through Eden’s quaint downtown. 

 Glancing down at the plastic bag of EPT kits on the passenger seat. Valerie creating a to-do list in her mind:

Get back to Caulfield. 

Meet up with Chloe at her house. Her parents would be gone most of the day. 

Help Chloe take these tests. Each kit with three testers. Either way, they needed to be damn sure.

At the edge of town, Valerie picking up the two-lane state highway back to Caulfield. Still wondering if Doyle had seen her. Valerie pretty sure he hadn’t.

Taking a sharp curve a bit too fast. Valerie sensing the tires give a little under her before finally gripping the cold road. Telling herself to make no never mind about dumbass Doyle.

Instead, focus on Chloe and what lay ahead for them.


Thirteen




	

Doyle watching the backside of Valerie leave the drugstore. Automatic glass doors sealing shut behind her. Wondering what the hell she was doing all the way over in the Eden drug store on a freezing Saturday morning?

Also wondering, had she’d seen him?

Wasn’t a big deal if she had. Definitely be easier for Doyle if she hadn’t, though. One less excuse to make up.

His first impulse had been to turn around and leave, wait outside until she left. But he was afraid coming in, leaving, then coming right back in might draw attention. 

Instead, Doyle did his best to avoid Valerie until she left. He was sure she hadn’t clocked him. Pretty sure, anyway.

Doyle grabbing three packs of Dentyne, the classic cinnamon-flavored one. None of that newfangled ice bullshit, whatever that was. Ice wasn’t even a goddamn flavor. 

The long line at the front register being neither here nor there to Doyle. Intending all along to pay at the pharmacy in the back. That was the real reason for his trip over—check with his inside man to confirm delivery of the stolen fentanyl was on schedule. 

So Doyle could deliver it on schedule to them Arkansas boys.

So them Arkansas boys wouldn’t cut his nuts off for breaking a promise.

Doyle taking his time, meandering toward the pharmacy in the back. Casually giving his new honey hole a once-over. Brief eye contact across the store and over the shelves with the pharmacist assistant. Each averting the other’s eyes.

His inside man, Griffin. 

This whole setup had been a long time in the making. 

When the new chain drug store had opened up in Eden a couple years back, Doyle had originally envisioned it as a smash-and-grab situation. Hit it once, maybe again a few months down the line when they didn’t expect it. No more than that, though.

It was Ionia who had asked, “Why butcher the cow when we can keep milking the goddamn thing over and over?”

Coincidently, around the time Ionia had her pharmacy milking brainstorm, Griffin had celebrated his eighteenth birthday. He’d been pulling jobs of one kind or another for Doyle since the seventh grade. Him turning into a legal adult had forced Doyle’s hand. Cut him loose? Or find something else for him to do?

It was new territory for the Ikeys. Working with a crew of adults rather than minors. Playing the long game rather than the quick hit. Both Doyle and Ionia grasped how broadening into adult crews would allow them to expand into new markets.

If Griffin were to “transition to a new role within the organization,” as Doyle had put it, this new role needed to offer a higher reward than smash-and-grabs or boosted cars. 

Of course, higher reward meant higher risk. Serious jail time. No wiping Griffin slate clean.

All along, Ionia had been rock-solid certain Griffin was the perfect inside man for the pharmacy. Doyle was less sure about that.

 He wouldn’t deny Griffin had his qualities. For instance, the young man was unexcitable. Even in the diciest situations, he was a walking nap. Griffin also had a disturbing lack of empathy. Always a good quality in a criminal.

Griffin was not, however, the sharpest tool in the shed. Doyle thought maybe Ionia was profiling Griffin a tiny bit. She wouldn’t be the first. Some people see an Asian kid, they automatically suppose he’s smart.

Still, Ionia had been persistent in that way of hers that involved never dropping a subject until she got her way. His wife picked her battles, Doyle would give her that. When it became clear to Doyle this was one of them, he gave in to her.

The Ikeys paid for Griffin’s training to become a pharmacist’s assistant. Enrolled him in an online, for-profit college to get his associate’s degree. Helped him study when he needed to pass the pharmacy technician certification exam. Paid for his registration with the state pharmacology board. 

The Ikeys held their breath when Griffin had to take yet another exam. This one had been administered by the pharmacist in charge of the chain drugstore in Eden. A colossal jackass named Ralph Harbison. 

People often pointed out that a pharmacist wasn’t nowhere near close to being a brain surgeon, so Ralph ought to climb down of his high-horse. Of course, most people said this behind Ralph’s back instead of to his smug face, so Ralph was still riding high.

When the none-too-bright Griffin actually passed Ralph’s test and was hired as an assistant, it felt to the Ikeys like winning on a long-shot horse.

Now Griffin was six months into working at the pharmacy. All along, Doyle had coached him to glean patterns of how the place operated. Made sure the kid worked hard, earned the pharmacist’s trust. 

Griffin was turning out to be a long-shot that was set to pay off. And in a big, big way over a long, long period of time. As long as they didn’t get caught, of course.

Early on, the pharmacist had put Griffin in charge of the menial task of ordering stock supplies. Then a month ago Griffin, who’d also been delegated the boring task of tracking inventory, had made sure the count was off. 

Now, when dope went missing, no one would notice. Or as Doyle had put it, Griffin was “the only eyes on the count and the cache.”

That’s when Doyle had placed a call to a guy who knew a guy who could put Doyle in touch with the boys from Arkansas. Regional players who only played with serious weight.

Doyle approaching the pharmacy register. Ralph the pharmacist glancing up at Doyle. Doyle giving the chubby, balding man a bright smile. The pharmacist burying his stone face in his pill sorting.

Normally that brand of high-hatting would rub Doyle the wrong way. Doyle able to let it slide for the time being.

There was no real need for Doyle to show his face at the pharmacy. Could have called Griffin or dropped by his trailer after work. Either might have been smarter and easier. 

It was simply that Doyle found it satisfying standing face-t0-face with the person he was ripping off. Especially an arrogant prick like Ralph Harbison.

Doyle at the register. Griffin at a side counter engaged in busy work that involved a lot of rustling of white paper prescription bags. Pretending he didn’t notice Doyle. 

Doyle thinking, Nice touch, kid.

After a giving it a few seconds, Griffin coming to the register, asking Doyle how he could help. The kid’s dark eyes devoid of even a glimmer of recognition. Anyone watching would have thought the two had never met before. 

Doyle likening Griffin to one of those none-too-bright Hollywood actors. Unbothered by intelligence and personality, he was a savant at the craft of pretending. 

“Yessir, all set,” Doyle said, laying the packs of Dentyne on the counter. Playing it straight right back to Griffin. Two actors in a left-handed, way-the-fuck-off-Broadway play that, if all went well, would end with a big finish that no one noticed. And, hopefully, an open-ended run.

But Griffin wasn’t no actor, Doyle knew that much. More like a born criminal. Griffin and Shannon both.

Shannon, bright, with the sharp eye for the criminal angles in the world. A hustler. No doubt that was in his genes, his old man being check kiter, insurance fraudster and card cheat from way back. 

And Griffin with the cold blood for the lifestyle. Giving not a single rat’s ass about anything other than getting done whatever needs doing.

Teaching those boys the skills of the illegal trades, encouraging the creativity that goes into ripping off the world—that part was all Doyle. He was as proud of these two boys as any Olympic coach or artistic mentor is of their high-performing pupils.

“The candy rack up front,” Doyle said, “your lollipop selection is a little sparse. Delivery coming this week?”

Lollipops being another street slang term they used for fentanyl.

“Supposed to be,” Griffin said.

Doyle not caring for the wishy-washiness in the kid’s response. Doyle needing to hear certainty, if only for the sake of his nuts.

“On time?” Doyle said, getting his point across by putting a sharp edge in his voice.

Griffin lifting his placid, bored face to Doyle.

“Yep. On time.”

“Well, all righty,” Doyle said, smiling. “Looking forward to it.”

Doyle’s eyes drawn to a small, colorful box sitting off to the side of the register. An EPT kit. Doyle remembering Valerie had been up to the register right before him.

Doyle turning around, surveying the drugstore. Which aisle had he spotted Valerie in when he first entered the place?

Pretty sure she had been in the lady business aisle. Could be she was buying pads or whatever the hell else they had over there. Why in the hell would Valerie drive all the way to Eden just for her lady pads? Doyle thinking most likely she wouldn’t.

But a knocked up test? Now, that might be worth the trip over.

Doyle about to ask Griffin if the EPT kit had been Valerie’s. But holding his tongue as the pharmacist moved near the register.

Griffin scanning the Dentyne, telling Doyle what he owed.

Doyle pulling a handful of quarters from the front pocket of his blue jeans. Quarters being the staple currency of kids and anyone who ran an arcade.

Slowly, Doyle counting out what he owed. Stalling until the pharmacist moved out of earshot. As soon as he did, Doyle reaching out, tapping the pregnancy kit once.

Again, Griffin with a blank look at Doyle. Doyle silently mouthing the words “Last girl?” 

Griffin squinting, not understanding.

Again, Doyle tapping the pregnancy kit and again mouthing the words.

“Find that in feminine care, aisle eight,” Griffin said.

Doyle stifling his frustration. The kid might be a born criminal but sometimes he was as dense as a canvass bag of nickels.

Doyle checking the pharmacist, who still had his back turned to them. Doyle leaning in.

“That last customer?” Doyle whispered. “The girl? She bought a preggo test?”

Observing the light go on deep in Griffin’s head.

“Two of ‘em,” Griffin said. “Didn’t want this one for some—”

“—Thank you much.” Doyle cutting him off as the pharmacist’s busy work brought him up near the register.

Doyle turning toward the front of the drugstore. Unwrapping a stick of Dentyne and popping the gum in his mouth. Chomping on it, mouth open. Cinnamon pleasantly stinging his tongue.

Making his way toward the automatic doors of his new favorite drugstore. Along the way, Doyle flicking the gum wrapper to the store’s floor.

Like he owned the place and could do whatever the hell he wanted.
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“So I was thinking,” Billy’s mother said, “it might be nice if this year we all got together for Christmas.”

Late Saturday morning. Billy and Sara Jane having breakfast at Trace’s Place. It had become a ritual of theirs, having breakfast together one Saturday a month. 

Billy looking up from his meal. Savory oatmeal topped with a fried egg, his favorite breakfast dish. He cocked one eyebrow at his mother.

“A little early, isn’t it? To be making Christmas plans?” he said. Taking another delicious salty, cheesy bite of his oatmeal.

	“Oh, phooey!” Sara Jane said. “It’s never too early to start planning for Christmas.”

“It’s not even Valentine’s Day, Mom.”

“So what?” she said, cutting up her challah French toast. “Last week Dixie and I were shopping, up in Kansas City. I saw these cute little ball markers. For golf? They say on them, ‘Kiss my putt.’ Isn’t that funny?”

“Funny enough, I guess.”

“I went ahead and bought them for your Dad and put them away. Come Christmas, that’s one less stocking stuffer to worry about.”

“Long as you remember that you bought them,” Billy said between bites, “and where you hid them.”

In Billy’s experience, no matter how big of a jump Sara Jane got on the holidays, the closer they got to Christmastime, the more his mother rushed around. All manner of last-minute preparations and purchases. Why she wouldn’t simply admit she liked the hustle and bustle of it all, he couldn’t say. 

Billy taking another bite of oatmeal before sitting back in his chair. Taking a gander around the cafe. The aromas of hot coffee and syrup filling his nose, warming his insides, both body and soul. 

The place was nearly full. Only one small table and a booth open. No vacancy at the counter. All the swivel stools filled by the usual bunch of unusuals. 

Among them, Dan Lippough, a local businessman everyone called Dogpatch, a nod to his Arkansas roots. Kenny Vogel, Caulfield’s city manager, sat eating next to Dogpatch. Also, at the counter, Dale Longnecker. Thumbing through his cell phone with his one good hand.

Billy wondering if anyone ate breakfast at home anymore these days.

 “Anywhooo,” Sara Jane said, “I thought it’d be nice if we all went up to your sister’s in Chicago this year.”

Billy oldest sister, Joanie, her husband and their three kids actually lived in the far western suburb of McCroy, Illinois. McCroy was one of those quaint, well-off small towns that woke up one day to find itself swallowed up by an encroaching big city. To Billy’s mother, though, Joanie and her family lived in Chicago.

“Who’s ‘we all’?” Billy said.

“You, me, Dad, and Allie.”

Allie being Billy’s other sister, the middle child. She was a public defender in Kansas City. Almost thirty, single, no kids. 

“It’ll be a full house,” Billy said. “I’m sure you think it might be nice. Question is, does Joanie?”

“She will,” Sara Jane said, beaming.

Billy vowing to himself to stay out of this one between his mother and sister.

Out of the corner of his eye, Billy noticing Tippy, the head server, coming out from the kitchen. Placing what appeared to Billy to be a short stack of brown butter and pecan pancakes in front of Dale. 

Billy wondering if Dale could open his mouth wide enough to eat. His swollen face no better today than the night before at the basketball game. 

Over on the far side of the cafe, movement catching Billy’s attention. Frank Hamm popping up from a booth. Digging in his pockets, making like he was about to leave. Frank’s wife, Dixie, remained seated in the booth along with Tatyana, their...well, Billy wasn’t sure exactly what Tatyana was to the Hamms. 

Billy noting the young Ukrainian woman’s face had healed nicely since the summer. Her scars hardly revealed themselves unless you looked closely. Tatyana smiling silently. Dixie prattling on enough for the both of them. Frank tossing two twenties on the table, saying he’d meet them both later back at the house. Then noticing Billy watching him. 

Frank nodding hello. Billy nodding hello back.

“More coffee, Billy?”

Billy jumping a little at the voice. Turning to find Tippy holding a pot of coffee.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to sneak up on your blindside,” Tippy said. “Noticed you were getting low. That new gal is slacking.”

Tippy tossing her head in the direction of Kayla, a skinny brunette and the most recent addition to Trace’s Home for Single Mothers. 

Kayla serving breakfast to a table that included Arlita Hardy, her granddaughter Patty and a couple of Patty’s friends. 

The bell over the door ringing again. Billy and Tippy and everyone else in the place looking to see who was coming in now.

Harlan Dole stepping into the cafe. Late sixties, rail thin. Wearing his black POW-MIA trucker’s cap and eyeglasses with tinted lenses.

Billy recognizing that awkward self-consciousness on Harlan’s face. Walking in somewhere in a small town, finding yourself at a disadvantage for a few seconds. Everyone knowing you before you’ve had a chance to discern who’s here that you know. Billy had felt it last night when Paige and he had stepped into the basketball gym. And again this morning when he’d entered Trace’s Place with his mother.

Harlan not waiting to be seated, heading straight for the lone empty booth. 

“Do you think,” Sara Jane said, “Allie will make the trip up to Joanie’s?”

“Not sure how I’m supposed to know that,” Billy said. “Why don’t you ask Allie?”

The bell over the door ringing again. Billy turning his head in time to see Dale Longnecker’s backside exiting the cafe. Then Dale’s head went bobbing past the window as he headed down the street.

At the now-vacant spot at the counter where Dale had been sitting, the new gal, Kayla, was scooping up the crumpled bills Dale had left behind. No doubt enough to cover the tab plus a lousy tip, Billy figured.

“Well, I'll be,” Kayla said, cleaning up Dale’s plate and coffee cup. “Didn’t hardly touch his breakfast.”

Billy checking Dale’s plate of pancakes before Kayla turned away with them. One, maybe two bites gone out of them. 

“If you ask me,” someone said, loud enough that everyone in the cafe could hear, “that boy shits too close to the house,” 

Without looking, Billy knowing who’d said it. Dogpatch.

Billy dismayed that the back-biting on Dale had kicked off no sooner than the cafe door had closed behind him. Dismayed though certainly not surprised. Gossip being the most popular sport in Caulfield.

“Shits too close to the house?” another voice called out. “I don’t even know what that means...and I’m a respected thought-leader in that particular field.”

Billy didn’t see who said that either, but knew the voice belonged to Anthony Ramirez. He was one half of the septic tank cleaning duo whose motto was “You Shit ‘Em, We’ll Git ‘Em!” 

Anthony was known for his odd theories and conspiracies, all wildly ungrounded in anything resembling evidence. His other half, Marvin Welch, wasn’t in the cafe. Billy assuming Marvin was at one or more of his four young kids’ Saturday basketball games.

Billy pretended he wasn’t hearing the back and forth between the two men. Glancing at his mother. Sara Jane also pretending as she ate a thick slice of Nueske’s applewood smoked bacon.

“It means,” Dogpatch said, “the dumbass don’t ever stop to consider the ramifications of what he’s doing. That is, how it’s going to come back around to bite him in his ass.”

“Of course, he doesn’t,” Arlita Hardy said. “That man’s on drugs. Trust me, I’ve seen enough shrunk faces, jacked up teeth and glassy eyes to know it when I see it.”

Everyone in the room knowing Arlita was talking about firsthand experience with her own daughter, Mona.

“Sorry to talk about your momma that way, baby,” Arlita said to her granddaughter.

“Is what it is, Gramma,” Patty said, taking another bite of biscuits smothered in bison sausage gravy.

Rumor around town was that Mona was homeless again down in the Fort Worth area. Evidently her husband, Gerald, whom she’d met in rehab and to everyone’s knowledge was still clean, had kicked her out of their house once she started back up on the meth.

“Hell yeah, Dale’s about six different kinds of messed up,” Dogpatch said, never one to keep his judgments or opinions to himself.

Billy noticed Patty wasn’t saying much at that either. It was common knowledge around town that she and Dale had had a fling. This was back before his wife had kicked him out. Nobody blamed Patty for Dale’s getting the boot. Everyone knew there was no shortage of reasons Dale’s wife might want to cut Dale out of her life like an untrustworthy mole off a shoulder.

At that point the subject of all of Dale’s defects, stains and warts lost its steam. Everyone’s attention meandering back to their meals and semi-private conversations.

Still, Billy was curious. Why hadn’t Dale eaten his pancakes? Maybe he couldn’t work his jaw.

Or maybe Harlan walking in caused Dale to walk out. Could it have anything to do with Dale getting jumped out by Harlan’s place the other night?

Billy craning his neck around toward Harlan’s booth. The old man flicking three sugar packets before tearing them open. Pouring all three packs at once into his coffee.

Probably be a good idea to talk with Harlan, Billy thought. Find out if his story jibed with Dale’s version. Not here, not now, of course. But Billy eager to set up a time to talk with Harlan as soon as possible

“Excuse me a second, Mom,” Billy said.

“Where’re you going?”

“Say hey to Harlan. Be right back.”
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The old man failing to notice Billy approaching the booth. Or maybe choosing not to.

“Hey Harlan,” Billy said.

Finally glancing up at Billy, saying, “Hey.”

“How’re holding up?”

Harlan taking a long sip of sugary coffee before answering.

“I’m up,” he said.

“Sometimes that’s enough,” Billy said. 

“Appreciate you coming to her services,” Harlan said.

“Always liked Naomi,” Billy said. “Nice lady. Ain’t telling you nothing you didn’t already know.”

The new widower nodding. Billy leaving it at that, not wanting to get too far into it. Figuring Harlan didn’t care to either.

“Mind if I sit for a sec?”

“Suit yourself,” Harland said. Nodding toward Sara Jane sitting alone, checking her cell phone as she ate. “As long as your date don’t mind.”

“Aw, she’s used to disappointment when it comes to me,” Billy said, sliding into the booth opposite Harlan. 

Billy checking to see if anybody noticed him sitting with Harlan. Deciding he’d better get to it quickly.

“Was wondering if you might be able to spare a few minutes later today?” Billy said. “Or if today isn’t good, tomorrow? Or anytime, so long as it’s soon.”

“What fer?”

“A few questions is all. Rather not do it here. Too many radar ears and satellite mouths in this place. When you get a moment, though, I’d like to follow up on something.”

“What something?”

Billy breaking into a grin at the old man’s wariness. Partly amused and partly hoping it would put Harlan at ease.

“It’s nothing,” Billy said. “Nothing big anyway.”

“It must be something. Whatever it is, it’s big enough for you to go and interrupt my breakfast,” he said. He gestured toward Sara Jane. “Your own and your mama’s, too.”

“I’d like to talk with you about an incident out your way the other night. No need to discuss it here. I can swing by your place whenever is good for you.”

Harlan placing his cup on the table, ratting the spoon next to it. Sitting up tall, chest out, saying, “Got a moment right now.”

“No, seriously, we can—”

“—Whatever I got to say,” Harlan said, raising his voice, “I can say right here in front of God and everybody.”

The place went quiet. Heads turning toward the two men. Billy thinking evidently they were doing this here and now. Billy starting in.

“Heard there was a little to-do out by your place. Two nights ago?”

“Wasn’t no kind of to-do,” Harlan said. “Some assholes was on my property. And I got a license for that forty-four. Got appropriate paperwork for all my weaponry. Ones that require ‘em anyway.”

“What assholes?” Billy said, then catching up. “And what forty-four?”

“Them pill scavengers,” Harlan said. “Waiting like goddamn vultures to pick through my trash, searching for Naomi’s painkillers I tossed out.”

Billy remembered what Dale had told him last night at the basketball game about all the pill scavenging going on around Caulfield. Unsure which disappointed him more: The possibility it was true? Or his instincts telling him most likely it was true?

“You heard them going through your trash?” Billy said.

“No, they snuck up on my property. Dragged my trash bags right out of my dang burn barrel. Hauled them up to the road, went through it up there.”

“How do you know that?”

“Found a mess of my trash, that’s how. Strewn all over the goddamn ditch. Must have been fighting over it.”

“What makes you say that?”

“On account of all the scuffling and cussing going on. Nothing but asinine behavior, if you ask me.”

“Asinine’s a good word it,” Billy said. “Folks grubbing through their neighbor’s garbage for drugs qualifies.”

“I meant them fighting over it,” Harlan said. Thinking it over. “But, yeah, the whole idea of it’s asinine.”

“Wait,” Billy said. “Why is fighting over it asinine?”

“Considering, you know, they’s all supposed to be working together.”

“No,” Billy said, leaning in, “I don’t know. Who’s supposed to be working together?”

“There’s a group of them that does it, organized-like,” Harlan said. “Least, that’s what I heard.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Around town.”

“Around town?” Billy said, shaking his head. “Harlan, you know not to put too much stock in what you hear around town.”

“Oh, it’s true,” Dixie said, chiming in from across the room. “Seen them once in the alley behind the Hickman’s when Suzanne was dealing with her ovarian cancer. Thank the Lord she’s come through it, bless her heart.”

“You saw them?” Billy said.

“Didn’t actually see them,” Dixie said. “Saw what they done, though. Rooted through that garbage like raccoons.”

“I seriously doubt people are going through other people’s trash,” Kenny Vogel said. 

As city manager, Kenny was by far the town’s biggest booster. Listen to him long enough, he’d have anybody believing nothing bad ever happened in Caulfield. 

“Most likely,” Kenny said, “they actually were raccoons that went through the garbage.”

Billy to reminding himself to take a breath. Keep control of himself and the situation.

“This here,” Billy said, his voice low so that only Harlan could hear, “is precisely why I wanted to chat elsewhere.”

 Billy leaning back. Waiting for the cafe-wide chatter to break apart and localize back at the individual tables. It was similar to watching a nasty storm roll in over the open prairie. Big, dark and ominous. Threatening torrential rain. Then, at the last moment, it slowly breaks down into pleasant scattered showers. 

Still, something about the chatter didn’t sound right to Billy. Then it dawned on him—Dogpatch’s mouth was shut.

Billy wondering if maybe Dogpatch had bitten his tongue while chewing on his chicken liver omelet.

Whatever was causing him to keep quiet, it had to be fiercely powerful. The man offered a bullshit contribution on almost every subject that came up. Why keep his mouth shut now, Billy wondered?

Making a mental note to circle back with Dogpatch soon. Billy turning his attention back to Harlan.

“Any idea,” Billy said, “how many of these so-called assholes there were the other night?”.

“It takes two to tangle,” Harland said. “So at least that many. Could have been more, I guess.”

“Any chance you got a look at them?”

“No, like I said, there was all that ruckus up on the road. I stepped outside, fired my Smith and Wesson.”

“How many times?”

“Twice.”

“At them? In the air?”

“What, am I a damned idiot? Of course not. Two into the ground.

Billy considering his next step carefully.

“About that,” Billy said, “you’re out on Barry’s Farm Road, right past the sanitation departm—”

“—I’m fully aware of where I live, Sheriff.”

“My point is, I know it’s pretty rural out where you are. Technically, though, your place is inside city limits. And we have certain laws about firing a weapon within city limits.”

Billy witnessing the fire come into Harlan’s eyes. The old man’s passion for his Second Amendment rights now fueled, Billy assumed, by pain and anger over losing his Naomi to cancer.

“A man’s got a right to defend his home,” Harlan said, voice cracking.

“Not arguing that. But you said they were up on the road when you fired, correct?”

“Did you not catch the part where I said they had my trash? How the hell else did they get their paws on it?”

“Point is, Harlan, whoever they were, they weren’t on your property at the time you fired your weapon.”

“Is that right? Well, you never read me my Miranda rights. So none of what I said is admissible in a court of law.”

“Don’t worry, Harlan,” Arlita said, “ain’t none of us heard a word you said. Ain’t that right, Anthony.”

“Heard what?” Anthony said.

“Exactly,” Arlita said.

“Hold your damn horses, everybody,” Billy said. “Harlan, I’m not hassling you about your guns. I’m trying to keep you out of trouble. Just saying, next time, be a little smarter is all.”

Billy giving a nod indicating that was the end of it.

“I’ll leave you to your breakfast now,” Billy said. “I appreciate you talking with me.”

Not waiting for a response, sliding out of the booth to rejoin his mother.







“How’s Harlan doing?”

“As warm as ever,” Billy said, sliding back into the chair across from Sara Jane.

Surprised by the stern expression on his mother’s face. Realizing she meant how was Harlan doing in light of his wife’s recent passing.

“I mean,” Billy said. “All in all, he’s about what you’d expect.”

“You shouldn’t have bothered him.”

“Wasn’t my intention to,” Billy said. “He’s the one decide to have our conversation here.”

“I’m just saying you might try being a little more considerate of other people’s feelings.”

“Why? It's not like everyone else around here is overly concerned about stepping on toes. I was doing my job, Mom. Went about it as delicately as I could, given the situation. At some point, people are responsible for their own part in things.”

“Are you lecturing your own mother?”

“Depends. If I do, are you still paying for breakfast?”

Sara Jane trying not to crack but unable to fight it.

“Back to the matter at hand,” she said, “Do you think Allie will make the trip up to Chicago from KC?” Sara Jane said.

“Told you, I do not know.”

“I didn’t ask you do you know. I asked you what you think?”

“Trying to beat me on a technicality, huh?”

“Better than beating you with a stick,” she said, “though that actually sounds pretty darn good right now.”

“I think it doesn’t matter what I think,” Billy said. “If Joanie’s okay with a houseful of Keenes, then I’m up for making the trip for Christmas.”

Billy happy his answer seemed to satisfy his mother. Hoping they could put the topic to rest, for now at least. Pick it back up again sometime closer to Christmas. Like May.

“Of course,” Sara Jane said, “Paige is more than welcome to join us for Christmas.”

Billy unsure what how to respond. He considered sharing Paige’s recent moodiness and distance with his mother. Might help, getting her perspective on it. But deciding against it for the time being. It would only be something else for her to worry about.

Instead, Billy only saying that he’d mention it to Paige.

Billy’s thoughts drawn back to Dogpatch and how quiet he’d gotten when the subject of organized pill scavengers came up. Wondering if maybe Dogpatch knew more than he cared to share. Funny how people clam up when a subject hits close to home. Like Patty when everyone was talking about Dale or her mom. 

“Speaking of,” Sara Jane said, switching gears, ”how’s Paige doing?”

Now his mother hitting too close to home. Billy not wanting to get into it.

“She’s fine,” he said, shoving a forkful of eggy oatmeal into his mouth so he wouldn’t have to say any more on the subject.
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Billy rolling along in his shiny black Escalade. “SHERIFF” lettered in gold across the sides. Making a trip up and down Main Street. Not on duty but seeing what, if anything, was happening downtown on this bright, brisk Saturday afternoon. 

Hitting a green light but slowing, checking both directions. Never knew when some dumbass not paying attention might come barreling through a red light. All clear.

But something catching Billy’s eye as he moved through the intersection. 

Hanging a right at the next light. Billy circling the block to see if he, in fact, saw what he thought he saw. 

Sure enough, coming face to face with the Grand Prix. The one circling Trace’s Place last night. 

Most likely, Billy had seen the Grand Prix around town a hundred times. A car like that stood out, even in a town like Caulfield where a lot of old cars seemed to go when they retired. Last night, though, was the first time Billy had a reason to notice it. 

Scolding himself now. Coaching himself up to be more observant.

	Billy easing the Escalade up against the curb, pulling into a spot across the street from the Grand Prix. The Grand Prix was parked in front of Narcissus, the roller rink and arcade. 

When he was a teenager, Billy had spent much time and money there. That held true for most Caulfield residents’ teen years. Wasn’t much else to do other than drag Main Street, drink, have sex or fight. Or, on a good night, any and all of the above.

Back when Billy hung out at the roller rink, the place had been called SkateTown, which a lot of people still called. Back then it was owned by Galen Rivers. Galen was also the high school auto shop teacher and a colleague of Billy’s mom before she retired from teaching. Which meant Billy couldn’t get away with much at the rink without it getting back to his mother.

Billy remembered his mother telling him about  Galen retiring a few years back. When he and his wife moved to Arizona, they sold the rink to a guy name Doyle Ikey. Billy not really knowing Doyle, other than by name. Saw him around town now and again. 

Billy had heard Doyle was a musician or an Elvis impersonator or something like that. Billy knew Doyle had been gone from Caulfield for long stretches. Supposedly in Nashville for a while. The rumor was he’d also spent time out in Vegas and who knew where else. Other than that, Billy didn’t know much about the man. Maybe the car belonged to Doyle.

Billy stepping out of his Escalade and crossing the street to the Grand Prix. Scribbling the license plate number on a notepad before heading back to his SUV.

“Lon, you there?” Billy said into the two-way radio. 

A half-second for the department dispatcher on duty to respond.

“Rightcheer, Sheriff,” Lon said. “What can I do ya for?”

Billy about to read but having second thoughts about running the plate. What had the driver of the car really done, other than driving around the block a few times? At best, running his plate felt to Billy like he was fishing. At worse, it felt like an abuse of his position.

“Never mind,” Billy said. “Was going to have you run a plate for me but there’s no need.”

“You got a situation?” Lon said.

Typical Lon. Billy both amused and annoyed by the hopeful note in his dispatcher’s voice. Lon always eager for any situation to be more unlawful than it most likely was.

“Nope, not at the moment, no,” Billy said. “But thanks for the positive thoughts.”

“No problem,” Lon said, missing Billy’s sarcasm. “Need me to send over back up, just holler. Dustin is out at checking on an abandoned vehicle. Zane’s off today. Emily, she’s set up over on Poplar. Trying to get folks to drive the speed limit rather than come flying down that hill. I can have somebody there for you right quick if need be.”

“I’m good,” Billy said, “thanks though. Just going to head into the roller rink, see if they have any skates that fit me.”

Nothing but silence coming back at him.

“Just kidding, Lon.”

“Hey, it’s your day off,” Lon said. “Waste it any way you please.”







Billy getting out of the SUV again. Figuring it couldn’t hurt to bring his badge given he was in civilian clothes: blue jeans, zip-up sweater, light-weight winter coat and running shoes. Grabbing the leather case containing his badge and identification from the middle console.

Inside the roller rink, it took a moment for Billy’s eyes to adjust to the dimness The door was unlocked but the place didn’t appear to be open. No music, no crazy lights, not a single skater on the floor. The concessions all lit up but no one behind the counter.

	He heard hooting and laughter coming from the arcade upstairs. Billy cutting across the empty rink, climbing the stairs to find a half-dozen teenagers gathered around a game machine.

	They didn’t notice him as he stopped at the top of the stairs. Billy giving them the once-over. Seeing if he knew any of them and generally getting a read on the situation.

Two boys, a Mexican kid, the other white. Looked to be in their late teens. Standing at the controls of video game, playing a shooting game. 

Another kid, also white and in his late teens, standing to the side of the machine. The kid had his arm draped around a white teenage girl. Everyone watching the game, trash talking, laughing.

Billy recognizing the girl from the night before at the basketball game. A cheerleader. She’d been talking with that smart gal from Sophia’s grifted class, Valerie. He didn’t know the young man with his arm slung around the cheerleader’s shoulder.

Billy did, however, recognize the young man playing the video game against the Mexican kid—Shannon Voss. 

Shannon was twenty. Blond hair, surfer good looks even though there’s no such thing as a Kansas surfer. Lean, lanky, almost as tall as Billy. 

And like Billy, Shannon was a local jock legend. At a very young age, he’d proven himself a ridiculously talented golfer. By the time he turned ten, he was taking money off of grown men who’d been playing the game for three times as long as he’d been alive.

Billy knew Shannon. Even liked him. He was bright and charming. Billy didn’t trust him, though. And not just because Shannon had once taken a hundred dollars off Billy out at the country club by chipping the ball out of the sand and into the cup.

“Who’s winning?” Billy said.

Billy paying attention to this part, how each one reacted. It could be telling. Not only whether they knew Billy was sheriff, but what that might mean to them.

The young man with his arm around the cheerleader turning his head toward Billy. Giving him a hard look.

“Who’s asking?”

Billy smiling at the smartass. It would be fun to play poker with this one. Easy money.

“I am,” Billy said, taking out the leather carrying case, flashing his badge to the group. “So, who’s winning?”

“Nobody.”

“Somebody’s got to be winning,” Billy said, cutting through the tables and chairs toward the row of game machines. “If nobody’s winning, then what’s the point of playing?”

“Somebody’s gotta lose to make it fun for you?” the smartass young man said.

“Don’t know that I’d go that far,” Billy said. “Then again, why keep score?”

“Something to do, I guess.”

“Yeah, that’s why we do most things,” Billy said, “something to do.”

 Billy noting the scores at the top of the screen.

“Looks like this one here’s tearing it up.”

Billy nodding toward the Mexican kid playing one set of game controllers. The Mexican kid keeping his eyes on the game.

Could be concentrating, Billy thought. Or could be using it as a way to avoid making eye-contact. 

Shannon taking a break from playing the game to glance Billy’s way. Offering a friendly smile. 

“How’s things, Billy?” Shannon said. “I mean, Sheriff.”

“Pretty good,” Billy said. “You?”

“Can’t complain,” he said brightly, turning back t0 his game.

“Thought you were at Wichita State, chasing little white balls around a golf course?”

“I was.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing. Just wasn’t for me.”

Billy knowing that was bullshit, but letting it slide. 

What Billy had heard: Shannon’s grades were as bad as his work ethic. The real kicker though, he’d been caught hustling local businessmen golfers for large amounts of cash. 

A cute story had worked its way around Wichita and back to university officials. An amusing anecdote about this kid from the college golf team winning a large skins pot off someone connected to the Koch family. 

Evidently the university and the National Collegiate Athletic Association hadn’t found the story to be as cute as everyone else did.

Now, here stood Shannon, smiling, in the arcade in Caulfield. 

“Gotta piss, Hector,” he said, taking his hands off the game’s joystick.

“What the fuck, Shannon?” Hector said, still playing the game. “Can’t just up and walk away. I’m working on a high score here, man.”

Shannon not saying sorry or anything else. Simply heading off to toward the boy’s restroom before changing course, heading calmly for the stairs.

“C’mon, Chloe, let’s get going,” the smartass kid said.

Leading the cheerleader by her hand over to the empty table farthest from the game.

Billy thinking, Do I stink? Or is there something about a sheriff in the room that makes people scatter?

“What the hell am I supposed to do about the game?” Hector said to the room. 

No response from any of his friends as they drifted away.

“I’ll sit in,” Billy said.

For the first time the Mexican kid looking Billy’s way. Giving Billy the elevator, looking him up and down.

“You know how to play?”

“Hell, yeah,” Billy said.

Hector twisting his mouth, skeptical.

Billy couldn’t say as he blamed him.
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Billy stepping up to the arcade machine alongside Hector.

Growing up, Billy hadn’t been much of a gamer. Most of his time had been spent playing actual games outside or in gyms, rather than using his fingers to move digital players around a screen.

Ironically, once Billy turned pro, that changed. During his stints in the minor and major leagues, Billy realized video games were more than simply a way for teammates to kill time. They were a way to bond off the field. 

Home gaming systems were everywhere. In the team’s clubhouse. In shitty apartments shared by minor league ballplayers. Even in penthouses owned by multi-millionaires destined for Cooperstown. 

Almost everyone played games, so Billy played them too. And as with most contests, he got the hang of it quickly.

Curiously, the baseball players rarely played video baseball. Instead, they played a lot of soccer and to a lesser extent, football. As far as non-sports games, they usually played various first-person shooter games set in desolate, surreal landscapes. 

This was the type of game Billy played now with Hector. 

Billy needing a minute to adjust his touch to the controllers on the arcade machine. They required a different set of hand-eye reflexes than the home gaming system controllers he was used to. Wasn’t long, though, before Billy got a feel for how the force in his fingers translated to the action on the screen.

Once he got a compliment - Nice shot - out of Hector, Billy decided it was time to get into the game he’d actually come to play.

“Thanks,” Billy said. “Hey, whose Grand Prix is that parked out front? Sweet ride.”

“Mine,” Hector said. “Well, my Dad’s anyway. My sister and me, we both drive it.

“At the same time?” Billy said. “You working the pedals while she steers?”

Hector not responding one way or another to Billy’s joke.

“That must be a hassle,” Billy said, eyes intent on the game. “When you both need the car?”

“I guess. My sister’s pretty cool. She don’t get too caught up in bullshit like that. She’s all logic and reason and shit. Brainiac. Smarter than you and me put together.”

“That ain’t saying much,” Billy said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Billy seeing the kid grinning. Billy putting it together, wondering if this kid and Valerie, might be related.

“I’m Billy, by the way.”

“I know who you are,” Hector said, eyes never leaving the screen.

“You related to Valerie?”

That unsticking Hector’s eyes from the game.

“How you know my sister?” he said, head snapping toward Billy. After a split second, remembering their game and turning back to it.

“Just met her yesterday, actually,” Billy said. “Spoke to her class up at the high school.”

The two of them quiet for a while. Concentrating on the game.

“You know, Hector,” Billy said finally, “thought I saw your Grand Prix last night cruising Main.”

“Probably did. What else you going to get up to in this shithole town.”

“You out and about last night? Eleven o’clock or so?” 

Hector focussing on the game, not answering.

“Circling Trace’s Place?” Billy said. “Going around the block again and again and again?”

Still not a word from Hector.

Billy saying, “Possible it could have been your sister, I guess.”

“Wasn’t her. She didn’t have the car.”

“So it was you?”

“Was cruising is all.”

Billy turning his head to study Hector. Colors and movements from the screen reflecting across his face. Billy contemplating how hard he should lean on the kid. 

Suddenly the video game screen going dark. 

“What the fuck?” Hector said, panic in his voice.

“Goddamn electrical,” a voice said. A woman’s voice coming from behind them.

The whole row of arcade machines had gone dark. Billy noting the fluorescent lights overhead were still lit.

Billy turning to find a woman standing next to the snack bar. Arms on her wide hips. Dressed head to toe in black. Blouse with the sleeves rolled up, jeans, and chunky leather watch band—all black. Big hair, jet black. All that black drawing attention to the ivory skin of her stern face.

Billy not knowing the woman, yet pretty sure he’d seen her around. Couldn’t place where or when.

“Everything ok?” Billy said. Stepping away from the game and toward the woman.

“Oh, sure,” Ionia said. “This happens from time to time. Need to get it looked at. Doyle’s got a guy. His guy, he ain’t super dependable. Then again, neither is Doyle at times.”

Billy thinking the woman sounded friendly enough. But there was something off-putting about it. As if friendly didn't come naturally for her.

“You the owner?” Billy said.

“In a way,” she said. “I’m married to the guy who owns it. I’m Ionia.”

Billy taking another step toward her, offering his hand, saying, “I’m Sheriff Billy—.”

“—I know who you are,” Ionia said, stopping Billy in his tracks. 

A smirk stuck on her face, a sharp edge to her tone.

“Guess that means you know more about me,” Billy said, “than I do you.”

“Name’s Ionia Ikey.”

“Nice to meet you, Ionia Ikey.”

Billy trying to recall if he’d ever had a run-in with the woman or any of her family that might cause a grudge. None coming to mind. Once you factored in second and third cousins, though, it was entirely possible. And most people in Caulfield did that kind of math when it came to bad blood.

“You should probably go,” Ionia said, adding, “on account of the electrical situation.”

“What about Hector, here? He should probably leave too,” Billy said. “Just to be safe, right?”

Ionia nodding, saying yep to Hector.

Hector’s face still a mix of bewilderment and anger at having his high score snatched away. Doing as he was told, beelining for the stairs.

“Ionia, this is bullshit,” Hector said, as he passed her.

“I’ll gladly give you a refund, sour puss,” Ionia said. Speaking over her shoulder to Hector while keeping her eye on Billy.

“Need me to call the fire department?” Billy said. “Have ‘em run out here, check on the wiring? Make sure it’s safe and all?”

“No need. I don’t smell nothing funny,” she said. “Nothing electrical funny, anyway.”

“But you do smell something funny?” Billy said, amused. “Am I right?”

“Not ha-ha funny, no.”

Billy unsure why the woman was so surly toward him. He had a pretty good memory for people he’d pissed off. And for what he’d done to piss them off. It could be pissy was simply her nature. But Billy sensing there was more to it than that. 

And unable to put aside his curiosity.

“I know we haven’t met before,” Billy said, continuing toward Ionia, “nonetheless, I’m getting the sense that hasn’t stopped me from managing to rub you the wrong way.”

Ionia smirking at Billy, her eyes sharp with bitterness.

“Maiden name’s Ricketts,” Ionia said. “Sharla Rickett is my little cousin.”

“Now it all comes into focus,” Billy said, genuine relief in his voice

Billy moving past Ionia and making his way down the stairs.

“Ain’t right, what you done to that girl,” Ionia said, anger creeping into her voice now.

Billy stopping, turning to look up at Ionia looking down at him.

“I’m not the one who shot her knees out,” Billy said. “If anything I saved her life.”

“Hell of a life she’s got now.”

“Everything done to that girl,” Billy said, locking eyes with Ionia, “she did to her own self.”

“It ain’t right.”

Billy with nothing more he cared to say on the sad subject of Sharla Ricketts. Throwing a polite smile Ionia’s way before heading across the roller rink and out the front door.

Outside, Billy stopping next to the Grand Prix. It was still parked out front, meter expired now. Hector hadn’t gone too far. Was probably hiding in a closet back inside Narcissus.

Billy second-guessing himself. Should he have pressed harder on Hector? 

On one hand, Hector seemed like a good enough kid. On the other hand, he could obviously be a knucklehead. 

But was Hector capable of more than the general knuckleheadery of your average teenage male? That is, could he commit crimes?

And on another hand (how many damn hands did he have, Billy wondered?) there was Ionia. A nasty piece of work. Definitely a full-blood Ricketts.

Looking one way up the street toward Main St. Seeing nothing but an old flatbed truck passing through the intersection. Billy turning to look down the sidewalk the other way. Nothing other than a white van parked down the street. 

No sign of Hector. Billy hoping the kid was okay. Might not be an electrical fire in Narcissus, but there was some kind of trouble lurking inside that place.

Billy digging a quarter out of his jeans. Dropping it into the meter to cover the kid’s parking.
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Ionia opening the door to Doyle’s office. Finding Hector sitting in one of the visitor chairs at Doyle’s desk. As she expected.

“He gone?” Hector said.

“He’s gone,” Ionia said, crossing to the far wall of the office.

Hector having to twist in his chair to follow what she was doing.

Ionia opening the gray metal cover to the breaker panel. Switching the number eight breaker back to “on” with a heavy chunk.

“Cannot believe you cut the power on my game,” Hector said, dead serious.

“Had to. Sheriff was getting a little too inquisitive. Coming in here like he's hot shit.”

“Tell you what, the Sheriff didn’t suck at that game. Not as much as I thought he would. I don’t think he was up to anything other than playing the game.”

Ionia studying Hector, wondering if he truly believed that. The boy could be oblivious at times.

“C’mon,” she said, heading for the office door, “I’ll make it up to you.”

Hector standing, asking how she planned to do that.

“I’ll let you help me disinfect the rentals,” she said, “and we’ll call it even.”

Ionia grinning to herself. Hector following her out of the office.

 She led him across the empty rink to the skate rental area. They stopped in front of a bank of roller skates. Ionia handing Hector a tall spray can of disinfectant from a nearby shelf.

“Shake it,” she said.

Hector holding the can in front of his waist, shaking with a jacking-off motion. Amused by his own sophomoric joke.

Ionia rolling her eyes.

“Sooner we get to it, Long Dong Lysol,” she said, “the sooner we get done with it.”

This one is going to try to stay a child forever, she thought. Like most men she knew.

Ionia picking up another spray can of disinfectant and going to the far end of the skate rack. The skates were stacked in order by size across two shelves standing waist-high. All totaled there were one hundred and fifty-four pairs of skates to be disinfected and deodorized. Maybe not a two-person job but definitely went faster than working solo.

Ionia talking loud enough from one end so that Hector could hear her from the other. 

“Hey,” Ionia said, “what was the Sheriff talking to you about, anyway?”

From the far end, Hector answering, “Nothing.”

Their voices carrying with a slight echo inside Narcissus. Both Ionia and Hector pulling out skates, hitting the insides with a shot from the spray can. Then returning the skates to the rack, moving on to the next. Working their way toward each other in the middle.

“Didn’t sound like nothing,” she said. “He said something about seeing your car last night.”

“Hell, everyone was out Friday night. Imagine he saw a lot of cars.”

“Maybe. Still, it’s yours he remembers,” Ionia said, working her way down the line. “Even took time out of his Saturday to come find you, ask you about it. Why?”

“Have to ask him about all that. Of course, we can’t. Because you done fucked up my game so you could run him off.”

Ionia having had about enough of Hector’s back-sass over that stupid game. But not letting herself go off on him.

Instead, picking up her pace, killing feet germs. 

“Well, if your sister was out jacking around in that car, better tell her to knock it off,” Ionia said. “I know you two share that vehicle. That means whatever dumb shit she’s up to is drawing the kind of attention no one needs, especially you.”

Ionia not making a sound, letting that hang in the air like the mist of disinfectant they were using.

After a moment Hector saying, “Wasn’t Valerie. I had the car last night. She was home on her computer. Doing some kind of dark web shit.”

Ionia stopping her work with the skates, taking a peek at Hector.

“Dark web?”

“Yeah, she’s into all that.”

Ionia going back to her work on the skates. Dying to know more but treading lightly. No sense making Hector curious about why she was curious. 

Again thinking, the boy was oblivious at times. Often a curse. But in this instance, a blessing. 

“How you mean?” she said. “What’s Valerie doing on the dark web?”

“Supposed to be all sorts of things you can do on it that you ain’t supposed to.”

“I know all that,” Ionia said, “I’m asking, what’s she doing on there?”

“Fuck if I know.”

Ionia believing that. Letting it go. She’d need to talk with Valerie directly. Have to go about it the right way, though.

“Why you so interested?” Hector said.

Hector catching Ionia by surprise.

“What I’m interested in,” she said, turning it back on Hector, “is what the hell you were doing last night around Trace’s Place that caught the sheriff’s eye?”

“Nothing. I’m serious, Ionia.”

“We done covered this ground. Ain’t got time for your bullshit. You can tell me or you can tell Doyle. Your choice.”

Hector considering his options.

“Just me and Brice cruising. Circled the block a few times, is all.”

“And why’s that?”

Hector pausing again. His pause making Ionia suspicious. She swore she could pick up the sound of the wheels squeaking inside the boy’s head.

“Hunting for some guy,” Hector said, finally. “Brice didn’t care for the way the dumbass looked at his girlfriend.”

“A guy looked at you funny?” Ionia said, teasing

“I said his girlfriend. You know, Chloe.”

“I know, dummy. It was a joke.”

“Oh...,” Hector said, confused. “Oh, wait, I get it.”

“Who was the guy?”

“What guy?”

Ionia was certain now that Hector was lying to her.

“The guy you two were so hot on kicking the tar out of,” she said.

“No idea.”

“You two find him?”

“Nope.”

She wanted to know more about what he and Brice had really been up to last night. But putting it in the back of her mind for now. Not wanting to rattle Hector. Wanting him frosty for the job he and the boys were pulling for Doyle later that evening.

Instead, the wheels in Ionia’s own head turning. And much quieter than Hector’s. 

Her mind at work. Assessing the best approach to take at Valerie and this whole dark web business. This could turn out to be the remedy for her concerns about the Arkansas boys and their long-term happiness. 

Which, not coincidentally, also meant the long-term happiness of her and Doyle.
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“This back door’s way tighter than your mom’s.” 

Shannon, attempting to pry open a set of French doors with a crowbar, saying this to Brice. Both Brice and Hector off to the side, watching and learning. 

Taking Brice a second to get what Shannon meant by his mom’s back door.

“At least my mom don’t have a sliding glass back door like yours does,” Brice said, smirking, flinging it right back at Shannon. “People coming in and out all day long.”

Early Saturday evening and the three of them laughing at Brice’s comeback. Out on the back deck of an enormous, sprawling two-story house. The house sat back off a narrow county road right outside the town limits of Eden, Kansas.

Just three thieves standing in the gray cold, trying to break in. 

The idea being to relieve the house’s owner of several antique guns. The owner and his wife conveniently out in sunny, warm Palm Springs.

“Enough of this bullshit,” Shannon said. “Hector, run out to the van, fetch me a flathead screwdriver. A smallish one.”

Hector nodding before making his way around the side of the house. They’d had to leave the white van parked out front in the half-circle drive. Hector stopping to survey the county road. It was about fifty yards from the house. Satisfied the coast was clear, he slid open the side panel door and climbed inside the van.

Hector rummaging through a large red toolbox. Finding only Phillips-head screwdrivers of varying sizes. Lifting out the tray of the toolbox, scanning its bottom compartment.

Still no flathead. Hector about to go back to inform Brice he couldn’t find it. Deciding to check again, make certain.

Moving around boxed- and open-end wrenches and various other tools until finally discovering a small flathead screwdriver. Hector grabbing the tool, amused by how often that happens. Staring right at what you’re searching for yet failing to recognize it.

Climbing out of the van, sliding the door shut. Out of the corner of his eye, Hector catching movement on the county road. Turning, spotting a woman walking along the road with a dog, a border collie. The black-and-white dog running loose near her. Hector wondering if she’d seen him.

The woman waving to him.

Hector hesitating before waving back at her. 

His eyes following the woman and her dog as they made their way down the road. Deciding right then not to tell Shannon and Brice about the woman.

Returning to the back deck, Hector handed the screwdriver to Shannon. Shannon moved away from the French doors and over to a small window. 

Using the screwdriver to pop off the screen. Then slipping the thin edge of the tool under the metal beading around the window frame. Starting at one corner and working his way around the entire frame until he’d loosened all the beading.

After removing the beading, Shannon slipping the screwdriver under the bottom of the window pane and prying it out. Leaning it gently against the house. The whole process taking less than a minute.

“Guess this ain’t your first time, huh?” Brice said.

“Funny,” Shannon said, “that’s exactly what I said to your mom last night.” Then to Hector, “You’re up, big boy.”

“Me?” Hector said. “I’m the biggest one here. Brice’ll fit through that window easier than me.”

“You’ll fit,” Shannon said. “Go on.”

Hector realizing that it wasn’t up for discussion. Not sure why Shannon wouldn’t send the smaller, wiry Brice instead. Must have his reasons.

Hector hopping and pulling himself up onto the window sill. Using the sill as a fulcrum, see-sawing his body head-first into the dark house. Landing with a yelp and a curse.

“You all right?” Shannon said, poking his head in the window?

Hector was sitting with his legs spread on the floor, shaking his rubber-gloved right hand. 

“Yeah,” Hector said. “Jammed my damn pinky finger when I landed.”

Catching Brice’s voice mocking him somewhere out on the deck, “Aw, did hims hurt his wittle pinky-winky?”

“Shut it, Brice,” Shannon said, not even looking back at him. Then to Hector, “Well, if you’re okay, get your ass up. Let us in before somebody sees us out here.”

Hector remembering the woman and the dog on the road. Saying nothing as he climbed to his feet. 

The gray light coming through the window allowed Hector to make out that he’d landed in a small, half-bath.

Walking out of the bathroom and into the dim insides of the large house. He was right off the kitchen. The kitchen opening up to a high-ceilinged great room filled with leather couches and chairs. A huge television mounted above the fireplace.

Hector moving across the tile floor to the back doors, unlocking them to let in Shannon and Brice.

“Ok,” Shannon said, taking out his phone, “like I said before, Doyle was adamant we only take what’s on the list, nothing more.”

“Why’s that?” Hector said.

“That way the crime scene presents itself like an out of town pro job rather than local dipshits like us.”

“Seems a shame,” Brice said, poking around all the audio, video and gaming gadgets displayed neatly in the great room, “lotta good shit in here.”

Shannon in a sing-song voice, “We-ONLY-take-what’s-ON-the-LIST.”

“Understood you the first time,” Brice said. A big dose of smartass to his tone.

Even in the fuzzy gray light inside the house, Hector able to make out the sharp line of Shannon’s clenched  jaw. This was neither the time nor the place for a pissing contest, so Hector was relieved when, evidently, Shannon came to the same conclusion and let it go.

“Doyle’s guy specified the antique guns are liable to be in one of two places,” Shannon said. “In the basement, like a man-cave type deal. Or in a den on the ground floor.”

“What about the attic?” Hector said.

“Gun safe full of guns will be way too heavy up there, dummy,” Brice said.

Hector about to tell Brice to kiss his ass. Shannon stopping him with a sympathetic glance that Hector read as “Not worth it. Move on.”

“Chances are, the guns are stored where they can be shown off,” Shannon said. “Any sumbitch lives in a big house like this is gonna enjoy showing off what he spent his money on. Hell, I know I would.”

The three of them standing under the high, vaulted ceiling of the great room, soaking in the vastness of this place. Hector’s nose delighted by the faint aromas of leather and lilac potpourri.

“What’s this guy do anyway?” Hector said. “How’s he make his money?”

“Probably inherited it from his Daddy,” Brice said.

“Not sure,” Shannon said. “Oil, maybe. Anyway, time’s a-wasting. Hector, you search the side of the house east of the living area. Brice, you take the west. I’ll take the basement. You find them guns, text me or come get me.”

Each heading off in a different direction into the bowels of the house.

Hector exploring each room as he came to it. Quickly noticing a common decorative thread: Framed photographs with smiling faces in almost every room. 

Perched on the mantel. Aligned at neat angles on end tables. Beaming out from bookshelves. Peering up at him from atop bedroom dressers.

Several of pictures of a man, stout and rugged-faced. In all of them, his arm around a brunette woman, tan and plump. 

Evidently whoever lived here did a lot of traveling. In most of the pictures, the couple had giant cocktails in front of them and a pink sunset or a large body of blue-green water in the background. The man’s hair sandy-blond, the woman slimmer in some photos; the man grayer and the woman plumper in others. In all the photos, warm, genuine smiles on their faces.

Hector noticing how in a few pictures the man and woman were sharing the frame with first one, then two, then three young kids. He watched the kids grow up in the pictures. He came to a few pictures in which Hector recognized the kids holding their own babies.

Hector lingering on each photo as he came to it. Wondering what it must have been like to grow up this way. With a mom who stuck around because she wasn’t married to a violent, alcoholic. With a father who, after his wife left, cultivated an addiction to pills that complimented his taste for booze. 

“They do love the fucking camera,” Brice said, coming up behind Hector in a spare bedroom.

“You’d smile too,” Hector said, “you go someplace all sunny and warm and nice like that.”

“Yeah, well, bet they ain't smiling when they walk in the door from this trip.”

Brice went off down the hall, continuing his search for the guns. Hector joining him, a half-step behind.

“People really live like that, huh?” Hector said. “Go on vacation to nice places. Have fun together.”

“Maybe,” Brice said, “Or maybe they just know how to smile nice for the camera so it seems that way. Bet this house is chock full of bullshit, same as yours and mine.”

The two moving down a hallway until Brice stopped short, Hector almost bumping into him. Noticing Brice peering down a hallway that ran perpendicular.

“Lookey there,” Brice said, pointing.

With his eyes, Hector following Brice’s finger down to the dark end of the hallway. At first, assuming it dead-ended at a wall. Brice using his cellphone like a flashlight, shining it down the hallway. 

Hector realizing the dead-end wall was, in fact, a set of walnut pocket doors.
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Hector following Brice down the hallway to the wide doors. 

Brice giving the silver recessed door handles a tug. The walnut doors pulling apart with a soft rumble.

In the light coming through the window, Hector could make out the interior of the den: Wooden desk and leather office chair, a brown leather couch and matching club chairs atop a Navajo rug; a small refrigerator in a corner near a wet bar; another large-screen television on one wall, built-in bookcase along another. The room sizable enough to hold all that without seeming cramped.

But it was the wall behind the desk that caught Hector’s eye—a gun display case. Polished walnut trim and glass and felt, built into the wall and running the entire width of the den. 

Hector’s hand searching for the light switch on the wall. Finding and flicking it. The display case lighting up like a downtown department store window at night.

The case filled all manner of rifles, shotguns and firearms large and small.

“The man definitely likes showing off his shit,” Brice said.

“I’ll text Shannon,” Hector said, waking the screen on his cellphone.

Brice placing a hand on Hector’s shoulder. “Now, hold on a minute.”

“He said—”

“—I know what he said.” Brice leaving his hand on Hector’s shoulder. “But probably we should confirm these are the guns we’re after. Wouldn’t want to waste his time, now would we?”

“He’s got the list. How’re we going to know if these guns are them?”

“Anybody can tell an old gun from a new one by looking at it,” Brice said, already moving toward the case.

Hector shrugging, dropping his hand and phone to his side. Watching as Brice reached to open one of the display case doors.

“What the fuck?” Brice said, his hand dangling in front of him. “Ain’t no damn handles.”

Hector noticing for the first time that surfaces of the wood trim on all the doors were flat.

With a gloved hand, Brice giving one of the doors a slight push, testing if it would pop open. No give to it.

Brice trying to pry them open with his gloved fingertips. Still no give.

Pulling out a pocket knife, trying to slip the thin blade in between the door and case frame to wedge it open. Hector observing as Brice failed to get the blade in. The case was well-made, the gap too narrow even for a pocket knife blade.

“How’re we supposed to get in?” Hector said.

“No idea how the man himself gets in,” Brice said, scrutinizing the desk. “Know how I’m getting in, though.”

Picking up a limestone paperweight chiseled into the shape of a settler’s wagon. Cocking his arm, about to smash the glass. 

“Whoa-whoa-whoa!” Hector jumping between Brice and the glass display case. “Let’s think about this for a second.”

Brice mulling it over, putting down the wagon.

Hector leaning in close to the case, trying to get an angle to see the backside of the case doors. Noticing what appeared to be small silver boxes on the back of the upper and lower corners where each door met the frame.

Hector turning to the desk, considering it. Running his hands along the underside of the desktop.

He stopped suddenly, giving Brice a wide-eyed look. Like he knew something Brice didn’t.

“What?” Brice said, still clutching the paperweight.

Hector’s face lighting up. Pressing the button he’d found affixed underneath the desk.

“Now give one of them doors a push,” Hector said. “Gently.”

Brice putting down the limestone wagon. Reaching out and softly pushing on one of the doors. The door popping open with a click.

“I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Brice said, astonished. “How the hell did you know that?”

“YouTube. Was going to build a cedar hope chest in woodshop with maglocks but turned out to be too expensive. Sucks because it would have been badass.”

“Magnetic locks?”

“Figured, no visible locks? Got to be magnets,” Hector said.

Pointing out the silver electromagnet attached to the inside lip of the wood trim and the locking panel attached to the glass door. 

“Figured right,” Brice said. “Still, would have been fun as all hell, smashing that glass.”

“Or not. Man’s got maglocks, he probably didn’t scrimp on the glass he used neither. Most likely used tempered panes.”

“Whatever. Now, let’s see what we got.”

Brice opening the middle door of the display case all the way. Not touching a weapon. Hector coming closer to the case. Both boys taking in the luminous wall of weapons. In awe and a touch overwhelmed.

“I should get Shannon,” Hector said.

“What was that?” Brice said, head snapping to the left toward a set of windows.

“What was what?” Hector said. “What’d it sound like?”

“Like a noise dumbass, what else? Go over there, make sure we ain’t got company.”

Hector moving over to the windows, certain he hadn’t heard anything. Couldn’t hurt to give it a once-over. If only to get Brice to chill.

Taking a gander out the left window. Nothing but yard and trees. Beyond that, low, flat pasture. Putting his head near the window, looking left, then right. Nothing. 

Placing the palm of one gloved hand against the window before leaning his forehead against the back of his hand, making sure his skin and DNA didn’t touch the pane. Confirming no one was crouched below the window sill.

Sliding over and repeating his surveillance on the right window. Again, all clear.

“We’re good,” Hector said

Turning around in time to catch Brice slipping a shiny firearm into the inside pocket of his gray Carhartt coat. 

Brice exchanging a look with Hector. A slit of a grin slicing across Brice’s face.

Hector about to ask his friend what he was doing with that gun, until he was interrupted by Shannon in the doorway.

“We good?”

Hector and Brice surprised by Shannon standing in the doorway. They both glanced at him before their eyes reconnected.

Brice waiting. Hector knowing whatever happened next was all on him.

“Yeah, we’re good,” Hector said.

“Fucking-A right we’re good,” Brice said. “Lookey what we found.”

“Seem to remember telling you two fucknuts to give me a holler when you found the guns,” Shannon said, joining them in front of the display case.

“We was about to,” Brice said. “First, we had to figure out how to get this fancy-ass case open. You have to be smarter than the damn thing. Turns out, Hector is exactly that.”

“That’s when Brice, I mean...” Hector said, “...we thought we heard a noise. So I was checking the windows. Then, yeah, we was going to come get you.”

Hector debating whether to say something to Shannon about Brice stealing a gun. The scale in his head weighing the difference between ratting out his friend and how pissed Doyle would be if he found out Brice stole it and Hector didn't tell him.

“Tick-tock, bitches,” Shannon said. “Let’s get this show on the road, so we can get the fuck outta Dodge.”

Shannon on his phone, scrolling through the list with information and pictures of the guns to be taken.

Hector again eyeing Brice. Brice returning his gaze, still grinning. His eyebrows jumping twice, quickly. As if trying to say to Hector, “Good times, ain’t that right?”

Hector fighting a queasiness churning in his stomach.

“Okay, first up,” Shannon said, pointing to a rifle displayed in the center of the case, “grab that Winchester. Says here it once belonged to Buffalo Bill.”

“I'll be damned,” Hector said.

“Who?” Brice said. “He, like, a sniper or something?”

Hector and Shannon both just shaking their heads.


Twenty-One

	




Billy finding a pair of running shoes in the back of his closet. 

“Oh man, I forgot all about these.”

Black with a white swoosh. Hadn’t worn them since purchasing a gray pair with three white stripes. The ones he had on now. 

Saturday night and Billy keeping himself occupied by cleaning his house. A productive way to remain clear-headed until eleven when he would no longer be on call.

Knowing himself well enough to understand that if he laid around watching a basketball game or binge-watching Netflix alone, he’d tease himself with the idea that it’d be a heck of a lot more fun with a glass of whiskey. Or maybe nibble one of Trace’s pot-laced caramel hearts.

Also, cleaning was a good way to distract himself from stewing about Paige. From torturing himself over when and how and why they had gotten so far off track.

Billy hoisting the black running shoes in front of his face like a twin pair of caught fish. Considering the sneakers. 

He still liked them. Not a thing wrong with them. Couldn’t say exactly why he’d gone and bought a new pair.

An epiphany dawning on Billy: Maybe the clutter was in his mind. 

Had he been making decisions and taking actions without stopping to ask himself why?

Could it be that all the stuff around him was actually the result of all the stuff inside him?

Billy chucking the running shoes into the donation pile. Somebody with size thirteen feet would get good use out of them. 

The alarm on his phone going off and Billy quieting it. Pausing to survey his progress. Ten minutes into chipping away at his closet and already he had three good-sized piles: Donate It, Keep It and Chuck It. 

Yessir, a wild and crazy Saturday night for Mr. Excitement, Billy thought as he reset the timer on his phone for another ten minutes of cleaning.

Whenever Billy tackled a tedious chore - cleaning house, paperwork at the office, making chit-chat with someone he didn’t have much to say to - he’d jumpstart his effort by striking a deal with himself: Give it ten minutes. He would set the timer on his phone and get after it. 

When his phone went off at the end of ten minutes, he’d move on to something else if he didn’t want to continue with that chore. Usually, though, Billy found he would keep going at whatever mundane task he was attacking.

While he had his phone in hand, Billy checked to see if Paige had called or texted. She was out having a more age-appropriate Saturday night with a few of her girlfriends. Billy had told her to text him if they needed a ride anywhere. 

No word from Paige. Must be having a good time.

Billy getting back to his busy work. Feeling a little guilty because, if he had to admit it, he wasn’t missing Paige. In fact, he was glad to have an evening where he didn’t have to walk on eggshells around her. 

Billy pulling a blue dress shirt out of his closet. He had yet to wear it. Billy contemplating the shirt…




...while also remembering - and annoyed by - the kiss Paige had given him before leaving to meet up with her friends. A lame peck on the lips.

He was nearing his limit for her emotional distance nonsense. Only a few months of living together and already they were like an old married couple. Cold and distant and alone even when they were together.

They’d better get to the bottom of whatever was bothering her. And soon. If it can be fixed, damn it, then fix it. And if not, well...




...Billy tossing the blue shirt on the Donate It pile. It served no purpose around here. Maybe it would be better off hanging in someone else’s closet.

The piles growing quickly and the free space in the closet expanding as another ten minutes flew by. The timer on Billy’s phone went off again. 

Billy assessing his closet. His work here was done. 

But he was on a roll. Enjoying the satisfaction of it. Cheering himself on to do ten more minutes.

What should he clean next?

Billy on the prowl around his house. Stalking anything that required his ruthless attention. Phone in hand, ready to set the timer.

Billy coming back to his idea about clutter originating in his mind. Stopping, looking at his phone. Realizing one of the biggest piles of clutter in his life wasn’t necessarily physical. 

It was time to clean out his personal email. 

Primarily, Billy used his work email. And, anyway, most of his direct communication with people was through text or calls. He didn’t check his personal email often, which meant his in Inbox tended to fill up.

Billy setting the timer for ten minutes. Then sitting his ass on the couch. Opening up his email on his phone, ready to begin deleting.

Almost chucking the email at the top of the list without reading it. The subject line catching his eye, though.

SUBJECT: Ticketless Travel Itinerary

Billy opening the email, reading the flight information.

Departing: Kansas City, MO

Arrival: Portland, OR

Passenger: Paige Figures

Having to read it a few times to make sense of it. A roundtrip ticket. For next week. Paige had booked the flight earlier that day. 

Billy remembering that on her last trip to and from Boston to collect her possessions, she had set her preferences to allow the airline to automatically email her itinerary to Billy. That way he’d know when to pick her up at the airport in Kansas City. Billy figuring she must have forgotten to change the setting back.

Billy wondering what the hell this Portland trip was all about. And just when was she planning to tell him?

Fighting the urge to do some serious snooping. Or call her right now, ask her what the hell was going on.

Breathing, calming himself down. Choosing not to fight his confusion. That would simply make it worse. 

Instead, accepting he didn’t have a clue what was going on right this moment. Assuring himself eventually he would know. This didn’t make him feel better. It did manage to keep him from spiraling to a worse place in his head.

The alarm on his phone going off, alerting him that another ten minutes had passed him by. Checking his phone. Nine fifty-four. An hour and change until he was no longer on call.

Billy desperately needing another cleaning project to occupy his time and mind. It wouldn’t be cleaning out his email. Knowing he’d keep studying that itinerary over and over as if he were searching for clues in crime scene photos. But the flight numbers and times and dates didn’t hold any answers to the questions roiling in his head.

Billy thinking the refrigerator can always use a good clean out. Forcing himself up off the couch. His legs a little rubbery.







Around midnight, Paige rolling in. A car dropping her off, and Paige coming in through the garage door off the kitchen. 

Billy lying on the couch. Working on his second glass of scotch, neat with a splash of water. West coast college basketball game on the television.

He’d spent the past hour trying to figure out how to play his hand on this Portland situation. Unable to settle on a strategy. That made it a game-time decision. 

And now it was game time.

Billy hearing the refrigerator door open.

“Hey, you cleaned out the fridge,” she said.

“Yup,” he called back.

The sound of the refrigerator door closing. Followed by Paige coming into the living room. Wearing a gray sweater with a white, collared blouse peeking out at the top and bottom. Black boots running up to her calves on the outside of her jeans. Her long dark curls were chaotic from a long night out. 

Paige had a piece of cold fried chicken in one hand. A drumstick. In her other hand, a paper towel. She surveyed the neat, orderly house.

“Looks good,” she said. “Smells good too.”

“It’s that candle you bought,” Billy said “California whatchamacallit.”

“California laurel. Nice, isn’t it?”

Billy murmuring in agreement. Without looking at her, he knew she was tipsy. Could hear it in her voice.

“Wait ‘til you see the closet,” he said. “Cleared room for more of your things. If you want to use it, anyway.”

Bending his knees, pulling his heels in closer. Making room on the couch for Paige to sit. Maybe she noticed, maybe she didn’t. Either way, Paige plopped down in one of the leather chairs. 

Billy stretching his long frame back out on the couch. Fighting the compulsion to blurt out, What the fuck is up with Portland?

“Who’s winning?” she said, nodding toward the game on television.

Paige taking a bite of the chicken leg. 

“Ain’t been paying much attention,” Billy said. 

Paige noticing the unfolded beeswax wrap on the coffee table.

“What are those?”

“Batch of caramels Trace made,” Billy said.

“Cute!” she said, reaching for one.

“They’re edibles.”

Paige pulling her hand back, shaking her head. “Nope. Too late for that.”

“How as your night?”

Paige saying it was fun. Running down the events of her evening: Whose house they started off at before going to someone else’s place for a bit, then finally ending up at The End Zone, a local bar.

“Who drove you home?”

“Koy Reed,” she said.

“Told you, you could call me. I’d have come and picked you up.”

Paige saying nothing. Chewing and waggling her half-eaten drumstick at his whiskey glass.

Once she finally swallowed, Paige saying, “Koy was DD-ing for Braden and Darren and those guys. We ran into them at the bar. Did you realize Koy’s been out of rehab almost a year now? I guess it took this time. At least I hope it did. Anyway, he was driving them around all night, offered to run me out here.”

“That was nice of him,” Billy said. 

Wondering if it meant anything, Paige saying out here rather than home?

Silence between them as Paige ate and Billy simmered. If he was going to bring up Portland, this was the time.

“Everything okay?” Paige said.

Billy chickening out, saying, yeah, fine. 

That was funny, her asking him that tonight. After weeks of him asking her that very same question over and over. 

At that moment, Billy deciding to see how it all played out. Convincing himself it would be better if she told him about Portland instead of him confronting her.

Another silence between them. 

Finally Billy breaking it, asking, “What about you? You okay?”

“I’m tired,” Paige said, getting up from the chair. Wadding up the chicken bone in the paper towel

From the couch, Billy watching her head for the kitchen to toss it in the trash. Billy reading between the lines. I’m tired fill with all sorts of meanings.

Meaning I don’t want to talk to you. 

Meaning I don’t want to have clumsy-came-home-drunk-Saturday-night sex with you.

Meaning I’ve got a secret that I ain’t sharing with you.

“G’night,” Paige said, passing through on her way to their bedroom.

“G’night,” Billy said, sitting up.

Pouring himself another finger of whiskey. Eyeing the package of edible hearts on the coffee table. Billy taking one out of the bag. 

Biting into it, tearing the heart in two.


Twenty-Two







	Ding!

Doyle and Ionia rolling around in bed. Sunday morning sex being their church. Doyle calling it their “Sunday services.”

“This here is pretty damn hot,” Doyle said.

He was buck naked and hairless except for the dyed hair on his head. 

“We should make a video, post it on the Internet,” he said, again striking the tuning fork against a sticky dildo made of hard rubber.

Ding!

“Hold on a sec, will ya,” Ionia said, wriggling with pleasure on their bed. Wearing nothing but a red pajama top that was unbuttoned to her tummy.

Doyle hearing her. But noticing she’d kept her legs apart. 

“You playing a game of some kind?” he said, grinning. “Fine, fine, I’ll play. Play better if I knew what game we’s playing, baby.”

“No game. I mean it, hold on sec.”

“Why?”

“That reminds me.”

“Of what?”

“Valerie.”

“She got sex videos on the Internet?” Doyle said. “No way!”

“Will you get your mind off sex for one minute, please?”

“Kinda hard to do considering.”

Doyle laying the tuning fork and rubber sex toy on the sheets. Moving to the foot of the bed, giving Ionia space. Being sure to maintain a good vantage on her hoo-ha, though.

“So?” he said, “What about Valerie?”

“Something Hector told me yesterday,” Ionia said, scratching her left boob. “Guess his sister’s more than a little acquainted with the dark web.”

Doyle listening while absentmindedly touching himself.

“Trying to conversate here, D. Wanna let go of your ding-a-ling for a minute?”

Doyle squeezing his junk, giggling. Aiming it at his wife, who rolled her eyes at him.

“You think too much with your pecker instead of your brain,” she said. “Might be why you can’t spot the true potential in that girl. Her upside is a hell of a lot more than turning her out as a hooker at some truck stop.”

“Can’t deny she’d be a good little earner. Got that swagger about her. Know more than a few guys who’d pay for the pleasure of knocking a bit of that out of her.”

“Short-term value there,” Ionia said. “Got to think...what do you call it? Long-tail.”

“Oh, I’m thinking of tail, all right!” 

Doyle grinning again. Ionia remaining quiet. Stone-faced, legs clamped shut. Getting across her message: Quit goofing.

Doyle making the grin fall from his face. His hand letting go of himself.

“How so, baby?” Doyle said.

“If Valerie really knows her way around that dark web maybe she’s our route to expansion?”

“Again I ask you, baby, how so?”

Ionia shaking her head, taking a deep breath.

“Go ahead, huff and puff,” Doyle said. “Get frustrated with me all you want. Doesn’t change the fact that I have no clue what the fuck you’re getting at. Only thing I understand is that we ain’t getting busy right now. So come on down off your high horse and educate your dumb, handsome, horny husband.”

Ionia sitting up, scooching closer to his end of the bed. Doyle could tell by her wide eyes she was excited. 

“Tell me, baby,” he said, matching her excitement. “What would we do?”

“Hell, anything we want,” she said. “Stealing IDs. Credit card fraud. Your general underground buying and selling of any kind of criminal, hard-to-come-by inventory. I’m sure there’s all kinds of illegal business going on out there we ain’t even thought of.”

“Could be,” Doyle said. “Sounds to me more like it’s the same criminal shit people been doing ever since Adam and Even got evicted. Doing it a different way, is all”

“Exactly! More efficiently. On a bigger scale, like, global. Smarter not harder, and whatnot. I mean, imagine if we weren’t tied to doing deals locally? What if we were dealing with Chinese gangsters and Russian crooks? We start wheeling and dealing on that scale, who the fuck needs Arkansas?”

Doyle holding her wild-eyed gaze. He could see she’d sunk her teeth into an idea. Could also see she was turned on. He was too. Talking criminal business always warmed them both up. Doyle not making a move just yet. Wanting to find out how hot Ionia would get before boiling over.

“Only thing is, we don’t know jack shit about any of that side of the business,” he said, “And the gal who does, she ain’t on the payroll.”

“Them’s just problems to be solved,” Ionia said.

“Seems to me we got a better shot if we bust our asses and find a way to deliver on this Arkansas deal. Stick to what we know.”

“Doyle, if we were the kind of people who stuck to what we know,” she said, “we’d still be fucking missionary-style like regular folks.”

Doyle watching, licking his lips, as Ionia unclamped her legs.

“Question is,” she said, slowly spreading her pale thighs for him, “how do we go about getting Valerie to play along?”

Doyle leering, picking up the tuning fork and gummy dildo from the sheets.

“I might have an idea how to go about it,” he said, striking the fork on the dildo.

Ding!

Ionia giving a soft squeal. Grinding her plump bottom into the sheets. Harmonic waves traveling from the tuning fork down the length of the bed to generate vibrations in her metal ring piercing down below.

“Maybe leverage Hector?” she said.

“Maybe,” Doyle said, enjoying the sight of her writhing with pleasure. “Or maybe better leverage. That girl’s got a secret.”

“Secrets, elbows and assholes, we all got ‘em,” Ionia said, catching her breath as the last waves of the perfect God Note faded. “What’s that girl’s secret?”

“If I tell you,” Doyle said, smirking, “it ain’t a secret no more, now is it?”

Ding!

Again Doyle striking the fork against the sex toy. Leering at the show Ionia was putting on for him. Moaning. Her knees bent, toes pointed. Legs spread in the air. Giving her piercing room enough to shiver in response to the perfect intervals of sound waves crashing against her tingling shores.

“I’ll handle Valerie, don’t you worry,” Doyle said.

When she could speak, Ionia peering down her chin at Doyle, who was crawling toward her from the end of the bed.

“You be careful with that girl,” she said, voice breathy. “She’s too damn smart for her own good.”

“Hell, that’s all book-learning,” Doyle said, getting up on his knees, toys in hand. “She didn’t graduate from the school of hard knocks. You jealous, baby?”

“Do I need to be? I am familiar with you and your tastes, Doyle Ikey.”

Doyle beaming at that.

“Yeah, you sure as hell are, baby.”

Ding! Ding!





Twenty-Three







“Conditions this morning are super advantageous.”

The nature guide barking this over his shoulder to Billy and the twelve other Caulfieldians following him in single file. The guide, a squat, talkative man, leading them along a dirt trail that cut through dense, bare trees. The birdwatching group heading toward the banks of the Konza River.

Billy wondering what, exactly, the conditions on this chilly Sunday morning were super advantageous for. Other than freezing his ass off.

As if reading Billy’s mind, the guide - a man named Art Windham whom people called Toad - pointing up and all around his tour group.

 Bright, clear morning,” Toad said. “Lack of foliage on these box elders and hackberry trees. Y’all should get a good look at a bald eagle or two.”

Originating in Nebraska, the Konza River ran all the way down to the north end of Caulfield. There it raced past Bosky Park before slicing its way around the west side of town. From there the Konza kept snaking southward, deeper into Kansas and on down into Oklahoma where would join forces with other rivers until eventually meeting up with the Mississippi and ultimately spilling into the Gulf of Mexico. 

Now and again, a bald eagle mating pair would set up house in one of the trees along the Konza’s river banks near Caulfield. 

And whenever the birds moved in, Toad, an obsessive hunter, fisherman, taxidermist and nature photographer, would lead small groups of birdwatchers on hikes to view the eagles’ nests. 

To witness what he called, “the majestic splendor of theses patriotic predators.” 

This morning, Toad’s group of twelve birdwatchers included a few folks Billy wasn’t acquainted with and more than few he was. To kick off their tour, the group had gathered in the gravel driveway next to Webb and Barbara Waldeck’s barn, on whose land the birds had taken up residence.

Billy’s parents were part of the group. Going to see the eagles had been their idea and they’d invited Billy and Paige to come along. At the last moment, Paige opted for the warmth of blankets and bed sheets rather than the brisk wind whipping off the river. When Billy arrived and his parents realized he was alone, he could tell his mother sensed something was amiss. If Bill Sr. did too, he didn’t let on.

Billy was embarrassed. His parents must have sensed this too. Neither brought up the subject other than offering that they were sorry Paige was going to miss out.

Their group also included Nastunye Hake, a big and bawdy Ukrainian woman. Billy knew her from a previous case. And from his run-ins with her estranged husband, Hewitt, on that case.

Nastunye - or Big Nasty as she didn’t mind being called - was with a tall, rail-thin woman Billy didn’t recognize. He guessed from her accent, overdone makeup and oversized, man-made breasts that she was the latest in a string of the Ukrainian brides who’d found their way to Caulfield.

Upon catching sight of Billy, Nastunye had bubbled with excitement. She ensnared him in a tight, little-too-long hug. Their hug didn’t go unnoticed by Sara Jane. Billy’s mother raising her eyebrows at him as Nastunye finally released him from her clutches.

Nastunye had set the tone for her interactions with Billy the first time they met: Full-on flirting. She was clever, possessing a racy streak most people couldn’t pull off without offending others. Somehow she managed to make it work for her.

Billy had liked her straightaway, and she’d taken a playful shine to him too. It had become their running game ever since: Big Nasty making not-so-subtle passes and innuendos. Billy always fending her off with a passive smile. She was only having a little fun. Ostensibly, she was still married to her Hewitt. 

Billy was sure she wasn’t trying to take it any farther than harmless flirting. Pretty sure, anyway.

Also in their birdwatching group: Dogpatch. 

Billy had made eye-contact with him, nodding. Dogpatch returning a quick nod before his eyes darted away. His dodging only feeding Billy’s curiosity.

 Noting that Dogpatch was alone, Billy decided this bird excursion might be as good of a time as any to chat up the man. Find out why Dogpatch had been closed-mouth at the cafe yesterday on the subject of opioid scavengers.

But Billy hadn’t factored in all the bald eagle minutiae pouring loudly out of Toad’s mouth. Billy was having a hard time getting in a word edgewise with Dogpatch.







“Its scientific name is Haliaeetus leucocephalus,” Toad said to the group trudging along the trail behind him. Frozen twigs and dried leaves crunching under their feet.

“With halo meaning ‘sea,’ aetos meaning ‘eagle’ and leukos meaning ‘white’ for the bird's alabaster noggin,” Toad said. “And to be clear, the word ‘bald’ once meant ‘white,’ rather than the modern interpretation of ‘hairless.’ There you go, misnomer mystery solved.”

As always, Toad was attired head to toe in hunting camouflage. Even when he was engaged in an activity as un-outdoorsy as heading downtown to the bank to cash a check, more than likely he was sporting camo. 

For years, Toad had offered what he called his Behold The Birds tours for free. For the pure joy of sharing his love for nature with others, he insisted. 

Tips, however, were not discouraged. In fact, they were greatly appreciated by the guide. 

The true cost of the tour, Billy was coming to understand, was having to listen to Toad share his extensive knowledge of the local flora and fauna.

“Don’t know if y’all are aware,” Toad said, stepping over a pile of deer droppings on the trail, “the bald eagle was once an endangered species. Up until about two thousand aught seven. That’s when it was finally scratched off the list. They are currently under the safeguard of the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act of 1940. Which stipulates to wit….”

...Toad breaking into a sing-song voice…

“...No person is to pursue, shoot nor shoot at, wound, kill, poison, trap, capture, collect, molest or in any way disturb the birds, their parts, eggs nor nest.”

“Toad sounds like a stewardess,” Bill Sr. said quietly as he hiked in front of Billy. “Like he’s going on about a dang smoke detector on a plane.”

His dad mentioning an airplane momentarily sucked Billy back down in a black hole about Paige’s mystery flight. A hole of anger, fear and confusion. Since finding her Portland flight information the night before, he’d spent the most of the night awake and trying to climb out that hole. 

Quickly, Billy tamping down his emotions, putting on an amused face.

“Think they’re called flight attendants now, Dad,” Billy said, chuckling. 

He kept one eye on his parents walking in front of him. The other he kept mindful of Dogpatch, who was a few hikers behind. 

“Whatever they call themselves,” Bill Sr. said, “Toad sure sounds like one of them.”

“That he does,” Billy said. “Still, can’t deny he knows his stuff.”

Billy feeling the need to defend Toad. After all, the man was Billy’s most recent hire. Toad was the department’s new crime scene photographer, part-time on an as-needed basis. Despite how annoying Toad’s obsessive thoroughness could be, it was one of the traits Billy knew would help Toad excel at the job. 

Billy had brought Toad on board soon after he’d ended the department’s deal to share a photographer with the local newspaper. It had been a long-standing deal of extreme conflict of interest.

Thinking of that newspaper deal reminded Billy of Paige. She had been working for the paper and taking crime scene photos when he’d first taken a shine to her.

The sound of Toad yelling over his shoulder jerking Billy out of his preoccupations.

“Immature bald eagles have a mixture of brown and white feathers. The eaglets sport a black beak and brown eyes. Adult plumage develops when a bald eagle become sexually mature; it takes five years for a bald eagle to attain solid a white head and tail feathers.”

Billy stopping off to the side of the trail. Pretending to dig a rock out of the sole of his duck boot. Letting a few people pass by him until Dogpatch came along. 

Billy falling in behind him, the two of them bringing up the rear.

“Chilly out, ain’t it?” Billy said.

“Colder than a witch’s tit,” Dogpatch said.

Billy waiting for more from Dogpatch as they walked. The man seldom spoke in single sentences. They were getting close to the river because Billy picked up the scent of water in the air. After nothing more came out of Dogpatch’s mouth for a while, Billy took a shot.

“Everything ok, Dogpatch?”

“What’s that?” Dogpatch’s head turning slightly back toward Billy. “Yeah, fine. Why?”

“Couldn’t help noticing you were kind of quiet yesterday morning.”

“How’s that?”

“At Trace’s,” Billy said, pulling up even to walk alongside Dogpatch. “All the diners in the place yammering on about drugs and pill scavengers and whatnot. Wasn’t like you, not offering your point of view on a subject. On any subject.”

“Not my area of expertise, I guess.”

“That ever stop you before?”

Dogpatch grinning.

“Maybe it was the opposite?” Billy said. “The subject hit a little too close to home for you? Like you knew a little about the situation?”

Dogpatch’s face hardening.

“Billy, are you accusing me of digging through people’s trash?”

“No, sir. But maybe—”

“—Maybe what? Maybe I’m one of them pill-poppers around here wasting away their lives?”

“Hey, I’m not accusing you,” Billy said. “But it did occur to me that maybe you didn’t have much to say because you didn’t want it to appear to have insight on the subject. So, do you?”

“Nope.”

“Nope?”

“Like I said: Nope.”

Billy frowning. Couldn’t believe he was having to pull it out of one of the worst gossips in Caulfield.

“C’mon Dogpatch, you can tell me.”

“Cain’t”

“So, you do know something?”

Dogpatch rolling his eyes at Billy. Letting Billy know he wasn’t falling for it.

“I mean,” Dogpatch said, “I cain’t because I don’t know jack shit.”

Suddenly Billy and Dogpatch both almost bumping into Nastunye and her Ukrainian friend, who’d stopped in the middle of the trail.

“Sheriff Billy,” Nastunye said, turning around, a mitten extended toward Billy. “Would you mind lending hand?”

	Taking Billy a second to gather her meaning. Surveying the skinny dwarf oak that had fallen across the trail. Billy realizing it was an obstacle Nastunye and her friend could easily step over.

	“Going to let that little twig stop you?” Dogpatch said.

	Billy getting what Nastunye was after. Smiling, stepping ahead of the two women. First, taking Nastunye’s hand and helping her over the fallen tree before doing the same for her friend.

“Told you, Halyna” Nastunye said, “Sheriff Billy is gentleman.”

“Yes,” Halyna said, eyes scanning Billing up and down, “very nice gentleman.”

“Ladies, welcome to America,” Billy said, a glint in his eye. “Enjoy the bald eagles.”

The two women snickering as they headed down the trail to catch up with the rest of the group.

Billy and Dogpatch following, neither speaking. Billy frustrated. Somewhat with Dogpatch. Mostly with himself. 

Asking himself questions. What kind of job was he doing? Why was it that the people who put enough faith in him to elect him sheriff didn’t trust him when it came to protecting them? 

If he truly was doing such a piss-poor job, he may as well hand in his badge.

“Dogpatch, you know me,” Billy said, picking up their conversation as they walked. “You know you can trust me. Now, maybe I didn’t start out as anybody’s idea of a sheriff. Still, you can’t deny I’ve taken to the job.”

“That you have.”

“I don’t know, maybe you won’t talk to me because you’re scared. You don’t have to be. You know that, right? I believe I’ve proven I can handle what comes my way and protect people around here.”

“You have dealt lethally with all manner of criminals both foreign and domestic, I’ll give you that,” Dogpatch said. “Know what Hewitt Hake says about you?”

“Do I want to?”

“He says, That Billy, he ain’t fucking around.”

Billy smiling, gazing at the ground with mixed feelings. Proud of the work he’d done, the people he’d help. Happy that the people who’d elected him respected the job he was doing on their behalf. Hell, even the people like Hewitt whom he ran up against sometimes.

That said, Billy found himself conflicted over being celebrated for having killed people. The people he’d put down, they were bad people. They’d had it coming. It was him or them. 

Still, didn’t seem to Billy like the sort of performance achievement that should earn him a congratulatory slap on the back.

“I’d appreciate you telling me if you have any info that might help on this pill situation,” Billy said. “And Hewitt’s right, I ain’t fucking around.”

“I know you ain’t,” Dogpatch said. “But the people you’re asking about...they ain’t fucking around neither.”




Twenty-Four







The birdwatching group finally arriving at the side of the river. The water gurgled by, flowing southward as its edges lapped at the shoreline. 

Despite the winter sun, Billy found that merely looking at the water made him colder than he already felt. 

The group gathered around Toad. He pointed up at a tall black walnut tree. Billy estimated the tree to be almost ninety feet tall. Everyone craning their necks, eyes cast up at a huge, wide nest. It sat nestled in a high crook of branches near the top.

Everyone waiting. Staring up as long as they could before their necks began to ache. No movement. Toad deciding to fill.

“Bald eagles can be recalcitrant,” he said. “They’ll make an appearance when they’re damn good and ready. Such is the prerogative of an apex predator. They belong to the Accipitridae family, which includes hawks, kites….”

Billy more interested in what Dogpatch might have to offer than what Toad knew about birds of prey. Billy touching Dogpatch on the arm. A silent invitation to join Billy back and away from the group. 

The two of them stepping back several feet. A good view of the nest, the birdwatchers and the wide expanse of river.

“You were saying?” Billy said.

“All I can say for sure...now, I’m talking facts here, okay? Not gossip or any kind of innuendo bullshit. Facts, okay?”

“Facts are preferred.”

“Here’s the deal: I was approached by a certain individual in town. This individual was seeking cleaning services.”

Billy with a good idea what Dogpatch meant by “cleaning services.” But letting the man tell it his way. 

“That’s your racket,” Billy said, taking it slow. “Cleaning supplies and services.”

“Different kind of cleaning. Way, way different racket. We’re talking dirty money needing washed.”

The word washed coming out of Dogpatch’s mouth warshed.

“How much and how dirty?” Billy said.

“My impression? Lots and very. The amount don’t matter. Even a little is too much, far as I’m concerned.”

Billy curbing his impulse to push Dogpatch to clarify exactly who this individual might be.

“This individual, he - or she - give any indication how they came by this dirty money?”

“Nope, didn’t get that far, thank goodness.”

“But you suspect this individual and their money are somehow tied to the pill scavenging going on around here?”

“I do.”

“Know it for a fact?”

“What I know is that this person is an industrious little beaver. Filthy little fingers in a lot of pies.”

“Such as?”

“Cock fights, dog fights. People say he’s got a couple of RVs full of gals that he moves around the area.”

Billy catching that the person they were talking about was a he.

“You’re saying prostitution?” Billy said.

“I am.”

“Anything else?”

“Got a burglary crew he runs. Hit homes mostly, maybe a business here and there. Get this: The crew? It’s all made up of kids.”

“Kids? Like how old?”

“Old enough to steal, young enough they don’t get adult sentences if they get caught.”

Billy fighting the urge to demand to know why in the hell he was only learning about this now. Coaching himself to remain focussed on the issue at hand.

“What all is this guy’s into?” Billy said.

“I got the sense pills are the tip of the iceberg.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He kept yammering on and on about expanding,” Dogpatch said, glancing up at the nest repeatedly to check if an eagle had finally shown itself. “Doyle said that’s where I came in. Said he had big plans. So big that when it came together, his businesses alone would be able to handle all the cleaning he would require.”

Billy considering what Dogpatch had told him. Moving calmly yet assuredly into his next delicate question for Dogpatch.

“You going to tell me who it is we’re talking about?”

“Rather not.”

“You that afraid of this person?”

“Evidently,” Dogpatch said, eyes still cast upward.

“Look, I got a good idea who it is you’re talking about. How about I say his name. If I’m wrong, you tell me I’m wrong.”

“And if you’re right?”

“Don’t say a word.”

Dogpatch mulling that over. Finally nodding.

“We talking about Doyle Ikey?” Billy said. Tracking Dogpatch’s face for any reaction.

Dogpatch looking up toward the eagle’s nest. Not speaking a word.

“I appreciate you filling me in on all this, Dogpatch. I really do. One more question and forgive me but I have to ask—Do you know any of this for a fact?”

“Could I put my hand on the bible, testify to it in court?” Dogpatch said. “Nah. In this town, though, where there’s smoke….”

“Doyle happen to share specifics about these expansion plans of his?”

“No specifics,” Dogpatch said, “other than he’s got himself mixed up with a group of bad ole boys out of Arkansas.”

“And how you know this?”

“He mentioned it,” Dogpatch said. “Said he was making a connection with some fellas down there. Said it couldn’t hurt his status with them boys if he was already working with a fellow Arkansawyer.”

“What’d you say to that?”

“Said it sure as shit could hurt—could hurt me!”

 Billy laughing. “You said that?”

“In my head,” Dogpatch said. “Tell you what: If he’s getting in bed with who I assume he is, he’s playing with fire. That’s a nasty group down there. Drugs, human sex trafficking, a long history of nothing but bad. Supposably black market organs too. All I know is they’re not the forgiving types. If Doyle’s dealing with them, he’s crazy or desperate. Either way, does it really matter?”

“Think his wife’s in on all this?”

“Don’t know how she can’t be aware of it, at least. Hell, Ionia might be meaner than he is. Definitely smarter.”

At that moment Toad pointing across the river. 

“Look thataway,” he said, excitement in his voice. 

Every head in the group swinging in unison in the direction Toad pointed. 










It took a second for Billy to pick it up. 

A small, dark figure on the wing. Coming in low across the water. Coming right at them, growing impossibly larger with each flap of its wide, black-brown wings. 

The massive bird moving fast. Too fast, Billy was convinced, for a soft landing in the nest. At the last second the bird adjusting its posture, wings out and tilted upward, rapidly slowing. Its extended yellow talons elegantly touching down in the nest.

Billy certain it was one of the most magnificent sights he’d ever witnessed. The gasps of the other birdwatchers seconded Billy’s awe.

The predator peered down at the group. Pale yellow eyes above a sharp yellow beak, all set in a regal white head.

“Check him out,” Dogpatch said. “Or her. Eyeing us like we’re breakfast.”

“Guess when you sit at the top of the food chain, the whole world’s a potential meal,” Billy said. “How’d you leave it, you and Doyle?”

“He made it clear he was just feeling me out on the subject.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t much like the feel of the subject.”

“He took no for answer?”

“So far.”

“Anticipate he’ll make another run at you?”

“Maybe. He gets to a point he’s got no other options, he might come a-knocking.”

“If that happens, what’s your plan?”

“Burn that bridge when I come to it,” Dogpatch said, again squinting up at the eagle’s nest. “Until such time, it’s got nothing to do with me. So, I don’t worry about it.”

Billy hearing the man’s confident words. At the same time noticing how the worry on the man’s face betrayed his words. 

“If Doyle approaches you again, you come to me. You hear?”

Dogpatch nodding, silent.

“Like Hewitt says, I don’t fuck around, right?” Billy said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Billy, you done all right,” Dogpatch said.

For the first time Dogpatch turning to Billy. Looking him in the eye as he went on.

“Doyle can be a mean son of a bitch when he wants to. Which is most of the time. Probably into all kinds of criminal business most good folks got no idea about. Not until they’re victims of it, anyway.”

“Yeah, well, Doyle ain’t top of the food chain like that there eagle. Trust me on that.”

“You got a job to do, I understand that,” Dogpatch said. “But you go messing around in this, you better understand this about Doyle Ikey—he does not give two shits about nobody other than himself. You force him into a corner, no telling what that man might do.”

Billy positive he’d never seen Dogpatch this serious. Heeding what the man was telling him. 

Billy had faced some evil men and women and, so far, had come out of it okay. He was also aware it would only take one bad person to end his life. And he might never see them coming. 

Or worse, see them coming and underestimate them.

“Guess I’ll have to keep Doyle out of the corner and in open space,” Billy said, “Appreciate you talking to me.”

“Don’t mention it,” Dogpatch said. “Seriously. Do not mention it. Not to nobody.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t.”

“Good to hear,” Dogpatch said, “because this whole dang town’s got a gossiping problem.”

Billy giving Dogpatch a double-take. The man stone-faced, devoid of even a hint that he might be joking.





Twenty-Five







Valerie stretching out longways on her porch swing, her back propped against the wooden arm. Doing homework outside, getting a little fresh air and sun.

Wrapped in a fleece blanket to keep out the chill. Wearing a gray Caulfield High sweatshirt and flannel pajama pants. Oversized furry slippers keeping her feet warm. Computer resting on her lap. She was in deep focus on her studies. An open backpack stuffed with heavy textbooks lay within her reach below the swing.

Valerie ripped from her studies by the sight and sound of Doyle Ikey’s hunter green minivan rolling into her driveway.

Watching as Doyle slid out of the Dodge Caravan. He was in jeans and a black hoodie sweatshirt. As he got closer, Valerie could make out the word Graceland above a picture of young Elvis on the sweatshirt. 

“Hey there, Val,” he said. His cowboy boots clomping as he made his way up the broken concrete of her driveway.

“Hector’s not here.”

Doyle stopping at the bottom of the crumbling stairs that lead up to her front porch.

“Yeah, he’s running an errand for me,” Doyle said.

Valerie getting that Doyle was there to talk to her. Pulling her blanket tight around herself as a bitter gust blew over her.

Doyle using the handrail to climb the stairs, joining her on the porch.

“If you’re here to talk with Dad,” she said, “he’s out somewhere. Maybe over at his girlfriend’s.”

“Whatcha doing?” Doyle said, waving a finger at her computer.

“Homework.”

“Figured as much. What kind?”

Valerie weighing how much she should dumb it down for Doyle. 

“Combinatorial complex dynamics,” she said. 

She could tell by Doyle’s blank face she’d better go dumber.

“The Devil’s Staircase?”

Dumber still.

“Math,” she said.

“Oh, hell, I hated math,” Doyle said.“Sucked at it. Sucked at most subjects in high school, honestly. Except music and wrestling and girls. Hey, you mind if we go inside? The sun’s out today but it’s a damned liar. Cold as hell out. And I forgot to grab my coat.”

Valerie would have preferred to stay out in the open but sensed she couldn’t say no. Closing her laptop as she stood. Letting the blanket fall off her shoulders onto the swing. Doyle holding open the screen door, inviting her into her own home. 

As she passed him, laptop clutched to her chest, the smell of his cologne nearly overwhelmed her. Valerie holding her breath, leading the way inside. 

Leading but not fooling herself about who was in charge at the moment.







She sensed Doyle following her, too closely, as they entered the Aguilar’s small living room.

Drapes pulled because her dad liked to keep it dark. Her dad’s car and gun magazines stacked haphazardly over the coffee table. Hector’s video game discs strewn across the shabby carpet over by the big screen television and gaming system.

Valerie embarrassed by the clutter. A defiant wave coming over her. Half out of her contempt for Doyle; the other half out of her fear of him.

“Hope you don’t mind me dropping by without calling ahead,” Doyle said. 

He plopped down on the sunken couch, uninvited. Valerie easing herself down into a worn leather recliner across from him. 

As Doyle settled in, crossing one leg over the other, the cuff of his jeans rose up to expose the uppers of his black cowboy boots. A blood-red bird of some kind was stitched into the leather. 

Valerie found the design gaudy. Fit him perfectly.

“I have a shitload of homework I still got to get through,” Valerie said.

“Yeah, Satan’s escalator or whatever.”

“Close enough,” she said. “So, what’s up?”

“Came by to pick up our conversation about you possibly working for me.”

“Wasn’t a conversation. Just a bad idea you had that I shot down.”

“That right there,” Doyle said, “is why I thought it would be a good idea to come by. Pick it up where we left off. Think you got the wrong idea about things.”

“Not digging through trash for pills for you,” Valerie said. “Or blowing truckers out by the Interstate for that matter.”

 “Nothing like that,” Doyle said, laughing. “See, the deal with me is, I’m a talent spotter.”

“Is that right?”

“Shit you not. For a long time, I thought my talents were singing and plucking on the guitar. And I am pretty damn good at both of those. But I’ve come to understand that recognizing talent in others, that’s my true talent. That and matching people with the right situation where their talents can flower and flourish. Take your brother, for instance.”

“What about him?”

“Good with his hand and shit, am I right?”

“You mean solving mechanical problems?”

“Exactly! Yes, solving mechanical problems. So, I help him work on that by having him do those kinds of jobs for me. A win-win, I believe it’s called.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Valerie said. “Hardly answers why you’re here.”

“Your instrument, right there,” Doyle said, nodding to the laptop computer Valerie still clutched to her chest. “You play it like I play guitar.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“I’ll bet while you’re using it, a lot of time passes and you don’t even notice.”

Doyle pausing to check that she followed him. Valerie with him but not letting on that she was. Out front, a vehicle with a sick engine squealed past the house and faded off down the street. 

“It’s like you’re making a move before you even realize you need to make a move,” Doyle said, “let alone picking which move to make. You’re not thinking about it because you’re in it. Am I right?”

“Sometimes.”

“Yeah. Hours can go by until finally you come up for air and, boom, it’s back to reality. Like, Hey, where’d the time go? Happens a lot, I bet.”

Valerie nodding, saying nothing.

“They call it flow,” he said. “Saw a documentary about it once.”

“Don’t see what that’s got to do with me being a criminal for you?”

“We all got a little criminal in us,” he said, giving her that crooked grin again. “Especially you smart kids.”

“How do you mean?”

“I remember this one TV show,” Doyle said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. “Like 60 Minutes, 20/20 or 48 Hours, one them fucking number shows. They were talking about people cheating. Evidently, there was this study some university eggheads did on a bunch of students. Set it all up so these bright-eyed and bushy-tailed college kids could cheat on a test. If they wanted to cheat.”

“Let me guess,” Valerie said. “Turns out they cheated. And that’s supposed to mean all people cheat?”

“In my experience, if you give them the chance, hell yeah. I mean, they got to believe there’s good odds of getting away with it. Even more so if everybody around them is doing it. Be a fool not to, that sort of thing. Of course, most of the kids in that study was smart about it. Only cheating a little so as not to draw attention. And that wasn’t even the most interesting part.”

“What was?”

“The part where they said smart, creative people are more likely to do dirty deeds. Evidently the front part of your brain, the neocortez—”

“—Neocortex.”

“Right, what you said. That’s the part where all your creativity comes from. Seems telling a good lie is as creative any painting or song.”

“You’re twisting it, Doyle.” 

“No, I shit you not. Turns out, smart folks are better than dumb folks at coming up with reasons for coloring outside the lines.”

“You mean rationalizations, not reasons. People lying to themselves so they can live with themselves and whatever shit they done.”

Doyle putting up his hands in surrender.

“I’m only repeating what the show said.” 

“And cheating on a test,” Valerie said, “that’s a far cry from breaking the law.”

“Or,” Doyle said, “is it simply a matter of scale? Trying to tell me when you’re getting a pop at the QuikTrip, you never took a big drink of your soda while you was filling it? You never cut in line somewhere? Scale. See what I mean?”

“You got one interesting way of seeing the world, you know that?”

“All I’m saying,” Doyle went on, “is when smart people get involved, eventually some kind of left-handed business is going down. Smarter they are, the bigger the business.”

Valerie choosing not to respond. She wasn’t out to win a debate on morals and ethics with this jackass. She just wanted to him to get the hell out of her living room.







It was obvious to Valerie that Doyle had no intention of going anywhere anytime soon. 

Doyle leaning back again. Stretching one arm out over the back of the couch. Again crossing his legs, revealing the ostentatious bird on his boot.

“I’m not asking you to endanger your future,” he said. “Promise.”

Valerie raising her eyebrows in a do-not-bullshit-me expression.

“I’m serious!” he said. “You don’t have to do much, really. Teach a couple kids on my crew how to work your dark web magic.”

Valerie thinking, Damn it, Hector. 

Hoping she’d caught her face before it betrayed her disappointment. She hadn’t.

“Your brother didn’t spill the word to me so don’t go getting all pissy with him,” Doyle said. “Hell, consider it a consulting gig.”

“Now that right there’s a damn good rationalization.”

“What can I say? I’m the creative type,” Doyle said, beaming. “Anyway, you don’t have to decide right this second. Think it over. You’re a junior, right? Might be nice to make a nice chunk of dinero before heading off to college. Decide where you’re going yet?”

“Not yet,” she said. “Might sit out a year.”

Doyle’s face twisting, perplexed. “The fuck would you do that for?”

“The situation with Dad and all, figure it might be better if I stuck around. For Hector’s sake.”

“Big brother can take care of himself,” Doyle said. “And with all you got going for, girlie? If you got half a chance to get the hell out of this town, you best take it.”

Doyle holding her gaze for a long moment. Valerie thinking those might be the first sincere words the man had ever said to her.

“Anyway,” he said, standing to go, “whatever you decide, I’d appreciate you keeping this between us. Now, if I had my druthers, you wouldn’t mention it to Hector neither. Ain’t about to ask that of you, though.”

“Why?”

“Because I’d basically be asking you to lie to me. I’ve no doubt you’ll talk it over with big brother. I realize how close you two are, pretty much only having each other now. Besides, Hector ain’t going to shoot his mouth off.”

“What if I say no?” Valerie said. 

Her eyes boring into Doyle’s as he continued to hover over her.

“No is always an option,” he said.

“With no consequences?”

“I didn’t say all that.”

That sickening smirk oozing back across Doyle’s face again. 

“I’m confident Hector would appreciate you helping us out.”

“Why’s that?” Valerie said, her mouth suddenly dry, stale.

“You help me, I help Hector. How the world works.”

Valerie silent as Doyle remained standing over her. Drowning again in the overpowering stink of his cologne. 

Getting Doyle’s meaning. Nothing specific, only a general notion of a threat to her brother if she chose not to play along. 

Doyle walking to the door, stopping.

“Oh, by the way,” Doyle said, “Hector up to speed on the bun in the oven?”

Valerie, heart racing, wondering how in the hell Doyle knew about Chloe being pregnant. As far as Valerie knew, her friend hadn’t told anyone else yet. Not even Brice.

“What are you talking about?”

“Yesterday morning,” Doyle said “Over in Eden. Saw you at the drugstore. In the women’s issue aisle. Buying up pee test kits. Bet Hector’s excited to be an uncle, huh?”

Valerie debating whether to correct Doyle. She would enjoy the pleasure of informing the arrogant prick that she wasn’t the one who was pregnant. But doubted the pleasure of making Doyle look stupid would outweigh betraying Chloe for the sake of her own reputation.

Valerie opting to protect her friend. Let Doyle think he knew something he didn’t. Might come back to bite his ass in the end.

“Hypothetically,” she said, getting up out of the chair, “what kind of dark web dirty tricks you have in mind?”

Doyle standing in the open doorway. A shadowy figure with sunlight pouring in through screen door behind him.

“Identify fraud,” he said. “Swipe people’s info, use it to get credit cards, loans, what not.”

Valerie realizing, OMG, Doyle believes he won!

“You’re talking financial fraud,” Valerie said. “That’s what everyone thinks of. There’s more than that.”

“Educate me.”

“Yeah, you can swipe somebody’s social security number, open up a mess of credit cards run them up. What people don’t realize? There’s so much more you can do with people’s info. Talking big money.”

“Specifically?” Doyle said, warming to the conversation.

“Insurance fraud. Medical fraud. And that’s including prescriptions. Which, I’m guessing, might integrate seamlessly into your pharmaceutical line of business?”

“Got a little criminal in you, after all!” Doyle said, genuinely enthused. “Girlie, you just put us miles ahead of where we were two seconds ago. I like it, I like it. Now, how soon can you get started?”

“Real soon,” she said. “Who do you want me to train?”

“Hadn’t thought that far along yet,” Doyle said, rubbing this smooth chin. “Maybe you should do the first few. I’ve always found the best way to learn is by watching someone who knows what the hell they’re doing.”

“Thought you said it was a consulting job?”

“Let’s just say it would make me more comfortable if you had a little skin in the game. Helps build trust among the team.”

Valerie pretending to ponder Doyle’s terms before saying okay. Doyle flashing her that leer again as he put out his hand to shake on it.

Valerie silent, ignoring his hand, leaving it to hang in the air.

“We’ll get there,” Doyle said, still leering.


Twenty-Six







After following Doyle back out to the porch, Valerie watched him clop down her walk toward her driveway. Doyle climbed into his vehicle. Waved to her like they’d had a nice visit.

Once the minivan disappeared around the corner, Valerie stretching out again on the porch swing. Wrapped up again in her cozy fleece blanket. What warmth there was from the winter sun shining on her face. Opening up her laptop. Cursing Doyle.

That peacocking sack of shit. 

Assuming he could bully her. And in her own home, no less. 

And if bullying didn’t work, threaten her brother. 

And if that didn’t work, blackmail her with what he assumed was her big, scandalous secret.

That right there had been the moment. The exact moment when that worthless sack of shit of a man had fertilized an idea in Valerie’s mind.

The fleece blanket falling from her shoulders as Valerie brought up a web browser on her laptop and hopped on the Internet. She began pulling together as much public information as she could about Doyle’s various legitimate businesses. 

The legal names of his companies. 

The legal names of any dormant companies tied to him.

The officers of those companies. Most were in his name, others in Ionia’s. 

Each company’s unique employer identification number, used for tax purposes.

And any other information that might come in handy for the one type of identity fraud she’d chosen not to reveal to Doyle—small business identity fraud. 

She knew people on the dark web who’d be more than happy to use Doyle’s companies to open credit cards, lines of credit, loans from online banks and so on.

Maybe even go so far as to steal his companies right out from under him. Become the legit owners of his businesses. It’d be easy. 

Using the information she sold them on the dark web, the buyer could change the official corporate registration for the companies they wanted to take over. 

And that was easily done with only a few forms sent to the secretary of state’s office in Topeka or whichever state Doyle used to incorporate his businesses.

Then, as the legal owners, the dark web people could simply bleed Doyle’s companies dry.

Valerie the one grinning now. 

It would all go down quickly and quietly. Doyle wouldn’t be aware until after the damage was done. 

Besides, even if he did know about it ahead of time, his ignorant ass wouldn’t have the first clue about how to stop it.

Valerie, chuckling, saying out loud, “Seriously, what the hell is Doyle going to do? Call the damn police?”


Twenty-Seven




	

“So….”

This single word from his mother stopping Billy’s forkful of mashed potatoes in mid-air, halfway to his mouth. 

Certain he knew what was coming out of Sara Jane’s mouth next. Billy cutting her off before she could get it out.

“Already said I’m in for Christmas in Chicago, Mom. When we talked about it. Yesterday.”

Billy punctuating this by shoveling the mashed potatoes into his mouth. They were buttery and creamy and with just enough lumps.

Breaking up from their eagle viewing earlier that morning, Billy’s mother had invited Paige and him over for Sunday evening supper. He’d hemmed and hawed. Had no desire to sit through an uncomfortable meal with his parents and Paige, given all that was going in their relationship.

His mother had sweetened the deal by casually mentioning she was making her fried chicken and mashed potatoes. She knew exactly how to tempt her son for a visit.

Which is how Billy found himself in his parents’ farmhouse with a mouthful of mashed potatoes. They were eating in the dining room rather than in the dining nook in the kitchen. The four of them sitting around the same oak dinner table where Billy had eaten this same incredible meal so many times growing up. 

Only now, his live-in girlfriend sat across from him. Occasional eye-contact between. Tacit, non-verbal agreement to play along for the sake of everyone at the table as if things were hunky-dory between them.

Billy still hadn’t let on that he knew of her Portland trip. Clinging to the hope Paige would tell him, rather than having to drag it out of her. 

So far, Billy managing to rein in his compulsion to confront her. But it was growing more excruciating with each passing minute that she didn’t voluntarily give it up.

Bill Sr. was at his spot at the head of the table. Eating, taking it all in with a look of amusement. 

At the end opposite of Bill Sr., Sara Jane sat glaring at her son.

“What I was going to say, Chipmunk,” she said, calmly yet pointedly using his family nickname, “was, so…you know my friend, Bonnie Whitley? She walks with us mornings at the high school track?”

“I do,” Billy said, sinking his teeth into the crispy skin of a chicken thigh. Being curt now because he was embarrassed.

“Lately she’s been worried about one of her grandsons. Shannon Voss.”

Billy stopping himself from blurting out a smartass comment about Bonnie only now being worried about Shannon?

 “Bonnie asked me if I’d ask you to talk to him. I told her I thought that was a good idea.”

“You did, huh?”

“I mean, you and he have both gone through similar situations Having to give up playing sports. For very different reasons, of course, but still.”

Billy recalling running into Shannon at Narcissus yesterday. Wondering if Shannon was running as part of that crew Dogpatch had alluded to. Figuring the dye was already cast with that one. 

Still, not wanting to worry his mother. Or Bonnie Whitley.

“Sure, I’ll talk to him.”

“Thank you, Chipmunk,” Sara Jane said. “Speaking of Christmas, Paige, what’re you doing for the holidays?”

Billy noticing a sudden focus come into Paige’s eyes. His mother’s question must have dragged Paige back to the present from wherever she’d been off to in her mind. Thinking he’d like to know where the hell that might be.

Again Billy cutting off his mother.

“This time of year, Mom, normal people have no clue what they’re doing come the holidays. Yet, somehow, everybody still manages to celebrate when Santa finally does come to town.”

“Yes,” his mother said, an edge to her tone, “and deciding soon as they can is how they know what they’ll be doing come the holidays. Paige, I bet your family knows what you’re all doing for Christmas this year.”

“Most folks,” Billy said, eyeing Paige, “don’t know what they’re doing next week.”

Paige shooting a hard look right back across the table at Billy. Billy wondering was she angry because he’d interrupted her? Or panicked because she suspected he was on to her about her Portland trip? 

Reminding himself to be cool, not tip his hand. Paige had to make the move, not him.

“Actually, it’s funny you ask,” Paige said to Sara Jane, “the other day, my mom, she was talking about maybe going on a cruise over Christmas. Someplace warm, like Mexico.”

“See! It’s not just me,” Sara Jane said, vindicated. “Paige, I’ve always thought that would be so much fun, the whole family going on a cruise. Beats sticking around here in the cold.”

“What are you talking about?” Billy said. “You’re trying to lure the people to Chicago. Think it’s cold here at Christmas? Try Chicago in December.”

“There’s a better chance of a having a white Christmas up that way,” his mother said. “Chances are it might be cold and dreary here.”

“Like it’s never dreary in Chicago,” Billy said.

Sara Jane not responding. Glaring at her son. Billy guessing he’d allowed a little too much of his frustration seep through.

“Either way, a cruise would be warmer,” Bill Sr. said. “Son, can you pass the chicken?”

“I’m afraid it might not feel like Christmas on a cruise, though,” Sara Jane said. “The sun and heat and all. But I guess as long as everyone’s together, that’s what’s makes it Christmas.”

“That’s what mom said too,” Paige said. “Still, I might send her with her sister.”

“You wouldn’t go along?”

“Honestly, I’m not into taking a cruise,” Paige said. “Never sounded like that much fun to me. All those people crowded onto one boat. Don’t care how big of a ship it is. Seems like it’d be a floating germ farm. ”

“Well, honey, if your mother does take a Christmas cruise, you’re more than welcome to tag along with us. We’re spending Christmas with Joanie and her family in Chicago. Allie’s coming up from KC too.”

“That’s nice of you,” Paige said, “Thank you.”

Billy catching the note of hesitation in her voice.

“We’d love to have you,” Sara Jane said, before motioning toward her son. “Heck, Paige, you can come even if this one doesn’t.”

Billy gazing at his father, reading the man’s eyes. Bill Sr.’s eyes stern yet pleading, Don’t. But with everything going on inside him, Billy unable to hold back.

Raising his voice to his mother, “So, I’m in trouble? Because you thought up something for me to do but I didn’t take to your idea quick enough for you? Do I have that right?”

Paige saying, “Billy.”

The way Paige said it, so soothingly. Like she was calming a spooked horse. Making Billy even angrier. She didn’t have that right anymore. She’d given it up. Billy fighting the powerful impulse he had to confront her right then and there.

“Next thing you know Christmas will be here,” Sara Jane said. “And this year, I’d like us all to be together at Christmas.”

“Are we fighting about Christmas?” Billy said. “Seriously?”

“Why not? We fight at Christmas,” Bill Sr. said. “And Thanksgiving. And the Fourth of July. Arbor Day….”

“Oh, you shush, Bill Keene. We do not,” Sara Jane said, getting up from her chair. “At least, no more than any other normal family. Chipmunk, will you come help me in the kitchen with this apple pie.”







“Sorry if I’m ruining your day,” Sara Jane said as she sliced into the heart of the pie. “That certainly wasn’t my intent. Chipmunk, this is what grown-ups do. They plan things out. Hand me those plates will you?”

Billy, leaning against the counter, hopping up to grab the white dessert plates behind him. Handing them to his mother working at the kitchen island.

“I don’t know what’s going on between you and Paige,” Sara Jane said. “Don’t take it out on me, though, because you two are going through a rough patch. ”

“Sorry.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not right now,” Billy said. “But thank you. And I am sorry.”

“I know you are,” she said, handing him two plates with homemade apple pie. Each was topped with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

That was it right there, Billy thought. Sorry counts for a lot. 

At least it does when you mean it. And when you give it freely. Kind of like how a confession counts more than having it dragged out of you in court.

Billy, carrying a plate of pie ala mode in each hand, returned to the dining room. Placing one plate in front of Paige before easing down in his chair with the other. His mother right behind him, one for her husband, one for herself.

Before digging into his apple pie, Billy pausing. Watching Paige take a bite of hers. Reaffirming his impulse control. Reminding himself that was all he had control over. Couldn’t control what Paige did. He had no desire to. 

She’d tell him or she wouldn’t. 

She’d betray him or she wouldn’t.

Either way, he’d have an answer.

Didn’t mean he had to continue putting up with her bullshit, though.


Twenty-Eight







Valerie sitting in her Grand Prix at the Sonic. Waiting for the carhop to bring out Sunday dinner when she noticed Doyle’s white Corvette pulling into the drive-through restaurant. 

Valerie thinking, Oh hell no. Not Doyle twice in one day.

In her rearview mirror, she followed the Corvette as it prowled behind her before pulling into the empty bay next to her. Valerie seeing it was Ionia at the wheel rather than Doyle. 

Feeling only mildly better about that as she forced a smile onto her face. Nodding Ionia’s way. 

Ionia smiling back as she opened her door. Valerie wondering what Ionia was doing. The whole point of a drive-through burger joint being that you didn’t have to get out of your car. 

Watching as Ionia climbed up and out of the sports car. Coming toward Valerie. Opening the Grand Prix’s passenger door. Letting a rush of cold air invade the car’s interior.

“Mind if I join you?” Ionia said. 

Not waiting for an answer. Easing herself into the passenger seat

“Thought I’d pull in, say hey,” Ionia said. “How’d your conversation go with D this afternoon?”

Valerie thrown back on her heels by the intrusion. Quickly righting herself mentally.

“He didn’t tell you? Figured he told you all about it already.”

“He don’t tell me about that side of life,” Ionia said. “On purpose. Safer that way.”

Valerie assuming that was a complete and utter lie. Pretty certain Ionia knew everything about everything that Doyle was up to. Valerie looking around for the carhop. Wishing the gal would bring the food. Give Valerie an excuse to end this little chat as soon as possible.

“You have any questions, feel free to ask. D and me,” Ionia said. “We’re here to help.”

Valerie kept her doubts about their helpful intentions to herself. Only saying, nope, no questions.

“Actually, I have a question,” Ionia said. “Doyle tell you it was his idea? He run that talent-spotter line of horseshit on you?” 

Ionia laughing as she said it, like the two of them were sharing a joke at Doyle’s expense.

Valerie saying yeah, he did.

“Figures,” Ionia said. “Again, that’s him keeping me out of it. I feel it’s important you understand it was my idea.”

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

“You should know who you’re in bed with, is all. Look, I love D. When it comes to the big-picture...eh, he’s hit or miss. Don’t get me wrong, the man has talents. Stick-to-itivity, for instance. That man can be like a dog on a bone when it comes to activities he’s really into. Playing his guitars. Launching a new business venture. Sex.”

Valeria keeping quiet, letting that hang in the air. Ionia waiting too, before finally speaking.

“So...you two get up to any fun today?”

“Like what?”

“Like what?” Ionia said, chuckling with disbelief. “Like fucking, sweetie.”

“What? No! Hell, no.”

“Hell no?” Ionia said, amused, “What? Idea of banging my man, that’s sounds disgusting to you?”

“No, it’s….”

“It’s what?”

“I mean, he’s your man. I wouldn’t do that.”

“You wouldn’t, huh?” Ionia said, obviously not believing her.

“No. Plus he so old. I mean, so much older than me.”

“Trust me, that don’t make neither one of you safe from the other.”

Again Valerie’s eyes searching for the carhop. What the hell was taking so long?

Valerie sensing a tickle on her scalp. Realizing Ionia was stroking her hair.

“Like I said,” Ionia said, lightly tugging on a few of Valerie’s blue-dyed strands, “when my husband’s focused, he’s all in. Ride or die. And he’s got a way about him. Have you doing and feeling all sorts of things before you even realize what’s happening.”

Valerie pulling away from Ionia’s touch. Pressing her back up against the car door to get as a far away as possible.

“You got no worries,” Valerie said.

A sudden tap on the window behind her head startling Valerie. It was the carhop finally showing up with her food.







“Well, should probably get going,” Valerie said, pointing to the two bags of food on the console between her and Ionia. The aroma of fast food saturating the car’s interior.

“Yeah, you better get home. Eat before it gets cold.”

A sense of relief washing over Valerie.

Ionia peering into one of the white paper bags. 

“Smells good. What did you get?”

“Couple of cheeseburgers,” Valerie said, “onion rings, tots, couple of Frito chili pies.”

“Lot of food for one little girl.”

“Hector’s dinner too.”

Ionia digging into one of the bags, bringing out a smaller white paper bag.

“Whose rings?” said.

“Mine.”

“Man, I love onion rings. My thighs sure as hell don’t, though.” Ionia giggling at her own joke. “Mind if I have one?”

Valerie wanting to tell this woman to put down the onion rings. Get her ass out of the car and back into her own where she could order her own motherfucking onion rings. Instead, Valerie simply shaking her head. 

Ionia snatched two onion rings from the bag.

“I’m curious. When I floated my idea that D talk to you about what he talked to you about,” Ionia said, talking as she chewed, “he was dead-nuts convinced he could get you to come in with us. And I have to say, I was surprised that he was so damn certain of himself. I mean, far as I can tell, you never done nothing against the law.”

“He’s persistent like you said. Stick-to-itivity.”

“Holy shit, Frito chili pie!” Ionia said, pulling another small white paper bag out of the larger sack. “Who’s is this?”

“Hector’s.”

“He won’t mind. We’re friends.”

Ionia sliding the paper tray out of the small bag. Using the plastic fork that came with it, Ionia scooped up a large bite of the cheesy, greasy, crunchy chili mixture. She plunged it into her mouth.

“Yeah, D, he’s a confident man,” Ionia said, again talking with food in her mouth. “Still, seemed like it was more than that. Like he might have some kind of leverage on you.”

Ionia leaning in closer to Valerie.

“So, that’s why I wanted to talk to you, girl to girl. If he’s holding one thing over you to make you do another thing you don’t want to, you can tell me. I can get him to let off.”

No doubt in Valerie’s mind that Ionia hadn’t come to offer a helping hand. The sole reason this woman was sitting in her car, eating her food, Valerie realized, was because there was this small piece of the Ikey family business in which Ionia wasn’t aware of every little detail. And it was sticking in Ionia’s craw.

This visit was all the confirmation Valerie needed that Ionia was up to her eyeballs in Doyle’s shady lines of business.

“No, Doyle offered a smart deal. I took him up on it,” Valerie said. “Still, it’s good to know you got my back.”

“I do. I really do.”

Ionia reaching over, grabbing one of the big styrofoam cups from the console’s cup holders.

“Mind if I have a sip?”

“Suit yourself.”

Ionia putting the straw between her lips and taking a big pull of the drink. Her face wrinkling in disgust as the liquid hit her taste buds.

“What the fuck is that?” she said, pulling the straw out of her mouth.

“Chocolate Dr. Pepper. Been drinking them since I was a little kid. My mom used to drink them all the time. Don’t care for it?”

Ionia examining the cup before taking another sip through the straw

“Grows on you,” she said. “Tastes kinda mediciny, but in a good way. Well, I best get out of your hair.”

This time Valerie not giving into the relief. Sensing they weren’t quite finished.

“Oh, there’s one more bullet point I need to touch on,” Ionia said.

“Yeah?” Valerie not bothering to suppress her delight at being right. “What’s that?”

“You’re smarter than everybody else in town, right? And that’s fucking great and all. Just remember that even the dumbest person in town is smart enough to figure out when they’re being fucked over. And, girl, I am far from the dumbest person in town.”

“Ionia, I’d never—.”

“—Of course you would,” Ionia said. “Got a little fire to you. You can’t hide it. If I was a betting bitch - and sometimes I am - I’d bet dollars to donut holes you’ve already considered screwing us over. Like, Fuck them two rednecks. Huh?”

“No way, Ion—.”

“—I get it, I do. Hell, I’d consider it too if I was in your shoes. Do us both a favor though…”

Again Ionia leaning in close to Valerie’s face.

“...don’t follow through on that thought. ‘Cause I promise you, you will regret it.”

Valerie wanting to pull back but afraid to move. Stuck there, her face inches from Ionia’s face and her onion ring and Frito chili pie breath.

Finally, Valerie saying, “I understand.”

“Makes me happy to hear you say that,” Ionia said. Voice bright and cheery, easing back from Valerie. “Now that’s a happy meal. “

Again, Ionia laughing at her own joke.

“Tell your brother hey for me,” Ionia said, opening the car door, stepping out. 

She stopped, leaning down to pop her head back into the car like a weasel down a hole.

“Actually, don’t,” she said. “Don’t mention we talked. No need to tell Doyle neither. Keep it between just us girls, okay?”

Valerie glancing at the half-eaten fast food. Nodding at Ionia.

Ionia, smiling back at her before slamming the door shut. 

Valerie watching Ionia climb down into her Corvette. Firing it up, revving the engine. Backing out and taking it slow around the U-shaped drive-in parking lot. Ionia pausing before laying rubber, engine roaring, as she pulled onto Main Street.

Valerie rolling down her window to push the call button on the menu stand. Thankful for the cold air on her flushed face.

“Welcome to Sonic!” said a staticky voice over the intercom. “How can I help you?”

I wish you could help me, Valerie thought. She was torn about what to do now. 

She hadn’t pulled the trigger with the Ikey’s business information. Yet. 

Still, she still needed the bitcoin she would make off selling their info. That is, if she were going to buy the mifepristone and misoprostol pills online and give Chloe a way out of her mess. 

But now, after her little frenemy conversation with Ionia, Valerie was second-guessing herself.

Go through with it and risk getting on Doyle and Ionia’s bad side? 

Or forget about ripping them off? Which meant watching while her best friend screws up her life, maybe for good?

 “Helloooo?” the staticky voice said, “Can. I. Help. You?”

“Sorry, yeah. Can I get another order of onion rings,” Valerie said into the speaker, “and one Frito chili pie?”

Valerie, remembering Ionia taking a hit off her chocolate Dr. Pepper, adding, “And a new straw too, please? This one’s filthy.”


Twenty-Nine

	




A frosty Monday over in Eden, Kansas. 

Mid-morning and Billy sitting alone on a stool at the counter in Hubbard’s Cafe. Waiting on Sheriff Cady.

The cafe was busier than Billy had seen it in some time. He’d had to turn away more than one person attempting to squat on the empty stool next to him. No one arguing when he told them who he was saving it for.

Billy and Sheriff Cady had coffee once or twice a month, ever since Billy had won the Caste County sheriff’s badge in a special election a couple of years back. It was an unofficial mentorship program of sorts. One involving lots of coffee and cussing and a fair amount of needling between the two of them. They were men of different generations but the same job. 

Wasn’t like Sheriff Cady to be late. Billy figuring he must have been held up at his Monday morning staff meeting.

Billy had moved his own department’s Monday morning staff meetings to Tuesdays. Mostly because everyone hates Mondays. It made for a rolling start into the week rather than a kick in the face. Of course, now his team called it the “Monday Morning Staff Meeting on Tuesday.” 

The bell over the door ringing. Billy turning in time to make eye contact with Sheriff Otis Cady as he entered. 

In his late fifties, tall and thin, face weathered. Flecks of gray in his mustache. Removing his gray Stetson as he closed the door behind him. Billy waiving Sheriff Cady over to the counter.

“Busier than a whorehouse on Saturday night in here,” Sheriff Cady said, weaving through the other diners.

He slid onto the stool next to Billy. Placed his cowboy hat with a tin sheriff star upside down on the counter. 

It towered over Billy’s flat-billed sheriff’s baseball cap with its embroidered star.

“Melinda, can a man get a cup of coffee around here?” Sheriff Cady said. Then to Billy, “Sorry I’m late.”

A harshness in the man’s tone putting Billy on alert: Oh hell, the old man’s in one of his moods. 

Generally and genuinely a soft-spoken man with a dry sense of humor, Sheriff Cady was also known to have a temper. Took a lot to flip his switch. But when it flipped, stand back.

“Not a problem,” Billy said, hesitant to ask what might be annoying him. “Assumed your staff meeting ran long.”

“You assumed right,” he said. “Had a bit of excitement over the weekend. A person or persons broke into Keith and Blanche Waldens’ place. Made off with a shit load of guns, mostly antiques.”

“Well, that’s not good.”

“Nope, not one bit of good,” Sheriff Cady said.

Melinda, a chunky woman who was all red lipstick and salt-and-pepper hair, filled their coffee cups and took their orders. Scrambled eggs and fruit for Sheriff Cady; corned beef hash and two eggs over easy for Billy.

Sheriff Cady sticking out his left leg so he could reach into the front pocket of his khaki uniform pants. Coming up with a medicine bottle. Placing it on the counter next to his hat.

“If I forget to take ‘em, Patty will chew my ass.”

Billy glancing at the bottle of pills. Wanting to pick it up, read the label. Find out what his friend’s health concern might be. 

“High cholesterol,” Sheriff Cady said, answering Billy’s unasked questions. “Anyway, we figure the Walden B&E took place early Saturday evening. They’re on vacation out in Palm Springs.”

“Must be nice,” Billy said, “especially this time of year.”

“Sonofabitch was flush to begin with,” Sheriff Cady said. “Then they go and rediscover oil on his property.”

Billy understanding that Sheriff Cady was implying fracking. 

“Rich get richer, I suppose,” Billy said.

“That ain’t a coincidence, neither,” Sheriff Cady said. “Anyway, one of Keith’s kids, Owen, his oldest boy, pops over on Sunday. You know, bring in the mail, water the plants, what have you. Goes into the den, notices the gun case is damn near empty.”

“Any leads?”

“A neighbor lady was out walking her dog Saturday. Late afternoon, early evening. Saw a white van parked in the drive.”

“Get a look at anybody?”

“Said she waved at a young male who was rummaging around in the van. Gave a description so general as to be useless: blue jeans, brown winter coat with a gray hoodie underneath. Medium height, average weight.”

“She get a good look at his face?”

“She did not,” Sheriff Cady said, “waving from down on the road like she was.”

“How she know he was young?”

“She said it was the way he moved, struck her as young.”

Billy reminded of Dogpatch’s unsubstantiated assertion that Doyle Ikey was using teenagers for robberies. Wondering if there might be a connection. Keeping it to himself for now.

“He wave back?” Billy said, joking.

“You laugh. She said he did, in fact, wave back.”

“So, you’re after a nondescript cat burglar of medium build and extreme neighborliness?”

“Neighborly as far as cat burglars go, I guess. The truly neighborly thing to do would be not taking what doesn’t belong to you.”

“There is that.”

“I can’t remember the last time we had this kind of craziness around Eden. A little shoplifting and whatnot. But felony burglary? The other day, we had actually had a grand theft case. One of these roughnecks tried to run off with Freddy Somerdale’s Camaro.”

“Ah, your little town’s going through a mild growth spurt, is all,” Billy said. “This fracking business coming to town is a pleasant kick in the pants. Jobs and money.”

“They waltz in here and tell you they’re pumping high-pressure water in the underground cracks and crevasses,” Sheriff Cady said. “Getting at the shale. What they fail to mention is all the pressure it puts on us above ground. And the pollution. And, almost forgot, earthquakes.”

 “Those may or may not be related,” Billy said, “depending on who you’re talking to.”

“You mean to tell me you haven’t noticed the surprising uptick in the number of earthquakes we’ve had?” Sheriff Cady said, “And by surprising I mean we never had a single goddamned one during your lifetime nor mine until this friggin’ fracking. Now folks in California think we’re crazy for living here.”

“Folks in California always thought we were crazy for living here,” Billy said. “If they thought of us at all.”







Melinda brought their food and refilled their coffee.

“Business is booming,” Billy said, using his fork to pop the yolks, causing the yellow egg to seep into his hash. “But it’ll pass. Then the town can complain about being broke again.”

“Can’t be soon enough for me,” Sheriff Cady said, reaching for his cholesterol meds. “Nothing but a bunch outsiders. Only here to make a quick dollar. Which they send as fast as they can back to wherever the hell they came from.”

Billy uncertain how to respond. Seemed like Sheriff Cady just needed to vent.

“Be that as it may,” Billy said, growing antsy as Sheriff Cady fiddled unsuccessfully with the safety cap on the medicine bottle, “I got no doubt you and your deputy can handle a broad daylight B&E. And anything else that comes your way.”

“I’m not so sure anymore,” Sheriff Cady said.

“Not like you haven’t dealt with less-than-model citizens before?” Billy said. Confident Sheriff Cady would get his implication. Billy referring to the one time Sheriff Cady shot and killed a person.

Sheriff Cady glancing Billy’s way. Signal received.

“Yeah, well, that was a long time ago.”

“Not so long I don’t remember hearing about it.”

“You were a kid. Still are in some ways,” Sheriff Cady said. “And in some ways not. Got more than a few notches on your belt.”

“Ain’t about the number,” Billy said, “other than number one is the hardest. It’s about doing what needs to be done. From what you’ve told me of the situation, it had to be done.”

	“Never know for sure, will we?” Sheriff Cady said. “At least, I won’t.”

Billy watching as Sheriff Cady struggled with the bottle cap. 

“Why in the hell do they give you medicine,” Sheriff Cady said, working the cap, “warn you it’s a matter of life or death, then cram this life-giving concoction inside a bottle you couldn't break open with a pry bar?”

Sheriff Cady putting his meds back on the counter and picking up his coffee. Taking a sip.

“Get back to those pills in second,” he said, sipping his coffee. “How’re things over your way?”

Billy chewing his salty breakfast, Sheriff Cady having asked him mid-bite. A chance to organize his thoughts. Finally, Billy swallowing, starting in.

“Good, I guess. Kinda weird between me and Paige. She’s been more than a little standoffish. The other night I find—”

“—Wasn’t asking about your love life, Billy. Meant job-wise.”

Billy sheepish, doing his best to hide it. Curious why his mind jumped straight to Paige rather than his job.

“Job-wise, it’s kinda weird too,” Billy said. “You mention your cat burglar was possibly a young man. I got a tip about a guy around Caulfield who’s using minors to carry out crimes for him.”

“Who’s the guy?”

“Doyle Ikey,” Billy said. “I stress, it’s all hearsay at this point. Know him?”

Sheriff Cady shaking his head, reaching for his meds again.

“Can you believe that? Grown man using kids like that?” Billy said, holding out his hand. “Here, give me a crack at that bottle.”

Sheriff Cady handing over the pill bottle.

“Question is, do you believe it?”

“Not sure yet,” Billy said, pressing down on the cap with his palm. “Guy who told me, he gossips. A lot. But this is one of those pieces of gossip that goes all around town yet in one way or another manages to avoid me...”

Billy pausing to focus on the plastic cap. Giving it a firm twist. The stubborn cap giving way. Billy peering into the bottle at the little white ovals piled atop one another. Billy handing the bottle to Sheriff Cady before going on.

“...and I’ve found there tends to be a least a little truth to the gossip that avoids me. People don’t want to be the one to spill the beans to the law.”

Sheriff Cady nodding, saying that makes sense. 

“What’re you going to do about this Doyle character?” Sheriff Cady said, using his fork to scoop scrambled eggs onto the corner of a triangle of sourdough toast.

“Keep an eye on him. That’s about all we can do at this point. Got nothing but smoke.”

“Smoke’s a good enough reason to check if there’s a fire.”

“Yeah. Hope it’s not true, though.”

“Neither do I,” Sheriff Cady said, downing his cholesterol meds with black coffee, adding, “But who the hell cares what we want?”

The snap in Sheriff Cady’s voice catching Billy’s attention. Was it cynicism? Sarcasm? Billy turning to read the man’s face. Surprised by what he found there.

Sheriff Cady hunched over his eggs in the morning light. His lined face appearing old, tired even. And written on those lines a mixture of fear and uneasiness about the world changing around him. 

Billy thinking this might be the first time he’d seen vulnerability in his mentor. Not that it wasn’t there all along. It was simply that Billy hadn't picked up on it. Most likely he chose not to. It was easier that way.

“It’s one thing to do your crimes,” Billy said. “Takes a whole other level of asshole to drag kids into it. I mean, seriously, who does that?”

Sheriff Cady turning to meet Billy square in the eye.

“Humans,” he said. “We’re the only ones on earth capable of a horrible and selfish thing like that.”


Thirty







Valerie at her desk in her room. Her hands hovering over her laptop. Midday on a Monday. Skipping school. 

Her right pinky hesitating over the enter key. Usually, Valerie was natural and fast and confident on the keyboard. 

Sitting back in her chair, pulling her hands away from the computer. Just to be safe.

Somewhere - maybe halfway around the world, maybe only two states away or, hell, even one town over - someone she knew only by their online handle, Harpocrates, was waiting on Valerie to hit enter. 

Waiting for Valerie to transmit the Ikeys’ business information over the dark web.

Valerie had connected with Harpocrates on what was essentially an anonymous, online swap meet. In exchange for the Ikey’s information, Harpocrates would automatically deposit digital money, bitcoin, in Valerie’s anonymous account with a virtual bank. The amount in bitcoin would be roughly equivalent to twelve hundred dollars in U.S. legal tender, good for all debts public and private.

Then, on the same digital flea market where she’d met Harpocrates, Valerie would use her new bitcoin to buy mifepristone and misoprostol—the abortion pills.

It was a simple transaction: Strike enter, buy Chloe’s way out of the mess she was about to make of her life.

Yet it wasn’t that simple. Because in the process it meant royally screwing over the Ikeys. And Valerie was well aware that was not be done lightly. 

Valerie glancing at the clock at the top of her screen. Another few hours before school let out. After school, Chloe would have cheer practice. The hours until she could be with Chloe seeming to Valerie like a lifetime.

Still, it gave Valerie time to decide. Should she hit enter? Should she not? 

Wishing she had another person to bounce it all off of. Another perspective, one from a wiser distance, that might be able to help her figure out which way to go in this situation.

“Val?”

Valerie turning around to face her father. His thick, squat body filling the doorway to her room. He had a large, round buzzed head and a black tuff of beard sticking out from his chin. She’d sensed him moving around in their house earlier but hadn’t noticed entering her room.

“What’s up, Dad?’ Valerie said.

Not bothering to close her laptop or even switch to another program on the screen. Confident he’d have no idea what the dark web browser was or what she might be up to. It had been a long while since he’d shown any genuine interest in what she and her brother were up to.

“Seen my tool chest, gatita?” he said, voice soft. “It’s not in the garage.”

Her father using his nickname for her, gatita. Little kitten. 

In truth, they spoke little to no Spanish in the house. Her father knew a few words and phrases he’d picked up from his grandmother when he was a child. Valerie was fluent in Spanish but only because she’d taught herself using free videos and lessons on the web.

“Looking to fix the back door?” she said. “Or that running toilet? Lot of stuff around here needs fixing.”

“No,” he said. “Have you seen my tools?”

Valerie getting that her father wasn’t in Mr. Fix It mode. More like Mr. Hock It. She assumed he was searching for tools he could pawn. The pawn shop would magically turn the tools into cash. Her father would quickly turn that cash into painkillers. 

The coincidence was not lost on Valerie: At this moment, she and her father were both after pills. She told herself they were working from different motives. But were they?

She wanted the pills so she could help her best friend, Chloe. 

And when she thought about it, Valerie realized her father also desired pills to help his best friend. Addiction.

Technically, the tools and tool chest didn’t belong to her father anymore, either.

A few months back, he’d given them to Hector. An opioid-induced father-son moment courtesy of their friendly pharmaceutical company. Obviously, her father didn’t remember giving the tools to Hector.

Hector had anticipated this. 

He’d immediately moved the tools and the big red tool chest on wheels from their garage to Brice’s house. Valerie not sure why her brother thought Brice was any more trustworthy than their father. Still, his tools, his decision.

“No, haven’t seen them,” Valerie said. “You check the garage?”

“Yes, baby, the first place I looked. Whatcha doing there?”

Her father nodding toward her laptop.

“Homework.”

She could smell the funk of old sweat radiating off her father. She wished he’d leave her room.

“It’s Monday, isn’t it?” he said. “Yeah, Monday. Why aren’t you at school?”

“Need to study.”

“Sounds about right,” her father said, “school getting in the way of you learning. Always like that, even when you were in grade school. School never did nothing other than slow you down.”

“Yeah that’s my problem,” Valerie said. 

Leveling her father with a look that said Are we done?

“I worry you work too hard,” he said.

Valerie sighing. Evidently they were not done. Her father going on.

“I never see you having fun. Do you ever relax, have fun?”

Valerie not wanting to get into it but humoring her father.

“Yes Dad, I have fun,” she said, anxious to get back to deciding whether to hit enter and go through with it. “I’m having fun right now studying.”

“Okay,” he said, his shoulders sagging. “If you need to talk or anything, you let me know.” 

Realizing her father’s offer was sincere. For split second, she saw a long-lost glimmer of light in his eyes.

“There is one thing,” she said. 

Her father nodding for her to continue.

“There’s this girl at school,” Valerie said. “She’s kinda in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Doesn’t matter what kind of trouble.”

“Oh hell,” her father said his voice rising, “girl, are you pregnant?”

“What? No. It’s not me and, no, I’m not pregnant. Seriously, calm down and listen.”

“Swear to god, if your mother was around—”

“—But she’s not, is she?” 

Valerie regretting her cutting words even before they were out of her mouth. His face angry, wounded and weary as he stared at the floor.

Scolding herself for allowing herself to believe her father might actually be there for her. Wishing she’d avoided all of this when she had the chance. 

“Forget it,” she said.

“Too late,” he said, his voice quiet again. “But you’re not pregnant, right?”

“Dad, for crying out loud, let it go,” Valerie said. “No, I’m not pregnant.”

“Because if you are, I’ll kill the son of a bitch who did it.”

“Great. You’ll be the first person I tell. You killing the son of a bitch will be extremely helpful.”

“I’m serious. You come to me.”

“Glad you got my back,” she said. “Hey, maybe your tool chest is in the basement. You check down there?”

“The tools, yeah. That’s why I came in here, wasn’t it? What would they be doing in the basement?”

“No idea. You should probably go check, though.”

“Good idea,” he said, voice hopeful. “So smart, gatita, so smart.”

Her father disappearing from her room. Valerie looking at the empty space where he’d been. 

After a long moment, Valerie turned back to her laptop. Back to the fork in her road with Chloe and the Ikeys and the waiting Harpocrates.

Valerie thinking of Chloe. How scared and alone her friend must feel. Valerie was intimately familiar with what being alone felt like. No one in your corner or on your side. Valerie wanting to text her friend right then. Assure her she wasn’t alone.

Valerie reaching up to the keyboard. Her middle finger striking the enter key. Trigger pulled.

Amazing to her that it felt like...nothing. Valerie wondering what all her worry had been about. It was done. The damage would move fast now.

Most likely, Harpocrates wouldn’t waste time. It was probable that, within minutes, Doyle and Ionia’s business would be bleeding credit. 

Or Harpocrates might choose to resell the Ikey’s info. It was conceivable it might be resold a few times. To organized criminals in Russia or Nigeria or Vietnam or the United States or Canada. Anywhere in the world where people conducted dirty business. Which was anywhere in the world.

The Ikeys might get a reprieve of minutes, hours or days. Either way, it was coming for them and it was coming fast and hard. And there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it.

For the first time, Valerie fully grasping the risk she was taking for Chloe. Panic hammering Valerie’s chest. Wondering if she should try to undo what she’d just done. Aware that, at this point, that was impossible. At least, not without giving herself away.

A simple equation rattling around in her anything-but-simple brain: 

If a=b and b=c then a=c where...

...a=the depth of her affection for Chloe...

...b=the size of the risk she was taking for Chloe...

...c=the amount of her concern about Chloe throwing away her life.

Of course, there was a lone variable in the math of Valerie’s own life: Chloe. 

How would Chloe react to Valerie caring this much? Would Chloe return those feelings?

When weighing the risks of revealing her devotion to Chloe against the risk of pissing off the Ikeys, there was no question in Valerie’s mind the scales tipped toward Chloe.

This insight putting put Valerie at ease with her decision. 

Valerie telling herself to forget about Doyle and Ionia. They won’t be able to tie any of it to her. To hell with them.

It was time to stop splitting her energy. Focus entirely on helping Chloe get out of her situation.

It took less than a minute for Valerie to use the bitcoin she’d made off the Ikey’s info to purchase the pills. The pills would arrive at her door in two or three days.

Valerie grabbing her cell phone, texting Chloe: Meet me @ sonic aft cheer prac

Seconds later, Chloe texting back: ok y?

Valerie texting back: a surprise


Thirty-One




	

Billy in his sheriff’s SUV, pulling into his driveway. Popping in midday. Find out what Paige was up to.

Surprised to find her on her knees working in the flower beds on either side of the front steps leading up to the porch.

He’d expected to catch her in the middle of her daily routine, which near as he could tell, was doing absolutely as little as possible. Laying on the couch. Zoning out in front of the television. Or on her phone. 

Yet here she was outside in the sun and fresh air. Glancing up at him as he rolled to a stop. A brief smile before turning back to her work.

“Burying secret treasure?” Billy said, stepping out of the SUV and into a chilly breeze moving across the flat landscape. A hint of warmth from the sun made for a warmish winter’s day.

“Planting bulbs,” she said, digging with a hand trowel. “Daffodils.”

“Bit late for that ain’t it?” Billy said. He possessed such floral knowledge thanks to the many times growing up when his mother had shanghaied him into helping her with the gardening. “Should have gotten them in the ground last fall.”

“I wasn’t here last fall,” Paige said.

Billy wanting to ask if she’d still be around for the coming fall. Or even this spring.

Instead, Billy asking Paige if she needed a hand.

“Don’t want you to dirty your clothes,” she said. “You could sort through those bulbs if you want. Toss any that don’t look healthy.”

Billy squatting down on his haunches. Sifting through the bag of daffodil bulbs. Keeping one eye on Paige.

She appeared to be in a better mood. A lilt in her voice. Eyes bright. An energy to her digging. Billy wondering why she was suddenly so dang happy. 

Pretty sure he wasn’t going to like the answer. He was smart enough not ask the question.

“Figure I’ll give them a shot of fertilizer and leaf mold,” she said.

The sheriff’s radio on Billy’s belt squawking.

“Sorry,” Billy said, turning the volume down until it was barely audible. He was enjoying the sound of Paige’s voice. “Go on.”

 “That’s pretty much it. To grow, all the daffodils need is a good cold snap and I’m sure we’ll have more cold days. Hand me a bulb, please.”

Billy picking out a firm, healthy bulb. Handing it over to Paige. Paige taking it in her gardening-gloved hand.

Billy’s hand finding another bulb in the sack. Aware from the feel of it, dry and wrinkly, that it was bad. Pulling it out, examining its shriveled exterior. Confirming what he suspected. Billy tossing the bad bulb to the side.

“I know about Portland.”

The words were out of Billy’s mouth before he could stop them. Taking with them a weight from his shoulders he didn’t wish to carry any longer. 

Paige halting her digging but not glancing up. Saying nothing. 

Billy thinking, Well, we’re in it now.

Paige going back to her digging. 

“Got your flight itinerary in my email,” Billy said. “You set it up so I’d get a copy that last time you went to Boston? Remember?”

Paige humming an affirmative.

“Just didn’t want you thinking I was snooping,” Billy said.

Silence between them. The winter sun warmed the back of his neck. At the moment, it was the one part of him inside or out that felt good. 

Finally Paige saying, “I was going to tell you.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Who’s in Portland?” Billy said. “What’s his name?”

Paige not looking up, smiling to herself.

Billy considering getting up and walking away. Didn’t need his face rubbed in it.

“Not who,” Paige said. “What. An opportunity.”

Paige telling Billy about how she had an opportunity to work with a photographer named Molly Kennedy.

“How about that?” Billy said, anger in his voice, “Yet another famous photographer I never heard of.”

“That’s how it is with most photographers, yeah,” Paige said. “For every Annie Leibovitz and Paul Nicklen, there’s fifty more out there as fantastic or almost as fantastic. Other photographer’s know them. Everyone knows their work, though. Molly’s too. Magazine covers. Big websites. Galleries and museums.”

“You’re on a first name basis with this Molly person now?”

“Not really. Talked to her on the phone last week.”

Billy listening patiently to Paige explaining how the gallery owner in Boston she used to work for was friends with this Molly person. When Molly mentioned she needed a more-than-capable assistant, Paige’s old boss had recommended her.

From what Paige said, it did sound to Billy like a rare and golden opportunity. As pissed as he was about it all, Billy was unable to deny the pride he felt. People who knew what they were talking about shared his belief in this woman he adored.

Billy considering all that Paige told him. Still, there were a couple of missing pieces to the puzzle.

“I’ll ask once more,” Billy said. “Who’s in Portland?”

“It’s not like that at all,” Paige said, back-filling a hole with soil.

Billy reaching out, placing his hand on her elbow. Paige stopping her work to meet Billy’s eyes.

“I’m serious,” she said. “There’s no one else.”

Billy reading her eyes. Searching for a lie. Wondering if this woman he loved was good enough to pull it off? Being uncertain if he could trust Paige was more dangerous than being certain of it. Accepting that she was telling the truth. 

Pulling his hand away from her elbow, choosing to believe her as best he could. Moving on to the next missing piece of the puzzle.

“Ticket is open-ended,” he said. “You leaving? For good, I mean?”

Paige back to working the soil. Waiting until she got to the bottom of the hole she was digging before finally answering.

“Depends on if I get the gig, of course. She might need me to start right away. Or I might not get the job and be back before the weekend.”

“So, leaving for good, that is on the table?”

“All I’m sure of, right now, is there’s not much of anything on my table.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Billy said. Watching Paige as she kept at her work in the flower bed the whole time she spoke.

“I...I can’t deny it feels like a kind of surrender, moving back here. I did it without thinking it all the way through. Honestly, moving back to Caulfield was a mistake.”

“What you mean is moving in with me was a mistake.”

“No, you’re not the mistake, Billy.” 

Paige stopped clawing at the ground. Looked up at Billy. 

“The mistake, my mistake, was moving back here too soon. I always figured one day I’d end up back here. Years from now. After I’d done things, seen things. Coming back now...it’s like I gave up.”

“Gave up on what?”

“My dreams. My future. You have to feel that sometimes too, right? What you had with baseball? Like your dream ended too soon?”

“Don’t think about it much,” Billy said. “Other than to be lucky to have been blessed with a little talent. Proud of the work and sacrifice I put in to be the best I could at it. Yeah, it was yanked away from me. Nothing I can or could have done about that. Now I’m here, doing this. Same rules apply, lucky to have a bit of talent for it and working hard to be the best I can at it.”

“Don’t you feel cheated?”

“Guess I did a first. But I came to realize the game didn’t owe me. It didn’t ask me to play. That was something I chose. Maybe it was too short. Or maybe I was fortunate to get what I got back from it. The chance to play with the best in the world. I never have to worry about money, as long as I’m not an idiot about it. I met a lot of interesting people along the way. Most I liked, a few I didn’t. Glad to have met them all, though. Most people don’t get the opportunities I got.”

“I guess that’s what I mean,” Paige said. “It’s like I’ve been robbed of the chance. What’s worse, I’m the one who stole it away from me.”

“You mean I stole it,” Billy said. “By asking you to move back. To move in with me.”

“That was something I chose.”

“You’re regretting it now?.”

Paige shaking her head. “Not you. The timing. Wish all this had come later.”

“Well, it got here when it got here,” Billy said, failing to keep the anger out of his voice.

“Billy, please don’t be mad.”

“Oh, why would I be? Merely been putting up with your pissiness for weeks now.”

“Billy, this isn’t about us.”

“Of course not. This is about how you need to be anywhere other than here to do what you love. Which supposedly is taking pictures. Except you haven’t once picked up a camera since you moved in. It’s not like there aren’t pictures to take around here. I know your eye is sharp enough to see them where most of us never will. No, this is about us, Paige. About you basically telling me you don’t want to be here. With me. And covering it up with a load of fertilizer about needing to be elsewhere.”

“Billy, did you hear a word I said?”

“I heard what you meant, loud and clear. You got your ticket. You’re leaving. What I want to know is, why are you out here planting flowers? Leaving a few reminders to pop up after you’re gone?”

“Of course, not Billy. I thought—”

“—Sheriff, this is Dispatch….” 

Lon Harmon’s faint voice on the radio on Billy’s belt interrupting them. Billy pulling the hand mic from the radio.

“What’s up, Lon?” Billy said into the mic.

“Hate to bother you with this,” Lon said. “Thing is, we got sort of a ten-fifteen meets a ten-fifty-four. Deputies Zane and Emily are both tied up and Deputy Dustin is off today. You’re the only one available to run on it at the moment.” 

“Roger that,” he said into the mic. “Got any the specifics on the situation? Over.”

“One of Calvina Perry’s billy goats,” Lon said, “got loose from his pen. Wilbur, the mean one. Swear that little sucker’s gone feral. Evidently, he’s running around the neighborhood, scaring the bejesus out of folks. Over.”

“Roger, on my way over to Calvina’s,” Billy said. “Over.”

Billy standing. “I gotta go.”

“Billy, one second—”

“—You got it all under control here,” Billy said, walking to his vehicle. “And don’t worry, there’s plenty of cold for those bulbs.”

“Billy—”

Slamming the door before he had to listen to another word from her. Backing down his driveway to the road, not even glancing Paige’s way. 

Billy tearing off down the asphalt without looking back.





Thirty-Two







	Chloe 0pening the passenger door of the Grand Prix. Sliding in next to Valerie. The two of them in the Sonic parking lot, hugging hello over the gearshift console.

“Missed you at school today,” Chloe said.

Her long, sandy blonde hair up in a gold scrunchie. Still wearing her purple tracksuit with “Caulfield Cheer” lettered in gold across the front of the jacket and vertically up her left pant leg. Valerie finding her adorable.

“Had stuff to take care of,” Valerie said. “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

Chloe checking her phone before responding. Valerie assumed Brice was blowing it up: Where are you? Who else is there? What’s going on?

“Talk to me about what?” Chloe said.

“Your situation.”

“Ah, yes,” Chloe said, making fun, “my situation.”

Valerie couldn’t understand how or why Chloe could take it all so lightly. Was it a facade? Or did she not fully grasp the reality of being seventeen and pregnant? 

Chloe was book smart. That made it even more frustrating to Valerie when Chloe didn’t show much common sense. One her friend’s faults that drove Valerie nuts and not in a good way.

“You know I’d do anything for you, right?” Valerie said.

“Anything?” Chloe still goofing around.

“Anything. Not joking.”

A puzzled look washing over Chloe’s face. At last, picking up on the seriousness in Valerie’s tone.

“Vee, what’s going on?”. 

Before Valerie could speak, Chloe’s face brightened as her attention was pulled away.

“Here comes my man,” Chloe said.

Valerie turning her head just as a blue pickup truck came flying into the Sonic parking lot. Brice’s GMC Canyon headed their way.

“Jesus, does he ever leave you alone?” Valerie said.

“I texted him. You don’t mind, right?”

“Was hoping to talk to you about this alone. Be kind of difficult now, Brice not aware of the situation.”

“I told him.”

“You what? When?”

“Sunday.”

“Why did you go and do that?”

“Vee, he’s got a right to know he’s going to be a dad.”

“But I thought—”

Brice opening Chloe’s door 

“—Ladies....” 

Brice reaching down to pull up on the lever to release the back of Chloe’s seat. Chloe leaning forward, making room for Brice to climb into the back of the Grand Prix.

Once he was settled in, Brice leaned forward. His head poking through the seats between Valerie and Chloe. 

Valerie overwhelmed by the stink of teen sweat and Axe cologne now filling her car’s interior.

“What are you hens up to?” Brice said.

Valerie wanting to headbutt him, the arrogant prick. She considered her options. 

Wait him out and talk to Chloe after he’s gone? Or cut her losses, text or call Chloe later?

It was important to have a face-to-face on a delicate subject such as this. Valerie needed to be able to read Chloe’s face and body language. Leave no room for misunderstanding. Deciding she’d wait for Brice to leave.

“So, I’m sorry, Vee,” Chloe said. “You were about to tell me something. What’s up?”

Now Valerie wishing she could headbutt Chloe. Wishing common sense could be taught.

“I’m thinking I might get tater tots,” Valerie said, turning to the menu board outside her car window.

“No seriously,” Chloe said, touching Valerie’s elbow. “What were you about to say?”

Valerie’s body going electric at Chloe’s touch.

“Tell you later, okay?” Valerie said.

“What?” Brice said. “Talking shit behind my back, huh?’

“Not everything’s about you, Brice.”

“Okay then, let’s hear it.”

Valerie having to start over at the beginning the way she’d rehearsed.

“I’d do anything for you, right?”

“Yeah, you said that already,” Chloe said.

“Well...I was able to get my hands on...some pills that will get you out of this.”

“You mean them morning after pills?” Brice said.

Valerie shaking her head. “No those are for right after you do it. The pills I’m talking about are a chemical termination.”

“You mean abortion,” Chloe said.

Valerie trying to read Chloe’s reaction in profile as she stared through the windshield. Valerie couldn’t get a read on her. Wanting to reach up and put back a few stray strands of hair that had worked themselves free of Chloe’s scrunchie.

“Where’d you even get them?” Chloe said, finally. “If you got those pills from a doctor, I sure as hell hope you didn’t tell them who you were getting them for.”

“I would never do that,” Valerie said. “Besides a doctor wouldn’t give them to me to give to somebody else. And it’s not like there’s a women’s clinic I could go to, thanks to all the nutjob men around here. So damn certain they’re in charge of women’s bodies.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is pro-life,” Brice said, still leaning forward between them. “And I’m pretty certain there’s a lot of women on that side.”

“You may be here,” Valerie said without looking at Brice, “but I ain’t talking to you. So shut it.”

“Sorry,” Brice said flopping back into the seat again. “Please excuse my ass.”

Valerie ignoring Brice. Instead, studying Chloe’s face for any sign. Unable to resist those stray hairs any longer. Valerie reaching up, gently tucking the stray hairs behind Chloe’s left ear.

“You two can kiss if you want,” Brice said, grinning, “won’t bother me at all.”

Brice stop it!” Chloe said.

Valerie locking up with fear. Struck by the seriousness in Chloe’s voice. As if Brice was about to reveal one of their shared secrets in front of Valerie. 

Had she given away more about her true feeling for Chloe than she realized? Had the two of them been talking about it behind her back?

Valerie unable to speak. Glaring into the rearview mirror at Brice. Brice, arms extended along the top of the backseat, with that prick-faced smirk of his.







“No need to make up your mind right this second, Chloe” Valerie said. “We’ve got a little time.”

“What do you think, Brice?” Chloe said.

Valerie knew what she thought: Who gives a damn what he thinks?

Keeping her mouth shut, though.

Brice also quiet for a moment. As if he was actually using his brain. Valerie doubtful about that. Finally Brice speaking.

“I mean, it’s an option, I guess.”

“You guess?” Valerie said. “No, it is an option. And it’s the best option at this point in your lives.”

“Let me finish, for fucksake,” Brice said. “What I meant it, yes, it is an option. And, yeah, we are kind of young. But my mom was young when she had me. Obviously, I’m damn glad she didn’t have an abortion.”

“My guess,” Valerie said, “she’s still considering it.”

“Ha. Ha. Very funny,” Brice said. “Point is, it’s not my first choice. But if it’s what you want, Chloe, I’m okay with it.”

Again Valerie stunned into silence by Brice. Never imagining he’d acknowledge that the choice was Chloe’s to make.

“Never ever thought about having one,” Chloe said. “An abortion, I mean. I’ve always thought about having kids. What girl doesn’t?”

“What y’all are put here on earth for,” Brice said.

“What are you, a fucking caveman?” Valerie said. “Women aren’t here just to have babies, you jackass.”

“I’m saying biologically speaking. Ain’t trying to say y’all can’t be doctors and lawyers and shit.”

“Will you two shut the fuck up?” Chloe said, raising her voice. “You both ask me what I think, then start bitching at each other. Enough.”

Both Valerie and Brice quiet until finally Valerie said, “So, what do you think?”

“Like I said, never thought about having an abortion,” Chloe said. “It’s not really an option around here. Have to drive up to Kansas City for that. Ever since I found out I’m pregnant, all I’ve ever saw we me was having the baby.”

“That’s because you didn’t have any other options,” Valerie said. “Now you do.”

Chloe nodding. “Here’s the deal: I like the idea of having a baby. Yeah, I assumed it would be later. But I always knew I wanted kids.”

“It’ll change everything,” Valerie said. “What about college?”

“People with kids go to college,” Brice said.

“It’s hard as hell on them,” Valerie said. “Maybe they can do it if they have people helping them out. Babysitting the kid, money, all that. Who’s going to do that for you, Chloe? Your parents? I mean, if you’re deathly afraid of telling them you’re pregnant, then why do you think you can count on them to help you?”

Chloe didn’t have an answer. Valerie turning around in her seat.

“Or what about you, Brice?” she said. “You going to watch your kid while Chloe goes to class?”

“What?” Brice said.

“Hey, you’re the father. Are you going to babysit while Chloe goes to class? Oh wait, we don’t have a four-year university in Caulfield, only a community college. I guess Chloe and the baby will have to move so she can get her degree. You moving with them wherever they go?

“Hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“My point exactly.”

“Fuck you, Valerie. You sure seem all worked over circumstances that don’t concern you.”

“Damn right I am and yes they do,” Valerie said. “Chloe’s my friend.”

“Or maybe,” Brice said, leaning forward into the front seat again, “you’d like to be a little bit more than that friends, huh?”

“Cut the shit, Brice,” Chloe said.

Valerie’s heart sinking. Certain now that Chloe had picked up on Valerie’s affections. And hadn’t let on. Hadn’t returned them.

“Should probably get going,” Brice said still between them. “Leave you two alone.”

Brice delivering a lingering goodbye kiss to Chloe. 

“Later ladies,” he said, getting out of the car, heading back to his truck.

Valerie watching Chloe watching him. The truck hanging a left out of the drive-in on to Main St.

“Sorry about all that,” Chloe said.

“What was all that about?”

“Brice can be an asshole sometimes.”

“No, he’s always an asshole. I mean, what was he getting at? All that stuff about being more than friends?”

“I should probably get on home too,” Chloe said, opening the car door, climbing out. She turned around, ducking her head back in.

 “I’ll text you later, okay?” Chloe said.

 Valerie quiet. Unable to even raise her head to meet Chloe’s gaze. Allowing herself a nod. Chloe saying okay before closing the car door.

Valerie’s eyes following Chloe as she slid into her white Volkswagen Beetle. The Beetle pulling out of the Sonic parking lot. Instead of taking a right onto Main St. - toward her house - Chloe making a left. Following in the direction Brice had gone.

Valerie sitting there alone. Awash in a mess of emotions.

Angry at Brice for being such a jerk.

Foolish for revealing her desire for Chloe.

Hurt that Chloe hadn’t acknowledged or returned that desire.

At least it was all out there now. At least Chloe knew she had options. 

Valerie telling herself, She just needs a little time, that’s all.


Thirty-Three







	“You can’t call an audible at the last second.”

	Hector whispering this to Brice. The two of them squatting in a shadowy spot beside a dumpster. A few doors down the alley from Trace’s Place. Long after closing time.

Hector all set to help Brice pull off this side project he’d been planning. Except now Brice was changing the plan.

	“That’s what an audible is, numbnuts,” Brice said, his breath white in the cold night. “Does Tom Brady call an audible in the huddle? Um, no. Does it at the line of scrimmage.”

Hector’s face contorting in confusion.

“The Pats run a lot of shotgun,” Hector said. “Brady’s usually back off the line a few yards.”

Brice giving Hector double-take.

“Point isn’t where, it’s when,” Brice said. “And we’re changing the play on this deal here.”

“What was wrong with our huddle plan?” Hector said. “You know, the black guy props open the backdoor. Takes out the trash. We slip in when he ain’t looking. Take the money. What’s the problem with that plan?”

“Problem is, they most likely have a safe in there. Money’s all locked up overnight. Don’t know about you, but I don’t know shit about cracking safes.”

“No, I don’t,” Hector said. “Might make sense to study up on it, figure out how.”

“Well, you go right on ahead and study up on it,” Brice said, “after we’re done robbing this motherfucker here.”

“Maybe we should put it off until we’ve had a chance to think it through.”

“I done thought it through. Ain’t going wrong. It’s foolproof.”

Hector wishing he was as convinced about that as Brice. 

Seemed to Hector there’s plenty that could go wrong when coming up behind a man, jabbing a pretend gun in his back and forcing him inside where the money is.

“Suppose he fights back?” Hector said. “Or what if he don’t believe it’s a real gun?”

“That’s why I brung this along,” Brice said, grinning. 

Lifting up his coat, showing off a shiny pistol tucked into his waistband. 

“Told you I thought it through,” Brice said, pulling the gun out of his waistband.

This wasn’t what Hector signed up for, using guns on people. This was a whole other level of criminal business that he definitely wasn’t interested in. Telling himself the right thing to do was stand up from his crouch, walk away.

But how could turning his back on his friend be the right thing to do? Even if Brice was about to commit a major felony? 

Walking away might be smart. Smart didn’t make it right, though. Not in Hector’s book, anyway.

Figuring talking Brice out of it was a better way.

“That’s the gun you stole from that house over in Eden, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“In a way, that’s kind of like stealing from Doyle.”

	“My ass,” Brice said. “It’s a Dan Wesson something other 1911. Googled that shit. Wasn’t on Doyle’s get-it list. Wasn’t ever going to be his in the first place.”

“Either way, Doyle finds out, he ain’t going to like it.”

“Ain’t going to like us pulling a job on our own neither. Guess we best not let him find out about the gun or the job, huh? Wouldn’t want to upset him.”

“Seriously, I don’t know about this, Brice.”

“You can stay here. I’ll handle the big boy part. You keep your eyes peeled for anybody coming along.”

“We really ought to—”

“—Will you please shut the fuck up before that black bastard walks out, hears you whining like a bitch?”

Hector keeping quiet on the outside. Inside, fear setting off a million alarm bells. About to take another run at talking Brice out it, when the backdoor to Trace’s Place opened. 

A figure carrying plastic garbage bags, two in each hand, stepping out of the door. 

Hector expecting it to be the black guy who usually took out the trash. Surprised to see it was Trace, the owner, instead. 

For almost two weeks Hector and Brice had scoped out closing routine at the cafe. Every night it had been the black dude. Tonight, though, it’s the owner handling the closing. 

Something unexpected popping right when they go to pull the job? Hector taking that as another bad sign.

Hector giving Brice a slight elbow nudge. 

Brice giving him a look back, What now?

Hector shaking his head. Calling it off. Live to rob another day.

But Hector detecting the glint in Brice’s eye. His friend actually enjoying this.

And like that, Brice was gone. Pulling down his ski mask. Scurrying out of the shadows and into the white light of a lone, naked floodlight over the cafe’s backdoor. 

Brice heading straight for Trace, who had his back turned. He was about to toss the second garbage bag into the cafe’s dumpster.

In the light, Hector catching sight of the gun in Brice’s hand. The barrel coming up to the back of Trace’s head.

He heard Trace saying, What the f—? 

Before he could get it all out Brice ordering him to shut the fuck up.

Brice laying out for Trace how the next few minutes would go. They were going inside. Trace was going to give them all the money in the cafe. Trace was going to behave, do as he was told. 

“Be a good boy,” Brice said, “else be a dead boy.”

And then they were gone. Brice and Trace - hands up, gun pressed to the back of his head - disappearing through the backdoor of the cafe.

It was happening. 







Hector not sure what to do. 

Wanting to leave. Run away right this second. 

Telling himself, no, better to walk. Be cool. Be casual. What could possibly be suspicious about a young man strolling down a small town alley late on a freezing Monday night?

Okay, maybe just stay put. 

Hector swiveling his head to the left, then right. No one else around. The cold air stung Hector’s cheeks. He wished he had a ski mask too. For warmth and anonymity.

Trying to ignore the sickly-sweet stench of the rotting garbage in the dumpster. Telling himself it this was all going smoothly, even with the unexpected changes. Assuring himself it would be over soon. 

In a moment, Brice would have Trace zip-tied and gagged on the floor in the back office. 

Brice would come out the door. Hand a plastic shopping bag of cash to Hector. After that, Brice would walk to the south end of the alley and wait for Hector. 

At the same time, Hector would carry the bag of cash to the north end of the alley where Brice’s pickup truck was parked. Get in, fire it up. Circle back on a side street, pick up Brice at the south end of the alley.

From there, head to Hector’s house. Split the money. Be done with it. Never do nothing like this again. Hector making a kind of peace with this bargain. 

Until the gunshot. 

A muffled pop coming from inside the cafe. Hector surprised by it. Also by how soft of a sound it made.

Hector standing up from behind the dumpster. Not moving, waiting. Should go in there?

No need. Trouble coming to him. 

Commotion at the backdoor of the cafe. Trace stumbling out. Holding his gut. Staggering sideways before crumpling in the alley. A moan. Then nothing. No sound. No movement. 

Hector wondering where the hell Brice was. A split-second later, his friend came running out the door.

Hector ready to take the bag, but Brice not offering it. Instead yelling go, go, go! 

Both of them running toward the north end of the alley, toward their getaway truck. Hopping in the pickup, Hector behind the wheel. 

Hector happy when the truck fired right up in this cold weather. Finally, something going as planned tonight.

Before pulling away from the curb, Hector turning his head, checking if any cars were coming up behind them. No traffic this time of night. But Hector spotting someone in the alley the next block over.

A person standing back in the shadows. Hector unable to make out his or her face. A gloved hand coming out of the shadows, giving Hector a friendly wave. 

Hector waving back, a reflex, before pulling away from the curb. 

Quickly deciding not to tell Brice about the person in the alley. The way this evening had gone, Hector wouldn’t be all that surprised if Brice wanted to circle back and “take care” of any witnesses. 

In truth, he didn’t believe Brice would say that. At least, Hector hoped he wouldn’t. Still, Hector was rattled by the very real possibility that Brice might be capable of wanting to do such a thing. 

Hector coaching himself to drive normally. Go slowly. Stay on the side streets. Head for home. No need to ask Brice what happened back there. He was buzzing, electric, his mouth running at full speed.

“Crazy son-of-a-bitch cut me,” Brice said, pulling up his ski mask. “Can you believe that shit?”

Hector with no idea what Brice was talking about. Brice raising his left arm, and Hector saw the blood-soaked sleeve of Brice’s heavy winter coat. A slash in the forearm. Brice telling how all it went down.

“I got the cash in the bag, right? Walking him back through the kitchen. About to have him lie down so I could zip-tie him. Then the fucker goes and grabs a knife. Whips around on me. I never should have pulled the gun away from the back of his skull.”

“What happened then?”

“I shot the son of a bitch!”

Hector eyeing the plastic bag of cash in Brice’s lap. Couldn’t tell how much was in there. A few hundred? A thousand, maybe? Blood smeared all over the outside of the bag. Hector wondering if the blood belonged to Brice or Trace. 

“Didn’t get me deep,” Brice said, examining the cut. “Only grazed me. Bleeding like hell, ain’t it?”

“We should call somebody. Nine-one-one or whatever.”

“Nah, I’m fine.”

“Meant for him.”

“You out of your fucking gourd?” Brice said, laughing. “We just robbed the man. Shot him.”

Hector thinking No, YOU robbed the man. YOU shot the man. Not declaring it out loud, though. All at once, Hector noticing a bitter, metallic taste in his mouth. He didn’t know how long it had been there.

“He needs a doctor. Last thing we need is for him to die on us.”

“Hell, he might already be dead, gutshot like that,” Brice said. “His own damn fault. Shouldn’t have gone for that knife.”

Hector uncertain how to respond to that. Glancing at Brice. Checking if his friend was genuinely okay with all that had gone down tonight. 

Finding a slight smile on Brice’s face.

Hector driving down the backstreets of Caufield. Unclear on what to do next. Felt like it was taking forever to get to home.

Deciding that, as soon as he could, he’d call Doyle. Doyle wouldn’t like it, not one bit. Be pissed as hell at the two of them.

Still, Doyle would know what to do.


Thirty-Four







Doyle and Ionia sitting at their kitchen table. Past 11 p.m. Doyle wishing they’d gone to bed at least a half-hour ago.

Doyle, in his robe and flannel pajamas. Scrolling through his phone. Hair still piled high.

Ionia, in black tights and a faded red Kansas City Chiefs sweatshirt. Hair going every which way. Playing solitaire across the table from Doyle. Using a deck of cards with Silver Dollar City on the back. She’d picked up the cards last year on a long weekend over in Branson, Missouri.

“Better put that phone away now,” Ionia said, “if you want to get to sleep anytime soon. You want tea?”

Doyle not answering, lost in his phone. Ionia getting up to fill the kettle and make them each a cup of Go The Fuck To Sleep tea.

A few years back she’d gotten a box of the tea as a gag gift from her niece, Sharla. The gag being those were Ionia’s exact words to Sharla at bedtime when she babysat her.

As it turned out, the tea was delicious. A touch of cinnamon with a lemony undercurrent. Now Ionia ordered the tea online. It helped both her and Doyle get to sleep, at least they believed it did. 

That first box of Go The Fuck To Sleep tea was like the first free taste from a crack dealer. It hooked both Ionia and Doyle; they’d since become tea fanatics. 

Trying different teas was now a quiet hobby Ikeys shared. The way other couples share an interest in wine, which the Ikeys did not. Or, when on vacation, pretend-shopping for real estate they could never afford, which the Ikeys did.

“Can I ask you a question,” Doyle said, still on his phone. Not scrolling now. Reading.

“Shoot.”

“What in the hell are you up to?”

“Making tea.”

“No, not that,” Doyle said, waving his phone at his wife. “This.”

Ionia placing the kettle on the burner before coming over, squinting at the small screen.

“Can’t make out shit without my readers,” she said.

“Allow me to bring it into focus for you,” Doyle said. “Says here you opened up five credit cards today.”

“What? Hell if I did.”

“Shows it right here,” Doyle said, jabbing a finger at the screen. “According to this alert here, your antique store opened up five different business credit cards. You trying to pull one over on me, Ionia?”

Doyle eyeing her closely. She had her back to him now, pulling two big cups from the wooden tree of cups on the counter.

“Baby, I got no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Well, it sure as shit wasn’t me that opened up an assload of credit cards today.”

Ionia dropping a reusable muslin tea bag filled with Go The Fuck To Sleep tea leave in each empty cup.

Ionia saying, “Well, sure as shit wasn’t me neither,” 

Her voice firm, not angry. Doyle taking that as a sign she wasn’t bullshitting him. If she were bullshitting, she’d be putting on a big show. 

Neither of them talking. Both of them mulling it over. Listening to the gurgle of water warming on the stove.

Doyle’s phone chiming. Doyle checking it.

“What the.....”

Ionia asking what’s the matter?

“We’re being bled,” Doyle said, “Some motherfucker swiped our identity.”

“Yours or mine?”

“Neither. Identity of our business,” Doyle said, still reading his phone. “Or should I say businesses, plural. Apparently, the shitheel just opened up six cards under Narcissus too.”

“What the fuck….” Ionia said, sliding back into her chair. “Who the fuck….”

“Exactly,” Doyle said. “Funny thing is, the other day I was talking to Valerie about us getting into this line of business.”

“Glad you find that little bitch so damn funny.”

“Think it’s her?”

“Ain’t it obvious?,” Ionia said. “I mean, you’re talking to her about it one day? Next day it’s happening to us?”

“Could be a coincidence,” Doyle said.

“One hell of a coincidence. Who else you know who could pull off something like this?”

“Don’t have to be anyone you know,” Doyle said. “Could be Russian hackers, some shit like that. They don’t even have to get up off the couch to steal a dollar. And can take it from anywhere around the world. That’s the whole point and potential of it.”

The tea kettle wailing, and Ionia getting up to take it off the heat. Talking as she went: “Trust me, it’s that little egghead bitch. I told that girl—”

“—You told her what?” Doyle said. “You talked to her? When?”

“Sunday night. At the Sonic. Not long after you did.”

“Can I ask you why in the hell you went and did that? And without mentioning it until now?”

“You know, to warn her about pulling stupid.”

“Again, why?”

“Because I needed to, obviously. Look what she’s gone and done. Figured her believing she’s so much smarter than everybody, she’d at least consider getting over on us. Wanted to nip brainstorm that in the bud.”

Doyle sizing up Ionia sitting across the table from him. Calmly dunking her tea bag. He wondered if maybe she’d had more than one reason for paying Valerie a visit and not telling him.

“You did one hell of a job of it,” he said, finally.

“Ain’t my fault she don’t listen. Some people, they don’t know and you can’t tell ‘em.”

“Maybe if you spent more time spelling out the upside of working with us,” Doyle said, “and less time trying to figure out if I fucked her, Valerie might have gotten the message.”

“Doyle, I wasn’t—.”

“—Yes you was,” Doyle said. “Why’re you so damn jealous all the time? I mean, I kind of like it, you being protective and all...

Reaching his hand across the table.

“...you got to be careful, though,” he said. “Any misstep now’s liable to fuck up all that we’re building here.”

Ionia taking Doyle’s hand, nodding. Neither speaking. Losing themselves in each other’s eyes.

Doyle finally breaking the spell, saying, “You really suppose Valerie did this?”

“Not a doubt in my mind. Ain’t any jealousy talking, neither. Solid logic, plain and simple. Bet she’s knows got us over a barrel too. Knows we can’t go to no police about this.”

“She got that part right. Don’t need any kind of law enforcement poking around in our businesses, legit or otherwise right now. Especially with the Arkansas deal about to go down.”

“Ain’t our fault, it’s hers..”

“Don’t matter. Them Arkansas boys catch a whiff the law’s got eyes on us, them boys won’t be going into business with us. And that’s the best case scenario. Don’t even want to think about the worst case.”

Doyle quiet for a moment. A slow burn inside him. Considering how they might stem the financial bleeding. What to do about Valerie? And how to keep his lucrative deal with the Arkansas boys moving forward?

All this couldn’t have come at a worse time for them. His anxiety showing itself as rising anger. Doyle doing his best to tamp it down.

Pulled from his worries by his cell phone ringing, the first few bars of “Jailhouse Rock.”

Doyle checking the incoming number before answering the call.

“Hey Hector,” Doyle said into his phone, “Calling kind of late, ain’t ya?”


Thirty-Five







Ionia sipping her tea, listening to Doyle’s half of his conversation with Hector. Couldn’t make out what the young man was yammering about on the other end of the call. Sounded frantic.

Noticing Doyle’s face as it curdled into a sour expression. Ionia growing concerned, sensing that a shitty day was about to get shittier.

“Oh, I see, now you want me in on this?” Doyle said. “I did not sanction this. No-sir-ee, this is an unsanctioned exhibition of stupidity.”

A lot of squawking from the other end, all of it inaudible to Ionia.

“Boys thought you were being smart, huh?” Doyle said. “Leaving me out of the loop like that? I’ve had about enough of people around here assuming they’re smarter than me.”

Shooting a hard look Ionia’s way. Inonia, pouring more tea for them both, catching his scowl before averting her eyes. Doyle barking into his cell phone.

“And now you want to bring me in on it? Now that everything’s turned to shit? Nuh-uh. You two dumbfucks are on your own on this one. Better hope that man don’t die.”

That stopping Ionia in her tracks. Who might die? She was unclear on exactly what was the situation was. But she knew somebody somewhere done fucked up royally. And now Hector was trying to drag her man into it.

To Ionia, it sounded like Hector was pleading with Doyle. Doyle giving him the silent treatment, letting the boy twist in the wind a bit. 

Ionia thinking that’ll learn him. Fucking kids these days. 

Finally Doyle cutting him off.

“Alright, alright, cut your caterwauling for one goddamned second. Can’t hear myself think over the sound of you pissing yourself. Any security cameras around where it all went down? What do you mean you don’t know? Telling me you didn’t even sit on the job properly? I tell you, son, it’s taking all my willpower not to lose my shit right now.”

Ionia watching as Doyle took a deep breath, getting control of himself. She knew it was only for the time being. Aware that soon Doyle was going to thoroughly and completely lose it. Just the way it was. That was how he coped.

Ionia listening to Doyle as he ordered Hector to get his ass home if he wasn’t already.

“Don’t worry,” Doyle said. “Chances are a Good Samaritan already called nine-one-one. If not, well, tough titty. That sucks for you, Brice and him.”

Ionia putting a few more pieces together. Whatever shit this was, it involved those two knuckleheads. That figures. 

But who the hell was him?

“And don’t say shit to no one about none of this,” Doyle said. “Brice neither. Both of you keep on acting like nothing happened. Like your worthless lives depend on it. ‘Cause they do.”

Doyle killed the call, shaking his head at Ionia.

“Jesus Christ,” Ionia said after Doyle filled her in on what all went down. “What are we gonna do, D?”

“Keep quiet, act normal. Like you heard me tell that idiot there on the phone. And hope the sumbitch don’t die.”

“And what about all them credit cards and shit?”

“Don’t know yet. Maybe call one of them identity protection places, I guess. See if we can stick a thumb in the dike without bringing the law into it.”

“What about Valerie?”

“What about her?” Doyle said, taking another sip of his tea.

“Why not make that little bitch fix what she broke?”

“Doubt she could,” Doyle said. “Besides, I’m done playing around with her. Should have let me turn her out like I wanted. Instead, had to get all cute and clever about it.”

“Don’t you blame me.”

“Who the hell else am I supposed to blame? Can’t deny you pointed me in that direction, instead of letting me put her to good use in the first place.”

Both of them sitting in angry, hurt silence. The only sound in their kitchen an occasional tink-tink from the electric burner.

“Don’t do us no good to fight about it now,” Doyle said finally, sipping his tea.

“What are we going to do?”

“I’ll handle it.”

“How?”

“Said I’ll handle it, goddamn it.”

“Fair enough,” Ionia said. “You’re off the leash now, baby. Take care of her any way you like.”

“Thanks but wasn’t asking permission,” Doyle said.

“Fine, I’m going up,” Ionia said.

Delivering it in a tone pissy enough that Doyle would get that she’d had about enough from him. But not so pissy to set him off.

Ionia getting up from the table, saying, “C’mon to bed.”

“My mind’s racing now,” Doyle said, his voice softer now. “Can’t sleep no how. You go on up.” 

She took his mellow tone as an apology for being curt with her just now.

“Tea ain’t helping?” she said.

“Hell no. My mind’s going super fast. Fact is, I already have an idea how we can sweeten the deal with them Arkansas boys,” he said.

“Sweeten how?”

 “By including Valerie,” Doyle said.

Doyle locking eyes with Ionia. She knew he was confirming she got what he meant. That she understood this Arkansas deal might be Doyle’s last shot to go big time. That these kids were all doing their best to fuck it up whether they realized it or not. 

And that she and Doyle needed to do whatever it took to make it work out.

 She returned a slight smile. Letting him know she understood damn well what he meant. 

“One of the many features I’ve always adored about you,” he said. “You get me. That and your tits.”

Ionia laughing, coming around the table. Up behind Doyle to rub his shoulders.

“Can’t imagine Hector’s going to want to play with us, he finds out,” Ionia said.

“Probably not. So let’s not let him find out. Otherwise, that boy might have to go away too. Can you keep an eye on him for me?”

“Anything, baby.”

“Be a shame,” Doyle said. “All we’ve invested in him. Plus I like the kid, dense as he is sometimes.”

“Anything that happens to her or him, she brought it on herself.”

“Can’t argue that.”

“Guess we’re selling Valerie, then,” Ionia said, “for sex or parts.”

“Can’t see any other way.”

“You always did say Valerie would make a good little earner, one way or another.”

Doyle downing the last of his Go The Fuck To Sleep tea before speaking.

“I do have an eye for spotting talent in young people.”


Thirty-Six




	Billy behind his desk at the Sheriff’s Department. In his office preparing himself for his Tuesday morning staff meeting.

Usually getting ready for the meeting meant reviewing deputy reports, notices from the state and national law enforcement agencies, reminders about miscellaneous administrative tasks and such.

	Today, getting ready meant calming himself down. Reminding himself to breathe.

Billy sitting there holding a small square of beeswax wrap in his fingers. The wrapper from the heart-shaped edible Trace had given him.

Folding the wrapper. Unfolding it. Refolding it. Over and over again, a simple, mindless movement to occupy his body while his mind wandered. From his desk, Billy could hear his team right outside the glass walls of his office. 

Deputies Dustin, Zane and Emily. 

Lon, the daytime dispatcher. 

Cookie, Billy’s secretary. (She preferred the title. Said she hated the mouthful that was administrative assistant).

All of them gathered in the middle of the bullpen of desks. Shooting the shit while waiting for Billy. 

Cookie, who this morning had squeezed herself into a pair of tartan slack and purposely left one too many blouse buttons undone, had brought donuts. Naturally, the topic of discussion at the moment was cake donuts versus regular donuts. 

Dustin and Emily on Team Cake. In a highly unusual alliance, Cookie and Lon on Team Regular. Zane, as usual, was close-mouthed.

“First of all,” Dustin said to Lon, “I don’t like you calling them regular donuts. Like that’s the norm.”

Dustin pausing for effect. His rangy, long-legged body reclining as far back as it could in his office chair. Boots up on his desk, fingers interlocked behind his head.

“Call them what they are,” Dustin said finally, “yeast donuts.”

“Ain’t nobody gonna wanna eat something called a yeast donut,” Lon said. Somehow he managed to speak, frown at Dustin’s assertion and chew on a Boston cream all at the same time.

“Like: Here kid, put a hunk of yeast in your mouth,” Lon went on. “Don’t sound very appetizing.”

“Thanks for making our point,” Emily said, rubbing a dab of lotion into her hands and elbows. “Cake donuts sound better than yeast donuts because cake donuts are better than yeast donuts.”

“My fanny!” Cookie said, jabbing a half-eaten glazed at Emily. “You want a piece of cake for breakfast? Go on and have a dang piece of cake. Pour milk over it in a bowl, for all I care. Say the word donut, though…”

Cookie holding her half-eaten glazed yeast donut aloft and, in the process, about to bust out of her blouse.

“...and I guaran-damn-tee you people picture this in their mind.”

“Cookie, what the heck?” Dustin said. “You can’t agree with Lon on the weather outside at any given moment. But on this, you’re siding with him?”

“No, he’s siding with me,” she said.

“No,” Lon said, “I’m siding with what’s right and true. Cookie just happens to be on the right side for once.”

“Which do you vote for?” Dustin said to Zane.

Zane head down at his desk, silently paying attention.

“Cake or yeast?” Dustin said.

“Regular or cake, he means,” Lon said.

Zane looking up at everyone, his ice blue eyes sincere.

“Try not to eat too much sugar if I can help it,” he said.

The entire group groaning at that.

“Of course you don’t,” Dustin said with disgust.

“Your answer, Zane,” Lon said, “is as unsatisfactory as a cake donut.”

“All right, let’s get started,” Billy said, unintentionally surprising his team. They all quieted immediately.

Billy glancing at the box of donuts as he pulled up a chair. He wasn’t in the mood for anything sugary.

He began with an update on Trace. He was in critical condition with a gunshot wound to the abdomen. Bad as it was, Billy took it as a good sign that the doctor decided to keep him at the Caste County Medical Center north of town rather than helicopter him to a Kansas City hospital. 

Next Billy gave a rundown of the investigation. Armed robbery occuring at approximately 11 p.m. Nine-one-one call coming in at exactly 11:17 pm. The call made by Burt Clifford.

“You mean Sweet Burt?” Lon said. 

Lon calling the man by the nickname everyone in Caulfield used for him. 

Sweet Burt was a fixture in Caulfield. A middle-aged man with a mild intellectual disability. People around town simply described him as “a little slow.” 

His general disposition - kind and funny - had earned him his nickname. And, for the most part, his disposition was returned by the citizens of Caulfield. 

There were more than a few people in town - Billy’s dad among them - who watched out for Sweet Burt. Making sure he’d eaten that day. Coming over with tools to help keep up his small, modest home. Running him to the doctor when he had an appointment.

“What was he doing out so late last night?” Dustin said. “Was colder than the balls on a...I mean, it was freezing last night.”

“Said he was collecting bottles and cans, as usual,” Zane said. 

Zane was on duty at the time the call came in and arrived at Trace’s Place around the same time as the ambulance. After processing the crime scene, Zane had been the one to call Billy, let him know it was Trace. 

Billy took a sip of his bitter coffee before nodding at Zane to go on. Zane had already briefed him. Billy figured it made sense for the details to come from the deputy who’d interviewed the witness.

“Sweet Burt,” Zane said, “indicated he’d been rummaging through trash and recycling bins in the alley of the block north of Trace’s Place. All of a sudden he hears a voice yelling ‘go, go, go.’ After that, he heard footsteps running toward him. Then out of the dark, Burt says, he sees two men hopping in a dark blue pickup truck. Possibly Chevy or GMC. In his words, ‘They went tear-assing down the street.’”

“He get a good look at the two men?” Emily said. “License plate?”

“Unfortunately he did not,” Zane said. “He did say he waved at one of them. The driver.”

“He wave back?” Dustin said, joking.

“Burt said he did, actually.”

“Wait, what?” Billy said.

Billy remembering Sheriff Cady telling him about the burglar waving at the woman walking her dog in Eden. 

“The guy waved back?” Billy said to Zane.

“That’s what Burt said. Anyway, Burt didn’t think much about it because, you know, he’s Burt. Keeps rummaging, making his way through the bins in the alley on that block. Moves on to the next block south, where he...”

Zane pausing. Billy nodding at him again.

“...where he comes upon Trace lying in the alley. That’s when Sweet Burt calls nine-one-one.”

“Hold up a sec,” Lon said. “How’d he call nine-one-one?”

“Cell phone,” Zane said.

“Whose?”

“His.”

“His?” Lon said. “Mean to tell me Sweet Burt’s got his own cell phone?”

“Why can’t the man have a cell phone?” Cookie said.

“Ain’t saying he can’t have one. But, I mean, what’s he need it for?”

“To call people, maybe?” Cookie said, voice dripping with sarcasm, “Or call nine-one-one if there’s an emergency? Like a man being robbed and shot in an alley. You know, the usual Monday night action downtown.”

“Just surprised is all I’m saying,” Lon said. “Here’s what I don’t get: How does everybody and his brother have a cell phone, even Sweet Burt, yet none of these cell phone companies can turn a dang profit?”

“I know, right?” Emily said. “I mean, my little nieces, the twins? Ten years old and they both got iPhones.”

“ Hell, a lot of folks got more than one phone,” Dustin said.

Billy tuning out the wayward conversation. Lightly running his finger back and forth over the waxy edge wrapper.

Billy understood why his team was meandering off topic. It was a defense mechanism. Talking about anything other than what they needed to talk about. Understandable because Trace, someone they all knew, was fighting for his life. And he was Billy’s friend.

Usually, Billy was okay with these kinds of detours during their regular staff meetings. This wasn’t a regular staff meeting.

Right now, Billy needed the best out of his people. A big part of his job, he reminded himself, was to be at his best if he expected to get theirs.

“Getting a little off track here,” Billy said. “Everybody, let’s keep our eyes peeled for dark blue Chevy and GMC trucks around town. We’ll want to talk to the owners if they fit the profile, sparse as it is. On a separate, possibly related, note: Anybody familiar with an older model Grand Prix, red?”

The team shaking their heads at him.

“Well, keep your eyes peeled for it too,” he said.

“What’s the significance?” Zane said.

“Maybe none,” Billy said. “A few nights ago I was at Trace’s Place. Saw the vehicle circling the cafe more than a few times. Could be nothing more than kids driving around in circles. Or could be they were casing a target.”

“Kids?” Dustin said.

“Late teens,” Billy said, “It’s possible the car might belong to a Mexican kid. Male, high school age. First name is Hector. Didn’t get his last name. In the process of tracking that down.”

Earlier that morning, Billy had left a message for Sophie Abbott, the teacher. He’d get Valerie and Hector’s last name - and their parents’ names - from Sophie. From there, he’d track down their address and go have a chat with Hector.

“Get the plate on that Grand Prix?” Lon said.

“No, couldn’t get a read on it that night.”

That night. Guilt hitting Billy like a tsunami wave. 

Maybe not that night. But he sure as hell had the chance to get the plate on Saturday. When he’d spotted the car outside Narcissus. 

Billy remembering that he’d almost had Lon run the plate before deciding against it. At the time, it felt like an abuse of his position.

Here, now, in front of his team, it felt like a failure to do his job. 

Billy’s own thoughts coming for him now. Today his best friend was fighting for his life. And there was a strong chance Hector, owner of that car, might have something to do with it. Hell, he might be the one who pulled the trigger.

If Billy couldn’t even keep his best friend safe, how the hell did he imagine he was going to keep all of Caste County safe?

“You okay, Sheriff?” Dustin said.

The sound of his deputy’s voice wrenching Billy out of his shame spiral.

“Yeah, I’m good,” Billy said, taking a breath, twiddling the beeswax in his fingers. “Hate to admit it... I actually saw the Grand Prix again on Saturday. Had the chance to get the plate then too. But I didn’t.”

“That the plate you almost had me run for you?” Lon said.

Billy sensing an uncomfortable air fill the room. It was not a surprise, given Lon’s history of pointing out Billy’s mistakes. 

During Billy’s first months on the job, Lon never missed a chance to point out each of Billy’s screw-ups. Lon was still a deputy then. He’d been pissed off that he had to work for a sheriff with little knowledge or experience. A sheriff who only got elected because he was a popular ex-jock. At the time, Billy had agreed with Lon on that to a certain extent.

Now, Billy could see how Lon’s comments might conjure that old awkward unpleasantness among his team. 

For his part, Billy took it as intended. Not an attack. Not a hint of malice or jealousy. Lon merely pointing out the fact of the matter.

 “That’s correct,” Billy said. “I should have had you run the plate.”

“Hell, you made a call in the moment,” Lon said. “Must have seemed like the right call at the time. That’s all you can do. No sense beating yourself up about it.”

Billy nodding at Lon before letting his eyes roam the room. Making eye contact with each member of his team. Billy’s hand now a fist around the beeswax wrapper.

“These are the stakes of our mistakes,” Billy said, “Any undotted i, any uncrossed t can lead to somebody dying. Now let’s find the son of a bitch who shot my friend.”


Thirty-Seven







Late morning, Doyle out and about running errands in his minivan. His errands scribbled on a notecard. 

At the top of his list—swing by, check on dumbass.

Dumbass being Brice.

Brice and his parents lived in a large house on the north side of Caulfield. It was one of five homes in an enclave perched on the crest of a bank of hills and looking out over the town. 

Built without the benefit of a unified theme or requirements, the homes were a hodgepodge of mid-20th century home styles: colonial, Tudor, Spanish revival, French country (Brice’s) and even a modern art deco. 

Doyle driving by the front of Brice’s house. Taking in its tall sloping roof, twin chimneys and stone exterior. Struck most, though, by the kid’s GMC truck parked out front. 

Doyle shook his head, mumbling as if Brice were sitting next to him, “Couldn’t put that in the garage, Dumbass?” 

At the end of the block, Doyle flipping a U-turn and heading back to Brice’s house. Pulling into the driveway. Doyle figuring both of Brice’s parents were at work. 

Grabbing his tall energy drink can from the console before heading up to the front door. Three pushes on the doorbell later, Brice finally answering it. 

“Hey Doyle, what’re you doing here?”

Doyle, before speaking, pausing to consider Brice. A gray day in dead winter and this dumbass is in nothing but a pair of long athletic shorts. Doyle noticing the gauze taped around Brice’s left forearm. Not mentioning it, though.

“What are you doing here?” Doyle said, not waiting to be invited in. “Why aren’t you at school? Hector tell you what I said? Act as usual. Don’t change your routine.”

“He did,” Brice said, closing the door, “and I am. Went yesterday. I show up two days in a row, that’ll look suspicious, trust me.’

Doyle taking in the high ceiling of the foyer as he followed Brice down a short hallway. The hallway opening up into a large, airy family room. 

Doyle wasn’t casing the joint. Then again, he wasn’t not casing the joint either. Force of habit. Couldn’t help himself. 

Tasteful decorations, vases and Persian rugs. Even a few real paintings, not prints. Doyle less interested in the fancy decorating touches and more interested in what they told him: Somewhere in this house there was a lot of expensive jewelry. Maybe even a stash of rainy-day cash.

Probably wouldn’t rob the place, Doyle thought as he made his way into the family room. That is, unless he could get Brice to think it was his own idea. And to hear the kid, he apparently disliked his folks enough. Doyle figuring it wasn’t completely out of the question.

Brice flopped down on the sectional sofa. Doyle watching him. Wondering how the kid was handling last night’s turn of events. It was the first time Brice had shot a person. As far as Doyle knew anyway. Wouldn’t blame the kid for freaking out a bit.

Brice picking up a gaming remote, unpausing the game he was in the middle of playing. A first-person shooter game, of all things. Set in a kind of endless, desolate warehouse. 

“So, you alright?” Doyle said. “After all that went down last night?”

“Yep.” 

Brice not taking his eyes off the game on the giant TV screen. The sound of rapid and random gunfire coming from all around the room. Quality sound system, Doyle thought. Another indicator this place was fat for the taking.

Doyle eyeing Brice. Mindlessly playing his shooting game. Loud, fake gunfire going off all around them. Evidently, the kid was just Jim Dandy with it all. That or he possessed serious numbing skills. Either way, long as he wasn’t drawing attention to himself and, ultimately, Doyle.

Doyle finishing the last of his energy drink. 

“Assume the trash is in the kitchen.” Doyle already heading that way.

“Yeah, under the sink. Recycling’s on the left.”

In the kitchen, Doyle opened the cabinet under the sink. Tossing the can in the white garbage can rather than the green recycling bin. Glancing around the French Country-style kitchen for the refrigerator. Not finding one. 

Who the fuck doesn’t have a fridge in their kitchen?

Two walls of white cabinets, eye-level. Beneath the cabinets, grey marble countertops meeting in a corner to form an L. Matching grey marble island in the middle of the kitchen. A stove and double oven with an overhead vent. Copper pots dangling off it a rack hanging over the island. Two large white pantry doors, one on either end of the countertop. 

And who the fuck has two pantries?

Doyle walking over, trying one of the pantry doors. The door swinging open, revealing the hidden refrigerator.

“Gotta be shitting me. What’s the fucking point in disguising your fridge as cabinetry?”

Peering into the refrigerator, spotting what he was after. Doyle grabbing a tall green can, popping the top. 

Yelling, asking Brice if he wanted the other one. Brice answering he did. 

Doyle coming back into the family room with the energy drinks, putting one can in front of Brice on the glass coffee table.

“Glad you’re chipper,” Doyle said, plopping down on the couch. “What about your partner, Hector? He chipper too?”

“Hector’s fine.”

Doyle not as certain. Choosing to keep that to himself too. 

“Hurt your chicken wing the fracas last night?” he said.

Brice kept playing while holding up his cut arm. 

“Motherfucker slashed me with a knife.”

Doyle giving the bandage a quick once-over.

“And you had to shoot him?” Doyle said.

“I did.”

Doyle not certain about that either. But what was done was done.

“Tell me you didn’t go to no hospital to get that cut tended to?” Doyle said.

“Ain’t a moron, Doyle. Cleaned it and wrapped it myself. Wasn’t that deep.”

“Be sure to wear long sleeves until it heals. And get yourself a story in case somebody asks. Carelessness around the house or some such. Not a bullshit story to make you come off like a badass. Something believable, you hear?”

Brice nodding, still focused on his game.

Doyle stepping carefully at his next line of questions.

“Ain’t seen Hector’s sissy around lately,” Doyle said, casually, as if he was only making conversation. “Heard she might be, you know, in a family way.”

Waiting for a reaction from Brice. Nothing. The kid’s attention fully on his game.

“You heard anything about that?” Doyle said, “About Valerie?”

“What’s that?”

“That she’s pregnant.”

Finally getting a reaction from Brice. The kid howling with laughter.

“Oh man, that’s hilarious,” Brice said. “Amazes me how wrong people can get shit.”

“She ain’t pregnant?”

“No. I mean, not as far as I know,” Brice said. “It’s Chloe who’s pregnant.”

Doyle undecided on which stunned him more: That it was Brice’s girlfriend who was pregnant? Or the matter-of-fact way Brice had said it.

“Chloe?” Doyle said. “You don’t seem too shook up about it. ”

“I mean, it ain’t my preference and all. But it ain’t like it’s the end of the world. Fuck it, no sense in getting all worked up about it.”

Doyle staring at the kid lost in his video game.

Definitely has some serious-ass numbing skills.

“It’s your girl, not Valerie. Huh, I’ll be damned.”

“Get this, though,” Brice said, “Valerie’s, like, in love.”

“Really? I never seen her with a boy. Not ever.”

“That’s what I’m saying. Turns out there’s a good reason for that. She’s in love with Chloe.”

“Your Chloe?”

“My Chloe.”

“So she’s a…?”

“Yep,” Brice said, “Lezbo. Valerie, not Chloe. I mean, not that I’m aware of. Hell, maybe Chloe’s into that too. That’d be pretty fucking hot.”

“Simmer down, Larry Flynt.”

“Who?”

“Forget it,” Doyle said. “You’re serious about this? About Valerie?”

“Shit you not. Hell, she even got ahold of these pills online. So Chloe could give herself a DIY abortion. Pretty sure Valerie’s trying to break up me and Chloe. Never happen. Chloe needs that big D,” Brice said, doing a little peacocking couch dance.

His face suddenly going serious.

“Still, it is a pretty fucking hot idea,” he said.

“Hell yeah, it is,” Doyle said. “They get up to anything, those two gals?”

“Look at you, perv,” Brice said, laughing, back to being fixated on his game.

Doyle not liking being called a pervert. Not caring at all for the way this snot-nosed little pissant was laughing at him. Managing to set aside his anger for the time being.

Instead, his mind moving around the new pieces in the game. Figuring out how he could use each piece of information to his advantage.

“Tell you what,” Doyle said, “I’m going to give you a different number for getting in touch with me. A burner phone. Hand me your phone and I’ll put the number in it.”

Doyle quiet. Waiting for Brice to hand him the phone. But the kid’s attention completely swallowed up by his game.

Doyle reaching over, slapping the controller out of Brice’s hands.

“What the fuck, man?” Brice said.

“You’re in big boy shit now,” Doyle said, “not some fucking game. Which is why I’d appreciate your full attention. For just a few seconds, if you can manage that.”

Fine, whatever, Brice said. Grabbing his phone of the coffee table, tossing it to Doyle.

“Now you can get back to your game,” Doyle said. 

Eyeing Brice as the kid snatched the game controller off the floor. Instantly sinking back into his game.

Doyle scrolling through Brice’s phone. Finding what he was searching for: Chloe’s phone number. Quickly memorizing it by creating a melody with the numbers.

“Damn it, I can’t remember,” Doyle said, putting Brice’s phone on the coffee table, “if the burner’s number ends in ninety-six or sixty-nine.”

“Know which one I prefer,” Brice said, laughing at his tired joke.

“Anyway,” Doyle said, ignoring Brice, “I’ll have to get back to you with that number. For a while, I’ll get in touch with you. You don’t get in touch with me. Got it?”

“Got it,” Brice said, eyes still on his game. “Wait? What?”

“Said don’t go shooting anyone else for real, ok hotshot? Least not ‘til all this shit you stirred up blows over.”

Brice playing, nodding, saying see you later.

Back out in his minivan, Doyle scrounging a pen from underneath his seat. Humming a melody. A musical intro leading into him singing aloud the numbers of Chloe’s cell phone. He scrawled the numbers on his notecard of errands.

After that, he drew a line through swing by, check on dumbass. Always felt good, crossing stuff off his list. 

Doyle grinning at Chloe’s number now at the top of his list. Thinking Valerie wasn’t the only clever motherfucker in town.


Thirty-Eight







Billy in the high school parking lot leaning against his sheriff’s SUV. He’d parked behind and perpendicular to Hector’s Grand Prix, blocking it in.

It was a cold, raw afternoon but Billy didn’t feel it. He checked the time on his cell phone. School should be letting out any second. He heard a loud recorded ding-dong broadcast from the sprawling two-story limestone building. 

The school sat on a wide-open campus located on the northwest side of Caulfield. The campus included the main building, a small football stadium with a track around it, and baseball, softball and soccer fields.

Within seconds of the bell, the school began leaking students. A trickle at first. Then it quickly turned to rivers of kids flowing through doors. Most of the kids fanned out toward car and trucks in the parking lots. Others pooled in small groups, laughing, yelling, gossiping, bitching.

	Billy catching sight of Hector as he emerged from a side door. Valerie walking beside her brother. Both of them ambling in Billy direction toward their car.

Billy asking himself, Could this kid really have shot Trace? Didn’t seem likely to Billy. Still, he knew enough to know you never know.

Billy seeing Hector see him. Hector hesitating in his tracks. Billy wondering if the young man was about to turn and run. 

Evidently, Hector decided against it. Resuming his path through the lot toward his Grand Prix.

“Good day at school?” Billy said as the two of them arrived at their car.

“It was a day,” Valerie said, white breath escaping through her smile. “Nothing special. Yours?”

“Not great,” Billy said, stepping toward them, nodding toward Hector. “I’d like to talk to you a second.”

“Yeah?” Hector said. “What’s up?”

A heavy dose of attitude in his voice. Billy figuring it was the kid’s fear trying to mask itself. Billy doing something similar, though it was anger rather than fear.

“The other night, Friday,” Billy said, keeping his voice level, “I saw your car driving past Trace’s Place up on Main Street. Drove by more than a few times.”

No reaction from Hector. Billy pressing on

“Mind telling me why you circled the block so many times?”

“Don’t remember doing that,” Hector said with a shrug, “but if I did, probably just turning around, dragging Main. That a crime?

Billy deciding to come at Hector from the angle of needing his help. Seemed more clever than asking him straight out if he shot Trace.

“No,” Billy said. “Reason I ask is, there was an armed robbery there last night. The owner was shot. Wondered if, driving around the place again and again like that, maybe you observed anything that might help?”

Again checking for a reaction from Hector. He eyes were cast down at his feet. Putting on a show of digging deep in his memory. 

Billy aware of the needles Valerie’s eyes were shooting at her brother.

“Nope,” Hector said, shaking his head.

“How do you know it was even our car?” Valerie said.

Her friendly tone was long gone. Her smile had left with it. She was looking out for her big brother. Billy respected that. Didn’t mean he had to let Valerie get away with nonsense.

“Your car stands out,” Billy said, nodding toward the Grand Prix. “Pretty unique.”

“Never know, you might be mistaken,” Valerie said. “Might be another one similar to it. “

“There’s all kinds of old cars they don’t make any more around town,” Hector said. “Ford Mavericks. GTOs. Oldsmobiles. Man, it’s like old cars come here to die,”

“Not many like yours around town. Not any, I’d say.”

“You absolutely sure about that?” Valerie said. “One hundred percent? Because maybe it was an old Monte Carlo you saw. Very similar-looking. Especially at night in the dark. That might be causing your confusion. You get the license plate number of this car circling the block?”

“You should become a defense attorney,” Billy said, an impatient edge creeping into his own voice.

“Thing is,” Billy went on, “I ain’t here to discuss reasonable doubt. Hector, I need you to answer a few questions for me.”

Valerie stepping between Billy and her brother.

“We’re both under eighteen,” Valerie said. “You can’t talk to us without consent from our dad. Even you know that, right?”

“Indeed I do. For an official, on the record interview. And we can go that route if you want. I could get ahold of your dad, have him come down to the sheriff’s department.”

“Want to talk to Hector then you better go do that,” Valerie said.

“In fact, I’ll ask your dad to bring you both along with him. I mean, you two share the car, right? Could be it was you, Valerie, driving the car the night I saw it.”

Defiance in her eyes. Billy never realized the color brown could be so cold. This wasn’t working. Billy taking a breath, changing tactics.

“Okay you two, whatever’s going on,” Billy said, stepping back, giving them room, “you’re in over your heads. You might believe Doyle Ikey’s your friend. Trust me, he’s far from it.”

“Man, Doyle’s got nothing to with nothing,” Hector said.

Again Valerie glaring at her brother. 

With good reason, Billy thought.

Hector was too quick to deny Doyle’s involvement. If Doyle wasn’t involved in any way, Hector’s reaction would have been confusion when Billy brought up his name.

But in Billy’s mind, Hector had plainly confirmed that Doyle was somehow, some way into dirty business. Whether he was behind Trace’s shooting remained to be seen.

“Talk to our Dad,” Valerie said. “Now, Sheriff, will you move your vehicle? Please?”

Billy shaking his head, offering a gracious smile to this young woman getting the better of him for the second time in less than a week. Heaven help the poor person she wound up spending her life with. Better get comfortable being on the losing side of an argument. 

“You change your mind, either of you,” Billy said, pulling out two business cards with his cell phone number, “give me call. Or text me. I hear young’uns today can’t stand talking on the phone.”

Handing a card to each of them before opening the door to climb in his SUV. Billy pausing, half in his vehicle.

“If I was you,” Billy said, “I wouldn’t wait too long to call me.”

Billy pausing to see if either of Hector or Valerie had anything to say to him. They did not. 

Billy sliding behind the wheel, firing up the engine and backing out of their way. He sat watching the siblings as they drove out of the parking lot. 

Around him, a frenzy of kids behind the wheel of their vehicles. Engines revving. Brake lights flickering. Young people careless to the point of recklessness. Dead certain they were impervious the danger in the world.

Billy had been exactly that way at that age, too. How and when he’d changed without noticing it? Feeling lucky to have made it out of his teenage years alive. He knew a few who didn’t.

If either Hector or Valerie was involved in Trace’s shooting, Billy thought, Valerie’s brains were doing them both more harm than good. 

Still, their conversation hadn’t been a total loss, thanks to Hector’s slip of the tongue.

Billy figuring now was as good of a time as any to chat up Doyle Ikey.


Thirty-Nine







Billy’s eyes adjusting to the murky lighting inside Narcissus. Making out a figure trotting down the steps, two at a time, from the arcade balcony. Landing on the bottom and coming toward Billy at a casual pace. 

Billy recognizing it was Shannon. The two young men meeting near the center of the roller skating rink.

“Hey Sheriff,” Shannon said with that grin of his. Warm. A tad devilish. Like he knew something you didn’t and wanted you to know that was the case.

Billy saying hey back before asking if Doyle was around?

“His office,” Shannon said, cocking his head in the direction of Doyle’s office door on the far side of the rink. “I'd knock first if I was you.”

“Wouldn’t be polite not to,” Billy said.

Shannon resuming his stroll toward the exit. Billy about to head for Doyle’s office. Instead, turning toward Shannon, calling after him.

“Hey, Shannon, what really happened with college?” Billy said.

Shannon turning around though not stopping completely. Inching his way backward.

“Wasn’t good enough, I guess.” 	

“Ain’t buying that,” Billy said. “I’ve seen enough great golfers up close. Hell, I’ve seen you play up close.”

“Still pissed about that hunnert fifty I took off you?” Shannon said, teasing Billy.

Once out at the country club, when Shannon was still in his early teens, he'd delivered an eighteen-hole beating to Billy. This was when Billy was in his late teens and had fresh signing bonus money in his pockets. A five-stroke difference had added up to a fistful of Billy’s cash in Shannon’s hand.

“Nah, never was pissed about it,” Billy said smiling. “Knew before we teed off I didn’t have a much of a chance. Even as young as you were.”

“So why in the world did you play me for money?”

“I dunno. Enjoyed the challenge of it, I guess.”

“You ever get the itch to challenge yourself again, you give me a holler,” Shannon said gleefully, still backing away toward the door. “And bring cash.”

“I’ll do that,” Billy said. “Seriously, what happened at WSU?”

Shannon reaching the door, stopping. Leaning against it as he considered Billy’s question.

“Wasn’t up for all of it, I guess,” he said finally. “Golfing was fine. It was all the other stuff. Practicing all the damn time instead of actually playing. Going to class. Strength and conditioning. Fucking golf we’re talking about, for crying out loud.”

“That why you played for money on the side? Maybe get caught, find yourself a way out?”

“Honestly, never thought too much about it. Shit, you’ve thought more about it than I ever did.”

“Pretty sure that says more about you than me,” Billy said, grinning. “Wouldn't go around saying that out loud, if I were you.”

“Guess it's good I'm not you then,” Shannon said, making light of it all.

“Uh-huh, I guess,” Billy said, ready to move on now that Shannon was back to hiding behind his usual wall of bullshit. “Anyway, I better go see the man. You take care, Shannon.”

“Take care?” he said, opening the door. The gray winter light spill from behind him, turning him into silhouette. “What’s the fun in that?”

The door closing behind him, shutting out the daylight.







Billy with two quick knocks on the office door. 

Doyle yelling, Come in!

Followed immediately by Ionia yelling, Dammit Doyle! as Billy opened the door. 

Catching Ionia in the process of scrambling upright on the couch. Denim skirt hiked up on her bare, pale thighs. Red in the face, flustered. 

At first, Billy’s eyes and nose telling him he’d interrupted their afternoon delight. Except then he noticed Doyle was clear on the other side of the room laughing his ass off behind his desk. A small tuning fork on a key ring in his short-fingered hand. 

Billy unclear on what exactly had been going on behind the closed door. Certain that he didn’t want to know.

“Well, hello there, Sheriff,” Doyle said, between breaths, his laughter dying out. “It’s an honor to finally meet you. Ionia tells me you stopped by the other day. Unfortunately, I was occupied with other business. Have a seat.”

Billy wondering if Doyle was being a smartass on purpose? Or if that was actually how he spoke? Billy closed the office door behind him. Taking a seat in one of the guest chairs angled in front of Doyle’s desk.

“As you probably heard, there was a shooting late last night,” Billy said. “Took place during an armed robbery of Trace’s cafe. Trace Beaman was shot.”

“I heard, I heard,” Doyle said before taking a slug of his energy drink. “Sorry to hear that.”

“Wondered if you might know anything about the whole situation, more than what you heard.”

“Now why on earth would I?” Doyle said, confused. 

Billy not amused by the way Doyle overacted his bewilderment. Eyes too wide. Face too surprised, a little offended even. 

Billy waiting him out. Didn’t take more than a few seconds. Doyle never one to shut up if he didn’t have to.

“I was home all night. Too dang cold to go out unless you have to. Have to drink hot tea just to stay warm. Ask Ionia, she was snuggled up beside me all night keeping me warm. Ain’t that right, baby?”

Billy glancing at Ionia, face still ruddy. She was perched on the edge of the couch. She nodded as she glared at Billy.

“A few days prior,” Billy said, “a suspicious car was spotted circling the cafe. Repeatedly.”

“Now I’m no detective,” Doyle said, popping a fresh stick of Dentyne in his mouth, “but I do love me some cop shows, The Wire, Joe Kenda, Law & Order. Just the Jerry Orbach ones. Got yourself a solid lead there, Sheriff. Find that car’s owner, might get your man.”

“Oh, we got that. The vehicle belongs to Hector Aguilar.”

“Hector?” Doyle said, shaking his head, chomping his gum. “Can’t be. He’s a good kid. Can’t see him involved in this kinda deal.”

“Didn’t say he was,” Billy said, closely eyeing Doyle’s face. “Only that his car was spotted.”

“That you did,” Doyle said. “Honestly, Sheriff, what’s all that got to do with me?”

Billy pausing. Wanting to say to Doyle, How about we cut the horseshit? 

But aware that confronting a man like Doyle head-on would most likely get Billy nowhere. Not without proof to back it up. At the moment, all Billy had was his own suspicions and hearsay from Dogpatch. Instead, Billy coming at Doyle from a different angle.

“Hector works for you, don’t he?” Billy said.

“Nah,” Doyle said, shaking his head emphatically, “can’t afford to hire nobody to help around the rink. Can see why you might make that assumption, him hanging around here all the time. There’s a lot of them kids that hangs around here. Not much else to do in this town.”

“What about outside of here? Odd jobs and such?” 

Billy saying it in a way that implied he meant more than mowing lawns or cleaning gutters.

“Naw, no need,” Doyle said, shaking his head again. “Not that I wouldn't. As I said, he's a good kid.”

In his peripheral vision, Billy picked up Ionia making a quick movement. Billy’s head snapping her direction. 

Seeing she was merely resituating herself on the edge of the couch. Angling herself in Doyle’s direction. Sitting in an odd way, though. Pink heels raised and bare toes pointed on the floor. Knees bent, thighs more than slightly apart. 

Billy letting that go, turning his attention back to Doyle. 

“I’m surprised you can’t afford to hire help around here. You’ve made quite a success of this place.”

“The rink?” Doyle said, rolling the tuning fork in his fingers. “It’s a decent operation. Far from a big success.”

“Well, the world must be going your way somehow,” Billy said, eyes still locked on Doyle. “From the looks of it, you two are doing all right for yourselves.”

Doyle throwing a long, curious stare at Billy. Billy glad he was getting under Doyle’s skin.

“Have a head for business, I guess,” Doyle said finally.

“Got yourself a range of diversified income streams, I suspect.”

Billy and Doyle silently staring at one another for an uncomfortable moment. Until suddenly Doyle struck the tuning fork against the heel of his hand. 

Now it was Billy’s turn to be bewildered. What the deal was with the dang tuning fork?

“Pays not to put your eggs in one basket,” Doyle said, the tone of the fork vibrating throughout the office, “Ain’t that right, Ionia?”

Again Billy glancing toward Ionia. This time she simply nodded as if she were unable to speak.

Doyle struck the tuning fork on his hand again. A faint squeal escaping from Ionia. Billy could hear her breathing. He turned to find her sitting with her eyes closed, chest heaving.

“You all right, Ionia?” Billy said.

Here eyes popping open at the sound of her name.

“All good,” she said, nodding her head. “It’s all good.”

“She’s fine, trust me,” Doyle said. 

Doyle hitting the fork again. Ionia squeaking again. 

Billy with no idea what was happening with Ionia but ignoring her. Keeping his eye on Doyle.

“Enough with the damn tuning fork,” Billy said.

“That’s not your call,” Doyle said. “Should be more aware of your boundaries. And your limitations. Else you might overstep. Find yourself in a place you never been and don’t want to be.”

“That a threat, Doyle? You threatening me?”

“Of course not,” Doyle said. He flashed that untrustworthy smirk of his. “No reason to. Am I right?”

Hitting the fork and holding it up.

Ionia letting out an Oh my goodness!

Billy weighing whether to mention Doyle’s new business efforts with the boys from Arkansas. See if that might rattle him, get him to run that mouth of his.

There’s was a good chance Doyle had told people other than Dogpatch about the big plans with the Arkansas boys. Then again, maybe not. Billy decided he couldn’t risk it, couldn’t betray Dogpatch.

“Guess we’re done for now,” Billy said, getting up to leave.

“Sounds about right,” Doyle said, raising the tuning fork to strike it yet again.

“Enough with that goddamn fork,” Billy said, “before I shove it straight up your ass.”

“Only on special occasions,” Doyle said, cracking up at his own joke.

 Billy recognizing that Doyle was laughing because he’d managed to get under Billy’s skin. Billy not bothering to look at either of them as he left their office. 

Billy making his way across the rink. Telling himself there was little to do other than watch and wait. Both of them were too dumb and selfish not to make a mistake somewhere down the line. Billy hoping they made it sooner rather than later.

As he drove out to the hospital to check on Trace, Billy kept running through his odd conversation with the Ikeys. Searching for any hints or clues in what they’d said.

And wondering what the hell had been going on back there with that damn tuning fork?
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The storage lockers’ accordioned metal door flew up with a clatter. Doyle stepping inside the messy locker. 

Getting out of the evening’s winter wind while he went over his plan to snatch up Valerie.

Doyle flipped the switch next to the metal door. Two overhead fluorescent lights illuminated the ten-by-twenty-five-foot locker containing his precious collection of misfit loot. Items unwanted or so common they were essentially valueless.

Cedar chests. Victorian era-chairs and stools. Oil lamps. Antique milk bottles. Costume jewelry. Old computers and iPads and iPods. A Nordic Track. Two sets of free weights. Three sets of golf clubs and a custom pool cue. Power drills, saws and other tools and on and on.

All of it stuff his crews had stolen over the years. Taken from farms and homes in a four-county radius. A month or two hidden in the locker meant Doyle had been unable to fence it with his connections in Kansas City, Tulsa and Omaha. 

Once, when Shannon was helping Doyle store stolen electronics in the locker, he’d asked Doyle why he held onto loot he couldn’t sell?

“The stuff’s got to be worth something to somebody someday,” Doyle had said.

“Yeah,” Shannon said, “the people you stole it from yesterday.” 

“You,” Doyle had reminded him, “the people you stole it from.”

Now Doyle finding a large plastic bucket filled with women’s old shoes. These weren’t stolen. Merely second-hand footwear Ionia had been unable to sell at her antique mall. 

Doyle dumping the shoes in a pile. Flipping the bucket upside down to use as a stool. Plopping down on it.

 Sticking a fresh piece of Dentyne in his mouth. Going over the steps of his plan one more time.

First, he would open the app he’d downloaded onto his phone. The one that would allow him to make a text message appear as if it was coming from someone else. He’d discovered the app after a quick web search. Evidently, the geek-and-nerd crowd called this type of sneaky activity “spoofing.” 

Seemed simple to pull off. Too simple. Which was why Doyle wanted to go over it again before putting it into action. Double check that he hadn’t overlooked any key steps or holes.

First, he would key Valerie’s number into a box in the app labeled “Recipient.”

Then he’d key Chloe’s number into the “Sender” box. 

Write his text message. Hit send. 

A second or two later, Valerie will get his text. It’ll look to her like a text from Chloe.

He’d decided on luring her to the rental storage facility because it was remote, sitting north of town. It was also one of the places around town where, at night, teenagers came to drink, smoke dope and launch their physical explorations of one another. 

Doyle figuring the bait of Chloe asking to meet out at the storage lockers would be too tempting for Valerie to resist. 

Doyle pausing for a moment. Comparing spoofing to the myriad of old school, hands-on, person-to-person, non-technical ways he’d found to deceive people throughout his life. This spoofing is either working smarter not harder or it’s lazy as hell. Or maybe a healthy dose of both, Doyle reckoned.

Once Valerie was at the storage lockers, it would be a simple matter of surprise and his superior strength. 

 Doyle felt pretty good about the situation, all things considered. Worried that the sheriff was snooping around? A little. 

And he still had no idea how he was going to undo all the damage from Valerie swiping his businesses’ identities.

Yet Doyle couldn’t help feeling as if he’d already won.

He knew there was no way them Arkansas boys could resist a young, pretty deal-sweetener like Valerie. 

And once Doyle sealed the deal with them Arkansas boys, he’d be playing on the main stage. No small-town sheriff would be able to touch him.

Squatting on the upturned bucket, elbows on his knees like he was on a toilet. Jaws working the Dentyne. Pulling up the app on his smartphone. Fat thumbs smudging the screen. Entering the numbers, the fake message. Hitting send.

Hook baited.
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Meet me out at the storage lockers. Need to talk to you asap.

Valerie perplexed. She re-read the text from Chloe. Something about it striking Valerie as strange. 

Suddenly it became clear: The message was spelled out in full sentences. 

No abbreviations. No symbols. Chloe barely spoke in complete sentences, let alone texting in them. And what was with the punctuation?

But Valerie’s heart racing. Wanting to be wanted by Chloe. This hope of her’s overriding whatever odd sense the form of Chloe’s text gave off. 

Instead, Valerie focussing on why her friend was texting.

She assumed Chloe wanted to talk about her situation. With the pregnancy. With Valerie. Maybe even what the two of them might become to one another.

“Hector, where are the keys?” she yelled from her room. “I need the car.”

No response.

“Hector!”

“Damn, Vee, I’m right here,” he said, appearing in the doorway. “I need it too.”

“What for? Never mind. Whatever it is, it’s not as important as what I got going on.”

“What you got going on?”

“Need to meet up with Chloe.”

“Yeah, super-important,” Hector said. “Ionia’s barking at me to get my ass over to Narcissus. I’ll drop you at Chloe’s on my way. She can give you a ride back. That work?”

“That works,” Valerie said, grabbing her coat, “only I’m not going over to her house.”
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Twilight. Doyle standing at the open mouth of his locker. Surveying the dull, blackening sky. Hearing tires on the gravel path before seeing the old Grand Prix’s lights swing around the far corner of lockers.

Doyle picking up a horse measuring cane. Bamboo with a curved handle. He’d collected it from a Brice-and-Hector burglary a few months back.

The car pulling up to a stop. Doyle spotting Hector behind the wheel.

Smiling, giving them both a wave. But in his head Doyle cursing up a storm: Goddamnit, I told Ionia to make sure that boy his ass was up at the rink.

“See you hung on to that cane,” Hector said, leaning across his sister’s lap to speak to Doyle through the open passenger-side window.

“Yeah, kinda like the feel of it in my hand,” Doyle said.

“What’re you doing out here on a cold night?”

“Trying to find a box of old paperwork,” Doyle said. “Evidently me and Ionia are victims of some identity theft monkey business. Need to straighten it all out.”

Doyle pausing, checking if that brought any kind of response from Valerie. She kept staring straight ahead through the windshield. Nothing playing on her face.

Can’t even look me in the eye when you fuck me over, ya little bitch.

“What about you two?” Doyle said, popping his gum between sentences. “Y’all got a locker out here too?”

“No,” Hector said. “Supposed to meet up with Chloe. Seen her?”

“Naw, ain’t seen her. What’re you meeting out here for?”

Neither Valerie or Hector answering. In the silence, a screech coming from above. Hector and Valerie peering skyward through the windshield, Doyle straight up. All of them spotting the silhouette of a bald eagle overhead.

“Damn those suckers are loud,” Doyle said. 

Doyle watched the bird float for another few seconds before turning and heading back into his storage locker. He’d come up with a way to salvage his plan.

Standing with his back to Valerie and Hector, using his phone. Bringing up the spoofing app again. Texting another spoof message to Valerie. Followed by a legitimate text from himself to Ionia. 

He gave it half a minute before walking back to the front of his locker.

“If I see Chloe, I’ll let her know you was here,” he said, ducking down to talk to Valerie and Hector through the open car window.

“She’ll be here in a few,” Hector said. “Just texted Vee that she’s running late.”

As if on cue, Hector’s phone buzzing. Hector checking it, saying damn.

“What is it?” Doyle said

“Your wife,” Hector said. “Chewing my ass. I’m supposed to be up there helping her with the ice machine.”

“Yeah, that damn thing’s running hot again,” Doyle said. “You best get up there. Don’t want to get on that woman’s bad side. Trust me, I got first-hand experience in that area.”

Doyle laughing and Hector laughing. Valerie not even cracking a fake smile.

“It can wait,” Valerie said. “Ice machine’s not going anywhere. He can head Ionia’s way once Chloe gets here.”

“Not like he’d be leaving you alone in the dark,” Doyle said, “I’ll wait with you ‘til she gets here.”

“Yeah, that works,” Hector said.

“That definitely does not work,” Valerie said.

“C’mon Vee,” Hector said.

“Yeah, c’mon Vee. I don’t bite,” Doyle said. He leaned on the door, his smirking face almost completely inside the car. “Much.”

Valerie’s face telling him to go to hell. Doyle laughing at her. Hector laughing too, though nervously this time.

“Besides,” Doyle said, “if Chloe don’t show, I can give you a ride back into town.”

“I said thanks but no thanks,” Valerie said.

“Did you?” Doyle said, toying with her. “Because I don’t recall anything even remotely resembling a thank you coming out of your mouth.”

Hector’s phone buzzing again. Checking it, cursing. Leaning all the way across his sister to open the passenger door.

“I got to get going,” Hector said. “Text Chloe, tell her to hurry her ass up.”

Doyle stepping back, making room for Valerie to climb out of the Grand Prix.

Valerie shaking her head. Refusing to look at her brother or Doyle. Finally, she climbed out of the car.

Both of Valerie and Doyle keeping an eye on the Grand Prix until its red taillights disappeared around the far end of the row of storage lockers. 

They could hear the tires getting quiet as the car eased onto the asphalt highway. After that, the wail of the engine, Hector gunning it back toward town. The sound of it fading away into the night.

Doyle turning, heading back inside his locker.

“Mind giving me a hand while you wait? Doyle said. “Need to move all this crap out of the way.”

“Better wait out here,” Valerie said, staring off in the distance at the flat, barren pasture. Night creeping in at the edges of the landscape. “That way Chloe can find me.”

“About that…,” Doyle said. 

Standing right behind her now. Valerie turning to face him.

As she turned, Doyle jabbing her in the middle of her chest with the tip of the bamboo cane. Knocking the wind out of her. 

Valerie gasping, crumpling halfway to the ground.

Doyle catching her by one of the bright blue-dyed streaks in her black hair.

“Here, let me help you,” he said, yanking her upright by her hair.

Valerie unable to breathe, unable to make a sound.

Doyle dragging her inside his storage locker. He released her long enough to pull down the rattling metal door. 

Again snatching her by the hair, he pinned Valerie against a corrugated metal wall. Pressing the horse measuring cane against her windpipe. His hazel eyes, electric and crazy, in close to her wide, frightened brown eyes.

“Real fucking cute, ripping off my businesses,” Doyle said.

Doyle chomping his stale gum, panting in her face. Valerie struggling for air.

“Shush, girlie,” Doyle whispered. “We don’t need to talk about all that right now,”

Delighting in the panic and fear he could see flooding Valerie’s soul. 

“Do have one question for you, though,” he said out of the side of his mouth. “You ever been to Arkansas?”
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Hector lugged his tool bag behind the concessions counter at Narcissus. Dropping the bag beside the faulty ice machine. Looking around the rink. 

The place was nearly dead. Just another Tuesday night in Caulfield.

A few kids upstairs in the arcade playing video games. He couldn’t tell who. A lone skater rolling around the rink. The Ferret Lady. 

She lived with half-a-dozen ferrets. She also resembled one. Tall, thin and, everyone assumed, batshit crazy. She showed up on Tuesday nights to skate. 

Anyone watching couldn’t deny The Ferret Lady was skilled on wheels, especially for someone in her seventies. Circling the rink. Her stringy gray hair flying behind her like a tail. Carving it up with a fluid, flowing style. Like yoga on wheels. September by Earth Wind and Fire blaring over the sound system as she snake-walked in sync with the beat of the song. 

Hector taking his eyes off her, shifting his gaze to Ionia. She was coming out of the office. That prick Griffin alongside her. 

Hector was never happy to see Griffin. More than once Hector was walking proof of something his Dad always told him: You’re not going to get along with everyone you meet in life.

Hector would admit there wasn’t any reason or incident for bad blood between them. If pressed, he couldn’t even put a finger on what it was about Griffin that rubbed him the wrong way. Just something about the prick that Hector didn’t care for.

Ionia and Griffin cutting across the rink toward the concessions. Neither concerned with The Ferret Lady. Fully aware that The Ferret Lady could and would, literally, skate circles around them without coming close to a collision.

“Look who decided to finally show up,” Ionia said.

“Sorry, had to run my sister someplace,” Hector said, avoiding eye contact with Griffin.

“I heard. Doyle texted me,” she said. “Better get your ass busy on that ice machine.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“You tell me. You’re Big Daddy Fixit,” Ionia said. Then to Griffin, “You still here?”

Hector leaving them to talk as he turned to the ice machine. The motor wasn’t humming, no vibration. Hector lifting the metal door, noting the inside was full of ice. He guessed the machine must have conked out only recently. Which struck him as strange given that Ionia had first text him about the machine being on the blink hours earlier that afternoon. But he didn’t give it a second thought.

Instead, he considered the machine and where to begin diagnosing it. As he worked, Hector catching snippets of Ionia and Griffin’s conversation. 

Unfortunately, he could only eavesdrop during the quieter parts of Take It To The Limit by Eagles, now playing over the system.

Ionia: “...why would I have you haul it all the way over…”

Griffin:“...what I thought when you told me to come here…”

Ionia: “...never said...because he’s meeting them boys in Eden...”

Griffin: “...exACTtly!”

Ionia: “...going in circles...get them apaches to Doyle at them grain elevators before nine....”

Hector with no idea what they were arguing about. Minding his own business. Taking out his cordless impact driver and unscrewing the star-shaped Torx screws. Removing the side panel to get at the machine’s compressor.

Hector unable to make out the rest of what was said between Ionia and Griffin. Their conversation drowned out as the song built to its crescendo. Randy Meisner hitting the high notes, the rest of the boys in the band harmonizing. 

Before long, Hector glimpsed Griffin disappearing through the back way. Hector thinking good fucking riddance.

He was about to start poking around in the guts of the machine when Hector remembered he hadn’t yet unplugged the cord from the electrical outlet. Walking around to the back side of the machine. Stopping and chuckling.

“Ionia,” Hector said.

“One sec, hon,” she said. Holding up an index finger on one hand. Reading something on her phone.

Hector waiting her out, grinning, until she laid her phone face down on the concession counter.

“Sorry, Hector,” she said. “What is it?”

“Your ice machine’s not broke,” Hector said, holding up the loose electrical plug. “It’s unplugged! Somebody trip over it? Was that prick Griffin messing with you?”

Barely able to get it all out before cracking up. Surprised Ionia wasn’t laughing. Or even smiling. 

Dead air over the sound system making it even more awkward. To Hector, the space between the last song and the next lasting an eternity. 

“I’m not making fun,” Hector said, wiping the grin from his face. “Kinda funny, is all.”

Finally, the next song kicking in. Summer Breeze by Seals & Crofts.

“Yeah, I guess it is funny,” she said, forcing a smile. “That’s a simple enough fix, huh?”

“That it is,” he said. “I’ll screw this panel back on and be out of your hair.”

Movement over Ionia’s shoulder catching Hector’s attention. Brice and Chloe coming down the stairs from the arcade, holding hands.

“What are you doing here?” Hector said, yelling over the music.

“Leaving,’” Brice yelled back.

Hector urgently waving them over. 

“No, I mean you, Chloe?” Hector said once they were close enough he didn’t need to yell over the music to be heard. “Aren’t you supposed to be meeting up with Vee?”

Chloe scrunching her face in confusion.

“You texted Valerie,” Hector said. “Told her to meet you out at the lockers.”

“No, I didn’t,” she said. “Went from cheer practice straight over to Brice’s for dinner. Then came here. Haven’t heard from Valerie since school let out.”

Now Hector the one who was confused. Before he could suss it all out, Ionia interrupting his train of thought.

“Tell you what,” she said, “how’s about I pay you for a full hour?”

“You don’t have to do all that,” Hector said, bending to plug the ice machine back into the outlet.

“Still, it’s only right, me wasting your time on a stupid little thing like that.”

Hector nodding at Ionia. But he wasn’t done with Chloe.

“So you didn’t text her at all?” he said.

“Hector, I done told you already. No, I did not,” Chloe said.

Ionia interrupting again.

“You two was just leaving, right? Good, ‘cause I need to talk with Hector.”

Brice and Chloe heading for the door. Hector wanting to catch up with them, figure out what all the hell was going on.

“You need to put that panel back on before you go,” Ionia said as if reading his mind.

“I will,” he said, watching the door close behind Brice and Chloe. “What I don’t get—”

“—What I don’t get, is why you and Brice decided to go off and pull a stupid-ass job like that robbing the cafe?”

“Doyle told you, huh?”

“He tells me more than you think. For instance, how you royally fucked it up.”

“Yeah, I hope that guy who got shot is okay.”

“You better hope his ass is more than okay. Better hope he comes out of the hospital like the six fucking million dollar man, better, faster stronger. I heard you was the trigger man.”

“What? No way. That shit’s on Brice.”

“Who’s to say?”

“Uh, I am. He’s the dumbass who brought the gun.”

“Again, who’s to say.”

“Again, I am. I was there.”

“I was there hardly makes for a great defense,” Ionia said. “Now you can fix machines, I’ll give you that. The kind of shit you’re in now, though? Ain’t nobody other than Doyle can fix that kinda shit.”

Hector looking down at his whiskey-brown cowboy boots, mulling that over.

Ionia adding, “And to be clear, he can make it worse too.”

Hector raising his gaze to meet Ionia’s stern face. What’s she getting at? Why would they say he’d shot that man?

“Better get that panel back on my ice machine, then get on home,” Ionia said, turning away from him.

Hector watching Ionia watch The Ferret Lady. The Ferret Lady executing a flawless waltz jump before fluidly skating backward as Seals & Croft went on about the breeze blowing through jazz bone in their minds. At least Hector was pretty sure that’s what they were singing.

In his own mind, Hector uncertain what to do. So doing the most obvious thing—doing like he was told.

Hector quickly putting the side panel back on the ice machine. Covering up and protecting its inner workings.
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	Billy putting dishes into the dishwasher after dinner. Trying to figure out a way to break the ice between Paige and him.

	Paige remained sitting at the kitchen island, eyes glued to her phone. Neither of them speaking. 

The tables had turned when Paige told Billy about Portland while planting flowers the day before. Now it was it her turn to weather a chill from her roommate. What minimal talk there was between them had been purely functional.

“Seen the remote?”

“Nope.”

Or...

“How’s Trace?”

“Hanging in there.”

“Any leads?”

“You’re aware I can’t talk about it.”

	Other than that, most of their time together had been spent in separate rooms. Billy managed to find jobs around the house to monkey with. Swapping out smoke detector batteries. Finally fixing the kitchen drawer that sticks. Anything to keep busy so he wasn’t required to talk to Paige. Or even look at her.

Despite giving Paige the silent treatment, Billy knew there was something he needed to tell her. And they were the kind of words a person can’t take back once they’re out there. Still, Billy knew he had to say it. 

As he put away the dishes, he realized the time had come.

“What are you watching?” he said.

“A stupid video.”

“About what?”

“Not about anything. It’s what she’s doing, this otter mom.”

Billy waiting for further explanation or an invitation to view it. Putting the last of the dirty forks away and closing the dishwasher door.

“What’s she doing?” he said. “The otter mom?”

“Cute otter stuff. What otters do.”

“Lot of otters up that way? In Portland, I mean.”

More silence between them. 

“Sea otters in the Pacific,” Paige said finally. “About an hour west. I’m guessing they have river otters closer.”

Billy thought he detected a thaw in her tone.

“Hey, I’m sorry I’ve been such an ass,” he said.

	“Yes, you have been an ass. Understandable though. Not as if I’ve been the easiest person to be around.”

	“I was angry,” he said. “I couldn’t figure out what the hell was going on. I didn’t appreciate having to out-fox you. Like I was working a case against a suspect. I wanted you to tell me. That was important to me.”

“And I did,” she said, the chill returning to her voice.

“Eventually,” he said. 

Once more, Billy sensed himself being dragged under by the weight of anger. This conversation was getting away from him. Billy deciding to back away, try again later. 

He hung the dish towel on the oven handle before heading through the backdoor out to the patio. 

Cold as it was outside, Billy wasn’t sure it was any colder than the unfriendly frost in his kitchen. He rolled down the sleeves of his flannel shirt. He gazed up at the curved ceiling of stars twinkling in the sky. A full moon hanging off to the east. 

Billy wondering if maybe he should wait to have a serious talk with Paige about their relationship. See how her trip to Portland went before sharing his thoughts and feelings with her. Not yet coming to a decision on it when he heard the back door squeak open.

Paige joining him on the patio. Wrapped in a white fleece blanket. She moved up alongside him and joined him in staring up at the sky.

“That moon is so pretty, isn’t it?” she said.

“Oh, it’s all right, I guess,” Billy said. “Should have seen it before they walked all over it.”

Paige unable to keep from smiling. 

“That’s a stupid joke,” she said.

“My dad says it all the time. So, yeah, it has to be a dumb joke.”

Again neither of them talking. Both of them taking in the bright, shiny body caught in the earth’s gravitational pull. Billy able to feel Paige next to him despite being an inch apart and not actually touching.

“Can you see the rabbit in the moon?” he said.

“The what?”

“The rabbit in the moon,” Billy said pointing up. “That darker gray area running along the left there? At the top there, those are the ears. And to the bottom-center, that’s the tail. See it?”

“Oh yeah, now I do,” Paige said. “Your Dad teach you that too?”

“My mom.”

“I never noticed it before,” Paige said. “Now I won’t be able to look at the moon without seeing it.”

Billy deciding to simply get it all out.

“You should go,” he said.

“Tonight?” Paige said. “Are you kicking me out in the cold?”

“No, no,” Billy said, turning toward her. 

Her grin letting him know she was teasing.

“What I got to say ain’t easy,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Paige said. “You’re scaring me a little bit right now. What is it?”

 “I know you have to go Portland,” Billy said. “I get that you have to do this. And I think you should. If I had my way, you’d be here with me. But not if you’re unhappy. I never want to be a part of making you unhappy, Paige.”

“To be clear, Sheriff Billy Keene,” Paige said, moving up into Billy’s chest, “you’re not the part that makes me unhappy.”

“That does make it all hurt a tiny bit less, I guess,” Billy said as he wrapped his arms around her.

“In fact,” Paige said, her eyes meeting his, “you’re about the only thing around here that does make me happy.”

Billy feeling the blanket open and her arms slide around his neck. It had been too damn long, he thought. 

Moving his hands down to the contours of her hips.

Picking her up. Her legs immediately wrapping around his waist. The fleece blanket falling to the ground.

“Hot as you are,” he said between kisses, “it’s too damn cold out here for this.”

The two of them intertwined and laughing and kissing as Billy carried her through the backdoor. 

Through the kitchen. 

On down the hall. 

Into the bedroom. 

And, finally, the two of them wrapped up in each other and falling onto their bed.
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	“This next little ditty is what you might call a deep cut.” 

Doyle introducing the next song he was going to sing a capella.

Valerie lay curled on the floor behind the passenger seat of his Dodge Caravan. Hands zip-tied together, her ankles too. Duct tape over her mouth. Forced to listen to Doyle perform macabre country song after country for his captive audience as he drove them wherever they were heading. 

“Written by one of the great country and western songwriters: The Blind Balladeer himself, Mister Leon Payne. Song’s entitled ‘Psycho.' Which, as song titles go, is a little on the nose, if you ask me.”

They’d been driving for a while now. About six songs worth. All verses and choruses, including repeats.

Now and again, Doyle glancing down at Valerie. Partly keeping an eye on her and, she suspected, partly checking if she was enjoying his performance. 

Now Doyle launching into "Psycho." Sung from the point of view of a man confessing to his mama about killing a pup. And his baby son. And his ex-girl. 

Valerie thinking, Doyle really likes the sound of his own voice. And, frankly, it's not that good.

After the song’s first chorus, Doyle replacing the word "mama" with Valerie’s name. Pronouncing it “Val’ry” to make it fit the rhythm of the song. He’d done this with each song. Valerie could tell he was quite pleased with ingenuity in this regard.

It was dark outside. No street lights. Highway driving. Valarie wondering where he was taking her? Arkansas? He’d asked her if she’d ever been there.

Was this happening because the opportunity had presented itself to Doyle, Valerie wondered? Or was this a plan he'd had in the works?

The whole shitshow felt planned to Valerie, despite a lack of hard proof. And if it was planned, that meant her trip to the storage unit had been a setup. 

Begging the question in Valerie's mind: Who the fuck set her up?

Was it Chloe? Had she lured Valerie to the locker so Doyle could kidnap her?

They were best friends. Why would she do that? Even if Chloe was uncomfortable with Valerie’s intense desire for her, she wouldn’t be a part of this. Would she? 

Unless maybe Chloe had no choice. Maybe Doyle had forced her.

Or maybe Hector? After all, he'd insisted on driving her to the storage unit. Could her brother be in on it?

Hell no, Valerie decided. No way could he do this to his own sister. Not knowingly, anyway. With Hector,  though, it was entirely possible they duped him into it.

Valerie refusing to believe either her brother or her friend would set her up. Then again, that’s why betrayal works as well as it does.

Focus on what’s important, she told herself. Not what already happened, but what will to happen once they reach their destination.

Wherever they were heading, she was certain only something bad was waiting for her once they arrived.

That meant the time for her to make a move was before they got to wherever the hell Doyle was taking her.

Doyle drawing to the end of “Psycho.” Where it becomes apparent the psycho has been confessing all the killing he's done to his mama’s corpse after murdering her too. Doyle still substituting “Val’ry” into the song and tickled by it every time.

In the eerie green glow of the dashboard light, Valerie able to make out a large cloth duffle bag on the van’s floor. It was within an arm’s reach. There were two more up duffle bags on the seats and possibly more in the way-back. 

The bag closest to her was unzipped a little. Through a small opening in the end, she thought she saw what could be the handle of a pistol. 

“Now this next number comes to us from the sweet blood harmonies of The Louvin Brothers,” Doyle said. “Them boys could sing and play their asses off, I swear. Anyway, the song’s called ‘Knoxville Girl.’”

Doyle launching into the song, substituting “Val’ry girl” for “Knoxville girl” in the song. The Louvin Brothers not wasting any time, knocking the poor girl down with a big stick in the first verse.

Valerie not wasting any time either. Inching her bound hands toward the duffle bag. Finally reaching it but unable to slip her zip-tied hands into the small opening.

Glancing up at Doyle, singing, eyes on the road. 

Valerie taking hold of the bag's zipper. Easing it back quietly, one zipper tooth at a time.

Thanks to his singing, Valerie was aware of Doyle’s head turning her way before she actually saw it moving. Valarie freezing. Hoping that in the dark Doyle wouldn’t be able to see her hands on the bag.

Apparently, he did not. Doyle putting his eyes back on the road, not missing a beat in his song.

Valerie calculating. Keep trying? Or wait for a better opportunity to grab the gun? If it even was a gun in the bag. 

Running the math in her head. Might be a gun right there inches from her face. He's distracted with driving and off-key singing. The odds coaxing Valerie to take her chance now.

	A deep breath before working the zipper back further on the bag. Feeling around inside until her hand found the handle of a pistol. Her heart racing now. Elation surging through her. She’d had about enough of this bullshit.

	Pulling the pistol out of the bag. It was a revolver. It reminded her of a gun an actor in a cowboy movie might use.

	From where she lay curled, she whipped herself up to a sitting position. Bringing the gun in her hands up near her mouth, ripping off the gray tape.

Pointing the gun at Doyle, who was still warbling in the driver’s seat.

	“Pull over, Doyle.”

	“What’s a matter, you sick?” he said, not looking back at her. "Don't puke in my vehicle, goddamnit."

	“I said pull this piece of shit van over now!”

	Doyle glancing back. Registering the gun in her hand and pointed at him.

	“Okey-dokey,” he said, putting on his blinker, checking behind the van in the mirror.

	Suddenly jerking the wheel violently to the right. The force of it throwing Valerie backward against the sliding door. 

As she went flying, Valerie making damn sure to pull the trigger.

Her head hitting the metal door. Experiencing the pain of it. Hearing the thump of it. Curiously, though, not hearing the explosion of gunfire she’d expected.

The van at a complete stop now. Valerie, crumpled against the sliding door, not hesitating. Leveling the gun at Doyle, pulling the trigger.

Click.

“Think I’m gonna tool around with a van full of loaded stolen guns?” Doyle said, twisting around in his seat to face her. “That wouldn’t be responsible gun ownership.”

Doyle reaching over into the passenger seat.

“No, the only loaded gun in the van,” he said, coming up with a snubbed-nosed Smith and Wesson revolver, “is this one.”

Doyle pointing the gun Valerie’s direction.

“Now, put that extremely valuable and unloaded antique Colt back in the bag, please. Lay the fuck back down on the floor. And fucking stay there until I say otherwise.”

Valerie glaring at him. Doyle glaring back, keeping his gun on her. Valerie realizing he was going to keep it on her until she complied or until he shot her.

She stuffed the pistol back into the duffle bag before curling up on the floor. Doyle putting his gun between his legs as he pulled back onto the highway.

“Now this next one is called, appropriately enough as it turns out, 'Pistol Packin’ Mama,’” he said. “And since you done ripped that tape off your pretty mouth, feel free to sing along if you know the words.”

She was not familiar with the lyrics. Yet before Doyle had even croaked out the first line, Valerie had an idea of how he planned to work her name into the song.


Forty-Six







Billy enjoying the light touch of Paige’s fingertips on his shoulder. It had been weeks since she’d touched him with any meaning. 

Both of them naked and warm and satisfied under the covers of the bed they shared. For now, at least. Neither of them saying much. 

Her fingers tracing the small scar on his right shoulder. The one from surgery that hadn’t been able to save his baseball career. 

From there, moving downward, dancing along the scar from a few months before. This one from a knife slice running from Billy’s left ass cheek up to his right shoulder. Paige’s fingers treating both scars with equal tenderness.

Billy about to roll over, kiss her, see if she was in the mood to mix it up again when his cell phone buzzed.

Reaching across the soft curves of Paige’s hips to grab his phone off the nightstand. The number coming up belonged to Deputy Dustin.

“Hey, Dustin, what’s up?

“Guy here wants to talk to you.”

A scratchy sound as Dustin handed the phone to someone.

“You got to help my sister.”

Dustin’s voice in the background saying, “First tell him who you are, knucklehead. Then tell him what you told me.”

“Um, yeah, this Hector Aguilar. We played that hunting game the other day? Up at Narcissus?"

“I remember. What’s up?”

 “My sister, Valerie, she’s in trouble.”

“What makes you think she’s in trouble?”

“Doyle Ikey’s got her.”

 “Do me a favor, Hector, and start over,” Billy said, rolling off of Paige. “Go back to the beginning.”

“I’m thirsty, Paige said, getting up out of bed, wrapping herself in a blanket. "Want some water?”

Billy shaking his head at her. Concentrating on the flood of words coming out of Hector’s mouth and over the phone. 

Hector laying out what he’d managed to put together. From Doyle at the storage unit to Chloe having no clue what Hector was talking about to Ionia threatening him. How she wasn't texting him back and all he got was Valerie’s voicemail every time he called.

“He snatched her up, man,” Hector said. “You got to do something.

Billy quiet for a bit, mulling it all over.

“You there, Sheriff?”

“Yep. Tell me, why would Doyle want to snatch her up?”

“Who knows?” Hector said. “Fucking crazy is what he is. So is Ionia. Both of them. Apeshit crazy. We can figure out why later. Please, Sheriff."

“Any idea what he’s liable to do with her?”

“No idea. I did hear Ionia tell this guy - his name’s Griffin - to meet Doyle at nine tonight.”

“Where at?”

“Grain elevator over in Eden. He was complaining about having to drive all the way back and forth. Fucking Griffin. Hate that son of a bitch.”

“I admit, it all sounds like a hell of a mess,” Billy said. “How can you be sure what you’re telling me is really happening?”

“I know it, is all," Hector said, “I just know it.”

Billy hearing the pain in the kid’s voice loud and clear on the other end. If this story involved anybody other than Doyle Ikey, Billy might need more to go on. But given all he’d learned in the past few days, he was ready to roll on it.

“There’s something else,” Hector said. "About the guy that got shot.”

“Tell it."

A long pause. Billy waiting for it. About to ask again when he heard Hector blurt out, “I was there."

A flame of anger climbing up the back of Billy’s neck.

“Who shot him?” Billy said. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, his bare feet hitting the rug

No answer coming from Hector’s end.

“I asked who shot my friend?” Billy said. His head a little dizzy from the rush of it all. “Did you shoot him?”

“No,” Hector said, “It was Brice Donaldson that shot your friend.”

“Billy is everything ok?” Paige said, coming back into the bedroom. 

Still wrapped in her blanket, glass of water in her hand. Reading the trouble on Billy’s face. Offering him the glass.

Billy accepting it. His eyes meeting hers in thanks before he downed a long cold drink of water.

“Wasn’t supposed to happen like that,” Hector said. “Brice wasn’t even supposed to have an actual gun in the first place. I'm sorry.”

Billy breathing heavy. At this moment he had a choice to make. Give in to his anger. Simply let his thirst for revenge take over and dictate what he did next. Namely, hunting down Brice Donaldson and kicking his ass all the way to a jail cell.

Or Billy could stuff all that way down. Deal it with later. Work the problem in front of him at this moment instead.

“All right, here’s what I need you to do right now,” Billy said. “I assume you’re at the station house, correct?”

“I am. Came here to find you.”

“Good. Need you to stay put. It's the safest place for you right now, especially if what you say is true.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“Not at the moment, no,” Billy said. “Do me a favor, put Dustin back on the line.”

A second later Dustin came on the other end.

“Heading over to Eden, I assume?” Dustin said.

“Yep.”

“Need me to ride along?”

“No, need you to stay put. Read that boy his rights yet?”

“No, sir. Didn’t expect he was going to up and confess. I’ll do it as soon as I hang up with you.”

“And get his dad down there,” Billy said. “Kid’s a minor. Once the old man is there, need you to question Hector. Get his story locked down tight.”

“And then we drag the Donaldson kid’s ass down here?”

“Exactly,” Billy said. “Dustin, whatever happens, keep the kid at the station house, even if he ain’t talking. All this shakes out to be for real, there’s a chance they’ll come for him too.”

“Fair enough, Sheriff,” Dustin said.

Billy ending the call. Getting up, getting dressed. 

“What’s going on?” Paige said, perched on the edge of their bed.

“Might be nothing," Billy said.

Grabbing his belt and holster holding his Kimber Custom II .45 caliber. 

Paige raising her eyebrows at him.

 "Or it might be a thing," he said. "One way to find out.”

“Where’re you going?” Paige said.

“Over to Eden."

Billy coming to her. Leaning down to kiss Paige’s forehead.

Out in the garage, he checked to make certain Paige wasn't watching him through the door off the kitchen. She wasn’t. 

Quickly, Billy slipping on his bulletproof vest with Sheriff in big block white letters across his chest.

Soon as he was down his driveway and out onto the highway, he lit up the cherries on top of the sheriff’s SUV. Not the siren, though, not yet.

Didn’t want it blaring while he made a phone call.


Forty-Seven




“Don’t try to lay your fuck up on Ionia.”

Doyle chewing Griffin’s ass good. Doyle in the driver’s seat, Griffin in the passenger seat. Valerie still bound on the floor in the back of the minivan. 

The minivan now parked behind the long row of grain elevators at the farmer’s co-op out east of Eden.

“No disrespect,” Griffin said, an illegally-modified twelve-gauge Maverick shotgun across his lap, “but Ionia definitely said for me to bring the fentanyl patches to Caulfield. I swear it.”

“Can swear all you want,” Doyle said, “don’t make no difference.”

Silence between them. Doyle wondering if the kid was smart enough to keep his mouth shut. 

There was a damn good chance it had gone down exactly the way Griffin said. Ionia probably did give him the wrong instructions. Hell, at least once a week Ionia accused Doyle of never listening to her in relation to a subject which she’d hadn’t said jack shit about to him. 

He guessed that at some point his wife must tell herself, I better mention this to Doyle. And that’s as far as it ever got. In her mind, though, it was as if she’d actually told him. When she got that way, there was no convincing her otherwise.

Doyle with no plans to admit any of this to Griffin. And glad that Griffin was letting it go.

“Anyways, you’re here now,” Doyle said. “We’ve gathered all the goodies we have to offer.”

Doyle nodding toward the duffle bag of stolen pharmaceuticals Griffin had tossed into the back of the van alongside the duffle bags of stolen antique guns. And the sugar on top, Valerie. 

“Guns, dope and pussy,” Doyle said. “If that ain’t a recipe for a fruitful business relationship with these Arkansas boys, I’ve no idea what is.”

Griffin laughing with Doyle. Doyle glancing back at Valerie. Her mouth re-taped shut. Doyle had Griffin do the honors when he first arrived. 

While Griffin covered Valerie’s mouth with duct tape, Doyle wondered if Griffin recognized her from buying pregnancy test kits at the pharmacy? If he did, Griffin hadn’t let on.

 Valerie’s eyes, however, most certainly lit up with recognition. But it didn’t matter, Doyle thought. She’d be disappeared soon enough.

“What I need you to do,” Doyle said to Griffin, “is park your vehicle somewheres down the far end of the grain elevators. Out of sight.”

Doyle pausing until he was satisfied Griffin was paying attention. Doyle pointing off in the darkness toward a small structure.

“See that shed over yonder? By the scales where they weigh the farm trucks?”

The shed was situated about halfway down and in the middle of the long row of concrete grain elevators. Griffin saying yeah he saw it.

“Need you to take up a spot there. Behind it, alongside it, don’t care as long as you’re out of sight.”

“Care if I break into it, wait inside?” Griffin said. “Colder than a nun’s cunt tonight.”

“Yes, I do care,” Doyle said. “All goes smoothly here - and let’s be clear, I am assuming a smooth transaction - it’ll be like we was never here. But if you go breaking into that shed when you don’t have to….?”

It took Griffin a second to realize Doyle was quizzing him, expecting an answer.

“It’d be obvious someone was here?” Griffin said.

“Exactly. You just hide yourself away while this deal goes down. Don’t even give these boys an inkling that you’re around. Understand?”

Griffin nodding. Doyle going on.

“Of course, dealing with these sorts of people, who can say? I ain’t anxious to tangle with these boys. Then again, I ain’t anxious to get myself killed. So if this here transaction don’t go smoothly, I expect you to make your presence known. Forcefully and thoroughly. Again, understand?”

“Ionia made it clear I’m to make sure you come back in one piece,” Griffin said, “or I ain’t supposed to come back at all.”

Griffin needlessly pumping of his shotgun. Cycling a fresh shell into the chamber while spitting the unused shotgun shell already in the chamber out the side of the gun.

“You’ve seen too many goddamn movies,” Doyle said. “Now pick that shell up off the floorboard and get your sorry ass out of my van. Go get yourself situated.”

Griffin saying okey-dokey. Leaning down to grab the shotgun shell. His shotgun moving wildly as he reached.

“Careful where you point that sawed-off son of a bitch!” Doyle said.

Griffin saying sorry as he climbed out of the van. The dome light remaining dark on account of Doyle removing the bulb when they first arrived at the grain elevators. 

Doyle watching Griffin get into his brand new Chevy Malibu. Doyle guessing the kid’s making enough clean money and dirty money now that he can afford a new ride.

Griffin firing up his Malibu, keeping the headlights off. Doyle’s eyes following the car as it crept the length of the grain elevators—eight grain silos, each fifteen stories high and standing back to back in rows of four. Each silo was made of steel-reinforced concrete. 

Eventually, Griffin’s taillights disappeared around the far end of the elevators. Doyle watching them all the way. 

Thinking to himself, Our last few minutes together now, Val’ry. Time to say a proper goodbye. 







“Remember our conversation?” Doyle said.

Talking down to Valerie behind him on the floor of the van.

“The other day on your porch? I was telling you about that documentary? About them kids cheating at college?”

Doyle waiting for a response from her. Getting nothing. 

Reaching down, ripping the tape off Valerie’s mouth. Making certain it hurt.

“You know, you could have simply grunted in the affirmative,” he said. “Anyways, at one point in this doc, they talked about all the small crap everyone steals. Pens, hotel soaps, condiments, what have you. That cracked me up in a funny-cause-it’s-true way. Ain’t going to lie, we got us a kitchen drawer full of ketchup packets and soy sauces, what have you. Bet you do too. Am I right?”

Still no response from Valerie. Even in the darkness of the van’s interior, Doyle able to make out that she was glaring up at him.

“Thing is, there ain’t no consequences when you’re stealing little shit. Hell, it’s almost expected. Cost of doing business. That’s why most people don’t think twice about swiping that stuff. Ever get yourself a pop at the self-serve fountain at the convenience store? Get to the top, stop, take a big swig and refill it? Hell, nobody even looks around worrying about getting caught at it. You ever do that?”

Doyle’s voice rising, incredulous. Checking if Valerie agreed with him. She continued giving him those go-fuck-yourself eyes of hers. 

“Anyway, my point being,” Doyle said, “they found that most people will steal a little. Only not so much that they feel like a thief. Now, that’s what I don’t get about you. You weren’t afraid of feeling like a thief. “

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Valerie said.

“Too good to steal for me,” Doyle said, “But no problem stealing from me.”

“Seriously, I don’t know what you’re—”

“—Valerie, that’s beneath us both,” Doyle said, shaking his head. “Now you’re a thief and a liar? Thought you was supposed to be smart.”

“Smart enough to know my brother doesn’t care if he works for you or not. You think he’s going to let you pull this off? And not say a word to anyone?”

Doyle quiet for a moment. Gazing into the darkness on the other side of the windshield.

“Yeah, considered that,” he said. “First, he’ll have to figure it all out. I’m fond of your brother, but that’s no small mental hurdle for him. Assuming he does put it together, he’ll still need to decide if it’s worth spending a good chunk of his own life in the state penitentiary.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mean he didn’t tell you?”.

“Tell me what?” Valerie said.

“That it was him and Brice who robbed and shot that guy at the cafe, Trace What's-his-nuts?”. 

“You’re lying.”

“Not about this, sweetie,” Doyle said. “Huh. Guess maybe you two ain’t as close as you assumed. Anyway, if he’s going to save you, Hector will have to decide if he’s ready to head off to prison. Or maybe even to his grave.”

“You threatening my family?”

“As if you’re in a position to do fuck-all about it,” Doyle said. “Simmer down. Besides, why would he go and do that? People’s just going to figure you ran off on your own.”

“You’re out of your mind, Doyle.”

“Am I? I mean, you’d hardly be the first young person to fall head-first into puppy love, then pull a stupid stunt like running off. Not easy, being rejected by the object of your affection. Trust me, we’ve all been there. Part of growing up.”

“No one’s buying that crock of shit.”

 “Of course they will! It’s a good story. A real Juliet and Juliet type of romance, in this case. Stealing from Shakespeare.”

“Fuck you,” Valerie said, getting his meaning. “You never read Shakespeare.”

“You’re right, never did. Tried watching a movie once. Couldn’t figure out what anybody was saying. Not Mel Gibson’s finest work. Weren’t no fucking Braveheart, that’s for goddamn sure.”

A long stretch of silence inside the van. A winter wind howling outside. Doyle staring down at Valerie. Valerie looking back up at him. Right in the eyes the way she did anybody and everybody. 

Only now, Doyle witnessing the fire in them dimming. Figuring the hopelessness of her situation finally and fully washing over her, dousing that fire. Realizing he even felt a little bad for her. 

Still, the little bitch brung it on herself, he concluded. Should have read the rules of the game before she started playing.

“You best accept your situation,” Doyle said. “Ain’t no sense in fighting. These ole boys I’m sending you with, I’ll make it clear to them you’re not a toy. My guess? They’re probably not going to touch you. Especially if they view you as one of their boss’ assets.”

“Oh, well, thank you so very much for all you’re doing for me,” Valerie said, her fire roaring back to full flame.

“Unless you give them a reason to be rough,” Doyle said, “which I’m guessing you’ll do. These boys, they’ll do what they have to to keep you in line. And, hey, they might want to take a bite out of your apple. Given your preferences, that’ll most likely leave a bad taste in your mouth.”

Doyle enjoying his double entendre.

“Know what, Doyle?”

“What?” Doyle said

“You’re a no-talent little-dick motherfucking cocksucker of a singer.”

Doyle’s face calcifying into a scowl. Leaning toward Valerie. Pressing the cold barrel of his snub-nosed Smith and Wesson against her forehead.

A long pause before he finally spoke.

“Did you say no-talent?” Doyle said.

Holding her eyes for another second before cracking up at his own joke.

Laughing, turning back around in his seat to wait for the Arkansas boys.

“For my final number tonight,” he said, “we have a huge hit from Miss Bobbie Gentry.”

Doyle launching into “Ode To Billy Joe.” Replacing “Billy Joe” with “Val’ry” and “Billy Joe MacAllister” with “Val’ry Aguilar” throughout the song. 

And Doyle excited for the part where he could replace “child” with “Chloe.” 

A little salt in Valerie’s wounds for that no-talented jab of hers.


Forty-Eight




	

“Where’re you now?”

Sheriff Otis Cady standing in his kitchen, cordless landline phone to his ear. Listening to Billy say he was about a half mile from the farmer’s co-op outside of Eden. 

The kid’s voice edgy and urgent.

“Why the hell didn’t you call sooner?” Sheriff Cady said into the phone. 

Listening to Billy explain that he’d tried. Left six or seven messages on Sheriff Cady’s cell phone before finally calling the Eden County Sheriff’s Department, where a woman had given him Sheriff Cady’s home number.

“Yeah,” Sheriff Cady said, “I shut off my cell in the evenings. The people I want getting calls from after six p.m., they know how to get ahold of me.”

Realizing he was talking loud enough that his wife, Patty, could hear him from the living room of their modest farmhouse. Speaking softer into the phone so she couldn’t overhear his conversation. Nor the dread in his voice. 

“I’ll meet you out there straight away,” Sheriff Cady said. “You wait, understand? Don’t do anything until me or my deputy, Louis, get there. Understand?”

Sheriff Cady gazing up at the ceiling as he half-heard Billy saying yessir he understood.

“Good,” Sheriff Cady said, “Park yourself about a quarter mile down the road from the co-op. We’ll all meet, have a look at the party. Then we’ll figure out how to go about breaking it up.”

Placing the phone on its cradle on the kitchen counter. Mulling all that Billy had told him about what was happening out at the co-op. A local crook from Caulfield. Possibly a teenage hostage. Maybe even some criminal trash up from Arkansas.

Sheriff Cady heading toward the master bedroom. Their house smelling of oak from the fireplace. Silently reminding himself this was part of the job whether he cared for it or not. 

Knowing himself well enough that it wasn’t what he might find out at the co-op that he dreaded—it was what he might have to do once he found it.

Sheriff Cady walking casually through his home. As if going to grab nail clippers or a blanket. In actuality, fetching his forty-five caliber Colt M1911a1. Praying like hell he wouldn’t have to use the goddamn thing. Not wanting Patty to notice he was taking it.

She was lying on the couch, comfy in flannel pajamas and under a white fleece blanket. Watching one of her favorite old black-and-white movies on television. Sheriff Cady hoping she would be so absorbed in her movie - despite having seen it at least a dozen times - she wouldn’t ask questions. Not many, anyway.

Sheriff Cady not wanting to worry her. Because this was definitely the type of situation a person worries about.

Carrying his gun and holster as he tried to slip back through their living. Hiding it from his wife. Keeping it close to his hip on the far side.

“Going somewhere, Oat?” she said, not taking her eyes off the movie, The Thin Man.

“Just need to run out to the co-op real quick.” 

Sheriff Cady headed down their entry hall. Reaching the front door, he placed his gun on the rug at the foot of the door before heading back into the living room.

“What’s out at the co-op?” Patty said.

“Billy. At least, he will be soon.”

“Billy?” Patty craning her neck to look at her husband. “What’s he doing out at the co-op here in Eden this time of night?” 

“Is this an interrogation?” Sheriff Cady said. “Gonna waterboard me next?”

Trying to make it sound like he was joking. There was too much defensiveness in his voice to get away with it.

“Checking on something, is all,” he said, walking a tightrope of fessing up to his wife without giving her any alarming details.

“Alright, be careful,” she said, going back to her movie. The part where William Powell tends to Myrna Loy’s hangover.

He started again back down their entry hall. Until his wife’s voice stopped him in his tracks.

“To be clear,” she yelled, “you’re going out to the co-op to shoot Billy, right? I mean, I can only assume. What with you putting your gun by the door and all.”

Sheriff Cady coming back into their living room.

“Figured you could grab it on your way out without me catching you,” she said, still watching her movie. “Little sneak.”

“It’s nothing,” he said. “Most likely.”

His wife raising her eyes to his. Reading him.

Sheriff Cady wishing he could massage away the concern from her freckled forehead.

“You’re not going out there to shoot Billy?” she said, teasing.

“No promises,” he said, teasing back.

Sheriff Cady leaning down, kissing her on the lips. Patty wrapping her arms around his neck to hold him there. A kiss on his neck, then his ear.

“Be right back,” he said, giving her another kiss before pulling away.

Almost to the entry hall when she yelled to him again.

“Ever tell you, Sheriff, what a nice butt you got on you?”

“More than once,” he called back to her. Aware she didn’t want him to go. Wishing he could tell her he didn’t want to go. But unable to see how saying it out loud would help either of them.

Quitely strapping on his holster. His bulletproof vest. 

“My ass ain’t what it used to be, I’m afraid,” he yelled.

“What is?” she yelled. “Still, when you walk away, I see the ass you used to have. You know that, right?”

Sheriff Cady with his heavy winter coat zipped to the top, completely covering his bulletproof vest and the gun on his hip. Heading back into their living room once more. Open to any excuse not to leave her. Any excuse not to go do what might have to be done tonight.

“Any more ass talk before I head out, dear?” he said.

“Bring that hiney of yours back home in one piece,” she said, her voice growing soft. “That’s about all I’ve got to say on the subject.”

He could tell his wife was struggling to maintain the playfulness that masked her fear. Sheriff Cady nodding, forcing a smile.

“See you soon,” he said, turning for the door.


Forty-Nine







	Billy killing his headlights when he was about a quarter of a mile out from the Eden farmers’ co-op. 

Easing his Escalade to the shoulder of the road, engine running. Scoping out the scene. 

Floodlights atop tall poles lit the front grounds of the co-op. The main office appeared to be empty, dark inside. No activity at the fuel pumps where members could fill their vehicles anytime day or night. 

Billy assuming if anything was going down with Doyle, it would happen around back behind the tall grain elevators. Checking the time on his phone. A little after nine. Hoping Sheriff Cady and his deputy showed up before the visitors from Arkansas did.

Billy trying to ignore the unsettling impression that struck him after his call with Sheriff Cady. He’d detected a fearful note in his mentor’s voice.

It wasn’t so much Sheriff Cady fearing for his life, Billy decided. More likely Sheriff Cady wanted to avoid what he might be called upon to do, walking into a hairy situation such as this.

Billy recalled their conversation earlier in the week about both of them having killed someone. He’d never realized until then how much Sheriff Cady had been affected by shooting and killing a person in the line of duty. 

And now Billy curious why killing people had such little lasting effect on himself?

Could be Sheriff Cady was right about it coming down to the difference between killing a person with a weapon pointed at you or one who’s isn’t. 

But the first person Billy had ever killed hadn’t been pointing his gun at Billy. Vic Shear had Sharla Rickets in his sites. Billy wasn’t crazy about either of them but, truth be told, of the two Billy had liked Vic a little more than Sharla. 

The job wasn’t about who was more likable, though. It was about who was breaking the law. Vic was about to kill Sharla, so Billy killed Vic.

 Billy had felt bad about taking the man’s life. There were sleepless nights in the weeks after. There was a routine of self-medication with marijuana. He’d worked through several department-mandated counseling session with a therapist. Ultimately, Billy came to a sort of peace: He did what he’d done because that was the job people needed him to do and….

Suddenly, Billy pulled from his navel-gazing by the halo of headlights traveling toward him. A lone vehicle arriving from the other direction. He expected the lights to go dark as Sheriff Cady or his deputy got closer. 

But the headlights remained on even as the vehicle slowed. The vehicle hanging a bumpy right turn, barreling through the gates into the concrete yard of the co-op. 

Billy realizing it wasn’t Sheriff Cady’s truck nor his deputy’s. Instead, it was a large black SUV. Billy waiting. It could be a local coming to fill up.

Watching the Dodge zoom across the concrete yard of the co-op. Bypassing the fuel pumps. Zipping around back.

“Well, shit,” Billy said aloud.







Billy telling himself there was no time to wait. This exchange wouldn’t take long. Both parties would be itching to do their deal, then get gone.

Billy, head on a swivel, searching for lights coming from any direction. Finding only the glow of lights from Eden to the north. In every other direction, only darkness.

Billy taking a breath. Then another breath. 

For a split second, a question burrowing into Billy’s head: How many breaths I got left?

Billy chasing the morbid question out of his head like a fox from a hen house. Putting his Escalade in a slow roll toward the co-op gates. Gaining speed as he went. Once inside the gates, flooring it. Hitting the headlights, flashers and sirens. It was a bluff.

Hoping the sudden surprising burst of lights and noise would come off as if a group of squad cars were crashing the place instead of one guy with one firearm and one shotgun. Maybe freeze them long enough to get the jump on them. Hold them until, hopefully soon, Sheriff Cady and his deputy joined the party. 

Billy whipping his Escalade around the silos. He wasn’t in four-wheel drive and the SUV fishtailed as he went from concrete to the gravel access road. Managing to straighten out and close in fast on their dirty little swap meet. 

As he rushed toward them, Billy realized his bluff had been half-successful. He’d definitely surprised them. Instead of the criminals freezing, however, they were scattering. 

He saw three males he didn’t recognize. Two of them, one short and stocky, the other big as a left tackle, hopping into the big black SUV. They’d kept it running and were immediately hightailing away.

The third male had jumped out from behind a small shed. Billy hadn’t gotten a good look at him. He thought the male might have been carrying a weapon. The last Billy saw of him, the male was running off into the darkness stretching out behind the co-op. 

A split-second decision to make: Pursue the black SUV? Or stay to hunt for Valerie and Doyle? Billy soon realizing his choice had been made for him. 

Doyle wasn’t running. He stood with his feet planted apart, as bold as a pirate on the deck of his ship. His left arm curled around Valerie’s neck. His right hand holding a gun against her head.

Billy stomping on the brakes, sliding to a stop on the gravel. Doyle and Valerie in his headlights, fifteen feet away. Red lights from his flashers cutting across their faces.

In a single, fluid motion, Billy flung the door open, drew his Kimber and took up a firing stance behind the door. Aiming at Doyle’s head. 

Focussed as he was on the matter at hand, Billy also noticing the sting of the cold wind blowing across the prairie. Surprising, his total presence and awareness in this moment.

Doyle yelling at Billy. Billy couldn’t hear him over the siren. Keeping his gun on Doyle, Billy reached in and flipped off the siren.

“Turn of them flashing lights too,” Doyle said.

“Let her go, Doyle,” Billy said. “That’s your smart play here.”

“I said turn them motherfucking lights off!”

Billy getting the point Doyle was making: He was in charge at the moment.

Billy reaching in, turning off the flashing lights. Straining to make out the sound of distant sirens heading his way. Billy hearing only the night’s wind.

“Billy-fucking-Keene,” Doyle said. “Cannot believe you fucked this up for me. This ain’t even your jurisdiction.”

“Nope, it ain’t,” Billy said. “But the man whose jurisdiction it is, he’ll be along shortly.”

“I guess we best get on with it then,” Doyle said, grinning.

“Doyle, your situation’s bad enough as it is. Anything other than letting Valerie go is going to make it a lot worse.”

“For who? Me? Between you and this gal, you both done fucked over my world.”

“None of that changes right here, right now,” Billy said. “Let her go.”

“Or what? You going to shoot me?”

“If I have to.”

“You ain’t that good,” Doyle said.

“Maybe,” Billy said, “Might stupid enough to try, though. And damn lucky enough to make it.”

“Go ahead, hotshot.”

In truth, Billy wasn’t remotely considering taking the shot. Hoping to pull off his second bluff of the evening.

“Waiting, dipshit,” Doyle said.

Billy not lowering his gun.

“Let her go, Doyle.”

“That’s what I figured,” Doyle said. “You ain’t going to risk it. Toss that gun of yours over yonder.”

Doyle motioning with his head off to Billy’s left.

Billy considering his options.

“Trust me, you don’t want me to have to tell you twice,” Doyle said. “She definitely don’t.”

Billy not liking what Doyle was saying. Liking even less the sound of Doyle’s voice. No panic. No desperation. Calm with resignation. As if he’d already made his peace with whatever might happen next.

No other choice. Billy flinging away his gun. Taking a mental picture of the spot where it landed in the grass along the edge of the gravel. 

“Now, get your sorry ass out in front the truck,” Doyle said. “And I mean slow as molasses. motherfucker. Or I’ll shoot her. And you know I will.”

“Alright,” Billy said, standing up behind his door. “Let’s stay relaxed, Doyle.”

“You don’t fucking tell me what do you,” Doyle said. “Get your hands up where I can see ‘em. Ain’t that what you sonsabitches always tell the poor bastards you pull over for no reason other than you can?”

Billy doing as he was told. Hands high, taking a few slow steps around his open door. Moving in front of his still running SUV. 

“Okay, now down on your knees,” Doyle said.

Billy lowering himself onto his knees. Guessing that, with the Escalade’s headlights behind him, he appeared as a silhouette to Doyle. Gauging how much detail Doyle might be able to make out. 

“Valerie, are you okay?” Billy said.

“She’s fine,” Doyle said. Pulling Valerie’s head back by her hair, putting the gun in her mouth.

“Seriously,” Doyle said, “I cannot believe you fucked this up for me.”

“Sorry about that.”

“You’re an arrogant prick, you know that? Your ass ain’t sorry.”

Doyle taking the gun from Valerie’s mouth. Leveling it at Billy.

“But it’s about to be,” Doyle said.

Leveling his snub-nose thirty-eight at Billy.

Billy struck by a strange, upside-down notion—this might be the only time in his life he’d ever be happy a gun was pointed at him. It meant the gun wasn’t on someone else. 

And that meant Valerie might be able to make a move.

He had no way to signal to her. Backlit as he was, he knew he was little more than a shadowy shape to her. Valerie wouldn’t be able to make out a telling look from him, let alone interpret what he was trying to convey.

Yet this moment might be her one and only chance. Billy hoped Valerie, smart as she was, would recognize it.

Even if she did, he wondered, was she brave enough to take it?
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When Doyle slid his gun from Valerie’s mouth, it was as if he did it in slow motion. She knew she’d never forget the feel of it. The sheen of gun oil on her tongue. Cold metal rattling her teeth.

The world inside and out now moving in one long, drawn-out moment for Valerie.

Time first slowed to a crawl when she heard all the sirens, saw the flashing lights. They were coming to rescue her.

Soon she realized it was only one siren. One cop car. One cop.

Trapped as she was in the crook of Doyle’s arm, Valerie had a clear view down the short, fat barrel of Doyle’s gun. Out past the gun’s sites, she saw the sheriff. The one who’d tried to pressure her brother in the school parking lot the other day. The one she’d told off.

Now here he was, a backlit silhouette kneeling in front of his SUV.

A momentary warmth welling up inside Valerie: Hector must have told the sheriff. 

There could be no other reason the sheriff would be here. She realized how much she loved her brother. And, if what Doyle had told her about Hector facing prison if he squealed, she realized how much her brother loved her. She hoped he would be okay without her.

Valerie’s mind came back to the present. Senses alert. Time itself remained lethargic.

She realized the skin on her face was hot, despite the chill and wind. Her eyes watery. A lingering hint of gunmetal in her mouth. Doyle’s arm gripped around her neck. 

He kept yelling at the sheriff. She knew the words bellowing out of Doyle’s mouth. Yet she had no idea what he was saying, what the words meant.

It was suddenly important to her to recall the first time she’d met the sheriff. Last Friday? At the basketball game? No, wait...before that. Earlier that day when he spoke to Ms. Abbott’s class. 

She remembered her classmate, Ryan, as always wearing one of his Led Zeppelin T-shirts, asking the sheriff to show the class a few self-defense moves. The sheriff telling them a kick in the nuts always works and the whole class cracking up at that.

This sheriff hadn’t impressed Valerie as being particularly smart. Obviously he wasn’t. Look at him now. She remembered cornering him in a conversation about fate versus free will.

Still, she sensed the sheriff possessed a quality that drew people to him. Even if she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what that quality was.

Suddenly - as if her computer of a mind had been running in the background all along, working to solve a grand calculation - it all added up for her. 

Fate or free will? It didn’t matter. All that mattered: What was she going to do with this moment of her life? With each moment of her life?

If she was ever going to make a move, she knew, now was the time.

Her perception of time suddenly catching up to the world around her. Her sharp mind working fast, a blessing and a curse. Mentally sifting through options and scenarios. 

Make a move, get free, live. 

Or make a move, get away but maybe get the sheriff shot.

Calculating risks and rewards. Make her move and fail? Doyle shoots her, shoots the sheriff.

Weighing upsides and downsides. Don’t make a move, Doyle shoots them both anyway.

Instinct kicking in, taking over for her brain: Enough goddamn thinking! The world shifting into fast-motion for her now, coming at her in a blur.

Swinging her right hand down and behind her. Every ounce of her energy and adrenaline and survival instinct like three raging rivers merging in her fist.

The back of her fist hammering Doyle right square in his nutsack.

A boom and a flash of light against the cold, dark sky. Her mind registering the gun firing.

Feeling Doyle’s arm fall away from her neck. On the way down, his hand gaining a hold on her shoulder. Weaker than before yet strong enough to drag her to the ground with him.

On the ground, tangled up with Doyle. Doyle moaning in pain, writhing, gasping for air.

Valerie with an elbow to his ribs, forcing his hand to let go of her. 

Another quick decision: Get the gun? Or get away?

Valerie rolling away from Doyle. Breaking free of him completely. Scrambling away on all fours. Clueless as to what direction she was heading and not caring. 

Struggling to get to her feet. Unable to get herself upright. Caught in a real-life frustrating dream. One where she can’t manage to do the thing she’s certain she knows how to do.

From nowhere, a hand clamping down on her left elbow. Valerie fighting its grasp. Her instincts imploring her to get away, get away, just get away.

A gunshot coming from behind her. Then another. A quick glance back. Seeing Doyle still on the ground, firing wildly into the night.

The firm hand on Valerie yanking her to her feet. Her feet hitting the ground running. Guided by the hand, clutching her wrist now as if it would never let go.

Another shot coming from behind. Whizzing past her in the dark.

Valerie running in overdrive. 

Running and realizing the hand leading her away, to someplace safe, hopefully, belonged to Sheriff Billy Keene.
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Doyle was pretty sure his nuts were swoll up to the size of lemons. They felt that large, anyway.

After unloading his Smith and Wesson into the night, he’d managed to crawl off and hide himself between the little red shed and the grain elevators. 

Sitting upright now, tucked into the curved corner between two silos. His back up against the concrete outer wall, empty gun in hand. Finally managing to catch his breath despite the grain dust in the air surrounding the silos.

“Well, it’s all gone to shit now, Doyle Ray Ikey,” he said to himself.

His mind a rummage sale of cheap, random thoughts.

Wondering where the hell Griffin had run off to? So much for covering a man’s ass when a deal sours.

Doyle curious if he’d manage to shoot anyone. He hoped so. What they deserved for screwing up his big-time deal with them Arkansas boys.

He’d never killed anyone before. Okay, there’d been that one woman in Tulsa, Oklahoma. But that was hit-and-run, an accident. As much her fault as his, really. Person goes jogging at night, she might consider wearing bright colors or a reflective vest. 

For what it was worth, he’d felt bad about it for a while. What was he supposed to do? Circle back, risk getting a DUI? 

He’d even prayed in his own way for her to live. At least, until he read in the paper the next day that the woman had died on the way to the hospital after someone had found her in the road. 

Man, if praying for her while she was dying hadn’t help, praying for her after she was dead and gone didn’t make no kind of sense.

So, okay, he’d never intentionally killed anyone. Damned if he wasn’t up for some killing tonight. He hoped he’d nailed that motherfucking sheriff or smart-mouthed Valerie.

The outcome of this evening’s events rang eerily familiar to Doyle. It resembled the pattern of all the other times in his life when he’d found himself on the edge of greatness. 

For instance, when Doyle and his band at the time, Doyle and The Draggers, found themselves in an Austin, Texas recording studio making a real album. 

It had been for a small label, and those broke bastards hadn’t gotten behind the record. The album, Ball Out, had died on the vine. And along with it maybe Doyle’s best shot at country music fame and fortune

Not as if the high-dollar music labels were any damn better. Heads so far up their own corporate asses all they could hear was shitty music.

Like that A&R man down in Nashville. Showed that piss-ant. Hope he enjoyed buying his BMW a new set of tires. Bet he never again walked out on an act before they finished their first set.

And don’t forget that sorry Greek son-of-a-bitch in Vegas. Who the hell was he to fire Doyle from an Elvis revue? As if some fucking Spartan knows jack shit about The King.

Doyle looking down at his lap. Considering the empty gun in his hand. What now?

Trying to envision himself in jail. Couldn’t even guestimate how much weight tonight’s catastrophe might call for him to carry. Depends on the lawyer, most likely. 

Maybe he could turn it into a Johnny Cash situation. Country music’s voice of the convict. Boxcar Willie had been the voice of the hobos. Why not a Lockdown Doyle? Had a nice ring to it.

Didn’t much care for actually being in prison, though.

Doyle deciding it might be time to call Ionia. Laying his thirty-eight in the gravel. Searching his jacket pockets for his cell phone. Finding nothing except for his keys. Remembering he’d left his phone in the van. Picturing it in the console.

Pulling his keys from his jacket pocket. Making out the sound of sirens in the distance. Doubting he’d be able to make it out of the co-op lot now without getting arrested. Or worse.

Holding his ring of keys up by the tuning fork attached to it.

A calming grace washing over Doyle. It surprised him that, despite all that was going wrong tonight all the shit that had rained on him his whole life, he was being visited by a peaceful idea:

Every show needs a finale. 

Give the people something they could talk about for years. He’d learned you can shovel them shit for the entire performance, but if you left them with a good taste in their mouths at the end, it made the whole show worth the price of admission. Yessir, a big finish could save the show.

Doyle reaching up with the tuning fork. Tapping it once on the concrete wall of the silo. The tuning fork singing its perfect note. 

Smiling at his memories of making love with Ionia in their own strange, fun ways. He would miss that. Knew in his bones she would too. 

His other regret: He’d miss the big finale. Wouldn’t get to enjoy it because he’d be it.

If he was lucky, he might get a split-second glimpse of the spark that ignited the highly-explosive grain dust surrounding the silos.

Doyle closing his eyes, resting them. Noticing the sirens getting nearer.

Opening his eyes. With a quick hard, stroke, scraping the metal tuning fork along the concrete wall as if striking a match.

Doyle lucky for the first time in his life. Managing to catch the briefest glimpse of the spark before disappearing in the grain elevator’s massive explosion.
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Billy didn’t know what the hell had just happened.

One second he was running, dragging Valerie along by her wrist. They’d made it all the way into the field across the road from the co-op. 

The next thing he knew, he was knocked face-down in the dirt by the loudest explosion he’d ever heard or ever hoped to hear.

Now, Billy pulling himself up onto all fours. Groggy from the force of the blast. He could feel the heat radiating from the elevator fires all over his body.

Remembering Valerie. Looking around for her. The fire from the burning grain elevators lighting the darkness. Finally, Billy catching sight of her, sprawled face-down in the dirt about ten yards from him. Not moving.

He tried standing. Took him a couple of tries before finally making it and wobbling his way over to Valerie.

Dropping down on his knees, easier than standing. Careful not to jostle her as he reached a hand into the crook of her neck, checking her for a pulse. 

Getting one. He’d never been so thankful for anything as he was for the beat of her heart against his fingertips. 

	“If she ain’t dead yet,” a voice coming from behind said, “she will be soon.”

Billy turning to find a short-barreled shotgun pointed at him. It was clutched in the hands of a young male, Asian.

This must be that guy, Griffin, Hector had mentioned.

Billy reaching for his Kimber. The memory of tossing it aside at Doyle’s command coming back to Billy like a chill. Telling himself he really should carry a second weapon. Like Lon and Dustin were always urging him.

Billy rolling himself over on his back and atop Valerie. Shielding her with his body.

“Don’t matter,” Griffin said. “It don’t go through you, I’ll roll you off after I shoot you and shoot her. Got enough shells for the both of you.”

Griffin needlessly racking the shotgun. Launching an unused shell out of the ejection port. A moment of embarrassment flashing across Griffin’s face. His face quickly morphing into anger.

 Billy one hundred percent sure he was not ready for this. He had too much left to do even if, honestly, he was unclear on what exactly that might be. Either way, he wasn’t ready to die just yet.

“Do not move, son...”

A voice coming from the darkness.

“...and I mean not even a twitch.”

Billy able to make out the shape of Sheriff Cady a few feet beyond Griffin. Boots planted apart, his Colt on the young man.

A long tense moment. Billy able to make out the indecision on Griffin’s face.

“You ain’t done nothing yet you can’t wear,” Billy said. “But you make the wrong choice here, you’re talking lives and lifetimes.”

A softening coming into Griffin’s face. Relaxing his grip on his shotgun, slowly taking it off Billy. Pointing it upward.

Billy almost buying it. Desperately wanting it to be true. Yet in the light from the elevator fires, Billy was able to make out the stone-cold gray in Griffin’s eyes.

Griffin wheeling around, firing behind him. His shot thrown askew by the expanding lead from Sheriff Cady’s Colt shredding its way through the skin, muscle and bone of the young man’s chest. 

Griffin’s lifeless body landing with a thud on the soil and wheat stubble.

Sheriff Cady stepping up cautiously but quickly. 

Billy rolling off of Valerie, who began to stir. He noticed a squad car pulling up on the road, someone getting out of it. 

Sheriff Cady’s deputy, Louis. He looked toward the burning co-op before spotting Sheriff Cady in the field. Starting toward them, stomping as he came.

Billy sitting up. Sheriff Cady squatting to confiscate Griffin’s shotgun.

“Told him not to move, damn it,” Sheriff Cady said, gazing down at Griffin’s body.

“It’s not on you,” Billy said. “If anybody, it’s Doyle and Ionia who bear the burden.”

Billy could hear sirens in the distance, ambulances and fire trucks. He figured it would take hours to process this crime scene. If he got to confront Ionia before daylight, he’d be lucky.

Deputy Louis finally joining them.

“Everybody okay?” the deputy said.

Billy saying nothing. Sheriff Cady pondering his deputy’s question.

“Hell,” Sheriff Cady said finally, “I doubt we could find okay even if we had a map, a compass and a good sniffing dog.”
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Gray gravel crunching under the tires of the Caste County sheriff’s deputy squad car as it rolled up on Doyle and Ionia Ikey’s place. 

Early morning hours. The sun coming up behind their modest bungalow. The sunrise painting streaks of orange and red along the horizon. A winter sun. All flash, no heat. 

The squad car coming to a stop halfway up the driveway. The spot where it intersected with the short, cracked sidewalk leading to the Ikey’s front porch.

Deputy Emily getting out from behind the wheel. Pausing in the cold to wait for Billy. Billy easing himself out of the passenger side. Slowly making his way around the front of the car.

“Mind if I ask you something?” Deputy Emily said, her breath flowing new-pope white out of her mouth.

“Shoot,” Billy said.

They talked as they moved up the broken sidewalk lined with old railroad ties. The ties funneling Billy and Emily toward the front steps.

“Did you ask me to come along on this because I’m a woman? In case you have to arrest Ionia and need a female to search her person?”

“Don’t plan on arresting her,” Billy said. “Not unless she decides to confess to a whole lot of bad business. No, I figured this would be good for you to see. It’s tricky. We got to tell a woman her husband died, never an easy thing. Plus, I got to put her on notice.”

“Damn! You really going to do that right now?”

“Playing it by ear,” Billy said, climbing the steps to the porch. “Mostly, though, you’re here because that jackass Doyle blew up my vehicle. I needed a ride.”

Billy knocking on the metal screen door. Feeling sore, tired and raw in the cold morning air.  The front porch crammed with whirligigs and metal yard art.

“What the hell is that supposed to be?” Emily said, pointing to a large, rickety piece.

“Big rusty buzzard, I guess,” Billy said.

The yard-art bird had a rusted shovel for a body and matching rusty rebar for its skinny bird legs. The artist had used glassy plastic door knobs for eyes, giving the bird an unsettling, googly-eyed appearance.

The longer he and Emily stood there, the more uncomfortable the metal buzzard made him.

Billy pulled from his uncomfortable fascination with the bird by the sound of footsteps. Inside the house, plodding toward them. The wooden door behind the screen door opening, causing the whole house to shiver.

“Where is he and how much is his bail gonna run me?” Ionia said, taking a drag on a long, white cigarette. 

She was wearing a quilted housecoat with floral patterns. Giving Deputy Emily a quick once over before focussing her full attention on Billy.

Even through the screen door, Billy could tell how haggard Ionia looked. Dark circles under her eyes. Skin even paler than usual. Black hair a blowsy mess. Billy guessing she’d been up all night waiting on Doyle to come home.

“Mind if we come in?” Billy said.

“I do,” she said.

Ionia pausing to take a long pull on her cigarette. Holding it. 

“Say what you come to say,” she said as she exhaled.

“Ionia, I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” Billy said. “Doyle’s dead.”

Her face collapsing for a split-second as she took in Billy’s words. Another puff on her cigarette, this one shorter. Her hand trembling. 

“Why don’t we all go inside and sit down?” Billy said. 

“Already said you ain’t coming in,” Ionia said. “You kill him? How’d he die?”

Billy telling Ionia about the explosion. That the fire had burned itself out before dawn. They’d found some remains, bones and dental work. They assumed it was Doyle’s. It would take a few days until all the results came back from Topeka to confirm they were Doyle’s. And to definitively say what caused the blast.

“Doyle Ikey’s what caused that blast,” Ionia said, her eyes welling. “No doubt in my mind. Always was a selfish prick.”

“Like I said, we won’t know—”

“—This one time, me and Doyle was taking a walk in Bosky Park along one of them paths they got. A hot morning, July maybe. You know, seven in the morning and already it’s hotter than balls?”

Billy only nodding. Letting her have her say. Never know where it might lead.

“Anyway, Doyle points and says, ‘Will you look at the fucking squirrel?!’ Says it like he’s pissed off, right? Like a squirrel is flipping him the bird, some shit like that. So, I look. About ten feet away at the bottom of this big oak, there’s this one squirrel. He’s upright on his haunches watching us.”

Billy nodding, indicating for Ionia to continue.

“I’m like, ‘Yeah, what of it?’ And Doyle, he goes, ‘Little bastard’s supposed to scamper away, not stand there and eye-fuck me.’”

“I go, “D, ever consider that just maybe that damn tree-rat is so afraid of you he froze? Holding himself still out of fear?”

“What’d Doyle say?” Billy said.

“He goes, ‘I have no idea what was going through his nut brain. But I bet the little son-of-a-bitch don’t do it to me ever again.’”

The three of them sharing a laugh over the dead man on his front porch.

“That’s how Doyle is,” Ionia said, catching herself. “Was, I mean. Goddamn squirrel managed to insult the man. Everything was always about him and how disrespected he was by the world.”

Tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. Ionia fighting them back before she went on.

 “Don’t need an egghead in a white lab coat to tell me what set off that explosion. I know what I know: He killed himself. The selfish little prick.”

One tear managing to leak down her cheek before she wiped it away with her hand, dying cigarette in the crook of her fingers.







They’d arrived at the point in their conversation where Billy needed to come to a decision. 

Did he want to come down hard on Ionia right now? He had the option of revisiting the subject with her at a later date. 

Then again, dead husband or not, did Ionia deserve to have the situation go easy for her, what with blood on her own hands? 

Billy making up his mind. 

“Let’s say Doyle did set it off,” Billy said. “By taking himself out, could be he was doing you a favor.”

“Are you actually standing on my front porch,” Ionia said, indignant, “on the day my husband got himself blowed up, telling me what a blessing it is?”

	Ionia’s attitude confirming for Billy that he’d made the right choice in coming down on her. It was that bit of play-acting of hers. Pretending she didn’t have skin in the crooked game she and Doyle had been playing. That did it for Billy.

“Now that he’s gone,” Billy said, “he can’t corroborate how involved you are. Can’t confess all that you know about all the evil you both were into.”

“Evil?”

“Damn straight,” Billy said. “You come up with a better word to describe adults corrupting kids, you let me know.”

“Horseshit.”

“Is it horseshit that you’re responsible for Griffin Phan’s death? Because it’s damn sure not on the law officer who pulled the trigger. You, one of the people who put the young man up to it. You get to wear that.”

Ionia stunned into silence. Billy noting the shock on her face as she registered the news of Griffin’s death. 

Ionia quickly recovering herself.

	“Whatever,” she said. “Like Doyle would tell you jack-squat. Could hook his nuts up to a car battery, he’d never rat me out.”

Billy offering a slight grin, raising an eyebrow at Ionia.

“Even if any of it was true,” Ionia added quickly.

	“Doyle wasn’t completely selfish,” Billy said. “The way I see it, he gave you a way out.”

“How’s that?”

“He took it all with him. Left you standing at a fork in the road. You can keep on keeping on. Carry on his work until you eventually pay a price he chose not to. Or you can ease on down the straight path.”

Ionia considering what Billy said. Billy hoping he was getting through to her.

“Choice is yours,” Billy said, a little nudge.

	Ionia opening the screen door a crack, causing Billy and Emily to take a step back. 

“Thanks for the suggested route, Mr. GP-fucking-S,” Ionia said.

Her hand snaking out through the opened door. Flicking the last of her cigarette butt out into a yard that was more dirt than dormant grass. 

Shooting one last go-fuck-yourself glare Billy’s way before slamming the wooden door. The house shaking to its foundation.

Billy shrugging at Emily. Emily shrugging back at him. 

Both of them turning, heading back down the sidewalk toward the squad car.

“That went well,” Emily said.

“About as good as anything’s going to go for her from here on out,” Billy said. “Kinda get the feeling The Widow Ikey will make certain of it.”


Fifty-Four







“Seriously, you have to get it.”

Billy working hard to convince Sheriff Cady he should order one of Trace’s new sandwiches for lunch.

“What the hell’s on it again?” Sheriff Cady said, squinting at Billy. “Corny-what?”

“Cornichon,” Billy said. “Trace says it’s a little pickle from France.”

“That explains it.”

The two sheriffs seated in a booth near a front window at Trace’s Place. The cafe was mostly full, mostly with regulars. Dogpatch and Kenny Vogel, the city manager, eating side by side up at the counter. Dale Longnecker sitting alone at a small table for two, engrossed in his phone. Other folks scattered about, enjoying a midday, midweek lunch.

“I know, it doesn’t sound like any kind of sandwich I’d eat, either,” Billy said “I mean, duck paté? Trace makes the paté himself. The sandwich is the right amount of savory and salty.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Your loss, I’m telling you. The bread that makes it. Somehow Trace wrangled Dixie Hamm into baking up fresh baguettes for him every Tuesday. That’s why it’s only on the menu once a week. When they’re gone, they’re gone. Damn that lady can bake.”

“I’m going with the club sandwich,” Sheriff Cady said.

Billy rolling his eyes. He was all set to continue hammering on Sheriff Cady to order the paté sandwich when his mentor changed the subject.

“I gather you let Ionia know? About the KBI lab up in Topeka confirming the remains belonged to Doyle?”

“I did.”

“Ionia have anything to say about it?” 

“‘Told you so,’” Billy said. “And a few other nice words thrown in for good measure.”

“The grieving widow,” Sheriff Cady said, shaking his head. 

Billy going back to his menu.

“So, taking my advice ?” Billy said. “Gonna get the best sandwich you ever had?”

“Can’t say as I’d go that far,” Kenny, the city manager said, chiming in from the counter. “It’s alright.”

“I’ll be a monkey’s….” Dogpatch said. “You never utter a single bad word about anything in this town. But you got a problem with the sandwich?”

“I said it was alright. Didn’t say it was bad.”

“Alright?” Dogpatch said. “That sandwich is one of the best damn meals I ever ate!”

“Yeah, but you was raised on roadkill possum,” Dale said, not looking up from his phone.

“I never ate no possum,” Dogpatch said, “roadkill or otherwise.”

“Ignore these idiots,” Billy said to Sheriff Cady. 

Billy waving Tippy over. She was on the other side of the cafe. She held up a finger, signaling she’d be right there. 

Tippy was working the whole place herself. The other server had failed to show up for work again. No need for her to show up at all now unless she was a paying customer. 

“You get a commission on each sandwich sold?” Sheriff Cady said to Billy.

“Hell, I’m losing money on it,” Billy said, “seeing as it’s my turn to buy. Tell you what: Get the sandwich. Try it and you don’t care for it, order the club.”

Finally, Tippy working her way over to their booth.

“Tippy, will you tell the man about the paté sandwich,” Billy said. 

“Tell him what? How good it is? Or that we only got one baguette left?”

“I’ll take it,” Billy said. Then to Sheriff Cady, “And you’re trying a bite.”

“There's a good chance I’m not,” Sheriff Cady said before ordering the club sandwich. 

Tippy leaving their table to give their order to the kitchen. Billy insisting to Sheriff Cady he didn’t know what he was missing.

“I’ll manage,” Sheriff Cady. “Anyway, how’s the gal, Valerie?”

“Doing okay,” Billy said. “Evidently, she’s already got full-ride academic offers from Vanderbilt, Stanford, Harvard, a few others.”

Sheriff Cady whistling, “Son of a gun. Good for her.”

“I had offers from those places,” Billy said. “Vandy and Stanford, anyway.”

“Yeah, for throwing a baseball. Not for using your noggin. What about Harvard, smart guy?”

“They don’t offer sports scholarships.”

“That the only reason?” Sheriff Cady said, raising an eyebrow.

“Could have been more to it than that,” Billy said. “Didn’t see a need to pry.”

“I bet you didn’t,” Sheriff Cady said. “Where’d you hear all this great news about Valerie?”

“Her teacher, Sophie Abbott.”

Sheriff Cady not saying a word. His silence speaking louder than words.

“What?” Billy said, sitting back against the booth.

“You two…?”

“Thought you weren’t interested in my love life?”

“I ain’t,” Sheriff Cady said. “But my wife sure as hell appears to be. She’s the one worries about you.”

“Me?”

“What with Paige and all. How long she been out there?”

“Been gone a little over a month.”

“Coming back anytime soon?”

“Good question,” Billy said. “No idea. We talk a lot. Text. Thing is, I can tell she’s happy. Says she’s learning a lot working with this bigshot photographer lady. And Paige sends me her own pictures. She’s doing some great work. Not that I’m any kind of judge.”

“That’s good, I guess.”

“It is. She’s where she’s supposed to be. For the time being, anyhow. There are times in life, I guess, when you have to do things you don’t like or want to do. All for the sake of others. Had to make peace with it.”

“As I said, not interested in your love life.”

“You’re the one who brought it up.”

“I’m starting to regret it,” Sheriff Cady said, a sly smile on his face.

Billy appreciated Sheriff Cady purposely keeping it light. Sparing Billy from having to talk about it.

“Hey, what about her brother?” Sheriff Cady said. 

Billy confused. “Paige doesn’t have a brother.”

“Not her,” Sheriff Cady said. “Valerie. Heard you helped that young man snag a plea deal over shooting your friend and our chef?”

“Couple month’s probation. When Hector turns eighteen this summer, it’ll come off his record. Be as if it never happened. Ironically, the way Doyle promised, no thanks to the man.” 

“What about the trigger man? Or rather trigger boy?”

“Brice? Didn’t take the deal quick enough. Now he and his parents are fighting it. They went and hired Hewitt, naturally. Evidently, he knocked up his gal up too.”

That stopping Sheriff Cady mid-sip of coffee.

“Hewitt Hake got his Russian mail-order bride pregnant?”

“She’s Ukrainian and no,” Billy said. “Brice is the one got his girlfriend pregnant. If he wants to be there for the kid’s coming out party, he better hope the Kansas Department of Corrections sticks him in a penitentiary with a birthing suite.”

“They have those?”

“Right next to the sauna and meditation room,” Billy said.

“Well, as long as Brice’s breathing,” Sheriff Cady said, “he’s still got a chance in this world.”

Billy sensing Sheriff Cady continued to be tormented over having to shoot Griffin Phan. Probably always would be.

“About that,” Billy said, “I never thanked you—”

“—No need. The young man made a choice. Just hope it never happens again. I’ve hoped that before. A lot of good it did me.”

Billy wishing there were words he could say to ease his mentor’s conscience. If there were, he didn’t know them. So he was relieved when Trace interrupted their conversation. 

Trace coming slowly toward their booth, carrying their plates from the kitchen.

“Getting around pretty good there,” Sheriff Cady said as Trace gingerly set their meals on the table.

“The healing powers of modern medicine,” Trace said, wiping his hands on his stained white apron. A quick wink at Billy.

“Careful with them opioids,” Sheriff Cady said.

Billy noticed Dale’s ears perking up at that. That guy never learns.

“No worries,” Trace said. “Was on them for a week or so. Nothing stronger than ibuprofen now.”

Trace pulling a couple of homemade caramels wrapped in beeswax out of his apron pocket.

“And a sweet now and then,” he said. “They say being nice to yourself is the best medicine. Want one, Sheriff Cady? For dessert?”

Billy couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. His friend offering what Billy was certain was a doped-up caramel to an officer of the law. To Billy’s relief, Sheriff Cady declined the candy.

“Don’t have much of a sweet tooth,” Sheriff Cady said, “Other than a little homemade ice cream. Too damn cold out for that right now. This winter is taking forever to stop pestering us.”

Trace heading back to the kitchen, leaving Billy and Sheriff Cady to their lunch.

“C’mon, have a bite,” Billy said, offering one half of the duck with port wine paté sandwich.

“Fine,” Sheriff Cady said, accepting the baguette half.

Billy watching him take a bite. Sheriff Cady chewing, considering. Eventually nodding his head.

“Pretty damn good,” he said, offering it back to Billy.

“Go ahead, finish it.”

“Okay, I will,” Sheriff Cady said, taking another bite.

“Dang it,” Billy said. “Was counting on you to say no.”

“Hey, you said it. There are times in life when we got to do things we don’t like or—”

“—I’m starting to regret it,” Billy said, deadpan before breaking into a mischievous grin.
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