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“The society I always hated,” said Butchie Block, “has 
took great care of me.”

Butchie made this pronouncement from the deck of 
Artie Buchanan’s cottage. His face wore a benign look, 
as if he had dog-paddled through an ocean of ignorance 
to wash up, at last, upon the shores of wisdom.  

Butchie relaxed in umbrella shade, overlooking a 
calm ocean. The weather-beaten boardwalk was warm 
under his tough, bare feet. This summer he’d endured 
the most painful months of his life. But today, the 
doctor’s drugs were working, and Butchie began to 
sense the faint glow of a future.

Across from Butchie sat freelance journalist Tasha 
Wolf. Her hair was long, tangled, a garish purple. She 

Chapter 34

Butchie’s memories
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wore a loose camisole top that revealed cleavage. That 
gave some guys a hard-on, but not Butchie. It would be a 
while until his male equipment worked as God intended.

On a glass-top table lay a sweating pitcher of ice 
water, a Bloody Mary, and Tasha’s cellphone, recording 
their conversation.

“Just tell me what you remember,” Tasha said.
Butchie squirmed. That movement aroused lightning 

bolts of pain, which seemed to shoot from his red ugly 
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scars. A long scar ran down the center of his torso, 
screeching to a halt at his belly button. A smaller round 
scar, the size of a quarter, lay just under his left armpit. 
He’d removed his t-shirt so Tasha could photograph 
those scars, and, what the hell, gawk at the manly Block 
physique, or what was left of it.

“You’d think I’d remember the bad stuff,” Butchie said,  
“but mostly it’s all good.” He lit a cigarette. “Except I took 
up smoking. Shit’s bad for me, but I still do it.” He 
coughed. “I woke up, sort of. It was like a hazy dream. 
This beautiful blonde was bent over me. I thought man, I 
didn’t know Jesus was a girl. See, I was still all doped 
up. The pain hadn’t started yet. I didn’t know all this shit 
was coming at me.”

He blew smoke 
into the still air, and 
turned to look down 
the beach. Artie 
Buchanan and his 
girlfriend were 
picking their way 
along the hot sands. 
His girlfriend waved, 
cheerful. Artie was 
carrying long white 
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paper bags. Sandwiches! Ever since he’d been shot, 
Butchie had endured episodes of ravenous appetite, 
followed by nausea, vomiting and again by hollow, 
pulsing hunger.

“No, I meant,” Tasha said, “the day you were shot. The 
exact moment. What do you remember?”

“Girl, I was blasted on some heavy shit, I don’t 
remember. I was doing a lot of dope in those days.” He 
laughed, which sent ripples of pain through his chest. “I 
still am, but now it’s legal. I remember getting off the 
ferry, riding the jitney, a big party. Next thing, blonde 
nurse, blue blouse, gigantic tits.”

Tasha’s free hand rose to shield her breasts.
“They said I held used my t-shirt to hold in my own 

guts. A chopper came to pick me up? I have no fucking 
clue.” He tapped cigarette ashes over the rail.  “Now what 
are you going to put in your article? Careful, because 
that’s not what I told the cops.”

“What did you tell the cops?”
“Didn’t you do your homework, girl? I told the cops it 

was a black guy. Just to throw them off.”
“You lied to the cops?”
“Of course I lied to the cops.” Butchie laughed. “You’re 

supposed to lie to the cops. I told them check out the 
Black Brotherhood from Stateville. Those guys’ll kill you, 
in or out of prison. Hey, don’t make faces, baby. Chances 
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are, it really was a Brotherhood dude. You think 
America’s a racist nation? Go to prison. You won’t have 
to think. You’ll know.”

He stubbed the cigarette out on the wooden railing. 
He tried to stand, winced, and shouted over the railing: 
“Hey Artie! Dying of hunger up here.”

Artie Buchanan and Cammie Vang climbed the steps 
from warm beach to shady cottage deck. Artie plopped a 
grease-stained white bag on the glass-top table and said: 
“Whatcha drinking?”

“For now? Ice water,” said Butchie. “You know what 
the doctor told me? You feel a panic attack coming on, 
drink a beer. Can you believe that? I gotta be told to drink 
beer now?”

“I’ll take another Bloody Mary,” said Tasha. 
Artie watched three brown pelicans glide over the 

cottage.
“My favorite birds,” Artie said. “They just ride the 

breeze. You never see a pelican sweat.”
“Sweat?” said Tasha.
“He says stuff like that to get you going,” said Butchie. 

“He’s a provoker.”
“A provocateur,” said Tasha.
“Yeah,” said Butchie.
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Artie opened the French door to the kitchen, and 
Cammie followed him in. Butchie appraised her. Yep, 
she was a hot babe. Adorable pixie haircut. Cute 
innocent face. Shy and quiet, she could hardly look you 
in the eye. 
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“Artie finally done all right for himself,” Butchie told 
Tasha. “About time, too. Guy with all that money ought 
to be drowning in babes.”

Butchie tore into the torpedo-shaped sandwich. 
Tasha made grim journalist-on-a-mission faces as she 
thumb-typed into her cellphone. Artie returned with a 
Bloody Mary. Butchie sipped ice water and downed pills 
from three prescription bottles.

“Until I got shot,” Butchie said, “I never realized 
people could be good. Think of it, man. Medics flew out 
to airlift me to the hospital. Doctors operated. Nurses, 
therapists, all trying to help a no-good criminal like me. 
These were people the old Butchie would have beat up 
or ripped off.”

Pausing for a ravenous attack on that sandwich, he 
said: “A whole lifetime, I thought people sucked. Cops 
still suck. Lawyers still suck. But I gotta say, lame 
motherfucker that I am, living on pain pills and 
government disability, it took getting shot to wake me up 
to what do they call it, the milky human kindness.”

Artie sat across from Butchie and tore off a hunk of 
tuna sandwich, walked to the end of the deck and set it 
on the rail.

“Free lunch?” said Butchie.
“Every meal’s free when you’re a pelican,” said Artie.
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“By the way, Artie,” Butchie said, “If you see Taylor, 
remind him Butchie says fuck it. That geek don’t owe me 
no money, even though I squeezed a confession out of 
Marco. Butchie’s doing what do you call it, repairs?”

“Reparations?” guessed Artie.
“Amens,” said Butchie. “Where’s Marco now? They 

deported him to Honduras?”
“Let’s talk about that,” said Tasha, and pushed her 

cellphone across the tabletop toward Butchie. “Let’s talk 
about the murder of Liz Burns. I should say, the 
presumed murder.”

Butchie popped a hot pepper into his mouth, 
swallowed and said: “No matter what people say, I didn’t 
do nothing to Liz Burns. We had a thing a long time ago. 
Then she  married the Air Force dude. Over and done 
with. I did some shit things when I was younger. Who 
didn’t? Liz was good people. Didn’t have an enemy in 
the world.”

He lifted his chin toward Artie. “There’s a man who 
knows I didn’t do nothing to Liz.”

Artie, jawing down a sandwich fragment, nodded.
Butchie said: “Marco told the truth all along. It was the 

Bulgarian tricked him into skipping that ferry run. Why? 
To trap Liz on the island and do her dirt. Trace that back. 
Who’s the Bulgarian’s boss? Billie McGinn.”
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He twisted the white sandwich paper into a tortured 
shape. “Way I figure it was all about real estate. Your 
friend Taylor inherits that lot near the ferry pier, right? 
Happens to lay between two properties owned by Billie. 
Liz would have never sold the land but different story if 
Taylor inherits it. Bingo. Bulgarian’s got no motive, but 
Billie’s got the crown jewel. Put that in your story.”

“I can’t print unfounded accusations,” Tasha said.
“Unfounded?” Butchie said. “What’s that mean? 

People kill people for a reason. I just give you a reason. 
The Bulgarian was Billie’s stooge. Both Marco and the 
Bulgarian left town. Why? Because they’re guilty as sin. 
Don’t forget Billie poisoned her old man. Why? To get 
her cold hands on his real estate.”

“See,” said Artie. “I told you Butchie’s got good in 
him.”

“Damn right,” said Butchie, and groaned. “Man, the 
fucking pain. Any bad things I done, whew, what do you 
call this, karma? I’m getting mine now. Fair’s fair. I gotta 
live without a spleen and half a pancreas. I’ve put the 
hurt on a few people, I admit it, although they fucking 
deserved it. But bygonners are bygonners. So I got pain 
they tell me might never go away.” He winced. 
“Whatever you do, don’t get gut-shot.”
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A pelican landed on the deck rail, scooped up the 
hunk of tuna sandwich, and flapped off.

“I recognize that one,” claimed Artie. “That’s Petunia. 
She lives behind the dunes.”

“Would you …” Tasha asked Butchie, and sipped her 
Bloody Mary, “do me a favor and walk out to the rocks. To 
the place where you were shot? It would make an 
awesome photo.”

“Nope,” said Butchie. “It’s bad voodoo. The old 
Butchie, he died on them rocks. I don’t remember nothing 
from it too much, and tell you the truth, I don’t want to.”

“Okay, then…” Tasha said.
“I don’t want to be the bad guy anymore. I don’t want 

people to say I drowned somebody’s mother. I’m going to 
track down the asshole who killed Liz Burns. I say it was 
Billie McGinn, but whoever, I’ll march their sorry asses up 
the courthouse steps. Okay? Print that. Call me Butchie 
the Avenger.”

He spun his pack of cigarettes on the table like it was 
the pointer in a wheel of fortune. “And don’t forget Liz’s 
husband. Dan. I wouldn’t rule him out, neither.”

 Cammie pushed through the French door. Artie’s face 
lit up.

“These two,” Butchie said, “make a cute couple. Don’t 
they Tasha?”
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Tasha snapped photos of Butchie the Avenger.
 
Penny LaFero led Tasha to the spot. She stood on 

that magic border, neither land nor ocean, where waves 
collapsed into bubble and foam, the mighty Atlantic 
tamed by a mere sandbar. Penny’s pale, bare feet made 
deep footprints in sand so warm it felt tropical.

“Right here,” said Penny. “I thought it was a turtle. 
That was in like July, right? Fifteen, forty-five, sixty, sixty 
nine days ago. Didn’t you do an article on the Turtle 
Guardians once? In Shipwreck Currents right, didn’t you 
used to work there?”

Tasha said: “So you shined your infrared flashlight 
down and…”
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“There he was, crawling on the beach, all lit up in red, 
just like a turtle but without the shell.”

“And you recognized him?”
“God no, I ran back to get Artie.”
“Did Butchie say anything?”
“He was choking and gagging oh my God I thought 

his guts were going to come up and then I saw he was 
bleeding and I thought my God he’ll never make it and 
then I saw the winking red light of the helicopter and the 
noise and the wind it was like a sandstorm and then 
everything lit up bright and I had to turn away or go blind. 
You know what I mean?”

“So the helicopter took him away … he didn’t say 
who’d shot him?”

Penny shook her head.
“You worked with the Sheriff’s department this 

summer, right?”
“Oh, you mean the Jeff Road study? We were kind of 

focusing on the data, like how come the pervert had four 
victims before anyone knew …”

“Let’s talk about the Jeff Road thing,” Tasha said, 
“Does anything about it bother you?”

“Because the girls were prostitutes, you mean?”
“It’s been three years since I broke that story and, still 

I have those dreams, the kind where you’re going to 
college and you missed an important lecture.”
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 No, Penny’d never had one of those dreams. 
“Okay, on the Butchie thing,” Tasha said. “Do you think 

the cops have any theories …”
“The Sheriff, I don’t think he gives a goddamn, excuse 

my French, I went by the break-room one time and they 
were toasting with coffee cups to whoever shot Butchie 
Block, the shooter is like a secret hero to the Sheriff. 
Butchie was nothing but trouble to them.”

“So they have no suspects?”
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“A couple of guys on parole, maybe. I kinda lost 
track.” Penny took a deep breath. “You’re going to keep 
my name out of this, right?”

Tasha tapped her phone to halt the recording, and 
dropped it into her beat-up straw beach bag. She 
padded up to the narrow boardwalk, where a rusted 
beach bike lay against a weathered post. She turned to 
look at Penny. Hardly more than a child, Penny was 
headed for a comfortable life, the token pretty blonde at 
some law firm, complete with six figure lifestyle. Tasha 
was a freelance desperado, hoping to pick up a quick 
$100 writing a spec story for a give-away newspaper. 
Make that $150 if they put it on the cover.

Tasha huffed and sweated, pedaling hard on a rough 
sandy boardwalk. 

Overhead, a flight of pelicans glided easy on the 
breeze.
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Chapter 35

Marco speaks

Every day since he’d shot Butchie Block, Taylor Burns 
had lived in a personal dungeon, fearing the Sheriff’s 
phone call. When it finally came, a climax to two months 
of paranoia, guilt and shame, he felt almost relieved. His 
phone rang from a blocked number and somehow he 
knew: this was it. 

So he let it go to voice mail.
“Taylor Burns, this is Deputy Blanchard with the 

Bayside County Sheriff. We have obtained new 
information that we need to assess. Call me as soon as 
possible.”

“New information?” Steffie Voss said.
“It’s a trick,” said Taylor, lying in her bed, mostly under 

quilt. He had not worked, nor spent much time in his own 
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home, in the last two months. His companions in bed 
were a bottle of expensive bourbon and the TV remote 
control. 

Steffie, getting dressed for work, hoped to rouse him 
before she left. He was absolutely capable of staying in 
bed all day.

She rolled sheer stockings up her legs. Dress for 
success, her new theme for Fall. If you dress like a 
clerk, you’ll always be a clerk, but if you dress like an 
Executive …

“Whatever you do, Taylor, don’t go down there 
without a lawyer.”

She locked eyes with him, serious, determined. She 
had schemed since 7th grade to claim this man, and she 
wasn’t going to let the Sheriff take him away in 
handcuffs.

“They caught Artie with drugs,” Taylor guessed, “and 
he’s cutting a deal.”

Steffie sat on the bed, lay a hand on his chest.
“Artie doesn’t know. You didn’t break down and tell 

him, did you? So he can’t cut a deal, can he?”
Taylor sighed. “What does she mean, new 

information?” 
“Get a lawyer. I’ll ask Billie, she knows every shark in 

town. Taylor, look at me. There’s only four people who 
know, and two of them are right here in this room.”



19

“Butchie’s going to remember, Steff. Sooner or later 
…”

“Taylor, pull yourself together. Cook me a nice low-
calorie dinner. I’ll be home at five sharp. Whatever you 
do, do not go down there without a lawyer.”

 “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. 
She leaned over to kiss him.
From a bedside table drawer he lifted a bottle of 

Xanax. Artie had obtained a huge supply from a crooked 



20

doctor in The City. Taylor popped the bottle’s lid and 
said, “Want one?”

“No and you shouldn’t either.”
Taylor put the pink pill on his tongue, then swallowed 

with bourbon straight from the bottle.
She slapped his hand. “Not when you’re drinking!”
Steffie lay across the quilt and embraced him. Here in 

her arms was a man who made her feel special, she 
was unable to say why. She had first noticed Taylor 
when they both were twelve, roaming the East Poke 
boardwalk, she with her gang of girls and he with his 
nerd friends. The boardwalk was a teenagers’ paradise, 
lined with rides and game arcades, and storefronts that 
sold pizza, candy apples, fried clams, steak sandwiches, 
tacos, frozen custard.  

As the boys taunted the girls that day, Taylor stood 
apart, quiet, and a mystical spirit moved within Steffie. 
She walked up and boldly asked:

Don’t you like girls?
Of course I like girls.
Well, I’m a girl.
She was heartbroken to learn he lived in Hawaii with 

his Air Force family, and was only in Shipwreck Bay 
visiting his grandparents. Four years later, the Burns 
family moved back to Shipwreck, which thrilled Steffie 
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until Taylor hooked up with the brazen skinny loudmouth, 
Karen Slater. Junkyard Karen! From that awful family!

Although Steffie had attracted occasional admirers, 
none touched the core of her being. She was a mystic at 
heart, and trusted her feeling that she and Taylor were a 
destiny.

Steffie slid the bottle of Xanax under the bed. Yes, 
only two other people, Maggie and Paul, knew the Big 
Secret, and they had good reason to keep it. Rumors 
were flying, but if Taylor didn’t confess, he’d never be 
caught. 

She retreated to the kitchen area of her cramped  
efficiency and phoned Penny LaFero. “Where are you?”

“Downtown, in the Annex, why?”
“Are you busy?”
“Steffie …”
“Is Deputy Bitch there?”
“What do you want, Steffie?”
“Who has she got in custody?” Steffie whispered. “We 

got a phone call.”
“Who’s we?”
A bolt of fear hit Steffie. Penny and Taylor had been 

spotted together around town that summer. Was it more 
than flirtation?

“I just bumped into Taylor,” Steffie lied.
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“I don’t know, Steffie … I can’t be … I’ll call you back, 
okay?”

Steffie returned to the bed, clutched Taylor’s wrist, 
timed his pulse, 56 and strong. He flinched, swatted at 
something invisible, turned on his side.

Steffie finished dressing, in gray business tones, and 
walked up the stairs to daylight, where people hustled by 
on their daily missions. She felt the need to be in the 
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light, the air. She crossed the busy street and stood at 
the windows of a drug store, staring at her own 
reflection. She turned and looked toward her apartment. 
The love of her life, drowning in sorrow, guilt and 
depression, how could she help him?

Her phone rang.
In hushed tones, Penny said: “It’s Marco Gonzales. 

Remember, the ferry man? They brought him in last 
night, straight from federal lock-up. That’s all I know. I’m 
going back to the Annex now. Don’t call, don’t text, don’t 
get me in trouble, okay?”

Marco Gonzales, a leering, grabby jerk who came on 
to women he barely knew, full of crude suggestions. 
Some women were careful never to ride the ferry alone 
with Marco. It had been a relief last summer when he’d 
been replaced by the good-natured gentleman Julio.

Marco Gonzalez. Steffie could imagine it. Liz Burns, 
surfing fanatic, staying late on the island for the sunset 
swells. Liz riding alone on the last ferry, the 10:15 run. A 
heinous assault and then Marco pushing her body 
overboard. 

Steffie shuddered. She ran to her apartment, 
unsteady in high heels. She shook Taylor awake. “It’s 
Marco they’ve got in custody, Taylor. It’s not about 
Butchie. It’s about your mom.”
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Sheriff Joe Walter made a gray, gruff, deep-voiced, 
macho figure, looking like a football coach, which he was 
before he ran for Sheriff. He loomed behind his deputy 
Bonnie Blanchard in the “chat room” as she ran the 
interrogation of Marco Gonzalez.
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So on the night of May 23, 2017, you did not make 

the scheduled 10:15 ferry run?
Yes.
Yes you made it or no you didn’t?”
I did not make it.
What did you do instead?
I went into a camper van.
You docked your ferry for the night??
Yes.
You locked the ferry up and secured it with ropes?
Yes.
As you would ordinarily secure it after the final run?
Yes.
What time did you tie up?
Just after the 10 o’clock.
What did you do after you tied up?
I went into the camper van like I told you.
Where was this van when you entered it?
In the parking lot. Under the trees by the old 

warehouse.
Why did you go into the camper van?
She asked me.
Who asked you?
The girl.
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What was this girl’s name?
I never asked.
What did the camper van look like?
It was white, and nice inside.
Did it have a bed inside?
Yes. A bed, very fancy, like a nice motel.
Was there anyone inside this van when you entered?
No.
Did the girl enter the camper bedroom with you?
Yes.
What did you do then?
I had a drink.
What kind of drink?
Whiskey and coffee, very strong, Irish coffee.
Where did you get this drink?
The girl gave it to me.
Did you know this girl?
No.
Describe this girl.
She was a dark Chinese girl. She had black hair. 

That’s all I remember.
Then what did you do after you had a drink in the 

van?
I made love to this girl.
What time did this happen?
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Like I said, after ten.
What did you do after you made love to this girl?
I stepped outside of the van.
And what time did you step out?
I don’t know, I was in there a long time, I think.
Did you pay this girl money?
No.
Had you ever seen this girl before?
No.
Let the record reflect that Mr. Gonzales has been 

shown photos of known prostitutes, and failed to identify 
any of them as the female in question. Mr. Gonzales, what 
did you do after you made love to this female and then left 
the van?

I don’t know. I felt sleepy. I let myself into the waiting 
room and slept in a chair.

You slept in the ferry terminal waiting room? For how 
long?

Until 2 a.m. or so.
What happened to the camper van?
It drove away fast.
Did you see who was driving the van?
Yes.
Did you know the driver?
Yes.
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Did you know him by name?
Yes.
And what was his name?
I always called him Mister Nick.
 
A switch of interrogators often led witnesses to 

reveal new information, so Deputy Blanchard left the 
room as her supervisor, Sgt. Townsend, walked in. 
Bonnie had to catch a train to The City, where her just-
divorced daughter needed a mom to cry to. So she 
decided to let Taylor Burns off with just a phone interview. 
She left a message on his cell, saying he needn’t come in 
if he would just answer a few questions. She was aboard 
the train when he called back.

“When is the last time you saw Butchie Block?” she 
asked.

“At a party.”
“What party?”
“At Artie Buchanan’s, the night he was shot.”
“What was Mr. Block doing when you last saw him?”
Taylor’s voice got hostile. “Drinking a beer, talking to 

people, I don’t know.”
“Which people?”
“Look, I was kind of bombed, okay? I’ve answered all 

these questions twice.”
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“Uhmm-hmm.”
“The sheriff asked to examine my Ruger pistol, and I 

gave it to him voluntarily, and he still hasn’t given it back. 
I don’t think you people have treated me fairly, and I’m 
going to hang up and call my lawyer.”

“Do stay in touch,” Bonnie said.
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Chapter 36

Karen’s share

Karen Slater arrived at Shipwreck Bay’s humble 
brick train station carrying only a shoulder bag. She 
crossed the street to  Peace, Love & Coffee. In that 
bright space her crabby self, groggy since San Jose, 
confronted a cheerful blonde barista.

As the barista steamed a cappuccino, Karen placed 
her. Penny LaFero. Her father was Supreme Goo-Gaw 
of the Knights of Columbus. Knights events were the 
pinnacle of the town’s Catholic social life, but 
somebody on the Board had blackballed the Slater 
family. And it was because, Karen felt, of her father’s 
dirty hands.

Ray Slater ran the scrapyard that everyone 
assumed was a chop shop, swallowing up the town’s 
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stolen cars and motorcycles. But everyone assumed 
wrong. Most of those vehicles were sneaked up to 
RiverPorts and exported to South America by Paul 
LaFero. Who never got his hands dirty!

Paul LaFero had the paperwork mojo, could change 
VIN numbers in a flash, and knew whom to bribe in 
foreign countries. But he wore a suit, so in this dopey 
burg, he was admired. Ray Slater, with his overalls, tow-
truck and dirty hands, was considered a low-life 
criminal. Yet they were the two faces of the same 
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business, one that that accounted for the extraordinary 
rate of vehicle theft in Shipwreck Bay. 

Paul LaFero himself, Karen suspected, had 
blackballed her father.

Karen scowled at the LaFero girl and carried her 
brimming drink to the bright window. She’d done her 
best to escape Shipwreck Bay but this dumpy city was a 
like a black hole, sucking in all light that dared cross its 
nasty event horizon. She looked around and saw 
nothing but losers, in the café, and out on the street.

She hated to remember it, but her father was, for a 
brief but horrifying time, suspected of being the Jefferson 
Road Strangler. This was all because of a phony assault 
conviction years ago, when he was just a kid. The so-
called victim of that so-called assault was a junkie 
female who later died of an overdose.

Her good-guy father, Ray Slater, a sick psycho 
strangler? Please. The Slaters should have sued for 
slander.

“You’re …” the barista was blocking the sunlight now, 
her long blonde hair glittering. “Carol, right? Carol 
Slater.”

“Karen.”
Penny, sensing the glare of contempt, stepped back. 

“Didn’t you go work for Google?”
“Not quite,” said Karen.
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“But you went out there, right?” Penny’s excitement 
overcame her shyness. “I’m finishing up a data project 
right now. Well not me you know I don’t do algorithms 
but it’s so exciting. We’re like detectives, but its all on 
computer. Silicon Valley, wow, I can’t imagine.”

“Airplanes,” said Karen, “leave for California every 
day.”

That snippy comment caused Penny to flush. “Well,” 
she  said, “how’s your cappuccino?”
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“Weak and bitter. Typical Shit-Wreck Bay.”
Now that she had backed off that obnoxious 

cheerleader, Karen could concentrate on wording the 
text message she’d been mulling since Untied 4356 had 
lifted off San Jose’s overheated runway.

 
Taylor. I’ve come back.

When do we meet?
 
She pushed the send button. Taylor Burns, spoiled 

soft mama’s boy, wasn’t going to get away as easy as he 
thought. 
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Chapter 37

Tasha digs

Deep down, what bothered Tasha Wolf was the 
sloppiness of the local cops. They had refused to 
consider the theory that her dad, Leonard Wolf, had 
been murdered by one of his bimbos. Sheriff Joe Walter 
pronounced it suicide, on TV, and leaked the humiliating 
details. Leonard Wolf, booze-soaked anchorman, naked 
and alone in his blood-spattered cabin, had left no 
apology or explanation. In the course of that single, 
horrible day, the Wolf family’s mountain of prestige had 
melted into a puddle of shame. 

The same cops stood by, thumbs inserted into 
rectums, as a maniac killed six vulnerable young 
women and floated their corpses down the Destiny 
River.
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“You know what bothers me?” Tasha said.
“I’m listening,” said Maggie Hughes.
“Want-A-Burger’s hiring at $12.50 an hour.”
“Uh-huh,” said Maggie, wiping down beer taps.
“That’s twenty five cents more than I make,” Tasha 

said. “You know what else bothers me? WartHog played 
a flash concert in London. I can get to London cheap on 
Icelandic. But did Joey text me?”

“Fame, Tash, it probably…”
“I know all about fame. My father was famous, and 

look what it did to him. And look at that famous son of a 
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bitch Merle Apgar. I broke that story. The strangler 
was caught because of work I did. And then that 
publicity hound gets a book published. You know my 
greatest fear? Movie deal. What if it becomes a hit 
movie? What if the journalist whose ass-busting work 
broke the case has to pay to see the movie? I’ll take 
the 9-ounce pour this time.”

She pushed her wine glass toward Maggie.
“I live to serve,” grunted Maggie. The house wine 

dribbled out of a stainless-steel tap, it was that cheap. 
She pushed a glass of merlot across the bar to Tasha.

“One more thing bothers me,” Tasha said. “Daniel 
Burns, retired Air Force and currently police science 
teacher? He knew the last strangler victim.”

“Strangler, now? I thought you were writing up the 
Butchie shooting.”

“No sale. Dennis wants…”
“Who’s Dennis?”
“The new fucking editor. They last like 6 months, 

these guys. Anyway, the Strangler case is hot again. 
Some kind of task force is looking at it.”

“Okay, so what bothers you?”
Tasha shrugged. “The last victim.”
“The Antonio girl?”
“She knew Dan Burns.”
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“That came out at the time,” Maggie said. “Wasn’t she 
a BCC student? And he’s a teacher, right? And her 
family hired him as a PI after she went missing, so …”

“In my game you play your hunches,” Tasha said. 
“Hunch, dig, dig, that’s what it is.”

Maggie leaned over the bar. “I like your new tattoo. 
Spider! Does that mean you’re venomous now?”

“Totally,” said Tasha.
“You want my advice? Forget chasing bad guys. What 

this town could use is a good restaurant reviewer.”
Tasha winced and gulped wine.
“Because Yelp,” Maggie said, “my god.”
“I’m hard news,” said Tasha.
“Didn’t they call in the FBI in the Jeff Road case?”
“The love of my life is galavanting around Europe 

without me,” Tasha said. “That’s all I know.”
But that wasn’t all that Tasha knew, it was all she was 

willing to reveal to the gossipy Maggie Hughes. Tasha 
couldn’t forget that three years ago, Maggie helped 
spread the awful details of Leonard Wolf’s suicide.   

As Maggie walked off to serve a gaggle of soccer 
players, Tasha looked around, realized she didn’t have a 
friend in the place, left her wine glass half full, and 
pushed out into the twilight.

She watched the traffic go by, contemplating this one 
set of facts that wouldn’t behave. Daniel Burns knew 
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Maureen Antonio. She was a prostitute and his student. 
Her body ended up in Shipwreck Bay. Joseph Garland, 
suspected of strangling Maureen, and five other young 
women, had been shot dead by Daniel Burns. 

Hunch. Dig. Dig.

Tasha shows off her new tattoo.
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Chapter 38

A really bad thing

Butchie Block stumped around, wielding a cane, 
contemplating his inner darkness on the windy deck of 
Aunt Crabbie’s restaurant. “I don’t know,” he said to 
Artie, “what made me do them things.”

He was talking about Liz Burns, who was Liz Powell 
when he’d first met her. In those days, Butchie was the 
wise-acre tough guy and Liz a bright, pretty and 
popular girl at Holy Trinity. Butchie’s parents 
transferred him to Trinity, but the nuns’ discipline only 
made him worse. Taking motorcycles for joy rides 
became stealing motorcycles and selling them to Ray 
Slater’s junkyard, along with drug dealing and street 
fighting. He had dated Liz only a few times, innocent 
soda shop dates at first, but he conned her into 



41

opening her virgin body to him. Liz detested his friends, 
especially the bikers, and was shocked by his drug 
habits and soon asked him not to call again.

“I lost it,” Butchie said. “What can I say? I was high on 
meth or cocaine, who knows? I saw her in the deli with 
who’s that guy … greasy hair, pointy head, Shick-Head 
that guy.”

“Jimmy Shick.”
“That’s the guy. Whatever happened to Jimmy 

Schick?”
“He’s selling paint.”
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“Selling what?”
“Paint at Wow Mart. Got laid off at Warner.”
“Like everybody else,” said Butchie. “See, you put 

your faith in the Man and what do you get? A boot in the 
teeth.”

“Right,” said Artie.
“Anyway,” Butchie said. “Jimmy shoulda stood up for 

her. I grabbed her arm to try to talk sense into her. I 
heard all the stories that went around, I knocked her to 
the ground, kicked her in the ribs and then pissed on her. 
Bullshit! I shoved her and stalked off. I was pissed.”

Butchie leaned on the salt-sprayed bar and popped 
open a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon. “Whatever you hear in 
this town, it’s like ten times worse than what really went 
down.”

He drank. “I begged her to come back to me. She was 
the classiest girl I ever knew. But she hooked up with 
that Air Force asshole.”

“He wasn’t in the Air Force then,” Artie said.
“She got pregnant. They left town. Butchie loses 

again. People look at me and see a winner? No. Butchie 
the Loser.”

The bartender delivered Artie a HopSlam Ale in a 
frosty glass, and he held that toward Butchie. “Here’s to 
the new Butchie. Butchie the winner.”
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“A girl like Liz was enough to make a guy get a job. 
My whole life would have been up, what do you call it, 
upended.”

“You would have Taylor’s father.”
Butchie spurted beer. “You think I’d have a son like 

that? His mom’s murdered and he mopes? He goes to 
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parties with the Bulgarian prick who stranded her on the 
island? Are you kidding me?”

“He didn’t know about the Bulgarian until we tracked 
down Marco.”

“Yeah, what, a year after Liz died?” Butchie tapped the 
bar with his forefinger. “If somebody did that to my mom, 
they’d be in a coffin a day later. A closed coffin.”

He sat back, trembling. These strange moods came 
upon him since he’d been shot. The doctors had warned 
him of anxiety and depression. The willies, that’s what he 
called it. The spooky horrible feeling that your life is 
fragile, without meaning, that your sanity is hanging by its 
dirty cracked fingernails, and that if there is a God, He is 
laughing in your face.

Butchie took a long pull on that beer. “You gonna 
batten down? Hurricane’s coming right at us.”

Artie shrugged. 
“You got plywood under the house,” Butchie said. “You 

want help?”
“Nah, we’re insured,” Artie said.
“Must be nice,” Butchie said. “To have so much money 

you don’t give a shit.”
“Remember Sandy? We didn’t even lose a roof tile. 

Dunes, the Bird Sanctuary, that’s why. The assholes on 
the north end bulldozed their dunes, that’s why Sandy 
wiped them out.” 
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“Speaking of that …” Butchie rested his cane atop the 
bar. “Let’s go through the night Liz died.”

“Man, I’ve told this story so often.”
“This is me asking, Artie.”
“I heard her in the morning. She kept her boards in 

that locker underneath the cottage. She walked out 
wearing a black wet suit, carrying her banana-yellow 
board. The one they found floating. She paddled out for 
the early swells, she did that all the time. I saw her again 
around sundown. Out near the rockpile. She was like 
contemplating the ocean.”

“Then what?”
“Nobody knows.”
Butchie could spot a lie, he’d told so many of them. 

The quiver of the lips, the raspy catch in the throat, the 
eyes flickering sideways.

“Artie, I gotta clear my fucking name. I know the heap 
of bullshit you laid on the cops, but this is me, your friend 
Butchie.”

“No, Butchie …” Artie looked down at his bare, sandy 
feet.

“No, Butchie what?”
Artie choked up and shook his head. 
“You’re gonna cry now?”
“It’s the damn wind,” said Artie. “Hurricane’s coming.”
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“Tears? Be a man.”
Artie bit his lips, arose, knocking the bar stool down. 

He stood facing the stiff ocean breeze. Cloud banks 
loomed, red flags flapped along the beach. 

Butchie stepped up behind him, talking into his ear, 
like a favorite uncle giving sage advice. “You can tell 
Butchie.”

Artie shook his head.
Butchie put his arm around the little guy’s shoulders. 

“It’s all right, Artie, a guy’s gotta lie to the cops.”
“Help me, Butchie. I’ve done a really bad thing.”
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Chapter 39

Rick arrives

Rick Lowe had never flown in an airplane, and 
vowed that he never would. So he’d endured squirmy 
nights in an Amtrak seat, and days of microwaved 
meals, surly stewards, a malfunctioning iPad and 
corrosive waves of acid indigestion. Karen had 
promised to meet him at Union Station in The City but, 
no, she was already in Shipwreck. So Rick purchased 
two hours of renewed rail torment on the Shipwreck 
Bay Express.

Karen texted from an Air B&B on Roosevelt Road, 
and he met her in a bungalow behind rehabbed brick 
storefronts. She opened the door, a cranky look on her 
face. 
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What? He was the injured party here. He’d lugged her 
suitcase  across the continent to save her an airline 
baggage fee. She couldn’t borrow a car from her old man 
and pick him up in The City?

He let suitcases drop, thump, to the floor. “A place on 
the beach, you said.”
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“A place on the beach,” Karen replied, “is a thousand 
a week.”

“Even in September?”
“Plus, there’s a hurricane, haven’t you heard? You 

don’t want to be on Poke Island during a hurricane.”
 “Well, shit, then.”  
The apartment was a studio, barely 10 paces across. 

Rick flung open the refrigerator, its shelves dark, smelly 
and barren. “Welcome home, I guess.” He slammed the 
door. “You been in touch?”

“I texted him.”
“No answer?”
“Nope.”
“Any coffee in this joint?”
“I’m not your maid. There’s a cafe around the corner. 

And remember, Rick, they’ve got cameras everywhere.”
Rick walked to Peace, Love & Coffee, but not before 

enduring Karen’s diatribe about Penny the barista. Rick 
was intrigued by her description of Penny as a 
“cheerleader slut.” 

His only fond memories of high school involved 
cheerleaders.

There were hardly any customers in the coffee shop 
and wow, was this barista hot. Blonde, pale, freckled, 
skinny, big brown eyes of a street urchin. She was 
exactly the kind of babe who had rejected him all his life.
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He had to game her. He just had to.
“What’s the cheapest house coffee?”
She delivered a white cup brimming with coffee into 

his shaking hands. He was riding the natural buzz that a 
con job always delivered. He loaded that coffee with 
cream, sugar and cinnamon, turning it into a $7 drink. 
The barista watched in amusement.

“See,” he faked a smile. “A $2 coffee, turned it into a 
Combo-cinno.”

“It’s actually $2.25 with tax.”
“Yeah, sorry, I’m a quarter short, I came all the way 

from California to see my mom. You wouldn’t believe it. I 
got ripped off in Union Station.”

“Ripped off?”
“Mugged. Wallet, phone. Four Puerto Ricans cornered 

me in the men’s room. Strangers helped me, though. You 
got good people up there in The City. People I don’t even 
know helped me out with money for a train ticket, plus $2 
left over. I ain’t had no lunch, but hey, mom’s got dinner 
waiting for me.”

Penny dug into the tip jar, fetched a quarter for the 
cash register. “Eighteen fifty,” she said.

“Huh?”
“In the tip jar. I always know exactly. It’s like a weird 

talent I have.”
“So what do you do for thrills in this town?” he asked.
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“Oh, you’re not from here originally?”
“Nope.”
“But your mom lives here.”
“Yep.”
“Me, like I have been so awesomely busy this 

summer. This job, plus a summer internship.”
“What’s the scam then?”
“The scam?”
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“Yeah the internship scam.”
“Really, I can’t talk about that.”
“Oh hush hush. CIA. The pretty lady is a spy.”
Penny blushed.
“So you don’t do anything fun at night? You stay 

home and study your lessons and shit?” He noticed a 
subtle gulp move down her throat. He backed away a 
step. “Hey, I didn’t mean nothing, I’m a stranger, I can’t 
expect people to trust me in this town.”

“It’s not that,” Penny said.
Rick whispered: “The Big C. I won’t have Mom 

around for very long.”
Penny’s face moved from fear to sympathy. She 

remembered her aunt Peggy’s winter of Hell, in which 
she suffered more from the treatment than the cancer 
itself, only to die struggling for breath, in the first 
gorgeous days of spring.

“Mom is brave, though,” Rick said. “You wouldn’t 
believe it.  Could be our last…”  Fake tears rimmed his 
eyes. “Hey,” he said, “could you find it in that big heart 
of yours to … could I use your cellphone to call my 
mother?”

She stared at him. He let a wounded look settle onto 
his face. “Those bastards stole mine.”
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Penny looked over her shoulder as if she was afraid 
someone would notice this act of charity. Then she slid 
her cellphone across the counter.

“Just one call, okay?”
Rick tented his hands as if in prayer. “Thank you. So 

kind.” He took the phone, turned away and dialed.
“Mom!” he said, loud enough for Penny to hear.
In the tiny speaker he heard Karen’s voice say: “Oh 

fuck you, Rick.” Then she clicked off.
After a teary pause Rick said into the void: “Hey, 

Mom, I’m sorry I’ll be late for dinner. I’m stuck down in 
the Warehouse District. I don’t know. Guess I’ll walk. 
Some nice lady here let me use her phone. Uh huh Uh 
huh. I’m a little gimpy from my surgery, but I’ll get there, 
somehow, don’t worry. Love you, Mom. Bye bye.”

He handed the phone back to Penny.
“She’s such a sweet lady. You are too. She’s got the 

meatloaf dinner waiting for me, with the cheesy 
potatoes. She always puts a little ketchup on top before 
she bakes the meatloaf, you know, a squiggle, a W, like 
a decoration.”

“I’m surprised she can still cook.”
“You’re a lifesaver. Somebody as pretty as you, list of 

boyfriends a mile long.”
Penny scoffed.
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“Yeah, I know,” Rick said, “I could win an ugly 
contest.”

“I’m in college and working too and just so … busy.”
“You have any girlfriends looking for fun? I’m gonna 

be in town a while. With my mom’s chemo and all.”
 “I’m sorry but what is your name?
“Winston,” said Rick. “Like Churchill, you know. 

Friends call me Winn.”
“Look, I really have to get busy here.”
“I’ve been blown off by plenty of girls, but none as 

pretty as you.”
She smiled, obligatory. “I really…”
“It’s like only 3 miles to Mom’s, it would take an hour 

to walk. You wouldn’t sport me to a MyRide, would you? 
I don’t want the dinner to go cold, and mom …”

Penny shot him a look. He knew he was pushing her 
limits.

“I’ve got a whole bucket of money,” he said, “mom’s 
been holding it for me. And I’ll tell you what, when’s your 
next shift, I’ll pay you back. With interest. And a tip.”

“Look, I guess I can do this, but ….” Penny tapped 
her phone,  MyRide answered with its little map. Pickup 
in 3 minutes. Going to…

Rick gave her an address, quaffed his coffee, bowed 
like he was Sir Walter Raleigh, and retreated to the big 
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windows. He kept his back turned on the gorgeous 
barista. He knew just how much to push, a student of 
body and facial language. The word look was the key. 
When somebody says look, you have exhausted their 
patience. Rick had rarely met someone who, wasn’t a 
sucker for his stories. Oh, the cops charged him with 
fraud, but Rick was really just a damn good story teller.

The MyRide pulled up. Rick ran through the wind-
driven rain to hop in. The driver was a porky female, 
none too hygienic. It smelled like wet dog in that car. 

“Gonna hurricane on us,” the driver said.
“I’m in from California,” he said. “We got earthquakes 

not hurricanes.”
The driver grunted.”Cal-If-Forn-Ya,” she said. 
As she drove around the corner, Rick told her to 

change routes.
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Chapter 40

Butchie’s suspect

“I ain’t no good at this research shit,” Butchie Block 
said. 

Tasha stood alongside Butchie under a dripping 
maple tree. A storm had passed into rainbow skies. 
Hurricane Bobby had veered away toward the North 
Atlantic. The rain-washed Roosevelt Road steamed.  

The rainbow appeared over Destiny Point, where 
the river flowed through downtown. Butchie leaned on 
a concrete railing, staring down into a muddy river, full 
of tree limbs floating down from the hills.

“Billie McGinn,” he said. “I need to know how she 
poisoned her old man.”

Behind them loomed the Savoy Hotel, where said 
poisoning took place.
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Tasha said: “You can read all about it at the Public …”
“I ain’t got time for that.”
Tasha suspected that Butchie couldn’t read, maybe not 

well, maybe not at all. She said: “Harold ‘Happy’ McGinn. 
The family’s been here since the clam-diggers chased off 
the Indians. Happy inherited lots of lots. You know what’s 
happened to real estate in this town. Unless you were 
dumb enough to sell, you got rich.”

Butchie, shielding from the wet wind, lit a cigarette. 
“You know, I got Indian blood,” he said.
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Tasha neither believed him nor cared. She found 
Butchie, even the reformed Butchie, a little creepy, 
although he was a good source when it came to low-life 
Shipwreck Bay.

“The money really started to roll after Warner moved 
its main factory to China. All their jobbers and suppliers 
went bankrupt. The Warehouse District hit bottom, then 
began to rebound. The McGinns owned some really 
cherry property with river views. Like that one right over 
there.”

She pointed to a six story brick condo, once a cold-
storage warehouse, now an upscale loft, its units bought 
up by overpaid nerds at Console Graphics.

“Happy was married when he met Billie, but not 
happily. Billie was a flashy real estate novice with a taste 
for high fashion and fast cars, but no matching income 
stream. Are you getting the picture?”

“Bye bye Mrs. Happy.”
“A quick divorce. Billie, the new Mrs. McGinn, hung on 

for something like four years. She was in her late 20s, 
Harold was  over 60. She could have just waited him out. 
But … one night she and the old man were celebrating 
yet another triumph of the propertied class, drinking 
martinis at Scotty’s Green Lantern. The old man is 
hauled off by ambulance. Somebody slipped eyedrops 
into his martini.”
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“Eyedrops?”
“Don’t ask me, I’m no chemist. Apparently it 

constricts your blood vessels, that’s how it ‘gets the red 
out.’ Anyway, if you’ve already got heart disease, and 
I’m sure Happy did …”

“I see,” said Butchie.
“Autopsy nailed the cause, cops focused on Billie, 

the waitress, two bartenders. One of the bartenders was 
Simmons, you know that guy.”

Harold “Happy” McGinn and his wife Billie, pictured at home 
in happier times.



60

“Pete.”
“Ex-con, right. Turns out he’d been evicted by old 

Happy three months before. But…” Tanya shrugged, 
“nobody could prove nothing, so … Summit Realty was 
born, Widow McGinn at the helm.”

Butchie flicked his cigarette over the rail and it sailed 
on the wind before disappearing into the river. “So Billie 
done in Harold McGinn.”

“You can’t know for sure, Butchie. Could have been 
Simmons. There’s always doubt.”

“I got instincts,” he said. He gripped his cane, tapped 
it on the concrete rail. “All I ever had, because I ain’t got 
the head for bookwork. Follow my trending thought 
here.”

Tasha folded her arms, not quite ready for guidance 
from an illiterate.

Butchie picked up his cane. “I don’t need this,” he 
said. “The docs said I should walk with it anyway. People 
won’t bump into a man who uses a cane, they said, and 
you don’t want to be bumped into until your wounds 
heal.”

He pointed that cane at Poke Island.
“Billie wants to build a hotel out there,” he said. “It 

would be like a money machine. Her two properties over 
there are separated by Liz Burns’ vacant lot. Liz wanted 
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to build a family cottage. Billie couldn’t sway her. But her 
son Taylor’s got a mountain of debt, right?”

“Go on. I’m ahead of you, though.”
“No you ain’t, girl. Because here’s where the 

Bulgarian comes in. He muscles the ferry man, or bribes 
him maybe, traps Liz on the island. Liz is never seen 
again so there’s your story. Write that up. Billie McGinn 
pulling the strings, the Bulgarian’s her puppet.”

“I’ve gotta get back for my show,” Tasha said. “You 
should be my guest some day. If you find something we 
can use, I mean. Something we can take to the police.”

“I ain’t taking nothing to the police.”
“You’re not an instrument of Justice, Butch.”
“What’s that mean?”
Tasha sighed and looked down the river.
“Doubt,” she said.
“Hey,” Butchie said, “what about that article you were 

writing about me?”
“Dennis spiked it.”
“Who?”
“The editor. He didn’t like it.”
“They don’t have to pay you?”
“Nope.”
“Son of a bitch,” Butchie said. “Ain’t that something? 

The Man wins again.”
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Chapter 41

Penny sees

BCC gave Penny the creeps. The college’s one-story 
buildings had all the soul, and none of the efficiency, of 
a FedEx warehouse. The students dressed like bums. 
Half the professors seemed like prison guards, wary of 
their own students. The other half were always looking 
up your skirt. After her first day at BCC, Penny wore 
trousers on campus.

But there was one professor – well, he was really 
only an instructor – whom Penny had a crush on. It 
wasn’t like she was going to sleep with him, but Daniel 
Burns had that macho presence. Complete confidence. 
It was sexy. But he was safe. She liked being around 
strong older men who weren’t trying to fuck her.

She rapped on his office door.
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Every other professor Penny had visited inhabited a 
chaotic and usually smelly office. Not Dan Burns. His 
office was clean, squared away and smelled like a pine 
forest. She could see through glass that someone was in 
there. Whoever it was flipped the blinds closed. 

But Penny had come a long way for this. She knocked 
again.

The door opened.
“Professor,” she said, “do you have a minute?”
Sitting with her back turned was a woman with dark 

hair, red tinged.
“Sorry, I didn’t realize you had a visitor, I uhm, I 

wanted to, we’re finishing up a statistical review on the 
Jeff Road murders and I wondered if you had, you know, 
time has passed and you might have insight that, you 
know what I mean?”

He stepped into the hallway, closed the door behind 
him, almost as if trying to block her view.

“So I’ve heard,” he said. He wore a black shirt and 
tan, ironed chinos. Beside him, his bulletin board was 
pinned with a single sheet of paper, offering students a 
sign-up for conferences. Nobody had signed.

“Penny I really don’t …” he touched her shoulder, in 
the light way of a friend. “I think it’s best to leave these 
things be. People who commit sensational crimes get too 
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much publicity. The thrill of all this attention, it motivates 
these sick people. There’s always another one out there 
somewhere, and I don’t care to encourage him.”

He shot her a look so intense it was frightening.
“Sorry,” she said, eyes cast down.
He softened. “How are things going over at Trinity?”
“I’m finally into pre-law,” she said.
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“And your dad?”
“You know him. Working working working.”
“Mom?”
Penny shrugged. “Happy as she can ever be, I guess. 

She, you know, puts up a good front.”
“Tell them hello for me, and good luck to you this 

semester.”
He beamed. He stood there for what seemed like a 

long moment and Penny got the hint and turned away. 
Only when she was well down the hallway did she hear 
him close his office door.

Damn it, there was something strange going on, 
Penny could feel it. She’d never known him to be so 
politely cold. She pushed open the door to the women’s 
restroom but it was so skanky in there she decided to 
wait and use the bathrooms at Want-A-Burger.

She wandered to the student lounge, with its 
dysfunctional faux fireplace and musty, stained furniture. 
The dominant color was red, honoring BCC’s chronically 
losing sports teams, the Bay Pirates. Out of her 
briefcase she pulled the draft report she’d meant to give 
to Dan Burns for review. As she looked it over, she 
despaired. Her writing was hopeless, tangled, she could 
not seem to take her professors’ advice to write simple 
declarative sentences. Run on run on run on she had 
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seen those words scrawled in red on her papers a 
hundred times.

She took a pen from her purse and began to look for 
places to break up sentences, but couldn’t concentrate. 
There was something maddening about Dan Burns’ 
rejection. She stewed in righteous anger the more she 
thought about it. The least he could have done is glance 
at the report’s conclusions. Didn’t he realize she 
admired him? 

She felt that she and Taylor’s Dad had something 
special, an attraction but a respectful one, between 
teacher and student, and now she resented being 
treated like an air-head. Damn it, she was not going to 
be brushed off like she was dandruff.

She picked up her cellphone, intending to leave a 
message on Professor Burns’ voicemail, but her phone, 
mysteriously, would not make calls. She’d deal with that 
later, she told herself. She arose, grabbed her briefcase 
and had begun to march up the hallway when Professor 
Burns’ door opened and two figures briefly appeared in 
it. Only one turned and walked up the hallway. 

She was a tall woman with red-tinged dark hair, 
striding in high-heel boots. Wearing a gorgeous, sexy 
black dress, she looked, in these hallways, like a fashion 
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model striding through a homeless shelter. She marched 
haughty right past Penny. She may not have recognized 
Penny among all these students, but there was no 
mistaking the notorious Billie “Poison” McGinn.
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Chapter 42

Back in town

Karen rang the lobby buzzer for 3C. Rick looked 
around, admiring the jazzy lobby.

The sucker answered through the intercom. “Who is 
it?”

“Karen.”
For a moment, there was only an electronic hum.
“Karen?” the sucker said.
“Yes, Taylor it’s Karen.”
The lobby door buzzed open and Karen threw Rick a 

look of triumph. They rose in the elevator and when they 
stepped out into the hallway, the sucker had already 
opened his door.

“What the hell?” Taylor asked.
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“Nice to see you too,” Karen said. She stood aside. 
“You remember Rick, right?”

“Yeah.” The sucker put out his hand for a shake and 
Rick took it. Soft. Computer boy.

“You going to invite us in?” Karen asked.
“Sure, sure,” said Taylor. “I’m just surprised to see 

you.”
Rick looked around the living room. Yup, this guy 

was loaded. Leather couch and chairs, $5 thou 
minimum. Open kitchen with stainless steel appliances, 
marble counters, and Viking stove, you’re talking $40 
thou at least. Karen wasn’t lying when she said this guy 
was grossing100 $emolians a year.

“So … coffee? Something stronger?”
“Karen says your Bloody Marys could kill a goat,” 

Rick said.
“Bloody Marys,” said the sucker. “I can do ‘em.”
He bustled around the kitchen island. Rick and 

Karen gave each other The Eye. Karen opened the 
French Doors and they stepped onto the breezy deck, 
with its view of the trendy Warehouse District. In the 
distance lay a blue oceanic haze.

Rick whispered: “Three fifty?”
Karen nodded.
“He got took. Bad.”
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“Oh, so now you’re a real estate appraiser?”
“It’s common sense. You lived in this palace how 

long?”
“Let’s not go into it.”
“No, I gotta know. For purposes.”
“Rick, I cannot listen to your bullshit. If you’re going to 

go into your bullshit, forget about it.”
“It’s not my bullshit, it’s the kinda guy, I just can’t see 

you with this guy is what I’m saying. I imagine you and 
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this clown fucking and it’s like you’re taking a shit in my 
head.”

“Lovely metaphor. It’s ancient history, okay?”
“I’m only saying. I can’t get over it, is all.”
“Sometimes I really hate you.”
“You don’t mean that. You’re a temperist.”
“A what?”
“You let your temper go wild. It turns you into a 

horrible bitch when usually you’re not …”
The French doors slid open.
“… horrible,” Rick finished.
Taylor balanced a tray that held three tall glasses of 

reddened booze. The glasses were painted with 
tomatoes. He set the drinks down on a gleaming table 
top made of stained glass. Three grand just for that 
table, Rick calculated.

“So,” Taylor said, and toasted them, “Silicon Valley. 
How is it out there?”

Karen sipped. “Expensive.”
Rick asked: “So you don’t have a car or nothing, walk 

to work from here, right?”
“Actually,” Taylor said, then seemed to change his 

mind about whatever he was going to say. “There’s a 
bus, yeah.”

“Good,” Rick said. “Cheaper, taking the bus.”
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Nobody said anything for an awkward moment.
“Hey, we got season tickets to the Giants,” Rick said. “I 

know you’re a baseball guy. You should come out.”
“Partial season tickets,” Karen corrected him. “Shared. 

It’s a group thing. It’s not like we have that kind of money.”
“You’re still at Beehive?” Taylor asked.
“We got bought. And sold again. I’m number three on 

the night desk, so …” She sighed. “I’m still there.” She ran 
a hand over her lush red hair. “Mormon management, San 
Francisco office, so it’s a little weird.”
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“Actually,” Rick said, “that’s why we came.”
Karen nodded. “Plus, it’s so nice in summer here. It’s 

so blasted hot on the Peninsula. And the ocean out 
there, it’s like an iceberg.”

“So Karen was thinking …” Rick said.
Karen blurted: “Taylor, I’ve come back for my fair 

share.”
Taylor set his drink on the fancy table. “Fair share of 

what?”
“I lived here, I paid in.”
Taylor grabbed the hand rail like he was afraid he’d 

fall down.
“She’s not getting cheated,” said Rick.
“Karen, I put the money down for this place,” said 

Taylor. “All the money. I borrowed from my grandparents. 
You know that.”

“I only know I left with nothing, Taylor.”
“You paid the condo fee. You paid $285 every month 

you lived here, and that’s all you paid.”
“Yeah,” Rick butted in, “but there’s degradation.”
“Community property, Taylor,” said Karen.
“We weren’t married.”
“My lawyer says …”
“You hired a lawyer?”
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“Taylor, this place has appreciated by $70,000 since 
we bought it.”

“Since I bought it. And the market’s shaky, haven’t you 
heard?”

Rick said: “All she wants is her half, what’s hers is 
hers now, you gotta admit. Right is right.”

“Taylor,” Karen said, “it’s hard making ends meet out 
there. We’re living…

“Shut up,” said Rick.
“What did you say to me?”
“It ain’t none of his business.”
“We’re in a van, okay?” Karen said. “Taylor, it’s almost 

ten grand for a turnkey apartment there. We need to get 
off the street. You made a profit on this place, and I 
helped you.”

“What profit?” Taylor said. “All I’ve done is sink money 
into this place.”

“I’m not going to fail,” Karen said. “Okay, my salary 
sucks, but there’s stock options. You can get rich 
overnight out there. We’re staying in the Bay Area no 
matter what.”

“You’ll never see us again,” Rick said, “believe me.” 
He turned and took in the view. “You think I wanted to 
come back here? The way people treat you here? We 
don’t have none of that shit in California, people are 
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righteous out there. Ain’t they righteous out there, 
Karen?”

“I know you have money coming to you Taylor. I’m 
sorry about your Mom but we both know she left you with 
a pretty good setup.”

Taylor took another step backward, out of the sunlight, 
into the shade of a beach umbrella.

Karen hung her head and said: “I know I disappointed 
you Taylor, but it just wasn’t working between us.”

Rick rolled his eyes, mimed playing a tiny violin.
“I’d like you both to leave,” said Taylor.
“Is that a no?” said Rick. “You can’t say no, man. We 

gotta get justice somehow.”
Rick held the Bloody Mary glass over the rail, said  

“oops,” and let it fall and smash below.
A voice from below shouted: “Hey!”
Rick waved. “Sorry, lady” he said. “Taylor will be right 

down to clean it up.”
Taylor peered over the rail. He said, “Sorry, Rhonda, it 

was an accident,” and then turned on Rick.
“Once those people move in,” Rick said, and gave a 

thumbs-down, “your real estate value takes a shit.”
“Get out,” said Taylor. “Now.”
Karen led the way, through the French door, into the 

living room. She escorted Rick into the hall, and then 
turned to talk to Taylor.
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“I apologize for Rick’s behavior,” Karen said. “He had 
a bad childhood. But Taylor, I’m serious, this is about 
survival, I should have insisted on a fair share before I 
left. Think it over. Be fair to me, that’s all I ask. This place 
appreciated a lot when I lived here. I’ll text you 
tomorrow.”

Taylor shut the door and threw both locks.
He turned to see Stephanie, in nightgown, framed by 

the bedroom door.
“What was that about?” said Stephanie, sniffling.
“You’re supposed to be in bed,” said Taylor.
“Wasn’t that Karen Slater?”
“Steff, under the covers, okay? I’ll get you some more 

orange juice.”
“What was she doing here, Taylor? I demand to 

know.”
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Chapter 43

Something evil?

“Thanks for putting us up, Maggie,” called Karen, 
dunking a bag of Constant Comment tea in a squarish 
cup of hot water. Maggie passed the kitchen table 
wearing only panties, carrying a see-through blue 
blouse. She was a little old, in Karen’s opinion, to be 
dressing like a stripper. But that was life at the Wonder 
Bar. Karen wondered why this bright woman had 
committed to such dreadful work.

“Rick has contributed jack shit,” Karen said.
Rick, in the den, snored.
“Go ahead say it,” Karen urged Maggie. “I made a 

mistake.”
“I don’t know,” Maggie muttered.
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“I couldn’t hack the future here. Are you kidding me? 
A lifetime on Console’s night shift? Answering calls from 
men making three times my salary? Control Alt Delete, 
dudes, please. Give me a break.”

She sipped tea. “Taylor, you gotta admit he’s a 
dweeb.”

“I like him.” 
“But would you want to marry him and then be 

dragged over to the burbs every Sunday for the ritual 
family dinner? His old man and his smoked meats. And 
the airplane talk! Jesus. Excruciating. Not to mention the 
daily grind, fifty weeks of help desk, your two precious 
vacation weeks wasted on a boring sandpit? You know 
my dream.”

“The Karen Cafe.”
“Just The Karen.”
“Little sidewalk tables,” Maggie said, “just like in 

Paris.”
“Taylor could have raised the money. His 

grandparents are loaded. His mother had a million bucks 
worth of real estate. But Mister Adventure take a risk? 
You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Karen trailed Maggie into her bedroom.
“And then when his mother drowned, oh my God, I 

mean I’m sorry, but he went into a tailspin and it’s not 



79

like she was a saint. She was notorious on Poke Island. 
The bar at Aunt Crabby’s? Yeah. You know, right?”

“Well, I’m not exactly a virgin.”
“Yeah, but Liz Sharp was married. I think she had a thing 

for surf bums.”
Maggie worked into that transparent blouse, turned to 

the full-length mirror, began combing her hair. “If you 
believe the gossip, I guess.”
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“Taylor, he’s like an old man in a young body, he had 
no promise in him. And Rick comes back from Burning 
Man, and he’s like, I met these freaks from California…”

Karen flopped her hands to her sides in 
exasperation. “Okay, it hasn’t worked out, but we have 
a plan. It just … needs … time.”

Maggie whirled on her. “Look in the mirror and tell 
me what you see.” She stepped out of the line of sight, 
and the mirror reflected only Karen. “The charming little 
girl I used to babysit, all grown up, a beautiful, curvy 
redhead, with a college degree …”

“Associates degree.”
“… alive with wit and intelligence and … living in a 

car in California? With a sketchy man who’s 
unemployed?”

“It’s not a car, it’s a van,” Karen said.
“I’m driving to work in twenty minutes,” Maggie said. 

“You want a ride?”
“Sure. I’ll be on the rooftop working on my tan.”
Karen climbed the stairs to Maggie’s rooftop, mixed 

herself a gin and tonic and slipped out of her clothes. 
She lay face down on the lounger, hoping for a few 
minutes of quiet privacy. The steel door behind her 
creaked open and footsteps sounded.
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“You were hoping it was another guy,” said Rick, 
“weren’t you.”

“Oh, Rick,” she said. “Ten minutes of privacy. 
Please?”

Karen rode into town with Maggie in a white 
Cadillac.

“This,” Karen said, “is not a Maggie car.”
“I’m leasing,” Maggie lied. “I thought I’d try luxury for a 

few months. See how it makes me feel.”
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Karen didn’t believe it. Maggie had a secret sugar 
daddy, it was pretty obvious. But who? Maybe the same 
sugar daddy who owned the Wonder Bar and this 
Cadillac.

“Just as long as he keeps you in style,” Karen said.
They entered the Wonder via a dented steel door that 

had thwarted fourteen attempted burglaries. In the dim 
leaked-in morning light, Maggie stepped behind the bar. 
Karen sat on a stool, slumped like a barfly.

Maggie pulled a glass off the back bar.
“Kind of early to start drinking aren’t we?” Karen said.
Maggie filled a beer glass with seltzer and leaned 

over the bar. “Rehydrating,” she said. “It was a rough 
night. Okay, kid, let me have it. Pretend I’m ten years 
old.”

Karen sighed. “Silicon Valley, for restaurateurs, it’s 
the Promised Land. Nobody cooks at home. Everybody’s 
too busy getting rich.”

“Your plan?”
“Beehive stock options. They’re dead digits right now, 

but there’s another round of VC in the works and…”
“I’m financially ten years old, remember?”
“It’s like a casino out there. You just gotta keep pulling 

the handle.”
“That sounds like Rick talking.”
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“Can I confess something, Maggie? I know what Rick 
is. But I love him. Maybe I feel sorry for him. I can’t help 
it.”

“Okay, back to the Karen Cafe.” Maggie sipped 
seltzer. “What’s Rick’s role in this dream?”

“He’s got these friends he met in the desert? They 
kind of have money they don’t know what to do with? If 
Rick and I get anything going, a taco stand, anything, it’d 
be like proof of concept, they’d have the money to build 
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it out.” She spread her hands. “National. I’d be executive 
chef.”

“But for now you’re sleeping in your car.”
“Steve Jobs started in a garage.”
“Rick’s friends from Burning Man, by any chance are 

they looking to launder money they made in the drug 
trade?”

Karen did not answer.
“You’re going to hate me,” Maggie said, “but you were 

better off here, with Taylor. He’s a mama’s boy, but he’s 
sane. I think he’s still hung up on you. Think about it, 
Karen. Maybe a family is what you truly, secretly want.”

Karen swiveled the stool, pouted and stared out the 
window.

Maggie was a teenager and Karen a five-year-old 
brat when they first met. Even then, Karen was witty, ill-
tempered, charming and stubborn. Maggie figured every 
living soul had made at least one Big Mistake, and for 
Karen that was Rick. It would be just like Karen to make 
a bad choice and stick with it in attempt to prove herself 
right.

“I couldn’t sentence myself to a lifetime in the Burns 
family prison,” Karen said. “His mom loathed me. His 
dad creeps me out. It was always apparent to me that 
Mom and Dad Burns politely despised one another. 
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Don’t hate me now, but when his mom disappeared, I 
knew there’d be money. I thought, well, this is a really 
sad thing, but maybe some good can come out of it.”

Maggie looked at her, beginning to wonder.
“The cafe, that would have been something for me, 

because everything else was about Taylor Burns. His 
family. His big job. His condo. What was I? Scrap Yard 
Slater, just what they called me in high school. When his 
mom went missing, I knew she was dead. Adults don’t 
just go missing, Maggie. I thought, well, Taylor inherits 
that lot on Poke Island and we’ll sell it for a million, move 
to Portland or Seattle, you know, where there’s some 
hope of life. Shipwreck Bay? It’s a fucking hot dog 
stand.”

Maggie said: “But as long as Liz was just missing … 
no body, no inheritance.”

Karen bit her lip. “It was fucked up.”
“And you were already making it with Rick, right?”
“The whole thing … well, you know how it happened.”
Two cleaning ladies pushed in the rear door, called 

“Buena, buena,” and the older one propped open the 
restroom doors. Maggie, remembering that she was 
behind in paying them, headed toward the office to 
unlock the safe.
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When she reached her office she mused: So Karen 
Slater had a dream and Liz Burns stood in the way. Liz’s 
death would send a wad of money into Taylor’s pockets.

Rising from in front of the safe, cash hand, Maggie 
wondered: Karen, honey, did that loser talk you into 
doing something evil?
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Chapter 44

Bonnie v. Billie

Detective Blanchard checked her index cards. She 
had printed the suspects’ basics on cards, duplicate of 
the ones taped into the Elizabeth Burns Murder Book.

Wilhelmina “Billie” McGinn.
Born 1976, current age 42. 
Occupation: Owner, Summit Property Group. 
Residence: 14 Gull Lane, Spyglass Hill. 
Orphaned, adopted by Thomas and Linda Armstrong. 
1994 Graduate, Holy Trinity High School.  
Employed by McGinn Associates Realty, 1999. 
Married owner Harold McGinn, 2003. 
Inherited the business 2011 after McGinn died of 

poisoning. 
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Expanded business, changed name to Summit. 
Currently single. Active in Catholic charity groups.
Motive: Property acquisition.

She dropped that card into her handbag, ordered a 
soda and french fries, and sat in the nearly-deserted 
coffee room at Aunt Crabby’s. She could see out the 
spattered windows how storm-washed sand had covered 
the patio’s tiles. Clogs of driftwood were tangled in the 
chain link fence. Tilted over that fence, a rusted tiki torch 
leaned toward its winter demise. Hurricane Georgette’s 
wild waves had spewed flotsam all over the beaches of 
Poke Island.

She tasted a french fry. Coffee she’d found to be a 
bad interview choice, suggesting, as it did, a brief 
session. Fries could be picked at, providing a long-lasting 
if cold and greasy distraction.

Bonnie rose as Billie McGinn walked in.
“It’s amazing,” Billie said. “One storm can end the 

tourist season …” she snapped her fingers “… just like 
that. It’s the most beautiful month of the year, and hardly 
a soul on the ferry.” 

Billie set down a bottle of expensive water. Bonnie 
sipped soda and said: “We want to speak with Nicholas 
Katanjiev. Have you been in touch with him lately?”

“No.”
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“When was the last time you saw or spoke to Mr. 
Katanjiev?”

“Early August, maybe?”
“Do you have any idea where he is now?”
“No.”
“What was the nature of your last conversation?”
Billie squirmed. “I’m sure it was business. I don’t 

remember exactly.”
“What was your business relationship?”
“Casual.”
“In what sense?”
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“He handled difficult tenants for me.”
“Meaning what specifically?”
“He collected late rents.”
“That’s all?”
“Deputy, you know and I know that the law favors 

tenants and that formal court-ordered evictions are … 
Am I being implicated in a crime?”

“I’m seeking to speak with Mr. Katanjiev. Is it unusual 
for you to be out of touch for a month?”

Billie shook her head. “I know where he lives, if that 
helps. He is a tenant.”

“We’ve been there.”
“Why is he wanted by the sheriff?”
“We just have a few questions for him.”
“If it’s about the Abboud family eviction…”
Bonnie picked up a single fry, providing a dramatic 

pause. She said: “Did you know Marco Gonzales?”
“Everyone knew Marco.”
“Do you know where he’s been for the last year or 

so?”
“Deputy, I give up. Why don’t you just tell me what 

you’re after?”
“Have you had any contact with Gonzalez during the 

last 15 months?”
“Should I retain a criminal attorney?”
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“I can’t advise you on that.”
“I knew him as the man who ran the ferry. That’s it. I 

never saw him socially.”
“Katanjiev was last seen in the company of Adora 

Vang. Have you seen her in the last two months?”
“I don’t know Adora Vang.”
“Do you know Kenji Matsuoka?”
“Kenji? I don’t know anyone named Kenji.”
“There’s a farm house on Anderson Road that is listed 

for rent by your company …”
“I’m not immersed in the finer details of our rental 

division, my employees handle that. I concentrate on 
waterfront property.”

“So if Kenji Matsuoka was a tenant, you wouldn’t 
necessarily know?”

Billie gulped from her water bottle and Bonnie asked: 
“Were you aware of any illegal activities on any of your 
properties?”

“Of course not. But I’m not running a police agency. 
Tenants do strange things.”

“Do you know Daniel Burns?”
“Where exactly are you going with this, detective?”
“Ms. McGinn, when I stepped into the homicide unit, I 

reviewed cases going back to World War II. And do you 
know what jumped out at me? In the overwhelming 
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majority, it was men murdering women. Men beating, 
stabbing, shooting, strangling women.”

“Somehow,” Billie said, “that doesn’t surprise me.”
“So. How did you know Daniel Burns?”
“He’s a friend. I knew his wife, too. Lovely woman and 

it’s a shame what happened to her. I sat across the table 
once from her. She worked for a rival agency. Part time, I 
believe.”

“Is that the only contact you had with her?”
“Socially, I barely saw her at all.”
“Yet Dan Burns is a friend.”
“I see him around.”
“When was the last time you saw him around?”
Billie sighed. “Months ago?”
“How did you become friends?”
“Years ago, when they were house hunting.”
“So he was a client you befriended?”
“Basically.”
“Maureen Antonio.”
“I haven’t heard that name in years. This is turning out 

to be a very morbid conversation. Next I suppose you’ll 
be bringing up my husband.”

“What did you know about Ms. Antonio?”
“Up until the day she was murdered, almost nothing. 

She was a tenant at our McKinley Street property. It’s not 
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one I’m proud of. When the economy improves, we plan 
to upgrade it.”

“Ms. Antonio worked for you?”
“She did light custodial chores in return for reduced 

rent.”
“She was only 19.”
“Nineteen year olds are perfectly capable of taking out 

the trash.”
“In what other ways did Maureen Antonio make 

money?”
“The city police went all through this years ago. I feel 

like I’m being persecuted here. One of my tenants 
became a victim of the Jefferson Road Strangler. I regret 
that. She was apparently in the sex trade. I didn’t know 
that. She listed an employer at the Bayside Mall, and my 
clerk verified that. This is all in the record, Deputy. Why 
don’t you come right out and accuse me of whatever I’m 
being accused of?”

“I’ve made no accusations.” Bonnie repressed a smile 
and ate a cold french fry.

“That’s the point. You’re the master of insinuation. 
Okay, Ms. Antonio was the last victim Joseph Garland. 
She was my tenant and was a student of Dan Burns, 
then dropped out of BCC. How does that add up to 
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anything? And where does Nick Katanjiev fit in? Exactly 
what are you investigating?”

   “Do you know Arthur Buchanan?”
   Billie scoffed. “He’s notorious.”
   “Your relationship?”
Billie’s eyes widened.   “None. I briefly looked in at 

one of his parties.”
“When was that?”
“Back in May, maybe?”



95

“Did anyone accompany you to that party?”
“Not that I remember.”
“So in the pre-season, when there’s no jitney service, 

you took the ferry here in the evening, by yourself, and 
walked, by yourself, ten minutes over the dunes, through 
the bird sanctuary, to the farthest cottage on the island, 
and then looked in, by yourself, knowing your would 
have to stay the night, at a party attended by much 
younger people. And then …”

Billie rose.
“Please sit down, I have one more question. Did you 

ever converse with anyone about acquiring the property 
Liz Burns owned on this island?”

Billie glared at the deputy.
“It’s a simple question,” said Detective Blanchard.
“I see where you’re going and I don’t like it one bit. 

Because I’m a success, I’m accused of many things in 
this town. Certain people can’t stand to see a woman like 
me succeed. They hate the success they can’t have, and 
enjoy tearing it down. I’d rather not think of you as 
belonging to that group, deputy. And further 
conversations will be handled by my attorneys.”

Billie dropped her water bottle into the trash and 
walked off.
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Bonnie dumped her plate of cold fries, finished her 
soda, and took a satisfying walk around the Liz Burns lot, 
convinced that this property was the key to the woman’s 
murder. 

She believed now that Marco had finally told the truth, 
motivated by a promise that authorities would look the 
other way on deportation. She believed Nick Katanjiev 
caused Marco to skip the last ferry run on the night Liz 
disappeared. But who was the prostitute Nick used as 
bait? She might never know. His operation on Airline Road 
was abandoned, his employee-victims scattered. 

Billie was covering up the nature of her relationship to 
Nick. And to Dan Burns. Dan, his son Taylor, and Billie, 
that was the triangle she was working. Nick was the key. 
Who hired Nick to distract Marco with a prostitute? And 
who was the bait girl?
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Chapter 45

Paris or Costa Rica?

“I know you never liked the Slaters,” Maggie said.
“But …” Paul said.
“Karen’s back in town. She wanted to stay here 

but…”
“Ray and I parted ways a long time ago.”
“I know,” Maggie said, and her voice rose a pitch. “Do 

you think it’s possible that Rick Lowe, maybe he’s the 
one … Liz Burns  …”

Paul shook his head. “The husband did it.”
Maggie, hands on hips, said: “Oh, and just how do 

you know?”
“Ninety percent chance,” said Paul. “Always. Come 

on, I’m a numbers guy. How’d she look?”
“Who?”
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“Karen.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She was starting to look like her old man. Gaunt.”
“Gaunt?” scoffed Maggie. “She’s a beautiful women. 

You just don’t like the Slaters.”
“All right, I don’t like the Slaters.”
“Admit it.”
“I just did.”
“She’s going back to California any day now … ”
“And you want to take her and Rick in?”
“They’re desperate, Paul. They’ll be gone in a few 

days.”
“Rick Lowe in this apartment, no,” Paul grumbled and 

headed for the bathroom. 
Seated on the toilet, gray flannel trousers at his 

ankles, Paul plucked a book the vanity: The Devil You 
Know: Six murders in Shipwreck Bay.

It was the only national bestseller ever written about 
his hometown. It didn’t make anybody look good, with 
the singular exception of its reluctant, nearly-silent hero, 
Daniel Burns. It described the cops and sheriff’s 
deputies as lazy, the media as veering from clueless to 
hysterical, and the citizens as uncaring. The fact that 
the victims were all prostitutes was, the writer claimed, 
the root of all that heartless incompetence.
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But Paul believed the writer was a fool. She got the 
details right, but her account made a hero out of Dan 
Burns. In Paul’s opinion, the hero worship gave Dan a 
feeling of invulnerability, and enabled him to think he 
could get away with murdering his wife. Motive? Very 
likely, she was about to leave him. 

Paul finished his toilet business, set the book on top 
of the vanity, cracked open the door. “Mags!” He 
bellowed. 

She was on the phone, had her back turned.
“I’m going to take a shower,” he said.
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“I just wanted you to know,” Maggie said into the 
phone, “how much I admire you. Nothing’s changed. I 
consider you like a daughter. I really hope we can … 
Penny! Penny! Please.”

She clicked off, shrugged, dropped her phone to the 
sofa.

Give her time, she told herself.
Paul’s showers could take a half hour. She wandered 

to the big window and looked out to Wilson Street, in a 
distracted way, not really seeing the street life. Her head 
seemed to be humming like a high-frequency antenna. 
These noises in her head. Tinnitus? She promised 
herself she’d get her hearing checked.

The phone rang.
Maggie answered to sobbing.
“You should know something,” Penny blurted. “He 

touched me. When I was little. When I was twelve. He 
did more than touch me. He did things no father should 
do to his daughter.”

The ringing in Maggie’s ears intensified to a high, 
high frequency.

“What … what are you talking about?” Maggie said. 
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying? You’re 
making this up, aren’t you? You’re making this up to hurt 
me and hurt your father.”
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But Penny had killed the connection.
Maggie punched in the numbers.
Call blocked.
She thew the phone at the couch. “Little tart,” she 

muttered.
She walked back to the window, stood in fog-filtered 

sunlight. Paul’s cascade of water seemed louder 
somehow, as if it were flooding through the bathroom 
door.

“How dare she,” Maggie muttered. 
She was struck by a bolt of paranoia. Penny worked 

for the Sheriff on weekends now. Was it possible she 
was telling the Sheriff the same story? My God, they’d all 
be ruined.

She walked to the door and listened. The man in the 
shower sang “Hail to the Chief” da da da dum dum dum 
dum dum dum dum dum dum. 

Had she ever seen him cast a lustful glance at a 
child?

No.
Was he a particularly sexual man?
No. In fact he could rarely perform.
What did Penny hope to accomplish by spreading this 

vile tale?
If I thought you’d done something like that, Paul, 

Maggie said to herself, I’d kill you with my bare hands.
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She mixed a heavy bourbon and soda, and stood 
once again looking out at Wilson Street, reviewing her 
relationship with this funny, cynical and generous man. 

Yes, he was a criminal, but the gentlest, most civilized 
kind. He had connections, that’s all it amounted to. 
Maggie didn’t know exactly what cargo was in the 
containers he shipped nor where it was destined. 
Smuggling had a long history in Shipwreck Bay, and was 
the original foundation of the city’s economy. Paul had 
merely updated the trade for the container age. And 
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Paul, the work he had done with the Knights charities, 
that all flowed out of his big, sentimental heart.

 Behind her the bathroom door opened, and she 
could scent the release of steamy water. Transfixed by 
her own reflection in the windows, she heard him mixing 
a drink at the bar. He joined her, towel wrapped at his 
waist. 

“Well, I’ve got my gruesome bedtime reading,” he 
said. 

“You read it, I thought.”
“Nah, I quit halfway through.”
“That book gave me nightmares.”
“I’m so proud of that kid.”
“Who are we talking about?”
“Penny, for Christ’s sake. The strangler murders? 

She’s author of a report. My kid, an author, Jesus.”
“Oh, I think she mentioned that. Before she stopped 

talking to me, that is.”
“Aw,” Paul waved a big paw. “She’ll come around. 

She’s all excited, that’s what counts. She’s got her name 
on it, right up front. Hey, Sheriff Joe liked her so much 
he gave her a part-time job. How do you like that?” He 
finished his drink. “So, did the quarterlies come in? How 
we doing?”
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Maggie slowly shook her head. “The kids are 
drinking at home now. Drinking and texting and Netflix 
streaming and cruising the dating apps. You’d have a 
word for it, it’s …

“A secular trend.” He retreated to the bar to refresh 
his drink.  “Well, the Wonder is a write-off anyway. Be 
easier if we had a little cash flow, though, you gotta look 
good to the federals. Always.”

He returned to the window. “You know, this time of 
year, winter on the way, makes me think …” he spread 
his hands … “Costa Rica. I’ve got my eye on a condo in 
Montezuma.”

“In where?”
“It’s a beach town in Costa Rica. Out by itself on a 

peninsula.”
“It would look bad. You have a wife. In a wheelchair.”
“She’s got a nurse.” He retreated to a black leather 

lounge chair and swiveled. “I’m a rat. I know that. Look 
at me, I’m covered in rat fur, what am I supposed to 
do?”

He picked up a framed photo of Penny, taken when 
she was maybe ten, at the seashore. “That kid, I don’t 
deserve her. I wish the hell she would stay away from 
that church.”

“You raised her Catholic.”



105

“I tried to raise her Old 
School. Who the hell 
figured Holy Trinity would 
have a Climate Change 
Committee? They bought 
a statue of Jesus and 
painted him green, for 
Christ’s sake. Jesus 
doesn’t give a fuck about 
the environment. Saving 
the souls of turtles? It’s a 
disgrace to the Catholic 
religion.”
Maggie shrugged. “She’s 
got a good heart, then.”

He leaned toward Maggie. “Costa Rica’s out?”
“You can buy all the condos you want, I’m not moving 

down there. I still haven’t been to France.”
“They don’t speak English in France.”
“And they speak English in Costa Rica?”
“The smart ones do. And they take American dollars. 

I’ve got two cans headed for Panama.”
“You’re not making sense.”
“Regime change in Argentina. South America’s down 

the tubes. Central America is the future. She’s just 
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breathing, that’s all. It’s been almost ten years. Hell, you 
know Catholics don’t divorce, but we were talking to 
Father Sullivan about .… “

“I’m not going to run off with you.”
Paul heaved a long sigh. “We’d all be better off, you 

know. Don’t make me say it. Even she’d better off. She’s 
miserable in that chair.”

“Better off dead?”
“Yes, better off dead, goddamn it.”
He sank low in the chair, spun the bourbon bottle, and 

the liquor rushed like a tide, side to side.
“I woke up once with my hands around her throat.” He 

gulped. “Years ago, but it tells you something. I knew it 
was a mistake, we weren’t married a year, but goddamn 
it, there was no Catholic way out.”

He looked at the framed photo of Penny.
“I stayed for Penny. I put up with a lot of bullshit on 

her account. I promised myself I’d get her through 
college and then …” he shrugged. “I never had my own 
time. What about me? Who am I, Paul LaFero?” He 
shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find out in Costa Rica.”

He poured a drink. “What the hell. Join the club. 
Nobody gets to live the dream.”

“I’d go with you to Paris. One week. We leave on 
separate days, you can claim a business trip.”
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“Ahhh.”
“Your daughter already hates me, Paul. I’m not going 

to rub it in her face by moving to Costa Rica with you. 
How about a week in Pari? I want to kiss the feet of 
Degas’ Little Dancer. Is that too much to ask? I want to 
eat a croissant at a sidewalk café and watch Paris stroll 
by.”

“Christ almighty.”
“I can get us a good fare. Elroy can watch the bar.”
Paul muttered: “He’ll watch the bar all right.”
“You know what I never get from you? Emotional 

satisfaction.”
“Aw, for Christ’s sake.”
“I’m scared, Paul. I love Karen Slater. She’s like a 

daughter to me. And I see her going wrong, and I’m 
helpless to stop her. I couldn’t sleep last night thinking oh 
my God, it’s just possible that she looked the other way 
while Rick killed Liz Burns and dumped her body in 
Shipwreck Bay.”

“Have a drink.” He pushed the bottle across the bar 
toward her.

Maggie stretched to her full height. ‘I love you, Paul. 
And that’s funny, because I don’t believe in love. But I 
must love you because otherwise I’d despise you. You’re 
the most remote man I’ve ever known. And now you 
want to move to some far away island.”
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“It’s a peninsula.”
“Remote! And look at your business. You run the bar 

through me. You run your export business with phone 
calls and a computer keyboard. You’re out of touch, I’m 
desperate, can’t you see that? Every day I wake up and 
I’m a little more confused.”

“Confused about what?”
“Confused about what kind of people we are.”
Paul steadied himself on the heaving deck of his 

drunkenness. “We’re the kind of people who can afford 
Paris.”
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Chapter 46

The falls

Tasha drove her junker. Butchie rode shotgun. In the 
old days he’d have roared up these twisting roads in his 
Kamikaze Chopper. But he knew he would never ride a 
motorcycle again.

“Left here,” Butchie said. “Shortcut.”
The western hills of Bayside County rose to the leafy 

state park at Jackson Falls, its campgrounds crowded all 
summer but deserted after Labor Day. 

“Lisa Fucking Lange,” said Butchie. “I thought she’d 
end up in Hollywood.”

“So did she,” said Tasha.
“And now she’s a snitch?”
“Snitch? She called me, not the cops.”
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“A snitch is a snitch,” Butchie said and winced as 
Tasha’s beater bounced over a bump. “Jesus, take it 
easy, you got a wounded man here.”

“We’ve got to get there, Butchie, he could leave any 
minute.”

They sped into the parking lot of the main 
campground. Tasha pulled up beside a shiny black 
Range Rover.

“That’s his machine?” Butchie asked.
“So say my sources at DMV.” 
“Ninety grand,” Butchie said. “I’d love to chop that 

car.”
Tasha drove over a carpet of golden leaves to a 

parking spot at the ranger headquarters, its broad 
veranda hung with a banner: 

WELCOME WITCHES OF THE WORLD
Register at Window

“She’s a witch now, Lisa?”
“Always has been.”
“How about that?” Butchie said. “A witch convention.”
Just as they mounted the stairs, Lisa emerged into 

sunshine. 
“Thank you for calling me,” whispered Tasha. “Where 

is he?”
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“At the falls,” said Lisa. “With Adora.”
Tasha touched Lisa’s skinny pale arm. “I owe you.” 
Butchie gazed through the windows at the display of 

taxidermy: Coyote, owl, raccoon, weasel. 
“Let’s go,” Tasha said.
“Weasel,” Butchie said. “Reminds me of a guy I 

knew in the Joint.” They descended the wooden steps, 
walked toward the forest path that led to the falls. 

“Butchie,” Tasha said, “you ignored Lisa.”
“So?”
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“She did us a big favor. Learn to acknowledge people 
when you walk into a room.”

“I don’t have the social faux pas.”
“Poor thing,” said Tasha. “Her business is tanking, 

that’s what Maggie told me. I have a feeling she’ll end up 
waiting tables again.”

They walked through the tunnel of trees and to the 
clearing that looked down at falls and rocky pool. There 
were two people in that pool: Nick and Adora. Nude.

“Nothing like catching a guy skinny dipping,” 
whispered Butchie.
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Tasha followed him into the sunshine.
“Nick the Fucking Bulgarian!” bellowed Butchie.
Nick, sitting on a rock, looked up in shock.
Adora, showering under the falls, step backed behind 

the curtain of water.
Butchie, hiking his bluejeans shorts, waded into the 

shallow end of the natural pool. Tasha walked around the 
rocky rim.

Nick sat back. The rocks made a kind of a throne, and 
he posed like a muscleman king.

Butchie stood, one foot on a rock beside him.
“Cops looking for you,” Butchie said. 
Tasha madly took pictures with her cellphone.
“What you need, Mister Butch?”
“Simple answer,” said Butchie. “Night of May 23, 

2017. You remember? You should. Because that’s the 
night you told Marco the Ferryman to skip his last run. 
How’d you do it? Pussy, cash, or strong arm?”

“Don’t make us laugh.”
“Do I look like a comedian?”
Adora scampered from behind the falls, snatched her 

clothing, and bolted into the forest.
Nick eased off his rocky throne and sank waist deep 

in the dark burbling water. “Fuck you Mister Butch.” Nick 
raised a hand, middle finger extended.
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“All’s I want to know is who put you up to it. Because I 
know you didn’t think it up in that tiny Bulgarian brain.”

Adora’s voice echoed out of the forest. “You’re a 
horrible man. Go away and leave us alone.”

Butchie said: “Tell me who put you up to it, and me 
and my girl here …”

“I’m not your girl,” growled Tasha.
“Me and the lady go riding off into the sunset. Leaving 

you and your lovely companion to enjoy the peace of the 
forest. Or to to fuck each other blind, your choice.”

“Your fucking joke, right?”
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“My sidekick here has a cellphone, and unlike me, 
she knows how to use it. What’s your favorite number, 
honey?”

“9-1-1,” said Tasha.
“See?” said Butchie. “Be hell spending the night in the 

woods, hiding from the cops.”
“Maybe I smash you both.”
“Hell, I been shot, stabbed, sliced, kicked. beat up 

since I was 5 years old. I don’t care how big you are, I 
can handle you.”

Nick rose from the water, grabbed a towel, used it to 
dry himself, turning his ass toward Tasha and Butchie.

“See the way I figure it,” Butchie said, “you’re not 
guilty of nothing bad. Somebody give you a job. You 
figure it’s a prank. No big deal. You didn’t know they was 
gonna strand that lady on the island so they could kill 
her. You’re only guilty of being a stupid pimp, right 
Tasha?”

She nodded.
“Oh,” said Nick, “you’re a detective?” He stepped into 

thong underwear, buttoned a gaudy shirt over wet 
muscles. 

“Do not listen to him, Nicholas,” Adora shouted 
unseen. “He is a bastard.”

“So, Nick, tell me,” Butchie said, “who hired you to 
goose the ferry run. Billie McGinn?”
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“Fuck you I spit at you.”
Nick lunged at Butchie, who sidestepped like a 

matador, knocking Tasha and her cellphone into the pool. 
Butchie swung at Nick, who arrested his arm and judo-
flipped him into the pool. Tasha arose bleeding from the 
nose, holding her hand to her face.

Butchie gurgled and fought his way to the surface, 
choking and coughing. He was frightened by how weak 
he’d become, and feared that his big wound might split 
open.
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 “Fuck you,” Nick said, standing tall and dripping on 
the shore. “I am green card man. Cops cannot touch me, 
USA citizen.”

Adora emerged in her swimsuit just as a sheriff’s 
brown-and-white cruiser rolled up the maintenance road.
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Chapter 47

B.B.B.

Tasha Wolf was smoldering jealous of Penny LaFore. 
Penny was blonde, cute, skinny, and enrolled in an elite 
college. Well, elite by local standards. You’d think Trinity 
was Notre Dame the way its graduates swanned about 
town. 

Because she was cute, Penny had wormed her way 
onto the Jefferson Road Serial Homicide Multi-Agency 
Data Review Task Force. Damn it, Jeff Road was 
Tasha’s story. Nobody knew there was a serial killer on 
the loose until Tasha Wolf, girl reporter, put it on the 
front page of Shipwreck Bay Currents.

Three years ago, when it was a daily newspaper, not 
a weekly give-away.
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At the Sheriff’s office, they like their summer intern Penny, 
and have offered her a part-time clerical job. Here she 
gets a cup of coffee with Sheriff Joe Walter.

 So now the Sheriff, wanting a blonde to gawk at, had 
given Penny a year-round job as weekend clerk. Tasha 
would kill for a job like that. Think of all the story leads! It 
was enough to make a frustrated Tasha say: “Medium 
signature mocha, soy, no whip.”

Penny, behind the espresso machine, smiled.“My 
favorite disc jockey,” she lied.

“So I hear you’re working for the Sheriff now.”
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“Two shifts a week,” Penny said. “I’ve given my notice 
here, but they keep saying they need me.”

Tasha leaned over the counter. “Jeff Road,” she 
whispered.

“Oh,” said Penny, hand to her mouth. “Can’t talk 
about that.”

“Hush hush?”
“The report? Still revising. You know. Got to pass 

official muster.”
Tasha looked around, saw no eavesdroppers, and 

said, “Give me a clue. I’m starving here.”
Penny steamed espresso, banging the port-filter. It 

seemed excessively theatrical to Tasha.
“Totally off the record, I swear,” Tasha said. “Come 

on, I’m buying at BBB. Margaritas!”
“I’m busy tonight,” she said.
“Tomorrow?” Tasha said.

Build A Better Burrito was one of the street-level 
businesses in the former department store that now 
housed Console Graphics. Console’s high tech workers 
took the grand escalator up to their inflated salaries, 
while ground floor retail space was rented to high-traffic 
businesses. BBB had taken a step up from its burrito 
brethren by specializing in wicked margaritas, and that, 
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rather that food quality or ambiance, had caused 
Tasha to pick the meeting place. She figured Penny, 
105 pounds, couldn’t stand up to BBB’s mega-
margarita. 

Tasha was amused when Penny blessed herself 
and prayed grace over a foil-wrapped burrito. How 
quaint!

Tasha let Penny babble on about Trinity College, 
and how remote it seemed from the world, up there 
on Holy Hill. Penny said her Dad was on The Board, 
and had led the Sodality Chapel Funding Drive, and 
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that made it awkward sometimes, and she hoped the 
professors didn’t think she’d take advantage. She said 
the frat boys at Trinity sucked, they invited you to their 
boring parties so they could say: Hey dudes, rate my  
bimbo. 

“You’re not hungry?” Tasha asked.
“I thought I was.” Penny pushed away a burrito she’d 

barely unwrapped. “I’ll take it home.”
Tasha carried away the corpse of her burrito and its 

foil coffin. She returned with two more giant Margaritas in 
garish plastic glasses.

“Oh my gosh,” Penny said.
“They’re delicious,” Tasha said. 

Penny was already flush with sugar-booze rush. She 
felt relaxed now and realized she liked this rough and 
tough Tasha, the voice that echoed from the radio, 
playing retro-punk music and delivering the latest 
scandals. Tasha was a real grown up with a job and a 
daring, whorish reputation. This evoked in Penny a sense 
that she was missing the delights of the low life. Tasha 
was a groupie, a nighthawk, sidling up to every guitar 
strummer who stumbled through town, an unashamed 
easy lay who followed Joey Warkowski from club to club 
even before he got famous.
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“I love the salty rim,” said Tasha, licking the glass with 
a greenish tongue.

“It’s fantastic, don’t you think?” Penny said. “What’s 
happened in this part of town? It’s so glitzy and gleamy 
now.”

“I want to know about the Strangler,” Tasha said.
Penny looked over her shoulder. “Six, seven, eight,” 

she said.
“Seven eight what?”
“People at the margarita bar.”
“Penny! What did the task force find out about the 

Strangler?”
“Well, statistically, depending on, you know, the 

anomalies, you should be able to alert after the second 
murder. Geography is a big factor. The geographical 
range … fourteen.”

“Fourteen what? Counties? Towns?”
“Kinds of burritos.”
“But what about the case itself? Maureen Antonio. 

The last pathetic victim.On the night she was strangled, 
Joseph Garland was in alcohol rehab at the Workman 
Clinic.”

“I guess I heard that.”
“The clinic has alarmed doors and windows, and a 

proctor at the main entrance.”
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“So yeah, we know that, he slipped out somehow. I 
mean it’s not a Supermax. There’s no bars on the 
windows.”

“And,” Tasha said, “the Antonio girl’s panties were the 
only ones that had been laundered.”

Penny sipped her drink.
“So, speaking of anomalies,” Tasha said, “did your 

group address that one?”
“We were looking at statistics, like from all over the 

country, you know, other serial killers.” 
A group of Console’s techies, wearing badges, pushed 

through the revolving door with a whoosh. “Air pressure,” 
Penny said. “Did you ever think, like when you’re flying in 
an airplane, you’re supported only by air pressure. Air 
pressure’s amazing don’t you think?”

“Back to Joseph Garland’s alibi.”
“Well, that clinic, I mean, the proctor could have been 

sleeping. Or the alarm was faulty or Garland somehow 
bypassed it. I mean, no system’s perfect.”

“And he sneaked back in without being missed?”
“Escaping from lockup, it’s a great alibi if you want to 

get out and do a dirty deed. The best. I mean, that alibi, it 
threw the police off for a while.”

“Garland kept the victims’ underwear as a souvenir. 
But only the last victim’s were laundered. Why?”
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“Maybe they were really disgusting dirty.”
“Or maybe Maureen Antonio’s underwear was 

planted.”
Penny cocked her head. “Planted?”
“Chain of custody for that evidence: private eye Dan 

Burns, responding deputy Charles Stenner, evidence 
tech Peter deBeer, who delivered it to the evidence 
room, which is camera monitored. How well do you know 
Dan Burns?”

“Professor Burns?”
“You had a class with him, right?”
Penny held up two fingers and drained her margarita, 

eyes down on its sinking icy foam.
“What did you think of him?”
“Well, he’s a very strict teacher, but I always thought 

he was nice man. He’s like, retired military.”
“Dan Burns invaded Garland’s garage and found the 

victims’ underwear, right?”
“What are you saying?” Penny said. 
“Dan Burns is also the husband of a woman who 

disappeared, correct?”
“Tasha, you have an evil mind.”
But while putting up a barrier to Tasha’s insinuation, 

Penny began thinking. She had seen Billie McGinn in 
Dan Burns’ office at BCC. Penny’s mentor, Deputy 
Bonnie Blanchard, suspected real estate was the motive 
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behind the murder of Liz Burns. And wasn’t Billie the 
queen of real estate? What was Billie doing talking with a 
Police Sciences instructor?

“No,” Tasha said, “whoever strangled those six girls, 
that’s who had an evil mind.”

“I’m drunk,” Penny said, and pushed away the giant 
empty margarita glass, salt clinging to its rim. “I’m very 
sensitive to salt,” she said. “I can tell you one thing, 
though, you never heard it from me. You should talk to 
Rick Lowe. He’ll set you straight. He was in alcohol 
rehab with Joseph Garland on the night Maureen 
Antonio was strangled.”

“Rick Lowe’s in California.”
“Nope,” Penny said. “I  know exactly where he is. 

Unless somebody bailed him out.”
“He’s in jail?”
Penny nodded. “They nabbed him last night.”
“Bayside Jail? On what charge?”
Penny shrugged. “I feel like really stupid telling you. 

He used my phone to … he borrowed my phone and 
made a bunch of fake charges and then bought a really 
expensive phone and pawned it. That’s where they 
nailed him.”

Tasha sat back and thought, not about stolen phones, 
but about serial killers. Rick Lowe had told the police 
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long ago Joseph Garland could have slipped out of rehab 
that night. But Rick was a scam artist, and the cops were 
eager to close the Jeff Road case. Tasha wanted to 
question Rick herself.

She re-focused on Penny.  
“I’m sorry about your phone. But I want to run this past 

you. Dan Burns broke into Garland’s garage, found all 
that underwear in a toolbox under the workbench, so his 
DNA is all over them. Contaminated evidence, right?”

“I don’t know,” said Penny. “I don’t know what you’re 
saying. He’s a great teacher and he was always fair to 
me, and he’s a hero in this town, and personally I think 
he’s very brave. He took on a pervert who was coming at 
him with a shotgun, didn’t he? I think you should watch 
what you’re saying, Tasha. You could ruin somebody 
talking like that. Remember how the gossips smeared 
your father’s reputation.”

“I don’t need a reminder,” Tasha said.
“You’re not going to write anything are you? Oh my 

god, you are, I’m going now, leave me out of it.” She 
blessed herself. “I never talked to you, I’ll deny it.” She 
looked around, hoping no one would recognize her. 

“Oh my god why did I even talk to you?”
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Chapter 48

Bonnie v. Nick

“Let’s go back to the night of May 23, last year,” said 
Bonnie.

“I don’t remember,” said Nick Katanjiev.
Bonnie and her supervisor, Det. Sgt. William 

Townsend, had Nick trapped in the “Sheriff’s Closet,” an 
unofficial interrogation room. It was plain unpainted 
cinderblock, poorly lit, containing no furnishings 
whatsoever, unless radiators counted. Its purpose was 
to provide an uncomfortable atmosphere.

“If you don’t remember the date exactly,” said 
Townsend, “maybe you remember the event.”

“We are talking about this, always, same thing.”
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“Do you know Marco Gonzales, the ferry captain?” 
Bonnie asked. By pre-arrangement, she was asking most 
of the questions.

“Of course.”
“Did you ever transact any business of any kind with 

Marco Gonzales?” Bonnie asked.
Nick shrugged.
“Did you ever buy a lottery ticket from Mr. Gonzales?”
“He sold lottery tickets? This I did not know. I do not go 

to Poke Island. For rich people. I like East Island. Better 
food. Nicer boardwalk. Prettier girls.”
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“You never visited Poke Island? You never took the 
ferry?”

“If I did, I cannot remember.”
“Did you borrow or rent a white van in the spring of 

2017?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Did you ever offer anyone the services of a female?”
“You are kidding me. I am professional bodybuilder.”
“You are president of Flash Entertainment, yes?”
Nick sputtered. “Flash in the pan, what it should be 

called.”
“What was the purpose of Flash Entertainment?”
“Make movies.”
“Did you ever make any movies?”
“No.”
“What kind of movies?”
“We made no movies. Was my wife’s idea.”
“Who is Kenji Matsuoka?”
“He was cameraman. He was no good.”
“Who was Maureen Antonio?”
“What name did you say?”
“Maureen. Antonio. Dark haired. Young. Petite.”
“Maybe friend of my wife, I don’t know.”
“She is listed as treasurer of Flash Entertainment.”
“This woman, I don’t remember.”



131

“She’s been dead for three years now.”
“That’s too bad.”
“You went to her funeral, you signed the condolence 

book.”
“I am emotional man.”
“But you didn’t know her?” asked Sergeant Townsend. 

“You just go to random funerals, what, as 
entertainment?”

Bonnie said: “Your wife, Adora Vang.”
“I do not talk of marriage. Off limits. Sacred vow.”
“How was she employed?” Bonnie asked.
“Console Graphics, you can check.”
Townsend leaned against the wall and asked: “Did 

you ever play basketball with LeBron James?”
“Did I what?”
“Play basketball with LeBron James.”
“Who says these things?”
“Who is the mayor of Ruse, Bulgaria?” Townsend 

asked.
“How I should know? Haven’t been there, years and 

years.”
“How about Marco Gonzales. Has he ever been to 

Ruse, Bulgaria?” Townsend asked.
“Marco Gonzales? Ruse you said? Stupid question. 

They do not let filthy immigrants into Bulgaria.”
Bonnie took over again. “So you didn’t like Marco?”
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Nick shrugged.
“If you never took the ferry, how did you know 

Marco?”
“Who said I knew this man?”
“You just did.”
“Marco, he is lying. I had nothing to do with this man.”
“Hang tight,” Bonnie said. “We’ll be back.” She 

opened the steel door and Townsend added: 
“Eventually.”
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“I’m headed to Mike Fink’s,” said Townsend.
“I’ll pass,” Bonnie said. “I gain weight just from the 

smell of that joint.” 
She plodded down a hallway of cream cinderblock, 

past office doors, down to the steel gates, and used her 
passkey to push into fresh air. She walked through the 
parking lot, past police cruisers and sheriff’s paddy 
wagons, through the trees to the foggy, muddy banks of 
the Destiny River.

An asphalt bike path wound along the riverbank. 
Bonnie sat on the trunk of a huge fallen oak and stared 
across the bike path at the water.

The Bulgarian had been coached. But he didn’t have 
a lawyer, and he’d been in jail overnight, so who’d 
coached him? 

Bonnie took stock of what she knew. Nick Katanjiev 
was a pimp operating out of the Airliner Motel. He had 
been running girls out there for at least three years. 
The Airliner fell under the Sheriff’s jurisdiction. In recent 
years, there had been zero arrests at the Airliner. The 
Patrol Division had learned to pretend the Airliner didn’t 
exist, and some deputies even joked about it.

Sgt. Townsend was an honest man, but his goal was 
early retirement and a move to Florida. There were only 
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After the formal questioning, Nick Katanjiev meets with 
Sheriff Joe in the hallway. Nick won’t be in jail for long..

two other detectives in Bonnie’s unit, and they were both 
in the Old Boys Club, and resented female intrusion. 
She reminded herself that every job has its limits. 
Katanjiev obviously had friends in the county hierarchy, 
and was a brick wall in the Liz Burns case.

Down the bike path peddled Penny LaFore, her 
former intern, now the weekend clerk. Penny pulled up, 
breathless, stepped off her bike and wheeled it along.

“Get a Krypton lock for that,” advised Bonnie. “They’ll 
cut right through that chain.”
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Penny leaned the bike on the tree trunk. “Looks like a 
good place to think,” she said.

“Yep,” said Bonnie.
“Are you thinking over a case?” asked Penny.
“Nope,” said Bonnie. “Thinking about running for 

sheriff.”
Penny looked at her, shocked.
Bonnie touched her forearm. “Just kidding,” she said.
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Chapter 49

Dissatisfied

Bayside County had built a new jail, all gleaming 
stainless and glass. Its huge white metal detectors 
seemed like portals to another universe, and in a way, 
they were. Purse inspected, body scanned, Tasha 
crowded into an elevator amid ragged, odiferous and 
forlorn visitors. She stepped out and let the sorry crowd 
flow past her.

Overseeing the visitors room was a nasty-looking 
guard in an elevated glass bunker.

“Rick Lowe,” she said into the speaker-box.
“Do I know you?” 
“Natasha Wolf.”
“No media,” growled the guard.
“I’m a friend,” Tasha said.
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“Are you on his list?”
“I already went through this downstairs. Please?”
“All you people do is cause me trouble,” grumped the 

guard, and a buzzer went off. Tasha pushed through the 
glass door.

In the visitors hallway were eight stalls, looking like 
bank teller windows. Tasha waited at the only empty 
one. A female guard’s voice boomed over the 
loudspeaker.

“Rick Lowe.”
Behind a glass barrier, a door opened and Rick 

appeared.
“It’s not low,” he shouted over his shoulder, “it’s Lowe 

as in cow.”
He stepped up to the glass, which seemed, but 

couldn’t have been, six inches thick. He wore an ill-fitting 
orange jumpsuit. Hands in front of him in an attitude of 
prayer, he said: “To what do I owe this magnificent 
honor?”

The glass was drilled with tiny holes to allow 
conversation. The holes had been drilled low, a sadistic 
attempt to make prisoners and visitors stoop to talk.

“How are they treating you?” Tasha asked.
Rick sputtered.
“I came to ask a couple of questions,” Tasha said.
“Are you doing a story about my case?”
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“Not exactly.”
“Can you get me out of here? Get me out and I’ll tell 

you my life story if you want.”
“I can’t afford to bail you out, Rick. Do you have a 

lawyer?”
“Public defender.”
“Karen should get you a real lawyer.”
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“Karen should do a lot of fucking things, you ask me.”
“Look, I can put $20 in your commissary account, 

okay?”
“You seen the prices? Fucking candy bar is $2. Bunch 

of predators in here, and I’m not talking about the 
inmates.”

“Rick, you and Joseph Garland were in county rehab 
at the same time, back in June, 2015. Right?”

“Yeah. Can you get a message to Karen?”
“I can try.”
“Tell Karen to get her red ass up here.”
“I will phone her as soon as we’re finished talking.”
“What the fuck is keeping her?”
“What I want to know is…”
“You know, this place ain’t so bad. The old dump had 

huge cockroaches.”
“Joseph Garland. On June 11, 2015, the night 

Maureen Antonio was murdered…”
“The cops asked me a million times. I don’t know if 

Garland was there all night. I wasn’t his fucking guardian 
angel, okay?”

“All right, let me ask it this way…”
“Guys got up to take a leak, go out for a smoke, 

middle of the night, what do I know?”
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“Could Garland have sneaked out for a few hours, 
and come back before dawn unnoticed?”

“They got cameras. They got door alarms. They got a 
proctor at the front desk.”

“And you told the cops that?”
“Hell no, that’s not what they asked. They asked did I 

see the dude sneak out, and I said how the fuck do I 
know, I was asleep. I’ll bet the guy was in his bunk all 
night but that’s not what the cops wanted to hear. Could 
he have sneaked out undetected? I can’t say absolutely 
impossible … hey, you know, Karen’s the one who 
should be in jail right now.”

“Why?” Tasha asked.
“I’d still be in Cali if it wasn’t for her.”
Tasha backed away from the window.
“Hey, where you going?” Rick said, his face red with 

rage. “I’m here on a bogus charge. All’s I did was buy a 
phone. Is that a crime? You’re dissatisfied with your new 
phone so you try to sell it? It’s a crime to be dissatisfied 
in America?”
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Chapter 50

A home visit

Tasha drove to her apartment, found that her 
roommates were out, and climbed to her loft bedroom. 
From a plastic bin underneath her bed she scavenged 
her notes on the Jefferson Road Strangler.

Daniel Burns, under police interrogation, had 
described Maureen Antonio as a student he barely 
knew, a druggie dropout.   

Tasha had interviewed the Antonio family. They were 
hard-working types: The father owned a pizza stand on 
the East Poke Boardwalk. Mom kept the books at a 
lumber yard. They had two daughters, Christina, a 
biologist living in British Columbia. And Maureen, a drug 
addict who’d wanted to be a police officer. Maureen fell 
in with a junkie boyfriend. She was 19 in 2015, the last 
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year of her life. She hadn’t ever had a job, except at the 
Mall. Nobody there remembered her, and her junkie 
friends from those days had scattered or were dead. 
Tasha’s interviews had turned up very little of use, 
except for this one fact: Maureen’s last residence had 
been a rental on Wilson Street, in a shabby house, 
converted into four small apartments and rented out by 
Billie McGinn. 

On the face of it, that meant nothing. But Tasha had 
never run down that lead. What the hell, she told herself.
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At Diner 24, Steffie Voss ordered the Bacon Lovers 
Mac And Cheese. Steffie, you’re eating your way to a 
gastric bypass, Tasha thought. Not to mention eating a 
hole in my slender budget. Tasha, claiming to have eaten 
dinner at home, ordered tea. 

Tasha had Steffie figured. Carbs were a substitute for 
the love Steffie wasn’t getting, particularly from Taylor 
Burns. Taylor was sponging off her now, and would be 
doing so until he went off with another woman and broke 
Steffie’s heart. When the new love affair sputtered, 
Taylor would come running back to mama/Steffie. 

It was a good thing Steffie’s apartment didn’t allow 
pets, or she’d be a cat rescue lady for sure.

Some Shipwreck Bay gossips suspected Taylor in the 
shooting of Butchie Block. Tasha didn’t buy it. She 
suspected Taylor was lying low because he’d taken too 
many drugs supplied by his pal Artie, was gobsmacked 
by the loss of his job, and the sudden reappearance of 
his former fiancé, Scrapyard Slater.  

The relationship between Steffie and Taylor caused 
Tasha to  soft-pedal what she was after. “I’m working on 
a feature,” she told Steffie, across a gleaming green 
Formica table. “It’s about the strangler’s victims. All the 
stories were about men, right? The pervert Garland, and 
the hero, Taylor’s dad. What about the women?”
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“Right,” Steffie said. “You’re not hungry?”
Tasha shook that off. “So that’s what I’m after. A 

profile of the six victims. For instance, Maureen Antonio. 
The family told me she was a good daughter, up until the 
last months of her life.  They’re heartbroken. How was 
this daughter lost to them? They don’t understand or 
even accept it, really. She drifted into prostitution. How 
does a parent deal with that? Anyway, Steff, the victim 
was a tenant of Summit Properties, right?”

Steffie sipped Coke through a straw. “I remember 
that, yes, the cops.”

“I take it there was a rental application?”
“I probably copied it for the cops but I don’t 

remember.”
“Is there any way I could get a look at that?”
Steffie wiped her lips with a paper napkin. “It’s 

confidential.”
“Steff, she’s dead.”
“I don’t know.”
“The dead have no privacy, take it from me. Look 

what came out about my father after he died.”
“It’s just that …”
“How about: We never had this conversation, totally 

off the record.”
“I could look for it, I guess.”
“How’s it going with Taylor?”
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Steffie plowed her fork through a field of cheesy 
macaroni.  “He’s moody.”

‘It’s been a rough year,” Tasha said, “for a lot of 
people.”

“If he gets a job in  Austin or San Jose, I’ll never see 
him again. I’ve been talking to his neighbor Rhonda, she 
works for Console. It looks like Console is having an OK 
quarter. Not gangbusters, but I’ve been doing some Tarot 
readings, and there’s really a lot of  positive energy.”

“Call me if you find something on the Antonio girl,” 
Tasha said. “Please?”

Tasha was thrilled when her cellphone lit up with 
SVOSS.

“Stephanie! Hello.”
“I can’t give you a copy,” Steffie said. “Everybody 

would know it was me. So I’m sorry. But I did memorize 
some things.”

“Oh.” Tasha tried to mask her disappointment. “Okay, 
then.”

“We use an outside company to run tenant 
background checks. There was no previous landlord. 
Wilson Street was her first solo rental.”

“Okay.”
 “She had a credit score in the high 300s.”
“Is that bad?”
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“Very. The rent was $850 a month and her pre-tax 
income was under $1900. We look for a 3-to-1 ratio and 
she wasn’t even close. Criminal …”

“I think I already know the criminal. One arrest for 
disturbing the peace at a college party. Charges 
dropped.”

“Yep. From my notes I see I had called over to the 
Mall and talked to the manager at Cyd’s Fashion. 
Maureen had worked there 7 months, made $11 an hour 
plus a sales incentive, and worked a 35-hour week. No 
benefits. Anyway, manager said she was a good 
employee, generally, but sometimes failed to show up 
for her shift. I didn’t bother to check Want-A-Burger, her 
only other listed employment.”

“May I ask why not?”
“The managers don’t last long. We also run a check 

with a second company, deep background looking for 
bankruptcies, evictions, car repossessions, that kind of 
thing. She came up clean.”

“Still, Summit leased an apartment to a party girl with 
a police record who didn’t make enough money to pay 
the rent.”

Steffie sighed. “As for drinking and taking drugs, we’d 
have no tenants at all if we ran a strict screen for that. 
And look, I never told you this, but Billie prefers women 
tenants. She just does. People think of Billie as a 
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monster, but she’s got a huge, huge heart. She 
remembers what it’s like to be broke, alone and in debt. 
A young single woman struggling to make a living? 
Billie’s real likely to give her a break.”

“I see.”
“So there you go. Maureen Antonio also listed herself 

as a police science student at BCC, but those records 
are not public. Tenants typically claim to be on an 
upward path, so we pretty much discount academics.”

“Thank you, Steff, that will help.”
“And there’s one last thing. February, 2015. She was 

ten days behind in the rent. So she gets a visit from the 
Russian Mafia. I’m joking. We called him the Russian 
Mafia. Actually, he hates Russians.”

“You’re talking about Nick Katanjiev.”
“He was our ten day guy. Miss the rent by ten days 

and he knocks you up. Not to say knocks you out.” 
“What happened when he called on Ms. Antonio, 

then?”
“She paid the rent on Day 11, and on time after that. 

He’s a pretty effective rent collector. Billie wouldn’t use 
him if he wasn’t.”

“I owe you, Stephanie.”
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Tasha quit the call feeling she had something, but she 
couldn’t say exactly what. She texted Maggie, who was 
having lunch at Mike Fink’s Deli. 

Maggie toyed with the dressing-drowned remnants 
of a Nine-Veggie Salad. Tasha went with ice tea.

“So I’m wondering,” Tasha said. “The Bulgarian. He 
worked at the Wonder Bar, right?”

“He kept the tips, that’s it. Completely informal. Nick 
hasn’t been in for months. Ladies Night has petered out. 
Hey, I just made a joke.”

“But you know him, right?”
“What do you need to know about him? That he’s a 

pimp? Maybe. A hot-pillow joint out on Airline Road. His 
girlfriend, Adora, she’s his partner in crime, or so they 
say,”

“Huh,” said Tasha.
“Light bulb?”
“Definite light bulb if Billie McGinn’s rent collector is 

also running a whore operation. That’s how he recruits, 
isn’t it? From desperate tenants. By the way, how’s 
Paul?”

“Don’t deflect, Tasha. What are you up to?”
“A couple of months before she was murdered, 

Maureen Antonio got a visit from the Bulgarian. He 
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demanded the rent and got it. Despite the fact that she 
was broke. Hmm. That’s all.”

“When Tasha Wolf says hmmm, there’s trouble 
ahead, that’s what I know.”

“Adora,” Tasha said. “Adora Vang.”

On a hunch, Tasha called Stephanie, and found 
out that yes, Nick Katanjiev and Adora Vang had leased 
an apartment from Summit Property Group. Like Steffie, 
they enjoyed a 10% employee discount on the rent. 
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Tasha parked behind the apartment. Nick’s Road 
Ranger was nowhere in sight, which gave Tasha the 
courage to knock on the door of #17.

“Are you from the …” Adora said, and then looked 
Tasha over. She swung the door to almost closed. “Who 
are you?”

Tasha flashed an 8x5 photo.
“Do you know her?” Tasha said. “She’s missing.”
Adora eased the door open a bit and examined the 

photo. It showed a pouting young woman, dark of 
complexion, petite, with eyeglasses and wavy black hair, 
smoking a cigarette outside the notorious Crosstown 
Tavern. 

“Why ask me? Adora said.
“I was sent here by Billie McGinn,” Tasha lied. “You 

know Billie, right? Billie wants to find this girl.”
“Well, I’m sorry, I don’t know her.”
“Maureen was a tenant of Billie’s once, up on Wilson.”
“So what?”
“Look, Adora, it’s Adora, right, haven’t I seen you on 

Poke Island? Maybe at Artie’s place?”
Adora stepped back.
“I didn’t want to shock you,” Tasha said. “But this girl 

was the last victim of the Jefferson Road killer.”
“I am sorry, but don’t be stupid, why would I know 

anything about that?”
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Tasha had dug up a photo of Maureen Antonio, pictured outside 
the Crosstown Tavern.

“I thought, maybe since you work for Billie … “
“I do not work for Billie.”
“But your husband does?”
“What do you know about my so-called husband?”
“This kid was only 19, barely out of high school.” 
Adora glanced at the photo. “It is a heartbreak, I’ll 

say. Too young.”
“She got in trouble. You know. With the police.” 
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“I don’t know anything about that.”
“Arrested for prostitution.”  
Adora looked away.
“She might have been a drug addict, as well.”
“There are many sad stories. You should go now.”
“You’ve never seen her around?
“A lot of girls look alike.”
“Because her family, they would love to know what 

happened to their daughter.”
“I would not know.”
“Forgive me, but I saw your name, and Nick 

Katanjiev’s name, on papers up at City Hall. Flash 
Entertainment. You signed those papers. What kind of 
business was that?”

“Nick’s stupid dream.”
“Maureen Antonio was treasurer of Flash 

Entertainment. And you didn’t know her?”
“Nick did the paperwork. Now I am going shut this 

door.”
“Then you’ll be shutting the door on the grieving 

family of this innocent girl.”
“I am ashamed for those girls.”
“Which girls?”
“Stupid girls who go into prostitution. It should be 

outlawed.”
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Chapter 51

Blurted confession

Artie waited on the deck, beer in hand, watching 
Taylor walk up from the ferry. Aunt Crabby’s, its plywood 
hurricane defenses deployed, offered only a narrow view 
of the churning ocean. Red flags flapped up and down 
the beach.

 Artie swallowed, at the same time, beer and guilt. 
Taylor would never know that Artie had lied to the police 
about the day his mother disappeared. Only two people 
knew that secret now, Artie and Butchie. To disclose it, in 
a burst of shame, would destroy the friendship Artie had 
cherished since high school.

Taylor stepped off the sandy boardwalk to stare at his 
mom’s vacant lot. Then he disappeared into Aunt 
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Crabby’s barroom, and reappeared two minutes later, 
beside Artie, frosty beer in hand.

“What’s that?” Artie asked.
“3 Floyds Zombie Dust.” Taylor held his glass forward 

for examination.
Artie wrinkled his nose. “Wheaty finish,” he said. 

“What’s happening with that?” and with a nod indicated 
Taylor’s mom’s property.

“Red tape,” Taylor said, and sipped beer. “Hoping to 
build in spring.”

“Really? How you going to pull that off?”
“Sell the condo, maybe. Move in with Steff.”
“Oho, romance and economics converge.”
“One good thing’s going to come out of this, Artie. My 

cousins will grow up by the sea. It was my mom’s 
dream.”

“How are they doing, the kids?”
“Jamie won’t look up from his video games. Annie 

won’t eat. Both of them are in counseling, but it’s slow 
going.”

Artie looked over the rough sea. “Amazing ain’t it, 
after Labor Day,” he said. “The other face of Poke 
Island.” He drained his beer, set his glass on the salty 
damp wooden rail. “I’m going to get serious, man. 
Enough of Artie the Party. Before you know it I’ll be 30, 
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and what? I mean, what am I good at? Tell me. What do 
I do with my sorry self?”

Taylor shrugged.
“See?” Artie said. “Even you admit it, I’m good for 

nothing. Cammie. You know, that girl’s got me thinking. 
How can she respect me? Too bad Tom Petty’s dead, I 
could be like his manager. But you didn’t want to talk 
about my troubles. So, what’s up?”

“I’ve heard the cops were at your place again.”
“The deputy keeps grilling me, just because I hosted 

the last Butchie party. I’ve told ‘em three times, I don’t 
know who shot Butchie Block.”

Taylor stared into his beer and muttered: “I did, Artie.”
Artie grasped Taylor’s shirt by the lapels. “Shhh, you 

goddamn idiot. I know that. Shut up.”
He let go of Taylor with a shove. “Jesus Mountain 

Climbing Christ, what is wrong with you?”
“You knew?”
“I figured.”
“You knew all along?”
“Not right away. Like a day later. I thought back and 

realized you were stalking him. You had a look on your 
face like King Tut’s mummy.”

“Who else knows?”
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“Nobody,” Artie said. “Unless they figured it out on 
their own. It’s a secret I take to my grave.”

Taylor lowered his head like he was studying the 
boardwalk. “I’m dying Artie, it’s killing me.”

“I can get you …”
“I’m full up on Xanax. Yours plus the doctor’s”
“Okay, take your medicine and shut the fuck up. You 

did not do it, you hear me? It’s all a fantasy dream. You 
know Butchie’s theory, it was some ex-cons. Let it be, 
man. No harm, no foul, nothing to be served by doing 
ten years in the joint.”



157

“The minute I lay off the pills, it comes back on me, 
nightmares, the trembles, I can’t live like this.”

“Shut the fuck up Taylor. I’m going to talk to Steffie 
about this. You have to get straight, brother. You 
drinking? Go talk to Lisa man, look how she sobered up, 
she’ll help you.”

“I asked Stephanie to marry me.”
“Maybe that’s smart.”
“She said no. She said, maybe …”
“She told me you’re scaring her, man. Calm down. 

Live your life. You know what Butchie says? Getting shot 
was the best thing that ever happened to him. Turned 
his life around. Showed him what pain and suffering 
was. I tell you Taylor there’s no justice in the justice 
system, nothing good ever comes out of it. Take your 
guilt, put it on a garbage scow and send it out to sea.”

“I’ve got to confess to someone, Artie.”
“You’re confessing. Pretend I’m a priest. Go in peace 

my son. Say ten Hail Marys and an Our Father. What do 
you want? Do you want to be punished, is that it? You 
know, that’s what I suspect about you. Hooking up with 
Karen Slater, that was self punishment. How she treated 
you. How she treated everybody. Like somebody 
promoted her to Queen Bee. And now she’s back, with 
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the Creep, looking to shake you down? Definitely, you 
got a thing for punishment man.” 

He put an arm around Taylor. 
“Prison ain’t going to make you feel better.”
Taylor bit his lip, hard enough to release a fleck of 

blood.
“Okay?” Artie said. “We got a sacred pact, or what?”
Taylor nodded.
“I’m going back to college,” Artie said. “Trinity, that 

place is on Buchanan life support. They gotta take me. 
Reading books for a living, it’s not like that would be 
really working. Professor Arthur J. Buchanan, Ph.D. in 
Mumbo Jumbo. Can you see me wearing a sweater in 
an office crammed with books?” 
 



159

Detective Bonnie Blanchard slammed a three-ring 
binder onto her desk. She flopped into her rocking 
chair and stared at it: the Elizabeth Burns Murder 
Book. Nine suspects, only Butchie Block eliminated. 
Zero forensic evidence. Two useful witnesses, both 
hiding something. Since her promotion to homicide 
detective, she’d been assigned three slam dunks and 
this one. It had taken months of painstaking work to 
track down Marco Gonzalez, confirm that he’d docked 
his ferry early on the fatal night, and link that event to 
Nick Katanjiev and an unknown prostitute.

After all that, the Sheriff hands Katanjiev a get out-
of-jail-free card.

Chapter 52

Fogtown gym
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She opened a desk drawer and stared at a 
cellophane-wrapped pack of Quarry Filtertip Lights. She 
slipped that pack into the pocket of her leather jacket. 

“Townie,” she called into Sgt. Townsend’s office. 
“Going out for a decent cup.”

Ninety seconds later, she was standing in the 
municipal parking lot near a red steel door, lit cigarette in 
her lips.

“This job is killing me,” she muttered, but there was 
no one to hear. Damn it, her hair would stink of tobacco 
all day. She smashed that half-smoked cigarette 
underneath the sole of her black boots, brought her 
personal phone out of her jacket’s inside pocket and 
dialed Tasha Wolf.

“Fogtown Gym,” she said into the phone. “Half hour.”
She threw the pack of cigarettes into the trash.

“Off the record,” said Tasha Wolf, and she meant it. 
She had her sources in the city police department, but 
until now, nobody at County Sheriff. She meant to to 
nourish this relationship. “Absolutely,” she said. “This 
meeting never happened.”

“Here’s what we know,” Bonnie said as she and 
Tasha walked on parallel treadmills. It was the mid-day 
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doldrums. They were alone in a corner of a brick 
warehouse that had been retrofitted as a gym.

“Nick Katanjiev walked out of lockup without 
revealing the identity of the prostitute he used to lure 
Marco. He claimed the girl came in from out of state, 
gave him a fake ID, and disappeared a few days later. 
He described her as a chubby, blue-eyed blonde. I know 
that was a lie. The Sheriff knows that was a lie. The 
Sheriff’s love for Katanjiev I can’t explain. I leave the 
speculation to you.”



162

Tasha stepped off the treadmill to dig into her big 
fringy purse.

“No notes, no recording, right?” Bonnie said.
“Word of honor,” muttered Tasha, still digging.
Bonnie stared through salty windows at the wet fog 

that had enwrapped the ferry pier. “My speculation?” 
she said. “The prostitute was under age, which explains 
Katanjiev’s evasions.”

“Here’s my suspect,” Tasha said, and produced from 
the wreckage of her purse a cell phone, which she 
handed over. Bonnie hit her treadmill’s stop button and 
stared at the photo on Tasha’s phone.

“Nope,” Bonnie said, “that’s not it. The one we want 
is short, compact, medium build, not long and skinny 
like this, dark skin not pale, with a pixie haircut, salt-
and-pepper. Marco described her as Chinese quote 
unquote and looking very young.”

“You’re looking at a photo of Katanjiev’s girlfriend,” 
Tasha said. 

“Doesn’t fit,” said Bonnie, and handed back the 
cellphone. “Anyway, I’ve met Adora Vang. I used to work 
as parole liaison. She’s been a guest of the county three 
times, misdemeanor retail theft. She was a witness to 
the altercation between Block and Katanjiev at Jackson 
Falls. She claimed ignorance of the doings between her 
boyfriend and the ferry captain.”
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Bonnie sighed. “I started out as a civics teacher. I 
thought with school hours, I could be home for my own 
kids. But schools have lost all discipline, and it turned 
out I wasn’t really a teacher, but the powerless warden 
of a juvenile jail. Sheriff’s Deputy paid better, and had a 
shorter path to retirement, so … how did you lose your 
way?”

Tasha let a coy smile break out on her face. “I was led 
astray by rock ’n’ roll,” she said. “You know WartHog?”

“War Hog?”
“Wart. Wart Hog.”
Bonnie shrugged.
“Seriously?” Tasha said. “You don’t know?”
“I’m not into music.”
“Joey Warkowski. I had him in the studio when he 

was just a busker with a guitar. Or should I say, he had 
me. If I were a car, I’d have a bumper sticker that said: I 
spread for musicians.”

Bonnie’s laughter ended in a coughing fit.
“Anyway, Katanjiev,” Tasha said. “What did he tell the 

sheriff?”
“Nothing. Denied Marco’s story. Had no alibi for the 

night in question. We couldn’t find where he had bought 
or rented the pimp-mobile Marco described. We couldn’t 
find the female he used as bait. Katanjiev had zero 
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motive to do away with Liz Burns, so we’re looking for 
the motivator and can’t find him. Or her.”

“Her?”
“Do you know Karen Slater?”
“Not well.”
“If you leak a word of this, I’ll hound you the rest of 

your life. Yes, Karen of the scrapyard family. The father, 
Ray Slater, and the Sheriff go way back. He’s got the 
county towing contract. He’s also been running a chop 
shop for twenty some years. Karen was engaged to Liz 
Burns’ son…”

“I know.”
“Sheriff is discouraging that line of inquiry. Not 

forbidding it. Just scoffing. That’s what frustrates me. 
The Sheriff riding herd. But Karen Slater would have 
benefited by marrying into Taylor Burns’ inheritance. She 
was a cook at Smuggler’s Cove when she was a college 
student. Said to have restaurant ambitions. Ran away 
with Rick Lowe a few weeks after Liz went missing.”

“I know Rick Lowe.”
“So do we. He’s locked up on fraud.”
Tasha chose not to reveal her jail interview with Rick. 

She was after a lot bigger story than just the Liz Burns 
slaying. Wouldn’t it be glorious if she once again put the 
Jeff Road Strangler on the front pages?
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“Do you know what I would like right now?” Bonnie 
said. “The Bay Pilot’s Breakfast at Diner24.”

“Me too.”
“But we can’t be seen having a meal together,” Bonnie 

said. She slung a gym towel around her neck. “Nick 
Katanjiev is the missing piece of the puzzle. Who 
motivated him to distract Marco? Figure that out, and 
you’ve got the whole thing.”

Tasha pursed her lips. “No clue,” she lied.
As she watched Bonnie drive away in a sneaky-bland 

Sheriff’s SUV, Tasha picked up her cell phone.
Short, dark skin, salt-and-pepper pixie cut. 
“Taylor,” she said into the phone. “What do you know 

about Artie’s girlfriend?”
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Chapter 53

A formation of apology

Somebody knocked.
Stephanie Voss would open the door to anyone, a 

habit she regretted when she saw the scarred face of 
Butchie Block.

“Stephanie,” purred Butchie.
“Who’s that?” Taylor called from the bedroom.
Steffie pushed the door until Butchie was just a slot.
“I’m not gonna ask to come in,” Butchie said.
“Good.”
“I brought you some …” he nudged the door and 

handed her a dark bag … “scones from PLC.”
Steffie shook her head.
“Please take it as a formation of apology,” Butchie 

said.
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“I’m sorry, Butchie, you’re just not…”
“Like I was out of mind that day. I’m not gonna cop to 

booze and drugs now. I been man enough to look in the 
mirror. The old Butchie, he caused that trouble up at 
Commando, and you got hurt by it. Accept my apologies. 
Please.”

Steffie grasped the bag. Staring at Butchie she said, in 
two precise words: “Go. Away.”

“I ask your forgiveness.”
“You want my forgiveness?”
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“If you can be so humble. Please, I’m not the same 
guy, Stephanie.”

“Okay,” Steffie opened the door a little wider, leaned 
into it. “You want my forgiveness? A hundred bucks.” 
She held out her hand. “In my palm now.”

“A hundred bucks?”
“Cash.”
Butchie dug into his front pocket, brought out a 

chained leather wallet, and counted out twenties. 
“Hundred even,” he said and handed over the cash. 
“You want more?”

“You’ve just made a donation to the cat shelter. Now 
please leave and don’t come back.”

“I’m trying to make amens for my bad … hey! Is that 
Taylor? How you doing, buddy?”

Taylor’s face flashed in the bedroom doorway, then 
retreated to darkness.

“Hey,” Butchie said to Steffie, “It’s okay, I know youse 
two are an item.” He said louder: “No shame in love, 
right Taylor?”

Getting no answer, Butchie said: “I know he don’t like 
me because of you know, history.”

Taylor emerged from the bedroom.
“Hey, brother,” said Butchie. “I’m on a mission of 

peace here.”
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“What do you want, Butchie?” Taylor asked.
“He’s apologizing,” Steffie said.
Taylor, his voice shaking, said: “Leave Stephanie 

alone.”
Butchie grabbed the doorframe, winced. “I”ll be okay,” 

he said. “Happens.”
He backed into the hallway, knocked over a cane he’d 

leaned against the wall, and slowly sank into a crouch. 
“Jesus!” he cried. “Oooh.”

“Are you okay?” asked Steffie, stepping into the hall 
and crouching to his level.

“Passes,” said Butchie, eyes swimming, bald head 
sweating, lips shivering.

Steffie touched his shoulder. “You come in,” she said. 
Butchie, Taylor and Stephanie converged at her 

kitchen table. Taylor sat sullen, head in his hands. 
Stephanie bustled to serve french press coffee, scones 
and jam on thrift-store dishes. 

“Butchie, you should go,” Taylor muttered, but was 
ignored. 

Butchie described the operation that had saved his life 
in some detail and then added: “It ain’t nothing they can 
do. Kind of wound I have. I ain’t finished with the 
operations, neither. They gotta let things settle down in 
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there. I tell you one thing, getting good drugs is no longer 
a problem.”

As Butchie talked, Stephanie became convinced. 
Butchie did not remember who shot him.

“It’s like having hot acid run around inside you,” 
Butchie said. “With lightning bolts. The docs reconnected 
my guts in four places. The drain hole hurts worse than 
the big incision. I tell you, it’s so savage sometimes, I’m 
in awe. The pain can cut right through the pills, and I’m 
taking some real whoppers, which you know, I’d share if 
there’s any interest.”

Steffie shook her head.
Butchie, from inside his leather vest, produced a pill 

bottle, and shook out two pink tablets. 
“I gotta,” he rose and retreated to the kitchen sink.
Steffie followed him. “Do you believe in forgiveness, 

Butchie?”
“Whole world turns on forgiveness now. I realize that 

since I been shot. No forgiveness, we’d be killing each 
other left and right.”

“Would you forgive the man who shot you?”
“Son of a bitch,” Butchie said, and winced. “Coulda 

just winged me.” He whispered to Steff: “Your man isn’t 
doing so good, is he?”

“Depressed,” Steffie said. “Lost his job.”
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“I’m finding out who killed his mother.”
“What do you mean, finding out?”
“Billie McGinn. All’s I gotta do is prove it. I had her 

pimp in my grasp, and the Sheriff let him go. He’s gotta 
be back in Bulgaria by now.”

He winced. “Infection,” he said. “Last thing you want 
with a gut shot. They put in a drain. It’s like a second 
wound, only the surgeon done it. I go in every week now. 
But I’ll feel better once the real estate bitch is in 
handcuffs.”

“Billie’s my boss,” Steffie said. “She’s a good woman. 
And I love her.”

Butchie’s cheeks ballooned and he barged into the 
bathroom, knelt before the toilet and vomited, loud and 
strong. “Excuse me,” he grunted. “American revolution 
going on in my gut. Don’t get gut-shot, take my advice …

He flushed the toilet, cleaned it with toilet paper, rose 
to his feet, headed for the main door and grabbed his 
cane. She spied blood specks on the bathroom floor. 

“Treating me for PTSD,” Butchie said. “Like a combat 
vet, you know, back from Afghanistan.”  He limped out 
into the hallway, coughing mightily. “Stay in touch,” he 
called.
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Chapter 54 

Audition

On Harbor Lights Way in The City stood a series of 
cheap tin warehouses, and Tasha Wolf pulled up in 
front of a particularly rusty one. A homemade wooden 
sign pole listed six businesses housed within, 
including: KM WORLD AUDITIONS.

Access to that establishment was through a paint-
flaking metal door. Tasha yanked it open and shouted 
into the interior twilight: “Hello!”

“Enter my world,” boomed a friendly voice.
Lights overhead flickered on. Tasha found herself in 

a spare room, none too clean, that contained a desk, a 
black leather couch, and a jumble of cameras, tripods 
and lighting rigs.
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“You’re Sally?” said the proprietor. He was a wiry man 
of average height, in his 30s, with a severe crewcut.

“I’m Natasha Wolf,” she said.
“Well, come in then. Welcome.”
The man took her hand in a courtly gesture.
“You were expecting someone else?” Tasha asked.
“Doesn’t matter, happy to see you.”
“You are Kenji Matsuoka, correct?”
“Who’s asking?”
“I’m a journalist up from Shipwreck Bay.”
Kenji retreated behind the desk, and began a panicky 

hunt in its drawers. “Everything we do here is legal,” he 
said.

“I came up to ask about Maureen Antonio,” Tasha 
said. “You remember her, I know you do.”

“Could be. Maybe.”
“I’m not with the police. You were the house manager 

for Nick Katanjiev. Your name is on the DBA filings. You, 
Adora Vang, Katanjiev and Maureen Antonio.”

Looking up from behind the desk, Kenji began to 
twitch. 

“Maureen was treasurer of Flash Entertainment. You 
were secretary.” 

“Please leave.”
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“I’m not leaving. Obviously you’re auditioning 
prostitutes here. What are you going to do, call the 
police?”

“This is a film studio,” Kenji claimed.
Inspecting the leather couch first, Tasha sat in it. 

“Maybe you’ll talk to me if I take off my clothes. Is that 
the only way you can relate to a woman?”

Kenji shut down a computer, walked around the desk, 
and stood in front of her in a challenging stance. He had 
a distinct smell, of sugar and sweat.
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“I would like you to leave my world.”
“Did you ever see this man?” Tasha asked. Keeping a 

tight grip on her iPad, she displayed a photo of Dan 
Burns. “I’m sure you have work to do,” she said. “I could 
get out of here before your next, uhm, appointment 
comes in.”

“What if I have seen this man. What about it?”
“Where?”
“At the rooms.”
“The rooms?”
“The motel.”
“The Airliner?”
“Yes, okay, could be.”
“Why was he there?”
“Maureen. Only Maureen.”
Tasha felt like she would levitate. “He was a 

customer, then.” 
“Yes. I do not know what went on in the rooms. He 

came to see her often.” 
“You took the money and provided security, right? So 

he paid you and went into the room with Maureen 
Antonio.”

“He did not pay. Because of Nick. It was Nick’s 
business, don’t ask me. He was comp. We had a few 
comps. Mostly they were police.”
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“How many times did you let Dan Burns into 
Maureen’s room?”

“A lot.”
“Ten?”
“Maybe so.”
“This man Dan Burns, did he frequent other girls at 

the motel?”
“No.”
“Or any other girls that you know of? Think. Way 

back.”
“Three years.”
“What?”
“We were in business three years. Maureen was early 

days. Please leave my world. I have appointments.”
“So the only woman Dan Burns ever visited was 

Maureen Antonio, and this took place multiple times at 
the Airliner?”

“Correct.”
“And Nick Katanjiev said this man does not pay.”
“Correct.”
“You lived in the farmhouse with Maureen, right? For 

how long?
“Not too long.”
“Did she talk about this man?”



177

“She was in love with him. She said he was a 
professor. She said he was a friend of the sheriff. Now, 
I’ve told you everything and please thank me by exiting 
my world.”

“How would you describe Maureen Antonio?”
Kenji sighed. “Very quiet. Kept to herself. She was the 

only girl who read books. Are the police going to come 
around and see me?”

“She disappeared on June 11, 2015. Can you 
remember…”
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“It was a long time ago.”
“When was the last time you saw her?”
“She was going on a date.”
“With whom?”
“I don’t know. It was not a business date. It was a 

boyfriend.”
“A boyfriend? She had a boyfriend?”
“I never met him.”
“Did you ever tell the police this?”
“I have never told the police anything.”
“This boyfriend picked her up?”
“Yes.”
“At the farmhouse?And you never saw her again?”
“I assumed she ran away. The police are going to ruin 

my world, I know. it.”
“Did you see the boyfriend? The car?
“The car, yes.”
“What kind of car?”
“I don’t know, it was almost dark.” 
“The car or the night, what was almost dark?”
“Both.”
“She got into the car. You didn’t see the boyfriend.” 
“Girls ran away all the time, if they went off with the 

guy for the weekend …” He shrugged. “We had no 
choice sometimes.”
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“So the car drove off with Maureen in it and some 
boyfriend and you never saw her again.”

“Correct.”
“What did you think when you heard the news?”
“Of course the boyfriend killed her. What could I do? 

She was already dead. It was partly my fault. I screwed 
up. I was too easy on the girls. I should have never let 
her out of my sight. Nick was right. You trust nobody.”

“And so all this media hysteria over the Jefferson 
Road Strangler and you said nothing?”

“They caught the man. Maureen was dead. What was 
to be gained by sticking my nose in?”

“Did you ever see this man, Joseph Garland, the man 
everyone calls the strangler?”

“No.”
“You let men in and out of the motel rooms and took 

the money. Joseph Garland never used your services?”
“I’ve never seen him, except pictures on the TV.”
“You’re the one they call Kenner, right?”
“Nick could not pronounce my name.”
“Where’s Nick?”
Kenji shrugged.
“How about Adora, have you been in touch with her?”
“Don’t want to be in touch with her.”
“Why not?”
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“She is an unpleasant person.”
The main door was opened by a young man and 

young woman, tattooed and shabbily dressed.
“Welcome to my world. I’ll be right there,” promised 

Kenji. 
Tasha rose from the couch.
“I am sorry for Maureen,” Kenji said. “She was a nice 

person. She did not fight with the other girls. Thinking 
about it, I realized it must have been the Garland man 
who picked her up and killed her. And this man Dan 
Burns tracked him down and shot him, because he loved 
Maureen. But Burns could not say so publicly, because of 
course he was a married family man. Nick was right, I 
never should have allowed free dates. It is my mistake. 
But please do not send the police after me. Who sent 
you anyway?”
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Chapter 55

Flounder season

“Is it fluke season or flounder season?” Tasha 
asked.

“Flounder,” said Artie.
“I can never remember.”
“I hope I don’t catch any,” said Artie. “I don’t know 

what to do with them now that Taylor’s not around. 
Where the hell is Taylor, anyway?”

He reeled in a slack line, and swung its red lure onto 
the wooden pier. It landed beside a galvanized pail 
containing clear bay water, seaweed and swirled sand 
but no fish.

“Weirdly warm, ain’t it?” he said. “Freakish. Ocean 
temp is 68. Bay is like bath water. Fish ain’t biting. I 
guess global warming’s here to stay.”
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Tasha stood her rusty beach bike against a 
lamplight pole.

“I need to confide in you, Artie.”
“Confide?” Artie shut one eye and glared at her with 

the other.
“You’re Taylor’s best friend.”
“Acknowledged.”
“Maureen Antonio. Last victim of the Jeff Road 

killer.”
Artie snapped his fingers. “Right.”
“She was a prostitute and a BCC student.”
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“Okay …”
“Daniel Burns was her teacher, john and boyfriend.”
Artie crouched to lay his rod on the pier. He looked up 

at Tasha. “John?”
“At the Airliner.”
“Oh boy. Really? Where did you find that out?”
“Not important. I’m working on three scenarios now. 

Even the most benign is shocking.”
“Go.” Artie sat on a bench, shielding his eyes from the 

sun.
“One. Joseph Garland abducted and murdered 

Maureen Antonio, his sixth and final victim. Dan Burns 
followed the trail of his missing lover, and that led to 
Joseph Garland, and the famous fatal confrontation.”

“Wow,” said Artie.
“No, don’t say wow yet. Scenario two. Maureen 

Antonio threatened Dan Burns, and said she’d go public 
with their affair. Dan killed her. Bringing down Joseph 
Garland, and making it seem like Maureen was his sixth 
victim, was a cleverly staged coverup.”

“There was something weird about that Jeff road thing 
all along,” Artie admitted. “The coincidence, I mean. Dan 
Burns just so happened to …”

“Scenario three: Dan Burns was the Jeff Road killer. 
Period. Joseph Garland was the patsy, the sacrificial 
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lamb. Remember the big question mark, Artie. Garland 
was in county rehab on the night of Ms. Antonio’s 
murder.”

Artie closed his tackle box, nudged it aside, and 
stared across the bay. A pelican performed a kamikaze 
dive into the water.

“I’ve come up with four suspicious ligature murders of 
prostitutes in Honolulu during the time Dan Burns lived 
there,” Tasha said. 

“Daniel fucking Burns?” Artie said. “Serial killer?” 
“Serial killer.”
“You’re out of your mind, Tasha.”
“I just came from talking to your girlfriend.”
“About this?”
The pelican, floating in the waves, gulped down a fish.
“Cammie worked for Nick and Adora, right?” Tasha 

asked. “She was a cleaner at the Airliner. She cleaned 
the rooms between clients, right?”

Artie shrugged. “She doesn’t talk about it much.”
“She remembers Dan Burns calling on Maureen.”
“At the motel? And all this time she didn’t say 

anything?”
“She reads romance novels, Artie. She lives in her 

own world. Nobody ever asked her directly. I showed her 
pictures.”

“She’s sure?”
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“Ask her yourself.”
“Daniel Burns. Asshole, yes. But monster?”
“He is a capable killer Artie. He killed Joseph Garland 

if nobody else. What if Garland was an innocent victim 
of a clever frame?”

“See, that’s the part I can’t wrap my head around.”
“Artie. Every serial killer in history, his friends and 

acquaintances were taken by complete surprise.”
“Whatever you do, leave Cammie out of it.” Artie 

looked over the sand dunes and toward the cottage. 
“But put me down as like a skeptic. A big skeptic.”

“Just follow me down this road to the first stop,” 
Tasha said. “Joseph Garland was one of a dozen 
suspects for Jeff Road. Cops could never think past his 
rehab alibi. Dan Burns was not getting along with Liz 
Burns. For sexual release he turned to a student, who 
dropped out and became a prostitute. That student, 
Maureen Antonio, fell into the clutches of Joseph 
Garland. That’s how Dan came to focus on Garland. 
Maureen’s frantic parents, thinking Dan was only her 
police science teacher, hired him to investigate the case 
of their missing daughter. He figured out her last date 
was with Garland, broke into the house, found the sick 
stash of souvenirs, shot it out with Garland. But he 
couldn’t reveal his relationship with Maureen. So that’s 
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why he played the modest, reluctant hero. All he’s 
really guilty of is porking a student, and covering it up. 
Can you buy that?”

“Sure. He was always a prick to me. Sure, I can go 
there.”

“Good, because I have a second witnesses linking 
Maureen and Dan Burns.”

Artie stared seaward for a long time. “Tasha, come 
with me,” he said.

He stepped down into the sand between grassy 
dunes.

“Come on,” he said and beckoned her.

Artie led Tasha along a creaking boardwalk to 
the cottage, and then slipped into the shade 
underneath its piers.The sun hadn’t shone here in the 
96 years since the cottage had been constructed. The 
sand was damp and moldy underfoot. The only 
structure inhabiting that dark forest of piers was a set 
of tall wooden lockers with rusty hinges.

Artie opened one of the doors. It creaked. “Her 
wetsuits. Her boards. Still here. Sometimes I expect 
her to come back for them.”

Artie sat on a wooden bench, and looked down at 
his bare feet.
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“I didn’t like her, to be honest.”
“Liz Burns.”
Artie shook his head. “You can smell the sea rot down 

here, can’t you?” 
Tasha leaned on a pier for support. Oh my god, she 

was thinking, Artie Buchanan is going to confess to the 
murder of Liz Burns. She slipped her hand into her purse 
and fumbled for her cell phone, hoping to turn on its audio 
recorder.
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“Liz was a straight arrow,” Artie said. “She told the 
cops I was a drug dealer. That drug raid took like ten 
years off my life. I close my eyes and I can still see 
Randall whimpering, dying on the bloody carpet. I can 
smell like that gunpowder smell. I’ll never forget it.

“But Liz was Taylor’s mom so I pretended I didn’t 
know she’d ratted me out. She pretended too. Even 
though she despised me, she needed somewhere to 
store her boards. It really is hard to lug a board out here 
in the off season.”

“Okay,” Tasha said. “And…” She flicked on her 
cellphone recorder.

“Tasha, it’s all going to come out now.”
Tasha moved toward him, stood behind him, hands 

on his shoulders, gentle massage.
“I never told the police everything,” Artie said.
“I know. Tell me now and get it all out.”
“I told the cops I last saw her at sunset. But she came 

around later. Much later. She’d been trapped on the 
island when Marco skipped the last ferry run. I was here 
alone, watching West Coast hoops. It was just about 11 
at night, dark as hell. I wasn’t scared because I was 
zonked. I didn’t even get off the couch. She came to the 
door.”

“What was she wearing?”
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“I don’t know, clothes. It was dark. I was stoned. She 
said she missed the ferry, did I have my satellite phone? I 
said I forgot to pay, the satellite company cut me off. She 
seemed angry about that. Like it was just the kind of 
incompetent thing she expected from me. She was 
double upset because she’d lost her favorite board, the 
yellow one, in a rip tide. 

“I said you can have the spare bedroom. She said no 
thanks but is it okay if I sleep in the gazebo? I love 
listening to the waves, she said. I gave her a quilt and a 
pillow. I went back and like passed out on the couch.”

“Keep going, Artie, don’t lose courage now.”
“I woke up when I heard voices out there. Liz Burns 

and a man. Were they arguing? Hard to tell. The voices 
faded and I walked out there. It was foggy. I saw two 
figures underneath the pier lights. A couple of minutes 
later I heard oars in locks. Then I saw a sneakboat 
slipping away from the pier and into the fog.”

“That’s it?”
“That’s really truly the last I saw her.”
Tasha let go of his shoulders, walked around and 

stood angry in front of him. “You kept this information to 
yourself because…”

“Jesus, Tasha don’t be so judgmental.”
“I’m judgmental?”
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“Your tone. I never figured which of them hated me 
more, Taylor’s mom or his dad. They broke into the 
house like I was a terrorist.”

“Who broke in to your house?”
“The cops! The drug raid! They ripped the place up 

and shot Randall. I had every reason to hate her. I had 
every reason for revenge. How would it look if I told this 
story to the Sheriff? Oh yeah sure she came here 
around midnight and then went away with a dark 
stranger, disappearing into the fog. You know what the 
cops would have said? Sure pal, you’re under arrest.”

“So by saying you last saw her at sunset, that would 
make it seem that Marco was the last to see her alive.”

“Something like that.”
“Arthur Buchanan,” Tasha shook her head, for a 

moment speechless. 
Artie stood up, walked out into the sea-soft sunlight, 

looked up at his cottage. Tasha stood beside him, her 
purple hair flying.

“Who was the man who took Liz Burns away that 
night?”

“I honestly don’t know.”
“Somebody paddled over to the island, and on the 

pretense of rescuing her, rowed her out into the bay and 
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killed her. Now think, Artie, who would she trust enough 
that she would get into that boat.”

“I know what you’re thinking.”
“Taylor’s dad,” Tasha said.
“Or, one of her boyfriends. Everybody said Liz was 

spreading herself around.”
“Everybody said…”
Artie shrugged. “Heavy fog on the bay that night. Even 

if I’d told the real story to the cops, it wouldn’t have 
helped. There’s no way I can be sure who she went off 
with.”

“Have you paid your satellite bill? Can I use the 
phone?”

“Not if you’re going to call the cops.”
“Oh, Artie, you underestimate me.”
Artie climbed the sun-bleached wooden stairs to the 

gazebo. Tasha overheard a brief mumbled conversation 
between him and Cammie, then he returned with the 
satellite phone, handed it to Tasha, and lit a doobie.

“Stephanie? It’s Tasha. Yes, I’m out on the island but 
… is Taylor around?”

“God no,” Stephanie said. “Have you heard the 
news?”
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Chapter 56

A better place

The motorcade for Butchie Block’s funeral was 54 
bikers long. American flags flying, it roared from the 
Harrison Mortuary & Crematorium up to Holy Trinity 
Cemetery and finally back down to the Crosstown 
Tavern, where the river met Monroe Street. Artie 
Buchanan hosted an open bar, featuring Pabst Blue 
Ribbon beer, in Butchie’s honor.

Butchie stories echoed in the tavern’s stinky 
labyrinths. Remember when he tried to join the Marines 
after a three-day bender? Remember when Garella 
almost sliced his face off? Who’s lost a motorcycle to 
Butchie Block? Hands went up, and some swore they 
could hear Butchie laugh.
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“He always claimed,” Artie said, “that he was really 
ripping off the insurance companies.”

“You dated him, right?” Tasha Wolf asked.
“I most certainly did not,” Steffie Voss asserted.
“Weren’t you and him like famously 86’d from 

Commando?”
“Famously?”
“I heard it from a roadie.”
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“Oh, well that makes it official.”
“Where’s your soulmate?” Tasha asked.
“Taylor is on a job interview,” Steffie lied.
“Really, what job?” Artie asked, sipping Third Place 

Scotch Ale out of a can. “Not Austin, I hope. He’s been 
talking about Austin lately.”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” said Steffie.
“And you’re going to move with him, right?” Tasha 

asked.
“Absolutely not. I’m not leaving my mom here alone.”
Tasha poured the remains of a PBR into the gutter. 

“Swill,” she said. “Whoever heard of a tavern that 
doesn’t serve wine?”

“Are the cops going to charge the Bulgarian?” asked 
Artie.

Tasha shook her head. “Weeks after their fight, 
Butchie dies of infection, and they’re gonna charge the 
Bulgarian with murder? Come on. Besides,” she looked 
around the motorcycle-clogged parking lot and lowered 
her voice. “The Bulgarian has mojo with the sheriff. Put 
two and two together. The Bulgarian makes a small 
fortune running hookers, which the Sheriff never seemed 
to notice. Did you see that the Sheriff bought himself a 
Boston Whaler last year.”
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“I’m taking bets,” Artie said, “on how long before he 
runs it aground.”

A burly, bald, tattooed white guy, dressed in leather 
and chains, stepped out onto the river patio, aimed a 
pistol at the sky, shouted “He’s in a better place!” and 
punctuated his grief with gunshots into the fog.

“I don’t know about you two,” Tasha said, “but I’m 
getting out of here.”

Artie’s red Lexus convertible was damp with a 
lingering smell of sea marsh. As he navigated traffic, he 
began to tell Stephanie, straight and true, the story of Liz 
Burns’ last night.
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“So you lied to the police?” Stephanie shouted. From 
the rear seat she slapped him on the back of the head. 
“For a whole year, you lied?”

“Steffie,” Tasha said, “he had to.The police were 
salivating to put him in jail. They can frame people, don’t 
think they can’t.”

“And you lied to Taylor all this time?” Stephanie said.
Tasha defended Artie. “Because he knew the truth, 

Stephanie. And the truth would be devastating to his best 
friend. And the whole family.”

“Tell me, then,” Stephanie said. “Without any of your 
lies this time.”

Artie pulled into the parking lot of Diner24. Without 
turning around, he said: “The man who rowed Liz away 
wasn’t Nick Katanjiev. Wasn’t anywhere near that big. 
And don’t say Butchie Block. He was in Atlantic City.”

“Maybe,” Stephanie said, “it was Karen’s boyfriend 
Rick Lowe. I’ve always …”

“He’s a little guy. Walks with a hunch. I’d know him.”
“How about Mariana’s son, Benito?”
“Again, wrong size.”
“Well, if all this happened around midnight, it certainly 

wasn’t Taylor.”
“I know.”
“At midnight, Taylor was having breakfast with his 

horrible fiancé at …”
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“I know!” Artie said. 
“Maybe it was Marco the Ferryman.”
Artie squirmed until he was looking back at Stephanie. 

“I didn’t want to say this, Steffie, but on the night the 
Bulgarian lured Marco into a van, Cammie was the bait. 
The Bulgarian and his pal Kenji tricked Cammie and said 
they were making a sexy movie. Marco was in the van 
with Cammie from 10:30 until midnight.”

“But Cammie has trouble with time,” Stephanie said. 
“How did she know it was midnight?”

“She saw the midnight bus,” Artie said. “It came by as 
Marco was leaving the van. There’s a regular bus at 
10:30 to meet the last ferry, and one of those mini night-
owl buses at midnight. Cammie remembers a little bus, 
bright lit and empty and the driver glaring at them, like 
they were up to something.”

 “Okay,” Stephanie said. “Maybe it was one of Liz’s 
boyfriends.”

“Maybe,” Tasha interrupted. “And maybe it was Jack 
the Ripper, Charles Manson or Lee Harvey Oswald. 
None of these supposed boyfriends have ever been 
identified. Why are we avoiding the obvious? The Sheriff 
was never able to identify these so-called boyfriends, 
because they were figments of Dan Burns guilty 
imagination. He was the one cheating. With the 
housekeeper!”
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“Dan Burns,” Artie said, “is the only suspect who has 
no alibi for the hours between 11 and 1.”

“Besides you,” Stephanie said.
“Ox man’s Razor,” said Artie. “It was Dan Burns took 

her away, and Dan Burns who killed her. Who killed his 
own wife.”
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Chapter 57

A little lie

Taylor clung to the balcony rails and stared into the 
thickest of Shipwreck Bay fogs. 

“Talk to me,” said Stephanie.
“When it comes on, I feel … a body ache. No pills 

make it go away. It’s not darkness, it’s an utter 
hopelessness, not just for me but for all living things. Life 
is joyless. It’s pointless to be alive.”

Stephanie placed a gentle hand on his back. “Taylor, 
we all have pain.”

“It’s not pain, like a toothache, it’s a dull throb.”
“Tell me about your earthquake dream, Taylor, and I’ll 

give you a reading.” Steffie led him away from the 
balcony’s edge to a glass table, where underneath a 
striped umbrella, tarot cards were laid out. She poured 
two cups of jasmine tea.
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“The earthquakes,” Taylor said, “they weren’t in 
California, but worldwide. There was panic, people in the 
streets, a weakening of all structures.” 

Steffie pushed a cup of steaming tea across the glass 
top toward Taylor.

“I dreamed of my mom, when we were in Hawaii, like 
she was showing me a bit of her ass as she put her 
swimsuit on. It was sexy. She knew I was looking. She 
comes out of the bathroom and whispers to this strange 
guy like they both were criminal insiders, underworld for 
sure.”

“Butchie Block,” Steffie guessed.
“It didn’t look like Butchie, not at all.” 
“All right, and then?” 
“I’m standing in a bathtub filled with water when the 

next quake begins. Will the building collapse and take 
me down? I don’t much care, but my building stands. 
Others sag and collapse. I wake up parched, with these 
exact words going around in my head. Like Biblical 
words, you know? A terrible thirst has come upon me.

“A thirst for what, Taylor?”
He looked at her with wounded eyes.
“I don’t know.”
She collected the cards, wrapped them in silk, and 

placed them in their little tin coffin. She lay both arms on 
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the table, palms up, and looked at Taylor, direct and 
sincere.

“To hell with the Tarot. Let me talk to my mom and get 
you some help.”

“I wonder if I should even go up there today.”
“No, you should go.” Steffie looked at her cellphone. 

“It’s almost time.”

She dropped Taylor off at the train station, and not 
a minute after she kissed him, her cellphone rang. 
Penny LaFore said in a horrified whisper: “What’s wrong 
with Taylor’s phone?”

“I don’t know, why?”
“Stephanie, I’m coming over tonight after my shift. 

There’s news about Dan Burns, and Taylor needs to 
hear it.”

“You’re talking about the Sheriff?”
“Be home, okay?”
And with that, Penny clicked off. 
From downtown Steffie drove to the Burns’ suburban 

home. She told Dan and Mariana that the truth, that 
Taylor had a job interview in The City, and then a lie, that 
she’d earned a bonus day off from work. She offered to 
treat Jamie and Annie to an afternoon at Boardwalk Pier.  

The kids were excited, and Dan and Mariana could 
hardly say no. With the children strapped into the back 
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seats, Steffie drove her yellow beater for the tawdry 
delights of East Poke Island.

A bridge made all the difference between the two 
Poke Islands. East Poke had a bridge, Poke only a ferry. 
East Poke developed a loud gaudy boardwalk, and a 
concrete jungle of cheap motels. Poke, except for the 
shops at its ferry terminal, was all sand dunes, private 
cottages, beaches and the bird sanctuary. Children 
found Poke boring, but would beg and wheedle for the 
cheap thrills of East Poke.

Upon arrival at the boardwalk, Jamie was bummed 
because only some of the rides were open. Annie was 
thrilled to wander the Seaside Aquarium. Jamie drifted 
from Ferris Wheel to Arcade to pizza stand. Stephanie 
made him promise to meet her in an hour, and walked 
the long boardwalk, thinking.

A narrow inlet separated East Poke from Poke, and 
here the Destiny River was swallowed by the ocean, and 
the scallop boats bobbed in and out at the only deep 
part of the bay. Here Stephanie stood, staring at Poke 
Island, imagining the horror of being strangled by your 
husband, then dumped into the bay to be eaten by 
fishes. 

She shuddered. She leaked tears. She dug Kleenex 
out of her purse. Her eye makeup ran. The wind blew 
her long luxurious hair  into her face. A scallop boat 
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bobbed by, its long arms folded up, headed out to a 
dangerous sea.

She lit a joint. Knowing she had to drive the children, 
she limited herself to a single unsatisfying toke in the the 
wind. Another hurricane was churning out there 
somewhere. All the storms had missed Shipwreck Bay 
this year, but sooner or later …

As the afternoon chilled, Stephanie collected the kids, 
drove them back to Taylor’s condo, and waited. Jamie 
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was delighted to play on Taylor’s high-powered gaming 
computer. Annie chose among his graphic novels. 

Taylor walked in and did a double-take. “Hey! What’s 
going on?”

Annie leaped up. “We went to Boardwalk Pier!”
Jamie didn’t look up from his video game.
“Wow,” said Taylor, “your Aunt Steffie is really nice to 

you.”
Then he stepped out onto the deck, alone with 

Stephanie, and shut the French door behind him. 
He was in much better spirits.
“I got a job offer.”
“Really?”
“But there’s a catch. It’s Redshift. The headquarters. 

In Austin.”
“Texas?”
“Yes, Texas, Stephanie. Salary’s not the best but …”
“Did you accept?”
“I have a day to think about it.”
“Taylor, you know I can’t leave my mom. I just can’t.”
“We’ll talk about it tonight.”
“It’s thousands of miles away. You can’t be serious, 

Taylor, there are jobs in The City you could get.”
“I thought you didn’t want to live in The City.”
“Well, it’s better than Austin.”
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“We’ll talk about it. Why are the kids here? Is 
everything okay?”

Stephanie shrugged.
“No it’s not, I can tell,” Taylor said.
“Taylor, we need to pay more attention to these 

children.”
“Okay …”
“Something terrible is about to happen.”
“Oh, Steffie, this psychic stuff …”
“These children are going to need us, Taylor.”
He put one arm around her. “I know.”
“You know? What do you know?”
“I know they’re grieving. I know they’ve lost too much. 

Dad’s got them enrolled in grief camps. Mariana pays 
them special attention. Hey, what would you think if I can 
find a job in Middletown?”

“Too far of a commute,” said Steffie. “We’d have to 
move.”

“Not right away. I could take the train for a while. 
Steffie, Console’s never going to take me back and 
there’s nothing else here.”

“You were going to build a beach house for these 
children, remember? Your promise to your mom? Taylor, 
there’s a hurricane out there. We can’t leave these 
children with a hurricane coming.”
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“What the hell has come over you?”
“I want to keep them. The kids. I don’t ever want to 

take them back to your father’s house.”
Taylor sat in a steel chair under umbrella shade. 

“Have you lost your mind? Okay, what’s he done now?”
“Mariana said they could spend the night here.”
“Will you quit tap dancing around it? Tell me what 

he’s done to spook you like this. Because you are 
obviously…”

“Taylor, he’s going to be arrested.”
“Who’s going to be arrested?”
“Your father.”
“For what?”
“I can’t tell you.”
He rose from the chair, knelt before her, put his 

hands on her thighs, stared into her eyes.
“What kind of crazy is this? Tell me right now.”
“I can’t. Taylor, he’s going to be arrested for murder.”

As if he were pushed by an ocean wave, Taylor fell 
back until he sat on the deck, looking up at Steffie, the 
sun behind her, half hidden in pink fog.

His lips moved, but no words escaped.
“We’re going to get married, Taylor, and we’re going 

to take them in.”
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Taylor rose slowly, and like a soldier on guard, silently 
patrolled the edges of the deck. He returned to 
Stephanie, bunched her blowing hair.

‘For murder,” he said in a thick voice.
“For murder,” Stephanie said. “You’re hurting me.”
He let go of her hair. “Have I lied to myself all this 

time? When I think back to Hawaii, that’s where mom 
tried to claim her own life. He punished her for it. His 
career was failing, and he blamed her. I remember the 
bruises. The muffled shouts in the night. The makeup she 
wore to try to hide the bruises. Steffie, that woman hated 
makeup. But she never wanted me to see those bruises. 
Children always know.”

He kicked the railing like an angry child. “I should have 
killed him. I should have shot him in Hawaii with his own 
goddamn gun.” He turned a mean look on Stephanie. 
“What’s their evidence?”

“Penny LaFore’s coming over.”
“Here?”
“I’m sending the kids to Mike Fink’s for supper.”
“Penny’s coming to this house?”
“She wants to warn us Taylor.”
“Fuck! Am I living in a nightmare?”
“I’m your rock, Taylor. Hold on to me.”
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Chapter 58

The statement

With Jamie and Annie delighted to be given money 
and sent to Fink’s Deli, Taylor and Stephanie waited for 
Penny LaFore. She showed up looking grim, sat with 
them in the living room and from her purse produced 
three sheets of paper.

“Stephanie,” she said, “do you have a lighter?”
“Somewhere.”
“Give it to me,” Penny demanded.
When Steffie handed over a Bic lighter, Penny said: “I 

am burning this right after you read it. You may not make 
copies. You may not tell anyone ever that I’ve been here 
or that you’ve seen this. I’m taking a chance for you. 
Ready? Read fast, I’m burning this in five minutes.”
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My name is Adora Vang and I am a resident of 
Shipwreck Bay. I am 28 years old and unemployed. I give 
this statement of my own free will.

I met Nicholas Katanjiev in January, 2015. He came to 
my apartment to collect the rent, which was overdue. He 
said I had three days to pay or he would personally put me 
on the street. He said my landlord, Summit Realty, did not 
care about the eviction laws.

Katanjiev phoned the next day and said he could help 
me and I should meet him at Crosstown Tavern. I was afraid 
to go there because of its reputation. But I was working at 
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Want-A-Burger, and they had cut my hours, and I was 
desperate to pay the rent.

At our meeting Katanjiev claimed he was a movie 
producer and could get me a part in one of his films. He said 
the work was easy and the pay was $2000 per day. I did not 
believe him but was desperate for money. 

The next day I met him at the Airliner Motel, and it was 
obvious that he was not making a movie. He wanted me to 
entertain men in one of the rooms, and I refused.

The next day he called and said he had paid my rent for 
January and that he liked me very much. He said he needed 
someone to help manage his business. He described it as a 
“very nice clean job.”

The job was to help him manage his prostitutes. There 
were between 6 and 8 girls working for him at any one time. 
There was a lot of turnover. My job was to keep the sex 
workers happy, take them to the doctor, listen to their 
problems, lend them money, help them deal with their 
parents, anything they needed. They were not allowed to 
have cars, so I was the chauffeur. They all lived in a farm 
house that was run by Kenji Matsuoka, whose nickname 
was Kenner. He worked for Katanjiev. 

In May of 2017, Katanjiev got an anonymous message, 
offering $1000 just to consider an offer. The money was in a 
decorative teacup on a high shelf at Peace, Love & Coffee 
on Roosevelt Road. Katanjiev sent me to get this money, 
which was tightly banded, ten $100 bills.

The next day, an anonymous phone message came 
explaining the offer. It said the job was to use one of 
Katanjiev’s girls to distract the ferry captain, Marco 
Gonzales. The purpose would be to prevent him from 
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making the last ferry run on a certain evening. The 
message said there would be no violence involved, and 
the total pay would be $3000 for one hour’s work. 

If we accepted this offer, we were to remove the cover 
from this teapot, which was gold in color, and sitting on a 
high shelf at the coffee shop. The next morning, I slipped 
a note into the teapot that raised Nick’s price to $5000 
total. 

Then I sat in a dark corner and played games on my 
phone.  Around lunch time a man came in, pretended to 
admire the display of teapots, removed the note I had left, 
and slipped something into the gold teapot. I recognized 
this man as Daniel Burns. Katanjiev had asked me to get 
pictures of this man, and I did so while pretending to talk 
on the phone.

I recognized Daniel Burns because his face had been 
on television, something to do with the killings on 
Jefferson Road. I have never had any personal contact 
with Daniel Burns.

In that teapot he had left another $1000, tightly banded 
as before. When I got back to the apartment I shared with 
Katanjiev, there was another text message. It set the date 
for the operation as May 23. It agreed to pay $3000 more 
once the operation was done, for a total of $5000, as Nick 
demanded.

I had no part in the operation involving Marco 
Gonzalez and have no direct knowledge of it. I did not 
know that a surfer named Elizabeth Burns went missing 
that night.

Katanjiev became furious the next day because the 
final payment was not in the teapot. He too recognized 
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Daniel Burns from the pictures I had taken. I do not have 
those pictures, because Katanjiev demanded my phone, 
destroyed it, and replaced it with a new one.

At about this time, Memorial Day of 2017, my cousin 
Cammie Vang began to work as a prostitute for Katanjiev. 
This was the beginning of bad times between Katanjiev 
and myself. My cousin was a kind, innocent soul and I did 
not want her to have sex with strangers. Katanjiev said 
Cammie was hopeless, too dumb to hold a job, and would 
end up a street person unless we helped her. And it was 
true, Cammie was always being fired from the simplest 
jobs. Katanjiev promised to open a savings account in her 
name, however, I cannot find it.

Katanjiev did not like Taylor Burns, son of Dan Burns, 
because he felt the father had cheated him of $3000. But 
Katanjiev did engage Taylor Burns to write an app to lure 
customers to his business. The app never worked 
correctly, which made Katanjiev furious, since he felt the 
Burns family had taken advantage of him twice.

I do not know if Katanjiev was aware of the missing 
woman, Elizabeth Burns. We never discussed it.

In September of 2018, Katanjiev began to fear arrest, 
for reasons he did not explain. He rented a cabin in the 
Jackson Wilderness and said we would be safe there. 
Deputies arrested Katanjiev at Jackson Falls, after he had 
a fight with Delbert “Butchie” Block. I picked up Katanjiev at 
the county jail when he was released the next day, and he 
said I should shut up and not ask questions.

Katanjiev had often promised we would someday move 
to Bulgaria, but after he was released from jail, he cried, 
and said that dream was ruined. Kenji Matsuoka had 
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packed up and fled the farmhouse, and all of Katanjiev’s 
prostitutes scattered.

On September 30, 2018, Katanjiev drove away in his 
Range Rover, telling me he was headed for the gym. He 
failed to pay our rent. I have not seen or heard from him 
since.

Taylor read this in shaking hands, Stephanie looking 
over his shoulder. 

Penny snatched the papers away, took them to the 
sink, lit them on fire and watched them burn to ashes.

“Keep the kids here,” Taylor muttered.
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Chapter 59

In the garage

When Taylor, driving Steffie’s car, arrived at his 
father’s home, all was gray and quiet. It was an hour 
until sundown and a fog lay thick over the bay and 
marshy suburb. Taylor pulled into the driveway beside 
his father’s Lincoln Navigator, shut off the ignition, and 
sat for a quiet moment. He felt oddly calm. The horrible 
weight of denial had blinded him, and now it felt like the 
truth was squatting next to him, ugly, nasty and wise.

He extricated himself from the car in an act of sheer 
willpower, as if his legs had forgotten how to walk. He 
pulled open the kitchen door and Mariana, washing 
dishes, flashed him a cheerful smile.
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“Is he home?” Taylor managed to say, his mouth 
sticky dry. His words sounded to him like hollow gongs in 
an echo chamber.

“He’s in the garage,” Mariana said. “Did the kids have 
a good time? There’s a hurricane down south.”

Taylor let himself in to the garage via the side door. 
His father, back turned, was fitting a battery into a big 
red electric drill while  listening to the Emergency 
Weather Radio.

“I’m afraid this storm will take that old ash tree down,” 
his father said over his shoulder. “I’m going to rent a 
cherry picker and take it down myself. Want to come 
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along?” He turned around. That drill looked like a 
weapon in his hands.

Taylor shook his head.
“Insurance might not cover an Act of God,” his father 

said.
“Hurricane damage?” Taylor heard himself say. “Sure 

they will.” 
“Not if it’s an Act of God. Mariana wants me to call 

the tree guy. As if we have the money for a tree guy.”
“I shot Butchie Block,” Taylor said.
His father glared at Taylor. “What are you talking 

about?”
“I’m the one who shot Butchie Block.”
His father set the drill down on the workbench. “I’ve 

told you over and over about those drugs.”
“I thought he was the one who … who did away with 

Mom.”
Father and son stood face to face. “This confession, 

if that’s what it is, is never going to leave this room. Do 
you hear me? You didn’t use my Walther, did you?”

Taylor shook his head.
“You didn’t sneak it out of the safe?”
“No.”
“You followed this man to Poke Island and shot him? 

You and that Buchanan kid, I knew it would come to no 
good. Just what this family needs. Are you insane?”
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“And now I know it should have been you.”
His father’s eyes grew fierce. “What does that mean?”
“You know what it means.”
“You’d better start speaking plain English. If you’ve 

got an accusation to make, make it.”
“Guys?” Mariana poked her head in the side door. 

“Anyone for tea?”
“No!” father and son shouted in unison.
When Mariana closed the door, Taylor said: “Butchie 

didn’t kill her. You did.”
His dad sputtered. “You think I’ve never heard this 

before? You think I’m deaf to the gossip? You think I 
don’t know the police have suspected me all along? And 
now I have to hear this from my own son?”

Taylor shoved his father. “Why did you do it? Why not 
just divorce her, if that’s what you wanted?”

Dan Burns backed away, pushed a stool aside, and it 
fell over with a clatter. “I won’t serve a day in prison, I 
guarantee you that.”

“So you admit it.”
His father broke the intense eye contact and stared at 

the clean-swept concrete floor.
“You know I can’t swim,” he said.
“What does that mean?”
“She fell. She fell overboard. I couldn’t save her. I’d 

been waiting for her at the ferry dock. I didn’t like her 
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coming home late all alone. When I saw the ferry had 
already tied up I was afraid she’d be trapped all night on 
the island. So I borrowed a boat and rowed out there to 
rescue her, me, despite my fear of the water, and I ended 
up … I threw a life jacket in and she never came up.”

He covered his face with his hands. “I wish I had 
jumped in and drowned with her. Forgive me, Taylor, I 
couldn’t tell the truth. I was afraid of the truth, cowardice, 
that was my only crime.”
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He began to sob. “She was my best friend, and I sat 
in the boat while she drowned. In fear of the water, it 
was all my fear of the water.”

“You disgust me,” said Taylor.
Dan knocked Taylor down as he rushed the door. 

Taylor, sitting stunned on the concrete, was struck by a 
fear that his father was going for the gun in his safe. He 
limped to the garage door as Dan’s car and tore 
backward out of the driveway, spun around and roared 
off. 

Mariana popped out of the kitchen door. “Is 
something wrong?”

Taylor stared at her. Maybe she was the kind, helpful 
soul she seemed to be. Or maybe she had helped plot 
his mother’s murder. The shadow of suspicion was 
already becoming a permanent stain. 

“The kids are not coming back here.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Ask your lover.”
Taylor slid into Stephanie’s car started it with a roar 

and jammed it into reverse.
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Chapter 60

The fog

Of all the pizza stands on the East Poke Boardwalk, 
only Antonio’s was open all year, and there Maggie 
and Liz met for a slice and a soda.

“So you’re renting out here now?” Maggie asked.
“Cheap in the off season,” Lisa said. “Nice and 

quiet, and every day I get to look at the ocean.”
But Lisa was bright-siding, and Maggie knew it. Lisa 

had abandoned her in-town apartment to save on rent, 
even though she’d be forced to move in May when the 
tourists, and the inflated rents, returned. Her leaky boat 
of self-sufficiency had run aground on the jagged rocks 
of cash flow.   

The two friends sat on a bench, facing a rough, 
white-capped ocean, their backs turned to the 
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shuttered boardwalk stands. The wind whipped their 
hair, and fine grains of sand stung their faces.

 “Nothing like a little sand in your pizza,” Maggie said.
“It’s so East Poke,” said Lisa.
“This Boardwalk,” Maggie said, and sighed.
“What’s bugging you, Mags?”
“A few weeks ago,” Maggie said, “there’d be ten 

thousand people out there, frolicking, drinking, 
misbehaving.”

“Yeah.”
“Another season passing,” Maggie said. “Sad. How’s 

the massage business?”
“Looks like I’ll be picking up weekend shifts at the 

diner.”
“Oh no.”
“Just for the winter. I’ll have more clients when the 

tourists come back.” She shrugged. “That’s life in a 
resort town. Anyway, embrace your hell.”

“What?”
“Embrace your hell. Everything else is a lie. There is 

no heaven on earth Mags. Embrace your hell, and at 
least you’ll live an authentic life, and in your suffering, 
you’ll be alive.”

Maggie lay an arm on Lisa’s shoulder. “Yeah, kiddo, 
summer’s gone,” she said.
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The two friends watched as stormy waves crashed 
into the beach.“I might join you at the diner,” Maggie 
said. “With a tray in my hand.”

“You?” Lisa scoffed.
“She’s not lying, Lisa.”
“Who’s not lying?”
“That’s my hell. His daughter is not lying.”
“Whose daughter?”
“Paul’s. She’s making accusations.”
“About who? Her father?”
Maggie nodded. “Imagine the worst.”



223

“You’re saying…”
“Yup,” Maggie said. “He admitted it. Not in so many 

words, but still…”
“What exactly did he say?”
“He said that he and Penny were really close when 

her mom was first in a wheelchair. I asked what does that 
mean, really close. He said a lot of hugging, I was weak, 
I was drunk a lot, I leaned on that kid for emotional 
support, more than I should have.”

“He said that? Emotional support?”
“It was a confession, Lisa. I can still play it in my mind, 

word for word. When I woke up this morning, I knew.”
“So now what?”
“So now, murder/suicide, a Shakespearean ending.” 
Lisa grabbed Maggie’s wrist. “Be serious.”
“He’s my landlord, he’s my employer, without Paul I 

don’t have a home or a job.” 
“Stay out here with me. Let’s give it to Memorial Day, 

then we’ll figure something out.”
A gust of wind picked up their paper plates and sent 

them whirling down the boardwalk. 
“I’m 35,” Maggie said, “a divorced, washed up dancer 

with a monster boyfriend, a bad knee and no job skills. 
Paris, we were finally going to France but I can’t leave for 
Paris with that man.”
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A noise over the bay caught their attention. They 
turned toward the fogbound sunset to see what looked, 
at first, like a noisy buzzing pelican diving into the water. 
And then it hit with a thud so heavy they could feel in 
their bones.

Dan Burns’ favorite places were the hangars at the 
local airports. The question for Taylor, driving frantically, 
was which one? Bayside County Regional? Or Pierce, 
out in the countryside?

At Bayside Regional he only got as far as the general 
aviation desk. The airport had gone all badge access 
now and after bouncing off a bureaucratic wall he settled 
for cruising the parking lots. His father’s Navigator was 
nowhere in sight. 

He zoomed out Jefferson Road, passing the 
neighborhood where a serial killer had done his demonic 
deeds. What role, really, had Dan Burns played in the 
Jefferson Road murders? Taylor felt he would never be 
sure.

He stopped across from the home of Joseph Garland.
Like many other houses in the neighborhood, it was 

fronted by a ditch meant to minimize the chronic 
flooding. That ditch was all mud, dead grass and trash. 
Garland’s house, painted white, had been abandoned for 
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years now, its driveway buckled, paint peeling, crusty 
screens on the windows. It had become something of a 
macabre tourist attraction.

Taylor crossed the street and peeked through the 
cracked garage windows. In this garage Dan Burns had 
discovered a toolbox that contained sick souvenirs of the 
murder victims. How exactly had he known where to 
look? On this polluted soil, Dan Burns committed the 
bravest, most heroic act of his life. Or pulled off a clever 
ruse designed to deflect the guilt of his unspeakable 
impulses. 

Taylor hustled back to the car, knowing now that 
Daniel Burns was capable of anything. 

At Pierce Airfield, the Lincoln Navigator was parked in 
the asphalt lot. Taylor hustled among the big hangars 
toward Rudy’s Aviation. A man drove up in a greasy golf 
cart. He was a burly guy with a military haircut, aviator 
sunglasses tucked into his shirt.

“Has Dan Burns been out here?” Taylor asked.
“Maybe.”
“I’m his son.”
The man pursed his lips. “Okay.”
“I’ve got a message for him.”
The man shrugged.
“An urgent message,” Taylor said.
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“Family trouble?’ asked the man.
“Yes.”
The man sighed. “Figures. He really hasn’t been 

himself lately. I could get him on the radio, but I’d need 
to see your ID.”

Taylor, in sudden panic, searched his pockets.
“I didn’t bring my wallet. Did he file a flight plan?”
“Nope.”
“Don’t you need to file a flight plan?”
“Not unless you fly into controlled airspace.”
“Did he say where he was going?”
The man shrugged. “Son, I don’t who the hell you are. 

He’ll be back soon, he doesn’t have the fuel to stay out 
for long.”

The sun was just at the horizon, a glowing, glorious 
orange.

“I’ll wait,” said Taylor.
“Not in my hangar,” said Rudy. “Sorry, son, we live in 

paranoid times.”
Taylor walked through the chain link gate that 

separated airfield from its parking lot. He sat behind the 
wheel of Stephanie’s car and looked out the buggy 
windshield as the sun turned tricks ending in a purple 
sky, and then a glowing Venus. Just to hear a friendly 
voice he turned on the radio to catch the last few 



227

minutes of Tasha’s show. Some song Taylor didn’t 
recognize ended, and then Tasha said, “Late police 
blotter coming up and then, a surprise for you all.”

But after a Want-A-Burger commercial she never 
came back. Her show ended with a raucous Ramones 
tune, which led into the national news. Taylor flicked off 
the radio, sat back and stared from dark sky to the blue 
taxi way lights to the tiny half-lit control tower and then 
back to the stars. He checked his cellphone to see a 
chain of texts from Stephanie. He tapped out: 

I’m OK Home soon.

Exhausted, he settled back and closed his eyes. His 
phone buzzed, Tasha Wolf. He declined the call, 
searched the skies, and curled up against the door. His 
father’s plane couldn’t have much more fuel.

He woke up to a tap on the glass. He shook off that 
sleep, staring into the harsh beam of a powerful 
flashlight.  What time was it? He rolled down the 
window.

“Taylor Burns?”
“Yes?” said Taylor, wary, and realized this was a 

sheriff’s deputy lighting him up.
“Son of Daniel Burns?”
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“Yes”
“There’s a plane down in the bay,” the deputy said. 

“I’m sorry to say, sir that we believe it may have been 
your father at the controls.”

“A crash?” 
The deputy nodded. “Would you follow me to the 

county morgue?”
A squawk blurted from the deputy’s squad car radio. 

“Excuse me,” he said to Taylor. “One minute.” 
 As he leaned in to answer the radio call, Taylor’s 

phone rang, and this time he answered.
In a voice like a funeral director’s Tasha Wolf said: 

“Taylor, I have some very bad news for you.”
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It was not quite spring when Taylor led his little 

family up to Holy Hill. Old Man Winter had come 
sweeping out of the North,  frosting Shipwreck Bay in 
one last nasty gasp. Jamie was huddled into a parka 
like an arctic explorer. Annie kept her back to the wind, 
turned away from Stephanie, who was carrying the 
bouquet. Taylor lifted the flowers out of the vase, knelt, 
and laid them at his mother’s tombstone. 

Mom and Dad buried together, maintaining in death 
the fiction of harmony. Only now could Taylor see it 
plainly, his mom’s need for freedom and his dad’s need 
for admiration. Neither partner could grant the other 
what they needed most. 

Annie stood next to Taylor, taller now, over the 
winter she had shot up to adult height. Her cold hand in 
his, her head bowed as in prayer, she said: “I miss him 
sometimes, but he could be so mean to her.” 

“Well I only miss Aunt Liz,” Jamie said, and turned 
his back on the graves. 

Taylor gathered niece and nephew, one under each 
arm. “Okay, your uncle Dan wasn’t a softie. But they 
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both loved you, the two of you, that’s what to 
remember.” 

“Really?” Jamie said. 
“Oh, Jamie,” Stephanie said, and bit her lip.  
Jamie broke away from them and trotted downhill 

toward the cemetery road. Annie hurried after him. 
“He’s, you know, fifteen,” said Taylor. He kicked at 

his father’s grave stone. “My old man did one noble 
thing. For all Jamie and Annie will ever know, their 
uncle Dan flew into a fog, got disoriented, lost control 
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of his plane and plunged into the bay. That’s enough. 
That’s all they can handle right now.” 

“All they can handle,” Stephanie agreed, and took 
his hand. “Ready?” 

From the cemetery they drove to the bay piers and 
took the ferry to Poke Island. The closer they got to the 
ocean the more it felt like spring. Only Aunt Crabbie’s 
was open, and Taylor promised the children a seaside 
lunch. They found a corner table from where they 
could see the site of their new summer home. For now 
it was only a set of screw pilings torqued into the 
sandy soil. 

“She gets the good room,” grumped Jamie. 
“But yours will be bigger,” said Steffie. 
“But she gets the ocean,” said Jamie. 
“You both get the ocean,” said Taylor. “It will be 

right there, right off the porch.” 
“There’s your friend, Artie,” Annie said. 
Taylor glanced over the menu to see Artie and 

Cammie climb the stairs from the beach. Artie gave a 
quick wave and steered Cammie into the shadowy bar. 

“I like him, he’s funny,” said Annie. 
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“Yeah,” said Taylor. 
“Are you still friends?” Annie asked. 
“Oh yeah,” said Taylor. “Kind of. You know, things 

change.” 
“Speaking of change,” Steffie said, “I do have to 

get in, so … let’s order up.” 
“Do you get free hamburgers?” Jamie asked. 
“No, I’m in marketing.” 
“Marketing? What’s that mean?” Annie asked. 
“It’s an office job, honey,” Steffie said. “I’m still new 

there. Ask me a month from now. Taylor. Taylor! Are 
you ready to order?” 

“He’s daydreaming again,” said Jamie.  
“Always looking out to sea,” said Annie. 
“Yeah,” Jamie said. “What are you looking at, 

Uncle Taylor? What’s out there?” 
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That’s it for

Shipwreck Bay
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