

    
        
          We Die Soon

        

        
        
          A Jail Mystery Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Christina Boufis

        

        
          Published by Christina Boufis, 2024.

        

    

Copyright

Copyright © 2024 by Christina Boufis

Book Cover Design by 100 Covers

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Bibliography

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Want More?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Monique was cold. But she loosened her coat anyway—a white fake fur she’d scored at the Goodwill for only two dollars—and let it drift down her arms to reveal her tight gold tank top and full breasts. 

Out of the fog, a car approached, flashing its yellow high beams. 

“I see you, asshole,” Monique said out loud, though there was no one else on the street to hear. “I’m not blind.”

Just one last customer and she’d call it a night. Or day, since dawn was quickly approaching. In the week since she’d gotten out of jail, Monique had worked overtime, trying to save enough money for a room at an SRO for her and Brittany. Her face softened at the thought of her daughter. Then she plastered on her got-to-please-the-customer fake smile. She needed to make more money so she could get Brittany somewhere safe. Soon.

The car pulled up alongside the sidewalk. Monique stiffened as she tried to look inside. Opaque windows. They made her nervous. But the car wasn’t flashy. It didn’t say drug money or pimp. Just some older car. She didn’t know much about cars. But to Monique it said frustrated married guy rather than sexual predator. 

Monique put aside her hesitation and walked to the car as the driver lowered the window. 

Inside was a skinny guy wearing shorts and a tee shirt. Tourist, she thought. Sucker. Only tourists dressed like it was warm in June in San Francisco. She’d double her price. 

The guy unlocked the passenger side door and leaned over the seat to push it open. He didn’t say a word.

Silent type. Fine with me, Monique thought. It was easier that way. She didn’t have any interest in hearing this guy’s life story, how lonely he was, how his wife didn’t understand him, wouldn’t wake him up with a blow job. Not her problem.

“Life’s a bitch, and so am I,” she always wanted to say to these men, but never did. It was a line from Batman Returns, a movie she’d seen long ago in another life. 

Monique slid into the car and shut the door. The locks popped closed. 

She hesitated again and looked at her customer. He was wearing a baseball cap that shaded his eyes. The hairs on the back of Monique’s neck tingled. Her intuition told her something wasn’t right. But her brain overrode this feeling. Maybe it was this guy’s first time. Maybe he was just nervous?

She asked her customer what he wanted and wasn’t surprised when he pushed her head toward his lap. “Twenty bucks,” she said and got to work.
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The fog was still thick when Erin Mahoney started her midmorning shift at the Landing, a popular San Francisco waterfront restaurant known for its happy hours, prix fixe brunch, and unlimited Bloody Marys. Because she was the first of the waitstaff to arrive, the day manager asked Erin to gather the beer bottles left outside from a private party the night before. 

“That’s what I get for coming in on time,” she muttered to herself. Her slacker colleagues usually strolled in half an hour late without so much as an apology. Was she the only one with a work ethic? 

Erin zipped her hoodie and stepped outside. It was difficult to see two feet in front of her. She shivered from the damp, silently cursing her coworkers and the people who’d been partying last night. Slobs, she thought. How hard was it to put their beer bottles in the blue bin clearly labeled recycling?

Erin collected the bottles on the outside deck closest to the indoor dining room. She poured out the dregs of beer, some with cigarette butts in them. Disgusting. As she tossed the bottles into the bin, she didn’t care that they made a loud noise. She didn’t even care if they broke. 

Erin glanced down the wooden walkway that led towards the water. The air smelled of salt and the sea. She heard the cry of a seagull and the waves softly lapping at the shore. She closed her eyes for a moment, took ten deep breaths to still her anger, then tried to be grateful for her job. She was practicing gratitude as an antidote to feeling annoyed, something her therapist recommended. 

Then it was back to work. She knew that she’d have to gather all the bottles along the pier by the water. Despite the warning sign that the old wooden fishing pier wasn’t part of the Landing’s property, most patrons ignored it. Why wouldn’t they? It was quite pleasant to sit on the dock and look out over the Bay and drink or smoke. 

Erin would have to make several trips down the narrow wooden path to the pier and back, carrying bottles and other debris. 

When she reached the part of the walkway that overlooked a sandy strip of beach, she noticed two beer bottles stuck upright in the sand. As she bent down to collect them, something white caught at the corner of her vision. There was something floating, caught near the rocks under the dock. Though she couldn’t see it clearly, it looked white and furry. A dead animal? Possum maybe, though it looked too big for that. 

Erin walked the twenty feet down to the beach, her hands full of empty bottles. It wasn’t an animal at all. Two legs protruded from the white fur. A mass of brown braids with orange ribbons fanned out from a woman’s face as she lay face up in the water, eyes open. Erin dropped the bottles and screamed.
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I sat on the couch scanning my email on my laptop before work. The Busters, my three cats, were curled up beside me. Morning light streamed through the window, revealing cat hair and dust on every surface—the couch, coffee table, stacks of books and papers on my desk, the floor, even the overflowing bookshelf. 

This apartment was a mess. I needed to clean it. Maybe when I got home from the jail this afternoon, though the Busters hated the sound of the vacuum. 

It was my ex-husband who christened the three cats the Busters—although they looked nothing alike. Still, I’d grown fond of the name and thought of them in the collective now. To me, the Busters sounded like a cool rock band. The original Buster, a gray tabby, was behind me on the sofa cushion, kneading my hair. His claws were getting stuck in my curls. 

I glanced at the digital clock on my computer. 8:10 a.m. I’d have to leave in five minutes or I’d be late.

I could hear my coworker Jazmyn telling me there was no need to rush. “Hold up there, sister,” she’d say in her smoker’s voice when I came in like a whirlwind, throwing off my coat and gathering teaching materials. 

“You ain’t gotta rush. Where they going to go?” 

Jazmyn was right. My students were indeed a captive audience. But I didn’t like to keep my ladies, as I called them, waiting. It was rude. My academic colleagues—if I had any—might not see it that way. I was teaching GED after all, not college English and literature as I’d trained for. 

I heard the voice of my dissertation advisor, Stanley Seymour, asking me when I was going on the market to find a proper job at a university. He’d once told me I was one of his most promising grad students and that he was looking forward to my contributions in the field of Victorian literature. 

I didn’t tell Stanley Seymour I didn’t want to contribute to academic journals that only a few dozen people would read. Nor had I found the words to tell him I didn’t want to teach at a university. I was very happy at the jail, and I wasn’t leaving. 

As if I’d summoned him, Seymour’s name popped up in my email inbox. My heart beat faster as I read the subject heading: “Assistant Professor of English Literature (Romantic and Victorian) Ohio University.” 

“No,” I said out loud. My index finger hovered over the delete key. I could pretend I’d never seen the email and that it went into my spam folder. 

But I couldn’t press delete. I didn’t want to seem ungrateful. After all, Seymour had been like a father to me, albeit an academic one. I’d worked closely with him for the entire eight years I was in English grad school. He’d gotten me my first teaching job as an adjunct instructor at Queens College in New York, where I was living the life of a happily married woman—or so I’d thought. Stanley was also one of the first people I called after my ex left me, which he did on the very day I finished my dissertation. 

I quickly skimmed the email, my breath growing shallower and my heart faster. This was an offer of a lifetime—but of a different life than the one I now wanted to live. The odds of getting a tenure-track academic position were practically the same as winning the lottery or getting struck by lightning. At least that’s how it felt, with hundreds of applicants for one position. 

But Stanley Seymour was good friends with the chair at Ohio University. And he was looking for a last-minute substitute for one of their professors who’d suddenly gone on leave with a medical issue.

If I wanted the position, Stanley implied, it would be mine. All I’d have to do was go through the formality of submitting my CV. Stanley Seymour would personally call the chair and endorse me. 

My heart sank. How could I explain to my advisor that I wanted to keep my part-time job teaching GED at the jail rather than move to Ohio to teach Victorian literature? How could I explain that I’d give up an academic career—one that paid moderately well and came with benefits—to teach imprisoned women the basics of reading and writing, a job that barely paid the bills? 

It was hard enough to explain to my sister, Helen. Fortunately, or rather unfortunately, I no longer had that problem.

Helen had stopped speaking to me six weeks and two days ago. But who was counting? Though Helen was geographically close—she lived just across the bridge in Berkeley—emotionally, we were now continents away. She wouldn’t care if I moved to Ohio and didn’t get to see her or my nephew George ever again. 

Helen had forbidden me from contacting her. No calls. No texts. No emails. She had not forgiven me, and I wasn’t sure she ever would. When I was supposed to be babysitting my nephew, I’d left him instead with a friend, my mechanic Sergio, rushing off to save one of my former jail students from committing suicide—or so I thought. I figured I’d be gone an hour. I wasn’t. I’d never made it back to George, and instead had almost gotten myself killed. Helen was furious that I’d left my nephew with a stranger. 

Now I felt the pain of Helen and George’s absence like a phantom limb. It was always there. Aching. I would often torture myself, wondering what new milestone my now eight-month-old nephew had reached. Was he talking? Standing? Sporting new teeth? Did he miss me? Or had he forgotten all about me? 

I wiped my eyes and told myself I’d think about Stanley Seymour’s offer later. 

Then I closed my laptop, slamming the screen harder than I intended and unsettling the Busters, who meowed in protest.

I went into the kitchen, scooped dry cat food into three bowls, grabbed a fleece jacket and scarf—June in San Francisco was foggy and cold, I’d learned—and stuffed my lesson plans into my book bag. We were starting a new poetry unit on Gwendolyn Brooks. I didn’t want to be late.

* * *
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The new jail, as it was still called even several years after it opened, was the only San Francisco jail that housed women. It focused on rehabilitation, I discovered when I’d applied for a teaching job there. I knew nothing about jails or women prisoners when I went for the interview. I only knew I needed a job.

From the outside, it didn’t look like a jail. 

Driving on the 101 Freeway heading east towards the Bay Bridge, you might look out and see a large, curved cement building with frosted glass windows. Few people would think, “Oh, that’s a jail.” They might think, if they noticed at all, that it was a strange shape for a large office building.

They’d see the undulating building and might notice the large, frosted glass windows that mimicked the city’s characteristic fog. But these windows were decoys. 

Behind the frosted glass was a cement wall with only tiny slits to let in filtered sunlight. Inmates lived in semicircular structures called pods, without bars or doors on the cells. For the most part, inmates were free to come and go in the communal living spaces. They were watched over by deputies who sat in the pod on a platform—above but not separate from the jail’s inhabitants. It was called a direct supervision jail. I learned all of this from googling—after I took the job. Tony Mendoza, the jail supervisor who hired me, didn’t go into much detail. He was only glad I took the position. The previous instructor had quit without giving notice. 

After almost six months of teaching there, the jail was comfortable and familiar. Ironically, it felt like home to me. 

I walked into the jail lobby and scanned the expensive couches that had helped earn the jail earn its nickname—the Glamour Slammer. Monday mornings were always hectic. There were lots of arrests over the weekend. Many of the lucky ones who’d made bail, or who were cited out for drunk or disorderly conduct, were waiting on the high-backed green sofas for rides to go home. 

I held up my laminated jail clearance badge to the deputy sitting at the metal desk in the lobby. My favorite deputy, Cunningham, wasn’t on duty. The deputy behind the desk didn’t smile or make small talk with me. Some deputies weren’t fond of the jail’s rehabilitative focus.  

Right off the lobby was a door that led to a suite of offices. I entered, stopped at the mailbox to pick up my student roster for the day, and walked down the short hallway to the office I shared with Jazmyn. Her denim jacket was there, but Jazmyn wasn’t. 

I gathered up my lesson plans and photocopied poems, then walked back through the lobby to deputies behind the glass at the command center. I held up my jail clearance two more times to be buzzed through a double set of thick steel doors, which clanked ominously behind me. At the elevator bank, I held my clearance up to the security camera in the corner one more time, and pressed the button to go to the fourth floor. 

I was indeed late this morning and dismayed to see the movement deputy, Samuelson, waiting outside in the hallway. He didn’t look pleased, but said a curt good morning and strode off. The women were inside, visible from the hallway, since he entire back wall of the classroom was made of reinforced glass. 

“Sorry I’m late,” I called to the deputy’s retreating back. He raised a hand as if to say it was alright. He was very much a step up from Mallard, the deputy who’d tried to kill me. 

As I walked to the front of the classroom, I expected to be peppered with questions from my students. They were always trying to elicit personal, forbidden information from me. Why was I late? Did I have a boyfriend who slept over last night? What did I do over the weekend? Where did I go? Did I get drunk?

But today, the classroom was uncharacteristically quiet. The women in their bright orange uniforms looked sullen. A few had their heads down on their desks. Others slumped in their chairs, more so than usual. 

“Good morning, ladies,” I said, looking out over the desks where the women sat. There were about twenty women, I quickly counted, seated in plastic orange chairs, two at each desk. 

No one returned my greeting. 

“You heard what happened, Miss P?” Erika finally asked. She was my most vocal student, and she always sat in the first row. Erika was a large, good-natured woman who was in jail for, amongst other things, assaulting a police officer who was trying to arrest her for stealing at a liquor store. Erika didn’t remember the incident. She had blacked out.

I shook my head. “Heard what?”

“Monique,” Erika said. “She been killed.”
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I instinctively glanced over at the desk where Monique usually sat. Though she’d been in and out of jail a few times since I started teaching—this was true for most of the women—when she was in my class, Monique liked to sit dead center in the middle of the room, as if holding court.

Today, Monique’s seat was empty. Though she’d been released over a week ago, today, probably out of respect, none of the women would sit there.  

I didn’t respond to Erika. I was still processing what she told me. Looking at the empty chair, I could almost feel Monique’s presence, picture her beautiful long braids, which she tied with bright orange beads that matched the jail uniform. I never asked where she got the beads, and whether this was an ironic statement about being incarcerated or just a way to accessorize her jail uniform.

“Her body been found. Jazmyn made the ID.” Erika shook her head slowly back and forth. 

No wonder my co-worker wasn’t in the office. Jazmyn ran the drug rehabilitation program for the women, and she was most often in the pod where the women lived, so I had thought little about her absence this morning. 

As I gazed at Monique’s chair, I remembered the first day I had taught at the jail. While the others were throwing papers and pencils and giving me a hard time about how they didn’t want to be there, Monique sat ready to learn. 

The class was a chaos of noise, bright orange, and hooting and hollering from the women. But amid all this, Monique sat still. She listened while I tried to teach a Lucille Clifton poem about the roar.  

And then, when the two-hour class was finally over, and the women were filing out of the classroom, she paused and smiled at me. 

“I like that poem you brought. Got any more like that?” 

I nodded. 

“See you tomorrow then, Miss P.” The women had already shortened my long Greek surname, Papadopoulos, to P, which was fine with me. “And don’t forget to bring them poems.”

Though I nodded at Monique, I had no intention of ever stepping foot in the jail classroom again. I was going to march into Tony Mendoza’s office and quit. No wonder they couldn’t keep a teacher at the jail. The women were out of control. 

On the elevator down, though I was still shaking, I thought about Monique’s request. 

She didn’t ask me if I’d be coming back. She assumed I would be. And if she were interested in reading poetry, could I refuse to teach her? Maybe there’d be others who would want to learn as well? I vowed to give it another try. 

Despite my extreme fear—I spent twenty minutes in the staff bathroom before going up to the jail classroom—I did indeed bring more poems. At the end of the week, largely because of Monique’s influence and that of another student, Ronnie, the women fell in line. I’d passed the test they’d set up for me to fail. And I kept coming back. 

Monique was one of my brightest students. She’d taken the GED test, and with extra tutoring from me, she passed on the first try. She was so pleased when she held up the certificate I’d made for her while she waited for the real one to come in the mail.

“I’m gonna give this to Brittany, my daughter,” Monique said proudly. “She real smart too.” 

Now, looking at her empty chair, it didn’t seem possible that Monique’s bright light was extinguished, her young life cut short.

“I’m so very sorry,” I said to Erika and the rest of the women, words that felt inadequate. 

Without asking permission, Erika went to the front of the classroom, took a piece of white chalk and wrote in huge letters: RIP Monique.

She put a heart over the letter i as Monique always did. Then she covered the chalkboard with more hearts. 

There were murmurs of amens and rest in peace from the women. 

I wasn’t sure what to do—continuing with my lesson plan didn’t feel right—I followed Erika’s lead and passed out wide-ruled loose-leaf paper and tiny pencils, the only writing implements allowed, and asked the women to write their own tributes to Monique. We would have an impromptu eulogy.

Some women nodded in agreement, though one older woman said she didn’t feel like writing at all. I didn’t press her, as I might have done another day. 

Most of the others started writing. I paused for a moment before I, too, picked up the little pencil. I didn’t enjoy writing with it, but I also didn’t bring a pen, which could be confiscated when I wasn’t looking. More importantly, I wanted to ensure we were as equal as possible in the classroom.

Tears blurred my eyes as I wrote. The room was quiet, filled only with the scratches from pencils, and a sigh from some women. Ronnie was sniffling. She had been Monique’s bunkmate. After a moment, Ronnie went into the bathroom, which was in the classroom, and emerged with a roll of toilet paper. It was the thin and scratchy kind. She tore off a bit, then passed the roll around behind her to the next woman, and the large industrial roll made its way around the classroom. 

I gave the women ten minutes to write. More time than that and they got antsy. 

“Who’d like to read their eulogy to Monique?” I asked when everyone had stopped writing. 

Ronnie raised her hand first.

Dear Monique,

I miss you, homie. You were the best. I got a new bunkie but she don’t make me laugh like you did. 

I hope they catcht the asshole who killed you, lock him up, and throw away the key. You always be in my prayers. God bless.

The women didn’t clap this time, as they normally did after someone read their writing. Instead, they murmured agreements or said amen. I didn’t bother to say anything to Ronnie about the swear word. It was against jail rules and I was supposed to write up a Notice of Rules Violation if the women cursed. I never did. The consequences—losing commissary or other minor privileges—were too great. Often, I’d just say, “Language,” when someone cursed a lot, and then the women would laugh. 

“Would anyone else like to read?” 

LaVaghn stood up with her piece of paper.

Monique, you was a trip, girl, she read. You always be plannin’ this and that. You gonna open some store or be some fashionista. Shit, girl, you were going places. Now you going with God. Rest in peace. Amen.

“Amen,” rang throughout the classroom.

I added my voice to the choir. 

“Who’s next?”

Erika stood. 

Monique, you was unique. Several women chuckled at the rhyme. 

You always got my back. You got everyone’s back. I remember when you told Miss P you liked them poems and you wanted more of them. You were a poet only you just didn’t know it. You were FOR REAL. And it’s a crime you ain’t here no more. It’s not safe out there, girl. Ain’t better in here really but at least you know you’re gonna wake up in the morning, even if you don’t want to. I really thought you were gonna make it. See you on the other side someday. Now I hope you in peace, reading books and shit up in heaven.

I blinked back tears and asked a few other women if they wanted to read their tributes. Some were very short, others longer. Some were more about the writer than about Monique, but everyone had a turn. 

When everyone finished reading, Ronnie asked if I’d read my tribute.

Dear Monique,

You were such a bright spark in this classroom. It’s hard not to look over at your desk and expect to see you with your big smile and a story or two of some new business idea you’d thought of.

Many of the women nodded in agreement.

It was my honor and privilege to teach you and all the women every day. I had faith that you were going to do big things, like I have faith in all my students. I looked around the room at my students as I read this line. 

I’m so sad you were taken from this world before your time. It isn’t fair. Life can be cruel sometimes. I will miss you.

I stopped. My tribute seemed inadequate. What I wanted to say, George Orwell had written so beautifully in his story, “A Hanging.” The story centers on the hanging of a Hindu prisoner in a Burmese jail. As the condemned prisoner is being led to the gallows, he carefully steps around a puddle. In that moment, the narrator says, “I saw the mystery, the unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide.” Monique’s life was also wrongly cut off in full tide. She was young. Vibrant. I don’t even think she’d turned thirty. She had so much life ahead of her. 

Orwell’s narrator also states, that in an instant, the prisoner would cease to exist, and there would be, “one mind less, one world less.” It was this poignant phrase that was going through my head as I wrote my tribute to Monique. 

My student also had an entire mind and world inside her that was now gone forever. I felt the poorer for her loss, and I vowed to do what I could in her memory, even if that meant just photocopying Orwell’s story and teaching it to the women, so that they too would understand the meaning of the phrase and keep it for themselves. 

The rest of the class was spent in unstructured free time, something I rarely did—allowing the women to talk amongst themselves as long as they were quiet. I circulated in the classroom, often sitting or standing next to one of my students to see how they were doing, and not disturbing those women who were napping. 

Were the sheriff’s deputies watching on the surveillance cameras downstairs and wondering what I was doing? I didn’t care. Having an impromptu memorial service wasn’t against any jail rule I’d read, nor was comforting my students the best I could.

When the movement deputy came to take the women back to the pod, Ronnie lingered behind to talk to me.

“You coming to the pod today?” she asked.

I hadn’t planned on it, but told her I would.

“Can you meet me at the library? I got something for you. Monique told me to give it to you.”
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“You hear?” Jazmyn asked when I stepped into the office we shared. Jazmyn didn’t reach up to give me a high five or fist bump or call out her usual enthusiastic “Hey, sista” greeting. It was as if all the air had gone out of her usually buoyant self. 

I sat down in my chair, facing her. Our office was so tiny that our knees practically touched. Jazmyn’s short-cropped hair was dyed a bright purple this week, but the pop of color contrasted with the sad expression on her face. 

“Yeah, the women told me. I can’t believe it.”

“Damn shame.” Jazmyn’s voice was more gravelly and deeper than usual. “She wasn’t even out that long.” 

“What happened?” I asked.

“Strangled, looks like. Body was found by that restaurant, The Landing. In the water. Hadn’t been there long. I had to ID her.” Jazmyn shook her head again. “Can you imagine? You don’t have anyone in this whole world but your jail counselor who can come ID your body in the morgue?” She shook her head. “It’s a damn shame. Damn shame.”

“What about her daughter, Brittany?”

“Cops don’t know where she is. She been in and out of the foster care system, then some shelter. Don’t even know if Monique knew where she was.”  

“What about her mother?” I recalled one of Monique’s essays, about a woman she most admired—her mother. I can still recite it from memory. It was about how when she was ten, she and her mother started doing drugs together. The subject matter shocked me then, and it still does. 

“Died in Chowchilla,” Jazmyn said. “Now her daughter has no one. Sure hope she’s staying out of trouble. But trouble finds you when you’re young and vulnerable and out on the streets.” 

I agreed. Monique didn’t talk much about her daughter, Brittany, in class. She said the topic was off limits, and I could tell it was painful. But she wrote about Brittany—how smart her daughter was, how proud she was of her—and she shared this writing with me.  

“Do the police have any leads?” I asked. 

“Well, I talked to your friend, Detective Ryan.” Jazmyn emphasized the word friend. My face flushed at Ryan’s name. 

“He was the one called me ’bout Monique. Even though he said all the right things—trying to find her killer, get in touch with Brittany, blah, blah, blah—but I don’t get the feeling that a repeat offender and sex worker’s murder is high on SFPD’s cases to solve.” 

“Is that how they’re characterizing Monique? As a sex worker?”

“That detective didn’t say it exactly, but you know ...” Jazmyn’s voice trailed off. 

What I knew was that many of the women traded sex for drugs. Some barely remembered the exchanges. Most did it to survive. I would never characterize Monique that way. 

Next time I saw Ryan, I’d give him a piece of my mind. Not that the handsome detective didn’t already occupy a lot of real estate in my brain, anyway. Though I hadn’t seen Detective Mark Ryan just about as long as I hadn’t seen my sister Helen—nearly two months—I’d never stopped thinking about him. 

I owned my life to my mechanic friend Sergio, and to Ryan, whose swift response had saved me from hypothermia and the grasp of a killer. Ryan said he’d be in touch after the incident, and he was to ask some follow-up questions—I’d injured Deputy Mallard with the gun he’d tried to kill me with—but I hadn’t heard from Ryan after that. My student Dori, the one I’d tried to save, had fled the scene. I only hoped she was living somewhere far from San Francisco. 

At least once if not twice a day since then, I’d thought of calling Ryan, or stopping by his office—the Central Precinct where he worked was conveniently located in the Hall of Justice right next door to the jail—but I didn’t. After all, my interest in the handsome detective wasn’t purely professional. And Ryan was involved with someone else—the stunningly beautiful Olivia, a successful and smart lawyer. 

I was single. Recently divorced. Mostly broke. 

But I’d be lying if I said that every day I didn’t walk down Bryant Street hoping to see a certain tall detective with jet black hair and intelligent dark eyes. 

“Damn,” Jazmyn said, shaking her head again, bringing me out of my thoughts about Ryan. “I really thought Monique had a chance of making it.”

Jazmyn had once told me that in the decade she’d worked at the jail, she could count on one hand the women who’d successfully stayed out of the criminal justice system. In every case, it was because someone literally transported them from the jail to a rehab center or halfway house. And there weren’t very many of those in the city. Monique had been clean and sober in jail, but who knows what happens to most of the women once they leave? Their odds weren’t good.

Jazmyn and I sat in heavy silence. Then she handed me a tissue from the box she kept on her desk. “I need to go up the pod,” I told my colleague. “Ronnie asked me to come see her.” 

“Yeah, they’re all shook up. I’ll come up soon,” Jazmyn said, wiping her eyes. “It’s a goddamn shame.”
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Chapter 5
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“Another promise broke. Just like last time,” Brittany mumbled to herself as she walked down Turk Street in the Tenderloin, tears escaping from her eyes. She slapped at them with the back of her hand, telling herself her eyes were watering from the cold and not because her mother had let her down. Again. 

“Can’t depend on you for nothin’.” Brittany said out loud, louder than she intended. A woman passing her on the sidewalk looked at her, then gave her a wide berth. 

“Fuck you,” Brittany said, both to the stranger and to her mother. The woman wouldn’t shoot her a strange look like she was crazy if Brittany was talking on her phone with earbuds in like everybody else on the planet. But Brittany didn’t have a phone. Or earbuds.

Not yet. The Professor had promised to get her one, and that made her smile. 

“You need to be connected to the world and to me, Brittany,” he’d told her. His voice contained outrage that she couldn’t afford this most basic necessity. “First thing I’ll do is get you an iPhone so I can reach you whenever I want.”

The Professor’s words made her feel warm deep down inside. Monique had promised to get Brittany a phone too, but that hadn’t happened. She’d seen her mother exactly one time since she got out of jail. Monique had told her she was working hard, saving money to get them both a place to live. And Brittany had bought it, just like she did every other time. But no more. She hadn’t heard from her mom for a week and was done listening to her lies.

“I’m done with San Francisco, too,” she said. “Done with these ugly ass streets, and these counselors that don’t know nothin’ about nothin’.” 

Brittany was carrying a pink and black tiger-striped backpack with all her belongings, and the letters Monique had written her from jail. Though she’d fished these out and was about to throw them in the trash, Brittany stopped. 

“I don’t need you,” she said to her mother. “And I hate you.” But then she put the letters back in her backpack and kept walking. Brittany doesn’t remember when she first started talking out loud to herself and other people, but it was a habit she couldn’t break. “I got someone else now.” She smiled to herself. 

Brittany had a plan. She’d email the Professor from the computer at the Main Library, then hang out there where it was warm and keep checking her email to see if he replied. If he didn’t, no biggie, she told herself. She’d spent plenty of nights sleeping outside. It was cold, but not that cold. She liked to sleep on the cement benches close to Market Street and the Civic Center BART. She felt safer there with more people, and she’d cross that bridge if
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