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Elizabeth Burns, missing since May 2017, shown with her two 
adopted children, Jamie and Annie, on Poke Island.
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On the first anniversary of his mother’s disappearance, 
someone left Taylor Burns a gift card.

 
Good for one healing massage at Inno-Scents Spa
 
The card was unsigned. Taylor hoped this was a gift 

from Lisa Lange, a masseuse at the spa. He’d had a 
crush on Lisa for years. He walked into the spa, expecting 
to see Lisa, but was greeted instead by a stranger

  She was in her early 20s. Her skin glowed with health 
and optimism. Her pixie-cut black hair was streaked with 
hairdresser’s grace notes of silver. She wore loose gym 
clothes and was barefoot.

She introduced herself as Cammie.

Chapter 1  
The Spa
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 “We are so happy to meet you,” she said. “We should 
be barefoot, though. Our feet keep us in touch with the 
Earth.”

When Taylor had shed his shoes and socks, she led 
him to a hot tub that was surrounded by lit candles. She 
pointed to a wicker chair, where white spa shorts lay 
folded.

“I thought Lisa would be here,” Taylor said.
“Lisa is not well today.”
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“The flu?”
Cammie shrugged.“We do not know.” She folded the 

privacy screen so Taylor could undress. Bare feet 
slapping on tiles, she walked off. Wearing only spa 
shorts, he eased into the hot water and exhaled.

Bearing his mother’s disappearance was like carrying 
a ship’s anchor on his back. She had been his heart’s 
refuge from a cold, strict and disapproving father. She 
set high standards, but levied no harsh judgments. With 
grace and good humor, she accepted the world with all 
its faults. Taylor, an only child, felt she reserved a special 
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love for him. This beautiful young man, he’d once 
overheard her say to her sister, came from my body.

  Taylor turned on the jets and lay back. For all her 
big heart, Elizabeth Burns was no softie. She had 
become a phenomenal surfer, had developed muscles 
where many women her age had flab. The older Taylor 
got, the more surfing had become her obsession. It’s 
what you love that will kill you, and surfing had 
destroyed Liz Burns.

Or so it was assumed. Her body 
was never found. The sheriff’s 
investigation was still open.

A year-long nightmare 
shivered just underneath 
Taylor’s waking thoughts: 
Beautiful Liz Burns, gasping, 
terrified, flailing, choking, dying 
alone in the wild ocean she loved.

Was she murdered, as the 
town gossips whispered? This 
possibility vibrated in such a dark 
place in his soul that he often fended 
it off with a mantra: She drowned, it was an accident, 
she drowned.
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Taylor lay back. Damn you, he scolded himself, this is 
just what I came here to forget.

  Taylor inhaled floral scents, closed his eyes, let time 
pass. The next time he opened his eyes, Cammie was 
standing next to the tub, holding open a towel.

He stepped into it, walked behind the privacy screen. 
When he was dry he hitched the towel around his waist 
and crossed to the massage room. Cammie had her 
back turned, busy arranging oils in wicker baskets. She 
opened the curtains, letting in a flood of foggy light. 
Shipwreck Bay was notorious for its fogs.

Taylor lay face down on the table, naked, and draped 
himself with a turquoise towel.
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“Ready,” Taylor said, and Cammie began to kneed his 
scalp, then his neck and shoulders. Some masseuses 
have the magic touch, and Cammie was one of those. 
The tensions of Taylor’s demanding job and devastated 
love life began to melt away. Taylor imagined himself in a 
fragrant forest in early spring, with all its earthy sights 
and sounds.

He abandoned himself to Cammie’s hands, enjoying 
the intense pleasure of her back massage. Cammie said 
barely a word until she asked him to turn over and 
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started anointing him with oil. She failed, however, to 
drape him and he was lying there nude.

When he opened his eyes he saw one breast had 
popped out of her top.

The Inno-Scents was a therapeutic spa, not a happy-
ending joint. So Taylor, who was raised as a gentleman, 
closed his eyes. He flushed with embarrassment when 
Cammie’s hands brushed  his penis. The surprise gave 
way to a definite hard-on.

Cammie leaned toward him and, her breath hot in his 
ear, whispered something, the words lost because the 
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spa’s main door opened and footsteps sounded out 
there on the tiles. 

Cammie backed away from the table, and he grabbed 
for the towel, but not soon enough. The room’s door 
cracked open.

“Taylor?” The door opened wider.
“Oh! Oh my God,” a female voice said.
The door closed. Taylor rolled off the table and 

wrapped a towel around his midsection. Cammie 
plopped into a chair, looking guilty, like a shoplifter 
awaiting the cops in a store manager’s office.
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Taylor walked into the 
main room and 
approached the intruder, 
Stephanie Voss, who’d 
retreated behind the 
reception counter.

“Enjoying your 
massage?” she asked, 
arching one eyebrow. 
“Happy with your 
ending?”

Taylor slipped behind 
the privacy screen, 
toweled off his oily body 
and got dressed. His massage-relaxed muscles had 
already bunched into knots. Could he manage a graceful 
exit?

Steffie Voss was an assistant to Billie McGinn, the 
spa’s absentee owner. Taylor had known Steffie since 
they were 12, and she was a kind soul, but prone to envy 
and dreamy mysticism. Now she stood behind the 
counter looking grumpy.

“Steff?”
“Yes, my love?”
“You’re not going to get that girl in trouble, right?”
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Steffie’s hand went to her chest, and a sarcastic look 
formed on her face. “Me? Why would I do that? Just 
because she’s turning this spa into a whorehouse.”

“Uhm…”
“She’s been here exactly two weeks.”
“Maybe just have a quiet talk with her?”
“Taylor, she makes seventy five bucks an hour, and I 

make ten. I’m not her boss.”
“She’s just a dumb kid.”
“You know what I’ve noticed, Taylor? Rich men, 

and skinny girls, can get away with just about anything.”
Stephanie was one those people who were born to be 

overweight, a tendency compounded by her love of 
pasta, bread and potatoes. At Shipwreck Bay High 
School, her friends called her Steffie, and the bullies 
turned that nickname into “Fat Stuffie.”

“Well,” Taylor said, “maybe give her one warning 
before you go tattling to Billie.”

“I bought you a massage, Taylor, not a date with a 
prostitute.”

 “You’re the one? That was your gift card?”
She glared. “And this is how I’m repaid.”
“Thank you,” gulped Taylor. “For the gift. Very 

thoughtful.”
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Steffie heaved a dramatic sigh and walked toward the 
door. Only with her back turned did she mutter: “Fool 
that I am, I love you.”

“Sorry,” he said. “What did you say?”
She opened the main door, then turned to tell him: 

“The Universe is open to all of us, Taylor. In the end 
you’ll see. Everyone gets what they need.”

Cammie, changing clothes to go home, 
peeks from behind the privacy screen.
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 A dusty wind huffed in from the street. Steffie 
slammed the door. Taylor turned to see Cammie, 
peeking at him from behind the dressing screen, then 
disappearing, like a frightened mouse. 

Taylor tapped his pocket to make sure he had his 
cellphone, exited the spa, walked around the corner 
and entered the bright, busy Peace Love & Coffee. 

He bought a cappuccino, settled into a sunny spot, 
whipped out his phone. He felt flattered by Steffie’s 
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attention, but the landscape of his love life was a burnt-
over mess. His fiancé Karen had dumped him and split 
for California. 

He typed a message:
 
Stef: I appreciate your thoughtful gift … it’s 
nice to know someone remembers Mom. 
I’m fond of you but …  since the Karen thing, 
I’m just in shock. Let’s make a date for lunch 
soon… 
 
He sent that message and sipped cappuccino. Maybe 

a minute went by before his phone vibrated. He 
expected a reply from Steffie. Instead, it was a message 
from Cammie. 

 
Help!
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“So you called this Cammie … and?” Artie asked.
“Voice mail,” said Taylor.
“Why not call the cops?” Artie said. “I can’t believe I’m 

saying that.”
“If the cops could help her, she’d call them herself.”
They stepped aboard the Poke Island ferry, a decrepit 

launch that carried only pedestrians and cyclists. On this 
foggy May weekend there were few passengers.

The ferry backed away from the dock, rousing a flock 
of a gulls, who rose fluttering and screeching. The oily 
stench of diesel overwhelmed the sweet salty aroma of 
bay water. Artie leaned over the rail, watching the wake.

"Man, you’re a magnet for the ladies," he said. "I'm 
home beating my meat seven nights a week. You go the 
spa, and boom.”

Chapter  2

Artie’s cottage
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He was a chubby guy with a big nose, a born comedian 
whose birth was an insanely lucky event, financially. Artie 
would never work a day in his life.

"I'm still wondering why she came on to me,” Taylor 
said. “Maybe it was an accidental … "

"Accidental, ha ha ha," said Artie. "There are no 
accidents."

Cell service was spotty on Poke Island, so from the 
ferry, Taylor gave Cammie’s number one last try.

“Yes?” said a male voice.
“I’m calling for Cammie,” Taylor said. 

Artie and Taylor wait for the Poke Island ferry
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"She is not taking calls,” the voice said.
 “Sir,” Taylor said, “are you … is she in trouble, she …” 

He meant to say texted me for help but in a flash of 
instinctive caution, held back. 

Whoever the guy was, he clicked off.
“Well?” Artie asked.
“Father? Boyfriend? I don’t know. Not friendly, let’s put 

it that way.” Taylor tapped the screen to begin a new text. 
“I’ll invite her. If she doesn’t show … what if she’s a sex 
slave? What if she’s afraid of her pimp and can’t call the 
cops?”

“Nah,” said Artie. “It’s a 
ploy, man, to get you to 
call for a $100 date. She’s 
just a ho.”

“You think?”
“You’re hot for her, Sir 

Galahad, admit it. Leave 
the good deeds to the 
Boy Scouts, okay?”

 
The only bridge to 

Poke Island, bearing a 
single-track railroad, fell 
into the bay long ago, 
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leaving only four stone pilings, coal-blackened 
monuments to the Golden Age. The neighbor island, East 
Poke, had an auto bridge to the mainland and so 
developed a gaudy boardwalk, and streets lined with 
motels. Both islands were originally named for that master 
of the land-grab, President James A. Polk. But after the 
Civil War, a mapmaker's error became their permanent 
names.

In 1939, Poke Island’s extensive Victorian resort 
burned to the ground. After WW II, wealthy people 
"discovered" Poke Island. They quashed plans to build an 
auto bridge. They banned cars and turned the ferry into a 
passenger-only service, claiming they were protecting the 
island’s “unique natural habitat."

Now there was nowhere to stay overnight on the 
island, unless you owned a cottage or rented one from the 
elite. Ordinary folks had become, in the view of Poke 
Islanders, day-tripping pests. 

When the ferry docked, Taylor stepped off, turned 
and looked over that rusting boat. The night his mom 
disappeared, the ferry had failed to make its final run, 
trapping her on the island. That mystery had never been 
explained, and the captain, Marco Gonzalez, had skipped 
town after a single police interview. 
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“What I’d give to get my 
hands on Marco now,” 
Taylor muttered.
   “What?” said Artie. He 
was busy resurrecting two 
rusty bicycles from the 
under the pier. Poke 
Island had any number of 
feral bikes. They’d been 
brought over by tourists, 
were quickly degraded by 
sand and wet salty air, 
and abandoned as the 
season passed.
   “Marco,” Taylor said.
  “Never liked him,” Artie 
said.
  “I can’t …” 
A few honest answers 

from Marco might have 
eased Taylor’s suspicions. But if the cops and immigration 
agents couldn’t find Marco, what chance did Taylor have?

 She drowned, he told himself. It was an accident.
 Fighting off a morbid mood, Taylor said: “I’ll race you to 

the cottage. Last one there’s the beer butler.”

Marco Gonzalez, 
the missing ferry captain
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“No racing,” said Artie. “Exercise is the prime cause 
of heart attacks.”

“Where did you hear that?”
“A doctor told me.”
“I thought you swore off doctors.”
“Doctor Who.”
Taylor dismissed his joker friend with a wave of the 

hand and pedaled down the narrow gray boardwalk. 
There was no gasoline on Poke Island, and people got 
around on bicycles, golf carts and electric dune buggies. 
Taylor, followed by Artie, pedaled jittery boardwalk 
toward the south tip of the island and into the Buchanan 
Shore Bird Wilderness. In its sandy scrubby midst stood 
the Buchanan Cottage, raised on pilings to oversee a 
lonesome but privileged spot, surrounded by weedy 
dunes, overlooking the intersection of calm bay and 
turbulent ocean. 

The two friends tilted the bikes against the cottage’s 
sea-damp pilings and climbed steps to the elevated 
gazebo. Artie zipped into the kitchen and returned with 
two frosty glasses and two bottled beers:  A 3 Floyd’s 
Imperial Stout and a Lone Pine Tesselation. Artie’s “beer 
guy” delivered mixed cases with no duplicates, honoring 
Artie’s quest to sample every brew on Earth. 
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They sat drinking quietly until Artie said: "I gotta 
make an appointment at that spa. You know how many 
girls grabbed my dick this week?"

"Two hundred and forty six."
"Asshole. Seriously. I remember Cammie Vang from 

high school.”
“You do?”
“They kept me back a semester, remember? She 

was a freshman last time I saw her. The shy ones 
you’ve gotta watch out for. They’re tigers underneath."
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“We’ll see if she shows up tonight. If she doesn’t 
come out …”

“Proves nothing,” Artie said.
“Artie, your parties are notorious. People at Console 

have begged me for an invite. Even Rhonda the Stiff 
keeps asking me. I think she’s hoping to meet a rich guy 
out here.” 

“Who’s Rhonda the Stiff?”
“HR flunky at Console. Also, my neighbor.”
“Eh,” said Artie. "No corporate climbers, please. 

They’re enemies of the people."

Taylor crossed the boardwalk and entered the 
cottage. It was a humble shack, and if moved to a 
suburb, could have been bought by anyone with a steady 
income. But as the most secluded property on a privacy-
obsessed island, it was worth millions. Its ownership was 
tangled in the divorce proceedings of Artie’s parents, 
Darla and Tim Buchanan. They hated each other almost 
as much as they loved money. Their dissipated lives had 
wasted two elite educations (Princeton, Brown). They 
distrusted Artie, their only son, because he'd 
embarrassed them with his scholastic failure (community 
college dropout) gambling (basketball) and drug use 
(designer.)
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Taylor opened the refrigerator and yes, it had been 
stocked with wagyu burger patties by Artie’s “meat guy.” 
Artie grew up with maid service, and had never so much 
as fried an egg. He left Chef Taylor in charge of party 
food.

 Artie approached the fridge, knelt like he was 
worshipping it, handed a bottle of Lost Abbey Duck Duck 
Gooze to Taylor. “Go ahead, I’ve had that one,” he said.

Taylor grabbed that bottle and glanced out the salt-
stained windows toward Surfer’s Rockpile, where his Mom 
was last seen alive. When Artie had first invited him here 
a decade ago, this wild end of Poke Island had become 
Taylor’s favorite spot. Now he imagined, with a shudder, a 
black casket floating away on the tide. It made him feel 
hopeless, the whole world in funeral mode. 

“Sometimes I wonder,” Taylor said, and carried that 
frosty beer out to the deck.

“Wonder what?” asked Artie, right behind him.
“I never cried,” Taylor said. “Isn’t that strange? I mean, 

maybe that’s because there’s nothing final. We’ll never be 
sure, I guess.”

“There’s a statute of limitations right?” Artie asked. “A 
year? Maybe now that a year’s passed …”

“It’s not a statute of limitations. Five years, though, until 
the missing can be, you know, declared ...”
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“You’re not alone, brother,” Artie said. “That’s all I 
meant to say. I miss her. She was a fine lady.” 

But Artie had mixed feelings about Liz Burns and 
rather than reveal them, he asked Taylor: “Should I drink a 
Funky Buddha or a Toppling Goliath Dorothy?” 

 With fresh, cold beers, they played blackjack on the 
deck, using scallop shells as casino chips. Artie played 
recklessly and lost. He understood the laws of Probability 
and was determined to defy them. As the declining sun 
got swallowed by foggy skies, he bolted upright in the 
Adirondack chair.

  "Who’s coming up 
the path? Oh shit. 
Steffie! Hide the Ouija 
board. She’ll be holding 
seances. That girl's the 
death of any party."

Taylor turned to see 
Stephanie Voss 
doddering up the path 
in the salt-spray gloom.

“I can see her 
future,” Artie said. 
“Reading palms on the 



27

East Poke Boardwalk.”
"The mystic thing," Taylor whispered, “it’s goofy. But 

she’s a sweetheart underneath."
  "You’ve boned her too?” Artie asked.
  “Wrong again, Arthur."
  Artie shook his bleach-blond locks. “She’s after you, 

pal, I can feel it.”
  Steffie climbed the stairs in black goth outfit and 

heavy makeup. She’d had her hair dyed a weird, nuclear 
green.

  “You're alone?" asked Artie.
  “Billie’s behind me. Her date was arguing with the 

ferry captain.”
“Billie McGinn?” Artie said. “You invited Billie McGinn?”
“You said bring somebody.”
Artie huffed. “A real estate agent? In my house?”
Taylor asked Steffie: “Her date got into an argument on 

the ferry? About what?”
Steffie shrugged. “I don’t know. I just got the hell out of 

there.” She slipped behind Taylor and ran her fingers 
through his hair.

“I take it, Arthur,” she said, “that you’re holding the 
weed.”

“Oh, he’s the stud,” Artie complained, “and I’m the drug 
mule?”
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“That’s right,” teased Steffie.
Artie saw a skinny figure approaching alone: Billie. The 

sight gave him the chills. Billie, ruthless by reputation, 
owned Summit Realty. The town gossips say she 
poisoned her husband to get her hands on his properties. 

But the gossips say a lot nasty things in Shipwreck 
Bay. For instance, they say Liz Burns was cheating on her 
husband in the months before she died.

Following Billie into the living room, Steffie 
marveled at how spare the cottage was. But she should 
have expected that: Shabby chic was a thing on Poke 
Island, all the millionaires pretending to Zen humility. The 
value of this cottage was owed to its seclusion inside the 
bird sanctuary. There’d been decades of legal challenges 
over public access, but the Buchanans and their Shore-
Bird Society had better lawyers than the state did. Bottom 
line: Artie would inherit the most private property on this 
island. 

But Artie never took himself seriously, and women 
didn’t either. Steffie wondered whether he might live out 
here, a partying bachelor into old age. 

Billie McGinn posed in the living room like a movie star. 
Steffie worked at Summit Realty, and both feared and 
revered Billie, her brash and brazen boss. Steffie only 
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wished she had Billie’s supreme 
confidence.

Billie wore a glittering white 
outfit, definitely designer, 
complete with knee-high boots. 
She was striking, a gorgeous 
mix of Euro-Afro-Asian with 
dark skin and a wild, red-
tinged hairdo. She was in 
her 40s, but had the body 
of a younger woman. She 
walked from window to 
window, casting an 
appraiser’s eye at the property.

Steffie gazed out those same windows, but not at the 
real estate. She was hoping to see more guys trekking 
up from the beach. This party definitely needed more 
guys. “There’s Nick,” she called out.

“Nick,” Billie said. “I’ve already had it with Nick.”
“Who’s Nick?” Artie asked. “I didn’t invite any Nick.”
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 Nick Katanjiev was a 
6-foot-4 muscleman. He 
wore casual sweats, and 
he’d either stuffed a sock 
in his pants or had a giant 
dick bulge. Steffie knew 
Nick from his occasional 
back-door visits to Billie’s 
office. He was Billie’s rent-
collector and all-around 
tough guy. The town’s 
gossips claimed he was 
also a pimp.

But Steffie was 
delighted that Nick had 
come to the party. For her 

Chapter 3

The party
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it was win-win. Win one: He was a real hunk of man and 
might pay her some attention. Win two: Her flirtations 
might arouse jealousy in Taylor.

Steffie’s mood iced over, however, when she saw Lisa 
Lange climb the gazebo steps. Lisa wore a sexy blue 
party dress that showed 
off her bitch-skinny 
legs. Taylor had been 
mooning over this 
flamboyant strumpet 
since high school.

“I took the beach 
way up,” Lisa said, 
and kicked sand off 
her bare feet. A 
disappointed look 
soured her face. “You 
call this a party?” 

“Just getting 
started,” said Artie.

“Nobody else was 
on the ferry?” Taylor 
asked. 

Lisa bit her lips and 
shrugged. That shrug 
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covered an evasion, but Taylor wouldn’t discover that until 
morning.

  Artie was disappointed by the scant attendance at 
the party. Perhaps it was the foggy drizzle, or maybe it 
was too early in the season. After Memorial Day, his 
parties would be crazy popular. But tonight, there were 
still a few more ferry runs, and a crowd might show up yet, 
maybe including Taylor’s mystery girl, Cammie.

  Lisa had brought two bottles of cheap champagne. 
Nick fished a pint of vodka out of his pocket. Artie’s 
parents had a locked wine cellar, but he had copied the 
key. They all, Artie, Taylor, Lisa, Steffie, Billie and Nick, sat 
in the cozy living room, toasted with champagne, and 
started boozing.

Artie poured Billie a glass of bubbly and admired her, 
like a schoolboy with a crush on his teacher.

“So you’re the little man who throws all these big 
soirées,” Billie said.

“That’s me. I put the Artie in party.”
“Bird sanctuary,” Billie said. “What a clever ruse. Did 

your parents think that up?”
“Grandparents.”
  “I’ll bet it chopped the tax bill by a million.” She 

sipped. “Is this the very best wine you have?”
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  The few girls Artie had dated were as homely and 
provincial as he was. Billie’s worldly cynicism and 
glamour hit Artie like a thunderclap. He rushed to his 
father’s wine cellar and retrieved a dusty bottle.

  “Chateau Simone Rouge,” he said, and uncorked it. 
“My father had a wine guy.”

  He tilted a generous pour into a fresh glass, handed 
it to Billie, and stepped back, expecting praise.

Billie sniffed. Billie swirled. Billie sipped. “How old is 
this?” she said with a grimace. “Was the cork intact? It 
seems off.”
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Thump, thump, thump, Artie’s heart began to sound in 
his ears.

It began to rain in earnest, and that was Taylor’s 
excuse to put off firing up the grill. Maybe if dinner had 
been served, the booze wouldn’t have gotten the best of 
the party.

 Lisa, half-sloshed when she came in, now sat back 
against the arm of the couch, giving Stuffie, on the other 
end, a provocative crotch view.

Since Lisa had been known to take female lovers, 
Taylor’s spirits sagged. He’d been hot for Lisa since he’d 
first seen her, back when she was a waitress at Diner24. 
She was a skinny Scandinavian blonde who liked to show 
off her hot body. But it wasn’t just her looks that attracted 
Taylor. She was a bad girl, living a reckless life that 
scandalized the moralists of Shipwreck Bay. She brought 
out wild urges in Taylor. He’d sometimes imagined fleeing 
to the Caribbean with Lisa, and living rough, raw, sunburnt 
and carefree under the sun and stars.  

But now Taylor could feel the night going sour. He 
assumed it would be Billie and Nick the Giant screwing in 
one bedroom, Lisa and Steffie snuggling in the other. That 
would leave him and Artie, two lonely jackoffs, talking 
sports and sleeping in the gazebo.
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 “The fawking bastid,” complained Nick, vodka bottle 
to his lips. “They don’t speak English. Fawking signs all 
over. Speak English or I kick you ass. My ferry boat, 
that’s the way it would be.”

He was talking about Jules the new ferryman, who’d 
posted safety warnings on the boat in Spanish and 
English.

“Fawking Mexicans, soon we all be working, one buck 
an hour. I say take the Spanish signs down. Fawk the life 
vests. If you cannot read English, you drown.”

Billie rolled her eyes.
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“Phhh,” sputtered Nick. “I 
spit on that Mexican tacos 
stand. Dog food.”

A Mexican family did run a 
taco stand at the ferry 
landing, but it was closed 
for the season, and could 
have only given offense to 
someone eager for it. 

Artie opened an aluminum foil 
packet to reveal a pinkish powder. With his forefinger, he 
spread some across his tongue.

“What is that?” demanded the giant.
“Question Marx.”
“Which is?” Billie asked.
“Try it. It’s safe,” Artie said.
“If you bought it on the Dark Web,” Taylor said, “you 

have no idea what it is.”
“Taylor the Timid,” said Artie. “My source? His initials 

are B.B.”
Artie meant Butchie Block, a legendary badass who’d 

terrorized Shipwreck Bay until he got locked up in 
Stateville Prison. Butchie tales still echoed in the town’s 
dive bars and dark alleys. But Butchie, out on parole 
now, had at least one virtue: he’d never sold Artie a 
batch of bad drugs.
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Billie dabbed pink powder 
on her tongue.

“Takes a few minutes,” 
said Artie. “It’s fantastic.”

“You know, Nick, 
honey,” said Billie, “you 
should … be kinder to 
immigrants. You’re new 
to this country 
yourself.”

Nick huffed. “But I 
do not ask people to speak Bulgarian.”

“Touché,” said Billie.
“That’s French,” joked Artie. “I thought this was an 

English-only party.”
The giant was being mocked, but he missed it. He 

said: “And I have a green card, 100 percent real.”
He pulled what looked like a driver’s license out of his 

pocket, waved it around, pointed at Billie. “Americans! 
You commit suicide, open the gates to criminals. Even 
you, Billie, hiring  cheap immigrants.”

Like a mom explaining an irrational father to his 
children, Billie said: “He means the new girls at the spa.”

Taylor perked up. “Cammie? That one?”
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“Cammie, no, she’s … left us,” Billie said. “Her 
replacement. Suzanne. She’s from Thailand.” She 
glared at Nick: “Nicky, the masseuses are private 
contractors. They pay us for table time and office help. 
They are not my employees.”

“Rice peasants don’t belong,” groused Nick. “Should 
go back to their water-buffalo. Do you think at farmers 
market I would buy even one stupid potato from them? 
Pfff. Bulgarians know potatoes.”

He passed the drug foil to Taylor.
“Drugs, I do not need them,” he declared. “Bad for 

you body. Make you fat.”
“So what happened to this Cammie?” Taylor asked 

Billie.
“Billie’s business, not yours,” Nick growled. “Strictly 

business matter.”
“You know her?” Taylor asked Nick. “You know 

Cammie?”
“Sometimes,” Nick said, “shut up is best policy.”
 
Taylor hadn’t intended to take a swab of Artie’s 

drug, but the prospect of spending the evening with a 
crude muscleman made him reconsider. Taylor snorted 
the powder. He wandered onto the deck and stared at 
the ocean. The night was particularly dark. Out there in 
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bleak profile stood the rocks where his mother’s battered 
yellow surf board had washed up.

Steffie embraced him from behind.
“She was murdered, I know that,” Taylor said. “l’ve 

been denying it for a year now. What kind of man allows 
his mother to disappear, without seeking vengeance, or 
justice, or even just an answer?”
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He sighed. “I took my father’s advice, to let the police 
solve the case, and did they?”

Steffie massaged his shoulders.
“Come back to the party,” she whispered.
Artie was a Tom Petty freak and played Damn the 

Torpedoes through speakers that had cost more than his 
Subaru. In about ten minutes, music and drugs 
combined, Taylor wasn’t himself anymore, and there was 
no such place as Shipwreck Bay.

Freed from the bounds of reality, Taylor became a 
pirate on the high seas. A modern pirate, in command of 
a sleek yacht. Flying the Jolly Roger. Not sailing the seas 
exactly but scooting over them, free as the wind. He 
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closed his eyes. The wind lofted him. Lifting him like he 
was a kite! When he looked down, he was flying, but his 
pirate ship had disappeared, the world at his feet like a 
globe in the night, all its cities lit up in unbearable beauty.

He was flying for who knows how long before he 
encountered turbulent dark skies. In the ocean below, 
flash-lit by a monster electric storm, floated the wide-
eyed body of his drowned mother.

Taylor grabbed the couch like he had to keep it from 
flying away. A nasty ache spread from skull to neck, bile 
rose in his throat, along with a feeling of heavy sadness, 
as if he weighed five hundred pounds.

Billie sat beside him, flirting with Artie. The Bulgarian 
giant had disappeared. Steffie sat alone on the opposite 
couch, looking forlorn. Where was Lisa? Had she caught 
the last ferry home?

Billie and Artie started smooching and petting.
Taylor could not focus enough to say: Hey, Artie, a guy 

twice your size is out on the deck fuming.
Trouble seemed all but certain. Billie and Artie were 

high and had lost all sense. Taylor wondered what kind of 
cloud ship they were sailing on, and when Nick was 
going to charge in and torpedo them both. 

Everything seemed to be happening in stop-motion as 
Taylor recovered from the rush-and-crash of Artie’s dope. 
Billie and Artie began licking each other. Artie led Billie by 
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the hand into the bedroom. Lisa popped into the living 
room and walked out with Steffie, holding hands, to join 
the Bulgarian on the gazebo deck.

Taylor heard Steffie laughing out on the windy deck. 
Lisa had her back turned, trying to make a cell phone call, 
but gave up. “Come on,” she shouted at the Bulgarian, 
“you do it every week.”

The giant dropped his trousers, kicked them aside. 
Nope, that was no sock stuffed in his trousers.

Lisa joined the strip show on the deck, removing puffy 
dress and panties. Steffie shed only her blouse, her 
chubby body no competition for Lisa’s.
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Everyone could see Artie and Billie through the 
bedroom window, and hear their orgasmic gasping and 
moaning. Taylor, afraid of trouble, stepped into the deck 
shadow. The clouds had blown off, revealing a 
moonless, starry night.

In the bright-lit master bedroom, Artie and Billie were 
going at it atop the bedspread. He was riding her good. 
Nick was watching from the gazebo as his date fucked a 
guy half his size.
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Poke Island relied on the Sheriff for police services, 
but there was no deputy stationed there during off-
season, and bad cell service anyway. Taylor imagined 
that even he and Artie together would have lasted less 
than a minute in a fight with Nick.

Nick stomped down the gazebo steps and into the 
star-lit night.

Taylor was spooked. He’d have been less worried if 
the giant had simply stalked into the bedroom and 
punched Artie. Was Nick going to sleep on the beach? 
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Walk off his anger? Plot to murder them all? Hoping for 
an ally, Taylor called out: “Hey, Lisa.”

Swigging a vodka bottle, Lisa sauntered along the 
deck, headed for the shadows. “Have fun,” she said.

That left Taylor and Steffie staring at the dark 
ocean. Taylor seems hypnotized by the lapping waves, 
soft salty air, the breeze, a million bright stars.

“Such a sad look on your face,” Steffie said. “I can 
tell you’re thinking about your mom.”

“Well sure. Every day.”
“It’s hard for you to be out here, I know.”
“It was her favorite place, so … happy and sad.”
He was staring at the place where the sheriff’s 

deputy had found his mother’s surfboard, all dinged 
from its pounding on the rocks.

“I could get the Ouija board.”
“It won’t help.”
“She was doing what she loved, Taylor. How cool, 

that you had a surfing mom.”
“You don’t have to be kind, Steffie. I’ve heard all the 

rumors. Sharks. Riptides. Maybe she had a heart attack 
while paddling out there. Maybe she ran away with a 
surf bum to start a new life in Peru. Maybe she got hit by 
a speedboat. Maybe somebody murdered her. The 
tongues never stop wagging.”
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“Don’t listen to them. I don’t.” 
The rumors about Liz Burns had gotten soap-opera 

crazy. Liz had been banging surf bums half her age, 
people said. She’d had a years-long affair with Marco the 
ferry captain, they said, screwing him in the wheelhouse 
after the night’s tie-up. The nastiest gossip suggested 
she’d re-lit an old flame: the notorious jailbird Butchie 
Block.
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Surely some of those rumors must have found their 
way to Taylor’s ears. Poor boy. Steffie put an arm around 
him.

“At least I was grown up,” he said. “It’s harder on my 
little cousins. She’s like a mom to them. The kids haven’t 
lost hope and sometimes I … until they find …”

“Poor sad boy. Let Steffie cheer you up.”
She kissed him.
“I’m on the rebound, Stef. I don’t want you to …”
She put a finger to his lips, led him inside to the 

couch. She pulled the Ouija board out from Artie’s stack 
of games, and held it in her lap. She lit a candle, closed 
her eyes, and the flame flickered, casting odd shadows. 
The crashing ocean waves sounded like a background 
symphony.

 “The dead speak to us, Taylor, they do.”
Taylor sat back on the couch, passive, unable to 

focus.
Steffie muttered and moved the Ouija marker.
“Your mom, I can feel her. She just …” Steffie said 

with tears in her eyes. “She just wants her son to be 
happy.”

She unbuckled his belt. He tugged at her goth pants. 
Pretty soon they were going at it on the couch, quiet but 
urgent. Steffie grunted to an orgasm. “I need this so 
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much,” she muttered. She was immediately ashamed of 
that confession. It revealed the depths of her 
desperation. She had a million dollars in her love bank, 
and no one to spend it on.

She and Taylor lay there sweaty and happy until there 
was a tap on the window above them. Taylor sat up. 
Steffie did too.

It was Lisa tapping on the window. She was on the 
deck, naked and alone.
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“Such a cute couple,” she said. “You know I’m a 
Wiccan priestess, right? I could marry you right now. 
You’d be legal and all. How would you like to be married 
by a naked drunk witch?”

Steffie whispered to Taylor: “Let’s get married, just as 
a joke. She won’t remember in the morning.”

“You’d better grab him,” Lisa advised Steffie, “before 
that little spa tart gets her hands on him.”

“What does that mean?” Taylor demanded.
“Good night to the lovely …” Lisa said and belched … 

“Couple.” She sat back, out of sight, against the cottage 
wall.

Steffie sank into the couch and pouted. “The little spa 
tart?” she said. “Cammie Vang? Are you carrying on with 
her, Taylor?”

“I have no idea what Lisa’s talking about,” Taylor said. 
He shouted out the window: “Lisa?” Getting no 
response, he rummaged the hall closet for a sleeping 
bag. He removed the cushions from both couches and 
made a bed on the floor. He zipped open the bag, lay 
atop it and patted it.

“Down here,” he said.
Steffie curled up next to him and the warmth of his 

body put her into a hypnotic sleep. She dreamed of 
flying babies, little angels with wings.  



50

After a while, Taylor, suffering from the drys, got up, 
stumbled in the dark to fetch a glass of water. He stepped 
out onto the deck to take a last look at the glorious stars. 
There lay Lisa, naked, snoring, passed out in the dull light 
of the deck lanterns, empty vodka bottle beside her.

Taylor snatched a pillow from the living room and 
positioned it underneath her head. She began breathing 
easier. He covered her with a sandy beach blanket, 
retreated to the living room, and settled in beside the 
sweetly sleeping Steffie.
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When Taylor woke up to daylight, Steffie was gone. 
There in the tangled sleeping bag lay the Ouija board. 
Taylor picked it up, stepped out onto the deck. Staring at 
the ocean, he began to once again convince himself that 
his mom had drowned, pure and simple. That was 
heartbreak enough. He didn’t need a message from the 
Netherworld. He flung the stupid Ouija board toward the 
ocean.

 When Taylor walked back into the cottage, Lisa was 
emerging from the shower, wrapped in a green towel. 

“How’s your head?” Taylor asked.
“Fuck you, Taylor.”
“Good morning to you too. Where’s Artie?”
“Down at the pier, fishing.”
“How about …”
“The lovely couple?” She lunged into the kitchen, 

desperate for coffee. “I woke up to Billie and Nick, 
bickering. They walked out to catch the first ferry. Gee, I 
wonder what they argued about?”

Taylor scoffed. “I guess Billie does as she pleases. 
The big galoot is just a play toy.” 

“The big galoot,” Lisa said, “is Billie’s enforcer.”
“Enforcing what?”
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“If you’re Billie’s tenant, and you’re late with the rent, 
you get a visit from Nick. And nobody wants a second 
visit from Nick.”

Taylor opened the refrigerator door. “I’ll grill burgers 
for breakfast.”

“I’d prefer Eggs Benedict.”
“Oh, would you?” Taylor said. 



53

That wasn’t going to happen, since there was no shop 
open during the off-season on Poke Island. 

Hefting a sack of cold burger patties, Taylor said: “So 
that explains why he didn’t Nick crush Artie’s skull last 
night. He and Billie aren’t a romantic couple.”

“The Bulgarian’s only part-time with Billie. His full-time 
job is pimp.”

Taylor set the paper-wrapped meat on the table and 
poured  a cup of coffee. “What do you mean pimp?” 

“I mean pimp. Google the word, see what pops up.”
“So he runs a whorehouse?”
“Could have been worse.”
“What could have been worse?”
“If Cammie had showed up.”
“Okay, Lisa, stop with the hints.” 
“Last night, somebody was sitting in a rusty red pickup 

truck on the mainland side of the ferry dock.”
“Somebody?”
“My former colleague, Cammie. Hey, get busy, I’m 

starving. Millionaires. And no eggs in the fridge?”
“Cammie was sitting in a truck at the ferry parking lot?”
Lisa nodded. “Alone. She apparently drove to the ferry, 

was scared off when Billie and Nick boarded.”
“Why didn’t you tell me last night?”
“With Billie sitting right here? Huh. Billie’s furious at 

Cammie. She walked with no notice.”



54

“So Billie owns a spa, Cammie gave happy endings, 
and Nick is a pimp?”

“Grill those burgers, Sherlock. My stomach’s roaring.”
“How much vodka did you drink?”
“Not enough. I’m still me.”
She flashed a pained look at Taylor. “Seventeen 

months since my last bender. You know how they say 
you’re going to hate yourself in the morning …?”

Taylor swilled coffee, took a breath of lovely oceanic 
breeze. His head was only beginning to clear.
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“Lisa, I got a massage from Cammie, and a few 
minutes after I left the spa, she texted me, begging me to 
help her. But she never answered my call or texts.”

“I see,” Lisa said.
“And now Billie’s thug tries to shush talk about her?”
“I think I can help you,” Lisa said. “You know I’m 

friends with Maggie at the Wonder Bar, right?”
“Yes, I know Maggie.”
“So I’ve heard,” said Lisa.
“What does that mean?”
“Never mind. Look, Wednesday is ladies’ night at the 

Wonder. Nick’s one of the dancers. When he, uhm, 
performs, Cammie’s cousin Adore sneaks in. Never talks 
to anyone. Sits way in the back. Leaves when the show’s 
over.”

“That’s odd.”
“Adora’s a messenger from the zombie apocalypse. 

You might want to show up on Wednesday and corner 
Adora. If anybody knows what’s happened to Cammie, 
it’s Adora. She’s Cammie’s minder.”

“Minder?”
“Yes. She brought Cammie to work and picked her 

up, like a Mom taking a kindergartner to school. Minder. 
And that dopey kid needs one.”

 
 



56

Taylor and Adora worked on the campus of Console 
Graphics, but separated by many floors and pay grades. 
Adora slaved as a lowly prep cook in the basement 
kitchen. Taylor was minor royalty, a software debugger. 
His cubicle on the seventh floor was plastered with 
garish posters of Console’s video games.

Taylor often lunched in the company’s Twork’s 
Dungeon Café, but had never glimpsed Adora, she was 
buried that deep in the kitchen. Rather than risk 
confrontation at work, Taylor penciled in Wednesday, 
ladies’ night at the Wonder Bar.

He stopped at Artie's apartment to invite him.

Chapter 4

Wonder bar
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"Are you kidding?" Artie said. "Nick. The Bulgarian. On 
stage? The guy’s looking to kill me.”

“Yeah, you and Billie McGinn,” Taylor said. “Shipwreck 
Bay’s most unlikely couple.”

“Don’t let her age fool you, man. In bed, that woman 
gets what she wants.”

“Well, you’re looking for love,” Taylor said. “Take her to 
dinner. What the hell.”

“Tongues will wag.”
“Since when do you care?”
Taylor looked for a place to sit, but Artie’s apartment 

was a wreck. The dominant themes were technology, 
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turtles and takeout pizza. Artie owned three widescreen 
TVs, two cellphones, four computers and even a 
landline. Pizza boxes were stacked until they became 
sculptures. In clouded fish-tanks, turtles large and small 
lazed under artificial light. Even though Artie’s shaggy 
red dog, Randall, had been dead for months, hairy 
evidence of him was here and there. 

"Morley, you turd," Artie shouted at theTV. "You 
never miss that shot. Ah, Jesus, there goes a grand 
bouncing off the backboard."

Losing provided Artie with confirmation that the world 
was a treacherous place, and he had been right to 
disengage from it. He hit the remote. That TV went dark, 
although the others beamed basketball games from 
Cleveland and Chicago.

"NBA, America’s most crooked sports league," he 
groused.

“And yet, you wager on it.”
"If I won, I was gonna take us to Smuggler’s Cove. I 

guess I'll call for pizza now. You get your own, though. 
Anchovies. Disgusting. Who ever heard of fish on 
pizza?"

“The Sicilians. You know. The people who invented 
pizza.”
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Taylor moved a greasy Want-A-Burger bag and sat on 
the couch. An ossified onion ring fell to the carpet. 

"Artie, you could afford maid services."
"I tried. The Mindful Maids. Their estimator ran away 

screaming."
"Come on."
Artie shook a box over a long, cloudy terrarium, 

bestowing a snowstorm of flaky food upon the rocks. “I 
miss Randall,” he said. “Turtles ain’t cuddly. But I hate 
suffering. That’s why I like turtles. They can’t feel pain.”

“They can’t?”
Artie was pretty sure he’d read that on the Internet. 

 “It’s their shells, man. Hey, I've been thinking about you 
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and the spa girl, Cammie. I think I know why you're into 
her."

"Oh, do tell, great philosopher."
"She's the opposite of your long lost loudmouth love, 

Karen. Hey, that was alliteration, right? Long. Lost. 
Loudmouth. Love?”

“I guess so.”
“I always wondered whether I’d be a good poet.”
“All you need’s a pen and paper.”
Artie waved that off. “I was saying. Cammie. So quiet 

and shy, at least in high school. Plus, she's in another 
social class. You'd be four steps up for her. Maybe five! 
Nobody can resist five steps up the Social Ladder."

Artie's Social Ladder Theory contained nine levels, like 
the Circles of Hell. #9 was Homeless. #8 was hard-
working but hopeless immigrant. That's where he put 
Cammie.

#1 was the investor class, like his parents. #2 was their 
lackeys, the Trusted Managers. Taylor was in #3, Striver 
Hitting the Brick Ceiling, or #4, Deluded Libertarian 
Technocrat.

“If she does have boyfriends,” Artie said, “they’re 
burger flippers or bike messengers. Once you raised her 
in class, she'd never leave you.”
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It was so obvious to Artie that Karen’s betrayal had 
knocked Taylor off the rails. Artie considered himself a 
rogue poet and yes, this was the metaphor he’d been 
looking for. The poor guy was like a derailed locomotive, 
in the ditch, spinning its wheels, huffing and steaming.

“That's your play Taylor. You want to work the lower 
classes and find somebody who won't break your fragile 
heart."

Taylor sputtered. "Nice try. Look. Cammie  … there's 
 something strange going on with her. Lisa told me 
Cammie drove to the ferry dock Saturday night, but just 
sat in her truck. So, yeah, I'm curious." 

Artie gave Taylor a skeptical look. It would have been 
too cruel to say what he was thinking: That Taylor, unable 
to save his mother, was fixating on this stranger, Cammie. 

Artie went to the refrigerator, returned with two beers, 
and handed one to Taylor. 

“Blue Moon?” Taylor said. “Artie Buchanan drinking a 
corporate beer?”

“Don’t ask,” Artie said. “Poker party leftovers.” He 
clinked bottles with Taylor but did not sip. He had news to 
deliver and could postpone it no more.

"The cops came by," he said. "Well, a deputy sheriff 
technically. There’s some new lead they're following." 

"New lead?"
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"Maybe. Yeah, they keep bugging me since I was the 
last one …. You know.”

Taylor stood at attention. Artie sat heavily on the plush 
couch and sighed. His voice quavered when he said: 
“I've told them a thousand times. I saw her at sunset. 
Headed with her board toward the ocean."

“Okay, what else did he want?"
"She. The deputy was a she." He dug a card out of 

his wallet. "Bonnie Blanchard. Scares the shit out of me 
just to look at her homely face. We pay these cops’ 
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salary? God knows why. They’re useless, except for 
busting in on honest citizens. Here."

Taylor took the card. Artie fought back a tidal wave of 
sadness, remembering how the cops had shot Randall 
during the drug raid, and how, in handcuffs, he had 
helplessly watched his dog die on the carpet. 

”I tried to pump her, Taylor, but she was playing tight 
end. If you don't mind, she said, I'll ask the questions." 

"I'll phone her. They should call me if they're going to 
reopen this case."

"As absurd as it may be, I think you’re her target. 
Never mind. Forget I said that. I’m sorry, too much pink 
powder lately. My head’s a mess.” Artie reached for his 
cellphone. “You know what to do when you can’t think 
straight? Order a pizza. No fucking anchovies.”

 
When Taylor arrived at the Wonder Bar, he was 

confronted by a wall of women.
“It’s Ladies Night,” said a  young blonde, holding up 

both hands to stop him. “You’re not a lady, are you?”
She was a pale, freckly gal in a white skirt and 

orange cami top. She worked at the coffee shop next 
door. Before he could engage her, green-haired Steffie 
stepped up, hiding a smirk behind her hand. She said: 
“You don’t want to see how wild we get, Taylor.”
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The wall of women parted. Steffie grabbed his arm 
and whispered: "How awkward to see you.” 

Taylor too felt embarrassed, since just a few nights 
ago they were in a sweaty drunken tangle at the beach 
cottage. Intimate then, ironic distance now.

"So you’re shopping for companionship?" he asked.
“No, I’m a girl on a budget. The cocktails are half 

price, and the pupus are free."
That was Steffie, eight years out of school and still 

living like a student. Taylor looked over her shoulder to 
see a skinny woman alone in the upstairs lounge. When 
he climbed the steps she retreated to the darkest corner.

"Hello, you're Adora, right, I'm..."
"So you’re the one calling my cousin."
"Just to talk."
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"Nonsense. She 
does not want to talk 
to you. Her father 
rules our house, and 
says we must marry 
the people."

“Marry the 
people?"

"People like us. I 
am not good with 
words. Stick to your 
own type. Watch 
out. Cammie’s father 
is very mean, Stop 
calling. Cammie 
does not even know 
who you are."

Well, that was a 
lie.

Thanks Adora. You bitch.

Taylor retreated to the bar for a drink and to pump 
Maggie for more info. Maggie Hughes was chief bartender 
and traffic controller for the town’s flights of gossip.
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Maggie dressed like a slut for her duties behind the 
bar, which drove her tips up. When she wore that see-
thru blouse, Maggie was boner-inducing, but Taylor was 
in a flaccid mood. 

“So,” she said. “You’re into male dancers now?"
"Very funny."
She patted Taylor’s hand. She was a longtime friend 

of Karen Slater, and probably still in touch with her.
"Sorry, Taylor. But there are a lot of single women in 

this town. Maybe Karen did you a favor."
"You've heard from her?"
An evasive look took over Maggie’s face.
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"How’s she doing out 
there?" Taylor asked.

"Pretty good," Maggie 
lied.

"Her and Rick?"
Maggie nodded. "Her 

and Rick.” She poured him 
an Irish whiskey. He said: 
"I had the whole thing 
mapped out. I was 
marching along, you 
know?”

 Maggie shrugged. 
“Okay, sure, you’re an Air 
Force brat.”

“Study hard, focus on math, four years at State, come 
back to Ship, get a tech job, buy a home, marry your high 
school sweetheart, pump out the kids to the delight of 
grandma and grandpa. And then, the crown jewel: A 
cottage on Poke Island. It was like I was programmed, a 
living algorithm."

“Beach cottage?”
“Karen never mentioned it?”
“Oh, you mean your mother’s real estate, yes, she did. 

It’s an empty lot, right?”

Karen Slater, who dumped 
Taylor and split for 
California.
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“Mom wanted to put a cottage on it so The Cousins 
could spend summers on the island. I figured Karen and I 
would grow old there, watching the sea from a screened 
porch.”

"Well, what do you know? Taylor Burns, the last 
domestic man on earth."

 "Karen didn’t care if I lived or died.”
Maggie shrugged. "Karen ... is obsessed. You can’t 

fight obsession. Rick is a wreck. That’s why she loves 
him. He’s a dirty warehouse that she can turn into a 
trendy loft. You are a home in the suburbs, complete with 
lawn." 

Taylor knocked down a shot of harsh whiskey. 
"Cheer up, dude,” Maggie said. “A man who wants 

wife, home and family, who’s not bad looking and is 
earning a few shekels … you are prime territory."

 
Tasha Wolf whirled into a seat at the bar and called 

for a glass of house wine. She wore a spectacular dark 
leather outfit, a melding of Star Wars and the Middle 
Ages. Its flamboyance, and her shocking purple hair, 
accented her status as the local queen of rock ‘n’ roll.

She teased: "So, Taylor, you're stripping tonight?"
“You’d be disappointed."
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“Guys are good disappointment," said Tasha. “If I could 
only use one word to describe men, it would be 
disappointing.”

Tasha’s birth name was Natasha Volkov. She was a 
part-time D.J. on The Messenger, 88.6 on your radio dial. 
She not only spun tunes and blathered into the mic, she 
gathered crime reports, kept the FCC log, and on 
occasion rewired the failing equipment. But she’d shot to 
the pinnacle of local fame with her magazine piece on the 
Jefferson Road Strangler. Six females had gone to their 
watery graves, the police and public asleep until Tasha 
broke the story. The case was finally solved not by the 
dopey cops but by Taylor’s father, who’d been hired as a 
private investigator.

Maggie delivered Tasha’s wine. "The love of Taylor’s 
life bagged it for a job at Google," Maggie said.

 “Not at Google, near Google,” Taylor said. “And that’s 
not for broadcast.” 

"Heartbreak?” Tasha said. “Not my beat. If it bleeds it 
leads. If it ain’t cop news …"

"Do you remember Karen Slater?" Maggie asked 
Tasha.

With big pursed lips, Tasha said: "Nope."
"Of the scrap yard Slaters. Oh, wait. It’s Slater 

Recycling now. Well, our Taylor here … "
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"Just pour it on, Maggie," Taylor said. "The wound’s 
still open."

"Every dude who ever left me,” Maggie said, “I was 
better off. I'm boyfriend free."

This was a lie, and Tasha knew it.
 Maggie was co-habiting with a secret sugar daddy. If 

his identity were widely known, the resulting gossip 
tornado would blow down every building on Jackson 
Square.

Maggie leaned toward Tasha. "Taylor's horny for the 
new spa girl. Cammie. Her cousin's back there, Lady 
Sourpuss, and she just read him the ethnic exclusion 
act."

"Oh really?"
"Apparently the father is difficult."
Tasha shrugged. "Fathers.” That was all she said, but 

the word sent a tide of misery down her spine. Tasha’s 
father, Leonard Wolf, had been locally famous as a TV 
news anchor, admired as the embodiment of gray-haired 
wisdom until that that Easter Sunday when, alone in his 
hunting cabin, he sawed off his shotgun and blew a hole 
in his head.

"The Vangs,” Maggie said. “They're farmers. There 
are two daughters"

Taylor corrected that: "Adora's a cousin."
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"They raise what?" Maggie said, "goats?"
Taylor shrugged. "Don't know, never been there."
"I was joking," said Maggie. "Goats? Who knows? 

Every time Nick performs, Adora pouts in the corner, 
orders one $5 glass of house wine, doesn’t drink it, never 
tips, never talks to anyone, leaves right after the show.”

Suddenly, Steffie Voss's arm was draped around 
Taylor’s shoulder, and Tasha could smell her patchouli.

“So, Tasha, I see you've met my husband." Steffie 
kissed Taylor on the cheek, wrapped a bar straw around 
her finger. "See my wedding ring? Jealous yet?"
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"Oh, Steffie." Tasha said. Steffie was a kind person, 
but soft all around: heart, head, body. She exuded 
desperation and the hollow, haunting fear that she was 
fated to spend her life alone.

As Maggie walked off to tend bar, Taylor’s 
eyes followed her thong butt. Yep, Tasha concluded, 
Taylor had the Wandering Eye, and Steffie’s chances of 
hooking this fish were just about zero.

"So, you want a piece of that?" Tasha asked Taylor.
"Maggie? No,” Taylor lied. He sucked in a deep 

breath. “She was Karen’s good friend."
"Who’s Karen?"
"Weren't you listening?"
"I talk,” Tasha said. “Other people listen."
Steffie said: "Karen's the dope who moved to Silicon 

Valley. That’s a mistake I’d never make. I find a good 
man, I’m holding on."

Steffie drank Miller Lite beer, straight from the bottle, 
no craft brew for her. She swigged, kissed Taylor’s ear 
and asked: "Are you sticking around for the show, 
Taylor?"

"Male stripper?” he said. “No thanks."
"You know him," Steffie said.
Tasha whispered: “He’s the king pimp of Shipwreck 

Bay.”
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“So I’ve heard,” Taylor said.
“I don’t know the details,” Tasha said. “But I can ask my 

cops. They owe me, the bastards.” She sipped wine. 
“Cops suck. No offense, Taylor. Your father used to be a 
cop, right?”

“Not really.”
“Leakers. Malcontents. Those are the only cops you 

want to know.”
All the attention shifted as the big Bulgarian sauntered 

in. He posed and gabbed with the ladies. Taylor played 
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chess on his cell phone as ridiculous stripper music 
rattled the speakers.

Tasha was bored by the bouncing Bulgarian and 
his behemoth boner. She was committed to Joey 
Warkowski, the permanent love of her life, the most 
famous fellow ever to escape the foggy confines of 
Shipwreck Bay.

With Nick dancing, most of the other women at the 
Wonder whooped it up. A few, including Steffie, 
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danced with the Bulgarian.  But when Nick dropped his 
trousers, the freckled blonde college girl hustled for the 
exit.

Tasha checked her phone for news of Joey’s band, 
WartHog. Calgary was on this planet, right? Where were 
the reviews of tonight’s concert? Didn’t they have the 
Internet in Calgary?

Finally the red spotlight dimmed and the sweating 
Bulgarian stepped down from the stage and into his shirt 
and trousers. The lanky woman, the one Maggie had 
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called Lady Sourpuss, strode for the exit, but stopped in 
the shadows to whisper to Nick.

“That’s Adora, right?” Tasha asked Taylor. “That’s the 
woman you came here to see.”

Taylor nodded.
“He’s the pimp,” Tasha said. “So who is she?”
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Artie’s parents were born into a historic pool of dark 
money. Tim and Darla Buchanan were not just husband 
and wife, but distant cousins who shared a common 
ancestor, the 18th-century smuggler Salty Sam Swenson.

Shipwreck Bay got its name because many a 
smuggler’s craft had come to grief on its foggy banks, 
shoals and rocks. The age of steam relocated shipping 
and smuggling from the bay islands to the Destiny River 
docks, and gave birth to the Warehouse District. In the 
1960s, when container ships debuted, all the action 
moved 90 miles north, to RiverPorts in The City. Thus 
ended an era, and Shipwreck Bay reinvented itself as a 
tourist destination. But the Swenson-Buchanan clan had 

Chapter 5

Billie, Tasha, Adora
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already amassed a fortune smuggling liquor, weapons 
and tobacco, and if you looked back far enough, slaves.

Among the prizes of the shadowy Buchanan fortune 
was “The Cottage” on the south tip of Poke Island. Artie’s 
clever grandfather had donated the surrounding acres to 
the Shipwreck Bay Shore-Bird Society, and outfit he 
secretly founded. This maneuver relieved the Buchanans 
of both taxes and pesky beachgoers.

In the percolating imagination of Billie McGinn, the 
North end, near the ferry dock, was the future site of her 
luxury resort. Although commercial real estate was the 
source of Billie’s wealth and power, lease negotiation 
was a dull game. The Billie Resort and Hotel? That 
dream glowed.

“Steffie,” Billie said, “how well do you know Artie 
Buchanan?”

Steffie, wrangling a spread sheet, looked up from her 
computer.

“Huh?”
Billie slowed it down, as if talking to a child. “How well 

… do you know … Arthur Buchanan?”
Steffie held up one hand, and finished typing with the 

other. Billie realized she was stalling, trying to figure out 
how to play this, since she had witnessed the weekend’s 
public tryst with Artie.
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“Why?” Steffie asked. 
“Because I’m asking,” Billie demanded.
“You know who they are, right? The Buchanans?”
“Everybody knows who the parents are. I’m asking 

about the son.”
Billie broke away, strode across the polished floors of 

Summit Realty, passing her harried and intimidated 
minions. She was like a force field when she walked 
through the office, and she enjoyed that, like it was a 
super power. She dropped a binder on the desk of a sub-
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agent, returned to the reception counter, peered at 
Steffie’s screen.

“Is that the Crosstown Block?” she asked. “Hmmm. 
Get me a printout. I’m driving over there this afternoon. 
Why don’t you want to talk about Artie Buchanan?”

Steffie looked up. “I don’t know him that well. Class 
clown in high school. Sold weed. I think they expelled 
him twice but his parents got him back in.” She 
shrugged. “Recent years, I don’t know, I don’t see him 
that much. Cops raided his apartment once, all sorts of 
gossip about that, but it never went to trial. Hasn’t had a 
job as far as I know and probably doesn’t need one.”

“Text me his phone number.”
She gave Billie a look. “Artie’s?”
“Don’t give me that look, Stephanie.”
“What look?”
“That judgment look.”
“I’m not. Me? I …”
“My private life is private. I’ll be at the Savoy until after 

lunch, then I’m showing the Roosevelt Street penthouse 
and then … “

“You’re getting your hair done at three.”
Steffie said that in a tone of unmistakable warmth and 

affection. Billie had her assistant figured out. Steffie 
loved to make herself useful. This trait she inherited from 
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her mom, an emergency room nurse, do-gooder 
volunteer, and compulsive lifelong helper.  

 “Thank you, Stephanie,” Billie said. “You are a 
treasure. What would I do without you?”

You say that, Stephanie thought, but if you meant it, 
you’d give me a raise. 

Her boss, glamorous as a TV host in white crochet 
dress, swept out the door that led to the underground 
garage.

Stephanie felt crushed whenever her boss treated her 
in an offhand manner. She admired Billie, who had been 
raised in an orphanage, and had leaped the barriers of 
race, class and gender to become the powerhouse of 
local real estate. There were rumors that Billie had 
poisoned her husband, but Steffie didn’t believe them. 
Instead, she believed that a mixed-race orphan had 
showed all these lazy, entitled white male slugs how to 
do business in Shipwreck Bay. All those whispers about 
her being a murderer were simply the rotten fruits of the 
Tree of Envy, as far as Stephanie was concerned.

Since Billie had been an abandoned child, she ought, 
in Stephanie’s view, to have a natural sympathy for her 
beaten-down clerk. But sometimes it seemed that all 
Stephanie ever got from Billie were barked orders 
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followed by vague 
hints that she might be 
promoted some day. 
Steffie looked around 
her shabby cubbyhole 
and then out into the 
bright, clean, cheerful 
room where the 
licensed agents 
worked. What was the 
Universe trying to tell 
her?

Billie burst back into the office. 
“Wrong keys!” she huffed, and flung open a desk 

drawer.
“Ms. McGinn?” Steffie ventured. “I’ve been wondering 

whether I’ve earned a raise.”
That stopped Billie. “Earned a raise?” she said. 
Steffie gulped, unable to find voice.
“There’s a market for what you do, Stephanie, and 

that market determines your salary. You want a raise? 
Throw off those shackles, get out there, and kick some 
ass. Hustle up some leads. Take the Realtor’s exam. 
Because I will not reward inertia.”
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Billie dropped a key ring into her purse, punched 
numbers into her cellphone. “Call me, sugar,” she said 
into her phone while hustling out the door.

Steffie found herself sitting at her desk, running her 
accounting software, unaccountable tears in her eyes. 

“I love you, Billie,” she muttered. “And look how you 
treat me.”

Taylor was looking for distraction on Saturday 
night, so was happy to get a text from Tasha Wolfe, 
inviting him to a nightclub. Taylor danced a little but 
mostly drank wine and schmoozed with friends on the 
riverfront patio. Tasha took X or something like it and 
danced for hours. Deep into the night, when she’d worn 
herself out, she linked arms with him and said: "Forward, 
my good knight, into the breach." 

"Hungry?" he asked.
"What is this food you speak of? Do you humans 

need it to live?"
"You will when you crash."
"Take me to your leader," she said.
Taylor wanted to go to Diner24 for a late night 

breakfast, but Tasha seemed eager to get laid. So he 
hailed a car and escorted her back to his condo. 

Upstairs, he made Bloody Marys while she wandered 
out to the fire escape. It overlooked the old warehouse 
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district along the river. So many of these places had 
gone condo now, the lofty windows lit here and there, the 
moonlight giving a bright wash to all that newfound 
prosperity.

Tasha rested her drink on the ladder steps, ran her 
hands through Taylor’s hair.

"So lovely, so very, very lovely."
She was riding high. There was nothing special about 

Taylor’s hair. She wrapped him in her arms. She was a 
strong woman, and her squeeze was not all pleasure.

"Take me inside," she said.
She ripped off her clothes and lay on his bed, casual 

and happy, like she lived there. The look on her face was 
drug-goofy. "Put WartHog on the speakers," she 
muttered.

When Taylor got the music going she shouted over it: 
"Oh God, I've never. This is such a lovely bed. You have 
such gorgeous lights in this room. Did you ever really 
look at an LED bulb? I mean really, really look at it? 
Doesn't the beauty of life drive you insane?"

She pulled him into bed and leaped on top. "You know 
what men like?" she said. "Horny women."

"You know what women like?” Taylor asked.
"No."
"Neither do I."
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 Taylor kissed her warm luscious lips. She wouldn't let 
go, smothering, her hand at the back of his head, like she 
hadn't been kissed for years. 

When she finally came up for air she muttered: "Taylor 
my Taylor, I love you so deeply. We'll always be friends. 
Tell me we'll always be friends. Don’t do anything bad, 
Taylor, promise me. Be good and we’ll all live forever, I 
know it now." 

Then they got deep into it. His hands to her soft 
breasts, lips locked on hers, her purple hair spilled over 
the bedclothes. She twisted and turned, grabbing his 
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dick, wanting to cram it inside her. He fingered her, 
gently, she was wet and easy. 

"Make me last a long time," she said. "If only we 
could stay high and fuck for eternity."

 She came once with a blood-curdling scream, 
clamped herself to Taylor, breathing like she'd run a 
marathon. 

Eventually she let go, exhausted and sweaty, and 
pushed him away like he was a leftover meatloaf.

"Oh my God," she said. "Don't touch me okay?"
He rolled over, grabbed his Bloody Mary. It had since 

melted into an orange slop, but he drained it anyway. 
Tasha jumped up and took a shower. 

Taylor fell asleep and didn't wake up until daylight.

In the morning, Tasha wondered whether an evil 
chemistry professor had experimented on her body. 
When she showered, the water cascading over her felt 
like needles. Her clothes stank, so after she toweled off, 
she wrapped herself in one of Taylor’s dress shirts and 
stepped out onto the balcony to refute the dawn.

She was overcome with waves of nausea and self-
loathing. Taylor was only her age and look at this jazzy 
condo, anchored in the heart of the hipster district. 
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Waking up here only made Tasha more aware of her 
profound failures. 

She had followed her father’s vainglorious career 
path, and not her own impulse to be a serious, ask-
kicking journalist. Broadcast was an utterly vapid medium 
but she meandered into it anyway, with a half-ass 
Associate’s degree and ambitions of being a female 
version of her TV-famous dad. But she didn’t have the 
looks for TV, and settled for radio. 
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And now, her dad was dead by his own cowardly 
hand, and Tasha was eking out $12.25 an hour, enduring 
one crazy roommate after another. The love of her life, 
Joey, front man of WartHog, was permanently on tour. 
Tasha was haunted by a recurring dream that she was a 
child wandering in a dark, wet forest, crying Daddy, 
where are you?

A sudden urge to vomit sent her rushing to the 
bathroom. She heaved and heaved, then rose to her 
feet, wriggled out of Taylor’s splattered shirt, rolled it up, 
stuffed it in the hamper. She backed out of the bathroom 
wearing only panties, fell to her hands and knees and dry 
heaved.

"When can you take me home?" she gasped.
"I don't own a car, remember?"
She arose, wobbly, and plopped on the bed next to 

him.
"Oh, God, I am so depressed. Look at the weather. I'm 

gonna be late going in. Look how gray it is out there. 
Why do I live in this fucking burg anyway?”

Taylor hopped into shorts, sat next to her.
“I’ve gotta go home, get respectable,” she said.
 “Tasha, it’s Sunday.”
 “Can’t be late.”
“You go to church?”
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“Hot line,” she said. “Gotta get there.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Suicide hot line. I volunteer.”
“On Sunday morning?”
“Sunday’s the worst day,” she said. “People realize 

there’s no God, and pretty soon it’s gonna be Monday.”
“I can tap out a ride for you.”
"I didn’t say I love you last night, did I? Please tell me 

I didn’t say that. You know who my heart belongs to."
"Yeah, I know, WartHog. But what kind of relationship 

can you have with a touring rock star?"
Her lips curled. "You don't know the first thing about 

Joey. He's from here, for Christ's sake. We finally have 
somebody famous from Shit-Wreck Bay."

Taylor turned his back to the windows and faced her. 
“There's something going on between Adora, Cammie, 
and the Bulgarian. I can't figure out what.

"Cammie? Who’s that? Remind me. My head is 
spinning."

“Steffie gave me a gift card for Billie’s spa. I went in 
there and Cammie came on to me like she was a 
prostitute.”

“Okay.”
“Then she texted me a cry for help. She doesn’t work 

at the spa anymore and doesn’t answer her phone. I’m 
wondering if Billie is a sex slaver.”
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“At the Inno-Scents Spa?”
“Doesn’t it all fit? Billie’s running a whorehouse, and 

Nick does the dirty work. The spa is a recruiting grounds. 
Cammie’s one of their slaves.”

“Maybe.”
“Can’t you poke your cop buddies and see what they 

know?"
"You know I loathe the cops. After what happened to 

my father? The bullshit they leaked out? They humiliated 
the whole family.” She sighed. “Why did he do it, Taylor? 
Why did the Great Leonard Wolf do that to us?”

 “I’m sorry,” Taylor said.
“Sorry? I hate that,” Tasha said. “You know what it 

means? It means: Fuck you, bear your pain alone, I’ve 
got plenty of my own. Why can’t people just be honest 
about it?”

“I don’t know what to …” Taylor blurted.
 “Look, Taylor, you were away at college, so let me fill 

you in. Fact: The spa is owned by Summit Property 
Group, aka Billie McGinn. She poisoned her husband to 
get her hands on his real estate. Okay? Get it?”

“That’s just a rumor.”
“Years ago Summit owned empty storefronts on a 

potholed road, now all of a sudden it's the hip part of 
town. Just when the properties became valuable, Old 
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Man McGinn developed ...  gastro-intestinal 
complications."

She huffed. “I wouldn’t put anything past Billie. Sex 
slavery? Yeah, maybe it fits. Okay, give me a few days. 
Tasha Wolf, girl reporter. I’d love to show up the lazy-ass 
cops in this town.”

Adora Vang felt dismayed when the blonde and the 
redhead boarded the ferry. They were chatting away, 
care free in the sunshine. Meanwhile, Adora, all she ever 
did was worry.

The redhead was Maggie, that 30-ish cynic who 
managed the Wonder Bar. The pale freckled blonde was 
horribly attractive, and cheerleader-perky. Adora 
believed herself ugly, awful, undesirable, and cursed by 
the gods. She turned her back on both of them, studied 
the marshy mainland shore, which was receding just like 
her luck. It was a Tuesday, a week before tourist season, 
and she had taken a day off work in the hopes of quiet 
privacy, at the beach tucked into the bird sanctuary.

She let the two women disembark, and then slipped 
into the  shadows of the boarded-up businesses 
clustered near the dock. She allowed time for those two 
to walk down the beach, then plodded, head down, along 
the boardwalk path between the dunes. 
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Her purpose was 
to lay down a nice 
overall tan because 
this was the summer, 
Nick promised, that 
he would deliver her 
to the shores Varna, 
Bulgaria. On those 
storied Black Sea 
beaches, he claimed, 
men and women 
sunbathed without 
clothing or shame. 
Tan lines, Nick warned, would reveal her as a clueless 
American tourist. 

Nick wanted to show her off, but she hated attention 
of any kind. A gangly, shy misfit, Adora hoped at last to 
belong in Varna, which as Nick described it, was a sunny 
Asia/Euro paradise, where people were kind and 
generous. Even her simpleton cousin Cammie would be 
safe there, Nick promised.

When she finally reached the beach, she was sorry to 
see that it had also been the destination of Maggie and 
the Blonde. They were already naked, sharing a blanket 
and the gentle sunshine. An overturned lifeguard’s 
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rowboat, partly buried in sand, offered a privacy shield, 
and Adora settled down behind it. She flapped open a 
giant towel, stripped, and offered her pale body to the sun. 
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Through her prescription shades she studied her 
library book, Beginnings in Bulgarian. She doubted 
Nick’s claim that everyone in Varna could speak English. 
She had learned basic phrases of Bulgarian from Nick, 
but the real horror was the alphabet. It looked like a 
disastrous collision of Russian, Hebrew and Arabic. She 
was determined to sound this language out. There was a 
fair chance she’d spend the rest of her life along the 
Black Sea, and she didn’t want Bulgarians laughing 
behind her back.
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As Taylor stepped out of his condo lobby he expected 
to see his MyRide, but a dark maroon sheriff’s car waited 
at the curb. Against its fender leaned Deputy Bonnie 
Blanchard, looking smug. Taylor felt like he’d grabbed a 
live electric wire. 

"We need to talk," she said. "Downtown."
Taylor rode in the back, where the criminals ride. The 

deputy didn't say a thing on the way in. She escorted 
him through a grubby corridor that looked like it belonged 
in a deadbeat high school. She opened the door to a 
gray interrogation room, and locked him in.

He fidgeted. He checked his phone. But the cell 
service was blocked. Great! He played chess on the 

Chapter 6

Babe Beach
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phone, lost to the 
computer in 22 
moves. He looked at 
the clock. He 
drummed the table. 
No doubt the deputies 
were watching him. If 
you’re ever in custody, 
his father had warned, 
remember: The police 
are your enemies. 

He paced the room, 
sat down, looked up at 
the spy cam and 
shouted: "Am I under 
arrest or what?"

No answer.
Finally he lay his 

head on the table like a kindergarten kid taking a nap. He 
looked up when he heard the door open.

In the hallway, Deputy Bonnie whispered something to 
the gruff-looking Sheriff Joe Walter. Then the deputy 
walked in, alone, holding a thick folder.

“So,” she said, “Taylor Burns, on the day of your 
mother's disappearance ..."

"Is this being recorded?"
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"Would you object to that?"
He cleared his throat. "All right. I took the ferry to Poke 

Island."
"Alone?"
"No, I was with my fiancé, Karen Slater."
“Interesting,” Bonnie said. “The scrapyard family, 

right?”
“Yes.”
"Why were you on Poke Island that day?”
"Well, it was crab season. Karen and I wanted lunch at 

Aunt Crabby's. So ... It’s not criminal to run a junkyard, is 
it?”

“Do you know Butchie Block?”
“I know who he is.”
“We’ll come back to that. Let’s talk about what you 

were doing on the island. There are seafood restaurants 
on the mainland."

"Sure, but there's something about eating crab with the 
waves lapping at your feet.”

“I don't eat seafood," she said.
"So Karen and I had lunch. She ordered a crab salad. I 

ate a  crab cake sandwich. We drank one cocktail each, 
walked the beach, went home." 

"Did you see your mother at any time during that day?"
"No."
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"Did you know she was on the island?"
"Not specifically, no."
"What did you do when you left Aunt Crabbys?"
"I told you. We walked the beach. We caught the ferry. 

We went back to our condo. Period."
"What time did you catch the ferry home?"
"Two thirty maybe."
"And what time did you catch the ferry that took you to 

the island that morning?"
"Eleven thirty? Karen can vouch for all this. You can 

call her in California."
"Uh huh. What did you do when you got back to the 

mainland?”
“Karen went to work …”
“I asked what you did.”
“Went home. Kind of napped. Did computer work out 

on the deck.”
“You can work from home?”
“Sometimes, yes.”
“Huh.”
“I made a sandwich. Streamed a couple of videos. A 

night off, you know.”
“What did you watch?”
“I couldn’t really find anything, just a bit of this and 

that.”



102

“Then what?”
“A little after 11 I got a MyRide out to Diner24. I have 

a record of that ride, I turned it over to detective 
Townsend …”

“And what did you do at Diner24?”
“Had a late snack with Karen. We got home via 

MyRide at exactly 12:37.”
“When did you learn your mother was missing?"
“About seven in the morning."
"How did you learn that?"
"My father called."
"And what did he say?"
"The whole family has been over this many times."
"What did he say?"
"He said, ‘I think she's finally done it.’"
"What did he mean by done it?"
"He meant she had left him."
"And what did you say?"
"I was terrified. She sometimes surfed after sundown. 

It’s risky but with a big rising full moon … the ocean 
swells pick up at sundown."

“But it was 7 a.m. when your father called.”
“Well, of course she wasn’t surfing all night. Moonlight 

surfers take a couple of rides, that’s all. It’s so 
dangerous. But yes, I knew something was wrong the 
minute my Dad called.”
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 “Are you a surfer?"
"No. My mom tried to teach me when we lived in 

Hawaii. It just didn’t take.”
“Do you ever socialize with Butchie Block?”
“Socialize?”
“Did you ever have a drink with Butchie Block? Or 

any kind of personal transaction at all.”
Taylor shook his head.
“Is that a no?”
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“That’s a no.”
"Can you identify this?”
From out of a Manila envelope she shook a tiny item 

encased in a plastic bag.
Taylor fingered the bag. Bonnie held it tight.
"Is that … ?" he said.
"You tell me," she said.
Taylor sighed. "Looks like it.’ He leaned in to get a 

better look. The ring was inscribed inside but through the 
plastic he couldn't make much out.

“Looks like the filigree. If it says DRB and EPB, then 
yes, it's her wedding ring."

Bonnie nodded. "That's how it’s inscribed."
"Where did it turn up?"
"A scuba diver found it."
"Where?"
“Near a shipwreck about fifty yards from the Poke 

Island dock."
"When?"
"A week ago."
Taylor sat for a moment, pondering.
“So, we're re-opening,” Bonnie said, "As a murder 

investigation.” She slipped the evidence back into the 
envelope.
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"Excuse me, but don't you need a body to launch a 
murder investigation?"

"Normally," she said. “But not always.”
"How did her ring get in the water?" Taylor asked.
"That's what we want to know. What kind of 

relationship did she have with your father?"
"All couples argue. Look, every cop in town knows my 

father.”
“Oh yes,” she said, in a tone ringing with irony. “The 

hero of Jefferson Road.”
Taylor decided he really didn’t like this woman. “My 

father and I have sat for hours answering questions.”
"But I'm running this case now and I'm asking new 

questions."
“Then you already know they were headed for a 

divorce."
"Do you know why?"
"She was a free spirit. A year-round surfer. She 

learned to surf when we were stationed in Hawaii. Dad 
didn't like it. He hated Hawaii. His career went to hell in 
Hawaii. He blamed her. She wasn’t a Good Air Force 
Wife. And Dad didn't care for the ocean. He never 
learned to swim. She lived for the salt water. Once we 
moved back, she was on Poke Island all the time."

"There have been accusations of infidelity.”



106

"Yes," it hurt Taylor to admit it. 
"Did you know anything about that?"
"Really? If you're a cheating mom, do you tell your 

son?"
"What was your relationship with her like?"
"I adored her. She was a goddess mother. A Buddha. 

Quiet. Strong. Purposeful. Dedicated to her family. When 
her sister died, my mom took in her two children."
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The deputy cocked an eye at him. "Your family owns a 
lot on this island, correct?"

"Mom does, yes. But it's hard to get a building permit 
over there. The Planning Commission's got it all locked 
up. You've got to be a millionaire to build."

"I see," said Bonnie. "You are a person of interest in 
my investigation. I'll need you to notify me if you plan to 
travel out of state."

"Me?" Taylor sat back in shock.
“My predecessor worked a very heavy case load. He’s 

retired now. You’ll be hearing from me.”
Bonnie opened the door, escorted him out into waning 

afternoon. Taylor stood dazed in front of the police 
station. He tapped the MyRide app, sat on a bus bench 
and waited.

He reassured himself that Karen, and his credit card 
receipts, were solid alibis for that terrible night. Dad had 
been home or on campus all day. Artie was a suspect for 
a while, being the last known person to have seen Liz 
Burns alive. 

Nobody knew exactly what time Liz Burns 
disappeared, that was another factor that made the case 
so difficult to solve. Artie said he’d seen her at sunset 
and then never again. The window of time in which 
someone might have harmed her was hours wide. Any of 
the suspects had the opportunity to do her in.
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Nobody in the Burns family owned a boat. No boat 
owner would be reckless enough to rent one for use at 
night on this treacherous bay. The ferry was the only 
practical way on and off the island, and Liz Burns’ killer 
almost certainly rode it on the night she disappeared. As 
part of the islanders’ exclusion strategy, Poke Island had 
no boat landings. There was one four-slot public pier 
behind Artie’s house, but the bay around it, never 
dredged, was only a few mucky feet deep at low tide. 
That dock was only of use to duck hunters and their 
shallow-draft sneakboats, and to kayakers.

The MyRide arrived. 
“Pickle’s Market,” Taylor said to the driver. “Then 

Poke Island Ferry.” 
 
"Wow," said Artie. "Babe Beach season has begun." 
He was planted on the deck at his telescope. It had 

cost  $7000, and was a gift from his parents. He’d 
wheedled it from them, claiming he'd developed a 
passion for astronomy. His parents believed that tale, 
blindly hoping that Artie’s sudden interest in science 
would send him back to college.

"Take a gander," Artie said. 
Taylor swung the scope around. 
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Artie pointed out the cute freckled blonde who 
attended the Catholic college and worked at the 
coffeehouse. Her name was Penny something. She was 
chatting with Maggie, both of them nude at ocean’s edge. 

Adora, behind a ruined rowboat, stood drying her 
skinny naked body with a towel.



110

"Maggie I expected," Taylor said. "Maggie's at Babe 
Beach all the time. But..."

"You ever hit that?"
”Maggie? She was Karen's best friend."
"So? You never heard of a menagerie?"
"Menage a trois, you mean.”
“Maggie's like, old, right?"
"Maybe 33, 34." 
“So how..."
"When Maggie was a teenager, she baby sat Karen."
Artie knew there was more to it. Taylor was just as 

reluctant to talk about his love life as Artie was curious 
about it. Maggie had been letting Taylor in the door ever 
since Karen flew off the California.

"What I don't get," Taylor said, as Artie took over the 
scope, "is Adora. Here's a woman who avoids eye 
contact, and now suddenly she's flashing the flesh in 
public?"

“Public? Dude, this is as close to a private beach as 
you’ll ever find in this police state.”

“A pimp’s girlfriend, out here by herself,” Taylor said. 
“She’s trying to get away from him, I know it.”

In the kitchen, Taylor began unloading the 
politically-correct canvas bag he’d filled at Pickle’s 
Supermarket .
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"Boulangerie potatoes," he said.
Since Artie didn’t cook, Taylor had provided every 

ingredient: Yukon Gold potatoes, a sprig of fresh thyme, 
canned beans, boxed vegetable broth, a stick of butter.

"Karen was right,” Artie said. “You both shoulda gone 
to chef school. It’s not too late. Get out of the software 
game before them flashing screens drive you blind.”

“Do you know what line cooks make? I couldn’t pay 
my mortgage on that. You have no concept of a budget, 
do you?”

“No meat in this dish?”
“Potatoes and white beans.”
"Are you a vegetarian now? Don't start eating 

seaweed, okay? You're my last link to a human diet."
Taylor sliced potatoes. It was better to simmer the 

beans from scratch, but at Artie’s, he’d compromise. It 
was a very simple recipe. The beans melted into the 
broth and made a thyme-scented gravy. 

"So tell me," Artie said as Taylor sliced potatoes. 
“What kept you?" 

Artie lit a joint. Beset with hunger and anxiety, Taylor 
found the smell nauseating. “You won’t believe it.”

“Try me,” Artie said.
“The sheriff snagged me.”
“The butch? What’s her name?”
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“Bonnie.”
Taylor filled Artie in about the discovery of the 

wedding ring, and the deputy’s determination to change 
the case from missing person to murder.

“She’s got it in for you man,” Artie said. “I’m telling 
you. It’s like when they kicked my door down, the 
fuckers. Scared years off my life and shot Randall. It ain't 
fair, man. You’re no killer. You loved your mom."

Taylor loaded sliced potatoes and beans into a 
buttered baking dish.

“And from the questions she asked, I’m suspect 
Number One and Dad is Number Two. I know what you 
think. You're going to point the finger of suspicion at my 
Old Man.”

“No, I wasn’t.”
"This new detective is all over that angle, buddy. And 

she'll come up empty. My mom and dad had been set to 
go for counseling."

Artie swallowed smoke and said in a froggy 
voice: "How did her ring get into the ocean? What if she 
threw it in there. The marriage was over. She went home 
to deliver the news to your Dad and ..."

"Artie, how much pakalolo have you smoked this 
morning? You're in the deep end now. Paddle your 
canoe downstream, okay? You never liked my Dad, so..."
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“He’s like a cop …”
“Not really. Air Force and TSA.”
“All the cops ever done is persecute me for getting 

high, and then shot my dog. I ain’t hurt nobody, have I? 
And be honest, your Dad was always a little bit of a prick 
to me, okay? Like you were an angel and I was some 
kind of criminal."

"Artie, you are a criminal." 
“I am?”
“Gambling on basketball?”
“Hell it’s legal in Vegas.”
“Distributing controlled substances?”
"Dude, my stuff’s legal. The laws can’t keep up with 

the chemistry."
“Artie, the deputy is all over me, but the only one with 

the answer is Marco the Ferryman.”
“Why doesn’t Lady Sherlock go find him?”
“Because she can’t, and she’s taking it out on me. 

Let’s talk about something else.”
“The blonde on the beach,” Artie suggested.
“I don’t know her, she’s at Trinity.”
“Holy girls love to fuck. In my very limited experience.”
Taylor shoved the potato-filled pan into the oven, shut 

the door. But he could not shut the door on his thoughts. 
Throwing her wedding ring into the ocean, that was 
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something his impetuous Mom might have done. It was 
easier to think of that than the more gruesome 
alternatives. Taylor’s Dad was a rough tough guy but 
would he murder the mother of his only child, and the 
substitute mom of the two needy Cousins? 
Really? Taylor found it hard to imagine. Still, the question 
nagged at him. Husbands killed wives every day in 
America. Was he so special that it somehow couldn’t 
happen in his family?

What did Taylor really hope for? That his mom was 
somehow alive? It was insanely unlikely, but not 
absolutely impossible. Did Liz Burns feel that with her 
only son out of the nest, she was free at last? That she 
set her surfboard free, heaved her wedding ring off the 
pier, and deliberately disappeared? To find her hippie 
soul surfing in Bali or off the Chile coast?

And never contact her son again? Or her niece and 
nephew?

Those ideas were too crazy to take seriously, but the 
alternative was a stupid, pointless, random accident: She 
drowned and the ocean swallowed her up.

He paced out to the deck to peer through the 
telescope.

The bathing beauties were out of sight.
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Artie and Taylor drank beer on the deck. It was a 
glorious spring day, but Taylor was wrapped in his own 
personal fog. “Maybe,” he muttered, “I should just move 
to The City and never come down here again.”

“You need more beer, ” Artie said, and rose from his 
lounger.

Two women in beach clothes sauntered up the 
sands: Penny, and Maggie. Taylor called out, they both 
looked up, but only 
Maggie approached.

"Where's the 
gambling fool?" 
Maggie asked.

"Inside. Hey, I 
need to ask you 
something."

She sat on the 
sunny steps.

“Did you come 
here with Adora?"

Maggie smiled. "I 
thought you were 
going to ask for an 
intro to Miss Thing, 
the freckly blonde." 
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"Did you three take the ferry together?"
"Penny and I drove. Adora got off the bus. I don’t 

know if you noticed, Taylor, but Adora’s antisocial.” She 
sighed. “Too soon, it'll be summer, and there’ll be a 
bunch of leering jerks on that beach. Nudity can be 
innocent, you know. Ask any baby." 

"So you three just happened to take the same ferry."
"Seems so, why? Don't tell me you want to screw 

that gnarly string bean Adora. My God, Taylor. You can 
do so much better. I heard you slept with Tasha, by the 
way. I got the impression you didn't make an 
impression."

"Tasha, if she did spend the night, was high on X. 
Anyway, so tell me, what is an introvert like Adora doing 
on a nude beach?”

"It's not my week to be omniscient."
"And why is she so adamant about keeping me away 

from Cammie?"
"Make a date at the happy ending palace and ask 

Cammie in person."
"She's not there anymore."
"Right," said Maggie. "So take the hint. She’s not into 

you."
"But Cammie is not acting of her own free will. It 

bothers me.”
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Maggie patted his shoulder. "I've got my own 
problems."

"Which are..."
"I look in the mirror and see an 80 year old hag 

tending bar, okay?" She shook her head. "No pension, 
no husband, no family, still renting, still mixing weak 
drinks and cadging tips.”

He sat beside her. "You'll find your way."
"Yeah," she said, then gazed down the beach. “I hate 

when people say stuff like that. There are millions of 
lives where things don’t work out. When’s the next 
ferry?"

"Catch a later one. Come in for brunch."
"What's on the menu?”
"We're eating French this morning."
“France,” she said, and brushed sand off her bare 

feet. “Some day I’ll get to Paris.”
The sun had already sunk behind the bay when 

Taylor, pleasantly drunk, walked the warm boardwalk 
that led to the ferry dock. This ferry run had only three 
other passengers, all sunburnt strangers. Taylor found 
the thrum of the engines and the ocean breeze soothing. 
This was his life, and for this moment at least, he found 
it satisfying. He’d partly grown up in Hawaii, just a bike 
ride away from the beach. He shared his mom’s love of 
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the ocean. It’s what had brought him back to Shipwreck 
Bay, despite better financial prospects in The City. And 
coming back here after college had been a good 
decision, he told himself, because he’d been able to 
share bits and pieces of his mom’s life.

He stepped off the ferry and a dark Range Rover 
rolled up. Taylor assumed it was the ride he’d texted for. 
He got into the back seat, noticing too late that he was 
sitting beside Nick the Bulgarian.

"Wonder Boy," Nick said. “Don’t be afraid.”
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Taylor heard the locks click and knew he was 
trapped with the Bulgarian. As the driver sped through 
downtown, the streetlights revealed him to be an Asian 
male of middle age, with a severe military haircut. 

Beside him sat Adora. She didn't even glance 
sideways.

"So where are we going?" Taylor asked. He hoped 
his voice didn't betray his nerves.

"All depends with you," said Nick. "And how nice you 
are. In Bulgaria, our people act nice. We are known for 
warm friendship welcomes. Isn't that right, Kenner?” 

The driver grunted.
"Sit back, relax," said Nick. "Have coffee. Free gift 

from us."
From a door pocket he removed a bottle labeled 

Peace Love & Coffee. He handed it to Taylor. Then he 
popped the lid on another one, for himself.

Chapter 7

The ride
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"Black cold brew," he said. "No cream. Cream is for 
wimps, right Kenner?"

Kenner only stared into the windshield glare.
"Drink coffee," Nick said. "Healthy good for you. 

Proof in article I read on Drudge Report."
"I'm not drinking this."
"I'm insulted," said Nick as the car bounced over a 

pothole. Chilled coffee spilled on Taylor’s trousers. Nick 
grabbed the bottle. “You are suspicious, no?" He put his 
lips to the bottle, made slurping noises, and handed it 
back to Taylor.

"All right," Taylor said. Yes, he was suspicious but 
knew now the coffee couldn't be poison. He took the 
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tiniest sip just to mollify the bruiser. The coffee was 
sickeningly sweet, a Cubano.

The car was headed along Airline Road. Taylor 
wondered: Are they going to put me on a plane? Order 
me to get out of town?

"Why don't you just tell me what the deal is?" he said.
Nick wrapped his bulging, muscular arm around 

Taylor’s neck. He could have snapped it, easily.
"Young man, so bright, such future!"
He held a fist to Taylor’s face. It wasn't a punch, just a 

suggestion. "Finish you coffee, then we talk."
Taylor "accidentally" spilled most of the coffee on the 

car floor.
Nick shook his head. "Too bad for you," he said.
Kenner recklessly passed another car, driving nuts in 

the wrong lane, and then whipped around a corner and 
braked to a stop.

"Out," Nick said.
Taylor stumbled out and Nick followed. They were 

outside the chain link fence of Slater’s Auto Salvage. A 
German Shepherd barked furiously on the other side of 
the fence. It was joined by a bigger even more vicious 
mutt.

"Finish this coffee or you will be hurt very bad," Nick 
said. “I feed you to those dogs.” He handed Taylor the 
half-empty bottle.
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"Why?"
"In Bulgaria, we hate peoples who say questions."
Taylor gagged some down, spit some out.
"No manners, this America of yours," Nick said. He 

gave Taylor a stinging punch to the chest that knocked 
him into the fence. Two dogs tried to devour him 
despite the chain link barrier, little bullets of their saliva 
hitting his face. He struggled to stand, then fell down 
along the fence, driving the dogs into a frenzy. Nick 
knelt beside him.

"Do not stalk my fawking woman, you hear me?"
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"I wasn’t ..."
"Shut up or I hurt you."
Taylor shut up.
"Leave her alone, you gets it?"
Taylor nodded.
Nick slapped his face, not very hard. "Ha ha ha," said 

Nick. "Bulgarian hospitality."
And then he hopped into the car, and it peeled off, 

stinging Taylor with little stones.
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Taylor awoke in the place of his dreams: Lisa 
Lange’s bed.

Alone.
He realized the bed was Lisa’s when he sat up and 

examined the family photos on the dresser, which rose 
amid a forest of candles and bottled lotions. A giant 
Wiccan star hung over the bed.  

Lisa.
He’d first noticed her when he was in high school and 

she waitressed at Diner24. She dressed like a strumpet, 
smoked dope in the alley during her breaks. On her 
nights off she drank in Monroe Street’s taverns, and was 
sometimes whisked to The City on the backs of 
motorcycles. 

Wild Lisa followed her own star. Taylor had walked the 
safe path laid out by parents and teachers. Taylor, the 
Good Boy, the Teacher’s Pet, the Math Nerd, no wonder 
he’d developed a hopeless crush on Lisa. She was his 
Inner Rebel, cast into female form.

Lisa had dismissed his schoolboy flirtations with a 
haughty laugh. Back then she was a woman of almost 
20 with a job, he was 15, coming to the diner with his 
nerdy buddies. When she became a masseuse, he 
engaged her services at the spa, but Lisa, strictly 
professional, claimed she never dated clients.
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Taylor arose from Lisa’s bed, feeling wobbly. The 
mirror reflected a hungover fellow with a bruised cheek 
and fat lip. He touched those wounds gingerly. His lip 
bled a single drop. He looked back at the bedclothes. 
Yes, he’d bled into them, spots here and there.

It came up on him suddenly, the recall of a dark and 
powerful dream. In the dream he was guilty of an 
unspeakable crime. This crime had no name, but was the 
darkest, most violent, evil, shameful and despicable act 
imaginable. It had left a dark stain upon his soul which 
could never be erased. He would never again claim a 
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place among respectable citizens but would slink along 
in dark alleys, afraid of the light. This dream, only now 
remembered, seemed to suck him back through the 
boundaries of this world into the despondent darkness 
called sleep.

He stared into the mirror trying to shake that 
nightmare off. What time was it? Had he actually 
committed some crime he couldn’t remember? There 
was no clock in the room, but the sun suggested midday. 

His clothing was folded on an antique chair. He 
slipped into  trousers, tiptoed to the door, opened it, and 
from a raw throat croaked: “Lisa?”

“You’re alive!” she said. 
Taylor wobbled into the living room, touching the wall 

for balance. His shoulder felt sore, almost dislocated, as 
if he’d fallen on it.

“What the hell…?”
“What are you doing here?” Lisa said. “That’s a 

question I’ve been asking myself since oh, two o’clock 
this morning.”

She wore a revealing top and shorts, as if she 
planned to spend the day sunning on the roof garden.

“Wheaties or cornflakes?” she asked. “I don’t cook, 
remember? But I do have English muffins.” She 
scrunched her nose. “With almond milk. We’ve got to 
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have mercy on those 
poor cows.”

“Did I…”
“Do something 

stupid, yes. But good 
things happen when 
blondes smile at 
policemen. I said, ‘He’s just 
a kid officer, let me put him 
on the couch until morning.’ 
So here you are, instead of in 
jail, and a cute cop has my fake 
cell number.”

Taylor leaned on the kitchen island for support. 
Desperately thirsty, he grabbed a pitcher of water and 
gulped.

“I was …”
“I know, kidnapped. You told me. You told the whole 

building. Loudly. Repeatedly.”
“I don’t remember … “ he touched his face. “I got into 

a fight?”
“The neighbors objected to your histrionics.”
In vain, Taylor prowled the dark alleys of memory.
Lisa said: “Coffee?”
“God no. That’s the last thing I remember. They 

drugged me with coffee.”



128

“Almond milk, then. I don’t have orange juice. All that 
sugar.” 

She set a glass of almond milk on the counter and 
stooped to look into Taylor’s eyes. “That’s what I thought 
you’d look like.”

“You put me to bed?”
“You stripped your own clothes off. You claimed they 

were burning you.”
Taylor sniffed the almond milk. “I can’t imagine eating 

breakfast ever again.”
“What we know is,” Lisa said, “You were fed a date 

rape drug by the Bulgarian, and warned to stay away 
from his girl. I guess you got here by MyRide, but your 
cellphone can tell you that. You caused a fracas in the 
hallway, and it took my two nice quiet gay neighbors to 
wrestle you into submission. Actually, the husband is a 
hockey player, so … 
now, I need to buy 
those guys a good 
bottle of wine and you 
need a massage.”

“I must have been 
out of my mind.”

“Drink more water, 
and then the massage. 
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You’ll be my first private client, and that will be 80 bucks, 
or 75 if you pay cash.”

“Private client?”
“I quit the spa, I told you, you just don’t remember.” 

She patted his shoulder and he winced.
“I’ll meet you in the … incense room.” She wagged 

her finger. “After you shower.”
He stepped into her shower and turned it up hot. That 

dark, unspeakable guilt dream came back to him. He 
could not shake this conviction that he was a vile 
criminal but it helped when he stepped into Lisa’s parlor, 
which smelled like roses. Cheerful, colorful towels were 
folded in a case that took up a whole wall. In the middle 
of the room stood a sturdy massage table, and Taylor 
removed a damp towel from around his waist and hung 
it on a hook. He slipped under the linen drape and 
sighed. His tongue felt like it was covered in thorns, his 
throat was rough like he had the flu, his head throbbed 
and he felt sore all over.

Lisa entered, having changed into loose fitting 
masseuse garb, covering her, neck to ankle.

“Face down,” she said, and when he rolled over she 
eased the drape down to his waist. She lay her hands 
on his head.
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“Great Goddess, Mother of All Life, send your healing 
wisdom to this body to restore its sacred balance.”

She worked his scalp.
“That doesn’t hurt, does it?”
“Feels good,” Taylor muttered.
“Spread the word then,” Lisa said. “I’m on my own 

now. I’m sick of paying half my earnings to Billie McGinn. 
I’m the Visiting Masseuse. Starting Monday.”

“You’re going to peoples’ houses?”
“Uhm-hmm.”
“Isn’t that dangerous?”
“Client reference only. I’ve been building a list for 

years.”
She worked his shoulders while Taylor began to relax 

and entertain a flood of pleasant memories. He recalled 
the family’s arrival in Honolulu, when he was nine years 
old, and that first awesome glimpse of Diamond Head, 
thrusting out into blue-green tropical water, looking just 
as it did on a billion postcards. He remembered family 
picnics at Ala Moana, and how his mom adopted the local 
ways, ditching the burgers and potato salad in favor of 
bento boxes. He remembered his mom’s hulking 
beginner’s surfboard, green and yellow, strapped to the 
roof of an ’89 Buick.
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Then he flinched at the vision of his beautiful mother, 
drowning off Poke Island, crying for help that would 
never come.

“Easy,” said Lisa. She flipped the drape and started 
on his glutes and thighs.

“I can’t,” said Taylor. He sat up, legs dangling over 
the side.

Lisa backed away.
“Panic attack?” she said. “Breathe. In. Out. Focus.”



132

Lisa saw him bathed in sunlight as if he were an 
angel. 

She’d known him since he was in high school, and 
liked him, but in a big-sister way. She sensed that 
beneath a fragile, happy façade lurked something much 
darker. The fight he caused last night might have been 
triggered by drugs, but the ammunition had been there 
all along. His mother’s drowning had hit him much 
harder than he could admit. But even that, she sensed, 
wasn’t all he was burying.

The panic attack passed and he seemed to be 
breathing normally, sitting at the edge of the table, 
clinging to it, head hung in misery.

“I’m going to make a suggestion,” she said. “Stay 
away from Adora, Nick, Cammie, all of them. If you 
believe Cammie is being held against her will, let the 
police handle it.”

"Lisa, tell me the truth. At the Inno-Scents, were the 
spa masseuses trolling for …”

“Are you kidding? If the girls tried that happy ending 
stuff, Billie would bounce them off the walls." She leaned 
forward in earnest. "Billie figures the cops in this burg 
would love to humiliate a successful black woman. So, 
no Taylor, the spa is not a whorehouse. Billie makes way 
too much money to risk it in a bordello."
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“I didn’t mean I suspected you were a prostitute.”
Her face turned a darker shade. “Look, I can’t blame 

people for gossiping. In my drinking days, I got a thrill out 
of being a girl with a reputation. I guess going out to 
Artie’s, I wanted to recapture those wild times. But when 
you wake up naked with goose-bumps all over, and your 
only companion is an empty vodka bottle, the party’s 
over.”

Taylor opened his mouth to say something but Lisa cut 
in. “You’re over your head with the Bulgarian. He’s a 
criminal, you’re an office worker. Okay? End of lecture.”

She stood. “There’s a robe on the back of the door.”
Lisa left the room, closed the door quietly, but stood at 

it, realized she had not said everything she’d wanted to. 
Taylor had been powerless to save his mother, and it was 
making him crazy.

Could she tell him that, bluntly?
No. It was just too heartless.
She cracked open the door and without looking in said, 

“I’m really sorry about your mom, Taylor. She was a 
wonderful woman and everybody loved her.”

She closed the door and had another thought she 
dared not voice. Like most people in Shipwreck Bay, she 
believed Liz Burns had been murdered.

So obviously, not everybody loved her.
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“What happened to your face, dude?” Artie asked.
“It was three against one,” Taylor claimed.
“Stay out of them Monroe Street bars.”
“It was Lisa’s asshole neighbors.”
Taylor filled him in on the kidnapping and its 

aftermath, upholding his dignity with evasions. His story 
was punctuated by the clink, clank and whoosh of Peace 
Love & Coffee at high buzz.

Artie sipped cappuccino and said: “World Tour.”
“I don’t know what they fed me.”
“They’ve flooded the market with shit. There’s no 

copyrights.”
“Copyrights?” Taylor said. “I thought you were a 

Libertarian?”

Chapter 8

Ox Man’s Razor
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“You can buy it in gas stations now.” Distracted by a 
buzz from his cellphone, Artie punched in bets. Taylor 
lifted a bottle of sparkle water to his fat, sore lips.

"Russian hoops,” Artie said. “I should never bet 
against BC Samara. But gotta go underdog, or you’ve 
got no soul."

“BC who?”
“They’re like the Lakers of Russia.” He put down his 

cell phone. “World Tour,” he said. “Your head will be 
foggy for days.”

Taylor knew all about World Tour. He had not been 
completely honest with the police about the day his Mom 
disappeared. He and Karen had taken a hit of World Tour 
that day. They’d tripped over to Poke Island. It was a 
fantastic high, for Taylor, full of light, bestowing goofy 
blessings on all creation. But then it crashed. He and 
Karen got into a vicious argument. She claimed he 
threatened to beat her up, but a couple of college boys 
intervened when he threatened.

It seemed Taylor went from nerd to lunatic sometimes 
on drugs, as if they lifted the cover on a boiling cauldron. 
He didn’t remember much about that afternoon. The 
bouncer at Aunt Crabby’s had called the sheriff, but his 
Dad, like a magician, had made that police report 
disappear.
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"Whatever this Bulgarian fed me, it wasn’t World 
Tour," Taylor told Artie. "No roller coaster. Mostly down. 
And then, blank."

Artie twirled his phone. "Well, there's all kinds of 
formulations out there. The labs come and go. If the 
fucking DEA would just get off our necks, we could have 
pure drugs, regulated, you know. That's why I'm 
Libertarian. Okay, firemen we need, but cops?"

"Wait. You're a Libertarian calling for regulated 
drugs?"

"You know what Ralph Walnut Emerson said?”
“Artie, you know his middle name was Waldo.”
“He said contradictions are good. They’re teaching 

that in college now, right? The Theory of Relativity. 
There’s no such thing as a right answer.”

“I never know when you’re serious.”
“Me neither. You going to the cops?"
"And tell them what? What crime?"
"Kidnapping. Assault."
"Prove it."
Artie shrugged. “You’re right. The cops are only good 

for shooting innocent canines. Hey, maybe your Old Man 
can help."

"I'm an adult, Artie, I can handle my own affairs."
"So Adora told the Bulgarian you were stalking her?"
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Taylor shrugged.
“Tall women appeal to me. I dream about lady 

basketball players all the time.”
Taylor gently touched his sore face. “The cops are 

grilling me again about Mom."
Artie leaned in to whisper: "Do they know you were 

stoned out of your mind that day?"
“Of course not."
“Good. You’ve heard that saying, right? There’s no 

honor among cops." 
Penny the Barista swept by on a mission to wipe down 

tables. They’d just seen her the day before, sunning 
naked with Maggie. Artie's babe-hungry eyes followed her 
every move. Only when Penny walked behind the 
espresso machine did Artie return his attention to Taylor. 

"Why does Adora hang at the Wonder every time Nick 
puts on a show?” Taylor asked.

“She’s Nick's jealous girlfriend. That’s why he didn't 
wring my neck the night I put the Buchanan Meat to Billie. 
Billie is not his girlfriend. She’s his boss."

"Why would Billie come to your party?”
“To ogle the property, man. She’s a realtor.”
“Why bring Nick?”
Artie shrugged. "Ox Man's Razor. The simplest 

explanation is the best.”
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“You mean Occam’s Razor. And what does Occam’s 
Razor tell you?

“There’s some secret deal between Billie and Nick.”
“Okay, who's the Asian guy, the driver?"
“Another cousin? Nick couldn’t bully you and drive at 

the same time. Adora was along so he could impress her 
with what a stud he is. Bottom line: The Bulgarian had to 
prove himself in front of his lady. Think of two knights 
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jousting, man. He had a horse and a lance, and you 
were on your knees with a cue stick."

Artie sipped his drink. "They slipped you a designer 
drug so you wouldn’t fight back or be a credible witness. 
Easy answer? Stay away from Adora. She's kind of 
creepy anyway."

“But you’d like to sleep with her?”
“Well, she’s taller than me.”
"And where does that leave Adora's cousin, 

Cammie?"
"Cammie, Cammie, Cammie. That girl's gonna get 

you killed. Dude, you have so much babe opportunity, 
it’s ridiculous. Take last night. If I pounded on Lisa's door 
at midnight, I’d end up in the hoosegow. You get laid."

“I did not get laid.”
"You know what’s wrong with you? You’re a 

gentleman. Forget Cammie. Go on your merry way, you 
lucky bastard, keep luring the ladies up to your babe lair. 
Why wasn't I born charming instead of rich?"

Penny whirled by. “Do you need anything, Taylor?” 
she asked. 

He shook his head. She whirled away.
"See that?" Artie squealed. “Like I'm not sitting here 

too. You could probably hit that right now. She'd do you 
in the back room."
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"She knows my Dad," Taylor said. “She’s taking his 
police science class.

"She wants a pound of your flesh, pal. What's your 
secret?" He sniffed the air. "Cologne?"

Artie called to Penny, who stood at the register, 
counting the cash in her tip jar. "My friend here is sweet 
on you. He wants to take you to lunch."

"Oh well," she said, "I get off in a few minutes."
"Jesus!" cried Artie, and turned to face Taylor. "What 

do I gotta do?"
Feeling like he’d never get laid again, Artie watched 

Taylor huddle with Penny, then checked his cell phone. 
Buried beneath messages from prostitutes and 
fraudsters was an invitation from Billie McGinn.
 
Penny and Taylor strolled along Madison Street 

downtown, where modest structures from the 1920s 
were dwarfed by tall glassy banks and insurance 
companies. The soul of downtown was Authors Park, a 
tree-shaded square surrounded by the Old Courthouse, 
The Main Stage Theater, and the Savoy Hotel, built in 
1919 and still the most luxe sleep in town.

At lunch time, Authors Park was encircled by food 
trucks and mobbed with office workers and pigeons, two 
species with much in common. Taylor lobbied for pulled 
pork sliders. But Penny didn't eat meat on Fridays, and 
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waiting in two long lines would have been awkward, so 
Taylor gave in to a plate of Thai Veggie Noodles. They 
scampered to claim a bench near a bronze statue under 
a shady oak tree.

Penny flashed a coy smile. "Your dad is such a cool 
guy."

Taylor nodded. He wasn’t going to correct this girl he 
barely knew. Dan Burns could charm people, but had a 
mean streak that few outside the family had seen. There 
were stories Taylor could tell, but not without betraying 
his family.
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"He's really popular on campus,” Penny said. “These 
noodles are cold, I didn’t realize that. On 
RateMyProfessor? He's off the charts. Who is that?"

It took Taylor a moment to realize that Penny’s mind 
was hopping subject to subject.

"F. Scott Fitzgerald," Taylor said.
"He was a writer, right?"
"I guess you never read The Great Gatsby." 
"I mean, I do read, it’s gonna get hot early this year, 

don’t you think? I hope you don't think I'm illiterate, I just, 
fiction books, they’re made-up stories, they’re not real, 
right?”

"What exactly is real?"
She looked at him sideways. "You're deep, aren't you, 

don’t you just really love this time of year, I find you a 
little scary, the Great Gatsby? Is it online? Maybe I'll give 
it a try. Sixteen.”

“Sixteen what?”
“Pigeons in the garden.”
She set the plate of noodles on her lap. 
Taylor, slurping noodles, asked: “It’s not too spicy for 

you, is it?” 
“I’ll take them home. I get … it’s hard to swallow 

sometimes, I have this … oh, it just comes and goes.”
“Hard to swallow?”
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“Seriously,” she said. “It’s nothing.”
”So how do you know Maggie?"
"Oh," she said, and blotted her lips. "Isn't Maggie 

fantastic? She's like the mom I never had, I mean I have 
a mom, actually, but she’s, well not sick really but she’s 
in a wheelchair because, it was a diving accident at the 
country club pool when I was a little girl, and she really 
hasn’t had a chance to be much of a, I mean I don’t 
blame her, don’t get me wrong, but she can be cranky 
and I mean major league cranky, I do love her but at the 
same time..."

"Sorry to hear that."
"You have a sad mom story too, I heard."
"We believe she drowned while surfing. Last year."
"Oh, I’ve heard that. I'm so sorry."
"You get used to it. You get used to her being gone. 

It’s like there’s a big empty space where she used to be." 
He needed to change the subject. "Where'd you grow 
up?"

"Right here."
"Shipwreck Bay High?"
“Up at Holy Trinity. I'm still there. It’s crazy, isn’t it, to 

go to high school and college in the same place? It's so 
incestuous."
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“That’s where my mom went, too, but only to the high 
school. You're in what, sophomore year college?”

She nodded. "I go over to CC for courses Holy Trinity 
doesn't offer. Like police science, they don't have police 
science at Holy Trinity, because, like, they don’t believe 
in the 21st Century. At all." 

"So what are you studying?"
"I want to be a lawyer because I really, there’s so 

much injustice in the world today, you could do so much 
more about it as a lawyer than like, my father, his 
answer to injustice is the Tridentine Church."

"Well, you didn't have to uproot yourself and go to 
State. It’s so anonymous up there.”

"Pff. This place is dog town, Dad wouldn't help me 
worth a dime if I went to State. Nothing like a Catholic 
Education, he says.”

She looked at the plate in her lap. “I’ll ask them to 
wrap this.” She made the Sign of the Cross over herself, 
touching head, lips, shoulders. “It's a Venial Sin to waste 
food."

Penny carried a greasy white bag containing her 
lunch as she and Taylor strolled the riverfront, downtown 
traffic at their backs. He said, "Maybe we should see a 
show sometime. At the Roxie, the midnight thing, have 
you done that?"
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"Oh no not me, not the precious daughter, I wasn't 
allowed to have a boyfriend in high school." 

She stopped at the overlook, stared down at the 
Destiny River where it flowed toward the bay. “Anyway, 
this weekend, I’m busy, you know about the Turtle 
Guardians, don’t you?”

He shook his head.
“Oh, I’m a such a do-gooder,” she said. “I’ve never 

been anywhere or done anything.”
Taylor was just learning to process her non-sequiturs. 
“You know where I've been?” she said. “Orlando, 

when I was twelve, with mom, her nurse and dad. 
Mickey Mouse, and that's about it."

"So what is this Trident church?"
"Tridentine. It's so Middle Ages, Latin Mass and all 

that, and sex, there's only one purpose for sex, making 
baby soldiers for the Pope's next crusade against the 
Moors."

She gazed over downtown. "I'm sheltered, being True 
Catholic, you know, my dad wants to keep me apart 
from the wicked world, like a nun, only I’m not holy 
inside. What are all those statues down there?”

"A while back, Shipwreck Bay had a famous writer's 
colony. Poke Island was a Victorian resort, before it all 
burned down.”
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She shrugged. “I’m not good at history. To me it's 
just, you know, the nice island, without all the honky-
tonk.”

“My friend has a cottage on Poke. We have parties 
sometimes. I’ll call you.”

“Dad says I spend too much time yakking on the 
phone.”

They called for separate cars, and 
Taylor didn't kiss her or even touch 
her.

“He is so … admirable,” 
Penny said.

“Who?”
“Your dad. Professor Burns.”
“He’s not really a professor, 

actually.”
“Everybody calls him the hero 

of Jeff Road, I’ll bet they make 
a movie about it someday, but 
he never mentions it, 
at all, which makes 
him even more, like, 
mysterious. Can you 
imagine him just 
bursting in there and shooting it out with a serial killer? 
Jesus! I guess you can, I mean he’s your dad, but it’s 

Dan Burns, former Air Force 
security officer and currently 

Police Sciences Instructor.
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just like, most middle aged guys are lame wimps you 
know, but …”

Her ride car pulled up.
She winked. “Text me.”
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They met at Aunt Crabby’s, Poke Island’s best 
restaurant. They sat oceanside at salt-spattered 
windows. She dressed like a country club hostess, he 
like a beach bum. She picked at a lobster salad. He 
crushed spidery crab legs, with a nut cracker, and 
sucked out the sloppy, buttery meat. She sipped iced 
tea, no sugar, no lemon. He was draining his third beer 
when she made her first probe.

“In my business,” she said, “you hear all the rumors.”
Artie wiped his buttery fingers on a white plastic bib.
Billie flashed an indulgent smile. “They say 

somebody on this island is playing Doctor Feelgood.”
Artie feigned surprise. “Me?”

Chapter 9 

Visitations
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“It was a nice ride, your pink powder.”
“It’s happy stuff,” Artie said. “Strictly speaking, I’m not 

a merchant. I mean I’m not in it for the money, it’s just 
personal and sharing. Money corrupts everything. But 
you know.” He looked around as if the DEA might be 
listening. “I’m not admitting anything.”

Billie laughed. “A lot of people in my business, it’s a 
go-getter’s business you understand … it can be a long 
day. It’s ruthlessly competitive. Very draining. Sundays 
especially.”

“Cocaine,” said Artie, and cracked a crab leg. “Has 
the reputation as a realtor’s drug.”
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“Oh, I don’t know,” said Billie. “But colleagues of mine, 
they’ve become …”

“They’re tired of snorting $300 hits of laundry 
powder?”

“Adulteration is a problem,” admitted Billie. “Trust is 
very, very important in business, Artie, and I feel I can 
trust you.”

She reached across the white table cloth, touched his 
buttery hand, looked into his eyes.

“Can I?” she asked.
In those blue eyes she saw that this feckless young 

man needed someone to take him seriously.
“I can’t supply … for like a whole agency,” Artie said. 

“Anyway, the product I might have access to, on 
occasion, is a lab formulation. Perfectly legal, at least 
until the next session of Congress. The supply is spotty.” 

“Hmmm,” said a skeptical Billie.
Artie shifted in his seat, held his empty beer glass up, 

impatient for the waiter’s attention.
“You’d be much better off going legit,” he said. 

“Adderall. It’s basically meth. But you get a doctor’s 
prescription, and the cops can’t bust you.”

“Is that so?”
“Why are you laughing? It’s good advice.”
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“Adderall is crap. You get one bounce, and never 
again.”

Artie sighed. “I got busted a while back. They broke 
into my apartment and shot Randall.”

“Who’s Randall?”
“My dog.”
“Okay. I understand. I’m not a pet owner myself, but, 

look, could you possibly do me a big favor and put me in 
touch with your source for pink powder? I don’t need a 
lot.”

Artie shook his head. “It’s all … delicate. Most quote 
unquote research chemicals are made in Chinese labs. 
You never know what’s in it. Boric acid? Rat poison? My 
pink stuff is made in an American compounding 
pharmacy, where exactly even I don’t know. There’s only 
one middleman. If I put anyone in touch with him, he’d 
…”

The waiter snatched the empty beer glass out of 
Artie’s hand.

“Trout Fishing in America,” Artie called. “You’ve got 
that on tap, right?”

He returned his attention to Billie. “See, the lab 
chemist trusts my middle man because he’s proven. 
He’s stood up to the cops. Every contact the chemist has 
is a potential threat. So, he keeps it to a trusted hard-
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core minimum. Like you said, it’s a whole business 
about trust.”

“I see,” Billie said.
“I might have something, I might not, but it’s never 

crap. And I don’t sell. Never. No money changes hands. 
Selling is how they bust you.”

He produced from the pocket of his tattered cutoff 
jeans a plastic bag just big enough to hold a coin. In it 
were a few grains of pink powder.

“It’s what I have left … for now,” he said.
“You’re a doll,” said Billie, and palmed the bag. 

“Lunch is on me.”
Together they walked into the sunshine. It was only a 

few steps to the ferry dock, and on the way, they passed 
a seaside lot, it was like a missing tooth in the mouth of 
Poke Island’s commercial strip.

Billie stared at its weedy dunes. She deliberately 
stood there until Artie spoke up.

“Taylor’s mom,” he volunteered. “That was her lot. I 
guess it’s Taylor’s now. I don’t know. The legal stuff and 
all.”

 “Your friend, Taylor, what does he plan on doing with 
this lot, do you happen to know?”

“His mom, you know that awful story, she was raising 
her dead sister’s kids … she wanted to build a beach 
house here so the kids would grow up near the ocean.”
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“I see,” Billie said. She kissed Artie on the cheek. 
“We’ll be in touch, sugar.”

 
Taylor respected his Dad for being an honorable 

provider and strong paternal presence. But as Taylor 
grew older there didn't seem to be room in Daniel Burns' 
house for another male. Sometimes it felt like they were 
two boxers circling each other, each reluctant to throw a 
punch. 

The Burns home was in the first ring of curving 
suburban streets and its most remarkable feature was its 
squared-off, obsessively trimmed lawn. Dad had zero 
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tolerance for crabgrass or dandelions. That lawn seemed 
like a giant echo of Dad’s military haircut.

The MyRide driver left Taylor off and he knocked on the 
back door. "Dad?"

Dan Burns was home a lot, especially between 
semesters. Taylor had phoned, but got no answer, which 
was typical for Dad. He ignored technology, except when 
it came to airplanes. Then he wanted the latest and the 
best. Now that he had his pilot's certificate, he'd become 
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obsessed with getting a license upgrade, and more hours 
in the air.

Taylor stepped in. "Dad?"
Dan Burns’ heavy footsteps sounded on the basement 

stairs. "Taylor," he said, and it was clear he wasn’t happy 
to see his son. "Why didn't you call?"

"I tried."
He bulled past Taylor to the kitchen sink to wash his 

hands, then turned around.
“What happened to your face?” He didn’t wait for an 

answer. “Bar brawl?”
“It was three against one.”
“You acquitted yourself well, I hope.”
"Dad, has the Sheriff talked to you?"
The water was running. He didn't answer.
"The sheriff," Taylor repeated.
“Walter? What about him? Put a steak on that bruise, it 

actually works."
"I mean his deputy, Bonnie. Has she talked to you?"
With a bar of rough brown soap, Dan washed his 

hands as thoroughly as if he were a surgeon.
"About what?"
"About Mom?"
He pursed his lips, shook his head. "What about it?"
"Ever since they found the wedding ring ..."
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"For someone who majored in math, you seem short 
on logic. Your mother's disappearance and that wedding 
ring are not necessarily connected. Finding that 
wedding ring does not prove there’s a body. Maybe she 
had one of her fits of pique and threw that ring into the 
ocean. A week before she went missing, she stopped 
wearing that ring."

"You had a fight?"
Dan huffed. "I noticed it missing. Taylor, there are 

some things ...
"The deputy keeps quizzing me about my alibi, about 

Butchie Block, and Artie."
Dan shrugged. "I don't much care what they do at the 

county sheriff's office, Taylor. Their incompetence is 
exceeded only by their corruption."

"Yeah," Taylor said. Over the years he'd learned it 
was just easier to agree with Dad.

"Butchie Block?” Dan said. “Why is he out? Our 
parole system leaks like a sieve. So. What brings you 
by, son?" 

Taylor wasn't warmly welcomed at home because 
Dad had built a new, and somewhat embarrassing, life. 
He had taken in Mariana, who'd been the family’s part-
time housekeeper. They were not married, but you’d 
think they were. Mariana was now house-mom, keeping 
up with The Cousins, and sleeping in Daniel Burns’ bed.
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"Just … well,” Taylor stuttered, sensing his father’s 
impatience. “Do you think there's sex slavery in Shipwreck 
Bay?" 

After Taylor’s mom went missing, their part-time 
housekeeper, Mariana Rosa, moved in and became part of 
the family.
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He scoffed. "Of course there is. This is the real world, 
son, not a computer game.” He put his arm around his 
son’s shoulders and walked him out of the kitchen and 
into the blinding sun of the backyard.

"Taylor, don't step in shit, and you’ll never have to 
clean  your shoes." 

Taylor ducked out of his embrace.
"What does that mean?"
"It means," he said with an exasperated look, "it's a 

waste of society's resources to chase these filthy 
worthless prostitutes from one street corner to the next." 
He walked into the shade of a big spreading oak and into 
the garage. "Those girls have chosen to throw their lives 
away, remember that. I don’t feel a bit sorry for them.” He 
unlocked a rack and removed an air rifle from its place on 
the wall. Taylor followed him out of the garage and, 
standing at the trimmed edge of his perfect lawn, Dan 
took aim at a cat perched on the fence. He fired, hit the 
cat and it yowled and leaped off.

“You don’t scare ‘em off,” Dan said, “the flower beds 
will smell like cat piss.” He propped the rifle against the 
garage wall. "Taylor," he said, "there are bad dudes in the 
pimp trade. Let the authorities do their job. It’s best for an 
unarmed amateur to keep out of it."
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Unarmed was a poke at Taylor, who had failed to 
embrace Dad's enthusiasm for firearms.

Taylor looked around the yard, at its bicycles and 
toys. "Kids around?"

"They're at the mall," Dan said.
"Okay, well, you're busy I see..."
Dan nodded.
Taylor tapped the MyRide app.
“Have you thought about buying a car?" his father 

asked.
 
“I thought there was a chance she was sweet on 

me,” Artie said. “Like, maybe she was thinking about me 
in that, you know, sentimental way. But she was really 
fishing for information about you. Which figures.”

“You hoped Billie McGinn was falling in love with 
you?”

“Kind of.”
They were sitting in Artie's Lexus, parked in the 

shadows. They watched the Airliner Motel. There wasn't 
a lot happening in the parking lot. But Artie and Taylor 
had combed through the FunnyPages that afternoon, 
under Females Looking for Fun. The ad said: Young 
innocent Asia babe, fresh off boat, lets give massage in 
alright places. 
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It might have been written by a Bulgarian.
"How you feeling?" Taylor asked.
"Horny," said Artie. "I know this is supposed to be an 

undercover investigation, but my dick has a mind of its 
own."

“So there’s a brain in your dick?”
“Apparently.”
Taylor clapped him on the shoulder. "I'll owe you big 

time."
"I should have been an undercover cop.”
“Except that you hate the police.”
“All my life, I’ve been looking for this job. Wanted. 

Young man who needs to get laid."
“You’re not going in there to fuck her,” Taylor said.
“STDs, I know all about ‘em.”
"Cash. You don’t want to fall into a trap. You’re not 

holding any drugs, right?”
Artie's phone flashed with a message.
"I'm going in," he said. "That's her."
He sneaked out of the car, crossed the dark parking 

lot and tapped on a door. The Airliner was a cheap, 
1950s dump that was only a couple of hot pillows away 
from the wrecking ball. When they built a bigger airport, 
and moved it out twenty miles, all the highway 
businesses failed, with a few suspicious exceptions.
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The door to an end unit opened in a shaft of light, and 
Artie slipped in. Taylor saw a dark figure standing in front 
the door like a guard dog.

Taylor could only slump in his seat and watch nothing. 
He’d shut off his cell phone so it wouldn't light. He drank 
tepid coffee from a cardboard cup. He tried to meditate, 
but couldn't focus. Whenever he closed his eyes he saw 
a rough sea, his Mom in it, raising one arm in a last 
desperate call for 
help.

He risked turning 
on his phone to play 
a distracting game of 
chess. In less than 
twenty minutes, Artie 
was behind the 
steering wheel again.

"So..." Taylor said.
"It was her. 

Cammie.”
"What did you find 

out?"
Artie shook his 

head. "Fake rubdown 
and hand job," he 
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said. “Maybe she was into me.”
Taylor sputtered. “Who'd you pay?"
“Asian guy, on the way in. Didn't get a good look at 

him. All he did was grab my money and grunt."
Taylor looked toward the Airliner, but couldn’t see 

that shadowy pimp. He assumed it was Kenner, the 
driver on the night he was kidnapped.

"Question asked," Artie said, "question answered. 
She's a ho."
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"By choice? Or is she a slave? That's the question. 
My dad  thinks it's organized crime. He says the cops 
know all about it.”

“That I believe,” Artie said, and peeled out of the lot.
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Tasha Wolf gave herself an upgrade from house red, 
and ordered a valpolicella. Taylor was buying, and he 
earned multiples of Tasha’s pathetic salary. Part-time DJ 
and part-time freelance writer only sounded romantic 
until you had to scrape up the rent.

Taylor was gulping a Moscow Mule from a copper 
mug. He seemed glassy-eyed already. At a quiet corner 
table, Tasha raised her glass to toast him. "My 
sympathies."

"For...?"
"Your ass whopping. I heard you got into a fight at 

Lisa’s place. Were you defending her honor?"
"We're old friends."

Chapter 10

Wine and sympathy
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She smirked. 
“Yeah, sure. Hey, I 
dug up some dirt for 
you. Ready?”

Taylor scanned the 
room for 
eavesdroppers.

“Nick Katanjiev. 
Entered the US on a 
work visa. Six years 
ago. Citizenship in 
process, legal and 
legit. Scratched out a 
living as a personal 
trainer up in the City 
until three years ago. 
Moved to our precious 
little town with no 
visible means of 
support. Police 
contact? Plenty. 
Arrests? None.”

“How do you know?”
“I’m a cop whisperer. Nick runs a quick and dirty at the 

Airliner Motel. You know, that dump on the highway? 
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There’s no body count out there, so the cops let him be. 
Looks like the secret handshake to me.”

“The secret handshake?”
“Yeah, Nick keeps the peace, cops appreciate the 

reduced workload, they let him milk the johns. What do 
they care?”

Tasha pushed her glass along the table. “I deserve 
more wine.”

When Taylor came back with half-carafe of wine, 
Tasha refreshed her glass.

“Is it good?” Taylor asked. “I don’t know my wines.”
“A little disappointing,” Tasha said. “Especially for 

what they charge. Thank God you’re buying. Now, let’s 
talk Adora. Dropout from SBCC, didn’t even finish a 
semester, how pathetic is that? Chronic shoplifter since 
high school. Lucky for her, they hardly ever give jail time 
for that nowadays. On and off probation until three years 
ago, and then poof, our light-fingered lady saw the light. 
Apparently.”

“When she went to work for Console, I take it.”
“She’s been at Console for not quite three years. 

What happened three years ago when she got a day 
job? Nick moved to town. My wild guess? She hooked 
up with Nick and found something more profitable to do 
than boosting lingerie from the Wow Mart.”



167

“Okay. Doing what?”
“Most pimps have a so-called Bottom Girl, a female 

who keeps the other ones in line. Think of, like, Mother 
Superior in a convent.”

“Why would she need a job at Console?”
Tasha shrugged. 
“Okay, what about Cammie?”
“Breaking news? She was born. That’s all the county 

knows. State’s got nothing on her either. She’s a ghost. 
No police record, not even a driver’s license.”

“But she drove a truck to the ferry dock.”
“So, she’s a scofflaw.”
Taylor drained his Moscow Mule.
“So I’m going to guess now,” Tasha said, “sweet little 

Cammie got a job at the spa, trolling for the kind of 
upscale clients she’d never meet at the Airliner. Does 
Billie McGinn know her spa’s being used this way?”

Taylor shrugged.
“Right,” said Tasha. “Who knows? The state requires a 

license for masseuses. Cammie doesn’t have one.
“Then why would Billie hire her?”
“No hire. It’s gig economy, Taylor, you might be the 

last guy in America with a full-time job.”
“For the time being. There are rumors flying around 

Console right now. Lost accounts. Stock price tanking. 
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Every time I see Rhonda the Stiff walk by my cubicle, I 
get the shivers.”

“Who’s Rhonda the Stiff?”
“Console HR. The hatchet lady. She’s Console’s 

bottom girl. But look, what about the Airliner Motel?”
“You can do some of this yourself,” Tasha said. 

"Property tax records, easy as pie. City Hall. Absolutely 
positively public record."

She sipped wine. "The documents will reveal the 
owner of record, but that's not always the true owner. A 
dump like the Airliner, the real owner probably doesn't 
care to have his or her name attached."

"I just walk in..."
"To the City Clerk's Office. Don't let the bitch at the 

window intimidate you. Lean into her space until she 
buzzes you in."

"What about police records?"
"You march into headquarters, take a right turn, just 

past the dispatch office, there's a grubby window. It’s 
manned by whichever cop has pissed off the chief this 
week. Rouse this uniformed loser from his taxpayer-
financed nap and he'll probably help you."

“Feeling wobbly,” Taylor said. “Need a burger.”
He stepped over to the bar, grabbed a menu, waved 

it at the barkeeper.
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Supposedly, Taylor was a “catch,” but for Tasha, he 
wasn’t all that. He was geeky, timid, cautious, and worst 
of all, listened to jazz. Taylor was a good-friend kind of 
guy. Tasha liked her lovers rock ‘n’ roll wild.  

However, it had been quite a while since she’d been 
treated to fancy dinner. She joined Taylor at the bar, 
bringing her glass.

"Maybe you’re right,” she said. “Maybe the 
Bulgarian’s a slaver. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll keep 
digging dirt for you, and if I come up with something 
good, you buy me dinner at La Fontana.”

“La Fontana?”
“Come on. I'm worth it. I could help you."
 
Tasha was long gone when Maggie rounded the 

bar and whispered to Taylor. "Champ, I have to cut you 
off. It's closing time."

She walked Taylor across the Wonder Bar floor to the 
wine-stained sofa and sat him down. "Now you just wait 
for Aunt Maggie and we'll get some food into you."

Even in his drunken state, Taylor knew he’d been 
kicked by too many Moscow Mules. He had reached the 
self pity stage, going over what he had done wrong to 
drive Karen away. Their arguments about money had 
gotten tangled up in whether to have a baby. He wanted 
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a family, she dreamed of starting a Parisian-style café. 
She would cook. He would run the front of the house. 

Taylor hated that plan. Just what we need, he’d 
argued, more debt. And I don’t want to be a maître d’.

They’d been a couple for so long they seemed 
inseparable. But one day last year, while late and 
speeding to work, Karen literally ran into Rick Lowe, 
knocked him off his motorcycle and into her life. 

Taylor fell into a drunken nap on the office sofa and 
Maggie woke him, led him into a dark alley and sat him 
in her white Cadillac SUV.

"What you need," she said, "is a Mother Magee."
"What's a  Mother Magee?" 
"You'll see."
Maggie’s apartment was modern, spare, scrupulously 

clean, and its oversized windows offered a view of the 
Destiny River, a dark ribbon lined by lights. 

"Mother Magee," she said. "Is corned beef, pan-fried 
potatoes, and eggs. Used to be served at the bar, but 
then we healthied up the menu. Nothing will prevent the 
hangover you've worked so hard to procure, but all this 
grease and protein will soften the morning for you."

He slumped in an easy chair in a drunken haze.
“You’re not eating?" he said when summoned to the 

kitchen island. There sat one plate with enough 
breakfast for three people.
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"I live on tips, remember? I get fat, I'll end up working 
the drive-thru at Want-A-Burger."

Taylor sat across from her. "If you don't mind my 
asking," he said, “exactly what percentage of the Wonder 
Bar do you own?"

"Exactly zero," she said.
"But isn’t your name on the ..."
"Taylor! Don't go there."
"Okay," he held up both hands in defense.
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"People like you are lucky," Maggie said, and sipped 
from a cup of herbal tea. “A hundred years ago, you’d 
have been teaching in a one-room schoolhouse in 
Montana. Nowadays? You pass Algebra 101 and they 
hand you a bag of gold."

Taylor picked at the breakfast. His drunkenness was 
fading to an unpleasant thrum.

Maggie had been Karen’s babysitter, and knew her 
secrets. Karen had confessed that Taylor was too 
cautious, too eager to yoke them both into the corporate 
harness. He wanted children, but having a baby, she 
feared, would kill her cafe dream. It had also worried 
Karen that Taylor was the only serious boyfriend she’d 
ever had, and she wondered if she owed it to herself to 
look around.

After the disappearance of Liz Burns, there were 
people who suspected Karen right away. Taylor’s 
inheritance approached a million dollars, and would have 
underwritten Karen’s cafe dream. 

Karen had taken up with Rick Lowe in April of 2017, 
almost two months before Liz went missing. While it was 
possible that Rick and Karen had cooked up a murder-
for-money scheme, Maggie found it hard to believe that 
the little girl she’d babysat had grown up to be a killer. 

But …
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Liz Sharp had despised Karen Slater, and her low-life 
scrapyard family. Liz came from a distinguished family 
that lived up on Holy Hill. Her disapproval may have 
been one reason that Karen and Taylor had not married. 
Karen had the motives, Maggie decided, but not the 
cold-blooded character, to murder Liz Burns. 

 "You can't beat yourself up over Karen,” Maggie told 
Taylor. “Relationships go sour every day. Look around 
you. Do you see anybody who's happy, really happy?"

He toyed with his breakfast.
"If you're not hungry, at least drink the tea."
He lifted the teabag out of the cup.
"Taylor, do you know how there's all these 

astronomers listening for aliens? You know why? 
Because we’re lonely. We're a planet of nobodies, 
making endless loops around the sun, for no purpose at 
all."

"Jeez, Maggie."
“Karen had you, but you were dull reality and this guy 

Rick was like an illusion. She lived with him for what, six 
weeks, and he whisked her out to California and ruined 
her life."

Taylor dropped the teabag onto the saucer. He’d 
suspected that Rick and Karen had been carrying on for 
longer than she’d admitted. Two tears leaked out and he 
wiped them.
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"Yeah," said Maggie. "It's sad. But once you accept 
that we're meant to be alone, then you can live big and 
brave." She scoffed. "I should talk, look at me, manager 
of a stinking gin mill … but I'm living the best pathetic life 
I can, and I don't need anyone's help, either."

"You need Paul, though."
She glared at him. “Paul,” she said and would say no 

more.
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Bonnie spoke softly into the gleaming stainless steel 
speaker. “Arthur Buchanan?”

The speaker buzzed and a voice said: “Speak.”
“This is Deputy Blanchard, Bayside Sheriff.”
“Mister Buchanan is not at home,” Artie said.
“I recognize your voice,” said Bonnie.
“If you don’t have a warrant, go away.”
“I only want to ask a few questions. If you meet me 

in the lobby we can get this over with.”
“No, meet me at the coffee shop across the street. 

I’ll be there in an hour.”
“This can be over in five minutes.”
“Okay, five minutes, tops.”
Bonnie stepped back, sat in a red leather chair, 

figuring Suspect Buchanan would make her wait for 
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quite a while. But  soon the gleaming bronzed elevator 
doors opened, and, dressed like a beach bum, Artie 
sauntered across the thick blue carpet.

She shook his hand, and they sat opposite each other 
in the sunny, glassy lobby.

“What’s up?” he asked.
“I was hoping you could shed some light on the Liz 

Burns case.”
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“Haven’t we…” Artie waved at an old man who 
stepped off the elevator.  Bonnie, glancing at the e-pad 
in her lap, said: “What do you know about Elizabeth 
Burns and Butchie Block?”

“Butchie who?”
“Come on, Arthur.”
“Nothing, I told you already. “
“Had they seen each other in the weeks before she 

disappeared?”
“You’re trapping me, I don’t want to say.”
“No one will know you told me, Arthur.”
Artie shrugged. “Okay, at the lower bar, Aunt 

Crabby’s, where the people with sandy feet hang out? I 
seen ‘em there once or twice.”

“When?”
“Oh I don’t know. Easter. April. Sometime like that.”
“What were they doing?”
“Talking?”
“At the bar, at a table?”
“Sitting on the pilings there.”
“Just the two of them?”
“Yup.”
“Talking.”
“Yup.”
“How many times did you see them there?”
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“That spring? Two or three?”
“Aunt Crabby’s is your hangout?”
“Where else is there to hang off-season? I mean, it’s not 

a surprise the two of them were there. Everybody goes 
there.”

“What did they do when you observed them?”
“I wasn’t observing them. Nothing. They talked.”
“Were they drinking?”
“Cocktails I guess.”
“Did you sell either of them any … substances?”
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“Five minutes you said, I gotta go, I’m late for work. I 
didn’t do nothing wrong. I don’t want the cops kicking my 
door down again, okay?”

He strode to the stairwell door and disappeared 
underneath the red-and-white exit sign.

For Bonnie, the sunny lobby of that luxury apartment 
building was the most cheerful place she’d been all day. 
She sat taking notes on her e-pad. 

Artie Buchanan knew that Liz Burns had worried he 
was a corrupting influence on her son. Artie Buchanan 
knew that Liz Burns had complained to the police about 
his drug dealing. That complaint had led to a drug raid, a 
dead dog, and a traumatized, neurotic young man who 
had motive to take revenge on Liz Burns.

And Artie Buchanan was the last one to see her alive. 
Bonnie was not going to give up on Artie Buchanan.

 
His mom’s fate shrouded Taylor’s soul every time 

he rode the Poke Island ferry. It was late spring when 
she disappeared, so the ferry she rode would have 
carried at least a few other passengers. But police 
couldn't find any tourists who remembered seeing her.

In May and September, the island offered weekends-
only jitney service, but no drivers remembered hauling 
her to the south end. That wasn’t a surprise, since Liz 
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Sharp was a fitness walker, and it’s a healthy ten minute 
hike from the ferry dock to Artie’s Cottage, where she 
stored her boards and wet suits.

Few other surfers braved the chill Atlantic waters in 
May, but Liz Sharp did, and she liked to be out there 
with the waves all to herself, despite the dangers of solo 
surfing. So the only witnesses who confirmed her last 
trip to the island were Artie and Marco the ferryman. 
Marco knew her, absolutely. She’d made at least a 
thousand crossings on that rusty municipal launch. 
Under police questioning, Marco vaguely remembered 
her last morning trip to the island. But a day after he 
talked to the cops, he slipped out of Shipwreck Bay.

The town gossips say he fled in fear of the 
immigration police. Artie had said that the cops had 
uncovered Marco’s involvement in a gambling scam, 
and he fled to avoid prosecution. But the question 
nobody had answered was a big one: Why did Marco 
skip the ferry’s last run on the night Liz disappeared? 
Marco gave the cops conflicting reasons. But he had 
never before failed to make the 10:15 run.

Taylor walked toward Surfers Rockpile. The sight of 
that rock outcropping made him feel as glum as an 
unwanted orphan. If his mom did indeed drown out 
there, those rocks were the last thing she'd have ever 
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seen, the shore she tried desperately to attain. He hated 
to think of that good woman going down. The thought of 
it made him feel like he was drowning too.

Taylor found Artie pacing the bay pier, shirtless. He 
had a fishing line in the water, and was calling in bets on 
his satellite phone. 

Taylor looked into a galvanized bucket, which 
contained sea water, 
seaweed, sand, but no fish. 
When Artie clicked off his 
phone Taylor said: “Fluke 99, 
Artie Nothing.”

“Hilarious,” Artie said. “I 
just started. I hope you’re 
here for dinner, there’s 
gonna be fluke on the grill, I 
guarantee it.” He looked 
Taylor over. "What's up? You 
look like you've lost your best 
friend. But here I am, in all 
my absurd, undying loyalty."

Taylor said, "I can't help 
thinking about her last day."

Artie clapped him around 
the shoulder. "Let me fix you 
up."
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"I don't want any pills, Artie."
"Drugs work. That's why people take 'em. You know 

who said that?"
“No.”
“Lewis Pasture, and he invented drugs. Goddamn it,” 

Artie said, and shook his phone. “Cuts out. It’s a satellite 
phone. It’s supposed to work no matter what. Battery? 
Sim card? What? I’m mailing this gray market piece of 
shit back to Amazon.”

Taylor taunted him. “Mail service, another thing that 
would disappear in your Libertarian Paradise.” He sat on 
a bench and said, “Artie, tell me again about the last 
time."

Artie sighed. "It was sunset. I saw her, or some 
female walking toward the ocean, side-carrying a board. 
It was a yellow board, and I know the board that … 
washed up …  was yellow. But I was high like a cloud 
that day. I can’t be sure of nothing too much. Sunset. 
Woman. Surfboard. That’s all I know.”

“What was she wearing?” 
“Black wet-suit top. I think.”
The police viewed Artie as a druggie criminal, and a 

suspect in the disappearance of Liz Burns, but Taylor did 
not. Artie was a live-and-let-live guy, and Taylor had 
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never known him to be aggressive or mean. In a world 
full of Arties, he felt, there might be no murders at all.

A month after his mom disappeared, the two friends, 
accompanied by Steffie, had driven up to The City to 
consult a hypnotist. But even under hypnosis, Artie could 
recall no more.

"Well," Taylor said. "I'm a suspect now. You know we 
have that weedy lot, right. The one next to the cafe? My 
grandparents bought that little rectangle for a pittance 
years ago. Now it's worth, what, $500,000 as is?"

"At least."
"Okay, well, that lot was my mom's inheritance. In her 

will, it was supposed to go to me. See it now?"
"No."
"She made me take a solemn vow to build a house 

with an ocean view, and share it with my cousins. But 
Dad was after her to sell the lot. That's one of the things 
they argued about. It was pretty intense. Ask the 
neighbors. Anyway, if my mom is declared legally … 
well, the lot goes to me.”

“I see,” said Artie.
“While Mom was alive, there was always the chance 

Dad could persuade her to sell the lot. So theoretically 
anyway, it was in his interest that she live, and mine that 
…. "
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Artie whistled. "Son of a bitch. Dude, if I didn’t know 
you, you’d be a suspect."

"Yeah."
"What does it mean that they found her ring?"
Taylor took an optimistic guess: "She was so angry at 

my Dad that she threw it into the lagoon?"
“Maybe that’s it,” Artie said, but didn’t look convinced.
"Dude, I need a beer.”

They walked the boardwalk toward his cottage, 
Artie lugging his rod, reel and empty bucket. Artie 
decided, for one of the few times in his life, to err on the 
side of caution. He would not mention the deputy’s 
recent visit nor her questions about Butchie Block. Taylor 
was touchy on the subject of his mom and Butchie.

Artie felt bad enough that he wasn’t telling the whole 
truth about what he saw on the night of May 23, 2017. 
But he had his reasons, and regardless, nothing was 
going to bring Liz Burns back.

Covering up his guilt and anxiety, Artie muttered: "I 
hope that deputy doesn't come poking around here. This 
is my refuge, man, from a cold cruel world. Hey 
speaking of cold and cruel, I gotta mention, I talked to 
Billie.”

“Billie McGinn? You called her up?”
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“Dude, she called me.” 
“What did she want?”
“Lunch. And an insight into the distribution of certain 

substances.”
“Ah, mystery solved.”
“What? She can’t be hot for me?”
“Watch out, that’s all I’ve got to say.”
“Don’t worry, dude, I told her I’m not about money. 

But I still think she’s kinda sweet on me.”
They reached the cottage kitchen. Taylor opened the 

refrigerator door, and it was empty in there, but for 
bottles of beer.

“Gotta call my beer guy,” said Artie.
“And your grocery guy,” said Taylor. “You know, 

Pickles will put a box of groceries on the ferry for you. 
You can order online. It’s really easy. Get some cereal, 
some peanut butter, you know, the basics.”

“You worked there in high school.”
“Where?”
“Pickles Supermarket.”
“So?”
“It’s just, I should have … back then you told me 

there was an opening. I wish I’d applied. Maybe I would 
have turned out to be a better human being.”

“You’re okay, Artie.”
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“You don’t know Dark Artie.”
“Do I want to?”
Artie popped open a cold Lord Chesterfield Ale and 

handed Taylor a bottle of Veltins Pilsener.  “I’m thinking 
of inviting Billie out here.”

“Why?”
“To see if she really likes me.”
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The most pitiable thing about Liz Burns’s funeral was 
the wailing of her surrogate children, Annie and Jamie. 
For years, she had been their caretaker aunt and then 
substitute mom. Their innocent cries echoed in the 
cavernous, medieval Holy Trinity Cathedral until it 
seemed they were vibrating hopelessly through an 
uncaring Heaven. Taylor was so overwhelmed he burst 
out through the heavy wood doors and onto the stone 
steps where finally he could break down sobbing.

For the next eight days, the sun may have risen for 
others, but he lived in a black hole. In his mind, he kept 
playing over and over the most recent late night phone 
call from Dad. They had found Mom's jawbone and 
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teeth. There were other gruesome details, but he’d had no 
use for them. He’d hung up the phone, locked himself in 
his bedroom, turned out the lights, and cried.

That weekend they held a final memorial for her at 
Surfers Rockpile. The solemn gathering was held in the 
glow of sunset, but all Taylor could remember was Dad 
throwing a black lei into a lagoon of ink under a dark sun.
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That weekend, Lisa invited Taylor to her apartment for 
a massage. Steffie delivered big home cooked dinners, 
and used her mystic powers to predict a happy future for 
him. Artie, accompanied by Butchie Block, delivered 
drugs. Butchie shook Taylor’s hand and said he 
remembered Liz Burns as a beautiful girl at Holy Trinity 
High.

The bright memory Taylor clung to was his Mom 
taking him along on Da Bus from their humble, rented 
Honolulu house, bound for the bright shores of Waikiki. 
They are gentle waves in Waikiki, perfect for beginners, 
and there, with Diamond Head in the background, Liz 
Burns had found her soul. He remembered sitting on the 
beach, watching her wade out with a local beach boy, 
and catching her first wave. He was so proud of her he 
cried.

She would soon move on to more challenging surf, 
and the house-bound mom he knew would never be the 
same. 

After the grim discovery of her remains, Taylor 
consulted with Rhonda the Stiff to rearrange his vacation 
and personal days at Console. The last day of 
bereavement leave found him on the ferry, headed for 
Poke Island and a meeting with Billie McGinn.
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Why did Billie want to meet him out there? What 
secret did she want to keep from the town's prying 
eyes? Taylor wondered if Billie had discovered that 
Cammie had been whoring while on spa duty, and 
wanted to pump him for info. 

The ferry ride across the calm glittering bay gave 
Taylor time to ponder the case of the missing ferryman. 
The ferry is a municipal relic, and Marco had been its 
hired captain for twenty-some years, and one of the 
most well-known men in town. Marco’s sudden 
disappearance, three days after Liz Burns went missing, 
had started a cruel guessing game among the town’s 
gossips. Was Marco the killer? Or had he merely 
colluded in Liz’s murder? Or had he just skipped town in 
fear of the immigration authorities?

There's a weather-beaten burger-and-ice-cream joint 
near the ferry dock, insanely crowded all summer, but 
quiet during the off season. Billie met Taylor on its patio, 
and handed him coffee in a cardboard container.

"Taylor, so good of you to meet me," she said. "Such 
a tragedy. How are you holding up?"

"Just fine," he evaded.
She popped the lid on her latte, sipped. "If it's too 

soon for this, I'll understand, but I was wondering how 
you were going to handle the future opportunity."
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"Opportunity?"
"Your mom and I often talked about your property 

here."
"Oh did you?"
Billie nodded. "I know she wanted you to build 

something wonderful for yourself and your young 
cousins. Annie and Jamie, right? I know that was her 
dream."

He sipped milky coffee in self-defense.
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"And now it seems, if she followed through on what 
she told me, that you will inherit the property."

He shrugged. "We'll see what the Probate Court 
says."

"As I understand it, the will was quite explicit." She 
took a deep breath and exhaled. "I assume you have 
student loans and a condo mortgage and I don't imagine 
you're drowning in cash right now."

So she'd been snooping.
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"I have a proposition for you,” Billie said. “A partnership. 
Summit will supply the capital, the plans and the 
manpower to put up a beautiful two-family house on that 
property. If you occupy one of the units for at least a year, 
the tax consequences would be very beneficial, and the 
rent on the second unit would be substantial. So I wanted 
to see what you thought before I talk to your Dad."

Taylor, stunned, didn’t respond. 
"Maybe it's too soon," Billie said. "I understand. These 

things are very difficult. When Hal, my husband, passed, 
every breath was painful for the next two years. Believe 
me. I know. But look, a $300,000 build on top of a 
$500,000 lot, and the property would be worth well north of 
a million. That’s a guaranteed surplus, and with no cash 
upfront from you."

Taylor leaned over the boardwalk rail, upturned his cup 
and poured coffee into the sand.  “I just don’t see it.”

“Because of the Planning Commission, you mean? 
That's where I come, in Taylor. I've been doing business 
around here for twenty years, and my husband, twenty 
years before that. I know the ins and outs, and all the 
players, and that is why you'd be wise to select Summit 
Property Group as a development partner."

Taylor looked off toward the white-capped sea that had 
devoured his beautiful, vibrant mother.

"You're right," he said. "It's too soon.”
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So sorry about the rough ride.
Let me buy you dinner at LaFontana.

Tuesday at 7.
Please do note massage or call.

Your friend Adora
 
Taylor showed Artie the message and said: “She’s 

my friend now?”
”What are you going to do?” Artie asked.
"I'm gonna go."
"Go heavy dude."
"Armed you mean? I don't have a gun."

Chapter 13

The app 
 



195

"Yeah," Artie said. "Me neither." He brightened. "You 
can buy one at Wow Mart, though. Which is kind of a 
shame, you know, that any maniac with $300 can buy a 
gun.”

“I thought you were a Libertarian.”
“Yeah, a failed on. My Dad always told me: Artie, 

you’ve failed at everything you ever tried.”
“And what did your mom say to that?”
“She told the maid to make another pitcher of 

cocktails.”
He paused, looked at Taylor seriously, and said: “You 

knew she was a drunk, right? I mean, I’m not telling any 
secrets here. It’s all over town.”
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Taylor shrugged an acknowledgement.
“Look, man,” Artie said, “you should turn down this 

crazy rendezvous.”
"Adora’s not going to kill me in front of a hundred 

well-fed witnesses."
They were playing billiards at the East End Club. Artie 

liked losing, since it confirmed his view of the world, that 
he was cursed in every way, except for his trust fund. At 
the East End, where the city’s most vicious pool sharks 
lurked, he was routinely humiliated by every player on 
the floor. 

Except for Taylor. Artie sank three in a row and then 
the 8-ball, which clanked into the table's innards. He 
stepped back, nodded at Taylor, and twisted apart his 
custom-made Predator cue-stick. 

"I've gotta meet her," Taylor said, and set a warped 
cue in the rack.

"Why?"
"I'm curious. Aren't you?"
“Karen really fucked up your mind. She left you like a 

wounded animal in the forest. Cammie is trouble, man. 
Stay out of it. You're getting laid left and right. I hear 
you're getting it on with Freckles the Barista.”

He truly envied Taylor’s luck with women. Artie 
sometimes felt like a puppy whom no one had ever 
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picked up and cuddled. His luxurious childhood had 
been a vacuum of love and affection, and it was too late 
now to overcome that.  

Taylor seemed oblivious to this. He could not hear the 
undertone in Artie’s teasing jokes. He seemed to envy 
Artie his carefree, debt-free life. He could not seem to 
realize it was lonely in there, that Artie was surrounded 
by people who wanted his drugs, his money, or to use 
his beach property or his family connections. Taylor was 
in some ways his only real friend.

”Adora wants something,” Taylor said. “Maybe she 
wants to get free of the Bulgarian. Adora is the key, I'm 
telling you."

"The key to getting your ass kicked. Maybe Cammie 
wants to be a ho, did you ever think of that? Hey, maybe 
Butchie will loan you a gun." 

"Artie, what world do you live in? People don't loan 
guns."
 
Taylor went alone, afraid, and unarmed.
La Fontana occupied a rehabbed yacht club across 

the bay from Poke Island. It was situated at the ocean 
inlet to Shipwreck Bay, along the barely-navigable 
channel kept open by the mighty, constant and 
expensive efforts of the Corps of Engineers. 



198

Since this taxpayer-financed channel was the one 
safe way across the treacherous bay, many of La 
Fontana’s patrons arrived in boats. The restaurant is all 
big windows, candlelight and white table cloths. Karen 
had found LaFontana inspiring. Taylor thought the price 
of its hamburgers, $19, proved its diners were being 
hosed, if not outright horsewhipped.

As Taylor mounted the stone steps past the fountain, 
bells rang on boats moored in the bay, and fresh 
breezes blew in off the ocean. His mind was fogged by 
an anti-anxiety drug. It wasn’t one from Artie’s stash, but 
had been prescribed for the panic attacks that began at 
his mom's funeral.

Even in his drug-calmed state, when he saw Adora at 
a window-side table with Nick the Bulgarian, Taylor felt a 
rising panic from his gut. He turned to run.

"This way, sir," said the headwaiter, and grasped his 
elbow. "Mister Smith has been waiting for you."

Mr. Smith?
Taylor froze a smile on his face and approached the 

table. Nick and Adora sat side by side, candles ablaze, 
plates and silverware gleaming. It all looked so civilized.

"Whatever young man wants," Nick told the waiter. 
"Double strong." Then Nick wagged a finger at Taylor. 
"No girly drinks now. Sugar, bad for body."
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“Bud Lite," Taylor said. "In a bottle. Unopened please."
"As you wish," said the waiter.
Nick raised what looked like bourbon in a short glass, 

and Adora clinked that with her tall narrow glass of water. 
Or was it vodka?

"We drink to you," Nick said.
"Thanks," Taylor said.
"Anything you want," said Nick, "whole menu, order 

up. Is yours for free, on us. Steak tartare, I 
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recommend. You know what it is? Cow sushi. Best in 
USA, right here."

"Actually," Taylor said, "I didn't come for dinner. I 
thought I was coming to meet Adora."

She studied her pink fingernails.
"She tells me you are good man," said Nick. He sat 

back, spread his arms over the red leather booth. "You 
don’t know Bulgarian hospitality."

"Actually...."
"Bulgarians most hospitable people in this world. No 

kidding."
"We want to apologize," Adora said. "For the last 

time. It was very stupid of us. We should have treated 
you with more … ”

“Nice,” said Nick.
“Respect,” finished Adora.
“You left me at the side of the road like a bag of 

trash.”
Adora pursed her lips, glowed with shame.
"But now is different," proclaimed Nick. "We had you 

wrong, it’s mistaken."
"I came here to ask about your cousin Cammie," 

Taylor said directly to Adora.
"Yes!" Nick shouted. "Yes. Is the point exactly. Come, 

my friend, let us talk in a manhood way." 
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He coaxed Taylor away from the table and toward a 
dark corner of the bar. "I can buy you best Kentucky 
whiskey."

"I'm not going to drink with you," Taylor said. "Not 
after what you did to me. That's serious business man, 
doping people?"

Nick clapped Taylor on the back. "We can be best 
friends, you'll see." He ordered both of them a double 
bourbon, and when the drinks were delivered, said: 
"Bulgarian hospitality. Drink up."

"Bulgarian hospital, that's more like it."
Nick laughed. "You I don't blame. But trust, soon you 

will learn."
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"What's the deal? Why am I here?"
"Big business venture, you see?" Nick tapped his 

head. “Highly legal. You think showing my penis is 
American Dream? No. I don't think so."

"What is the American Dream anyway?"
"You get rich, laugh at the world.” Nick sipped 

bourbon. "And together we can do it. You see, what I 
need is the app. A so-called app you download from the 
American Internet."

"An app?”
"Yes, for our pleasant business."
"What's that?"
"You want a nice girl, you touch the app. Get pictures 

of girls you can meet. Very nice, clean girls, no bugs."
"Prostitutes?"
He looked alarmed. "Shh. Don't say those word. 

Contractors."
"I see."
“What those girls do in the rooms, nobody’s 

business. As reward, we pay you, and fix you on dates 
with our Cammie.” Nick swatted Taylor on the back. 
"You can write app, poof, like magic show, easy for 
brains guy like you. American education! Best in world."

"Find somebody in Bulgaria to write the app. I’m sure 
they work cheap over there."
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"Americans like American things, yes?  Must be all-
American app, I say. Beautiful and clean in American 
language. Otherwise people will think: Russian. The 
Russians, nobody trusts. In Bulgaria, Russians are how 
do you say it politely? Worse that pig shit."

"I'm not going to write a prostitution app."
Nick acted as if he hadn't heard that. "Good idea no? 

My wife came up with it."
"Your wife, Adora?"
"I have many girls, broken hearts back in Ruse. 

Bulgarian women, they like the muscles guy."
"Back in where?
"Ruse. You've never heard? Don't tell me! Famous 

Bulgarian city. Known for nice culture. On Danube. 
You've heard of Danube, surely. We even have 
University in Ruse. Very big. Extra top deal. You have 
never heard opera until it's sang in Bulgarian."

"Prostitution is illegal," Taylor said. "I'm not going to 
write an app that puts me in jail."

"You know what else is illegal? The drugs your little 
friend passes around. I'll bet both you have drugs in 
home right now. Hopes to God police don’t search your 
house. So you see, illegal, not really the problem."

"The answer is no. Good night."
Nick grabbed Taylor’s elbow.



204

"We pay," he said. "We give you money and Cammie, 
you can do her as you wish. Slap her, she obeys, kind of 
girl she is. She can make money for you, or simply 
pleasure, your choice."

He let go. "Is big sacrifice for me. Cammie is cutest 
young girl. Many happy customers." He winked at 
Taylor. "Call my wife when you change your mind, she 
likes you."

 
Artie wasn't at his apartment, his satellite phone 

seemed dead and his cell phone went straight to 
voicemail. Ever since the cops had kicked his door in, he 
regularly yanked his sim cards to keep the cops from 
tracking him.

The only way Taylor could be sure Artie wasn't at his 
cottage was to trek out there. The morning after his 
dinner meeting with the Bulgarian, Taylor stood on the 
deck of Artie's cottage, watching the sea. He told himself 
it's been more than a year, it was time to get over it. 

He used his cellphone to let himself in to the cottage, 
opened the fridge, selected a beer that said Lost Abbey 
on its label. He found Artie’s satellite phone on the 
kitchen countertop, sim card lying beside it. He inserted 
the card and called Penny. 
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He said what a beautiful day and there was nobody 
out there and she promised to take the next bus to the 
ferry. Some old guy in a golf cart gave her a ride through 
the Bird Sanctuary and Taylor met her on the deck. She 
didn't want a beer: too fattening. They walked toward the 
beach, Penny wearing a blouse from Holy Trinity.

“I recognize that,” he said. “My mom went there.”
“You told me.”
“She never went to college. I came along when she 

was pretty young.” 
“I love these beaches,” Penny said. “I don’t get to this 

island much, except with the Guardians and all.”
“The Guardians?”
“The Turtle Guardians, didn’t I tell you? We’re trying 

to save those creatures. Global warming has done 
horrible things to them.”

They reached the seawall and Penny slipped out of 
her loafers and stripped off her knee socks. Taylor was 
already feeling the heat. They walked the beach 
barefoot.

"I am so ready for this semester to be over," she said. 
“The nuns run that place like a prison, and speaking of 
prison …”

“I thought you were proud of that school.”
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“I am, I mean, I love being Catholic, but sometimes 
it’s hard. Your Mom was Catholic, right?”

“Irish Catholic, the worst kind. Her parents, whew, you 
don’t want to know. But I was raised military brat. It’s 
kind of its own religion.”

“Anyway, I've got to choose my summer internship. 
One, they can attach me to a local cop. Two, Parole 
Division up in The City. Three, a summer in the delightful 
confines of Stateville Prison, Jesus I don’t think so, so 
I’ve got two options, which means I only have one option 
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if I want to live at home for the summer and really I do 
because Dad gets depressed.”

She wiggled her toes in the wet sand, looked toward 
the soft blue horizon.

"And once I get past this summer, boom, pre law, and 
no more of these bullshit classes although I enjoy Latin, 
amor vincit omnia and all that crap."  
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“Which means?”
“Love conquers all.”
Taylor kissed her. She barely reacted, her lips as cold 

as the ocean.
"I want to be," she said.
"Want to be what?"
“You know, alive. I’m tired of being a Catholic girl. I just 

want to be whoever I am.”
Taylor unbuttoned her blouse. She had not worn a bra. 

Her tits had a schoolgirl bounce, and perky goose-
bumped nipples. Taylor locked lips with her and suddenly 
it was like they were trying to swallow each other whole. 
Then she pushed away.

From around her neck, and over her blonde locks, she 
lifted a golden cross on a golden chain. She removed her 
blouse, buttoned the holy chain into its pocket, folded it 
carefully and left it behind a rock.

“This is not my first time, you know.” She slipped off 
skirt and panties, Taylor dropped his drawers and then 
they waded the ocean.

“Being naked in the water,” she said, “it’s like, being 
cleansed by God.”

“Yeah,” said Taylor, his voice hoarse with lust. He 
dropped his shirt into the sea. He kissed her hot and wet. 
They were deep into sea water and went at each other 
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standing up for a while, salty, wet, breathing heavy. They 
wrestled each other back to the beach, kicked towels 
into place and fell on them, locked in embrace.

“I can’t,” she said. “Don’t.”
She lay on that towel, and Taylor rested on one 

elbow, admiring her.
“Okay,” he said. “No hurry.”
She touched his face tenderly. Her lips trembled. 

“Maybe someday okay, we’ll talk about it, I like you, 
okay? But my life is so, it’s complicated right now, don’t 
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make me explain please. I do like you, I mean otherwise, I 
wouldn’t be out here and I sure wouldn’t let you see what 
a dirty filthy girl I really am.”
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"What if I told you,” Taylor said, "that I was asked to 
write a prostitution app?"

Sheriff Bonnie Blanchard sat at her desk, her body in 
the very shape of a question mark.

Taylor added: "There's a sex slavery ring operating 
out of the Airliner Motel."

"You don't say?" She stared. Taylor stood at her desk 
like a dork, like a dufus. 

"Guilty people,” she said, “often come in on a pretext, 
when what they really want to do is confess."

He turned to leave. "Sit down," said Deputy 
Blanchard.

He grabbed a chair in front of her desk, turned it 
around, sat backward in it. "You're not going to arrest 
me, are you?

Chapter 14

Official skeptic 
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“You never know. I've seen your mom’s will."
"So?"
"The will gives you clear title to one-quarter acre on 

Poke Island. The suggested retail value, and I'm being 
sarcastic here, is a minimum of $513,000. Which means 
you benefit from your mother’s death. Financially."

"What about that prostitution? Are you interested or 
not, because I have all the details."

“I am a homicide investigator. So let’s focus. You do 
not have to be on the scene to have someone 
murdered."

"What exactly are you saying?"
"How well do you know Butchie Block?"
"Butchie Block? Friend of a friend, I guess."
"Do you socialize with Butchie Block?"
"Not really.”
“But he’s a friend of a friend.”
“My friend Artie,” it was out before Taylor could stop 

himself, “sometimes meets him up in the city. To go to 
basketball games, I think."

“Basketball games?” She laughed. “Are you aware 
that Butchie Block is a convicted felon currently on 
parole?"

"Vaguely."
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"Were you in a drugged state on the day of your 
Mom’s disappearance?"

"A drugged state? Where’d you get that?"
"Follow me."
Jangling a huge ring of keys, she led him down a 

corridor, around a corner, and opened the door of a 
holding cell.

"In," she said.
"Am I under arrest?"
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"That depends.” She shoved him in and closed the 
barred door. 

"I need to talk to my lawyer."
"What? I don't hear so well."
Taylor kicked the bars, and all he got out of it was a 

stubbed toe.
"We have information that you were under the 

influence of a designer drug and had a hostile encounter 
on Poke Island the day your mother disappeared. We can 
link you to Artie Buchanan, a known drug dealer, and 
Block, who went to prison for manslaughter. By drowning.”
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She paused, looked Taylor directly in the eyes and 
said: “Beach property aside, your Mom’s life insurance 
pays you, not your dad. He gets a mortgaged house, the 
darling gets everything else."

"I'm the darling?"
She nodded.
"Okay, I want out of here."
She unlocked the door, and it creaked as she swung it 

open.
"Enjoy your freedom," she said, “while you have it."
On the way out, Taylor glimpsed Butchie Block, alone, 

in the interrogation room, sitting in a posture of bored 
contempt.
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“So what do we have?” asked Detective Sergeant 
William Townsend.

“We have another dark alley leading to Nick Katanjiev.”
“Katanjiev,” said Townsend.
“The muscleman.”
“Right.” Townsend was a lanky black man in his late 

30s, known for forbidding silences and a preoccupation 
with chess. He was the head of a homicide unit that 
included only three other detectives. His desk clutter was 
disorganized around a classic Staunton wooden chess 
set, game always in progress.

“He was a shot-put hopeful in the 2008 Olympics,” 
Bonnie said. “Cut from the Bulgarian team.”

“Do we know why?”
“Nope. The Bulgarians have never won a medal at 

shot-put. Stop me if you know this … the event has been 
dominated by Americans and Russians.”

“Okay.”
“Apparently he moved to the US, overstayed his visa 

and found a sponsor up in the City, his employer at a gym. 
Obtained his green card in 2014, the same year he moved 
down to our sunny shores.”

“So, he no longer needs a job to keep his resident 
status. Lucky us.”  
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“The only legitimate work we can connect him to is, 
apparently, a part time rent collector for Summit Realty. 
Which links him to Billie McGinn. Multiple CIs have said 
he was the Chief Pimp at the Airliner for the last three 
years or so. No arrests, no convictions. His associates 
are Kenji Matsuoka, a California native, and Adora Vang, 
a local woman. Matsuoka is clean, the Vang woman has 
three guest appearances on the shoplifting channel.”

Townsend appeared absorbed in thought. Whether 
the subject was Nick Katanjiev or a chess move was 
impossible to tell.  
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Bonnie said: “One, but only one, of the Jeff Road 
victims apparently worked in Nick’s operation. The 
Antonio woman.”

She leaned over Townsend’s desk. “And that’s all I 
know. Never touch a piece until you know where you’ll 
move it, right?”

“Right,” said Townsend.
“Well right now, I can’t touch Nick Katanjiev.”
 
Steffie was the most sympathetic listener Taylor 

knew, so he messaged her and then showed up at her 
door.

She lived in a comfortably messy apartment. None of 
these Italian leather sofas for her, the place was 
jammed with old soft chairs. She was a quilter, and had 
them hung from the walls, spread on the sofa and 
chairs. Every surface held a framed photo of somebody 
from Steffie's complex web of cousins. Her apartment 
was in the basement, feet and legs passing the 
windows, heating pipes overhead.

Taylor sat at her kitchen table. Steffie rubbed his 
shoulders, mussed his hair, fixed him tea.

"Her theory," Taylor said over tea and sweet icing 
cakes, "is that I'm a drug addict and in a raging 
blackout, I hired Butchie Block to kill my mother. Then I 
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just blanked it all out. I don’t remember, she thinks, 
because it’s too horrible to remember. My motive? An 
inheritance."

He didn’t wait to be asked how much was at stake. 
"Altogether, maybe $700,000."

Steffie pursed her lips. “People have been killed for a 
lot less.”

"Don't tell me you believe it too?"
“No! I’m talking about motivation, in general. You 

have it. It doesn’t make you guilty.”
She opened an Altoids tin and removed half a 

marijuana cigarette. She sat beside him at the table, lit it 
and passed it for a toke.

"No thanks, I'm paranoid already,” he said. “Karen 
betrayed me. She's the only possible source of me 
being stoned that day."

"Except for Artie."
"Artie? No. He hates the police. He’s totally paranoid 

since he was busted. Never, I'm telling you." He sighed. 
"Give me that." He smoked and held down a lungful. 
"Worse, my father. It's a pretty good bet Dad talked to 
the Deputy as well. She seemed to know an awful lot 
about mom's will."

"Which is public record, right?"
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"Once it gets to the courts ... look, I guess the cops 
can find that stuff out, I don't know."

Steffie rose from the table to check on a macaroni and 
cheese casserole. She closed the oven door, turned and 
said, "You're staying for supper. Don't argue."

"On second thought," Taylor said, with another toke, "I 
don’t know if I can trust Artie anymore. I mean, maybe he 
gets weak-kneed when the sheriff comes down on him. 
Could be he’s afraid the cops will search his apartment 
again."
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“Taylor, I have something to tell you.”
“Oh no, I hate when people say that.”
“It’s about Artie. Your mom, I think two years ago, she 

complained to the police about him, about his drug 
dealing.”

“She did?”
Steffie nodded.
“She was worried about you. I think she felt Artie was 

a bad influence and the two of you were …”
“How do you know this?”
“… getting high all the time.”
“Stef. How do you know?”
“A cop told my mom. Don’t look at me like that. She 

works in the ER. Nurses and cops talk. Do you 
remember that time the cops raided Artie’s apartment?”

“Sure … that was because of my mom’s complaint?”
“Probably.”
“Did Artie know who …?”
Steffie cleared the dining table. She brought out a 

single candle, one she had purloined from the spa. She 
lit it, sat back, invited Taylor to sit opposite her, folded 
her hands, closed her eyes.

"Entering Aquarius," she murmured, "means placing a 
high priority on the thoughts you think and the messages 
you send. Speak to me from the soul, Taylor James 
Burns."
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He arose from the table, pushed the chair away.
"You know I'm a mystic, Taylor."
"I'm afraid," he said.
"Enter your fear."
"A few nights back, I had just tapped for a ride when a 

big dark car pulled up. I thought it was my ride, but Nick 
the Bulgarian pushed me into the back seat. He forced a 
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drugged drink on me, threatened me, slapped me 
around, dumped me on the edge of town."

Steffie's eyes were closed, lips murmuring.
"He told me to stay away from Adora, who was in the 

front seat. The two of them are running a sex slave 
outfit, I'm sure of it. They know I'm on to them. And 
Steffie, you've got to keep this to yourself, but young 
Cammie is one of their slaves."

She still hadn't opened her eyes.
"You keep the books. How much do you know about 

what goes on at Inno-scents Spa?"
She sighed. She opened her eyes,  blew the candle 

out. "Somehow I just knew we'd end up talking about 
Cammie."

"Does Billie McGinn know what her masseuses are 
up to?"

She shrugged. "I'm a mystic, not a psychic."
"What's the difference?"
"I thought we were going to have a soul-to-soul, 

Taylor. I've been mad about you since we were 12. I will 
marry you right now on the spot, and be yours forever. 
But you, you sleep with me once, when we're high, and 
then toss me like trash. Is that it? Is that all I get?"

Taylor walked to the windows, watched Shipwreck 
Bay's feet and legs walk by on a purple-sky summer 
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evening. "Sometimes I wonder," he said. "The 
unthinkable. Nearest and dearest, isn't that what the 
police always say?"

She came up behind him, encircled his waist with her 
arms.

"Sorry, Taylor, don’t think about it, if it hurts so much. 
She’s gone. She was a lovely person. She lived her life 
and did a lot of good things for her family. That’s all any 
of us can ask, Taylor, a good and decent life, and then it 
ends." 

She let go of him and said:  “Really? Your Dad? For 
money?"

“He thought she was cheating on him."
"Was she?"
"Yes. But her lover was the ocean. She had no time 

for him anymore. This town is so gossipy, you’d have 
heard if my mother had another guy."

"Taylor, people tell me things they won’t tell you."
He turned to face her. "Spill."
"Your dad and Billie."
"My father and Billie McGinn?"
"Seen together."
"Where?"
"At Scotty’s Green Lantern."
"In public? At a saloon?"
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"Once or twice, maybe. Recently."
"Doesn’t prove anything. Oh shit, yes it does. Billie 

went to Dad wanting to develop the Poke Island lot. 
Maybe he’s the one who told her it was willed to me." He 
whistled. "Billie McGinn and my father. Holy mackerel. 
That would be something. Two tigers in a cage. And 
speaking of cages, the sheriff had Butchie Block in the 
baseball room."

"The what?"
"The interrogation room. In the old days, the cops 

kept a miniature baseball bat in there. They'd bang it on 
the table to scare shit out of the kids they brought in."

"Why was Butchie in there?”
"I told you. Deputy Sherlock thinks I hired Butchie to 

kill my own mother, she’s like a bulldog to prove herself 
right."

Steffi led him toward the bed.
"I don’t know if I’m up for it tonight, Steff."
"I don’t care. Just stay here. Let me hold you in my 

arms. Am I too much of a freak for you, Taylor, is that it? 
Is it the goth clothes? The green hair? Because my 
hairdresser says it's not that hard to reverse."

Taylor kissed her. It was warm and good but right 
then, nothing was sexy.
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"Taylor, all these other girls, they just think you're a 
hot guy who makes lots of money. But I know your soul. I 
loved you back when you were just a skinny math nerd. 
My soul loves your soul, and I don’t know why, because 
you can be kind of a jerk."

He backed toward the door. "I've gotta walk. I've gotta 
think. I don't know."

"I've seen it in my mystic eye, Taylor, take this from 
someone who adores you. She drowned. Your poor 
mom, maybe she just drowned."

He closed the door, and took a slow walk home. 
Stephanie, he figured, was in her own big-hearted way 
trying to make him feel better. But he didn’t believe in 
ghosts, mumbo-jumbo, or voodoo. His mom was the 
strongest swimmer he’d ever known. The ocean was 
calm that day. Taylor was a math guy, and now that 
some remains had been found, he could no longer live in 
denial. The chance that she accidentally drowned was 
close to zero.
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 Until the Monday cookout, Memorial Day Weekend 
was a quiet one. Artie rented his parents' cottage to frat 
boys, then flew to Vegas with Butchie Block for a week 
of lunatic gambling. On Sunday, Taylor hung out at 
Dad's, amusing The Cousins while Dad went flying "just 
to log some hours." On Monday, Taylor played grill-
master, and the family watched the sun go down from 
the backyard patio.

Taylor asked Dad what he was going to do with his 
months off, and he growled: "Teach summer school. 
Money's tight."

Mariana began busing the dishes, like she worked 
there, which she once did.

Dad said: "We should talk about the lot."

Chapter 15

According to the will
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"Okay," Taylor said, and suddenly needed another 
beer.

"Your mother made up that will when she was in a 
vindictive mood."

Vindictive mood.
"You know how she was."
Yeah, I do, she didn't want to follow The Captain's 

orders, did she?
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Taylor could think, but never voice, the words: The 
Captain. That was what Liz Burns had called her 
husband when she found him  contemptible. The 
Captain was obsessed with control. Captain was the 
rank Dan Burns was stuck on for seven frustrating Air 
Force years. He had been spurned by the Major Board 
twice before he could admit his career was over. 

“She meant to change that will,” Dan said, “but never 
got around to calling her attorney. We talked about it. I 
know she intended that all five of us have a share in that 
property."

Not according to the will.
"If we sold that lot and split the money, Jamie and 

Annie would inherit maybe a hundred thousand each, in 
a college trust fund. You’d pay down your debts. I don’t 
know why you borrowed so much money for college 
when I … oh never mind.”

Jamie sat at the shady picnic bench, absorbed in his 
cellphone. He was 14, myopic and skinny. Taylor saw in 
Jamie an echo of himself, a kid who might major in video 
games. He lived a few blocks from the bay beaches, but 
his pale skin seemed untouched by the sun’s rays. 

It was a strange situation for Taylor, to have power 
over his father, instead of the other way around. All told, 
Mom left more than $700,000 in cash and property to 
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Taylor, and only a mortgaged house to her husband. 
Taylor saw right through Dad’s scheme: A Cessna 
Skyhawk, with the latest avionics, cost $400,000. An 
even split of his mom’s money would give Taylor, him, 
Mariana, Jamie and Annie $140,000 each. But Dad 
would essentially control $560,000. A factory-new 
Skyhawk, his impossible dream, would be within reach.

Taylor paced the patio, drank beer and said over his 
shoulder: "Did you send 
Billie McGinn to see 
me?"

"Who?" Dan said.
Taylor turned to 

face him. "Billie 
McGinn."

"Uncle Dan!" Annie 
butted in. "Do you 
have ten dollars?

"Sure I have ten 
dollars? What about 
it?"

"Jamie said you 
gave him ten dollars."

"That was to buy ice 
cream,” Dad said. “For 
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the family, not for himself.” 
“Girls are equal,” said Annie.
From behind the video game console, Jamie scolded 

his sister. “Ice cream comes from cows, stupid.” 
“So?” Annie said.
“So it’s not vegetarian,” Jamie said. 

Dad sighed, reached into his wallet, and flipped 
Annie a $10 bill. She screeched in delight and ran off.

“Back to Billie McGinn," Taylor said.
Dad raised his eyes to the skies as if he'd just 

remembered something important. "Oh, that real estate 
woman?"

Yeah, the one you were drinking with downtown.
"Did I send her to see you, no, why?"
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"She has a plan to develop the property."
"Does she? Tell me about it."
"It would be a two-story, two-family house. Probably 

worth a million bucks. And Billie can pull the strings to 
get a variance."

"No doubt," Dad said. "It's who you know over there."
"Somehow she knew that control of the property was 

going to me."
"Well, those real estate people have their ways. As 

your poor mother found out."

Dan Burns’ home away from home: Rudy’s Flight Service 
at the Pierce County Airport.
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Jamie’s head swiveled away from his video game. 
"Poor mother? Are you talking about Auntie Liz?"

"Jamie," said Dad, “this is an adult conversation.” 
With a nod of the head, he indicated that he and Taylor 
should move toward the fence.

“These kids,” said Dan. “I don’t know what to do with 
them. I’ve enrolled Jamie in grief camp. Actually, they call 
it Experience Camp. Annie won’t go. She says she’s just 
fine. But she can’t sleep unless she’s in the same room 
with her fishes. We’ll end up moving the aquarium into 
her room. These children hadn’t recovered from their 
mother’s death, and now this? Thank God for Mariana, 
she’s got the patience of a saint.”

"Mom wanted Jamie and Annie to have a place on the 
island, so they could spend summers by the sea. Maybe 
that would help them cope."

“How would the finances work? With all your debt, 
you have no credit, son. And God knows, I don't have 
two nickels."

“If Billie's company finances the construction, she can 
lease back one of the units to us, and rent out the other. 
Nine years from now, when Annie is finished college, we 
can sell, pay Billie back, and all split the money. This 
way, the kids will have a beach house while they're 
growing up. We can honor Mom’s dream, and split the 
cash later.”
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Dan leaned toward his son and whispered: “Jamie 
won’t go near the water. He’s afraid he’ll see his aunt’s 
body floating.”

“Oh, man.” Taylor shook his head. 
“Son, do you have any idea how many things can go 

wrong during a real estate deal? Cash is king. This 
McGinn woman is a licensed realtor, yes? Why not just 
sell her the property, and keep it simple. We could 
negotiate a good price."

"I know what Mom wanted."
"And I know what she was capable of in her anger, 

her spite, and her rebellion."
"Rebellion?"
"Rebellion!"
Annie, wheeling her bike toward the gate, looked at 

them in shock and fear. Taylor winked at her, and she 
rode off, as if she couldn’t get away from the family fast 
enough.

Dad stalked the patio, turned his back on Taylor, 
pretended that his purpose was to scoop the ash out of 
the grill. He muttered something.

"What was that?" Taylor asked.
"I never thought I'd raise a disloyal son."
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It was a soft, lovely spring evening, so Lisa set up 
her massage table in the rooftop garden of Taylor’s 
condo. Taylor lay face down on the table and Lisa 
draped him. Staring at the rooftop pebbles, he muttered 
into the face cradle: "How much do you really know 
about Billie McGinn?"

Lisa warmed oil in her hands. "We didn’t socialize. I 
dealt with her through Stephanie." She chuckled. “Steffie 
is her servant, pretty much."

"Would you enter a business deal with Billie?"
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Her hands caressed Taylor’s neck. "No."
"Why not?"
"Taylor, she poisoned her own husband to get her 

hands on his property."
"You know that for a fact?"
"Common knowledge."
"Well, she's never been convicted or even arrested."
Lisa sputtered. "The cops in this town?"
"I think my father is scheming to get his hands on my 

mom's inheritance. He wants his own airplane. Even a 
small airplane is a lot more expensive than I realized. 
He claims he needs a new one because of the avionics. 
Don't ask. I barely understand that myself.”

Taylor rolled onto his side so he could look at her. 
"Billie McGinn approached me with a plan to build on 
Poke Island. Dad wants to sell the land outright. Maybe 
I’m paranoid but I wonder if the two of them are playing 
me.”

“Playing you?”
“Dad claims he barely knows Billie but they've been 

seen drinking downtown at Scotty’s. Why would he 
deny knowing her?"

"Because he's putting the wood to her but doesn't 
want you to know." 

"I can't trust my own father.”
“Settle down and enjoy your massage.”
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“I’m afraid.”
“We’re all afraid, Taylor. It makes us human. Imagine 

what monsters we’d be if we weren’t afraid.”
She spread lilac-fragrant lotion over his lattisimus 

dorsi.
“My dad can be sneaky.”
“Him and you former housekeeper, right?”
“Mariana.”
“Mariana and your dad are not married, right? Maybe 

your dad is exploring the jungle. Billie’s single. What the 
hell. “

“Why would he deny it?”
“Because he’s embarrassed. He’s a big man in this 

town. Hell, after the Jeff Road thing, he could have been 
mayor if he wanted. He’s got a reputation to defend and 
so …”

“So what?”
“You of all people should understand the fling. Sober 

up, that’s my advice. Off the booze and drugs completely. 
See what develops.”

“You know Lisa, this crazy thing comes over me 
sometimes. Like the other day, I was shopping at Pickles, 
walking the aisles, when I passed this man, total stranger. 
And I had the impulse to attack him, push into the cans of 
soup, punch the crap out of him and kick his ribs in. 
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Crazy. I mean, I can’t explain it. I don’t know where it 
comes from. I feel like I’m just going to lose it someday.”

Lisa worked his tense shoulders. “It’s a reaction to 
frustration. Obsessive-compulsive. A lot of trauma 
survivors have it. So, what, Taylor is frustrating you?” 

He shrugged her off and sat up and stared at the the 
windows. “Somebody murdered my mother, and what 
have I done about it? I’m hiding in my shell like one of 
Artie’s turtles. The cops don’t care and my father doesn’t 
either. He’s fucking the housekeeper, he’s fucking Billie 
McGinn, he’s buying a new airplane, it’s like a party for 
him. He’s glad she’s gone. The prick.”

“Grief takes many forms, Taylor.”
He glared at Lisa. “Did they teach you that in witch 

school? What does that mean?”
“Maybe your Dad’s airplane is his way of escaping 

grief.”
“Whose side are you on?” Taylor jumped off the table, 

slithered into his trousers, threw his shirt over his 
shoulder and strode for the exit.

“Artie’s drugs,” Lisa called after him. “They’re making 
you paranoid.”
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… And
much
more …

• Penny’s secret revealed …
• Cammie insists she’s not a sex slave …
• Butchie offers Taylor “protection” …
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