


More from Josh Green

Dirtyville Rhapsodies 

Secrets of Ash*

*Georgia Author of the Year nominee, 2024 

*Winner, literary fiction: IndieReader Discovery Awards

*Runner up, fiction: Hollywood Book Festival, 2024

*Finalist, fiction: American Book Fest, Best Book Awards







Praise for Josh Green

Secrets of Ash

“A fabulous book… These are great characters.”

—NPR

“It’s a propulsive suspense novel, with enough twists and turns to keep you reading until dawn.”

—Atlanta

“A lyrical meditation on brotherhood and trauma. Green has a great observational eye and a talent for an unusual turn of phrase.”

—Kirkus Reviews 

“A compelling story of two brothers… whose fragile relationship is put to the ultimate test in the North Georgia mountains.”

—Atlanta-Journal Constitution 

“[A] finely written, intense, and powerful novel… Green unfolds [this] story with harrowing density and a raw-edged intimacy that is brutally compelling and deeply moving.”

—Indie Reader

Dirtyville Rhapsodies

“These eighteen tightly plotted stories are a little unsettling and completely intoxicating, chock-full of dark, dark humor.” 

—Teresa Weaver, Atlanta

“In Dirtyville Rhapsodies, the most unforgettable stories strike an improbable balance between sideshow, sermon, and war cry, leaving the reader to mull its idiosyncratic characters.”

—Tray Butler, Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

“This collection feels like a modern American neighborhood... Green reports from the literary homeland with a lion’s heart and a steady hand. This fine book belongs on the shelf with any other collection published in recent years.”

—Charles McNair, Paste







More from The Sager Group

The Swamp: Deceit and Corruption in the CIA

An Elizabeth Petrov Thriller (Book 1)

by Jeff Grant

Eat Wheaties: A Novel

by Michael Kun 

#MeAsWell: A Novel

by Peter Melhlman 

Death Came Swiftly: Novel About the Tay Bridge Disaster of 1879 

by Bill Abrams

High Tolerance: 
A Novel of Sex, Race, Celebrity, Murder… and Marijuana

by Mike Sager

Miss Havilland: A Novel

by Gay Daly

The Orphan’s Daughter: A Novel

by Jan Cherubin

Lifeboat No. 8: Surviving the Titanic

by Elizabeth Kaye

Into the River of Angels: A Novel 

by George R. Wolfe 

See our entire library at TheSagerGroup.net







[image: img]







Goodbye, Sweetberry Park: A Novel of City Life, Creeping Gentrification, and Flesh-eating Snakes

Copyright © 2025 Josh Green

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in the United States of America.

Cover and interior designed by Siori Kitajima, PatternBased.com

Cataloging-in-publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN-13

eBook: 978-1-958861-51-6

Paperback: 978-1-958861-52-3

Published by The Sager Group LLC 


The Sager Group takes no responsibility for the interior content of this book. All editing was done personally by author at his request.

(TheSagerGroup.net)







[image: img]







Contents

Part I

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part II

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Part III

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Part IV

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28 (Epilogue)

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Publisher

More from The Sager Group







PART I







Chapter 1

Maybe it was the soupy summer—the soupiest I’d seen in Atlanta, as a matter of fact—that made the deranged zookeeper do what he did. Maybe “deranged” isn’t precisely the word, but it’s close. Because a man of sound mind wouldn’t do such a thing to a city that’d really done nothing to him, as best we could tell. But he did. Oh, that bastard did. And because of what he did his name, Gerald McCaffrey, is forever mud. Maybe lower than mud. Certainly much lower than the belly of a snake. Gerald McCaffrey is the prehistoric bedrock of all tainted names. His reputation must be burning beside Lucifer, in the very lowest rung of hell. So yeah, Gerald McCaffrey: lousiest zookeeper that ever was. Gerald McCaffrey: worst son of Atlanta ever born. 

Clearly, Gerald McCaffrey had gone mad. Like one possessed, shivering ant in a mound of six million. Looney Gerald. Batshit Gerald. Diabolically hurtful zookeeper Gerald. So probably deranged. And very much a product of our neurotic times. But maybe calling him the worst Atlantan ever born is too simplistic. This is a modern American metropolis, after all, which means it’s a cesspool of bastards and worse. Or maybe I’m just being all indecisive again. 

None of this is to say Gerald had always been a bad guy. Maybe not even a bastard, in the figurative sense. I would personally dig up the paperwork and report to the public that Mr. McCaffrey had thrice been honored as Atlanta Memorial Zoo’s “Zookeeper of the Month.” That’s three times he bagged the crème de la crème of zoo-world attaboys—in the span of just two years, beating out the city’s other eighty-five zookeepers. Gerald was, in fact, the Bill Russell and Meryl Streep of zookeepers. An icon. A standout. A stud. That was the good news, the bright side of Gerald, what any character witness would testify on the stand. 

Now ask yourself how a person of such acclaim can become—within the span of just one year, since the last and certainly final trophy—the sort of asshole who’d steal seventeen of the world’s deadliest snakes. Five snakes might’ve been permissible, possibly an accident. But seven-damn-teen snakes? That’s basically four litters. And we’re not talking about some idiot forgetting to lock the cages. Diabolical Gerald McCaffrey, per our reporting, transported this slithering cache into the night. Then he coaxed them from snake sacks and pointed them toward front-yard azalea bushes, myrtle branches, the beefy porches of proud Craftsmans, and street-side tricycles awaiting morning rides. He was the cruel piper no one saw coming, operating in reverse. All the while, amidst so much predawn steam, our city slept. We luxuriated in ignorance, beneath that merciful shade tree of night. The calm before the pandemonium. 

At least there was a witness. Sort of. 

These were the early facts: On Jackson Avenue, a woman who worked in the restaurant industry, age twenty-four, had stepped out for a menthol cigarette, her version of a lullaby on the front porch. She told police a man fitting McCaffrey’s description—lanky, goofy, red-haired, leprechaun-White from a distance—was screaming in the meadow behind the zoo at maybe three-thirty a.m.

In the moonlight, per our smoker, the man was tossing empty beige sacks over his head and singing a tune she didn’t recognize, though it may have been in the Yacht Rock or zydeco genre. He kept pointing toward the houses across the street, she said, all the pretty houses. He sounded upset, if not panicked. This strange man in the park wore a zoo uniform that incorporated every safari cliché; between his cackling, shouting, and pointing he appeared to comb the grass with his feet and holler voodoo nonsense downward, with the exception of the audible English word “basement.” Then he slammed shut the gate of his old Ford, which had a homemade-looking cap over the bed made largely of wood. The truck roared north toward Midtown, per the smoker, the lone observer. Presuming that was indeed Mr. McCaffrey, it would be the last anyone saw of him, the snake sacks, or the zoo’s roster of toxicology all-stars, for a while. With one very disconcerting exception. 

My editor, Becky, rang me the next morning, just after daybreak. “Johnson,” she said. “I’ve got one for you, man. You awake?”

“A bit,” I said. 

“You game to really chase something?” she said, her voice loud and caffeinated. “You got the time?” 

“Time? What do you think?”

“I mean,” Becky said, “you’re not bogged down with other freelance writing this week?”

The longer I live, the more I’m convinced laziness is a virtue. I don’t mean failing to put forth effort toward productivity or ignoring the needs of good people to instead take naps. I mean appreciating the little stuff, savoring the notion of life itself and not burning around in pursuit of dollars and impressive bullshit. I mean really feeling the couch against your back and the way that potted tulip in the window caresses Southern sunshine, which is honest sunshine. The capacity for not giving two shits is a tremendous luxury. But then the power lady calls and says three days and the lights go off and man that always gets me down. 

“No, Becky, I’m ready,” I said. “Let’s do it.” 

I could hear her hands swiftly arranging papers, probably scrawled with her notes. “So you know that new snake habitat at the zoo? The one actually shaped like a glass python or alligator or whatever?”

“I can pretty much see it from my porch.” 

“Don’t freak out, but there’s been a jailbreak, so to speak,” she said. 

“Like a reptile mutiny?” 

“No,” she said. “An inside job. The work of a sadistic zookeeper.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” 

“They think he’d come off his meds. And then, you know, unleashed his constituents.” 

“Unleashed?” I said. “Like they’re roaming the sidewalks?”

“It’s bad, Johnson.” 

At that point, my living room seemed to spin off its axis. I started to tear up a little. The zoo was maybe eight blocks up the hill. I shivered and looked out the window, expecting my windmill palms and Leyland cypress to be dripping with vipers. Or the ones that can spit venom—sniper vipers. I locked the dead bolt on my front door and collected myself. “How can you possibly know that detail already?” I said.

“The zoo’s PR head called me himself,” said Becky. “He trusts us, and he wants to preemptively take control, in every way possible. It’s a problem. It’s real. And it could get nuclear.”

Sunlight from the front windows fell over me. I was shirtless in my underwear. I saw in the parlor mirror an age-induced slippage, from chin to knees, gravity’s sick prank, a slow and sorry avalanche of complex ancestry. 

“So the zoo wants to get this out there as methodically and safely as possible,” she said. “The potential for panic is, obviously, huge. I need a steady hand. I need a pro.” 

“How many snakes?”

“They’re counting.” 

“Is their black mamba among the missing?”

“Yes,” said editor Becky. “They know that for sure.”

“And that giant anaconda?”

“Oh, that too.” 

“This is terrible.”

“It is.”

“And one hell of a story. I’ll leave now,” I said, “and call you with an update at noon.”

“That’s my ace.”

“This feels like a series of stories, Beck. It’ll take some time to get to the bottom. Will you pay per story?”

“So long as the quality—and accuracy—is there. I need this all written in that calming, wry-grandfather voice. I think that’d come across best.”

“This is new territory for me,” I said. “I don’t know snakes.” 

“Ditto, of course.”

“But I’ll try, ma’am.”

“Stop calling me that,” she said. “It sounds weird when you’re twice my age. And it makes you sound so, like, rural.”

“It only sounds weird to you transplants.” 

“Anyway,” she said, “I’ll email you all the contacts I have. Now go, go, go!” 

“Thanks for the call,” I said, swelling for a second with gratitude and rare pride in myself. My house was rickety and needed a new roof. A running story—and running income—could be a great help. 

Doesn’t matter if you’re a blue-blooded Manhattanite or Nicaraguan sugar farmer, the notion of rampant exotic snakes does not jibe with your Monday plans. It’s like an approaching hurricane, only sneaky as shit. Imagine the implications of a freewheeling green anaconda in your town, that slithering brontosaurus of up to thirty feet. That’s a telephone pole of slick, gorgeous, silent, invincible muscle. Plus a head the size of a Ouija Board, and a hundred teeth like reapers’ blades. Imagine this one beast’s bearing on your consciousness as you walk your dog, retrieve kiddos from squealy day cares, or try to sleep. Our reptile phobia is deep as DNA, common as freckles. It’s easily triggered, and it dominates the psyche. Can anacondas pry open windows? asks the paranoid brain at two a.m., coddled in a down pillow. Can they worm through the ductwork and get me? Now pretend that lout was ostensibly joined in god-awful emancipation by sixteen comrades infinitely more horrifying because they are smaller. So small, in fact, they’re virtually invisible amid the chunky foliage of Deep South summers. Try to be productive. Try to smile. Try not to think—during every waking moment, and again in dreams—of their mouths aflame with kill juice, their brains without remorse, their bodies dropping from air-conditioning vents above your bed and getting you.

Let’s say your town or city or village prides itself on getting along with itself. Imagine that harmony is a sort of local currency. Because around here, in what the Chamber of Commerce or something once coined the “New South,” we’ve turned peace into profit. We’ve bandied the famous slogan “The City Too Busy to Hate” for decades, to largely positive effect. (Pessimists will say the slogan is half-truth at best and, at worst, a distraction from the historical reality: “Birmingham, Only More Monied, Way Bigger, and Less Blatantly Racist.”) Still, in my sixty-nine years as a dues-paying member of society, I’ve learned that harmony is delicate. That a single foolish word can rile the masses, or shatter somebody’s life. Classism, ageism, racism, the varied silly pressures of geography—these are the landmines. It’s all a big, careful, American dance. And it doesn’t take kindly to provocation. 

As summer lay down upon us like a venom-sick horse, in the year 2018, in what’ll probably be the penultimate decade of my life, our beloved urban cesspool was being gripped by remarkable change. The kettle had been bubbling for years, and right about the time McCaffrey did his thing, the boil was beginning to hiss. It was exactly what we had coming. But historians will probably just blame the damn snakes. 

Gerald McCaffrey’s selectivity said one thing for sure: His brain, however frazzled, wasn’t total mush in the wee hours of May 22. The anaconda and a boa notwithstanding, he’d assiduously selected and stolen from the zoo’s collection the fifteen snakes most capable of injecting lethal doses of venom. (Later, in his own captivity, McCaffrey would describe the picks as his “greatest hits,” as if a liberated coastal taipan was an ear-wormy Motown ditty.) Growing up, I’d had two uncles and a cousin who’d survived—nay, experienced—bites from common copperheads. While traipsing around suburban woods, my clumsy ilk had been hit low, which was followed by the burning ankles, nausea, fuzzy vision, and sweats. Maybe they missed work a day or school for a while. That’s about it. Point is, we know venomous snakes around here. Even city kids occasionally catch fangs. But copperheads, relatively speaking, give kisses. Flesh nibbles. Minimal tissue decay. Nothing a couple of frosty Buds and Motrin can’t quell. 

Unfortunately for inner-city Atlanta, or what the corporate developers by 2018 had coined “CenterTown®,” the black mamba isn’t much of a kisser. It’s a family-wrecker, a widow-maker and wife-whacker, a sub-Saharan assassin. I’d studied this particular animal during zoo visits with my precocious niece. We marveled that something so seemingly benign (the small face almost smiles, with no sharp edges) could be the most dangerous thing on the premises, save maybe those understandably cranky Sumatran tigers. Worse yet, a black mamba in the shadows or leaves is no more conspicuous than a dark branch or bicycle inner-tube. The name is kind of a misnomer because they—or at least the prized one kept by our zoo—are really olive, or perhaps brown in some light. The black is in their mouths, behind the knives. 

Think of a drop of red food coloring on a white dish. Now add one more little drop. That much venom from a black mamba (a fang’s graze across your finger) can fry your nervous system and drop you dead within half an hour. Without antivenin, you have almost no chance; when it comes to mortality rates, these fuckers basically bite a thousand. Every year, as scientists would eventually explain for our stories, they kill hundreds of people in their wide-open native wilds, far from any Walmart or twenty-screen Cineplex or sculpted rose bushes like Miss Turner keeps around her dainty Victorian. They are incompatible with clueless Americans for all the reasons above, and because of this one, too: Black mambas, they say, are faster than most humans. And sometimes very long. Our particular renegade, per my recollection from zoo visits, stretched almost ten feet. When stumbled upon, or provoked in the slightest way, a specimen that big can rise several feet off the dirt—faking that it’s a cobra, as evolution dictates—and not just stand its ground but charge. Which, of course, is the ultimate nightmare from hell. 

After hanging up with my editor, I rang the zoo number she’d provided. A young, panting man answered. His pained tone and cracking throat suggested I’d interrupted his being tortured with battery probes, or the emotional equivalent of such. I wanted to catch him off guard, in hopes he’d spill an exclusive secret. 

“It’s God Johnson from The Atlanta Beacon,” I said. 

“Oh, God,” he said. 

People like that joke. They have for thirty years, since the kids in my formerly all-Black neighborhood cursed me with the nickname. Relative to them, I was White, the most honky thing around back then. When I spoke—and speak, I suppose—the dialect is more twangy Southern suburbia than the more interesting genetic component of me: rogue Nigerian. Add to that a silver mane and white beard atop a six-foot frame, and “God” I naturally became. 

“Look, sir,” the young PR employee said. “I pleaded with your Metro editor about this earlier. We’re assessing the situation. I can’t release much. I really shouldn’t confirm anything yet. You understand the implications here, I’m sure.” 

“I’m just wondering something,” I said. “How could a guy—just one guy, as I understand it—pull this off?”

“Look,” he said again, with three times the aggravation. “I’m not confirming anything yet.” 

“Off the record?”

His sigh was loud, forceful. “Off the record,” he said. “And it better stay off the record, God.”

“Is that big black mamba among the missing?” 

“There are many gone,” he said. 

“Come on,” I said. “You know the answer.” 

“Yes, sir, that animal is the most disconcerting, as I understand it.” 

“What should we do?” I said. “I mean collectively, as a city?” 

“Look, we’re working on this, all hands on deck here.” He was growling now, while issuing whispered directives to someone else. “We’re devising a strategy for the dissemination of what we know, everything we’ve gathered so far—” 

“Come on,” I said. “That’s bunk. Just give me something. Something small, even.” 

“It’s unprecedented, as you can imagine. Call back in an hour, or come to the main zoo entrance.” 

“Ten-four.”

“But, Mr. Johnson, listen,” and he paused for a moment, as if hesitant to breach some professional barrier. “I know from your newspaper columns that you live in the neighborhood. I can’t stress enough how careful you have to be if you walk here.”

I spouted an inappropriate laugh; I wouldn’t have walked a block for ten news stories. 

“Goodbye, God. We have to get moving, OK?”

Loud background chatter. Ruffling papers. Someone shouting and another screeching in managerial tones. And then dial tone. Not one good fact for the record. 

As it turned out, it wouldn’t matter for long. The zoo never got to hold its calculated press conference that morning. Instead, the beginning of our self-inflicted summer from hell unfolded, unofficially, a few weeks before the actual equinox, at nine forty-three a.m. in the parking lot of Uncle Jimmy’s Homerun Barbecue, down by the old baseball stadium. That’s when a teacher en route to work downtown called the police. According to the 911 transcript, she said this:

“Yes, um, there’s a dragon right here, in the parking lot, and it looks real dangerous. Just the wickedest thing. Like a fat, long, little dragon. That’s the only way I can say it. But I think it’s crushed, too. All the way dead. Obviously, it ain’t from here. And it’s scary, just bad looking. I hate to think what it might could do to some children.”

Just as I’d started taping closed my doorjambs and windowsills, I heard the sirens headed west, and my gut said to follow them. I dressed and sprinted across my yard, jumped into my truck, and roared off. One broadcast station in town, Chanel 17 Action News, was right behind the cops in a white Action Van; they’re a clever and nimble herd of enterprising scumbags who’d figured out how to circumvent encrypted police scanners, tapping the secret distress calls of police. Ample competition, in other words. I stuck close, and we went too fast through quiet neighborhoods. When our cavalcade arrived at the homicide scene, the crowd was already a squirming, sweaty mess. The dragon was indeed slain. But a dragon it technically was not. 

Nobody could stand still, and from the crowd’s chatter came an earnest question that, at that moment, at that scene, I alone held the answer to: How the hell did a giant rattler end up smashed at Uncle Jimmy’s Barbecue? 

Actually, it was an Australian death adder. A rattler’s worst nightmare. 

And maybe “smashed” isn’t precisely the word. More like perforated. Understand that these particular snakes are short and extremely thick, with heads like shovels. It had twice been run over by different cars, near the tail and head, popping out its eyeballs and lending the body the appearance, from a few yards away, of arms and legs jutting off the girth. A dead dragon, basically. 

Two cops shouted for the crowd to disperse. Nobody moved, so transfixed on the victim, the hit-and-run aftermath. 

I could feel the beginnings of it, right then and there. Grace was exiting the city; decorum was boarding a one-way flight; placidity croaked atop sizzling pavement. The soupy season was upon us. And four months of historic ugliness—our summer of friction, tension, and death—had begun. 

“Officer,” a lady in orange shouted over the crowd, fanning herself with her hand. “I think you’d best call the National Guard.” 







Chapter 2

Two days before Gerald McCaffrey’s mass kidnapping, in a musty basement meeting room at City Hall South, the city’s most controversial, big shot real estate developer had come before the zoning board with what he called a historical land deal. I was there that night, too. Fishing for stories, working the low-pay hustle, enduring pre-snake mundanity.

The room, as always, was rank with governmental seriousness, its walls dotted with aerial maps and oil paintings. The paintings depicted historic decisions being argued by rigid men in tights and ponytails. All of the men were White—and extremely, SPF 100 White at that. The city’s most powerful developer is not White. That sort of contrast in this town, I’ve always thought, is subversive and cool. The city’s most powerful developer is not cool. 

For me, seeing such a big fish flop into the zoning room that night was a cause for joy. It had been a slow spring on the freelance journalism front, and I was getting nervous. My pantry was loaded with hearty canned beans, jerky, and Pop-Tarts, but my cherished old gingerbread Victorian was failing again. Its upkeep had claimed nearly all of my savings. Each hard rain sent fresh anxiety trickling down my upstairs bedroom walls. I knew I’d be powerless to fix the roof without landing a string of good work, which is why I was seated attentively in a metal folding chair that night, front row, scribbling down insufferable minutia about sidewalk widths and commercial storefront setbacks. Everything was boring. Until none other than Lawrence “Lotto” Livingston sauntered in, presenting his portly, haughty presence like a birthday cake. He stood over me and gave an unusually courteous nod. “Evening, God.” 

My white whiskers split into a smile. Story prospects and dollar signs whirled like pixies around my brain. “If it isn’t Mr. Livingston, in the basement of zoning purgatory,” I said. “Don’t you have a team of underlings to handle something like this? A bunch of pissants?” 

“Go easy, my brother.” 

I winced. Lotto had always been among the few dorks to play that “my brother” card with such a fair-skinned non-brother as me. My maternal grandmother, as the story goes, was a loose, freewheeling, but gorgeous gambler in early twentieth century Atlanta. The sort of low-grade hustler who thrived in the post-Reconstruction, prerecession boom. She had a downtown rendezvous one night with a visiting Nigerian academic at Georgia Tech. He vanished, and grandmother tried unsuccessfully to drink the shame of young, unwed pregnancy out of her. She was of Scots-Irish ancestry, and the combination made an exotic anomaly of my mother, who would never know her father’s real name and then die, devastatingly, of a brain hemorrhage when I was just five. Further dilution of my melanin, courtesy of my father’s Scandinavian blood, made me something like a bleached Brazilian as a kid, or in late summer, a sort of Bahamian rabbi beneath bushy, curly hair. A purebred American mutt—no big deal. That’s how I’d always considered myself, basically. But at first, most people just thought I looked really strange.

“Wouldn’t your wife do this chore for you?” I said to Lotto, still ribbing. 

“Same old God Johnson,” Lotto said, looking behind him. “Never short on quips. Always something to say.” For a man of such means his teeth were a browning, busted-up disaster. And he’d developed an inexplicable affection for herringbone tweed sport coats, even at the cusp of summer. These lent him the air of an Edwardian detective or, when his jackets were older and threadbare, a homeless aristocrat.

“Seriously,” I said. “Why are you down here, sir?”

Lotto reached over and clutched my shoulder. Whether it was an affectionate gesture or a silent, physical warning, I couldn’t tell. 

“I still like to get out of the office, to do things besides lunch with the mayor,” Lotto said. “To face the people, the board members, you know. It’s invigorating.”

I flapped my arm, casting off his hand. “I guess that makes sense.” 

He leaned over again. “I’ve wondered,” he said, more quietly. “You ever find a lady?” 

“Sir?” 

“I mean, another lady?”

I deflated. I crumbled. 

“Oh, God,” he said, grinning. “You can’t still be celibate, right?”

Squirming, red-faced, and desperate to change the subject, I gave him my best confused-reporter expression, pointing to paperwork beside me. Lotto’s name and that of his company, Pumpernickel Enterprises, were not mentioned on the evening’s zoning agenda. The company name, as Lotto would brag to anyone, was not an homage to carbohydrates but a nod to our city’s reputation as the brown mecca, a diverse and richly productive kingdom over which he ruled, he was convinced. I held up a copy of the agenda and shrugged. He winked. 

“Just keep that pencil sharp,” said Lotto. “We’ve got a story for you tonight.”

His conniving smile was a confession: Lotto was operating under an obscure business LLC as a means of camouflage. The hairs on my neck danced. I dragged a big X across my other notes—all worthless scrawling, destined to bore editors. Something interesting and probably controversial was afoot. I guessed that Lotto was cooking up an even more detestable, dastardly plan than the uninspired schlock Pumpernickel Enterprises usually built. The stuff neighborhoods fight with yard signs. The papier-mâché-like apartments and office complexes that, when finished, look like lazy meditations on subpar building materials: all vinyl siding, asphalt parking lots, bargain windows, cheap stucco, and cloth awnings. Regardless, a well-connected, pedigreed titan of Atlanta development like Lotto could probably pass a condo stack of cow shit through zoning and permitting with his yellow eyes closed. 

But these rooms, they change with Lotto in them. They reek of secrets, like bedrooms with a naked, trembling fling in the closet. Every set of shoulders on the eight-member zoning board—half women, equal parts Black and White, all tired from long days at jobs that actually paid them—visibly clenched as Lotto stepped up to the dais. His trick with the evening’s agenda had apparently deceived them as well. 

“Rest assured,” Lotto began, his jagged teeth jutting from a forced smile, “I come in peace this time.” 

The board president, Kim Somethingerother (I had yet to confirm the spelling of her throaty Germanic surname), leaned forward. “The line item here says your LLC will seek council approval for a historic preservation project in the Sweetberry Park neighborhood.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

(I wrote “SHIT!” in my flip notebook.) 

“I must say, Mr. Livingston,” said Kim. “This seems out of character for you. Preservation? Really? From the king of clear-cutting and bulldozers? Anyhow, sorry—yes, please enlighten us.”

“Gladly,” Lotto said, grinning.

“As I’m sure you’re aware,” said another board member, Jerry Malone, a Spike Lee doppelgänger and retired history professor, “much of Sweetberry Park falls under historic protections.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Lotto. 

“So,” continued Jerry, “wiping slates of land clean for development just doesn’t, and can’t, happen over there. I’m not trying to be presumptive here—just diligent and forthright. And for the record, if you’re not aware, Sweetberry Park happens to be the neighborhood of a certain well-known media member in the room.” All eight faces turned to me; I blushed. “With God here, Mr. Livingston, any sort of municipal funny business won’t be a secret for long.” 

Aglow with fake kindness, Lotto gave me a thumbs-up. “Relax, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Sit back. Have a look.” He nodded his immense, freckled head toward the audience, and three suited Pumpernickel Enterprises greenhorns (unpaid interns, doubtless) dutifully sprang up. They scurried toward briefcases and what looked like oversize satchels in a corner; he’d had reinforcements behind me all along. 

“What I bring before y’all tonight is a win-win-win,” Lotto said. “Or maybe a win times four. Goodness, maybe a five-way win!” He lifted his arms, inspired. “Now, just give us one minute to set up this short, compelling presentation…” 

I’d first met Lotto in the late nineties, when he inherited his father’s business and looked like the type of ambitious Morehouse College graduate who might affect lasting positive change in our city. They called him Lawrence back then. With an army of contractors still loyal to his late father—Lionel Livingston, also a developer, and a sweet-hearted philanthropist to his golden core—the scion set to work rehabbing rec centers in destitute neighborhoods, of which there was no shortage back then. Despite those noble efforts, young Lawrence’s first front-page headlines didn’t come until he transformed a former tomato processing factory into an afterschool sports club for boys and girls who’d maintained B averages, or better. An analysis two years later showed substantial drops in petty crime in that district, and Lawrence was canonized. Scuttlebutt was that he might be angling for a shot at the mayor’s seat, at age twenty-nine. And then this lucky scoundrel won the Georgia Lottery—$2.5 million, after taxes. After that, Lawrence nicknamed himself Lotto, and the name stuck. His wealth and head grew. He soon became national news, for a brief stint, in a freshly post-9/11 world starving for homegrown, earnest heroes who were lifting up cities. A national magazine editor (title now defunct) called me out of the blue; soon I was dispatched to the Livingston household in Evergreen Estates, the South’s so-called Black Beverly Hills, a few miles southwest of downtown. Lotto knew of my previous journalism work within his community and granted me full access for some reason. I guess he figured I was either visually impaired or willing to gloss over a true domestic horror show, to which he’d gleefully flung open the front doors. The contrast between the guy in the papers and who Lotto actually was—and is, I suppose—all but punched me in the face. 

For starters, I’d never seen a wife so robotically obedient. At breakfast, as I observed, Matilda Livingston nervously squeezed his grapefruit juice, halved a kiwi, poached his eggs, and whipped up an arrangement of tart sauces. She made Turkish coffee and buttered his wheat toast. All of this was done with the silent precision of an oppressed Russian seamstress. Upstairs in the primary bathroom, her man whistled optimistic tunes, a hodgepodge of early OutKast choruses, Marvin Gaye, and Sinatra. “You keep it warm, bay-bee,” he’d called into the mezzanine; a melting pat of suburban Macon (his father’s home turf) still buttered his dialect back then. “I’ll need that nourishment today.” 

In a moment, Lotto sauntered downstairs and approached his wife with a wink and fast kiss, a gust of cologne. Back then, younger and more exacting, he wore Ted Baker London pinstripes and a precisely ruffled pocket square. The shoes, reflective as mirrors, were early John Varvatos. Without provocation—and I’m not making this up—he proceeded, in a sick and smiley way, to berate his wife for being “incapacitated by shyness” and “damn lazy.” She merely nodded and said something inaudible about groceries. Beneath curly brown-blonde locks like nineties Janet Jackson’s, she had big doe eyes that, I thought, telegraphed her breaking heart to me. It was history’s saddest breakfast, and there I was, blatantly scribbling notes about sexism and galling ego. After just a taste of coffee, Lotto stood up and walked to a basket above the kitchen television. He shook out keys to the Jaguar, some kind of turbo, his favorite springtime ride, he said. And then he grabbed the back of Matilda’s head and implanted a full tongue kiss, showing off. I nearly walked out the backdoor. 

Instead I tagged along with Lotto to work, riding shotgun, and turned the old tape recorder on. We flew at ninety-five miles per hour to suburban Harton County, where Lotto was trying to sell commissioners on plans for a cheaply built subdivision. It would be obscenely dense for the allotted backcountry site, but he thought it was perfect. Nothing was particularly illuminating about that day, except for one telling detail that hung around Lotto’s neck, which the editors thankfully kept in my lede paragraph for the magazine: 

Lotto Livingston strolls through the Harton County Courthouse metal detector, pulling his tongue across big, jagged teeth, his briefcase swinging like an alligator-skin pendulum. He glides on leather soles across the ancient marble floor. Courthouse patrons nod in his direction but say nothing, which he considers reverence. He halts before the high oak doors of the Commissioners Quarters and digs the gold cross on his necklace from between two buttons of his Oxford, around the lemon-yellow tie. He studies the golden Jesus that he thinks is crying. His father, the beloved Atlanta developer Lionel Livingston, who died of bile duct cancer three years ago, had bought the necklace when he toiled as a law clerk in Macon, then handed it down to his prodigious, eldest son when he aced Morehouse. The successor has worn the piece at each government hearing for a decade, even though it’s borderline macabre, an exaggeratedly tortured Jesus. Through land battles and zoning disputes and legal combat involving the angle of driveways, Livingston has never lost a decision. By the tally book he keeps in his Jaguar, he’s one hundred seventy nine and zero when it comes to getting what he wants approved. He likes to think the Jesus heirloom has played a significant role, a deflector of bad luck and superior arguments. Then again, Lotto Livingston doesn’t believe any arguments are better than his. 

Lotto didn’t take kindly to my dissing his Jesus in the story. And he isn’t the type to let a grudge dissolve. I don’t think he ever forgave me, honestly, which is why his concern for my well-being in the zoning basement was all the more peculiar.

As Lotto readied his presentation for zoning arbiters, I saw him snake his fingers through his shirt again, exhume the cross, and nervously rub it. An intern came forward and opened a briefcase, extracted a folded easel and a long white scroll. Lotto twisted and locked the easel until it stood erect before the board. He hooked the scroll and unraveled it the length of the easel, to the carpet. Now, displayed in bright reds and florescent greens, his vision beamed on white paper: a tight network of trees and cul-de-sac streets surrounded by long vertebrae of houses, all beneath the bold title, “Sweetberry Lanes: The Deluxe Urban Lifestyle You Know You’ve Earned.” Lotto gave an elegant little cough. 

“Ladies and gentlemen of the board, I don’t have to remind y’all that we live in changing times, or what we might call a golden age of opportunity,” he said, regally. “Our city, in more turbulent eras, was much too quick to bulldoze and throw away the wonderful, irreplaceable structures of our forefathers. Well, now, that’s also changing.” He reached into his pocket and dug out a laser-pointer, then threw a red dot on the easel. “You could say Sweetberry Park is perfect as it is. It’s a showcase of diversity, in terms of demographics and architecture, that’s for sure. But what I need you to see tonight, in the next two minutes, is how it can be immeasurably better. How it can be more diversified, and even more inviting. Especially for Atlantans who might not’ve hit their financial stride yet, but who are so hungry for a bite of the Big Peach. So long as they have good credit.” 

“You mean millennials?” said board leader Kim. “Isn’t that the word these days?” 

Lotto gave her a “bingo” point. “Not that we like to assign labels to potential buyers,” he said. “But sure, the millennial generation. And upwardly trending young families. Late-wave urban pioneers. Budding zoomers. Downsizing boomers. Entrepreneurial hipsters. DINKs. You name it.”

Kim cocked her head. “DINKS?” 

“That’s Double Income, No Kids households,” Lotto said. “But we don’t judge. We’re inclusive at Pumpernickel, as the name implies.”

That was so hilarious, and so stupid, I clenched every muscle in my face to not explode with laughter. 

“Let’s just cut to the chase,” said Kim. “Where in the world are you planning to squeeze this in? I’m counting at least fifty houses up there on your board.” 

“Ah, yes,” said Lotto. “Let’s have a look.”

I squinted to see the artist’s rendering of the proposed subdivision: plastic-looking trees, ornate lampposts, generic three-story Monopoly houses so tightly packed you couldn’t toss a beach ball between them, which is OK in a city, of course, just questionable in some historic settings. And everywhere in the rendering were giddy robots, the illustrated people. Each of these hypothetical buyers—my potential neighbors, all—had that daffy, the-weed-is-kicking-in facial expression, as they pedaled bicycles, tossed bocce balls, or drank from coffee cups with their like-minded friends in the streets. One looked vaguely Asian, but otherwise they all were White. 

“Wait!” I piped up, breaking all protocol for zoning meetings. “This proposal here, it’s shaped exactly like what we call The Flank, over by Sweetberry Park’s railroad tracks. It’s a historic district of shotgun houses that sprang up around the railroad, and there’s no way—”

“Mr. Johnson!” scolded Kim. “Calm down, please. We’ll save time for public commentary after the presentation, if we can. You know better, sir.”

Lotto’s glare burned hate-holes into my soul. He continued: “Our Lord and Savior here is trying to play spoiler, but yes, the shape of Sweetberry Lanes is no coincidence. And that speaks to the most innovative aspect of this entire idea: a preservation initiative like Atlanta has never seen.”

“I’m confused,” Kim said. “You need a blank slate of property to build this project that’s on your easel, yet you’re calling it preservation?”

“Fifteen homes,” said Lotto. “That’s the scope, in terms of what’s on the site now. Just fifteen little houses. Shacks, really. And Mr. Johnson is correct; they’re in the shotgun style. He’s wrong, though, in thinking they’re protected in any way. There’s been talk for years of filing the paperwork for historic protections, but nobody ever followed through. Nothing can prevent another developer from displacing everyone who lives there, pulverizing The Sweetberry Flank, trucking it off to a landfill, wiping it away forever. Which is where I come in, but not how you’re thinking…” 

Lotto bent his knees, snapped fingers across his tongue for moisture, and flipped the big page back. “This might look like an ordinary, pole-supported structure to you, with its understated siding and metal roof,” he said. “But ladies and gentlemen of the board, this is in fact a museum!” 

“No,” said a lady at the bench’s end. “That there’s a metal barn.”

“OK, yes, the exterior design is tentative,” Lotto said, nodding. “It’s what inside, as you see here in this illustration at the bottom, that counts. Every single home in The Sweetberry Flank will be meticulously deconstructed, and then rebuilt—resurrected, even—within this protective museum. The homes will stand for decades in here. Centuries, probably. Your grandchildren’s grandchildren will marvel at the preserved, period architecture. And they’ll barely have to travel to see this museum. I closed three weeks ago on the ideal site; it’s a pastoral horse farm in Butler County, only thirty-five miles south of downtown—” 

“Thirty-five miles!” the same lady shouted. “Hell, why not truck ’em to Florida?” 

Silence from Lotto. He reached between his Oxford buttons and fiddled. 

Kim intervened: “So what exactly are you seeking from the board, Mr. Livingston?” 

“Nothing,” he said. “The land is zoned multifamily residential already, from a similar plan that failed a decade ago. This won’t fail. It’s ready to go. Just add buyers. And on that note, the… uh, divine publicity from tonight won’t hurt either.” 

Kim’s eyes tightened. “I’m guessing you own The Sweetberry Flank now, correct?”

“I plan to, within about two months,” Lotto said. “I’m under contract with every single homeowner, all fifteen houses.”

I was writhing in my chair, biting my lip, but one vital point had to be made. “Those are very old folks, The Flank’s owners, every single one of them, and they’re not savvy to real estate markets,” I said. “Where will they go? Where—” 

“Mr. Johnson!” said Kim. “One more outburst, and you’ll be removed!”

Lotto bowed his head and fiddled with the long-necked microphone. “Look, that’s a discussion for another day,” he said. “But suffice it to say, I’ve made very generous offers, all above market, and these folks were happy to accept. All of them. They’d never live to see a better offer.”

Kim pointed a mauve-painted fingernail at the easel, nodding and happy. “Thanks for your presentation of—well—all of this, Mr. Livingston,” said Kim. “Very courteous of you to keep each level of government in the loop. The city’s changing, as you say, and there’s a certain artistry to this project.” 

(Into my notebook I jotted, “KIM + LOTTO = FUKN EACH OTHER!!”) 	

Lotto lifted a bejeweled finger. “One more point,” he said. “Regarding the old folks… knowing that their homes will live on in perpetuity, in this sturdy museum, that really sealed the deal for them. Their blessings, I must say, were the proverbial cherries on my cake.”

I slammed shut my little notebook, as if doing so was a powerful statement of protest. Then I saluted the board and stormed to my truck. I tore through the night to Sweetberry Park, to my street, to The Flank, and beat on the heart-pine door of bungalow No. 3. After several rounds of knocking I stopped, listened for a commotion inside, watched for a light. I saw nothing. But I knew she was there. I knew she heard me. And, because of her hiding, I knew she knew what I’d learned that night. I stepped back from her door, onto her little steps, and hollered, “How could you, lady?” 







Chapter 3

The flattened Australian death adder forced the zoo’s hand. Horrifying, inexplicable, slain creatures from the other side of the planet apparently do that. 

In all my years covering crime, I’d never seen anything like the parking lot fiasco. Everyone there seemed sad, in a way, but nobody knew exactly what they were mourning. I watched as mortified police newbies were ordered to shovel the snake’s remains into a sort of flimsy Tupperware coffin and then log them as evidence. Behind me, I heard an older man quip to his wide-eyed boy: “I’m thinkin’ it’s maybe from outer space.” 

Someone would have to come forward and offer an explanation, pronto. But no one from the zoo turned up at the death scene, as best I could tell. Nobody else had answers, and no cop would wager a guess on camera, so the news crews dispersed. The crowd at Uncle Jimmy’s eventually trickled away, too, but on each sweaty face I saw the strain of percolating fear; the clenched foreheads and exacerbated crow’s feet were speaking questions their mouths weren’t: How did that monster get here? And is it alone? 

Playing dumb and steering clear of bushes, I asked an elderly lady in a business dress for a moment of her time. She was hustling back to her car, obviously busy, but I wanted her input in case I’d need the man-on-the-street perspective when I broke the biggest story of my life. She whipped around, bothered by me, and Lord she was perfect. Her antique face was furrowed with parentheses, and her voice was coarse but strong: “Let me tell you somethin’, and you can go ahead and quote me,” she said, as I jotted notes. “The Bible say a snake came from Paul’s burning sticks because of the heat. The heat. It couldn’t take the heat and made a meal of Paul’s hand. People in this city need to realize the fault of their ways. It’s been boiling up, and now it’s here, all the consequences. There’s a hotness coming like nobody knows—a reckoning like ain’t nobody seen before!” 

The lady closed her eyes and prayed. Her comment had put paranoia where my professionalism was supposed to be, and I visibly shivered in her shadow. I scurried off, like some rookie, without asking her name. 

By noon that day, zoo brass had emailed a very timid, vague, and corporate-sounding press release to every traditional media outlet, city blog, podcast studio, PTA LISTSERV, and significant neighborhood leadership group in town. It called for a two p.m. press conference in a building near the zoo entrance. The purpose was to discuss “a significant matter involving exotic animals and subsequent remediation,” proving that even shit shows of Biblical proportions can be made to sound lame. Other media probably thought the gorillas were sick. 

I grabbed a falafel and retreated to the newspaper’s downtown offices. I waved my credentials badge to the security guard, Rick, and sequestered myself ten stories above the street, far beyond the climbing capabilities of any tree viper or red-tailed boa.

Without a position on the Beacon’s staff, I neither had nor wanted a desk in the building. So I beelined for my editor’s office. It was a glassy corner space with perpetually clean windows but substandard views, mainly of dirty sky-rise roofs and dirtier alleyways. As expected, I found my editor pacing these windows like a caged momma jaguar, clicking a pen in one hand and thumbing a cell phone with the other. Becky Rodriguez, a Wyoming transplant with no discernible dialect and an aerial gymnast’s physique, was half my age but the type of shoe-leather, no-bullshit journalist who gave me hope the industry might survive the Digital Apocalypse. She knew that, beneath my cynicism, I still lived to chase information the old-fashioned and righteous way: by jumping in the middle of volcanoes and describing the heat. She spotted me from twenty yards across the newsroom and waved me in. I clicked the office door closed and dropped my bagged falafel on the floor. I reached out and shook a tenacious, pretty little hand callused by the rocky knobs of indoor climbing facilities. 

“You see the zoo’s press release?” Becky asked. “Holy hell, how much you think they’ll say?” 

“I’ve seen a lot more than that.”

“You need to be there, at the zoo,” she said. “Two hours. I’m thinking about putting something short together, beforehand. Just a few paragraphs to show that we know. A preemptive thing that proves we’re out ahead of this. But maybe that’s immoral—”

“You hear me?” I said. “One’s dead already, smashed by cars.” 

“What? Where?”

“At that barbecue shack between the expressway and the old Braves stadium. I followed a bunch of sirens over there and saw it all firsthand.” 

“Holy hell, Johnson.” 

“I can’t tell you how sinister this bastard was,” I said. “Body was like a long little tank. Like a swollen garden hose. Looked like Satan in the face, too, and I’m not exaggerating. But I don’t think TV news knows the broader context yet. They didn’t act like it.” 

“You get a photo?”

I slapped my forehead, which made my silver ponytail dance. “No. Forgot. Sorry.” 

Actually, I hadn’t forgotten; I’d refused. Because I’m not a damn photographer. And I can’t get accustomed to this whole internet shtick of wearing so many new hats, performing so many online monkey tricks that have nothing to do with our main job, which is reporting the news. All the constant updates and hot takes—it all gets in the way of the real duty. Not to mention all the whiny confessionals posted about various feelings and life passages, the begging for sanctification, the endless two-thumbed onanism of our cellphone-dominated lives. It just makes me want to vomit. Which, of course, is why I’m teetering on the edge of occupational extinction and total irrelevance. 

“That’s down by your neighborhood,” she said. “Did they panic, in the parking lot?”

“I’d call it more stunned confusion. But Beck, I’m worried. My gut says this isn’t going to be handled well, at any level. It’s going to be big and ugly. It’s going to make our city a viral joke.” 

She squinted her gray, serious eyes, the sort of non-listening contemplation that precedes bosses heaping a shitload of work on you. “It’s a crisis,” she said. “And we can’t keep it secret beyond two more hours. I don’t care what the zoo says. Did you get anything from bystanders? Anything to work with right now, in the interim?” 

“Yes. Well, a little. I tried to interview this voodoo church lady—”

“Listen,” she interrupted. “I think we need to get a team down there. We need to pounce. We alone understand the severity of this, right?” 

“Absolutely.” 

She paused a moment, wheels turning. “Maybe not a team. That’s suspicious. We don’t wanna tip our hand and have this whole thing stolen out from under us.”

“Well,” I ventured. “You could always OK more funds, let me ply my investigative shovel. Surge me into the story and let’s see what I find.” 

She thought it over a beat. “Plus, it’s probably best to not risk any staffer’s lives.” 

“Damn!” I said. “So freelancers are expendable?” 

Nothing I said was registering. “Don’t you fish trout?” she said. 

“Used to. Long time ago.” 

“You still have the wader-thingies?”

“Whoa,” I said. “I’m not wearing rubber, trout-fishing pants to a press conference.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Maybe I will then, damn it!” 

The next thing I knew, Becky was hugging me. It felt tremendous to be in the arms of a perfumed woman. Even a married one. 

“Of course you’re not expendable,” she said, unhitching herself from the hug. “You’re a civic treasure, God. And I want you to take care of yourself out there. Please head out, get established, and give me a call once you are.” With a bounce she leapt, turned, and took a seat atop her desk. “I’m gonna position people at police headquarters, and with the school board. I’ll plant reporters and photogs at a couple of fire stations, to get that angle, and at Atlanta Emergency Management headquarters. Everywhere. It’ll be a full-court press, but not until you say go.” 

“I appreciate you trusting me, Beck.”

“God bless,” she said, hopping down to her feet again. “Now go, go, go!” 

I kept standing there, and she looked puzzled. “Look, I know this might seem trivial on a day like this,” I said, “but I was at this zoning meeting the other night…”

She cackled. “You’re pitching a zoning story? At the dawn of Snakeocalypse! At the
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