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School was out, summer was in, and Penny texted 
Taylor from the Thirsty Hog, a sports bar at the edge of 
Holy Trinity campus. Her classmates were deep into the 
woozy end of a post-semester bash. She texted:

 
Save me from this Papish Mob

 
He arrived at the tavern by MyRide, she got in, and 

they were driven downtown to Scotty's Green Lantern.
Scotty's was a plush hotel bar, a relic of the 1920s, 

serving grilled seafood, dry-aged steaks and monster 
cocktails. No college student could afford to eat there, 
so Penny was bound to be impressed.

Or so Taylor hoped.

 Chapter 16 
Penny’s choice
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The waiter accepted Penny’s fake ID. She and Taylor 
drank Finnish Gin & Tonics. Penny admired, but didn’t 
share, Gulf Shrimp Cocktail.

“The texture,” she said, and wrinkled her nose.
Looking over the menu, she said: "They used to have 

turtle soup on the menu, can believe that? Making soup 
out of those noble creatures? For Christ’s sake.”

She blessed herself. “I shouldn’t curse. But the 
Guardians put a stop to that. Like five years ago. Picket 
lines, remember?” 

Taylor shook his head. “I was off in college, I guess.”
“Rich guys, look at all those pictures on the wall, is that 

Bob Dylan, you’ve got to be rich or famous to eat here I 
think. Thirty six."

“Thirty six what?”
“Pictures on the wall.”
“They had a picture of my father up there once. He 

made them take it down.”
“He’s so … macho, your dad.”
“Strack,” Taylor said.
“What?”
“Strack. It’s military slang. It mean, disciplined, 

squared away, by the book, no nonsense.”
“Strack,” Penny said. “If I ever see him again, I’ll tell 

him he’s looking very strack. That’s such a weird word. 
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Hey, speaking of weird, Green Lantern is an odd name 
for a fancy restaurant, don’t you think?”

“It's from The Great Gatsby. The Green Lantern is 
like the ... did you ever buy something that looked 
great in the store, so wonderful you felt compelled to 
buy it? And then when you got it home, it didn't seem 
magical at all? That's the Green Lantern. It's that thing 
you'd give everything to have, only it's not worth the 
price. Anyway, Artie's a freak on the writers of the 
Golden Age. In college he took literature classes only, 
until they kicked him out. He swears that Scott and 
Zelda stayed in his parents’ cottage one weekend." 

"Scott and Zelda?" Her eyes flickered toward the 
menu. "That's weird, they have a Steak Zelda, oh my 
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God, the prices, salmon, I don’t eat much fish these 
days, do you think the salmon's good here, doesn’t that 
come like from Canada?"

Papa's Salmon, supposedly Hemingway's favorite, 
was grilled and encrusted with pecans at $37. What the 
hell, Taylor was in massive debt anyway. He ordered like 
he was a hedge fund manager. 

When the entrees arrived, Penny tried to be subtle 
about pushing her plate away. It was a beautifully grilled 
salmon steak, surrounded by lemon wedges, topped 
with crushed pecans and bourbon sauce, with a flourish 
of parsley.

“Sorry,” said Penny. “I didn’t expect … the smell. I 
don’t know what comes over me sometimes.” She 
leaned toward him and whispered: “I think I might be 
crazy.”

Taylor watched a pat of butter disappear into his 
baked potato. It was melting like his hopes for a fun 
evening.

“Send the salmon back,” he suggested. “You can get 
something else.”

“Didn’t you hear me? I said I think I might be crazy.”
“Well, you seem a little scattered, that’s all.”
“I want another cocktail. If I have another cocktail I 

can eat my dinner.”
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After another Finnish G&T she did nibble at the 
salmon, repeatedly apologized to Taylor for her scant 
appetite, and then had the waiter wrap the meal in foil. 
When the desert cart was wheeled around, she ordered 
a Kahlua and Cream, and Taylor did too.

"Well, I chose my internship,” she said. “Bayside 
County."

"Bayside County what?"
"Sheriff. They're putting me with a female, isn't that 

great!"
"What female?"
"She's tough, and really smart too."
"What female?"
"Bonnie Blanchard. You don't know her, do you?"
Taylor tried to keep the shock from showing on his 

face. They ordered a second round of Kahluas, and, 
bombed, wobbled out to the flower garden, which was 
dark, the sun setting behind the big hotel. On the far side 
of Author's Park, the sidewalk was jammed with well-
dressed people waiting out a theater intermission.

"Have you ever been to a real stage play?"
"Sure," Taylor said. "Haven't you?"
"Nope. Dad says ... plays are Heathen, a bunch of 

atheists doing the Devils work. Dad prays every day for 
the conversion of China."

"The conversion of China?"
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"To Roman Catholicism, he says that's a pre-condition 
to the Second Coming, now if there were Catholic plays, 
you know, with nuns and priests and crucifixes and the 
Pope delivering encyclicals left and right ..."

"Penny, you're nineteen or maybe twenty, right?"
She shrugged. She put an arm around his waist. "Oh 

Taylor, you're so practical. I'm not used to guys like you. 
You're like, not that much older but you're really more 
mature, you know? Let's call for a ride."

They ordered a car and in the backseat held hands 
like school kids on a first date. “Eight point six,” she said.

“Eight point six what?”
“Miles to your place. Look at the app.”
She hummed a tune he’d never heard before. They 

were both booze loopy and didn't say much for the few 
minutes it took the driver to wheel to Taylor’s condo.

They walked upstairs, Penny wobbling. "Twenty four,” 
she said.

“Twenty four what?”
“Steps to your floor. That rhymes, doesn’t it. Do you 

have gin?"
"Sure."
"Because gin and sin rhyme, don't they"
"What admixture of gin do you prefer?"
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"See, that's why I appreciate you. None of the guys I 
know talk like that. They're like, Blow me, bitch.

"I don't have blueberries, so Finnish G&Ts are not on 
the menu."

"Martini," she said, "stirred not shaken."
"It's the other way around, but sure okay."
Taylor assembled two martinis including mega-olives 

as Penny watched the city from the windows, 
mesmerized. "It's a whole different world over here," she 
said. "It's nothing like Holy Hill. It’s so incestuous up 
there.”

When he delivered the drinks, she sipped, set hers 
on the bookcase, and gently removed a golden 
necklace, pulling it free of her long blonde hair. She 
handed that necklace to Taylor. It dangled a Celtic cross.

She blessed herself. "Hide it somewhere dark," she 
said. "I can’t let Jesus see me dirty."

He shut it into a desk drawer. Martini in one hand, 
Penny slipped into the bathroom. “I’ll be a while,” she 
called through the door. “Don’t try to come in here, 
okay?”

“I wasn’t going to,” Taylor shouted.
“Don’t rattle the door or anything, okay?”
“Okay.”
He ducked into the bedroom, smoothed the rumpled 

bed, cracked the window to admit fresh air. Did he hear 
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the sound of puking coming from the bathroom? 
Whatever was going on in there, she’d warned him not to 
interfere, so he stepped into the living room and put 
Miles Davis on the stereo.

Penny emerged wearing one of Taylor’s shirts, 
unbuttoned.
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“I’m kind of drunk,” she said. “I’ve never been this 
drunk when … you know what I mean. Oh God.” She 
flopped onto his bed, a blonde freckly vision on the quilt.

“I’m feeling so like, giddy.” She giggled. “Oh Taylor, 
you’re going to find out.”

He sat on the bed, spread the shirt so he could see 
her whole body. “What am I going to find out?”

“About me.”
He put one hand on her belly and eased it toward her 

breasts. She closed her eyes and sighed. “I can’t give 
you what you want,” she said.

He kissed her, it was more innocent than lusty. He 
could feel her inhibition as taut muscle. He rested his 
hand between her flattened breasts.

“I’m so drunk and yet … I’m never going to be normal, 
Taylor. I’m ruined.”

“I didn’t expect you to be a virgin,” he joked.
“I’m not.”
“I’m not either so we’re even.”
Her face grew stiff, it was like she was staring at a 

horror film shown on the ceiling.
“I am so sorry to disappoint you,” she said. “I’m an 

awful person inside. I’m a dirty filthy tease is what I am. 
I’m terrible Taylor, I’ve got the Devil in me and if I don’t 
pray more, I’m probably going to hell for sure.”
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Taylor woke up alone, and restless. He showered, 

and out in the bedroom he stood a long time staring at a 
photo of Mom. Penny’s mysterious behavior had come 
between him and sleep. They had cuddled in the bed and 
fallen into drunken slumber but in the bleak hours, Penny 
had woken up screaming. Shaking and sobbing, she had 
called for a MyRide and run out.

Now Taylor was spooked by that, and dimly recalled 
noises from his childhood, his father shouting, his mom 
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crying out in muffled pain. The Captain shoved her, 
bruised her, but always out of Taylor’s sight, and they all 
three conspired to hide the evil truth from each other. 
His father’s anger smoldered in Hawaii, where his 
career was stuck at Captain’s rank, while his wife turned 
into a hippie surfer, spurning the supporting role of 
Officer’s Spouse.

Who was Elizabeth Powell, really, deep in her soul, 
before motherhood irrevocably changed her life? What 
did she think in her most private moments? What were 
her darkest desires and brightest hopes? Taylor would 
never know. Mom was dead and out of revelations. As a 
young woman, in rebellion against strict parents, she’d 
refused to apply to college. She worked as a secretary 
in the Warehouse District when it was truly full of 
warehouses. Her plan was to live independent and 
cheap, save money for a year, and then travel. But that 
Fall she met Daniel Burns at a music concert in The 
City. He was a young aspiring policeman, working event 
security. He pulled her aside, apologized, and searched 
her handbag. It was a rare reminiscence when she 
confided to Taylor: He was tough, but had a nice smile 
and was very, very sexy. 

She got pregnant soon after. Taylor was named for 
the headliner at that concert, singer James Taylor.
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As a surprise father, Dan Burns figured his best 
chance to support a young family was in the Air Force, 
and so it was off to Colorado soon after Taylor was 
born.

But during all her time as an Air Force wife, some 
dream of freedom lay like a big seed inside Elizabeth 
Powell Burns, only to burst open the first time she got 
on a rental board at Waikiki. Once she’d told him: 
Taylor, we make our choices young, too young 
sometimes. That notion had haunted him ever since, 
applied to her life, Dad's and his own as well. He was 
just 19 years old when he settled on Karen, the wrong 
choice, obviously, in hindsight. In some ways, his Mom 
and Dad were wrong for each other too. But by the time 
they discovered that, they had a child to raise. 

He picked up his phone, intending to text Penny and 
ask if she was okay. But it buzzed with a message.

 
Cammie Vang: Can we meet?

 
He gave himself time to think by making coffee in his 

Chemex. He drank it on his deck, relished the morning 
air, and wondered  whether he was being set up. He 
replied:

 
It's a work day for me
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He reassured himself that the Bulgarian could hardly 

snatch him if he took a MyRide to work. It was three 
steps from his front door to the curb, and Console 
Graphics had a big, and quite nasty, Physical Security 
staff.

 
Cammie Vang: I can offer you a ride. 

We should talk
 
Taylor began to see this as a chess game, and was 

curious about their next move. So he texted:
 

Can you meet at Jordan Baker's for lunch? Just 
you and me, though, okay?

 
Cammie Vang: Yes

 
At his cubicle, Taylor found it hard to concentrate and 

he was all nerves by 11:30. He reasoned: Jordan Baker's 
is crazy popular with the tech crowd. A kidnapping or 
worse would have a lot of witnesses, each of whom 
carried an average of two recording devices. 

He had the MyRide driver drop him off near the 
entrance to the Garden Room. Adora, followed by 
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Cammie, popped off a garden bench and approached. 
There was no Bulgarian Bruiser in sight.

"I need to ask about the app," said Adora in a choked 
voice.

Cammie stared at her feet. She was dressed 
demurely, all covered up, even though it was summer 
sunny.

"And I need to know," he said, "whether Cammie is 
free."
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"What do you mean, free?"
"As opposed to a sex slave."
Adora choked out a bitter laugh. "Slave?" She turned 

to Cammie. "Are you a slave, my little cousin?"
Cammie shook her head, her body language emitting 

shame.
Taylor pulled out his cellphone, flicked to the ride app. 

"Well, if she's not a slave, then she's free to leave with 
me, right?"

"Not if she doesn't want to."
"Cammie?" he said. "Would you like to have lunch, 

just you and me?"
"No," she said softly.
“You’re sure?" he said.
"We are sorry to cause trouble," Cammie said.
“Don’t listen to her,” snapped Adora. “She is stupid in 

the head.”
"If Cammie comes with me," Taylor said, "I'll write the 

app. If not, no chance. That's my deal. Take or leave it."
Adora spit at the ground. "You owe us. First we get 

the app, and then, you get Cammie."
"So Cammie's yours to give?"
Adora drilled him with a look of pure animal hate.
“If you're giving her away like she's a stray cat,” he 

said, “then she's your slave."
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“We are not," Cammie blurted.
"Shut up," Adora said. "This man is not worth talking 

to." She turned to Taylor. "We try so hard to be nice 
people."

"I am calling the police."
"Go ahead. We are members of the Chamber of 

Commerce."
She stomped off, holding Cammie by the wrist. As 

Taylor turned to watch them, a black Range Rover 
pulled up. He couldn't see the driver through its tinted 
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windows, but the passenger one rolled down revealing 
the face of an angry Nick.

"You have upset my wife, smarts guy," Nick said as 
Adora and Cammie slipped into the back seat. "In 
Bulgaria, we hate a smarts guy. What's matter, you don't 
want pretty girl? Maybe you like boys, eh? You have one 
week. You break this deal, I break your face."

 
Artie returned from Vegas in the company of Butchie 

Block. Those two sat around at Artie's Cottage getting 
high and dissecting the huge losses they taken on the 
Stanley Cup playoffs. It was the workweek, so Taylor 
didn't join them on the island. But when Artie returned to 
the mainland, Taylor dropped over to that messy 
apartment.

Artie was watching a golf tournament. “Why do I do 
this to myself?” Artie said. “This is not a sport. Look at 
these guys. It’s like a bunch of accountants out there. I’m 
surprised they don’t carry calculators in their golf bags.”

"They do. They're called range finders."
"Oh, right, you've actually played this stupid game."
"So how's Butchie?"
"He blew even more than I did. I don't think I'm his 

favorite guy right now."
"Do you think Butchie could get me a gun? The 

Bulgarian's closing in."
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"Taylor, Wow Mart will sell you a murder machine."
"That can't be traced?”
“Point taken. But Butchie’s on parole, man. If he goes 

within ten feet of a weapon, they could send him back to 
prison.”

“Well, I can’t call the cops on the Bulgarian, so don’t 
even suggest it.”

“Wasn’t going to.The cops know what goes on at the 
Airliner Motel.”
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“My Dad thinks the Sheriff is being paid off. Even if 
they did  bust Nick, at most it'll be a catch and release.

“And one pissed off Bulgarian,” Artie said. “It's like 
dogs, you know. Your alpha dog, he senses weakness, 
he attacks. Like Randall. I miss that old boy. I never took 
him to the dog park. Pit bulls had a nose for him."

"So I'm weak?"
“You and me, we're civilized. We didn't grow up 

fighting off thugs and gangs. America's success has 
made us a nation of softies. Soft-serve nation, that's 
what we are."

"That doesn't help me."
"There's a better way," said Artie. “Why do it yourself 

when we know a professional?”

Just after sundown, Artie dropped Taylor off at the 
head of the alley behind Scotty's Green Lantern.

Butchie, lurking, glared when Taylor offered a hand. 
"So you grew up," he said. "I had my doubts. You 

don't remember me?"
"Well, I've seen you around."
"The last time I seen you, you was four years old. 

Your mother and the old man came home on leave from 
somewheres.”
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“South Carolina, probably.” Taylor moved on to 
business. “I asked to meet you because Artie 
suggested ..."

Butchie scoffed. "Artie suggested?”
"He said you might offer protective services." 
"Could be," Butchie said. "But only if they're legal. 

Because unlike you I been in state prison. And I found it 
lacking in, ah ah ah amenities."

"Perfectly ..."
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"It's not your turn to talk. My services start at $20,000, 
plus ex ex ex expenses as we go along. My protection 
services come with an ironclad guarantee. We've got 
nothing to talk about unless that's good with you."

"In theory maybe I could scrape up that much money," 
Taylor said. "But I'm not committing ..."

"Here's what you get for your money. A lifetime 
guarantee of protection from this threat. If he causes you 
trouble, even years from now, I will straighten him out. 
Punishment works. Society ought to try it. Instead of the 
half-ass justice system we have now. We ka ka coddle 
our brats, and that's why we have so many losers today."

He jammed his hands into his pockets. "Who's the 
target?"

“Nick Katranjiev.”
Butchie nodded.
"You know him?"
"I know of him. Just another immigrant."
"When do I deliver the money?"
"Whenever you want my services to begin." He 

laughed. “We can work out an installment plan but, no, I 
don't take credit cards."

"And if I decide not to … hire you?"
Butchie shrugged. "My feelings won't be hurt." He 

clapped Taylor on the shoulder. "It really is too bad about 
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your mom. She was a wuh wonderful girl when I knew 
her. I hear the local Sherlocks are reopening. I wouldn't 
put too much hope in their so-called investigation." He 
sighed. "She was so beautiful. Such a shame, the way it 
turned out."
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Chamber of Commerce, did Adora say? Taylor 
wanted to find out what "legitimate" business she and 
Nick ran. And who exactly owned the Wonder Bar? And 
how much property Billie McGinn owned on Poke Island.  
He bought Tasha Wolf the LumberJack Special 
Breakfast at Diner24, and then they trooped down to City 
Hall.

Tasha led him into the City Clerk's office and there on 
a computer they found Adora Vang and her business, 
Flash Entertainment. Adora had paid a $50 filing fee and 
described the business as an “Agency for Models and 
Dancers.” They were required to list four officers: 
President Adora, Vice President Nick Katanjiev, and then 
two names Taylor copied down but didn't recognize.

Chapter 17

Secrets revealed
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Maggie Hughes was listed as owner of the Wonder 
Bar, which was certainly a lie. Tasha confirmed that 
Billie McGinn owned the building and lot next to the 
Burns family's property on Poke Island, and the land 
underneath an adjoining business, the Isle Be Seaing U 
Cafe.

With that info gathered, they stepped from the dank 
sour clerk's office into the sunny park in front of City 
Hall. Taylor asked Tasha: "How much do you know 
about Butchie Block?"

"Butchie Block? They slammed him back into 
Stateville on a parole beef."

“Nope, he’s free. Why did they lock him up in the first 
place? Don't give me that look, Tasha, I haven't lived 
here my whole life."

"Some low-life treks down to our sunny shores to go 
fishing. Gets into fight, drowns, Butchie claims he was 
trying to save the guy. Jury doubted Butchie was in 
rescue mode. Slam go the electric doors. Butchie says 
bye bye."

She shrugged. "That's all I know.”
“Drug deal?” Taylor asked.
Tasha shrugged. “Maybe. But Butchie made his 

living stealing motorcycles. Anyway, his trial was a big 
story at the time. I was in high school. What year did 
your family move back here anyway?"
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Taylor didn't answer because he was processing the 
notion that Butchie had killed someone by drowning. 
Maybe he’d heard that before, but it hadn’t taken. Now 
he found it even more disturbing that Butchie seemed to 
know a lot about his mother.

"Where you going?" Tasha asked.
"Gotta walk," he said. "Gotta walk and think."
“Thanks for breakfast,” Tasha shouted. “Prick!”
 
Console Graphics offered flex hours, and it was 

time for Taylor to slip through those golden revolving 
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doors and attend to his work, which was to track down 
glitches in the company’s software. He didn't make it to 
his cubicle, though. Rhonda Douglas blocked him. 

Rhonda was HR manager for the Systems Division. 
She was a young black woman in the whitest of all work 
environments. She had risen into junior management by 
putting in long hours and following corporate dictates, 
hence her whispered nickname, Rhonda the Stiff.

"Taylor," she said, "we need to talk."
Uh oh. He had lost track of time, there were few 

people around, maybe it was lunch. No!
"Big meeting," said Rhonda.
"Okay, down in Conference One?"
"You missed it."
"Sorry Rhonda."
"Don't apologize to me, I'm not taking notes. But Luke 

did ask me where you were. Look, it's not good news, 
Taylor. They're looking to cut headcount."

His hand flew to his chest like it was protecting his 
heart from a spear. "Me? My job?

Rhonda shook her head. "Nobody knows who. 
There'll be a form in your E-Basket. J-U-S-T. Job Utility 
Survey Template. Fill it out by Friday morning ..."

"I've got to justify my paycheck?"
"Taylor, don't shoot me. Messenger. That’s all I am."
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 There were no other mega tech firms in Shipwreck 
Bay, and if Taylor lost this job, his immediate prospects 
were limited to temp coding or maybe math tutoring.

He sat at his cubicle unable to work. He imagined 
himself on the Titanic, going down, a pitiful helpless 
math nerd about to drown in an icy sea of self-created 
debt. What a frightening notion it is, that your time is 
worth $50 an hour until, flash, it’s worth worth 
nothing. After a two hours of pointless fidgeting, Taylor 
slipped out, avoiding his frightened gossiping coworkers.

Underneath all that anxiety lay a fear, about his 
mother, and Butchie. How well did they know each other 
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long ago? He certainly couldn't ask Dad, but Mariana 
would know. He called her. She said she was on her 
way to the ferry.

Mariana had lived in Shipwreck Bay all her life. Her 
husband had died long ago, and her rough-neck son 
had been bounced out of the Marines. When the Burns 
family moved back to town years ago, Taylor’s mom 
declared she was finished being a housewife. This was 
a tactical victory in her war with Dad, who had never 
"allowed" her to work. She didn't have a college 
education or much work experience, so she tried selling 
real estate part-time. Dad hired Mariana to come in for 
housework two days a week.

When Taylor’s mom went missing last year, Mariana 
took over all the housework, mothering Jamie and Annie 
in the process. As it evolved, she moved into Dad's bed 
as well.

And now that Poke Island was coming to life for the 
season, Mariana was picking up extra work preparing 
beach cottages for the summer. Dan Burns, under 
pressure of his flying expenses, had finally yielded to the 
notion that women could occasionally work outside the 
home.
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Taylor had long wondered whether Mariana knew 
more than she was saying about Marco the Ferryman, 
and his disappearance after a single police interview. 
The Hispanic community in Shipwreck Bay is not very 
big, and there was a chance they knew one another. 

Taylor leaped out of the car and hailed Mariana at the 
ferry dock.

"You look … you look wild," she said. "Did you sleep 
well?"

"Mariana I know you've got to catch the next boat so 
let me come out and ask you. Butchie Block is back in 
town. You know him, right?"

She nodded.
"How well did he know my Mom?"
"Butchie," she said. "He is in prison, no?"
"On parole. I was talking to him and he seemed to 

say that he knew my mom well back then."
Mariana's face glowed with embarrassment. She 

looked down at her feet. "He went to Shipwreck Bay 
High School for a while. Same class as me."

"I know."
"And was expelled."
"For what, do you remember?"
"Fighting in the hallways. Bringing knives to school. 

Then his parents sent him up the hill to Catholic school."
"But what about him and my mom?"
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"Taylor, please, honey."
"You don't want to tell me?"
“Some girls, they like the tough guy."
"He dated my mother?"
"I don't know, Taylor, it wasn't my crowd. I used to see 

them sometimes, that's all. On Monroe Street. I don't 
know any more, please, you are hurting me with that 
look."

Taylor backed away. He didn't want to alienate 
Mariana. She was a savior to The Cousins, who needed 
and adored her.

"Your mom is gone, Taylor. We cannot bring her back, 
even though we all want to so badly. I know it hurts in 
your heart but please, do not torture yourself."

 
Maggie Hughes was sexy, smart and had unlimited 

access to alcohol. So that night Taylor found himself at 
the Wonder Bar.

"Layoffs gonna begin," he muttered into his Moscow 
Mule.

"So I heard."
It was hard to break news to Maggie, who seemed 

hard-wired into Shipwreck Bay’s gossip network.
"Once Console starts paring payroll," she said, "that's 

it for the real estate in this burg. You're not in the 
crosshairs, are you?"
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He shrugged.
"Maybe you too will end up in Silicon Valley."
"Have you heard from Karen?"
"She's having a rough time, Taylor. Don't ask, honest. 

I have to honor her secrets."
It was Cowboy Night, Country and Western dancing, 

and Taylor had a hard time hanging in there, a loner at 
the bar, and no fan of the music, but the Moscow Mules 
made it easier. During a break in the music Maggie 
shouted over the crowd murmur: "Want to spend the 
night?"

He nodded.
"Don't sit here all night drinking. Go to my place and 

put some good music on. I have to listen to this trash all 
night, I want Beethoven playing when I walk in, okay?"

So he hailed a ride to her apartment. He didn't need 
keys, just the code to her door lock. Maggie was a big 
reader, and was also deep into classical music and 
progressive jazz. Taylor played a Pat Metheny album 
and searched her library for The Great Gatsby.

He read the book, but didn’t make it very far in. He 
stopped to ponder the hotel scene in which the brute 
Tom had given his girlfriend Daisy a fat lip. Why didn’t 
Daisy leave him? He fell into a restless booze snooze on 
Maggie's big soft sofa.

Maggie woke him up by shaking his foot.
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"I said Beethoven, not the sounds of a drunk snoring."
Taylor awoke to the drunken illusion that he was in 

love with her. Maybe Maggie was The Answer he’d been 
seeking in a woman, part lover, part mother, part best 
friend.

She put a Beethoven sonata on the speakers and 
said over her shoulder, "Shower and brush your teeth if 
you expect to get in bed with me."

He followed orders, exited the shower with the music 
still playing, and joined Maggie on the couch.

“Much better," she said. “Thank you. I hate to sleep 
alone."

“Alone? What about Paul?"
"Paul," she sputtered. "He's out buying containers 

somewhere."
Maggie had no suitors her age. She had Taylor, 

nearly 10 years younger, and Paul about 20 years older. 
Paul was the No.1 horse in Maggie's stable, but Taylor 
didn’t know much about him. Paul had made himself rich 
by buying and selling shipping containers full of who 
knows what. He spent most of his time at RiverPorts up 
in The City.

"I'd be up for a morning fuck," Maggie said, "but right 
now, I'm exhausted."

He snuggled up to her, warm and soft.
"Do I detect a hard-on?" she whispered.
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"It can wait."
"Where's my diary? Did a man just tell me he can 

wait?"
“Maggie, just between us. Who really owns the Wonder 

Bar? And why does it have to be secret?"
"Taylor," she said. She caressed his face.
“I’m kind of in to you.”
"Oh are you? And what exactly do you find so 

charming? Is it the smell of stale beer, the sagging tits, my 



37

dependence on a sugar daddy to pay the rent? What is it 
about me?”

“I don’t know, I …”
“You know Lisa and I are friends, right?”
“Uh…”
“We go way back to Diner24, waiting tables and taking 

smoke breaks in the alley. Women talk, Taylor. Did you 
ever sleep with Lisa?”

“No.”
“But you’d like to, right?”
Shrug.
“I mean it’s so obvious. Lisa’s older than you. Karen’s 

two years older than you. I’m way older than you. Taylor, 
are you looking for your mama?” 

 The promise of morning sex was broken because 
Maggie got a 6 a.m. phone call. Paul had just arrived in 
town, and demanded she join him for breakfast at 
Scotty's. It would be a $100 breakfast, starting with 
mimosas.

Maggie kissed him on the way out, "Sorry love, I'll 
make it up to you, promise."

But she had again evaded the question of who really 
owned the Wonder Bar and why it was such a big secret.

Taylor brewed coffee and sat at Maggie's kitchen table 
alone, doing the mental sorting of the morning after. 
Maggie had set herself up well. Sex she got from Taylor 
and a few other well-chosen men. She had Paul to pay 
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the bills. He apparently wanted Maggie as a showpiece, 
a glamorous younger woman to display to his friends and 
clients up in The City. They never swanned around 
Shipwreck Bay, though, keeping their affair a local 
secret.

Browsing Maggie’s library for something to read over 
coffee, he came upon a whole section of mother and 
baby advice. Mayo Clinic Guide to a Healthy Pregnancy 
… The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding … The Nourishing 
Traditions Book of Baby and Child Care …

On the bookshelf above were propped two framed 
photos: One of Karen taken on Maui, and the other of 
Penny at the coffee shop. These two, Taylor realized, 
were substitutes for the 
daughters Maggie would 
never have.

For all her world-weary 
pose, Maggie was deep 
down a frustrated mother. 
Taylor felt he had 
stumbled on a powerful 
secret.

He stood at Maggie’s 
bay window and watched 
The Warehouse District 
wake up. He wondered 
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how long he’d be part 
of it. Rhonda was the 
key. She lived in his 
condo, but being her 
neighbor earned him 
no points. She was a 
company loyalist, and if 
ordered to throw him 
overboard, she would.

The morning’s sober 
light also brought him 
important insights. 
Butchie had drowned 
someone. Butchie had some kind of mysterious 
relationship with his mother. Was it possible that Butchie 
Block and Marco the Ferryman somehow conspired to 
do in Elizabeth Burns?

Taylor needed protection from Nick, but he knew now 
he wouldn't be hiring Butchie.
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Taylor put in a lot of face time at Console over the 
next week, but no new work orders filtered into his feed. 
He was pretty sure he knew what this meant. So rather 
than play video games while awaiting genuine work, he 
coded and debugged the FlashGirl app for The 
Bulgarian.

Every time Rhonda passed his cubicle, she looked 
the other way. Obviously, he was on The List.

Maybe there was a future in pimp software? That 
prospect frightened him so much that he made an 
excuse to sweet talk Rhonda, and slipped in a pathetic 
mention of his student loans. She responded with a look 
of sympathy and contempt.

Chapter 18

Fired and worse
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He tested the app. Users would get a photo, a video 
link, a few words, choose a girl and a meeting place, for 
a "date." Nobody could prove it wasn't just another 
cheesy dating app. Taylor felt like he had descended into 
a swamp, and couldn't wipe the slime off.

He tapped for a ride to Peace, Love & Coffee, and 
texted Adora.

 
App ready

 
But just as he shut down his computer, Rhonda 

appeared at the door of her office and said, very softly: 
“Taylor? Can we see you?”

We?
Her office glowed behind fogged glass and up close 

Taylor could make out another person in there. Gita 
Joshi, Chief of Human Potential, sat behind Rhonda’s 
desk, hands folded, eyes looking off somewhere else. 
Taylor walked into that office, stiff, as if he had wooden 
legs. Rhonda closed the door and it was just the three of 
them and white noise.

Gita was pregnant, and squirmed in that office chair. 
She had an orange folder on the desk in front of her, and 
her red fingernails began tapping it.

“Taylor Burns, please sit down,” Gita said.
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Rhonda pushed a chair into place, and he plopped into 
it.

“Your employment with Console is terminated,” Gita 
said.

Taylor nodded as if he’d known it all along.
“This folder …” she pushed it across the desk toward 

him “explains the benefits included in your severance 
package.”

Taylor felt a shadow looming just outside the glassy 
office, and turned to see a security guard, gold badge 
gleaming on his uniform.
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“Ronald is out there to help you collect your personal 
belongings,” Gita said.

“It’s a tough business, Taylor,” Rhonda said. “It’s 
competitive. We’ve had two losing quarters in a row. 
Economically, it just can’t be …”

Gita cleared her throat and Rhonda got the message 
and trailed off.

“… sustained.”
Rhonda’s attempted apology bounced off a stunned 

Taylor.
“Should you have any questions,” Gita said,  “there’s 

a web site to assist terminated employees. You will 
leave the premises immediately. The severance bonus 
will be deposited in your personal bank account within 
five days.” 

“Did I do something wrong?” Taylor asked. “Because, 
I mean I know I wasn’t at all the meetings.”

“Business is very slow, Taylor,” Rhonda said. “That’s 
all it is.”

“This is not personal, but very Big Picture,” Gita said. 
“The company is adjusting.” She shrugged. “That’s all I 
can tell you.”

Rhonda opened the door. Taylor shuffled to his 
cubicle. Into a box that once held Console’s video 
games, Taylor deposited pictures of Mom, Jamie and 
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Annie, a dead cell phone, a coffee mug, water bottle and 
two pairs of ear buds, one black, one white. 

He took the escalator down to the lobby. Console 
Graphics had once been Nobles’ Department Store and 
kept all the old escalators and elevators, all the filigree 
ironwork and big display windows. Taylor remembered 
taking this escalator up for the first time, in the rising 
direction, to his dream job, working on video games. 
Now he pushed out the revolving doors and got into a 
MyRide car, with a lump in his throat and a fear that, if 
he glanced back, he might cry.

Taylor directed the driver to the Wonder Bar, but as 
the car pulled up he changed his mind. Next door at 
Peace, Love & Coffee, Penny, steamed espresso with a 
cheerful smile.

Taylor had a revelation: She’s an actress. On a 
coffee-house stage. She’s acting the innocent cutie-pie 
cheerleader. In private, in the darkness, she’s a 
wounded soul, guarding an unspeakable secret.

He grabbed a bottle of Idolatry Pilsner from the 
cooler, scanned it at the auto-pay machine, and sat in 
the “teapot corner,” where the shelves displayed a 
sprawling collection of antique teapots. Like human 
beings, they came in all shapes, colors and sizes. There 
were 59 pots, and Penny had said she didn’t know why, 
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but she counted them 
every time she began 
a shift.

He sipped 
lukewarm beer and 
tried to grasp the 
impact of losing his job 
and income. Was it 
even possible that 
fifteen minutes ago he 
…

"Taylor?"
Lost in worries, he 

looked up.
“I’m on break,” 

Penny said. 
They walked out 

the alley exit and 
Penny said: "Are you 
feeling okay? Because 
you look weird, well, never mind, because, boy do I have 
news for you, Taylor Burns." She bit her lips.

“At The Zoo,” she said, “I’m re-organizing case files 
…”

“The Zoo?”
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“The Sheriff’s Office,” she said. “And I sneaked a look 
at it, your Mom's case I mean, I'm not allowed to do it but 
Taylor, I'm getting an idea where Deputy Blanchard is 
going."

His head began to tingle, his ears rang in a thousand 
frequencies.

“Bonnie doesn’t know we’re friends.” Penny looked 
around to ensure that they were alone in the alley. 
"Bonnie believes Marco the Ferryman was paid off, or 
scared off maybe, to skip the last run on the night your 
mom, you know, disappeared, meaning your mom would 
have been purposely made to miss the ferry.” She 
stopped to take a deep, panicked breath. “Her theory is 
Marco was an unwitting accomplice, and fled to Honduras 
when the police began to question him."

"Okay." Taylor felt as if he had swallowed an electric 
eel, and it was squirming through his innards.

"You know how there's flaky cell service on Poke 
Island?  Bonnie thinks that after missing the ferry your 
mom headed back toward Artie's Cottage, where she 
always left her surfboards and wet suits. She was 
thinking maybe Artie or his parents were home, and she 
could use their satellite phone. And here's where it gets 
weird, I don't even want to tell you, are you up for it?"

"Sure," he said, just barely able to utter that word.
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"Bonnie is focusing on your housekeeper's son, 
Benito, the one who went into the Marines, he had a long 
juvie record and was known around town as a punk. 
Bonnie thinks somebody hired him, and that he did 
something very bad to your Mom, and then joined the 
Marines as a way to skip town."

"Uh."
"And last," she rested her hand on his forearm, "and 

worst of all, Taylor, she is focusing on you as the most 
probable ... oh, I don't want to say it."

"She thinks I hired Benito to ... drown my own 
mother?"

Penny nodded.
"Where does she get this idea?"
"From Karen."
"Say that again?"
"From your ex-fiancee. Karen told Bonnie that you're a 

Jeckyl-and-Hyde. She said when you were high you were 
a monster."

Taylor fell back against the wall. "Karen said all this to 
the Sheriff?"

Penny nodded. “Deputy. And more but Taylor don't 
make me tell you."

"No, tell me. Tell me now." He trapped her against the 
wall, his arms a cage.

Penny looked up at him, frightened.
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"Karen said you did it for the money. That Artie was a 
real bad influence on you, with all his drugs. That you 
couldn’t keep up with Artie’s reckless spending. That you 
wanted to live big and couldn't until you paid off your 
mortgage and your college loans." 
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The news that he was a prime suspect in his mother's 
murder sent Taylor searching for a trusted friend. And 
that meant Artie. The gaming nerds Taylor had 
befriended in high school had moved on to college and 
then scattered, selling themselves to the highest 
corporate bidder. So now it was pretty much him and 
Artie. 

They’d become friends during college basketball 
playoff season. Taylor helped Artie work through 
probabilities. In return, Artie provided mind-altering 
substances. But they had long since become true 
friends, in mutual appreciation.

Artie was the last person known to have seen Liz 
Burns alive, and was on the sheriff’s suspect list. Until a 

Chapter 19

The unthinkable
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few days ago, Taylor could never imagine a motive. But 
now he knew that his mom’s complaint may have 
triggered the police raid on Artie’s apartment. Did Artie 
know or even suspect that? Either way, Taylor could not 
imagine goofy Artie killing his mother. If it had come to a 
fight, his mom could have kicked Artie’s ass.

Taylor rode the ferry across the bay to Poke Island, 
never able to make this trip without feeling spooked by 
the ghost of Liz Burns. Surfer, wife, mother and late-
blooming free spirit, she’d loved life but never made it to 
her 46th birthday. On the jitney ride out to Surfer's 
Rockpile, he felt himself sink into a swamp of dark 
despair. 

The sight of Butchie in the dunes made him want to 
vomit.

Butchie had climbed the dunes with Artie's telescope. 
He waved Taylor over.

Taylor said: "The dunes, man, you're supposed to ..."
"What?" Butchie called. "It's fuckin sand. Get over 

here. Take a gander."
"Go," Artie called from the cottage deck. "You'll be 

surprised."
Taylor climbed the dune, peered through the scope.
"Not the blondes," Butchie said behind him. "Keep 

going. Way down there. Behind the boat. You like the 
dark meat, kid? Artie says you know that one."
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He recognized the nude women revealed by the scope. 
They were in the "shy corner" where an upturned lifeboat 
offered the illusion of privacy.

"Okay," he told Butchie, "we should get off the dunes."
Butchie scoffed. Taylor hiked down the sandy dune and 

climbed the stairs to Artie's deck, Butchie behind him 
carrying the telescope.

"I told you, man," Artie said.
"Yup, it's Rhonda,” Taylor said. “And I know the other 

one too, the pregnant one. Gita. She's the big kahuna in 
Human Potential."

“Corporate management!” Artie said to Butchie. “In the 
flesh."
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Artie rolled a big fat sloppy doobie, slipped it 
between his lips, and fired it up with a cheap plastic 
lighter. He blew smoke. "Uptown Special," he said.

It smelled like ordinary marijuana to Taylor.
"Dipped in mule shit," said Artie, "sprinkled with star 

dust, and cured in a Russian salt mine. Try it?"
Taylor shook his head. Artie handed the joint to 

Butchie, who sucked down an enormous lungful, then 
coughed smoke out. 
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"Who's the naked babes?" Butchie asked.
"They work at Console Graphics," Taylor said.
"Tech whores!" said Butchie. He sprawled in the 

Adirondack chair, a pint of bourbon resting precariously 
on its arm. He leaned in to hand Taylor the joint. "It's 
mellow," he promised.

It was not.
Even in one toke, Taylor felt like he was lifted from the 

deck, his feet not quite able to touch the ground, head 
empty and light, ears ringing. Suddenly the salty sea air 
seemed a magic elixir as he sucked it like pure joy into 
his lungs.

"Pretty good shit, eh?" Butchie said.
All his muscles seemed to turn to Jello. He grabbed 

the deck rail because he had to hold on to something. He 
seemed to enter a world of light, freedom, and eternal 
kindness, and he wanted to live there for the rest of his 
life.

In this fantasy world, his mom seemed alive, behind 
some kind of foamy, glowing pink barrier. One more toke 
and he could get there.

Butchie ran off with the joint. He called out: "I'm going 
to get me some dark meat. Fifty bucks says I can lure 
'em back here."

"No bet," called Artie. To Taylor he said, "Butchie, 
crude as he is, is magic with women." 
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Taylor’s reflexes were wading through a swampy fog, 
so his protest was too late. "Artie, those women just fired 
me. I don't want them up here."

A beach patrol siren began to wail and Taylor’s 
beautiful spacey high turned into a terrified nausea. He 
was losing his grip on space and time and felt he would 
sail away on the wind if he didn't hold tight to the deck 
rail.

"Artie" he muttered, "what was in that joint?"
"Pretty good, eh?" He slapped Taylor on the back.
Taylor pushed him away. 
"Hey, asshole," Artie said, "I'm your friend."
Suddenly, Taylor wasn't so sure about that. Gripping 

the rail, he eased down into an Adirondack chair. The 
ocean, the waves, seemed menacing. The points of 
sunlight on the water all seemed blinding, overwhelming, 
horrible. He swung the chair around, turned his back to 
the ocean. That evil sea had swallowed his mother and 
turned her into food for the fishes.

"Artie, help me.”
"How?" Artie crouched in front of the chair. "You look 

like you could use a beer. We brought sandwiches from 
Mike Fink's. You want a ham sandwich?"

Taylor gripped the chair. Even though it was bright 
sunshine out there, it seemed he was surrounded by 



55

darkness, lit only by the glow of a single, faint, wavering 
candle.

"Dude," Artie said, "You're looking green."
Taylor put his head in his hands. "Artie, the Deputy is 

hovering like a vulture."
"Let her hover, man. She needs evidence." 
"I think the worst, Artie."
"What do you mean the worst?"
"The unspeakable. My Dad. I think he hated my mom. I 

mean he loved her until she declared her freedom. He can 
only love a dependent woman. Like Mariana, see? He 
hated my mom, he felt she was holding out on him, keeping 
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her inheritance for me and The Cousins. He desperately 
wants to buy an airplane, so he's trying to get his hands 
on the beach property and sell it, and now he's chumming 
up with Billie McGinn, and lying about it. It all makes 
sense, Artie, but I'm afraid to know. What if it's my own 
father?”

Artie went dark and numb. This is why he took 
drugs, because they were a beautiful oasis in the horrible 
desert of truth. He felt like a bum, like Judas, like 
Benedict Arnold. But telling the full truth now, after a year 
of evasions, would destroy him and Taylor too. The only 
thing he could think to say was: "Oh man, we’ve got to 
get Lisa out here. You need a massage."

"My own father. How can I face that, Artie?"
"Dude, it’s so unlikely, okay?"
"And worse, he knows all the cops ..."
"A lot of people had motive. Marco the Ferryman? 

Women refused to ride alone with him." 
Artie fetched a bottle of Coke and a wrapped sub 

sandwich,  set them on the table in front of Taylor.
“Motive?" Taylor said. “Mariana!"
"What's her motive?"
"To get my mom out of the way and move in with my 

dad. Her son, Benito, didn't he break a guys' ribs down on 
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Monroe Street? And all of a sudden he joins the Marines, 
like two weeks after …"

The bottle of Coke slipped out of Taylor’s hands, 
spilled on the deck.

Artie retrieved it, all foamy.
"Butchie," Taylor muttered.
"What do you mean, Butchie?"
"I think they were a thing in high school."
"Look," Artie said, "when you come down from this, 

we'll work it out. The key is Marco the Ferryman. 
Somebody paid him or tricked him or threatened him to 
skip that last ferry run. Whoever arranged that …"
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"Yeah. All we have to do is search every town 
between Fairbanks and Tierra Del Fuego. I’ll give you a 
suspect.  Karen."

"Karen?"
“She hated tech work. She always wanted to open a 

cafe. If I got my mom's inheritance … what if Karen 
arranged the evil deed, secretly, with that bastard Rick? 
When they realized the missing persons case would 
drag on, and the will would never be executed, they 
bolted."

Artie swallowed his chunk of sandwich. He’d never 
liked Karen. She was, what was the word, imperious.

"The answer is Marco,” Artie said. “I’m telling you. I’ll 
bet Butchie can find Marco, and here comes Butchie 
now.”

That ugly man mounted the steps. "I scared 'em back 
into their clothes," he said, looking over his shoulder. 
"They don't ah ah ah appreciate the older white male."

He picked up what was left of the sub sandwich and 
began gnawing like a beaver. "We out of beer?" he 
shouted at Artie.

The two women, Rhonda and Gita, wrapped up in 
bright beach shifts, walked around  Surfer's Rockpile and 
onto the narrow sandy boardwalk.

Taylor moved into the shadow of the deck.
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"You afraid of 'em?" Butchie asked.
"That one in blue, there? She just fired me.”
Butchie eyed the women, who avoided looking 

toward the cottage.
"That bitch fired you?” Butchie scoffed. “They did that 

to me, I’d make 'em eat dirt."
Taylor rushed into the kitchen, gulped water like he’d 

been lost in the desert.
Butchie was behind him. "You okay man?
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Artie gave Taylor Xanax to take home, and said he'd 
never seen someone get so paranoid from one of his 
doobie specials. Still, Taylor paced his living room for a 
while, thinking, My God, I'm going to lose my home, on 
top of everything else. I'll end up squatting in a 
cardboard box. He felt like he was coming loose, like a 
tire flung off a semi, landing, thump, in the breakdown 
lane as the massive truck rolled on. 

When he finally relaxed, with pharmaceutical help, 
he decided that, hell, being forced to move to The City 
wasn't so bad. He’d have to rent, take a roommate, job 
hunt, but maybe the best thing would be to escape 
Shipwreck Bay for good. 

He was nodding off on the couch, when a ferocious 
knock rattled the door. At first he was too terrified to 

Chapter 20

Maggie’s advice
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answer, but when the knocker kept hammering, Taylor 
latched the door on its security chain and eased it open

There stood Nick Katanjiev. "App works nice. Open 
please, for girl, okay?"

Behind him was Cammie. Taylor unlatched the chain. 
Nick  shoved Cammie into the apartment, and said: "Girl 
is yours. Enjoy.” He turned away. "I come back for her, 
one week."

Taylor slammed the door and locked it.
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Cammie's face twitched. He touched her shoulder. 
"You'll be all right now."

She sat in the kitchen, head in hands. Taylor raised 
the shades on the big windows with their view of 
downtown.

"Are you hungry?"
She shook her head.
"Talk to me."
All she did was gulp.
"Would you like tea?"
She nodded.
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Taylor stepped over to the stove to boil water. “You 
don't have to stay here if you don't want to,” he said. “But 
you are welcome to stay. We have a spare bedroom and 
you can have it. I promise I won't bother you."

He walked around the kitchen island, crouched, 
looked into her eyes. "You don't owe me anything. Stay 
as long as you need to, and we'll get something figured 
out. You don't have to go back to that pimp or your 
cousin either. Okay?"

She nodded, tears leaking through the fingers. He 
wanted to hug her but it was better not to. "You'll be okay 
here."

What Taylor needed then was to be somebody's hero. 
He wrote out a four-digit code for the front door lock, and 
gave it to Cammie. He served her tea, a piece of good 
chocolate, and a muffin, and left her alone in the kitchen, 
deliberately making himself busy in his work room.

Most young men in his situation would call their Dad, 
especially if he was cop-connected. But that was out of 
the question for Taylor. Artie wasn't going to be any help 
in a serious matter. So he messaged Maggie.
 

What time you checking in at the Wonder?

Maggie wrote back:
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5 to 2. What's your problem?

 
Don't want to message about it. 

Can you stop here on the way over?
 

Yep. Fourish.
 
Cammie sat at the kitchen island, leafing through a 

copy of Wired. 
"I'm going out for lunch. Hungry?"
She shook her head.
"Well, you've got the key code, so ... come and go as 

you please."
She said a barely audible okay.
Taylor left her alone in his condo.
 For lunch he ordered a root beer and a chop salad, 

and took a window seat at Mike Fink's, just across the 
street from the condo's entrance. He saw Cammie saw 
her ease out to the balcony once, look around, and step 
back inside.

Mike Fink's had been Shipwreck Bay's favorite deli 
since the 1930s. There were three of them now, this 
newest one in the Warehouse District. Their specialty is 
sub sandwiches, the old-fashioned way, meats and 
cheeses sliced to order, crusty bread fresh from the 
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bakery, and a flood of oily spices. Taylor wanted one of 
those, but ordered a salad, something to pick at for an 
hour or so. He had just about got to the bottom of that 
Cobb Salad when a MyRide pulled up, and Adora 
slipped out.

She huddled into herself like she was on a spy 
mission, and disappeared into the revolving doors of 
Taylor’s condo building. He checked his phone. 3:05 
p.m., made a note of that on his notebook app.
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Adora in his apartment! That made him feel squishy. 
Cammie he thought of as an innocent soul, but Adora ...

He texted Maggie:
 

Come to Mike Fink's instead. ASAP please.
 
He didn't hear back. He debated just walking up to his 

place and seeing what those two were up to. A ruse! 
Goddamn it, he'd been suckered. They were looting his 
place, or searching it for something.

In his rising paranoia, he swallowed another Xanax.
At 3:11 Adora pushed out the revolving doors of the 

condo and hopped into a hailed car.
It was hardly out of sight before Maggie entered the 

deli, waved, stepped to the counter and ordered. Taylor 
fidgeted with his phone until she got to the table. She 
brushed her red hair back, and said, "What's up, 
champ?"

He laid it out for her.
"So," she said, "you've got a sex slave living with you, 

on loan from her pimp. Huh. And you wrote an app for 
these people?"

"It's complicated."
"I don't understand what I can do for you."
"The girl's in a fix and I want to get her out of it."
"Buy her an airline ticket and tell her good luck."
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"Yeah, except, you know I've been fired, right?"
"You'll be working somewhere soon. Hey, how about a 

GoFundMe?" She covered his hand with hers. "I'm 
kidding. I shouldn't kid. This girl's got two legs, right, and 
she can walk?"

"You don't understand."
"Make me understand," Maggie said.
"Some women can't leave. My mom. She couldn't 

leave. It's just too ... I don't know. They feel obligated. 
They need the family. They need to belong. Maggie, I’ve 
never told anyone this but once, when I was 12, and we 
were living in Hawaii, my mom bolted. She’d had it with 
Dad. I think maybe he had choked her, she had bruises 
on her neck. She flew back to Shipwreck Bay, brought 
me, we stayed with her parents. She called it a vacation 
but I knew better. It lasted four days. Dad called every 
day, pestering her. Looking back at it, I think her parents 
were so smug and triumphant, like they had won a tug of 
war against Dad. My mom couldn’t take it. For better or 
worse, her life was bound to my father.”

He waited for Maggie to comment, and when she 
merely made a sour face he added: “Cammie can't walk 
away, either, or she'd have done it by now."

"I get it. Damsel in distress."
“I’m worried. I don’t like the idea of Adora in my 

home.”
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“I say kick 'em all out of your life, Taylor."
"I ..."
"You're being investigated, that's what I've heard."
"There's .... "
"I know you had nothing to do with whatever 

happened to your mom. But you don't need to deal with 
this pimp and whore stuff right now. Just tell Precious to 
vamoose, okay? Taylor, she is not a child." 

"Maggie!" shouted the counterman.
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"All right, all right," said Maggie and fetched her 
sandwich, leaving Taylor to gawk out the windows, fixated 
on his third floor balcony.

Maggie was back with a torpedo-shaped sandwich 
wrapped in white paper. "So, you've decided to share 
your apartment with a criminal. Congratulations. You'll 
find everything you own at Pawns R Us." She cocked an 
eye at Taylor. "Is this Cammie cute?"

Taylor nodded.
"Ah, men. Gotta love 'em. So predictable. Makes you 

wonder. What would the male of our species be like if he 
had no dick? I mean, what would he do all day?"

“Seriously, Maggie, I was hoping for some help, or at 
least  wise advise." 

Actually, he was hoping Maggie would offer to take 
Cammie in and hide her, but could see that wasn't going 
to happen.

"I gave you my wise advise, Taylor. Buy a circus car, 
put these clowns in it and point it toward the state line."

"Thanks, I guess."
She held his sweaty hand. "I'm lonely tonight. Paul is 

in the city until Friday."
"I kind of feel like I've gotta be home."
She sighed. "Rule of the Universe. A man will always 

prefer a younger woman. Always."
"That's not it, Maggie. I like being with you."
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"I've got a shift to pull, drunks to flash, tips to earn …" 
She rose, picked up sandwich and purse, and said, "If 
your criminal friends wipe you out, Paul can get you a 
discount on new, only slightly stolen, furniture."

"Speaking of Paul," Taylor said. "He's all over the 
RiverPorts, right? I mean, it's swarming with thieves up 
there. Paul must know some real characters."

"Paul is a real character." 
"I was wondering if he can ask around for me, if 

anybody up there has ever run into Marco the ferryman."
Maggie pursed her lips. "I'll ask."
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With his guts feeling clamped tight, Taylor let himself 
into his unit. The door to the smaller bedroom was 
closed, Cammie in there, presumably, and silent. 
Nothing seemed to have been disturbed. He checked the 
router logs. No one had sneaked in a web session. 

He wanted to leave Cammie alone, to reassure her 
that he was neither customer nor pimp. He grabbed 
binoculars and decided to rent a car and drive out to her 
family's farm. He'd have taken Artie along, but he and 
Butchie were out on Poke Island, getting high and 
awaiting another stoner sunset.

Although Shipwreck Bay is urban at its core, it's not 
all that big, and most of its residents live close to the bay 

Chapter 21

The farmhouse
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shore. On the drive inland, it's only a few miles to reach 
the countryside.

The first settlement past Shipwreck Bay’s exurbs is 
called Jefferson Estates, named in an excess of realtors’ 
enthusiasm. It’s a township built on land that was too 
muddy to farm. The lots were sold cheap beginning in the 
1950s, and soon filled with manufactured homes and 
trailers. Seven years ago, a series of murders began, the 
victims all female residents of this squalid neighborhood, 
the killer becoming known as the Jeff Road Strangler. 
With the police stymied, Dan Burns had been hired as a 
private investigator by one of the families. Dan did what 
police couldn’t. He broke into the home and garage of 
Joseph Garland, the main suspect, and searched it. 

Garland arrived home during this search, drew a 
shotgun on Dan Burns, who killed him with a single pistol 
shot that severed an artery. A police search of Garland’s 
home post-mortem found jewelry that had belonged to 
some of his victims. Dan Burns had discovered, in a 
toolbox in the garage, the panties of all six victims, 
ghastly souvenirs. The Jeff Road murder case was 
closed. A year plus later, the case became subject of a 
book and there were rumors of a movie. Dan Burns had 
turned down all interviews, and refused to play the role of 
hero in public or in private.
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Taylor drove past the Jefferson Road intersection, 
glanced at that rural slum and shuddered. 

According to the City Clerk’s records, a 12-acre farm 
that belonged to Edward Vang lay just beyond the 
squalor of Jefferson Road. Taylor pulled off the highway 
into a dirt driveway that was gated with rough fencing, 
and marked with a black-and-red sign:

NO TRESPASSING

The farmhouse, about fifty yards in, was a white-
painted classic with a lot of windows. The typical 
farmhouse is surrounded by hay wagons, tractors, trucks, 
ATVs, junker cars. But not this one. There wasn't a 
vehicle or a person in sight. The fields behind the 
farmhouse seemed untended, here and there a rotted 
pumpkin, row of weeds, or tangled vine. 

Taylor did see shadowy movement in the house, but 
certainly nobody he could identify. He peered through the 
binoculars. Off to one side was set of four clotheslines, 
laundry hanging limp in the heat. There was a lot of it: 
underwear, bras, dresses, blouses, skirts and slacks. 

It occurred to him that this was the flophouse, that the 
girls probably never did business here, but out in the 
sleazy motels. Here, the women would be violating no 
laws, and safe from police harassment.
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He put down the binoculars and stared at the house. 
He began to hatch a plan. Artie needed a girlfriend, right? 
Cammie was cute and she'd probably be safe on Poke 
Island. Artie and Cammie were both innocents, and 
maybe a good match. 

As Taylor was trying to work that out, the back door of 
the farmhouse opened and a man appeared. He was a 
tall and slender Asian man with a crew-cut, wearing a 
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white T-shirt. That was all Taylor took in before the man 
vaulted a wooden fence and ran straight at his car.

Taylor put it in reverse and spun out, spitting dust and 
gravel as he sped away.

He drove half-a-mile down Harrison Road, then 
ripped a U turn and parked on the shoulder, facing the 
Vang farm. There was nothing around but fences, 
telephone poles, and fields so newly planted it was 
impossible to tell what would crop up. He took out his 
phone and began to take notes. A sheriff’s patrol car 
pulled up behind.

Oh shit.
Taylor rolled down the window.
"Officer?"
"What ya doing here, pal?"
"Oh, just, pulled over to use the phone. State law, you 

know."
"Yeah, funny, I know that law. License and registration 

please."
Taylor handed the cards over. The cop examined 

them. His lips twitched.
"You any relation to Dan Burns?"
"His son."
He handed the documents back. "Tell him Matty 

Murphy said hello. And get going. Don't hang here, 
okay? You're a road hazard out here. Stay safe, son."



76

Back in his cruiser, Deputy Murphy talked into the 
radio while Taylor drove off. A minute later he drove past 
the Vang farm and there was nobody to be seen. What 
had become of Edward Vang, the supposed owner? 

And who was that guy who'd leaped the fence and 
chased him off? He figured it was the mysterious 
Kenner, who'd been the driver the night Nick kidnapped 
and drugged him.

 
Taylor had the car for 24 hours, so drove to visit the 

family. Dad was in the yard, at his meat smoker, which 
he'd made out of an old pot-belly stove. It was a warm 
evening, and he was shirtless, and unlike a lot of guys 
his age, he had kept in top shape.

"Brisket," he said. "But it won't be ready for hours. 
What brings you by, son? I'm always glad to see you ... 
did you finally buy a car?"

"Rented." Taylor saw the disappointment in his 
father’s face. When Dan was a young man, buying your 
first car was a declaration of manhood and American 
freedom. He could not understand why his son had failed 
this macho test so miserably.

Taylor couldn't tell Dad he had a prostitute stashed in 
his spare bedroom, so he said, "Dad, I ran into this 
strange situation, and, well, I was driving out on 
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Anderson Road and I think somebody out there is 
keeping sex slaves."

Dan fixed his son with a suspicious look. "I know you 
must be lonely, son, after what Karen did to you, but 
don't take up with any of these filthy prostitutes." He 
shook his head. "They're vectors for disease."

"I'm not ..."
"Taylor, please, don't lie to me, son. I won't have lies 

in my house."
" ... consorting with prostitutes," Taylor insisted.
"I don't know what you've gotten yourself into, but my 

strong advice is to leave these people alone."
He focused a stern look directly into his son’s eyes. 

"They are not the kind of people you mess with." This 
was Dad code for the fix is in. Dad had little respect for 
the local police, whom he saw as corrupt bumblers. 

He put an arm around Taylor and walked him toward 
the shady patio.

"One of these girls," he said, "can bring in a thousand 
dollars a day. A day! Do the math, son. If the pimp is 
running ten girls, you're talking about an operation worth 
millions per year. It's big money, and they've got cash to 
spread around. You take your average street cop with 
kids, a mortgage, maybe alimony, and ... do you see 
where I’m going with this? Somebody is on the take, no 
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question, or these criminals wouldn’t be able to operate 
as brazenly as they do.” 

Mariana slipped through the gate and onto the patio. 
"Taylor," she said, "will you be here for supper?"

"We've got enough to feed an army," said Dad.
Mariana laughed. "We've got an army."
She kissed Dad and put an arm around him, and 

Taylor was struck by a lightning bolt of paranoia. For 
years, Mariana had been their housekeeper, and that's 
how he thought of her. Until this moment he’d never fully 
absorbed the idea that she and Dad were not just co-
habiting but actually hot for each other.

"Dan, do you ..."
"Oh yeah," he said, and dug into his wallet and 

handed her a sheaf of bills.
"Be back soon," she said.
Taylor watched her, but what remained in his crazed 

mind was Mariana and Dad with their arms around one 
another. He saw it in all its spinning, horrible logic. These 
two together had strong, multiple motives to do away with 
his mom. If Mariana had been hot for Dad all along, and 
Dad for her, that was enough right there. 

But Mariana was a peacemaker.
Then again, there was money. A divorce would have 

separated Mariana and Dad from the island lot, because 
it had been an inheritance, and not subject to community 



79

property laws. Liz’s disappearance would give them a five 
year opportunity to hire a lawyer and weasel-claim that 
land. Mariana's son was a thug who’d joined the Marines 
to stay out of jail. And maybe he knew Marco the 
Ferryman well enough to enlist him in the plot.

Taylor felt top heavy, as if he might fall over.
Dad came at Taylor with a cold Sam Adams beer in his 

outstretched hand. "You're thinking too much, son, I can 
see it."
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Mariana whisked out the side door and settled Jamie 
and Annie into Dad's car.

Jamie lowered his window and shouted at Taylor: 
“When’s Karen coming back?”

“Jamie!” scolded Mariana.
“She’s still in California,” Taylor said. 
“What did you do to her?”
“I didn’t do anything to her.”
“I liked Karen,” Jamie said, and raised the window. As 

Mariana backed out, he gave Taylor the middle finger.
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Taylor drank another beer with his father. Then he 
headed in for the bathroom and on the way noticed the 
light was on in Dad’s den. He stared into the gleaming 
dead eye of a buck shot long ago in Colorado. That was 
his biggest trophy, but Dan Burns had souvenirs from all 
their Air Force habitats. A South Carolina sweetgrass 
basket held mementos from their time at Shaw. A bottle 
of whiskey shaped like a derringer served as a souvenir 
of Colorado. A  black kukui nut lei was a reminder of 
their seven years on Oahu. Pinned to a cork board 
were three Air Force rank insignias, along with medals 
and commendations and a Master’s Degree certificate 
from Hawaii Pacific University. At bottom right were a 
career service certificate from the TSA, along with his 
expired federal ID. Absent was any memento of his 
heroics in bringing down the Jefferson Road killer.

No, Taylor would never measure up to Dad’s 
manliness, never bask in all that civic admiration as the 
modest hero who’d risked his life to take down the Jeff 
Road Strangler. Taylor had sometimes wondered:  Was 
he going to end up living in his father’s house, another 
jobless, broke comebacker? 

No. Dan Burns took up this entire house, and Taylor 
could not live in the man’s shadow.

He slept, fitfully, in his Mom’s room that night and 
blamed his restlessness on a bellyful of spicy brisket. 
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He woke up so late that everyone was out of the house 
but Annie.

Annie was a different kid, with a kind, pure heart, who 
could abide no cruelty. She adored her fishes and held 
solemn funerals for them when they died. Twelve now, 
she’d been a vegetarian since she was a toddler. She 
could not understand how anyone could eat a creature 
so beautiful as a fish or a chicken. Everyone in the family 
teased her about her odd eating habits, which included a 
standard breakfast of canned vegetable soup with saltine 
crackers.

Taylor sat with her at the sunny breakfast table, he 
with coffee and a stale bagel, she with her soup bowl. 
She was the slowest-eating kid he’s ever known, and 
that morning was even pokier, flipping through the pages 
of a splashy colorful Cessna brochure.

“Dad says he’s going to give me a ride some day.”
She’d taken to calling him Dad, although he was her 

uncle. Mariana, though, had not been promoted to Mom.
“When he gets his new plane,” she added.
“He … he didn’t order one, did he? A new plane?”
Annie shrugged. “He and Mari had a fight last night. 

About the plane.”
Oh boy.
“Mari says we can’t afford a plane.”
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“She’s right,” Taylor said. He didn’t want to burden 
Annie with the impossible math, but a new Cessna 
Skyhawk would cost $3000 a month just in payments, 
never mind hangar fees, maintenance, fuel costs and 
landing fees. That would have consumed both Dad’s 
paycheck and pension.

“How come Dad wants the plane so bad?” Annie 
asked. “He cursed at Mari.”
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“Well, you know, long ago, when you were just a little 
girl, he was in the Air Force. He wanted to be a pilot but 
they wouldn’t let him fly.”

She sipped soup. “How come?”
“I don’t know. He just didn’t qualify, I guess. So he 

became an Air Force policeman but he was never happy 
with that. And now I guess he wants a new plane so he 
can fly around the country, visit his old Air Force friends, 
and prove something to them.”

“Prove what?”
“A new plane, with all its snazzy instruments, will help 

him get an IFR rating. Then he could fly anywhere, 
through clouds, in any weather. That’s what he wants.”

“Taylor …”
“You know what your aquarium means to you? How 

much you love it? Well that’s what a new plane is to Dad. 
Flying is the love of his life right now.”

With tears rimming her eyes, Annie said: “But does he 
have to be so mean to Mari?”
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Taylor messaged Cammie, said he wouldn't be 
coming home, and asked her to let no one into the 
condo. He had decided not to buy a security cam for his 
home, a decision he now regretted. But then, he never 
envisioned being invaded by a raging Bulgarian and 
sobbing sex slave.

Mari, Dad and Jamie were gone all day to The City, 
taking Jamie to a baseball game. This was Dan Burns’ 
attempt to prove to Jamie that baseball was not just a 
video game. Annie disliked athletic contests of all sorts, 
and spent the day with the neighbor’s daughters. 

That night, Taylor slept again in Mom's room. Mom 
and Dad had started sleeping apart when they moved to 
Shipwreck Bay. She blamed his snoring, but Taylor 
always felt there was more to it.

Chapter 22

Snoopy Steffie 
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At 3:31 a.m. precisely, Taylor awoke from a vivid 
dream: Mom, swallowed up by a furious ocean, one 
hand waving. It was like she was waving at Taylor to 
swim to her. He awoke with a headache, shaky nerves 
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and a sour stomach and stumbled into her bathroom in 
search of painkiller, antacid or both. But someone had 
cleaned her medicine cabinet out, as if trying to erase all 
traces of her.

He sat up for three hours, playing cellphone chess, 
then reading from the books in her two-shelf library. 
Everything Liz Burns read later in life was about the 
ocean, including her favorite  novel, Moby Dick.

When Taylor walked out of the bedroom that morning 
all the family was back home. The kids had self-served 
their breakfast. Jamie was absorbed in a video game, 
interrupted by a spat with Annie over who stole whose 
oatmeal bar. Dad and Mariana had not emerged from 
their bedroom and Taylor saw a chance for a sneaky 
exit.

He'd have hung around for some family time, but Dad 
could be harsh on The Cousins. He seemed to be a 
constant critic and disciplinarian, as if a father had no 
other role. Taylor’d had a full load of that military 
discipline growing up, so he messaged Steffie:

 
What's for breakfast?

 
She wrote back:
 

Waffles. Bring MAPLE syrup.
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Steff had paid her hairdresser $90 to restore her 

natural hair color, and looked much better minus the 
green-freak hair. She stirred up waffle batter and heated 
the iron. Steffie was a "carbotarian," living mostly on 
pasta, bread, pancakes and potatoes. It was a lifestyle 
that suited her budget and appetite.

Taylor told Steffie the dream.
”I think my Mom stayed for The Cousins," he said. 

"Her sister Jean was her lifelong best friend. After 
Jeannie died, my Mom felt she owed it to her to raise 
those kids, but she didn't have the money to do it. Mom 
never had a career, her real estate earnings were pitiful. 
Dad gets a salary from the college and a federal 
pension. She needed his earnings."

"Marriage," Steffie said. "It's so romantic. My father, 
on the other hand, bought a used Jaguar and drove off 
into the sunset. Poof! I guess raising three girls was 
more than he could handle."

They ate waffles. Over a second round of strong java 
in Steffie’s jumbled kitchen he said: "So what's 
happening at the Inn-O-Scents spa?”

"What do you mean?"
He decided to squelch the fact that Cammie had been 

delivered by the Bulgarian. “I hear Cammie's gone, Lisa's 
quit ..."
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Steffie leaned over a syrupy plate. "I'm thinking of 
going to massage school." She sat back. "I could never 
be a nurse, like my mom. What do you think? Think I 
could make it as a masseuse?"

"Why not?"
Her face darkened. "Takes six months, though. 

There's tuition and what about groceries and rent?" She 
sipped coffee. "I just don't have faith in myself."

“Why not get your real estate license? Billie would 
help you, right?”

“Taylor, I’m not a shark, okay? I’m a sunfish. You’ve 
got to be a shark to win the realtor game.”



90

“You don’t want to do tech, either, take it from me. It 
sucks the life out of you. The only break from boredom is 
corporate intrigue.”

"So," she said. "You had this dream in your Mom's 
bedroom? You slept in her bed?"

He nodded.
"What was your feeling when you woke up?"
“Stef, I know I can trust you. Do you know my most 

paranoid secret thought? That Dad and his 
housekeeper..."

"I know."
"What do you mean you know?"
"I thought of it long ago. Taylor, where was your Dad 

the night your Mom went missing?"
"Home. It was exam week, classes were done for the 

semester. He was puttering, you know how he is about 
the lawn."

"Alibi witness?"
"Mariana."
"Aha. The Cousins, did they see him home too?
“Well, nobody can prove he was home all night." 
"And nobody knows exactly what time your mom went 

missing.”
“Except she was alive around sunset, when Artie saw 

her.”



91

“So really, alibis don’t mean much, unless they 
covered the whole time after sunset. You can get to the 
island by boat, right?”

“There’s not a good dock, though. The bay is really 
shadow at that end.”

“Sneakboat?” suggested Steffie.
“Possible I guess. With the flat bottom.”
 “So if you used a duck hunting boat, you wouldn’t 

have to take the ferry, where there'd be witnesses. You 
can sneak on to that island, Taylor, it's long and there 
are all those wild parts, and a strong man could just 
shove a sneakboat up onto the beach. Or what about a 
kayak?" 

“My Dad? In a kayak? He hates the water. Especially 
the ocean. Kayak? No way in hell. He never could swim. 
God did he hate Hawaii, surrounded by all that salt 
water. His father threw him off the pier at Jackson Lake, 
or so he claimed. I don't know if Dad ever went to Poke 
Island. He saw it as Mom's place." 

He'd had too much coffee already, but he drained the 
cup anyway.  "Look, Steff, there's a 12-hour window 
from sunset to the first morning ferry. Practically 
anybody could have sneaked over to Poke Island 
between sunset and dawn. Guy from Siberia, anybody."

"The Bulgarian, you mean?"
He shrugged. "Anybody."
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Steffie arose from the table, returned with Tarot cards.
“The Bulgarian gives me the creeps,” she said.
"Don't you have work today?" Taylor asked.
"Eventually. But Billie's not in the office today.
"How's the Mistress of Mean?"
"She's out gallivanting, usually. That's why she's got 

drudges like me. I'm sorting her web contacts today. Do 
you think Console might hire me?"

"Steffie..."
"I'm $10 an hour, Taylor, and living in a basement."
Taylor was too absorbed in his own troubles to take in 

hers. He said: "I left the family this morning thinking my 
Mom's ghost would be happy that Mariana was taking 
care of the kids. But what if ... you see why I can't go 
there? My little cousins being raised by my mom's 
murderers? Steffie, these children are on their third 
mother, and they’re not even in high school.”

“Oh my God, I hadn’t thought of that. What happened 
to their father?”

“Motorcycle crash. He was a wild man. So think about 
that. Their father died when they were five and three. A 
few years later, cancer carries off their mom. They clung 
to their Auntie Liz like she was a life preserver, and then 
… It just can't be, Steffie. Those kids can’t lose Dad and 
Mari. And goddamn it, it was Butchie, I know it. Butchie's 
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the one who … we know he drowned a guy. Butchie had 
a thing for my Mom even back in high school."

"Let's consult the Tarot."
Steffie laid the cards out in some configuration, the 

purpose of which escaped Taylor. Then she had him pick 
a card from the deck. He came up with The Hanged 
Man.

"What does that mean?" he demanded, feeling a hot 
a flash of paranoia.

Her face rigid, Steffie bolted up straight. "I've gotta go 
to work, I'm late already. Stay here. Heat up the  
casserole." 

Taylor walked to her sunken windows and watched 
the legs of Shipwreck Bay walk by. He felt bad for this 
woman, living in an apartment that got no sunlight at all. 
She was a good soul and deserved better. 

She emerged from her bathroom with a touch of 
makeup and bright lips.

"You could do me a favor," Taylor said. “You'll be in 
Billie's office all day, right? She owns a couple of 
properties adjacent to my Mom's lot on Poke Island. Can 
you peek at the records and see if she’s got any plans, 
drawings …"

"Done," she said. "I'm a fantastic snoop."
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Taylor was so reluctant to go back to his condo that 
he considered taking the train to The City and goofing off 
for the day. He had to steel himself just to get the 
courage to open his front door. He thought: Oh my God 
I'm going to find Cammie dead and it'll be life in prison.

But Cammie was gone. There was nothing left of her, 
no note, no phone message, no item of clothing, only her 
tea-scent. She didn't bother to make the bed she'd slept 
in. Oh well, Taylor thought, we all have a fate of our own 
and if Cammie doesn't want my help, she's not a child.

He checked his computer to see that severance pay 
had showed up in his bank account. It was a substantial 
sum, good for a few months' living, but it only reminded 
him that cash was a finite resource. Along with 
everything else, he had to start looking for a job.

He dripped another cup of coffee and carried it out on 
his balcony. Looking over the gentrified part of town, he 
felt he was observing a life that was already slipping out 
of his grasp. Meanwhile, this thing with his Mom was 
absorbing so much energy. Its distractions had cost him 
his job. 

Mom is dead, he told himself. She won't come to life 
even if her killer goes to Stateville. It won't help. It will 
make nothing better. She does not demand justice, it 
was pretty clear from that dream. If anything she was 
waving because she was lonesome.
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He should let it all go, leave it to the incompetent 
police. He might be their target but they'd need evidence, 
and it just wasn't there. But this one paranoid idea would 
give him no rest: What if his little cousins were in the 
custody of his mom's killers? He had to find the guilty 
man ... or woman, if he ever wanted peace again. He had 
to prove it wasn't Dad and Mariana. It couldn't be. 

Just as he was finishing that thought and that 
coffee, Adora alighted from a MyRide car, looked up at 
his unit, and entered just beneath.

She was alone. Taylor made sure of that at the spy 
hole. She looked upset. He opened the door before she 
could knock.

"Where is my cousin?"
"Have a nice day," he said. "I have no clue."
She barged in.
"Not here,” Taylor said. “I'm telling you."
Adora looked in all the rooms, as if she owned the 

place. "She is in trouble, then. She cannot take care of 
herself."

"What is that supposed to mean?"
"Where is she? I demand to know or I will call the 

police for rape and kidnapping."
"That's pretty funny because you kidnapped me."
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"Not me. Nicholas, it was his idea. Did she say where 
she was going? Did you see her leave?"

"She barely said a word to me, Adora."
"We must find her."
"We?"
"She is a vulnerable child."
"How old is she?"
“Twenty-one almost."
Taylor spread his hands. "Not a child."
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"That's how much you know." She sat in the leather 
swivel chair, batted out messages on her phone while 
Taylor watched. "She was in your care," she said over 
her shoulder. "You stupid man. You let her go?"

"Look, I don't know anything about her. She texted 
me a message once. Once! Your husband shoved her 
into my living room. I poured her a cup of tea. That's it."

"We are going out to look," she said. "You and me. 
Or else, the police."

"Okay, you and me."
She sighed. "I tried to get her married. I really, really 

tried."
"Where do we start?"
"The Coffee houses. Not taverns. She does not 

drink. Even one glass of wine makes her throw up. You 
drive."

"Don't own a car.”
"I knew you were stupid."
He tapped MyRide.
Cammie was not among the sad-sack characters at 

the bus depot. After they checked the train station, 
Taylor, sitting in the back seat of an SUV next to the 
fidgeting Adora, asked himself: What am I doing? 
Helping catch a runaway slave? What the hell? Still, 
Cammie was missing and Adora's anxiety was real. 
Cammie was vulnerable, he believed it. 
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He texted Penny at Peace, Love & Coffee. Youngish 
Asian woman, short, with dark skin, round face and salt-
and-pepper pixie hair?

Penny called right away. “I count seventeen people 
here,” she said, “and she’s not one of them. You want 
me to ask around?”

Taylor directed the driver to Arabica Cafe and said to 
Adora: "I happened to rent a car yesterday and I pulled 
over near a farmhouse, out on Harrison Road."

"I know."
“County records say it belongs to your uncle, Edward 

Vang. He’s Cammie’s father?”
“Shut up.”
“That’s an answer?”
“I hate you.”
“What happened to Edward Vang?”
“You are the most mean-spirited man I have ever 

known.”
“Who was that skinny guy who came running after 

me?”
“You are not just stupid but hopeless.”
Taylor stayed in the car while Adora rushed into the 

Arabica Cafe. When she returned disappointed she 
said:  "She can sit for hours drinking tea and reading 
love stories."
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"Love stories?"
"Romances. She is a very dreamy girl."
There were 22 coffee houses in Shipwreck Bay, not 

including the places that are more like diners. It was 
going to be a long morning.

"She could have been picked up by a stranger," Taylor 
suggested.

"She is not meant for this bad world."
"Wasn't it you who turned her into a prostitute?"
"You are the crudest man I have ever met."
She slammed the door on her way out to check Do 

Re Mi Coffee & Buns. When she got back Taylor picked 
up the argument. "There's nothing I can do to help a girl I 
barely know who wants to hide from me."

"There is something you can do."
"Okay, what, because..."
"Let me stay at your place awhile."
"What?"
"Just for a while."
"Who do you need to hide from? Nick? Kenner? Who 

is this Kenner dude, anyway? Is that his first name or his 
last name? And why wouldn't Nick come looking for 
you?"

"Oh, he will."
"Get a hotel."
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"I cannot afford it. I cannot live with Nicholas, and I 
cannot leave town while Cammie is lost to me."
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That night, Taylor had a hot, hot session with Adora. It 

started when she gave him a glimpse of herself, 
purposely, emerging from the shower.

So there he was, Taylor Burns, sucker for women, 
getting great pleasure out of slow-fucking with his 
kidnapper and the meanest woman he knew. He and 
Adora screwed like they’d known each other for years, 
both of them moaning, squirming, clutching, two people 
who, a half hour before, hated each other, now lips 
locked, tongues out.

My god, Taylor thought, what species are we? 
After two orgasms, or was it two fakes, Adora curled 

up and said: "I love sex. It is my weakness."
"Mine too."
"You have many more weaknesses, I can tell. Sex is 

my only weakness."
"Well, some people might count being a pimp as a 

weakness."
She slapped his face. Not that hard, but still, it 

stung. "I am her mother, not her pimp."
"You're not Cammie's mother.”
"In a way of speaking. Her birth mother is dead. I am 

doing what's best for her."
"Yeah? What about Nick? What about Kenner? Are 

they doing what's best for Cammie?"
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"You think I like those awful men?"
"Nick says you're his wife."
"Nick lies like normal people breathe."
"Okay, you're not his wife but his mistress then."
"Mistress?" she snarled. "Ha! Nicholas is a failure in 

bed."
"Oh."
"All his pills and powders," she said.
Adora found the roach of a doobie in a bedside 

ashtray, and lit it. She offered Taylor a toke.
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"Not me," he said. "I'm paranoid enough."
Somehow, exhausted by the long day, with a 

dangerous, beautiful and hostile woman in his bed, 
Taylor fell asleep.

In the morning, Adora was only an imprint in his bed.
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Marco might have fled to Tegucigalpa, but it was just 
as likely he was hiding in The City. The RiverPort had so 
much freight movement, so many hijackers, smugglers, 
dark characters and back alleys, a guy with no 
conscience could make a living there indefinitely.

 Butchie and Artie were heading to The City to 
gamble on the horses. "Can't afford it," Taylor said when 
they invited him. “But can you meet me at Peace, Love 
on your way to the train station? I want to run something 
by you."

Peace, Love & Coffee had become his go-to hangout, 
with Penny as an added attraction. But this summer she 
was interning with the sheriff, and was replaced behind 
the espresso machine by an ugly tattooed white guy. 

Chapter 23

“Never trust a white guy”



105

Taylor carried a latte to a window seat and waited for 
Butchie and Artie. 

His scheme was designed to test Butchie. If Butchie 
rejected it, Taylor would focus on him as the main 
suspect, clearing away his foggy suspicion of Dad and 
Mariana.

When Butchie and Artie were sitting across from him 
with coffee and scones, Taylor said: "Marco the 
Ferryman. He had citizenship issues, right? What are the 
chances he's up in The City? I'm thinking specifically," he 
tapped the table, “of the RiverPorts."

Butchie broke off a chunk of scone. "What do you 
care?"
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"I need to talk to him, that's all."
"Do I look like a duh duh detective to you?"
"I need someone who knows his way around up 

there."
"So what am I, your go-to criminal?"
"If Marco's up there," said Artie, "he might be dealing 

the Big Buckaroo."
"The what?" Taylor asked.
"The people’s lottery," said Butchie.
"Marco even sold ‘em on the ferry," said Artie. 
"Sold what?"
"You don't know?" asked Artie.
Butchie gave Artie a look that said: This guy's 

hopeless. 
"The dark lottery,” Artie said. “Buck a throw." 
Butchie laughed. “They weren’t sold at Console 

Graphics. You people were too high and mighty for that. I 
hear they hold yah yah yoga sessions in the office. In the 
Buckaroo, no taxes, no publicity, and no visit from the 
immigration cops."

"Okay,” Taylor said, “so if Marco is living in The City, 
he's probably selling lottery tickets."

“People do the shit they do,” said Butchie. He 
snapped his fingers. “Is there a finder's fee?"

"Five thousand," Taylor blurted.
Butchie laughed. "Artie, I'm starting to like your friend." 
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Artie consulted his phone, said, "Train time!" and they 
rose from the table.

"You have five grand cash?” Butchie said. “I thought 
you didn't have money to play to horses?”

Taylor prepared to explain, but Butchie cut him 
short. "Never trust a white guy," he said.

“Aren’t you a white guy?” Taylor said.
"My point exactly," Butchie said.

Butchie knows just where to go to meet all the right 
people in The City.
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While Butchie and Artie were at the racetrack, 

Taylor had a free weekend at Artie's beach cottage. He 
planned a weekend of beach walking, swimming, quiet 
evenings, cooking on the grill. He thought he’d be alone, 
with time to think. 

But Artie had hired Lisa to trek in and give him a 
surprise massage. Taylor returned from the beach, 
sandy and sunburned, to find her setting up her portable 
table.

"Artie said he owes you," Lisa said.
“For what?”
“He didn’t say.”
Taylor sputtered. “He doesn’t owe me. Money’s 

nothing to Artie. He spends like he’s the Great Gatsby.”
Lisa set up the table in the shady gazebo. “You know 

he’s compensating, right?”
“Who, Artie?”
“Artie. His parents. The emotional deficit is huge.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Taylor, I’m his masseuse too.”
“Spill.”
“They didn’t value him, they didn’t cherish him, they 

didn’t love him. Becoming the most popular guy in town, 
that would prove them wrong, wouldn’t it?”
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She fluffed up a white sheet. “What could be better 
than a massage within sound and sight of the surf?” 
From the side table, she retrieved an icy glass of liquid.  
"Lemonade," she said. "Just lemonade. You should try 
sobriety, Taylor, it's really enlightening."

“Lisa, what did you know about Cammie?"
“She wasn't going to last at the spa."
"Why?"
"She missed appointments."
"Did you think of her as vulnerable?"
"Slow maybe. I don't know what you mean by 

vulnerable."
"Was she giving happy endings in return for tips?"
“Look, if she was recruiting johns, Billie didn’t know it. 

I do know Cammie’s sister brought her to work and 
showed up to take her home. Like the sister was a 
minder."

"That's her cousin, Adora."
"The zombie weirdo.” Lisa sipped lemonade. 

“Whatever."
"I hooked up with her last night.”
Lisa stood arms on hips and stared at him.
“What’s wrong with you? Are you trying to do 

everyone in town? Okay, get on the table. Face down.”
Lisa stepped into the kitchen to fill a carafe with water 

as Taylor stripped, then wriggled under the draping cloth. 
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Neither Lisa nor Taylor said anything for the next 
twenty minutes, as she massaged his back and 
shoulders. When she told him to turn face up, that broke 
the spell. 

Taylor said: “You think everybody’s compensating, 
don’t you?”

Lisa rubbed oil into her palms. “I guess you could put 
it that way.”

“So what am I compensating for?”
“Oh, I don’t know, but you seem to be seeking female 

approval.”
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Taylor sighed. “It was really bad in Hawaii.”
She had both hands in his hair, working the scalp.
“She had bruises,” he said. “I never actually saw the 

two of them fight. I’d come home from school and … 
she tried to cover it with makeup. She wasn’t a makeup 
woman, at all, except … my Dad was furious. He 
accused her of destroying his career.”

“I love you, Taylor,” Lisa said. 
“You do?”
“Not how you think, though. Marry Stephanie, that’s 

my wise advice. You’re looking for love, poor boy, and 
finding only sex. Marry for love. That’s what you need, I 
know it.” 
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It was three o'clock on a summer afternoon and he 
needed to breathe fresh air, so Taylor poured himself a 
heady a beer and sat on his deck. He had barely taken a 
sip when Tasha appeared on the sidewalk below and 
waved. 

He waited at the door and let her in. She had pink 
earphones clamped around her neck. She put one end 
of the earphones up to her ear, aimed the other one at 
Taylor, and sang along: I'm saving it, saving it, saving it 
for you.

Taylor wasn’t in the mood for a sing along.
Tasha said: "You hate WartHog, don’t you, Mister 

Jazz? Which genius do you pretend to like? Miles or 
Monk?"

Chapter 24

The order
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"Both," he said. "And I'm not pretending."
"They're playing Toronto."
"I doubt it. Miles and Monk are both dead."
"WartHog. I've got backstage passes."
"You're going all the way up there to a concert?"
"Last chance. They're off to Europe for the summer. 

They’ll be sharing a basement apartment in Prague. 
Joey's tired of American audiences. He says they won't 
shut up and listen."

"Isn't that one of his songs? Shut up and listen?"



114

"Shut up and Sing," she said. "He doesn't give a 
damn about my love life." 

"Who?"
"Joey. When you're with me, he says, you're my 

woman. When you're not, you do as you please. That's 
why I love him."

"No, you love him because he's a punk rock star. 
Over the whole course of your romance, how much 
time have you spent with Joey Wart?"

“Warkowski. Wart is a stage name.” She counted her 
fingers. "Four nights. Six if you count Burning Man."

"He took you to Burning Man?"
"Not exactly. Taylor, I know you think it's weird … "
"I think it keeps you from real commitment."
"Look who's talking! Mister Bed-hopper himself.”
She plopped into a leather chair and swiveled.
“When Joey gets into those black moods, I’ll fly 

across the world to support him. He’s creative, Taylor, 
he’s an artist, he gets, you know, like Vincent Van 
Gogh. Despair. It’s a disease, and Joey’s got it, he 
brings the world joy but he gets so down sometimes …”

“So you’re going to move to Prague?”
“Nope. They’re not going to turn me into a roadie.”
“You didn’t come over just to play WartHog for me.”
“I’ve got bad news,” she said. “Restraining order.”
“What are you talking about?”



115

“On Daniel Burns.”
“A restraining order on my father? By who?”
“Elizabeth Burns. Honolulu family court, 2006. 

Paperwork filed for a 90-day TRO. But in Hawaii, you 
have to appear before a judge and justify the request, 
and Elizabeth Burns never showed up.”

“How the hell do you know this?”
“It’s pretty obscure, yeah, since it was never 

executed.”
“2006, you said?”
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“You were what, fourteen?”
“You’re researching in Hawaii, why?”
“I’ve got a geek over there doing it.”
“But why?”
“I have my reasons, Taylor. I wasn’t looking for this. 

My geek just came up with it.”
“So my mom filled out the paperwork but…”
“Oh, that required court appearance? It’s meant to 

humiliate the victim. You stand in front of a judge and 
detail your … no. A lot of women aren’t going to do that. 
It’s a betrayal, Taylor, a public betrayal of the family.”

“That’s it? One restraining order and …”
“That’s all I’ve come up with so far. Were you living on 

base or off?”
“Off.”
“Your father was in the Air Force police, right?”
“Security, yes.”
“So she turned to the civilian system, of course. 

Taylor, I hate to bring you this news, but with your mom’s 
case open and all, I felt I had to.”

She put an arm around his waist.
“Let’s go get loaded,” she said.
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That had been a horrible Saturday night and Taylor 
woke up frightened and hungover. He looked at his 
phone to see a text from Artie. He and Butchie had won 
$4000 on a Pick-4. Artie felt like he was on a winning 
streak and wanted Taylor to come up to The City for the 
Sunday races.

Carrying a bagel and coffee, he caught the first train. 
It's a two-hour trip and he passed most of it in a near-
sleep haze. He walked from Union Station to the Metro 
Hotel, the only place Artie would ever stay. He knocked 
at 606. Artie was such an extravagant tipper that if 
someone else had the room, the manager, offering 
comps and apologies, would move them.

Chapter 25

Marco
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Artie opened the door. The suite smelled of burnt 
bacon. Butchie was sprawled in the roof garden, 
cultivating a suntan, lotion lathered on his bald head.

"Winning streak, baby," Artie said, rubbing his hands.
"You know better than that." Taylor had schooled 

Artie in the theory that most winning streaks are 
random events that only appear to have a pattern. 

"Winning beats statistics every time,” Artie said.
But a $4000 win meant nothing financially to Artie. 

His trust fund was orders of magnitude bigger. His 
racetrack win was all about pride. Winning made him 
feel, temporarily, like God was smiling in his direction. 
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Artie seems oblivious to the notion that God had been 
smiling in his direction since the moment egg met 
sperm.

”Want me to have a breakfast sent up?" Artie asked. 
"New chef. Fantastic French toast now. Cooked in a 
waffle iron. We already ate."

Taylor asked: "Did you guys have any luck on the 
Marco thing?"

"Oh yeah," Artie said. "Butchie took care of that last 
night."

 
The three men spent the day at the horse races but 

Taylor could barely concentrate. Artie lost a couple of 
hundred, Butchie broke even and Taylor bet so little that 
he didn't bother with the accounting. Butchie would only 
reveal that he had tracked down Marco the Ferryman 
after a couple of "inquiries." 

"We're gonna ambush the motherfucker," Butchie 
said.

When the races were over they rode a light rail car 
from the racetrack to the commuter train station. There 
was still plenty of light in the sky when they walked 
through the tunnel that connected the two transit 
systems. At the end of that dark stretch they entered 
Union Station. Once allowed to fester like an urban sore, 
the station had been gloriously restored, but was now 
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quiet, its commuters home yawning in the suburbs. The 
three men waited on hard, 100-year-old wooden 
benches and watched the tunnel exit.

"You'll see," said Butchie. "Marco's been making the 
rounds of the downtown taverns, selling his tickets. 
When we get him cornered, you ask him a question, I 
ask him a question, we go like that. Break down his 
bullshit. It's a cop trick."

Marco strolled out of the darkness alone. The three 
surrounded him.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen," Marco said, frightened but 
trying to grin through it. "Nice to see you! What's 
happening?"

"Let’s talk," said Butchie.
Marco shrugged. "So talk."
"No, it's you who needs to talk," said Butchie.
Marco laughed, but not with humor. Taylor fought the 

urge to throttle him. Here was a man who well could be 
guilty of his mom's murder, either directly or as an 
accomplice. Marco’s ugly face might have been the last 
one his mother ever saw.

“How about," said Marco. “I buys us beers at Isle of 
Dogs, okay?"

Butchie nodded, took Marco by the arm, began to 
march him. Marco said: "Let's cross the street, no 
tunnel, okay?"
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"You scared of tunnels?" said Butchie, then laughed.
"Artie, how you been?" said Marco. "And your friend, 

Tyler, right?"
“It’s Taylor," Artie said. "People been looking for you, 

Marco.”
"Well..." said Marco.
"Enough chit chat," groused Butchie, and they all shut 

up and crossed the street, hopped over the light rail 
tracks and headed into the neon-lit dive bar called the 
Isle of Dogs.

It was a crude hot-dog-and-beer joint that had 
opened in the 1930s. It was cheap, popular with 
commuters, and famous for its owner's antics. He would 
cut off the ties of pretentious commuters who shop-
talked at the bar. But without its work-day trade, the Isle 
of Dogs was just a seedy gin mill.

Butchie commandeered a table near the stinking 
mens room. It was gloomy dark. The walls were 
decorated with paintings of dogs smoking cigars and 
playing poker. Butchie, Taylor and Marco sat at a sticky 
table while Artie trotted off to fetch beer. 

Artie paused in front of one of those canine 
depictions, his eyes misty with the memory of his 
murdered dog.
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"The kid here," Butchie told Marco, "is gonna ask you 
some questions and you're gonna answer honestly. A 
lie's gonna put you in a wuh wuh wheelchair. We got that 
straight?"

"Sure, Butchie."
"Shoot, kid."
"May 23rd of last year," Taylor said. "Your ferry was 

scheduled for its last departure at ten fifteen. It never 
showed up."
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Marco, staring at the table, muttered.
"Speak up," said Butchie.
"Maybe." With pleading eyes, Marco looked from 

Taylor to Butchie. "I don't remember a year ago."
"Did you miss the last run that night?"
"Okay, I think I did."
Artie approached clutching mugs of beer like a 

Hofbrau bar maid. Butchie waved him off.
"You missed the last run?" Taylor asked.
"Yes, I told you."
"So you remember good now?" Butchie said.
"The police also, they asked."
"Ah," said Butchie, "and you lied to them, right?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"They can deport me. My family needs the money I 

send home."
"Ah," said Butchie. "An appeal to our better natures." 

He slammed the table with his open hand. "We have no 
better natures! Why did you skip the run?"

"I was paid," said Marco.
"How much?"
"One hundred."
"By who?"
"The big man who talks funny."



124

Nick the Bulgarian? Butchie looked at Taylor, who 
said: "Why did he pay you that money? What was he up 
to?"

"Playing a trick on somebody."
"What was this big man's name?" demanded 

Butchie.
"I don't know. I've seen him on the boat. Many times. 

Always he's pissed off. That's all I know about him."
Butchie collared Marco, forced him into the reeking 

mens’ room. Taylor squeezed in behind Butchie, who 
shoved Marco up against the tiled, graffiti-smeared wall.

“Name!” Butchie growled. “Now.”
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“I don’t know!” Marco cried. 
"When you've seen him on the ferry, who's he been 

with?" Butchie said.
"Alone. Or with bad girls. Or with that Billie lady 

sometimes."
"On the night of  May 23, was he with anyone?" Taylor 

asked. 
"Not that I saw."
Butchie grabbed his collar.
"No,"cried Marco. "Nobody I saw."
"You hedging motherfucker," Butchie said, "I'm gonna 

knock your teeth down your throat."
"Please. I got family."
Butchie let his shirt go.
"Nick the Bulgarian, we're talking about?" Taylor 

asked.
"I don't know his name, I told you."
"Six foot five or so, muscle-bound, platinum hair, 

stupid face?"
"That's him."
Butchie shoved Marco against a cracked, stained 

urinal. “You pissed your pants,” he said.
Taylor and Butchie pushed out of the mens room. At 

table again, Butchie motioned to Artie to bring the beers.
"Friends drinking after a suh suh successful day at the 

races," Butchie gloated, and hoisted his glass.
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But why would Nick the Bulgarian want to harm Liz 
Burns? As far as Taylor could tell, he'd never met her.

At the light rail stop, Artie, Butchie and Taylor shook 
hands. "I get paid in cash," Butchie reminded Taylor. "In 
24 hours, max."

That Sunday night Artie and Butchie offered Taylor 
the Murphy bed at their hotel suite but he shagged that 
off with an excuse about an aching back. In truth Taylor 
wanted to be alone. He didn't trust anybody anymore, 
not even Artie. He booked a room at the Extraordinaire, 
overlooking the river.

He took a riverfront room so he could watch the 
Destiny River run by, as if it might help him think. He 
watched it all the restless night, flowing under the harsh 

Chapter 26

The item
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lights and spooky cranes of the container port. 
Everything seemed menacing, and his thoughts were 
morbid. How many people had drowned in that river over 
its history, going all the way back to a tribesman 
paddling his canoe? How any murder weapons were 
tossed in there? How many unwanted babies and 
murdered corpses? The Jefferson Road strangler had 
dumped six young bodies in that river, where it meets 
the salt water at Shipwreck Bay. Like Taylor’s mom, 
those young women became food for the fishes.

He was in an awful deep funk by 3 a.m. and guided 
by drunken judgment, opened the mini-bar and got into 
the tiny $10 bottles of bourbon. Finally, as the first pink 
shards of dawn peaked through the skyscrapers, he fell 
asleep in a recliner on the deck.

He awoke in the sunlight with an insight: His most 
trusted friend was Stephanie. On the train ride back to 
Shipwreck Bay, he realized why: Steffie had a years-
long crush on him. He was the green light to her Great 
Gatsby. Steffie would marry him in a snap. She would 
make him a home. She would have his babies. 
Whatever evil had happened to his Mom, Stephanie 
certainly had no part in it. He texted her.

 
When RU free 2day?
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As the train pulled into the Shipwreck Bay yards, she 
answered:

 
Not free, but reasonable.
At Peace&Love this AM.

Stop by, need a break from realtor shit.
 
Indeed, Steffie was working at a sunny table at the 

coffee shop, with a laptop that was duct-taped at its 
edges. Spread all around her was paperwork, 
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accountant-ruled. She pushed it aside to make space 
for Taylor and his mocha.

After briefing her on his trip to The City, he said: 
“Here's what I know about Nick the Bulgarian. He's the 
muscle behind a sex slave operation. He’s been in 
Shipwreck Bay only a few years. He says he's from the 
city of Ruse, originally. He claims Adora is his wife. She 
denies that. Your boss uses him as a sometime-boy-toy, 
escort, muscleman or goon.”

“Rent collector, basically,” Steffie said.
“And it was your boss, yes, the infamous Billie 

McGinn, who had the financial motivation to murder …”
He looked around after he said that, maybe too loud.
Stephanie loaded the paperwork into a black 

valise. "So finding Marco cost you $5,000?"
He nodded in shame. "I was desperate, Steff."
"And you trust Butchie?"
"Not really."
"Maybe you were set up, Taylor. What if this was all a 

scam to fleece you of five grand, split by Artie, Marco 
and Butchie?"

"Artie? Not Artie. The last thing he needs is more 
money."

"Marco could be lying. I'll bet they find his body in the 
river. Five thousand dollars? You know how long it takes 
me to make that much?
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“Tell me more about Nick and Billie.”
“He’s her stooge. Billie's in charge of every 

relationship in her life. She is the Supreme Being of her 
Universe. That's why she went for Artie. He's a 
harmless, feckless dope. And fucking him at the party 
proved that Billie does as she damn well pleases."

"Maybe."
"If you were late paying the rent, a nasty Bulgarian 

came knocking. To a tenant, he looks like Russian 
Mafia. It was pretty effective.”

"So you're suggesting that if the Bulgarian is guilty, 
he was operating on Billie's orders."

She whispered, with sugary breath: "I don't think 
Billie had your mom murdered."

Taylor sat back. "Why not?"
She shook her long locks. "Too much to lose. She’s 

rich, Taylor."
"Okay, but you’ve checked out the properties, right? 

I’m not mistaken, she owns the lots on either side of 
mom’s.”

“Okay, the Isle B Seaing U café? Three years ago, 
Billie bought the land and building. Assessed at just over 
$3 million. Steep mortgage. The café’s rent does not 
cover her payments.”

“And on the other side…”
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“Aunt Crabby’s. Harold McGinn, the husband Billie 
supposedly poisoned? He leased that land to the 
restaurant decades ago. Lease expires in two years. 
Negotiations already underway. Lawsuits likely. 
Billie’s hair stands on end whenever she talks about 
it.”

Taylor sat back. “Okay. So. How can she solve 
both problems? Buy my mom’s lot. That property 
would be the keystone to make one big lot, for a 
hotel. Can you imagine? The only hotel on Poke 
Island?”

“Taylor, I haven’t found any plans for a hotel. I 
haven’t heard her talking with architects, or anyone 
about it. If it is her dream, she keeps it to herself.”

“But … ” he said. “With her political connections, 
Billie could swing it. She tricks me into a partnership, 
bait and switch, boom. Every banker in the county 
would beg to finance it. The foundation of a Poke 
Island empire."

Steff crossed her arms. “But what if Marco's lying 
to you?"

"Why would he do that?"
"Well, the Bulgarian was known for insulting 

Hispanics. Maybe this is Marco's revenge. He's gotta 
say something, right, or Butchie breaks his legs? 
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Maybe it's Marco and Butchie conning you, with Artie 
a naive fool."

Taylor sighed. "I thought I had this all figured out. 
And now I'm in debt to Butchie."

Steffie covered his hand with hers. "Taylor, 
darling, you need to talk to my mom."
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The Voss family lived in the gritty East End, and 

Taylor had grown up across the Destiny River in the 
suburbs. Taylor had rarely seen Stephanie’s mom, 
mostly because she was always at work, having been 
abandoned by a husband so long ago.

“My mom, just so you know,” Steffie said, “is a 
compulsive helper. If you tell her you’ve got a headache, 
she’ll fetch sixteen remedies from the medicine cabinet. 
If you say you’re thinking of buying a car, she’ll jump up 
and scour Craig’s List for you.  So watch what you say, 
unless you want to be overwhelmed.” 

As chubby as Steffie is, her mom is bony. Her house 
is a tumbledown wreck alongside the railroad tracks. Its 
backyard had been reduced from lawn to dirt by two 
neighbor boys, thugs-in-training, riding ATVs. She did’t 
have the heart to complain about them.

Stef and Taylor entered through the back door and 
found her mom sitting in the kitchen in weary despair. 
Lately she had been working double shifts, starting at 3 
p.m. at a nursing home, and then at midnight at the 
emergency room at Shipwreck Bay Hospitals and Clinics.

When did she sleep? She didn't from the looks of it.
"It’s been a long time, Taylor," Melanie Voss croaked. 

She shoved herself back in her chair. A pink pastry box 
lay open on the counter and she rose to fetch it. "Have a 
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scone. From Nanny's. They're good." She looked around. 
"Stephanie, don't let the man stand there, get him a chair 
and a cup of tea."

They chatted over tea and scones for a while. Melanie 
Voss, Mellie to her friends, was worried about the State of 
Our Nation. The Supreme Court, she felt, was full of 
cranky old men who had no sympathy for Working 
America. The White House and the Congress had long 
ago sold their constituents down the river. And the 
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governor? Of this corrupt state? Pfffff. An over-fed, 
glorified loan shark.

"Mom," Steffie broke in, "we wanted to ask you a 
question. About the old days. About Shipwreck Bay 
High."

That brightened Mellie up. She dove in for a fresh 
scone. Steffie ran the interrogation.

"You remember Butchie Block, right?"
“Oh, everybody knows him," she said.
"Did he ever do anything bad to you?"
A dark, embarrassed look crossed her face. “Why 

would you ask a question like that?”
"Well, you remember Taylor's mom, right?"
“She went to school across the river."
She meant Holy Trinity Catholic High School.
"Were they ever ... seen together? Butchie and 

Elizabeth?"
"Your poor mother," Mom whispered, looking at 

Taylor, then away. "Drowned like that."
"Back in the day,” Steffie said, “did Liz know Butchie 

Block? That's what we're trying to find out, Mom."
Mellie's hand, breaking off a piece of scone, shook. 

She stepped over to the kitchen sink, stared out its 
smudged window at the sparse woods that stood 
between her home, the railroad tracks, and the half-
abandoned factories beyond.
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"He was a bully. I don't know what the girls saw in 
him."

"But him and Liz, Mom, that's what we need to know."
Her back turned, she said so Taylor could barely hear: 

"He beat that girl up. But in those days, nobody cared, 
certainly not the rotten police."

Taylor joined her at the sink. "He beat her? Butchie hit 
my mother?"

"It was so long ago, Taylor.”
“Tell me.”
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“In the alley behind the deli. He saw her in the deli 
with another boy. Butchie knocked her down and she 
was bleeding, people said. We never saw Elizabeth on 
this side of the river again."

Steffie put an arm around her mom's shoulders.
"So Elizabeth and Butchie were dating?"
Steffie's mom couldn't face Taylor, could only talk into 

the windows. "I don't know. I saw them together once or 
twice. Honey, she was over there in the Catholic 
school."

Taylor couldn’t say beating, he just couldn’t. "So he 
roughed her up and after that she avoided him?” 

Mother Voss shrugged.
"What year was this?"
"I don't know, Taylor. It was such a long time ago."
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Nobody was at the Burns home when Taylor arrived. 
Carrying a package of steaks, he let himself in. He set 
the steaks on the kitchen counter, unwrapped the 
butcher paper and salted them. Then he crept into Dad's 
den, opened a closet and crouched. Yes, Dad still had 
the gun safe. 

Dad had sold his hunting gun collection, every long 
rifle he had, with the exception of his pellet rifle. He was 
a safety nut when it came to his only remaining firearm. 
It was sort of a souvenir, for it was the gun that had 
killed the Jeff Road Strangler.

There was no way to get that Walther without Dad's 
permission. Still, Taylor felt reassured just to know it was 
there, and if Butchie pulled into the driveway, it could be 
retrieved in under a minute. If Dad was home.

Chapter 27  

 Safe at home
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Mariana arrived with the kids and a load of groceries, 
and Taylor helped carry in the bags.

“He’s flying,” Mariana said. “He’ll be home for dinner.”
“Taylor,” Jamie said, “when is Ancient World Order 

coming out?”
“What?” Mariana asked.
“Console’s new video game,” Taylor said. “I don’t 

know, Jamie. I don’t work there anymore.”
“Mari said you got fired.”
“Jamie!” Mariana snapped.
“Dad said you’ve got your head in the clouds, that’s 

why.”
“Go!” Mariana chased him off.
He stopped at the doorway and turned. “When you 

going to take us to Boardwalk Pier? You promised, 
remember?”

Annie led Taylor into the living room to show off the 
newest addition to her aquarium: A Rainbow Fish.

"She's from Australia," she beamed. "Isn't she 
gorgeous?"

Taylor said she was. All fish were females, according 
to Annie. She scattered food into the tank and watched 
her many beautiful fish rise to it. Taylor fought off the 
thought: food for the fishes.  

Annie asked: "How come you're here on a Monday?"
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"I don't know. It's summer. Cookout. I bought a 
portobello mushroom to grill for you."

"Eh," she said. Annie didn't eat much of anything. 
“Jamie said you’re going to take us to Boardwalk Pier.”

“Jamie is very clever,” Taylor said.
“What do you mean?”
“He knows how to set me up. Okay, I’ll take you.”
“Yay! When?”
“Let me talk to Mari first.”

Taylor was pacing the yard when he heard the tires 
of Dad's car crunch in the driveway. Dan Burns looked 
pleased. He'd logged two hours of flight time, and 
performed three touch-and-goes, flying his friend Rudy’s 
plane up at Pierce County Air Field.

"What would you like to drink, son?"
"What do you have?"
Dan Burns was thirty years behind the craft-beer 

revolution, but not forty. "I like that Sam Adams," he said.
"I'll go for that."
"Mariana," Dan shouted into the house. "Two Sams 

out here." His tone rankled Taylor. Dad sometimes 
treated Mariana as if she were still the paid help. Taylor 
set down a bag of charcoal and started for the kitchen to 
fetch the beers. His father arrested him, hand on arm.

"Son," he said, "stay and talk."
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Dan loaded the kettle grill with coals, and then stood 
with Taylor like they were he-men consulting on the proper 
way to start a fire.

Taylor deflected his father’s questions about his job 
search. Mariana brought out two beers in frosty mugs, and 
they drank, Father and Son in a truce of silence.

Dad was from the generation that insisted on using 
lighter fluid, and he soaked the charcoal with about a cup 
of it, stood back and flung a match. In the flare-up, a look 
of sadistic pleasure reflected from his face. Taylor 
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remembered seeing a fishing boat ablaze in Pearl 
Harbor. He and his father watched from the shore, Dad 
was rapt, silent, hypnotized, as the boat burned to the 
waterline.

"This will sound like a weird question," Taylor said. 
"But do you know if Mom ever had anything to do with 
Butchie Block?"

Dan Burns’ lips barely moved. "Your mother," he 
muttered. Taylor felt a chill run through him, gulped beer 
in self defense.

"In your eyes, your mother was a saint, and that's a 
good thing, Taylor." He clapped his son on the shoulder. 
"A very good thing. I loved the woman with all my heart, 
but she had flaws."

Taylor deflected that. "We all do."
"Your mother had a hard time with honesty and fidelity, 

son. I should never have allowed her to persuade me to 
move back to Shipwreck Bay. She fell in with old friends, 
and not all of them were upstanding citizens."

"Butchie Block, you mean?"
"I don't know who all her friends were, Taylor. These 

last few years, she shut me out. We weren't man and 
wife anymore, not truly. I paid the bills, Mariana watched 
the kids and Liz went out partying, surfing, like a 
rebellious teen, doing just as she pleased. She shrunk 
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me down into a little toy soldier, and I went along. 
Because Annie and Jamie needed her, I went along."

Dan drained his beer, and lobbed the bottle over the 
fence into the neighbors' yard. A look of smug satisfaction 
took over his face. The neighbor’s two barking dogs were 
a longstanding irritation.

"I think, to be honest, Taylor, it was her rigid childhood 
upbringing. All those rules over at Holy Trinity. I mean, 
Catholic is one thing, but that bunch is stone crazy. Your 
mom never had a normal childhood. And those parents of 
hers? So … when you reached your teens, she felt her 
job as a mother was done, and the rebellious girl in her 
burst out. That's what it was, her fanatic parents made 
her a rebel."

Taylor was certain Steffi's mom had told the truth 
about Butchie's beating and humiliation of his mother. 
Mellie Voss had been a nurse since she was a candy-
striper in high school. She worked at the Emergency 
Room where Liz Burns would have been treated after 
Butchie's assault. But did Taylor want to bring that up 
now, with Dad angry, and a drunken evening ahead?

But a drunken evening was just the relief Taylor 
needed. It would give him an excuse to sleep at his 
father’s place, safe, for the night at least, from Butchie 
Block.
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Taylor arose at dawn, beer-weary and sticky. It was 
already warm and humid. He was forced to brew 
“cowboy” coffee, since Mariana was perhaps the last 
person in Shipwreck Bay who used a percolator. He 
wandered into the yard, cleaned the grill of the remnants 
of their steak-and-potato fest. Sober now, he fully 
realized that Dad's Walther would do him no good if he 
couldn't get to it. And he certainly couldn't stand to live in 
this house for very long. Sooner or later Dad would 
hector him about selling the beach property, show him 
Cessna brochures, offer to pay for flying lessons. We 
could have something in common again, he'd say, love 
of the air.

Taylor had heard it all fifty times, and didn't want to 
hang out for number 51. Jamie was in the game room 
playing GODS OF WAR, with all it blood-curdling 
bombast. Had Jamie been up all night? That’s the kind of 
fanatic gamer Taylor had been as a boy. He ducked into 
the game-room on his way out.

“Mari said you could take us to Boardwalk Pier on 
Saturday. I asked her last night.”

“Let me see then.”
“‘Mari said she’d buy the ride tickets. ‘Cause you don’t 

have a job anymore.”
"Tell everybody I said goodbye, okay?"
Jamie grunted and slaughtered bad guys.
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Taylor walked along Bayshore Road on a glorious 
breezy morning he could not enjoy. His mind kept 
churning: Dad had  confirmed that Mom was carousing 
during her last years, and now Taylor knew there was a 
chance she'd reconnected, for some dark reason of her 
own, with the Monroe Street crowd, maybe even Butchie 
Block himself. 

His mom had a defiant bad girl inside her, that was for 
sure. The strait-jacket of an Air Force marriage had 
brought that out, and it had emerged in the surf off 
Waikiki.
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Absorbed in thought, he was almost run over by a 
semi rounding the curve behind him. He stopped at a 
coin laundry, the only business in sight, and tapped for a 
ride. He texted Maggie.

On the ride to her apartment he settled on certain 
assumptions about Maggie. The most important was her 
relationship to Paul. He was a rich guy in his fifties, who 
wanted Maggie as a showpiece, to prove to his buddies 
that he was still a powerful, attractive man. In return, he 
spent lavishly on her. Maggie seemed flattered by the 
attention.

But who was Paul? All Taylor had was a name and a 
bunch of assumptions. He didn’t know how this Paul fit 
into Shipwreck Bay. The exact source of his wealth was 
never identified, except that he'd made his fortune, and 
spent nearly all his time, up at the RiverPorts. Money 
laundering? Might have been something like that, given 
that his occupation was secret. As the driver let him off, 
Taylor concluded that Paul was the real owner of the 
Wonder Bar. Perhaps he had a criminal record that 
precluded him from obtaining a liquor license, and 
Maggie was his front.

But all this was speculation.
Maggie's apartment was surround by black iron 

fencing, and as he approached the gate, Taylor saw her 
and Paul in the lush garden, at a concrete table, drinking 
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coffee. Paul was a shambling bear of a man, pale with 
pale hair, wearing a pale suit, black shirt, no tie. He was 
partly hidden by a potted plant. Maggie shook her head, 
a subtle sign to Taylor and he backed off.

He sat on the steps of an apartment building up the 
street and in a few minutes saw Paul cram himself into a 
black MyRide car, which pulled away.

Maggie was leaning into the steel gate when Taylor 
arrived. "Thank you, Taylor," she said. "He's jealous."

"You jolly him along, I see."
“You're going to be an asshole about it?"
Taylor led her into the garden’s leafy shadows.
 "Butchie Block," he said, "is after me."
"Seriously? Why?"
"He thinks I owe him money."
"Do you?"
"It's a scam, Maggie, I'm not going to pay."
"Well, you're not employed. You could skip town."
"And what? Sell my home? Send all my stuff to 

Goodwill?"
She shook her head. "Butchie. That whole Monroe 

Street gang? I wouldn't mess with any of them, and he's 
the worst. I'm sorry to hear he's hanging around this 
summer."

"What do I do?"
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"You're looking at me?"
Taylor paced the yard. "I need some place to hide 

out. For five days."
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“Well, you can’t stay here. What happens after five 
days?"

"That's the waiting period for a handgun."
She scoffed. "Paul can get you one of those 

tomorrow. No paperwork."
"And no serial number?"
"That’s the idea, isn’t it?"
"But Paul will know who it's for, so he's a potential 

witness."
"Why not just pay Butchie and get rid of him?"
Taylor just shook his head, unwilling to reveal his 

mother's humiliation.
“Paul will have a fit if he finds you here." She sighed. 

"I can put you up for the night, Taylor. I'm working late 
anyway. But tomorrow, you've got to figure something 
out. Okay?"

 
That night Maggie trekked in for her shift managing 

the Wonder Bar. Taylor wandered through movies on 
her Netflix, and found nothing to watch. He was on beer 
five when he heard the front door lock turn.

Taylor bolted off the couch. Instinct told him to hide in 
a closet, but he veered for the kitchen and its knife 
block. As he whirled with a chef's knife in hand, a 
drunken Paul stumbled through the door.

"Who the hell are you?" Paul demanded.
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"Taylor," he said, and hid the knife behind his back, 
trying to pretend he hadn't been alarmed. "Maggie said I 
could stay tonight."

"Maggie said, Maggie said," Paul muttered. He looked 
around at the beer bottles, the blaring TV. "Hell, I’m half-
drunk. I'll join you."

He was wearing khaki trousers and a fedora, as if he'd 
spent the day on the East Island boardwalk, trying to win 
kewpie dolls. The sideboard was a forest of liquor bottles, 
and from it Paul plucked a dark green bottle of 
Jaegermeister. He held it up to the light. "You enjoy this 
stuff?"

Taylor shook his head.
"Me neither, but at least you know you're drinking 

something."
He retrieved a low cocktail glass from the freezer, 

poured a couple of fingers of Jaeger, and sat next to 
Taylor on the couch. He flicked off Netflix.

"You're the kid whose father ..."
"Yeah, the Jeff Road strangler."
He sipped and shook his leonine head. "The Devil You 

Know," he said.
"I never read that book, actually."
"No?"
"Well, I read a few excerpts. By the time it was 

published, I was sick of the whole thing."
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"I can imagine. But your father came out quite well in 
that book. A regular dragon slayer."

"He did. But he didn’t like that book, didn’t cooperate 
with the author, didn’t want it to come out."

"Should have been a movie.”
“Maybe someday.”
"What's your pleasure?" said Paul. "Let's drink to 

slaying dragons."
Paul's specialty was bourbon Old Fashioneds. He 

fussed with the muddling, and measuring the exact 
proportions. He made strong cocktails in enormous 
glasses. He and Taylor talked about Maggie, and what a 
fine, funny woman she was. Did Taylor like baseball? The 
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Cubs were in The City this weekend, and Paul had 
tickets, right behind the on-deck circle. 

“Four seats. I can't go, just take ‘em," he said. “Treat 
your friends.”

Taylor said he was committed for the weekend. 
Two more giant cocktails were consumed while they 

talked about the decline of baseball, which in Paul's 
opinion had begun the first time a designated hitter had 
walked to the plate. Taylor didn’t argue. He’d formed a 
habit of just agreeing with older guys. Paul flipped on the 
TV and caught the tail end of a Giants-Rockies contest 
beamed from San Francisco. Taylor wondered whether, 
as the camera panned the crowd, he might glimpse 
Karen and Rick out in the stands, framed by a golden 
sunset and the Bay Bridge.

The ball game ended and Taylor and Paul started on 
yet another mega-cocktail. Paul broke out the playing 
cards and chips and they engaged in a friendly small-
stakes round of blackjack.

"You're staying tonight, right?" Paul asked. Taylor had 
already told him this but Paul was drunk beyond memory. 
"You're not going home in your condition."

"I'm in the spare bedroom," Taylor said.
"Kid," he said, "you don't have to lie to me. I know 

you're shagging her."
Taylor flushed, sputtered, what could he say?
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"I know Maggie has her boys. She thinks she's fooling 
me but she's not. Hey, I don't give that much of a shit, to 
tell you the truth. A guy your age, what's he interested 
in? Pussy. A guy my age, what's he interested in? 
Money. These are the two stages of a man's life."

"So Maggie makes money for you?"
He laughed so hard he gagged on his cocktail. "Hell 

no! She costs me a fortune."
He began repeating, as drunken people will, his 

fascination with the Jefferson Road murders. 
“Friend of mine from the Knights was the uncle of the 

fifth victim. Megan Barth. Sweet girl, not quite right in the 
head, little bit of trouble with drugs. Shock to me that 
she’d been recruited by these awful pimps. She’d been 
living with her mother in exile-land, with all its shacks 
and trailer-homes.

"I went to that child's funeral," he said. "Jesus, you 
never heard such wailing. Unbelievable monster, would 
take the life of an innocent child. Imagine, choking the 
life out of her while staring into her innocent blue eyes? 
What fiend could do that?" He looked at his cocktail 
glass, and with it, made the Sign of the Cross over 
himself. "What a shit world. I don't need another drink, 
but I'll have one. How about you?"

"Sure."
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"You're a good kid," he said. "Maggie's got good taste 
in men."

He stumbled over to the sideboard and began, with 
fresh glasses, picking cherries out of a jar for yet another 
Old Fashioned. "Your father's a hero," he said, for about 
the sixth time that night, only now it was slurred to Yer 
faw-wash ahera.

"When your father's a hero,”  Taylor said, “you get 
tired of hearing about it." 

Paul shrugged, turned to look at Taylor, and said. 
"Forgive me, kid. Look how drunk I am."

While he was mixing the cocktails, Taylor said: 
"Maggie said you knew where I could buy an 
unregistered firearm."

He turned to Taylor with a look of genuine, almost 
sober, curiosity. "Oh?"

"For self-protection.”
"Who the hell do you need protection from?" Paul 

demanded in a sudden burst of irritation.
"Have you ever heard of Butchie Block?"
"Heard of him?" He set down the cocktail shaker and 

approached. Breathing cocktail fumes in Taylor’s face, 
he said, "Now look here, kid, you steer clear of Butchie 
Block."

"Too late.”
"He's after you? Now? Right now? Why?"
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"He thinks I owe him money."
"How much?"
"Five thousand."
"Pay him."
"I can't. He'll latch on to me like a giant leech and 

suck me dry."
Paul nodded, and a sad look, almost teary, overtook 

his world-weary eyes. "Scum of the earth has hit me up 
too," he said. "Asshole that he is. No brains, no ability, 
and he knows it. Fear is his only asset. Fear and money, 
that's all the man knows."

He rested a big paw on Taylor’s shoulder. "Can you 
skip town?"

"Becoming a homeless bum is not an option. I can't 
sell my condo in this market, I'm upside down in it."

"Tell me about it. We're in the game, Maggie and 
me."

"She never mentioned ..."
"Aw, just a couple of cheap spec units.” He sat next 

to Taylor on the couch in a defeated heap.
"Do you know where I can get a weapon?" Taylor 

asked.
Paul sighed.
Taylor said, "I don't think Butchie carries a gun. He's 

a convicted felon and weapons possession would send 
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him back to prison. If I show him I have the means to 
defend myself, maybe he'll go play his game 
somewhere else. But if ... "

"I understand, kid," Paul said, his head drooped back 
as he fell into an instant sleep.

 
 



157

Artie chose that weekend to begin his Gatsby Parties. 
This was to be a summer-long event, just like in the 
novel, except that most of Artie’s invitees would be, not 
wealthy socialites, but the babes of Shipwreck Bay. The 
attraction: free drugs and booze, sumptuous barbecue, 
romps on the deserted beach, nude swim in a moonlit 
lagoon. Taylor would be grill master, his reward being 
rights to the smaller bedroom, and whomever he could 
lure into it.

Taylor phoned Artie’s satellite number and said, "Artie, 
wake up."

"I am awake."
"I can’t come to your party if Butchie’s there. Butchie 

wants to break my legs."

Chapter 28

Into the shadows
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Artie sputtered into the phone. "Negotiate, man. Give 
him $50 and a bottle of Jameson." Into the silence of 
Taylor’s hesitation, he said, "I'll do it for you. What are 
you willing to pay the man for a day's work?"

"Nothing. I cannot explain it to you, Artie. Nothing. 
Ever. If he was drowning, I'd throw him an anvil. Okay? 
Got it?"

Taylor clicked off.
Artie wanted peace between Taylor and Butchie. He 

needed Taylor as a best buddy and Butchie as a drug 
source. He phoned Taylor back. "I'll pay him, okay? I'll 
talk him down to $500, and then you owe me a whole 
shitload of rib eye steaks and a lifetime of gratitude.”

“I don’t know,” Taylor said. “Let me think.” 

Taylor hung up the phone, and eased open the 
grimy curtains on his room at the Airliner Motel. He’d 
chosen the Airliner because he needed a place that 
would not demand ID and would resist police 
inquiries. He’d paid for a week's stay, cash, to a clerk 
behind smudgy bullet proof glass. The room was on the 
second floor, away from Nick the Bulgarian and his 
whore operation. He had biked out to the motel and kept 
his bike in the room. 

The Airliner Motel was the last one on Airport Road, 
and the closest to the Jackson Foothills Forest. Taylor 
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intended to follow Paul’s advice:  Avoid public gun 
ranges. Don't drive or take a public ride. Walk deep into 
the woods until you reach the river. In the unlikely event a 
game warden approaches, dump the pistol in the drink. 
You could do five years if they catch you with this gun.

Taylor chained his bike to a tree and backpacked 
toward the river. There in a sunny grove he shot off a box 
of ammo with the gun Paul had sold him. It was a beat-up 
38-caliber Ruger revolver, untraceable, and outrageously 
priced at $2,500. He targeted dead trees, pretended they 
were Butchie Block and blasted away, getting a sore 
wrist, damaged hearing and a sense of how bad he was 
at shooting. His shot patterns seemed almost random. 
He’d have to be pretty much in Butchie's face if he 
wanted to hit him.

But after two days of target practice, Taylor was at 
least accustomed to firing the weapon. On the bike ride 
back, he stopped at a gas station convenience store, 
sucked down an energy drink, bought a refrigerated 
sandwich, and called Artie.

"So," Taylor said, "how's the party plan going?”
“Great,” said Artie. “I’m showing the ladies around the 

bird sanctuary.”
“Which ladies?”
“Taylor, Butchie is pissed."
"At me?"
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"Where the fuck you been? He wants his big 5. He 
says he's got bills to pay."

"I told you he wouldn't negotiate."
"He's chest bumping me. Like: Where's the punk? I 

don't think you should come to the party. I'll find 
somebody else to grill the steaks. Don't ask, man. 
There's no way I can disinvite him. He's like foaming at 
the mouth right now. He wants a piece of you, Taylor. 
Where are you? Never mind. Stay there. If I were you I 
wouldn't go home right now." 

Taylor biked the quieter back highways, crossing 
Jefferson Road on his way to the motel. Not much had 
changed at the so-called Jefferson Estates, that housing 
tract built into a depression, a giant ditch really, beside a 



161

scrub forest. Cheap houses and mobile homes were 
scattered across a landscape that flooded after any big 
rain. Beat-up vehicles, ruined furniture and toys littered 
every yard. In this forlorn cluster, six beautiful young 
souls had been deprived of life by a madman. It turned 
out he’d lived among them, a trusted old bachelor who'd 
pretended to be everybody’s friend. Joseph Garland 
brought meals to his sick neighbors, took care of dogs 
while they went on vacation, wheeled out the trash for 
old fragile ladies. The neighbors all loved him, until 
Taylor’s dad discovered the murdered girls’ panties in his 
garage.

When Taylor reached the Airliner, he wheeled his bike 
up the stairs and into room 222. His phone flashed 
Artie’s number.

“Look,” Artie said, “I won at the races. I can scrape up 
the five grand, okay? You can pay me back when you 
get a job. So let me…”

“No,” Taylor said.
“I’m offering to bail you out, man.”
“I can’t.”
“Look, I feel guilty, I’m the one who hooked you up 

with Butchie.”
 “I just can’t.”
“What’s wrong with you, man?”
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“He beat up my mom. Okay, it was years ago but, 
nothing, Artie, not a cent, not a dime.”

“We’ll work it out. You need to get your head straight, 
Taylor.”

“He killed my mother.”
“You don’t know that, Taylor.”
“Don’t you dare pay him in my name.”
Taylor clicked off. Closing the motel room door, he 

turned a sunny cheerful summer day into a malodorous 
gloom.
 
Depressed, and tired from the long ride, Taylor 

napped and awoke in early evening, peeked out the 
curtains, and ate that gas-station sandwich, which tasted 
faintly of copper. He wrestled with the devilish details: If 
he was going to confront Butchie, he had to be ready to 
pull the trigger. If he did, he’d have to get away with it. No 
prosecution, no trial, and certainly no prison.

It was possible. About half of all killers, his Dad had 
told him, never get caught.

But Taylor couldn't let Butchie corner him at his condo. 
Or in front of any witnesses. Or at any place where Taylor 
would be seen coming and going. He had one prime 
opportunity in mind, and it would come this weekend.

In the meantime, he endured imprisonment in this 
mold-stinking motel, where he watched TV, read 
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paperback detective novels, played cell-phone chess 
against a computer. At night he used binoculars to spy on 
the prostitutes who monopolized  one corner of the ground 
floor. He did not see the Bulgarian. He did see Kenner, the 
man who’d chased him away from the whore farm house, 
and who was Nick’s driver on the night Taylor was 
kidnapped.

He saw a variety of working girls. One chubby older 
blonde seemed to be a mainstay, but the prostitutes 
mostly kept to their rooms, and none of them was 
Cammie. She had obviously run away, and Taylor felt 
some satisfaction that he had helped her.
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Taylor ported into the programming of the app he’d 
built for the Bulgarian. He disabled it, and made it show, 
instead of sexy pictures, the photo of a stern policeman. 
Later that night he got an angry message from Adora 
demanding that he reveal where he had hidden Cammie. 
That reminded him that his phone was a tracking device, 
and he yanked its sim card.

On Friday, the first night of the party, Taylor 
sneaked in a phone call to Artie’s satellite phone.

"Is Butchie around?” he asked.
Artie whispered. "He's already on the island, man, 

don't call." He hung up.
Taylor felt like a big stinky black hog had been lying 

on him all week, and now it got up and waddled 
off. Butchie would be over on Poke Island tonight, and it 
would be safe for Taylor to return to town. He pedaled 
back to his condo, as exuberant as a 10-year-old on a 
downhill bike ride. He took a long hot shower to wash the 
slime of the Airliner off him, and changed into clean 
clothes. He left the oily gun and grimy backpack on his 
night table. He celebrated with a hot-beef sandwich at 
Mike Fink's, and dessert and coffee at Peace, Love.

Penny was behind the espresso machine.
"Hey," Taylor said. "I thought you had another job?"
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"Uh," she said. "They can't get help on summer Friday 
nights. They begged me."

"You're nice!"
"And they're paying time and half.” She stopped to 

calculate. “Sixteen fifty. So! You're not at the big party?"
"I'm staying home this weekend, working on the 

resume, you know. Big push for a job next week."
"You're not going to leave town, are you?"
He shrugged. "Well, you're done at nine, right, I take it 

you'll be on the 9:30 boat?"
She scrunched her nose. "You know how it is over 

there, you end up sleeping on the floor, or on the beach." 
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She shuddered. "If you're whacked out on Artie's drugs it 
probably doesn't matter but ... I'm just not into that."

"Because of Jesus?"
"Don't mock my Church." She stood on tiptoes and 

over his shoulder called, "Be right with you sir."
Taylor whispered: "Buy you a drink next door."
"We'll see," she said.
 
It was hip-hop night at the Wonder Bar, so Taylor 

and Penny lasted exactly one drink. Maggie had the 
night off. Elroy, her assistant manager, assumed her 
duties behind the bar. Taylor walked Penny down the 
road to his place. 

Taylor had already made a guess about why Penny 
was sexually frigid. Somebody had done something evil 
to this girl. Father? Uncle? Schoolmate? Priest? On the 
walk to his condo he put his arm around her and she 
flinched.

“We’re just friends,” he said. “Pals. Buddies.”
Penny nodded.
They ended up cuddling on his couch. Deeper into 

the night with both of them groggy, Taylor held her close, 
precious. It felt like in this moment something beautiful, 
not needy, greedy, lusty or mean. There was a sort of a 
glow, holding onto her like that. It was like being in the 
sunshine on a mellow day, a sunny spot in the window. 
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He didn't want to break the spell, but she rolled off the 
couch to use the bathroom, gulped a glass of water, and 
wandered out to the deck, gawking at the city view. Taylor 
joined her. She had her hands folded like she was an 
angel.

“Are you praying?”
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“No,” she said, and then admitted it. “I was. I guess I 
was praying for you. Taylor. I think you’re very depressed 
about your mom."

“That female deputy is determined to to pin ..."
"Your mom's case? That's on hold. It's the Jefferson 

Road strangler now."
"What?"
"Yeah! A bunch of law students from State are down 

for the summer, going all through it.” She tolled on her 
fingers. “There’s nine of us.”

“But the case is closed.”
“This is all about numbers and how you can catch a 

serial killer. Bonnie's going to lead it. She’s getting her 
Masters, did you know that? It’s like a seminar. The 
University is paying her."

"So she gave up on my mom's case?"
"She’s just put it aside for now, I said. You're lucky, 

Taylor. Detective Blanchard had some kind of like hatred 
toward you. I can't explain it. Anyway, it's going to be a 
fun summer. I'm going to work with honest-to-god law 
students and computer geeks too."

She looked around as if she just realized it was deep 
into the night. “I have to get home,” she muttered.

In the hallway she stumbled over Taylor’s backpack. 
He picked it up, intending to slip it into the hall closet, but 
out tumbled that stubby black revolver.
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It lay on the floor like a black steel tarantula.
Penny jumped as if it would bite her. She stared at 

it,  then at Taylor. He tried nonchalance, picked up 
the pistol, ducked into the bedroom, slipped it into 
the nightstand drawer.

"Been burglars in the building," he said, feeling 
lame.

Penny gave him a skeptical, maybe frightened 
look. Taylor counted the number of ways in which he 
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was now screwed. Here was a girl who'd be working in 
the Sheriff's Department all summer, and was prone to 
gab. Now she was a witness to his possession of a black 
revolver. If it came to courtroom testimony, she would 
remember his stupid lie about burglars, a lie easily 
disproved by someone with access to police logs.

Oh my God, there's no way you can do this without 
fucking it up. You’d make a lousy criminal. Pay Butchie. 

But the image of Butchie knocking his mother down in 
a putrid alley would not leave his mind. He walked 
Penny to her MyRide, and then was up most of the night 
squirming, trying to read, rat-caging, listening to Miles 
Davis, but not even “Peaceful” could calm him down.

In the morning, at the Wow Mart sporting goods 
counter, he filled out one state and one federal form 
requesting a permit to pay $475 for a legal .38, similar to 
the rogue gun Paul had gotten him. If he had to pull the 
trigger on Butchie, and Penny squealed to the cops, he 
could ditch the rogue gun and produce this legal 
weapon, and there'd be no ballistics match. If Penny 
ever turned witness against him, he could argue that 
she’d misremembered the date she’d first seen that gun.

At Wow Mart, he rented a car, and beat it out of town 
to wait out the five days until he could pick up his legal 
weapon.
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Taylor drove that rental car to Jackson Falls and 
rented a rustic cabin. He was already thinking like a 
criminal. In the event of police inquiry, he’d say he 
needed the solitude of this quiet retreat to assemble his 
complex job applications. 

Carrying the rogue pistol was a risk, so he left it home. 
Standing at the bedroom mirror, using a Coke bottle as 
substitute gun, he practiced his confrontation with 
Butchie. He planned it for Saturday. He knew where he 
could catch Butchie alone. He held that coke bottle 
steady, and said: Tell me everything you know about 
Elizabeth Burns. And then maybe I'll let you live.

He settled it in the supreme court of his mind. Butchie 
had seen Liz on the island this summer and had become 

Chapter 29

The stalker 
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obsessed. She obviously told him to get lost. So just 
before the holiday weekend, Butchie had paid Marco the 
ferryman to skip the last run. Knowing she would hike 
back to Artie’s cottage, he ambushed her in the dark and 
lonely bird sanctuary.

And last week, Butchie had made a big show of 
tracking down Marco, as a way to shake Taylor down for 
cash and deflect blame to the Bulgarian. Of course 
Marco had lied, it was obvious now, either in fear of 
Butchie or in return for a secret payoff. It was Butchie 
who'd done in Liz Burns, motive: jealousy and revenge. 

Taylor wandered the banks of the Destiny River and 
soaked in the natural pool at Jackson Falls, brooding 
and worrying. He made himself simple meals in the 
knotty pine kitchen. At Friday noon he packed out of the 
cabin.

That evening, back in his condo, using a VPN to hide 
his web activity, he plowed through self-defense sites. 
The universal advice was, not even God could reload a 
revolver under the stress of a gunfight, so there was no 
point in bringing extra ammo. Two, maybe three rounds 
would do it, and firing at close range was imperative. But 
not too close. A wounded man could, in a final fit of rage, 
strangle you, or grab the gun and turn it on you. Taylor 
practiced in his home mirror with the real gun, standing 
six backward paces from the Devil. Finally satisfied, he 
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Steffie takes a lonely ferry trip to Poke Island.

loaded five rounds into their chambers, and slipped the 
gun under his mattress.

 
On Saturday he took the 11 a.m. boat,  avoided 

Jules the Ferryman, and saw nobody he knew on board. 
Had anyone greeted him, the plan was off, but he was 
lucky, and wandered off the ferry, head down, backpack 
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slung. The rogue pistol in his backpack felt as heavy as 
a bowling ball.

He trekked along the deserted bay side of the dunes, 
floppy hat slouched over his head, and picked an 
isolated shady spot, spread a towel, dropped the 
backpack, and waited. He had deliberately left his 
cellphone home. To give himself something to do, he’d 
brought a coffee-stained copy of Moby Dick, and 
sometimes could actually concentrate on reading it.

Melville’s White Whale. Fitzgerald’s Green Lantern at 
the end of the dock. In each case, the characters were 
chasing something even to their own destruction. The 
point was not lost on Taylor but he could not simply 
shrug and pay off his mom’s murderer.

The wait was excruciating, but the plan was simple. At 
day’s end, Butchie often walked to Surfer’s Rockpile, 
saying he wanted to watch the sunset. But he was no 
Nature Boy. That walk took him past the nudists at Babe 
Beach. He’d been known to squat at the edge of a 
sunbather’s towel and make crude suggestions.

Taylor, sweating from the heat and anxiety, imagined 
how he would follow once Butchie disappeared into the 
warren.

“Uncle Tay!”
Annie, carry a red pail., wad big eyed with excitement. 

She pointed past the dunes.
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“Aunt Mari is right over there.”
Why? Why? Why? Taylor asked himself. He tried to 

force a happy face. Annie in her naïve excitement huffed 
and sat next to him, that pail rattling with seashells.

“Wow,” Taylor said. “Day at the beach! Lucky us!”
“Where’s your girlfriend?”
“Who?”
“The radio lady.”
“Who? Tasha Wolf? Is that who you’re talking about?”
“Mari said you were dating the radio lady. I listen to 

her show. She’s funny.”
“How the hell … I’m 

telling you, there are no 
secrets in this town.”

“What does she look 
like? She sounds like a 
cat. Does she look like 
a cat? She purrs.”

“We’re friends, that’s 
all.”

“I think you’re 
fibbing, Uncle Tay.”

Taylor stood up. 
“Let’s go see Mari.”
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Taylor followed Annie along narrow boardwalks, 
through the dunes, and to the ocean side. The Pink 
Jitney passed, Steffie among the passengers, on her 
way from the ferry to Artie’s cottage. The sight of her 
awoke in him the reality of what he was planning. Was 
the universe trying to tell him something? Is that why 
he’d happened to meet Annie on the calm side of the 
dunes?

Crazed with conflicting thoughts, Taylor followed 
Annie across hot sands. Mariana was parked on an Air 
Force blanket, watching the ocean, a fog bank way out 
there.

“Jamie didn’t come along?” he said, and sat beside 
her.

Mariana shook her head. “He’s afraid of the ocean 
now.”

“He’s afraid he’ll see Aunt Liz in the waves,” Annie 
said.

“Stop that, Annie,” Mariana said. To Taylor she said:  
“He has nightmares.”

Annie said: “He needs a psychiatrist, Dad says.”
Taylor put a calming hand on Annie’s sunburned 

shoulder.
“Everybody misses her,” he said.
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“That’s the truth,” said Mariana, and sighed. “My 
poor babies.” 

Which reminded Taylor that she’d helped raise these 
children since they were pre-schoolers. Mariana was a 
peacemaker, a quiet, dignified woman who’d 
transitioned from hired help to the bedrock of this 
family. He felt stupid for ever imagining she’d had a part 



178

in his mom's demise. Mariana, plotting Mom’s murder 
with Dad? Ridiculous.

“Are we really poor, Mari?” Annie asked.
“No baby, it’s only an expression.”
Annie laid her seashells on the dark blue blanket and 

began comparing them with pictures on her tablet.
“Are you ready for tacos?” Mariana asked.
“No,” said Annie, focusing on her seashells.
“She’s still not eating,” Mariana whispered to Taylor.
The jitney rolled behind them, empty on its way back 

to the ferry pier. Mari slathered her arms in sunscreen. 
She glanced at Taylor, who took the hint, rose, and 
spread sunscreen lotion over her shoulders and neck. 
The soft warmth of her flesh only invoked in Taylor the 
sense of her humanity. This woman was no monster, he 
knew it. 

As Taylor capped the sunscreen, he glanced down 
the beach, and was seized by a panic. 

Butchie Block was walking the surf-line, along with 
Steffie. Taylor’s head felt wobbly, his ears rang with a 
high-voltage noise.

Steffie waved, and after a few strides she and 
Butchie stood casting long shadows on the beach 
blanket.

“Hey, buddy,” Butchie said. 
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Taylor didn't introduce Mariana. Butchie didn't seem to 
care who she was. "Missing a guh guh good party," he 
said.

Then Steffie and Butchie walked on, and she turned 
and gave Taylor a wink. What did that mean?
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"Come by later," Butchie called over his shoulder. 
“We got business.”

 
"Who's that girl?" Mariana asked.
“Stephanie Voss. I went to school with her."
"I know who he is," she said. “I hope you don’t have 

business with that man." 
“No," Taylor said. “He’s … I don’t what the hell he’s 

talking about."
Taylor grabbed his backpack and waded the surf line. 

Then he cut up toward the dunes and looked for Butchie 
and Stef. They sat on a bench at the jitney stop, Butchie 
talking, waving his hands. Taylor worried that Steffie’s 
big heart had room even for jailbirds like Butchie Block. 
Where did Steffie lie on the spectrum that ran from saint 
to fool?

Taylor backed off, padded through the hot sand 
where Mariana and Annie were rolling up their blankets 
and towels. 

“We’re going for ice cream,” Annie said.
Mariana sighed. “It’s the only thing she’ll eat.”

Mariana and Annie boarded the 5:15 ferry, and 
Taylor watched the battered old launch chug into the 
burbling bay. A young sunburned sheriff’s deputy riding 
past on his ATV gave Taylor a sour look. Taylor could 
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just imagine being frisked by this punk cop, and the 
sadistic delight on Bonnie Blanchard's face when she 
learned he was in her jail on weapons charges. Taylor 
was spooked enough to consider throwing that rogue 
pistol into the bay. But the cop rode away through the 
dunes. The jitney lumbered by and Taylor rode it to the 
last stop, Surfer's Rockpile. 

 He was losing his nerve, asking himself questions, 
imagining  scenarios. Fear and failure seemed utterly 
certain. The smartest thing he could do maybe, was 
throw that pistol in the drink right here. 

He wandered through the rock pile maze, out on the 
rocky arm that reached toward the oceanic horizon. This 
was where his mother had met her demise, and where 
Butchie might too. That would be justice, a year 
delayed.

It was like Taylor could see Mom riding her board out 
at the spot surfers called Twos, where the waves split, 
left and right. He wended through the rocks brooding, 
worrying, climbing, slipping, sliding, wading tide pools. 

Out there in the surf, a young blonde wiped out and 
surfaced, clinging to her board, like a heartbreaking 
ghost of that determined, lovely, high spirited Liz Burns.

 As the sun lowered, Taylor wandered back to Artie's 
cottage, climbed the steps to the gazebo and opened 
the back door. 
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The cottage was deserted. But Taylor could hear that 
the party had moved down to Babe Beach. Tasha must 
have been down there, because WartHog was being 
played loud. Taylor stepped to the telescope, swung it 
around, and saw people down there, sunning in various 
stages of undress. Some he knew, some he didn’t. Artie 
was sitting on a surfboard flirting with Lisa. Butchie was 
crouched way too close to a sunbathing Penny, who 
wore shorts and a tank top. Steffie in a one-piece bathing 
suit, waded in the lagoon. Tasha sat neck deep in 
shimmering green water, her purple hair floating around 
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her. Billie stood naked looking off at the Rockpile, as if 
something out in the ocean worried her.

Taylor joined the beach party. Surrounded by people, 
he felt utterly isolated. No one here understood him or 
could see into his wounded heart. He wasn’t a murderer 
but a boy crying for his mother. If he could force a 
confession out of the evil man that had killed her, maybe 
that would be enough, and her spirit might return to 
Earth, satisfied. 

If only Taylor been able to catch Butchie alone, with 
no witnesses. But his simple plan had been spoiled by 
chance meetings. Or maybe, as his good Catholic Mom 
believed, there was a mysterious God in a hidden 
Heaven. 

Was there a God? Was He telling Taylor not to do it?

Deputy Bonnie Blanchard stood between the door 
and a coatrack hung with the Sheriff’s leather jacket. 
Sheriff Joe Walter rocked back in his creaking chair. It 
was approaching Beer-30, and he was beginning to 
fidget. “So, the Liz Burns thing,” he said, “fill me in about 
Butchie Block.”

“It started with Townsends C.I. at the Crosstown Bar.”
Bonnie plopped into a chair facing the Sheriff. 

“Butchie was drinking, boasting how he’d be living the 
high life in Atlantic City. He had a job interview.” 
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“At a casino? They’re hiring felons now?”
“Nope. At this outfit called Lewis Urban Enterprise. 

They run contract parking lots in A.C. Butchie was 
applying for a security job.”

“It takes a thief, etc.”
“Right, so on May 23, the night Liz Burns 

disappeared, Butchie had permission to travel to Atlantic 
City. I confirmed this with his P.O.”

“Nice of his P.O. to tell us. They knew we were 
investigating him, didn’t they?”

“You know how they are. And Butchie won’t say word 
one to us, even in his own defense. Anyway, he 
borrowed a junker from his old pal Ray at Slater 
Salvage.”

“Doesn’t have a credit card, so can’t rent a car.”
“Right. He drove Ray’s loaner and checked into a 

motel in Pleasantville, across the bay from A.C. His 
motel room was rented by his potential employer, the 
parking company. So Butchie checks in at 10:30 p.m. 
Shows ID. Uses his room card to get into the gym just 
before midnight. At 6:15 a.m. he asks the front desk for 
help, his car won’t start.”

“Butchie doesn’t carry a cell phone?”
“Doesn’t want to be tracked. So …  motel desk calls 

Triple A. Car gets towed to a local garage.”
“Okay.”
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“Butchie asks desk to call him a taxi, goes to his 8 
a.m. interview. Does not get job offer. Checks out of his 
motel just after 11. Local mechanic gives him a ride to 
their shop, where he picks up the loaner car and drove 
back here.”

“You confirmed the car loan with Ray Slater?”
“Yep. And cause of breakdown: bad alternator.”
The Sheriff toyed with a golden pen and pencil, set in 

a marble base, a gift of the Rotary. He set it perfectly 
square, anchoring his blotter.

“So,” the Sheriff said, “Butchie has six hours 
overnight where he could have driven a failing car back 
here, stolen a kayak or sneakboat, rowed across the 
bay, somehow figured where Liz Burns was staying, 
killed her. Dragged her body to the ocean and dropped 
it in. Ran back to his boat. Rowed to the mainland. 
Hopped into his failing car, and then drove back to 
Atlantic City. 

“The driving and boating time alone …”
“So he’d have to be Superman.” 
Bonnie nodded. “A Superman with weak motivation.”
“So we’re done talking about Butchie Block?”
“Yes sir.”
“Outstanding,” said the Sheriff. 
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On Monday, Taylor treated Steffie to burger and brews 
at the Wonder Bar.

"I don't have to eat every carbohydrate in sight," she 
said, and pushed the plate of fries away. "So, okay, I'm a 
little embarrassed about the weekend."

“Mmmm,” Taylor said.
"Don't judge me, okay?” She sipped from her wine 

glass, grimaced. “I’m trying to develop a taste for white 
wine.” She glared at him. "You're judging, I can see it."

"Butchie Block?"
"He's a human being, you know. I think I can help 

him.”
“Oh boy. You say your mom’s a compulsive helper? 

How about you?”

Chapter 30

Taylor’s new plan



187

“Butchie’s changed, Taylor. People change and grow. 
He learned his lesson in prison.”

“Listen to yourself.”
“Why are we on Earth, Taylor? To help people. Don’t 

be so selfish. We all need something from the Universe, 
and Butchie needs forgiveness.”

“Do you have a fever?”
“Imagine what it must feel like to be Butchie, and 

everybody hates you, everybody’s afraid of you, all for 
things you did back when you were a kid."
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"You’re going to save Butchie Block? From whom? 
From himself?"

"Taylor, I think I can talk him into forgiving your debt. 
Or at least most of it.”

“Stay out of it, okay? You partied with him last 
weekend, that’s dangerous enough.” 

"I didn’t let him fuck me. We just took a little hit of … 
He’s wants to take me to The City to see a show. How 
do you like that?"

"I don't."
"Too bad, I'm going. When’s the last time a guy 

offered to take me up to Theater Row? Answer? Never!"
"He's on parole. For manslaughter."
"A guy attacked him, they fought, the guy drowned, 

okay?"
"Aren't you concerned it might be woman slaughter 

next?"
"You're such a prig, Taylor." She looked aside, as if 

consulting a spirit guide. "I’ll tell you this. When you’re 
with Butchie, you feel safe. Nobody messes with him.”

“So that’s …”
“I haven’t been to The City yet this year. To the 

theater? Are you kidding? That’s a lifetime event for me. 
Now look, who knows, after a couple of strong cocktails 
…”
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She looked down at her plate, picked off a fry. "I told 
him in no uncertain terms that we’re not staying 
overnight."

“You shouldn’t do it. But if you’re fool enough, keep 
your cellphone with you. Don’t let him get you alone. 
What show are you going to see?"

"Murder She Wrote. It's at the Ortley."
"Butchie Block at the Ortley? I didn't think he'd have 

the wardrobe."
"It's a matinee."
“And after the show?"
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“Dinner at the Elegance. I’ve studied the menu. I’ve 
already got tickets for the 10:30 train home.”

Taylor was not just frightened for Stephanie, but 
disappointed, for he had depended on Butchie being 
on the island this weekend.

Steffie pulled tarot cards out of her purse. "I’ve 
consulted the tarot about Butchie.”

“Oh have you?”
“Now I'll give you a reading, Taylor, because I sense 

something unsettled in you. Ready? Bring your mind to 
an accepting state while I call upon Aquarius."
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She laid her cards in an H-formation. When he drew a 
card, it was the Nine of Swords, which depicts a man 
sitting up in bed, in a white robe, hands to his face, 
sobbing.

“I’m so sorry, Taylor, but this is a reading of anxiety 
and fear." Steffie consulted a pamphlet and read: "Try 
not to blame others for the anxiety you are feeling. Pay 
attention to your breathing, which will help return you to 
calmness. Take a good look at whether this fearful 
situation is under your control."

When Stephanie went back to work, Taylor walked 
home, set himself on the deck, watched the city bustle 
by, drank an Irish coffee, and began to wonder: Maybe 
Steffie was right about the Universe. Maybe it was Good 
Fortune smiling when Penny saw the rogue gun. That 
had caused him to buy a registered one. It was such a 
simple solution that he wondered why he hadn't thought 
of it before. He could carry that legal, registered weapon 
and let Butchie know he was armed. That might solve his 
problem without bloodshed.

He discovered that concealed carry isn't simple. Belly 
band, shoulder rig, ankle, small of the back? Taylor 
owned a lot of floppy summer shirts and so decided on a 
fabric back holster, $34.99 at Wow Mart.
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Then he resumed his normal life in Shipwreck Bay. 
Except he had no girlfriend and no job. Everybody he 
knew was working on weekdays, except for Artie. So 
after pounding out resumes to cloud development teams, 
he steeled himself for an island confrontation with 
Butchie.

He settled on a two-part plan. (A) Warn Butchie off 
with a display of the legal weapon. If Butchie kept 
threatening him, then plan (B) was to avenge his 
mother’s murder by shooting the bastard with the rogue 
pistol.

He strapped up the registered pistol and took the 
bus to the ferry. Onboard he saw Adora. He turned his 
back but she joined him at the rail, the ferry bobbing 
toward the island, seagulls circling and cawing in its 
wake.

"I'm afraid Cammie is dead," Adora said. 
Taylor didn’t respond.
“Don’t you care?” she said.
He whispered: "Who would have killed her? Nick?"
"Don't be stupid. Nick loves her. He'd never harm 

her." She shot Taylor a sideways look. "She is not hiding 
at your place?"
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Taylor shook his 
head. He became 
aware of this strange 
new sensation of being 
armed, a weight in his 
mind and at the small 
of his back too.

"She loved the 
beach," Adora said. “I 
would not be surprised 
if she rented a room 
out here.”

“With what money?”
“I put away money 

for her. That was the 
whole point of her 
working for Nick.”

They arrived at the dock, with its tiny commercial 
district:  Aunt Crabbies. The Surf Shop. The Shore 
General Store. The taco shack, and the Isle Be Seaing 
U ice-cream shop and diner, and the weedy, sandy lot 
that would become Taylor’s after probate.

Adora put her hand on his arm. He enjoyed that 
touch. Despite it all, he liked Adora. Maybe he was 
intrigued by her many contradictions. Or maybe he was 
just a sucker for women.
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"When we find Cammie,” Adora said, “I'm taking her 
away from this evil town."

“I thought you believed she was dead?”
“You are the cruelest man. Of course she's not dead. I 

would know. She is a part of my soul. She is somewhere 
around. I can feel her. Why she is not contacting me, I 
don't know."

They boarded the jitney, sat together on the last 
bench. Adora scanned the beach with binoculars. The 
jitney’s quiet electric motor powered them at a walker's 
pace down the loose old boardwalk. The Island 
Committee was lax on repairs, both to save tax dollars 
and discourage tourists, always hoping to send them 
over to the gaudy East Poke Island.

Adora said: “Nick. He is the worst. Only thinks of 
himself.”

“But you said he loved Cammie.”
“Because he can use her. Because she is, I would 

say, innocent for her years. She is 21, but a mere child. 
He took advantage of her, that is all he knows about 
love.”

“I’m not in his fan club,” he muttered.
"Help me search for Cammie. You know what kind of 

girl she is, don't you?"
“I barely know her.”
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"She is the sweetest person on earth, but has no 
sense of time. When she worked at the spa, I had to 
bring her to appointments. She lives in the eternal now. It 
would be just like her to wander and wander.”

Adora rested the binoculars in her lap. “Wise men tell 
us to live in the moment. My cousin actually does. It has 
made her a baby almost, who must be cared for."

"So you turned her into a prostitute?"
"She cannot hold a job!"
A bitter look came over her face. "It was Nick's idea. 

She looks so young. 
Stupid men will pay big 
money. She can work a 
few years and retire, 
Nick said. He promised 
to put her in the movies. 
Typical of his lies. He 
wants to buy a gym 
back in Varna.”

“Where?”
“Bulgaria.”
“Aren’t you supposed 

to be working at 
Console right now?”

“I quit,” she muttered. 
“I was working so Nick 
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could have health benefits. I don’t care about Nick 
anymore. He is the worst bastard.”

 
Taylor expected to find Butchie at Artie’s cottage, 

but nobody was inside, on the deck, in the gazebo, or in 
the yard. He rehearsed informing Butchie, at gun point, 
that he wasn’t going to pay and was prepared to defend 
himself.

Maybe, he thought, Butchie and Artie were trolling for 
women down on Babe Beach. The telescope was not on 
the deck, so he climbed through the dunes and over the 
rocks only to discover an empty beach. He entered 
Surfer's Rockpile, that complex of caves, rocks, and tide 
pools, and wended its maze.

There, at lands end, sat Butchie, perched on a 
boulder, facing the wild ocean. In his cutoff shirt and 
surfer's bathing suit there was no place for him to hide a 
weapon.

Taylor imagined Butchie strangling his mother and 
pushing her body off these very rocks. He sneaked up 
on Butchie, footsteps muffled by the crash of waves on 
rocks. He could fire a bullet into the back of Butchie’s 
head and he'd never know. But not now, because the 
gun in his holster was registered in his name.

Butchie turned, grinned, held out his hand as if 
expecting Taylor to slap money into it.
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"I came to talk to you, Butchie."
He shrugged. "Speak."
"I can't pay you."
He smirked. "Where have I heard that one before?”
"Marco fed us bullshit. He knows the Bulgarian hates  

Hispanics. This is how he got revenge."
Butchie scoffed.
Taylor heard himself say: “I won’t pay you a dime."
He drew the pistol, pointed it at Butchie with a steady 

hand. Butchie crossed his sunburned arms over his 
chest. His knife-scarred cheek quivered. “You asked," he 
said, "I delivered. Don't try to wuh wuh weasel now, it's 
unmanly."

“I want to hear it from you,” Taylor said. “Who killed 
my mother, Elizabeth Burns? You know. I know you do.”

“Dude, I was out of town the night your mom went 
missing.”

“Where?”
“Not your business.”
“Did you tell the cops that?”
“I tell the cops nothing, dude. It’s a survival skill.”
“You drowned her. You drowned my mother, and she 

wasn’t the first person you drowned.”
Butchie leaned forward on that slimy boulder.
“Kid, you don’t know nothing.”
“Tell me.”
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“Motherfucker Edward, robs a drug store, using my 
car. Pills he was after. The cops bust into my hau hau 
house, find the pills, boom, Butchie done it. Charges 
don’t stick but still, cops tearing up my house? Fuck that. 
Goodness of my heart I took this prick in when he was 
down, and he tells the cops Butchie done it? That’s 
some suh suh serious shit. I had to get revenge on that, 
you don’t get revenge …”

“Go on.”
“So one day he’s fishing, stripers, I bump into him on 

the charter boat, we get off, I say hey asshole let me buy 
you a drink and one thing leads to another, it’s darker 
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than shit no moon no stars no nothing, motherfucker 
twice my size tries to drown me off the pier, but he was 
drunk as a fool and I won.”

Butchie glared at Taylor. “So what? That makes me a 
sy sy psycho killer?”

“My mother.”
“I didn’t do nothing to her. She was beautiful to me. I 

had a thing for her. She blew me off. It was years ago. 
She was too good for me anyway. Yeah, I was glad to 
see her back in Ship Bay. I seen her at the beach bar. I 
apologized. I told her I says, Lizzie, let me buy you a 
drink. You’re a good soul and I was one twisted 
motherfucker. But I’m not the punk I was. And you know 
what? She forgive me.”

Taylor felt tears well up.
 “So go ahead, kid. Pull the trigger. I can’t fucking 

stop you. But no matter wuh wuh what you do, your 
mother’s killer will still be out there, laughing at your 
skinny ass.” 

Taylor backed away. "You’d better know I can defend 
myself," he said, his voice shaky. He steadied himself on 
the rusting pole of a sign that warned: BEWARE OF 
SLIPS AND FALLS.

"Watch your step," said Butchie.
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Watching Butchie, not his step, Taylor backed into a 
tide pool. 

“You're bad at this kid,” Butchie called out. “Don't try 
to be a tough guy, it’s not your style.”
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The next morning, Taylor awoke in a sweaty despair. 
Damn it, he had all the firepower, but somehow Butchie 
had won again. He was glad for the company when 
Tasha buzzed up. 

“Breakfast?”
“Can’t stay,” she said.
He’d been heating his mom’s cast iron frying pan on 

the stove, and now he killed the flame. 
“I just heard rumors that you and I were a thing,” he 

said, expecting, but not getting, an amused reaction. 
“From my little cousin,” he added. He threw in some 
desperate flattery. “She never misses your show. So, 
how was the WartHog concert?”

Chapter 31 
Embrace your hell
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Tasha looked like she’d gulped sour milk.
 “Did you get back stage?” Taylor asked.
“Didn’t get out of the Toronto airport.”
“What?”
“Canadian Passport Nazis. But, now the good news: 

Joey and the boys had a layover up in The City, one last 
night before their flight to Prague. They did a secret 
show at Commando, to audition a new lead guitarist. 
Long term, he’s no replacement for Mitch, but, guess 
what? I have local gossip. Who got in a fight at 
Commando? Before the show even started? Butchie 
Block and Stephanie Voss.”

“Fight?”
“Some kind of spat. She was a little banged up, I 

heard.”
“Is she all right?”
Tasha shrugged. “There where my knowledge ends,” 

she said, “and ignorance begins.”
 
Stephanie did not answer her phone and Taylor 

didn’t have her mom’s number. He pounded on her 
apartment door, no answer, so hailed a ride to her 
mom’s. Melanie Voss let him in, scanning the street like 
a soldier under fire.

“Tell me she’s all right,” Taylor said.



203

Melanie shook her 
head no but said yes, 
wringing her hands. 
She looked gray, like a 
rag washed and hung 
on a line.

“Is she upstairs?” 
Taylor asked.

A shout rumbled 
down the stairs. “I’m 
not coming down, 
Taylor.”

He took a step up 
and the stairs creaked.

“Don’t you dare 
come up here,” Stephanie shouted.

Her mom held a whistling red tea kettle over two cups 
and poured. Taylor joined her at the kitchen table.

“The law is no help,” Meanie said. “I’ve seen a woman 
in the ER stabbed by a husband who was under court 
order. Right in the ER!”

“We’re talking about Butchie Block, right? It was 
Butchie who hurt her.”

“She says no, not Butchie.”
“She’s in denial.”
“She won’t talk to me.”
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“Didn’t the cops 
arrest anybody?”

Melanie lifted a 
steaming white teacup 
to her chapped lips. 
“Taylor, honey, I don’t 
know what happened.”

“I’m going up there,” 
Taylor said, and 
mounted the stairs, this 
time to no protest. 
Steffie cracked open her 
bedroom door. There 
was a purple welt under 
one eye and her lip was 
swollen.

“Go away,” she 
hissed.

“What happened to you? I’ll kill that bastard.”
“Taylor, it wasn’t Butchie’s fault.”
“Oh of course not, these assholes are never at fault.”
“Taylor you don’t know the whole story.”
“I’m waiting.”
“We were late for the play, so instead we had martinis 

at the Zam Zam. And we got drunk and ended up at 
Commando.”
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“I thought you had tickets for the 10:30 train home?”
“But Butchie got passes for WartHog. Backstage and 

afterparty. Come on. We arrived at the club way early, 
Butchie got into a tussle, and we were literally thrown out 
the door.”

“I’m not buying it, Stef.”
“Well, thanks for calling me a liar. And goodbye.”
She slammed her bedroom door. Taylor felt certain 

that Steffie, humiliated, was lying about how her face got 
bruised. He remembered Hawaii, his bruised mother 
claiming she got hit with her own surf board.

Downstairs in the kitchen again, he touched Steffie’s 
mom on the shoulder and said: “She can’t admit she 
made a mistake trusting that bastard Butchie Block.”

Taylor hopped the bus to the Warehouse District, 
where he bought a burner phone for cash. He sent a 
single text message before he destroyed the phone and 
its sim card. That message went to Butchie:

 
Final warning: Get out of Shipwreck Bay

and don't come back.
 
He couldn’t live like a hunted man, and, with the 

memory of Steffie’s bruises fresh in his mind, could not 
tolerate seeing one more victim of Butchie’s brutality. He 
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ordered groceries from the Pickles’ delivery app, and 
prepared for a siege. He left a breezy voice message on 
Artie’s phone. How’s it going? Any news? Call  me, pal. 

The next morning Taylor worked from his deck, 
applying online for jobs. He no longer even considered 
working in The City, it wasn’t far enough away. Silicon 
Valley?  Did he want to join the well-paid coders living in 
their cars in Mountain View? Did he want to chance an 
encounter with Karen and Rick? No, so he focused on 
Boston, Chicago and with a warmer feeling, Austin. 

Taylor was sunk in despair when the answer came to 
him. What would his father do in this situation? Dad 
would never hide from Butchie Block. The Jeff Road 
Strangler case had stymied the police for years, until a 
victim’s family hired Dan Burns. It wasn’t long before the 
monster was dead, and Dad was a hero in Shipwreck 
Bay and beyond. Dad had focused on Joseph Garland, 
the most obvious suspect, and had broken into his 
garage to collect evidence, had shot it out with a maniac 
who was armed with a shotgun. Was it any wonder the 
man had little respect for his office-bound, video-
gaming, ride-sharing, tech-nerd son?

In a head-buzzing daze, without realizing where he 
was headed, Taylor wandered down to the street and 
into Manny’s Sports Barber. Macho haircuts were their 
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specialty and Taylor asked for the Regular Guy, one of 
six cuts on offer, as displayed on the wall. With 
satisfaction, he watched his wimpy hairdo fall to the floor 
and get swept up.

Back at his condo, he bypassed the elevator and 
mounted the fire stairs. At his apartment door stood Lisa, 
with massage table and stuffed backpack.
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“Did a lawn mower 
run over you?” she 
asked, circling him for a 
360-degree view. 

“Very funny,” Taylor 
said. “It’s my summer 
cut.” 

“Did you forget our 
appointment?” she 
asked.

“Sort of,” he said, 
and punched in the 
door code.

Lisa lay the folded 
table against the couch. 
“You just got that 
haircut? You’ll want to 
shower.”

Taylor backed into the bathroom and Lisa set up 
the massage table and retrieved towels, lotions and a 
candle from her backpack. Once set up, she stepped out 
to the balcony and watched the city rush.

Why did all these people think their lives were so 
urgent? She was learning, on the cusp of her 30th 
birthday, to let it all flow around her. She heard Taylor 
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slide open the door. “Get yourself on the table and under 
the drape,” she demanded.

The door slid closed.
Lisa stepped over to the umbrella table to inspect a 

gaming console. Behind it she spied a bottle of 
expensive bourbon, nearly empty and accompanied by a 
tumbler. A layer of liquor in that tumbler had evaporated 
into an amber film.

So Taylor had become a solitary drinker?
She walked into the living room, lit the candle, set it 

atop a bookshelf. Taylor was lying face down on the 
table. She folded the drape off his shoulder.

“So how’s your business going?” he asked.
“Oh, it’s cumbersome. Steffie used to handle all the 

boring details. How is Steffie?”
“Okay, I guess.”
“That girl loves you, Taylor. You ought to think about 

it. Love? Devotion? I mean real devotion? It’s a rare 
thing in a cold and cynical world.”

Taylor grunted as she worked his shoulders.
 “So, you’re regressing,” she said.
“What?”
“The video games.” 
Taylor shrugged. “Yeah, Lost Paradise. Inside every 

man there’s a ten-year-old boy, screaming to get out.” 
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“You know what I’m learning?” Lisa said, and dug into 
his lats. “And I learned it at a Sober Coven. I’m learning 
to embrace my Hell.”

“What does that mean?”
“It means no more denial, no more avoidance. The 

High Priestess brought in a poem by e.e. cummings. 
You’ve heard of e.e. cummings? Well, not me I wasn’t 
paying attention in school. Anyway, here’s the line: ‘I am 
a little church, no great cathedral.’”

“That’s it?”
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“We were asked to meditate on that line.”
“And so…”
“And so I learned to embrace my Hell.”
She warmed oil between her hands.
“And what is your Hell?”
“I’m living it every day. We all are.”
“I don’t know,” Taylor said. “For months I just pushed 

away the idea of what, the terrible thing, you know, that 
happened to my Mom. I’m pretty good at avoidance. l 
made my living on video games, helping people avoid 
reality. And now it’s just all …  hiding from the truth 
because I know who … I know.”

He sat up, the drape across his lap. Using that drape 
like a shroud, he marched to the balcony. Lisa joined 
him at the rail.

 “I’m paranoid lately,” he said. “Artie’s pushing a bad 
batch.”

“Taylor, I can see the trouble in your eyes, I can hear 
it in your voice. And now getting your head shaved? 
What is going on with you?”

“Maybe you should just leave.”
She crossed her arms. “Not going anywhere until you 

tell me the truth.”
 “Okay.” He sighed. “I’m trying to avoid Artie. I owe 

him money.”
She laughed. “You’re afraid … of Artie?” 
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“I just don’t want to bump into him, that’s all.”
“You’re afraid to leave your apartment?”
He shrugged.
“What I realized about myself when I stopped 

drinking,” she said. “You want to know?”
Taylor seeming distracted, scanned the street below. 
“Sure.”
“All those antics. Skipping school, joyriding, hanging 

out with the bikers on Monroe Street, drinking hard liquor 
straight from the bottle, sassing the teachers, smoking 
pot, all that bad girl stuff. I just wanted attention. I just 
wanted somebody to pay attention to me. I wanted to be 
special. I wanted to be a Great Cathedral. I drank 
because I didn’t want to be Lisa Lange, just another 
twerp from a nothing town. I wanted to be glamorous, 
famous and rich, the envy of others. But here I am, 
running from house to house with my second-hand 
massage table. This is my Hell, Taylor. It’s real. I can 
embrace it, find joy in it, or I can live in some kind of 
miserable denial.”

She put her lips to his ear: “What is your Hell, Taylor 
Burns?”
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There are no true taverns on Poke Island. The taco 
truck sells beer and little plastic bottles of wine. The 
convenience store has a full off-sale license. And Aunt 
Crabby’s runs a small crowded cocktail bar overlooking 
the beach. That’s it. Everything shuts down at ten, in 
time for the last ferry, and to assure an evening’s peace 
for the island’s elite.

This stunted nightlife didn’t suit Artie, who regularly 
shuttled between beach and mainland, calling Taylor to 
share dinner, drinks, designer drugs, and tales of the 
jackpot he’d just missed. But this weekend, it was 
communications blackout from Artie.

The moment of truth had come. On Saturday 
afternoon, Taylor holstered the rogue pistol in the small 

Chapter 32

The insult
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of his back, donned an oversize aloha shirt, and made 
the bus-ferry-jitney journey to Artie’s cottage.

So the jitney driver wouldn’t remember him as lone 
passenger at the last stop, he got off at Scallop Beach 
and walked the rest of the way. A couple strolling the 
beach gradually resolved from tiny figures to Maggie and 
Paul.

Goddamn the luck! These were the only people who 
knew about the rogue revolver. 

They didn’t seem thrilled to see him either.
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 “So …” he said with a shrug. “Summer weekend?”
Paul grumbled.
“We rented the McManus cabin,” Maggie said.
“Highway robbery,” muttered Paul.
 “Did you pass the ice cream joint?” Maggie asked. “Is 

the line impossible?”
“I didn’t…”
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“That’s all right, we need the walk.” She kissed Taylor 
on the cheek, and they strolled happily on, unaware that 
they’d done catastrophic damage to Taylor’s plan.

Some kind of psychic gear kicked in that Taylor had 
never felt before. It seemed, as he approached Artie’s 
cottage, that he was  watching an actor playing himself 
in a movie. This illusion was accompanied by an utter 
lack of feeling, a gray neutrality, like he lived in a big 
cotton ball. He had a sense of being beyond all human 
care. Some robot living in his head was saying: There’s 
that guy Taylor. I wonder what he’ll do next?

Partiers were gathered around a drum barbecue, a 
huge sack of oysters, and a rusty trough filled with ice 
and bottled beer. Taylor avoided the picnic table, 
anchored as it was by Billie and the Bulgarian. Penny 
ran up to him and started babbling. In his twilight state, 
her words had a hollow echo.

“Have you seen my Dad?”
“Who?”
“My Dad. Jesus Christ! He’s hooking up with Maggie. 

They’re shacking up on the island. My so-called friend 
Maggie. My mom’s in a wheelchair and my Dad is 
hooking up with Maggie.”
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The news that Paul was Penny’s father barely 
registered with Taylor. Penny stared at him and asked: 
“Taylor, are you okay?”

“Oh certainly,” he said, in a voice that even to him 
sounded mechanical.

 “What are you on?” Penny asked.
“Thanks,” Taylor said.
“Jesus,” she said.

And then Taylor saw him, around the corner, 
Butchie Block, back turned, pissing into the dunes. 
Taylor took zombie steps toward him. 
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Butchie turned, zipped up and beamed. “Hey man, been 
looking for you.”

Taylor flashed on Stephanie’s bruised face. Supposedly 
Butchie had been tossed by nightclub bouncers. If so, 
where were his bruises?

“Final warning,” Taylor said. “I am going to kill you.”
It was just the two of them underneath the damp salty 

piers of Artie’s Cottage.
“What did you say, punk? I ain’t hearing so good.”
A woman stepped into the shadows. “What are you two 

scheming up?” asked Tasha Wolf.
“How ya doing babe,” said Butchie. “Me and the puh puh 

 punk here was just talking business.” 
“Well,” said Tasha, “don’t let me …”
Butchie walked away.
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“What’s with him?” Tasha asked Taylor.
Taylor ignored her. He zombie-walked to the big drum 

barbecue where oysters were being grilled in their 
shells. He had no appetite. People he vaguely knew 
started conversations, but he drifted away. Somebody 
brought him a bottle of beer which he held until it was 
warm, and then set down in the sand. He stood like 
transfixed, watching the fire burn in the big drum 
barbecue. He understood, for the first time, his father’s 
fascination with fire.

Fire destroyed. Fire was good.
 
Gradually the party moved into the cove that was 

more or less Artie’s private beach. Billie McGinn slid out 
of her clothes and sat on the rocks as if posing for a 
porn shoot. Other women, not quite naked, lay out on 
blankets in the declining sun. Lisa, dressed in a modest 
one-piece bathing suit, was conducting an earnest talk 
with Artie. Tasha sat on a rock, alone, pouting and 
smoking weed. Adora Vang, dressed in shorts and pink 
blouse, wandered the ocean’s edge, shell picking. Nick 
Katanjiev hovered over Penny, who was lying on a towel 
and enduring his gawking. Just at sundown, Rhonda 
Douglas appeared, having apparently spent the day at 
the beach, and now looking for an evening party. 

She veered into the crowd the moment she saw him.
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At Console, hard-working, uptight Rhonda had often 
stopped by his cubicle, eager to hear tales about the 
wastrel lives of Artie and his cronies. She seemed to envy 
these careless people. Taylor had intended to invite her to 
one of Artie’s blow-outs, but that was before she fired him. 
He should have hated her for that, but right now, she was 
in his neutral zone like everyone else, except for Butchie 
Block. 

Someone called for firewood and a people embarked 
on driftwood patrols. Butchie headed through the dunes to 
the property of the Shepherds, Artie’s closest neighbors.

Taylor followed and watched from behind a grassy 
dune as Butchie knelt in front of the Shepherds’ 
woodshed, picking the lock. Butchie commandeered a red 
wheelbarrow, and loaded it.

Taylor reached back to draw his weapon.
“Taylor?”
He whirled to see a flash of yellow blouse.
“Adora,” he murmured.
She stood with her back to a pink sunset.“I wanted to 

talk to you alone,” she said. “I have news of Cammie.” 
She leaned in to whisper. “She is here, on the island. Nick 
doesn’t know.”

Taylor, in a trance, stared blankly at her.
“She is so stupid. She is in love with your friend Artie.”
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Taylor linked arms with Adora and walked her back to 
the party, like they were good friends. But he was really 
hanging on to her to fight off a dizzy spell. He became 
suddenly hyper-aware of the revolver jamming the small 
of his back. He let go of Adora and joined the crowd as 
Butchie dumped his stolen load of firewood and lit a 
fantastic bonfire.

Taylor stood where dark beach met dark ocean, 
fascinated by fire.

Tasha usually embraced a wild trip, but these pills 
Artie was passing around, they were scary. She was 
overwhelmed by the hallucination that she was a dirty, 
savage warrior, armed with a spear. She was like an 
ape-woman just emerged from the cave, a filthy mud-
caked beast, even her teeth the color of dirt.

Between her and the bonfire stood Modern Man, 
designer casual version, with the new macho haircut 
and his dentist-perfect teeth. Her phantom spear shafted 
Taylor Burns through the heart.

He flashed her a vacant smile and she turned toward 
the darkness of the ocean. She sat on a rock, taking in 
the salt spray, the stars, the retreating fog, the crash of 
the waves. Somewhere over that sea was Europe, a 
whole ocean separating her from Prague, and her with 
an expired passport.
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Visions of Euro-sluts danced in her head. Joey would 
never return, they hadn’t charted a hit in two years and 
now their lead guitar player had smashed his hand in a 
car crash. She saw the future, Joey overdosed in some 
cold German town. She would read about it in The Wire 
or Rolling Stone.

Why had she chosen isolation? Even her job walled 
her off, she alone behind the mic broadcasting to an 
uncaring, anonymous world, only the faintest of echoes 
coming back to her in worthless social media feeds.

Looking up at a billion stars, she muttered, addressing 
her father’s ghost. “I understand Dad. I know what it feels 
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like to be so utterly alone.” How miserable that poor 
man must have been, to put a shotgun to his head. 

Damn it, she loved him, that’s what hurt. She arose 
from the rocks and wandered the beach. A dark figure 
approached and resolved into Maggie Hughes.

“Tasha! What are you doing out here alone?”
“Thinking.”
“People are looking for you.”
“Who?”
“Artie. He’s worried. He said you were you, know, 

maybe zonked out.”
“I’m okay,” Tasha muttered.
“Come back with me. We rented a cabin and we’ve 

got a spare room. Paul’s whipping up Old Fashioneds.”
They walked through the moonlit dunes and Maggie 

said: “We shouldn’t have come out here. We … my 
friend Paul, you know, he’s Penny’s father, and I’m sure 
you know Penny’s mom has been in a wheelchair for 
years. Paul and I, we’re a couple and we can’t really 
hide it forever, I thought this weekend we’d rent a cabin, 
we knew Penny would be here, we were going to break 
it to her and invite her to stay, but now… best laid plans. 
She’s seen us. She knows. And she’s weeping, she’s so 
upset.”

“Penny?” Tasha stuttered. “I … I saw her back at 
the…” she turned and looked into the night.
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“Paul loves Penny’s mom but he deserves to live 
a full life too. Penny was going to find out but I wish 
she… oh God, I love that girl, she’s like the daughter 
I never had and now she’s going to hate me.”

They arrived at the cottage and climbed its creaky 
steps.

“If you see her,” Maggie said, “could you try to get 
a feeling for …”

Paul bellowed for them to start drinking. Behind 
him stood in the living room stood Taylor 
Burns.Tasha accepted an icy Old Fashioned from 
Paul and sat on a couch, her feet shedding sand to 
the polished wooden floor. She sat mesmerized by 
the lazy whirling of the ceiling fan. That drug, 
whatever it was, had shaken her down to her 
primitive soul, frightened her, and now faded into the 
glow of revelation. She realized she had isolated 
herself by fending off everyone but Joey, who these 
days was hardly more than a fantasy figure. She had 
become a walled fortress against the rampaging 
barbarians of fear and pain. And it was lonely in 
there.

It was a woozy night for her, fading in and out of a 
druggy haze that took a long time to recede. With 
Paul and Maggie in the master bedroom she had a 
choice: couch or bed with Taylor. She chose the 
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couch but sometime in the night she awoke and told 
herself: enough isolation. She tiptoed into the bed room, 
and there sat Taylor, in a lounge chair, awake and staring 
out the window toward the dark bay. 

She now felt she understood that his outward success 
only masked a wounded soul. My God, they were all 
wounded souls! The bitchy Karen Slater, a woman from 
a low-down family, had broken Taylor’s heart, shattered 
his ego, rejecting him to run away with an unworthy 
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punk. Somebody murdered his mother a year ago 
and the caveman in him must be screaming for 
revenge, but those screams were stifled by Good 
Taylor, the civilized technocrat, the mama’s boy, the 
teacher’s pet.

“Something’s burning out there,” he muttered. 
A vague red glow reflected in the salty windows.
“The bonfire, isn’t it?” Tasha said after a glance 

into the night. She crawled into bed and under the 
covers. 

“Taylor,” she whispered. “Don’t sit up all night.”
He stumbled across the room and dropped heavy 

into the bed beside her. She wrapped an arm around 
his waist and fell into a blissful, innocent sleep.

 
Taylor, awaking alone in the bed, stumbled 

toward the morning light. Maggie and Tasha were 
talking over coffee, sitting at the sunny louver 
windows in the breakfast nook.

“You know who’s cute and single?” Maggie said. 
“Elroy.”

“He’s not gay?” Tasha asked.
“Definitely not. I don’t know if he dates white 

women but … you know what his other job is? Buys 
and sells cars. Buys ‘em cheap, cleans ‘em up, yep, 
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he’s a car flipper. It’s all about appearances, he says. 
Nobody cares what’s under the hood.”

“Who you talking about?” Taylor asked.
“Elroy, my bartender. We’re trying to find a man for 

Tasha.”
Taylor poured himself coffee.
“I swear to God I have a black ancestor somewhere,” 

Tasha said. “Don’t you think? Look at me.”
Coffee in hand, Taylor turned back toward the dark 

bedroom. He had awoken in a calm mood but anxiety 
quickly overtook him. He had hidden the rogue gun and 
holster under the bed and now retrieved it, showered, 
and donned yesterday’s smelly clothes with only slight 
revulsion.

The sun was shining over the blue ocean when he 
padded out to the jitney stop, groggy with a hangover. 
When the jitney pulled up there was only one other 
passenger: Rhonda Douglas. She wore a denim jumper 
and turquoise blouse, looking much sexier in casual 
clothes than in Office Climber Neutral. He sat beside her.

“Breakfast or the ferry?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Taylor said.
Rhonda laughed. “You don’t know? Breakfast for me. 

I’m too hungry to wait in line. I’m thinking bagel window.” 
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Neither of them said a thing even as they alighted at 
the Isle B Seaing U. She bought a bagel with walnut 
cream cheese. He ordered only coffee. They sat at a 
crude picnic table, on the boardwalk, under a faded 
umbrella.

“We’re losing Majestic Arts,” Rhonda said, splitting 
her bagel in half. The wax paper underneath flew like a 
bird into the breeze.

“Majestic?”
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Rhonda nodded. “The Philippines. Maybe I’ll be 
seeing you in the unemployment line.” She laughed. “Or 
in Cebu City.”

“Unemployment, no lines. They just deposit digits in 
your account.”

“I know, Taylor, it was a metaphor.”
“Right.”
“My job will be next. Can you imagine being fired by 

your best friend?”
“You mean Gita?”
“But maybe I can fake it. Maybe I can put on a happy 

face and smile at the goofy jackass managers and bat 
my eyes and ask flattering questions and maybe, maybe 
ride this one out.”

She sighed. “You can easily avoid the black world, 
Taylor. But I cannot avoid the white world. It’s your 
peoples’ orchestra, and 
I’m just another fiddler. 
But I waited tables in 
college. Do you know 
what I mean?”

He shook his head.
She broke off a chunk 

of bagel. “I know you 
think, black woman, she 
can write her own ticket, 
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but actually, I can’t. Job hopping's going to be a lot 
easier for you than for me. I’m keeping my head 
down and praying. I don't want to move to The City, 
it’s so noisy and dirty. I like it here. The ocean breeze 
is nice and its so quiet.”

She looked him square in the eyes. “I didn't 
decide to fire you Taylor.”

He shrugged.
“I'm afraid, Taylor. I'm just as afraid as you are.”
 He sipped coffee and stared at the ocean.
“I’m pouring my heart out to you Taylor, I feel so 

guilty. You were a good employee.”
Taylor’s response came out like a sigh. “Yeah.”
“How come you never became a cop like your 

dad?” she asked. “You’d figure with somebody so 
well known…”

That question broke through Taylor’s personal fog. 
He stood up, leaned against the sea-ravaged pilings.

“He’s not the father I wanted,” he said, not looking 
at Rhonda but at the ocean. “I’m not the son he 
wanted. Every father wants to be admired by his son, 
but I …  Deer hunting? Military? Uniforms? And now 
flying airplanes? The minute I got my first computer 
game, I knew what I was destined to do. At five years 
old!” 
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He sipped coffee. “It was a Majestic Arts computer 
game, too.”

It seemed as if, for the first time in days, he sense of 
taste returned. Unpleasantly. The coffee tasted oily, 
bitter and old. 

“He, my dad, he hasn’t always done the most 
admirable thing. I mean as a younger man, he could be 
abusive, to me, to my mom, wild angry rages over the 
tiniest things, and then the next day, Mr. Sentimental 
Apology, sending flowers, taking her out to special 
dinners, and all that.”

Rhonda nodded. “I can pick them out.”
“Who?”
“People from damaged families. There are so, so 

many of us.”
 
Rhonda’s insight made Taylor feel like he’d been 

invaded.  He retreated into the cafe with the excuse that 
he needed a fresh cup of coffee. He sipped it at the 
counter, trying to sync himself with the calm rhythms of 
the sea. He roused himself for a visit to the restroom, 
and just outside it, encountered Butchie Block.

“Come on, man,” Butchie said. “We had a deal. A 
lawyer wuh wuh woulda charged you just as much. 
Some guys would lay on a  vig, for all this delay. I’m 
gonna forgive that. I hear you were pulling down a 
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hundred grand a year.” He bull-rushed Taylor into the 
wall, held him with one strong arm. “Noon tomorrow. 
You will have that money.” 

The restroom door opened, and Billie McGinn 
gawked at them, stunned. Butchie backed off, nodded 
and Billie slinked toward the beach.
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“Like Marco told us,” Butchie said, “the Bulgarian’s 
your man. The Bulgarian was at the party last night, 
but you didn’t have the balls to take him down. The 
Bulgarian stranded Liz on this island, what more do 
you want to know? That's five grand worth of 
information, easy. Tell you what, prove I got a heart, 
I’ll let you go for half.”

Taylor could feel that holstered gun, like it was 
imprinted on his back. Butchie, too, knew it was 
there. “You pull that peashooter on me again, punk, 
and I'll take it away from you.”

Taylor limped out to the deck. He didn't want 
anyone to see he'd mixed it up with Butchie, although 
Billie, damn it, was yet another witness. He climbed 
down and sat in the shady sand underneath the 
deck. Had Butchie done a billion pushups in prison? 
He’d pinned Taylor with only one hand.
 
Taylor rode the ferry to the mainland. Watching 

its wake and the squawking seagulls, suicide 
occurred to him, but there was no use jumping in 
when all he’d do is swim to shore.

He took the ferry back and forth to create 
confusion, hoping witnesses would contradict each 
other. He made sure to be seen at Peace, Love for 
coffee and for a burger at the Wonder Bar. As the 
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day went on, he felt profoundly alone, especially since 
the town seemed deserted, so many people day-tripping 
to the beach islands. He wandered in a daze. He went 
shopping along the hipster Roosevelt Road, but bought 
nothing. Again he entered that strange state where he 
was watching himself as from above, a confused young 
man, wandering, wandering.
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As the sun sank, he took the ferry back to the island. 
He no longer had any hope of covering his crime. 
Although he had an illegal weapon holstered at his back, 
he felt no fear when the Beach Patrol rolled by. He rode 
the jitney through the bird sanctuary and spotted an 
osprey, atop a tree, scouting for fish in the bay. 

Which was he, predator or prey?
He alighted at the last stop and sat on the dunes, 

watching Artie's Cottage, with no feelings at all.
After a while he joined the party, but like a ghost. It 

was so obvious he was in an altered state that people 
became solicitous, as if they’d just learned he had 
contracted a dread disease.

“You see the fire last night?” Artie asked.
Taylor couldn’t force out a response.
“Burned to the waterline,” Artie said.
“What burned?”
“Some rich guy’s boat. Shipwreck Bay claims another 

one.”
“Another what?”
“Cabin cruiser. Hey, are you high or what? You seem 

like, you’re all glazed over.”
“I’m okay,” Taylor said.
“Only a rube would try to navigate the bay at night. 

You want a beer?”
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Taylor, instead of answering, wandered the beach, 
and then at sundown, entered the rocky maze of 
Surfer’s Rockpile. When he emerged to a view of twilight 
ocean, he tried to summon the ghost of Liz Burns. Not 
Mom, but Liz Burns, human being. When she was out 
there surfing, she shed her roles of daughter, wife, 
sister, aunt and mother, and became something close to 
pure spirit.  Sometimes out here at her favorite place in 
the world, Taylor could feel that spirit, but not now. He 
heard someone stumbling in the rocky maze behind. 
Butchie emerged. 

Taylor, trapped, backed into a tide pool. Butchie stood 
between him and the only way out. He maneuvered 
Taylor closer to the ocean.

Hands quaking, lips quivering, Taylor felt he was 
going to shake apart. He managed to say through a dry 
mouth: "Tell me what you did to my mother."

Cold waves washed up over his bare ankles. Bells, 
loud like church bells, rang in Taylor’s ears and 
everything smelled like sulphur, like hellfire, like acid. 
Butchie clawed at his gut, a bloody spot appearing. He 
twisted, fell back against the rocks and then sat down, 
clutching his gut as the tide rolled in.

"You fah fah fucking little shit," he said.
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Taylor, surprised to find a gun in his hand, zombie 
walked across wet rocks and through tide pools to the 
wild edge of the sea. He flung that pistol sidearm, 



238

Penny LaFero patrolled the dark beach with a red 
flashlight. A yellow reflective band marked her as a 
member of the Holy Trinity Unit, Poke Island Turtle 
Guardians.

In reaction to a warming world, the annual  migration 
of sea turtles was occurring earlier, and some, confused 
and weak, were washing up far north of their natural 
range. 

Penny’s task was to count the misguided reptiles and 
report to the Turtle Guardians. She was not allowed to 
even touch them, which required a federal permit.

So she was roaming the surf line, scanning with 
infrared light, when she heard a gasp. Trained to listen 
for the human-like gasp of a sea turtle, Penny scanned 

Chapter 33

The Turtle
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with her red beam until she saw the big creature crawling 
in the wet sand.

She squatted to get a better look.
“Help me,” it moaned.

 Within minutes, Penny and the wounded, bleeding, 
soaked Butchie Block were surrounded by drunken, 
stoned and astonished partiers. Artie Buchanan ran for his 
satellite phone and called the Sheriff. 

There wasn’t a medically trained person in the crowd, 
but Steffie Voss sat beside Butchie, keeping his head up 
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out of the sand and talking to him in a low sweet voice. 
The crowd babbled with a useless murmur. One drunken 
young man kicked Butchie in the thigh. Steffie’s shouts 
backed him off.

A popping noise came out of the sky, and a pinpoint 
of light grew until it resolved into a roaring rescue 
helicopter. It landed on the beach, blowing up a 
whirlwind of sand, scattering the gawkers. 

Working in the glare of the chopper’s landing lights, 
medics strapped Butchie to a rescue board. Just as the 
pilot re-started the engine, Butchie growled in agony.
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