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            Foreword

         
         Over this last week, millions of civically engaged Americans have visited two separate courtrooms to witness important legal
            proceedings from the comfort of our own homes. One was of inarguable historic significance: the former president’s arraignment
            in a Manhattan criminal court, where he pled not guilty to thirty-four felonies. The other involved a skiing accident, an
            opportunistic optometrist, and famous actor and lifestyle influencer Gwyneth Paltrow.
         

         
         I watched these dramas unfold on my phone in some of the precious blank time when I wasn’t working or taking care of my two children, both born during my three years as series editor for The Best American Mystery and Suspense. I was, I have to admit, more interested in the Gwyneth Paltrow ski trial, with its colorful cast and delicious little details
            (the optometrist claimed that his injuries prevented him from enjoying wine tastings!). I spent so much energy following the
            constant reality show of the Trump presidency that I’m no longer willing to immerse myself in these post-presidency seasons.
         

         
         Not everyone reads fiction, but we all seek out stories to enrich and ornament our time on earth, confined as we are to our
            own bodies and our own lives. Sometimes we lose ourselves in grand, multigenerational epics, and sometimes we just want to
            enjoy fun, petty episodes, where we can get gleefully invested in the lowest of stakes. The main thing is to visit other people’s
            lives, worry about their jobs, their families, their problems for a while.
         

         
         Of course, you and I read fiction, and specifically crime fiction—stories that are, almost by definition, about bad things happening to other people. This is my third Best American anthology, so I can’t even count the number of mystery and suspense stories I’ve read in the past few years. The number of
            dead bodies must be in the thousands. But it’s not all murder and mayhem—the stories are full of juice, full of color, depicting
            the broad sprawl of human experience.
         

         
         It’s such an honor and pleasure to edit this series, to sift through the enormous trove of American crime stories and share
            my favorites with you. Since its inception as The Best American Mystery Stories in 1997, this anthology has published short fiction by many of your favorite writers at different points in their careers.
            It also boasts an illustrious roster of guest editors: Robert B. Parker, Sue Grafton, Ed McBain, Donald E. Westlake, Lawrence
            Block, James Ellroy, Michael Connelly, Nelson DeMille, Joyce Carol Oates, Scott Turow, Carl Hiaasen, George Pelecanos, Jeffery
            Deaver, Lee Child, Harlan Coben, Robert Crais, Lisa Scottoline, Laura Lippman, James Patterson, Elizabeth George, John Sandford,
            Louise Penny, Jonathan Lethem, C. J. Box, Alafair Burke, and Jess Walter.
         

         
         For The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2023, I got to work with Lisa Unger, an author I have known and admired for many years. I first met Lisa at ThrillerFest 2013,
            a conference for crime writers in New York City. I was a debut author no one had ever heard of, and I will never forget how
            warm and welcoming she was when I introduced myself outside the book room. Lisa was already a luminary of the mystery world
            then, and has only become more accomplished over the last decade. She’s the New York Times bestselling author of twenty novels published in thirty-three languages, with millions of copies sold worldwide. Secluded Cabin Sleeps Six—a story about a relaxing weekend getaway with friends; what could possibly go wrong?—is her latest international bestseller.
            Confessions on the 7:45 is in development at Netflix, with Jessica Alba attached to star. Her books are regulars on every best book list in the business,
            and she’s won or been nominated for numerous awards, including the Strand Critics, Audie, Macavity, ITW Thriller, and Goodreads
            Choice Awards as well as the Hammett Prize. She is also a recent contributor to this series: Alafair Burke and I selected
            her story, “Let Her Be,” for inclusion in The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2021.
         

         
         Lisa has been an active, enthusiastic partner in this process. We’re both faithful fans of the genre, and it was so fun sharing stories with someone I knew would enjoy them. I’ve said this before, but one of my favorite parts of this job is the two-person book club with my guest editors. I was once a total author groupie (I still am, honestly, I’m just more chill about it now) and I still get such pleasure from sharing this experience with writers I’ve always admired. 

         
         Three anthologies in, I’ve gotten a decent handle on where and how to find eligible stories. I sought them out from a variety
            of sources, though I still started with the usual suspects. I read through every issue of Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine as well as Akashic’s collections of noir and genre stories. I tracked down the crime anthologies published in 2022, many
            of them after receiving submissions from individual authors or editors, and kept tabs on the various mystery publications,
            both in print and online. I also hit up editors of literary journals I thought might have a few stories that would fit comfortably
            under the crime umbrella. I sifted through all these stories and picked around fifty of the best (or more accurately, my favorites),
            which I passed on to Lisa. She read them as fast as I could get them to her (which, this year, was not fast, as I had a baby
            in August), and she chose her favorites. We met in person once—such a pleasure—and finalized the list, gushing about this
            or that story. Twenty of them made it into this volume, but you can find the remaining thirty candidates in the honorable
            mentions at the back of this book. All the writers and stories on that list are worth seeking out.
         

         
         As you read this volume, I should be well into my reading for The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2024. I still worry about missing eligible stories (and this year, I took on the additional, very stupid task of judging for the National Book Awards), so authors and editors, please do send me your work. To qualify, stories must be originally written in English (or translated by the original authors) by writers born or permanently residing in America or Canada—yes, Canadians, you kept emailing me, and I’ve started considering your stories. They need to be independent stories (not excerpts) published in the calendar year 2023 in American (or Canadian) publications, either print or online. I have a strong preference for web submissions, which you can send in any reasonable format to bestamericanmysterysuspense@gmail.com. If you would like to send printed materials, you can email me for a mailing address. The submissions deadline is December 31, and when possible, several months earlier. I promise to look at every story sent to me before that deadline. After that, it’s between reading your story and wrangling my two small, demanding sons. 

         
         I’m proud of all of our work here, and grateful for the chance to share these outstanding stories. I hope you enjoy them as
            much as I did.
         

         
         Steph Cha

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         Most writers find themselves on the outside looking in, at least some of the time. We are observers, often standing in the
            margins. From that vantage point, though it’s not often a view we choose, we can see clearly what others miss. When I was
            young, my family moved every few years, and I often felt like an outsider, the new kid, the one who didn’t quite belong. But
            in stories, those written by others, or those I created myself, I found a home. Then, and sometimes even now, unpredictable,
            unkind reality was far less appealing than the richly imagined lives and loves and worlds created by writers.
         

         
         It was in a collection of short fiction and nonfiction, Music for Chameleons by Truman Capote, where I found myself as a writer. Transported by those vignettes, taken to new places, listening to strange,
            vibrant voices, I remember thinking of them as “word pictures.” Capote, like most writers, had a complicated relationship
            with the truth—his fiction often painfully autobiographical, his nonfiction frequently departing from the facts. But he used
            his formidable gifts to capture character, place, and mystery vividly, drawing readers in with his secrets and lies and intimate
            confessions. Each story in that collection is a glittering gem in a mosaic that reveals a genius and flawed and difficult
            writer, in brief colorful bursts of light.
         

         
         It’s no surprise then that my first stabs at writing—other than the obligatory terrible poetry and rambling diary entries—were in short stories. Terrifyingly, my parents still have these buried in a drawer somewhere. I remember my early efforts as being fantastical and maudlin. Perhaps there were fairies involved, and adolescent angst. I seem to recall trains and airplanes, magical creatures, journeys without end, longing, and probably some sort of mystery since I already had a taste for the dark side. If you call my mom, I’m sure she’ll happily share them with you. But please don’t. 

         
         I wasn’t old enough (or smart or talented enough, certainly with nothing enough to say) to write a novel, wouldn’t be for
            many years. But I remember thinking I could create these little spaces for myself, for characters, and dwell in them completely.
            I could lose myself and the world around me, live inside an imagined universe which somehow seemed more real than anything
            else. And I did.
         

         
         Later, when I was still studying at Eugene Lang College, the undergraduate division of the New School for Social Research
            in New York City, I started writing my first novel. And it was a long time before I found my way back to short works. It’s
            only in recent years that I have fallen back in love with the form.
         

         
         Short fiction has a rich literary history, and yet it is often overlooked by contemporary readers. When I publish my short
            stories (one of them, “Let Her Be,” selected for inclusion in the 2021 edition of this iconic series), I often hear from readers
            things like “I wanted more” or “this should have been a novel” or “I don’t like short stories.” I puzzle over this because
            this form has a special kind of magic, the ability to transport you quickly, intensely, to capture character, time, place,
            and story with immediacy and deliver it all with a punch.
         

         
         As a writer, I have a different relationship with short fiction now than I do with my novels. The writing—and reading—of a
            novel is a long relationship. You sink in and get to know it. There are good days and bad, side roads and joyful surprises,
            missteps and ecstatic discovery. But a short story is like a breezy jaunt away, a transporting fling, fast, passionate, immersive,
            and then gone. There’s such pleasure in that, in the momentary escape. You can’t compare a short story to a novel, in the
            way that you can’t compare your hometown to an exotic weekend destination.
         

         
         I was honored when the immensely talented Steph Cha asked me to guest edit The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2023 anthology. More than that, I was overcome by reader joy. The professional writer spends so much time, you know, writing, that the kid who used to read under the covers after lights-out often gets neglected. It was an exciting proposition to dive into the best short fiction written last year, just for the pure enjoyment of losing myself in the work of the most talented people writing today. 

         
         The journey was richer and more thrilling than I imagined, though choosing the “best” of what I read was a challenge. After
            all, reader joy is utterly subjective; one person’s masterpiece is another’s doorstop. But for me as a reader, it’s about
            feeling something, losing myself for a while, going somewhere. Ultimately, it seemed important that each story in this collection
            was a doorway. I want you to open each and walk inside to find yourself someplace you did not expect to go. Someplace new
            and fresh, weird, or wonderful. If you allow yourself to be transported, you’ll go into orbit, visit a hidden world of misfits
            deep below city streets, jet off to the tropics. You’ll buy a Popsicle, deliver a baby, fall in love a little with a former
            movie star.
         

         
         The gifted and inventive writers gathered here take a deep dive into strange worlds and altered states. They explore big themes
            like love, grief, community, family, identity, as well as those small moments of choice and circumstance that dictate the
            course of our lives. Crime fiction is a crucible, a place where human nature is revealed under the most intense of circumstances.
            Every story here will have you holding your breath, flipping the pages, will leave you thinking about people and why they
            do the dark, dangerous, frightening things that they do.
         

         
         Many of the collected authors stretch the conventions of genre to offer an outing wholly unique and without category, offering
            us creative escapes from the world’s most troubling problems.
         

         
         Adam Meyer, in his poignant and moving “Mr. Filbert’s Classroom,” imagines a magical place that is safe for our children, accessed through a devoted second-grade teacher’s whiteboard. “The Blood-Red Leaves of Autumn,” Annie Reed’s darkly observed and propulsive entry, launches us into the heart of a murder investigation on a space station circling our dying planet. The great Walter Mosley invites us down into a secret, subterranean network of tunnels where folks unwanted by society find a home in his wildly imaginative and twisting “Not Exit.” In the rich and vibrantly told “Ripen” by Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier, we climb a mango tree in the Virgin Islands as a crime is about to rock a peaceful island community. The haunting and unsettling “When We Remembered Zion” by A. J. Jacono asks that we watch a murderer and abductor deliver a baby.
         

         
         Another theme that comes up again and again in these stories in different ways is the idea of the outsider, the person separated
            from life as they would like it by circumstance, emotion, culture, or desire.
         

         
         Capturing character and voice in the ways that only a true master can, Joyce Carol Oates takes us deep into the inner life
            of the complex and difficult Gigi, who is struggling with the loss of idolized Marguerite, even as she tries to piece together
            what is left behind in the hypnotic “33 Clues into the Disappearance of My Sister.” A haunted veteran turned career criminal
            on the run from a job gone wrong returns to the only place he ever felt safe and loved in James A. Hearn’s beautifully told “Home Is the Hunter.” Grief and regret loom large in S. A. Cosby’s gripping, atmospheric “The Mayor of Dukes
            City,” where an injured fighter turned bouncer seeks vengeance for his lost love. In the evocative and atmospheric “The Land
            of Milk and Honey,” Silvia Moreno-Garcia reveals a young woman who has a chance to escape the oppressive world created by her controlling father
            but finds herself trapped all the same. The darkly funny and character rich “New York Blues Redux” by William Boyle introduces us to a cast of misfits on a collision course all headed for the same Brooklyn dive bar. “Flight” by Thaai Walker
            is the brutal but gorgeous story of a Washington Heights girl struggling with the harshness of life, friendship, and growing
            up, even as she looks to the stars. Grief, inner pain, and dislocation make outsiders of the characters in the dreamlike and
            elegant “Flip Lady” by Ladee Hubbard when a young girl seeks a replacement for her dropped Popsicle.
         

         
         Hope is a slippery thing in crime fiction, yet some of these outings strike that note, even from the depths of darkness. When all seems lost in Anthony Neil Smith’s tense and utterly immersive “The Ticks Will Eat You Whole,” a man who is helping spread the ashes of his father-in-law on an isolated property gets a surprising rescue. Two close friends run a gauntlet of bad people in a dangerous neighborhood while trying to care for an infant in Jervey Tervalon’s moving and exquisitely drawn “How Hope Found Chauncey.” In the buoyant and layered “Love Interest,” Jess Walter gives a thoroughly modern edge to an old-school noir detective story when a former movie star has an unusual request of a nerdy PI. Leigh Newman takes us to Alaska in the lyrical and dreamy “Valley of the Moon,” where sister love manages to overcome all. 

         
         In her inventive and involving “The Invitation,” Margaret Randall invites us to consider another recurring theme in the collection,
            the consequences of choice, when a college student about to embark on an important internship receives an enticing invitation
            from an old boyfriend. A widow makes a deadly decision when she picks up the fight that obsessed her late husband in the deep
            and surprising “The Obsession of Abel Tangier” by Faye Snowden. In Joseph S. Walker’s compelling and twisting “Crime Scene,” an assassin on his last job finds himself questioning
            his life choices and breaks all the rules to understand his final victim. In a brilliantly original and tantalizingly clever
            outing, repeat contributor Jacqueline Freimor uses the form of a fictional “Foreword” to reveal the buried secrets of a marriage
            and a murder.
         

         
         Regardless of theme or setting, behind each of these doorways is a surprise. I gasped. I yelled at characters. I laughed out
            loud. I suspect you’ll have similarly powerful reactions. I hope you do because that’s what reader joy is all about. We are
            so immersed, so transported, that fiction seems more real than reality.
         

         
         As guest editor, I’m just a visitor here. Steph Cha did all the heavy lifting of perusing journals, anthologies, magazines,
            and everywhere short fiction is published to send me the work that most stood out. Everything that I read was exceptional,
            with something that made it special enough to be a part of this collection. I wish that we could have included them all. And
            so, the final cut was difficult.
         

         
         So much talent, so many unique, exciting voices—experimental, risk-taking, fresh, and original. Truly, we are in a golden
            age of mystery and suspense. Some of our finest writers are working in this form and pushing it in important new directions.
            We finally settled on twenty, but there were many more that could have easily been featured as well. Be sure to seek out the
            stories listed at the end in the Other Distinguished Mystery and Suspense of 2022. There is nothing on that list that could
            not also have been featured here, as well.
         

         
         The act of compressing suspense, action, and mystery into short fiction is no small feat. Suspense can take time to build. It might be pages and pages before we get to know a character well enough to care about him or her. A twist must seem like a surprise, but also that it was inevitable, not a gimmick or trick. Every single selection here accomplishes something masterful. Each story is a unique, perfectly placed piece in a mosaic that reveals some of our greatest talents. 

         
         Of Capote’s Music for Chameleons, The New Republic said, “Everything is displayed in this book: insights and recollections . . .; old jokes and fresh wit. . . . These stories
            and vignettes will endure.” When I was writing this, I went back again to my yellowed, dog-eared, and scribbled-in copy of
            Capote’s collection, often getting lost in the rereading of this or that story or paragraph. I hope this collection finds
            a similar home on your shelf and in your heart, and that you return again and again to the stories within.
         

         
         My huge thanks to Steph Cha for inviting me through these doorways. To the writers featured here who gave me hours of reader
            joy, I offer my deepest gratitude and congratulations. And to you, the lucky reader about to embark on this journey, happy
            reading.
         

         
         I’ll ask one thing as you read. Accept each story for exactly what it is. Don’t wish it were a novel, or that you could spend
            more time with this character or that. Just open the door and allow yourself to disappear into its brief, powerful perfection.
         

         
         Lisa Unger

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ripen

            Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier

         
         
         from Black Cat Weekly

         
         Sometimes I imagine what tourists do with their first few hours after stepping off the plane into paradise. I bet it involves
            a scenic ride to their hotel or villa, some gasps at the view and no-filter-needed selfies being uploaded to social media;
            perhaps a sip of something flooded with rum or an ecstatic plunge into the Caribbean Sea. For me, on my visits back home to
            St. Thomas every couple of months, those first two hours always find me in the same place: at my mother’s insistence, I’ll
            be ten feet high in whatever fruit tree is currently blooming in her garden, avoiding antisocial iguanas and blighted branches.
            This visit, it’s mango season. I bet my fellow passengers are ordering daiquiris from the hotel bar. I’m shimmying down a
            bough a couple fathoms above my mom’s herb garden, trying my best not to get twigs tangled up in my skinny sisterlocks and
            tossing mangoes down to my mother below. Well. Tossing mangoes and weighted questions.
         

         
         “Ma,” I try, pulling a particularly sappy fruit from a branch. “Jus’ now, in the car, it seemed like he couldn’t figure out
            how to turn on the radio. Maybe you and I should—”
         

         
         “Iss fine, Naomi. It’s a new radio, is all. All deh features in the new car are confusing for both of us,” my mother says.
            She smiles up at me. “See if you could get those to the top of the tree, love. If the birds ain’ get to dem yet.”
         

         
         This is what she does best. My mother fills spaces with plants. There’s her garden, of course, but here in the little house on the Northside of St. Thomas where I grew up, there isn’t a windowsill or a bedside table that doesn’t have a tiny aloe or a spindly orchid quietly growing on top of it. There are fruited passiflora vines that wind along her gates and crotons in decorated pots in the corners of rooms. There’s a need somewhere deep inside
            of her to plug every hole she sees with something green and growing, even if that hole is in the middle of a conversation.
            Especially when that hole is in the middle of a conversation.
         

         
         I sigh and take the picker, reaching as high as I can into the mango tree leaves and angling the metal fingers around the
            dewy fruit ripening up top. “Okay, but then, when it came time to make the turn off St. Peter Mountain Road, I saw that you
            had to remind him where and when to turn. Into our own—”
         

         
         “Honey, I know you saw the storm we had las’ week knocked down the Flamboyant tree at the end of the road. You didn’t see
            how different the turnoff from the road looks? Your father’s still getting used to the new landscape,” she interrupts. “Barely
            even June, an’ the storms already comin’. You should’ve seen the garden after the one las’ week. It’s a wonder there’s still
            fruit hangin’ from the tree.”
         

         
         Oh, there are plenty of things left hanging. Just as I’m getting ready to drop some more—mangoes, and probing questions too—I
            feel a buzz in my back pocket that, thankfully, has nothing to do with the fat bumblebees that are making their daily rounds
            through the leaves. I wrap one arm around the thick bough and ease my phone out of my pocket.
         

         
         “Yuh pickin’ fruit, love? Or you on your phone?” Ma calls up to me.

         
         “It’s Mateo,” I answer.

         
         “Oh,” she says. She’s trying her best to sound nonchalant, but I can see the look on her face clearly, even from twelve feet
            up—excitement, and perhaps a bit of relief, that this beautiful thing growing between my former classmate Mateo and me over
            the past six months hasn’t been wilted by distance and time since I was last on island. “He’s good? He on his way up?”
         

         
         The texts are buzzing in furiously. You here? Meet me at Brewers when you can. Please, Nay. You need to be here. Won’t believe what’s happened, they say.
         

         
         “I think I’m on my way down,” I say instead. “Teo’s working. He’s asking me to meet him at Brewers Bay. Something’s going
            on down there.”
         

         
         “Lord. Well, take the car. Bring him some mangoes too,” she says as I shimmy down the tree. She’s got a bucketful ready for me by the time I’m back on solid ground and dusted off appropriately. “Tell him not to wait too long with these. Too much time, and things spoil. He might want to keep that in mind.” A pause. “You both might.” 

         
         “Right, Ma.” I decide to meet her thinly veiled insinuations with some of my own. “There are other things that probably shouldn’t
            wait for too much longer, either. We still need to talk. About Daddy and his—”
         

         
         “Right,” she echoes, cutting me off. She links her arm through mine, and I’m struck by the matching tones of our skin, like
            polished mahogany, as she rubs some sap off of the back of my hand. “Oh! Before I forget. Look for some Flamboyant flowers
            while you’re down there, please? I like to keep a bunch in my vases, and since the tree down the street is gone see if you
            could find some for me, love.”
         

         
         All I can do is stare—at the bucket of mangoes by her feet, at the pleading behind the smile on her face.

         
         “We’ll have plenty of time to talk later,” she assures me. “Go on down to Brewers. And don’t forget meh flowers, eh?”

         
         I mutter my own reassurances to her while I pile the mangoes into a bag. Mateo and I have both been looking forward to my
            visit for weeks, but his texts are never filled with this level of urgency, and he almost never sends them when he’s on a
            shift. I wonder what this is about—and why he would think that whatever’s happened down on the bay would require the services
            of a food journalist like me.
         

         
         But, hey. At least for once, in my first hours back, I get to go to the beach.

         
          

         I note as I drive down the hill to Brewers that finding Flamboyant flowers for my mother won’t be a problem at all. The hillsides
            look like Christmas trees—rich greens dotted with spots of vibrant red. When I was little, my father told me the story of
            two Virgin Islanders decades before, flying over the St. Thomian hills in a tiny airplane and scattering hundreds of Flamboyant
            seeds across the island. I loved the idea of them tossing out seeds they’d probably never get to see grow entirely, leaving
            those gifts for those who’ll come afterward. I loved the idea of a plant being a legacy.
         

         
         Brewers Bay is lit up with an entirely different color. Both lanes are filled with blue police Chevys, most of which are flashing their neon lights. Officers and EMTs like Mateo fill the beach, talking into their radios and milling around on the sand. There’s a group of them hovered down at the water’s edge, crowded around a rescue boat. Their deep blue uniforms are a soft contrast against the aquamarine water, and their very presence—and all the reasons that could be behind it—a sharper contrast against the waves and white sand. 

         
         I pull my parents’ Explorer against the curb, making sure not to scratch or smudge Daddy’s new tires, and look out over the
            shoreline. There must be at least twenty first responders on the beach, as well as a sizable crowd of onlookers and—I’m noticing
            cameras on tripods and audio equipment, so these must be my people: press. There’s a police officer keeping the civilian crowd
            closer to the road, away from the rescue boat anchored close to the shore. Mateo was right, this certainly is something. I’m
            starving, and it takes everything in me to ignore the bunches of fuzzy sea grapes growing along the edges of the beach and
            make my way down toward the crowd on the sand. I’m halfway there when I hear someone calling my name.
         

         
         It’s been a while since I’ve seen Coziah Hodge, but she’s only become more unmistakable than ever. In the decade since I interned
            at her fledgling online newspaper, she’s doubled in size, cut off all but three inches of her hair and dyed it a deep red,
            and traded in her contacts for wide frames the same color as her hair. Her newspaper’s grown too. Back when I’d interned for
            her the summer before I’d left for college, she was struggling to get reporters, to get interviews; to get readers to check
            out her page. Now the Conchshell Chronicle boasts thousands of readers—with paid subscriptions—from all over the islands and the world. She walks up from the crowd
            and greets me with a hug that feels as soft and giving as the mangoes in my mother’s tree. Yeah, Cozi’s presence has grown
            plenty, but to me, she’ll always be the person who welcomed a curious seventeen-year-old into her one-room “office” in the
            back of her sister’s nail salon and gave all the advice and experience she could. Like those two men on the plane—scattering
            seeds for later.
         

         
         “Nay-Nay! Wait, you been on island an’ you ain’ call me?” she greets me.

         
         “Meh plane jus’ land, Cozi. Not even three hours ago.”

         
         A healthy guffaw. “An’ you already down here? Already found the action? Look you!”

         
         “What can I say? I only learn from the best.”

         
         “Well, I only teach the best, okay, love?” She takes a step back and grins at me. “I’ve been watching your show on EAT TV,
            Naomi. Oh, I love it so much. The interviews are truly something.”
         

         
         “Easy to ask questions when we’re talking about food and drinks and seasoning.”

         
         “Yes, but you always ask the right ones. I really did teach you well.” The smile fades. “Seriously, though. Were you jus’
            driving by and got curious? Or did you hear about what’s happening down here?”
         

         
         “Mateo called me. I . . . don’t know if I’ve told you how close he and I have grown in the past few months . . .”

         
         “You haven’t,” Cozi says. Her words are straightforward, but there’s a question in her voice and a sparkle in her eyes.

         
         “Yeah. I . . . well, I’m down here to see him, and to deal with some other things with my parents. Mateo’s an EMT. He texted
            me to come here to Brewers, but he didn’t give me any details, Cozi. What is all this?”
         

         
         Coziah exhales slowly, then links her arm through mine and begins to walk us toward the crowd. “Li’l background. I assume
            you know about the storm last week.”
         

         
         “Yeah, Tropical Storm Blaine, right?”

         
         “Yup. Formed right over us. It was just a barely organized tropical depression until—bam, just like that, it’s a named storm
            with a little eye and all. This all happened within five hours of it hitting us. No one was prepared. ’S a blessing it wasn’t
            any worse.”
         

         
         “Same thing my parents said. They hadn’t boarded up or anything. They had trees down and some flooding in the back, but it
            could’ve been a lot worse. My . . . uh, Mateo; he worked for like, three days straight.”
         

         
         “So, he’s ‘my Mateo’? Well, sah! We gon’ circle back to he, okay?” Cozi says suggestively as we walk. “Lemme finish telling
            you about this here. About a day after the storm passed, some people cleaning up Lindbergh Bay found a small fishing boat
            that drifted in from the sea. Flipped over, no one inside. Police checked out the boat’s registration number and they learned
            the boat’s owner was Lewiston ‘Lucky’ Simons.” She spits out the name like a bitter piece of fruit. “Lord. Ah sorry. Senator Lewiston ‘Lucky’ Simons.”
         

         
         My eyes are already rolling. “Um. Former senator Lewiston ‘Lucky’ Simons. Unless I missed something.”
         

         
         “You didn’t. ‘Former’ is right. Not to hear him tell it, though. Talking to him, it’s clear he thinks he never left. And by ‘left,’ I mean ‘got thoroughly rejected by hundreds of voters.’ He came in like—tenth in the last two election cycles. You’ve met him before, right?” 

         
         I have. It’s an experience I still regret. I’d first met him when he still went by Lewiston “De Sign Man” Simons and his biggest
            claim to fame was running a sign shop in town on one of the narrow streets behind the Market Square pavilion. Daddy took me
            with him there once when I was fourteen, when he was trying to order some colorful business cards and a car decal for his
            tour and sightseeing service. “De Sign Man” had originally charged one price, but after catching a glimpse of Daddy’s tricked-out,
            brand-new tour van, an extra two hundred dollars got added to the final bill—something he’d tried to pass off as a typo due
            to “slippery fingers.” Once Daddy threatened to use his own slippery fingers to call the Department of Consumer Affairs, the
            charge was taken off. The sleaze associated with him in our minds remained. Seemed like everyone on island had a story like
            that about “De Sign Man”—but then, about two years after Daddy and I walked into his shop, the man got struck by lightning
            and survived. He was playing golf on St. Croix and didn’t clear the course quickly enough. I’d seen it as kind of a divine
            indictment, but other people saw it as a sign of strength; of him being “chosen” or something like that. Man changed his nickname
            to “Lucky” and served—poorly—as a senator for years.
         

         
         “Unfortunately,” is all I say to Coziah. “Shit. Did he drown out there at sea?”

         
         “Well, he wasn’t at his shop or his home. His girlfriend said she hadn’t seen him since the day of the storm. Then a couple
            of fishermen said they saw him launch in Frenchtown the same day the storm hit. Coast guard’s been searching for him for five
            days now. First as a rescue, then they started to hint that it might wind up being a recovery. So, when we got the call to
            come down here—”
         

         
         “You’re thinking they found him. His body.”

         
         “We don’t know what they found. But with a presence this big, what else could it be?” Coziah flashes her Press badge at the
            cop standing between the crowd and the action down at the shoreline, and casually walks me to the front of the group. “Look
            behind us,” Cozi whispers. “Bunch of them are wearing his campaign T-shirts.”
         

         
         There’s another police officer, big guy sweating his light blue uniform shirt a couple shades darker, making his way up the sand toward us—so the glance I take behind me is quick. Cozi is right. Besides the ten or so who are obviously reporters, most people in the crowd are wearing gray shirts with “Time to get LUCKY! . . . into the Senate” printed across the back in bright green letters. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes, not when so many of them look distraught. 

         
         “Ahem. Can I get everyone’s attention?” the officer calls out. The low chatter stops, and several microphones and cameras
            click on. “Some of you done know—ah, already know I’m Lieutenant Emery Oliver. I’ve been authorized to speak to you all about the events that transpired here today.”
         

         
         The lieutenant looks like he’s trying his best to balance formal speaking in front of the cameras with the desire to hurl
            every expletive he can think of at the heat and the sand. He takes a moment to mop his brow with a handkerchief that already
            looks soaked and continues. “Ah. Okay. So, this morning, ’round five a.m., the pilot of a plane delivering newspapers from St. Croix noticed something unusual on Saba Island as she was flying over
            it to our airport. She made an official call to the—”
         

         
         “’Scuse me, can I interrupt?” An older guy with blondish hair calls out from behind Coziah. “Nolan Kirby, Daily News. Why was a plane leaving St. Croix flying all the way over Saba to get to St. Thomas? Isn’t the island of Saba a good three,
            four hours eastward by ferry, over by St. Eustatius and St. Barths?”
         

         
         Lieutenant Oliver sucks his teeth and gives Nolan Kirby an especially nasty stare for keeping him in the heat for an extra
            ten seconds. “You ain’ been here long, eh? Clearly you don’t know—” He seems to remember the cameras in the middle of his
            sentence and tries again with a sheepish smile. “Apologies. As a—a clarification, I’m not referring to Saba, Dutch Caribbean;
            I’m talking about Saba Island, one of deh—ah, deh cays out there that we can see far out in the distance from the shore. It’s
            the bigger one. The one to the west.” He gestures to the peaks way out on the horizon, two of the tiny uninhabited islands
            that surround the West End. “The pilot thought that there may be a person in distress on the cay. The coast guard and VIPD
            jointly deployed two rescue boats. In the early morning light, one of the rescue boats struck some low-lying rocks. Three
            EMTs were thrown into the water.”
         

         
         A murmur goes through the crowd like a breeze through leaves. Lieutenant Oliver takes the opportunity to run the dripping kerchief over his face again, and then continues. “More rescue teams were deployed. In the end, one person was rescued from the shoreline of Saba Island. That individual is former senator Lewiston Simons.” 

         
         The screams begin before Lieutenant Oliver finishes saying the name. “Praise GOD!” someone yells, and there’s applause and
            happy wailing behind me. They’re all reacting somehow, even the reporters are scribbling on pads or talking hurriedly into
            their recorders, and in the middle of that is when I finally see Mateo.
         

         
         He’s ten yards behind Lieutenant Oliver with a group of other EMTs. They’re all standing close together, listening to the
            officer as intently as the rest of us are, but it’s their posture—it’s Mateo’s posture—that hits me hard. He’s always been
            sturdy, as long as I’ve known him—firm and rooted and upright, with a crown of wild curls grafted from his Trini Indian father
            and Crucian mother. But right now, he looks like my mother’s plants when they haven’t been watered nearly enough. They all
            do. They aren’t cheering with the rest of the crowd. I think that’s why I call out to Lieutenant Oliver. I think that’s how
            I know there’s more to the story.
         

         
         “Excuse me—Lieutenant?” I shout. Cozi turns to me, confused, and I grab her hand. “Naomi Sinclair, for—um—special reporter
            for the Conchshell Chronicle. Sir, can you please elaborate on the condition of the three EMTs who fell off the rescue boat?”
         

         
         “Good one, Nay,” Cozi whispers as the crowd quiets down.

         
         Lieutenant Oliver lets out a long breath. “I’m not authorized to give too much detail about that at this point. But. I can
            share that the rescue fleets were able to rescue two of the EMTs thrown from the boat. Um. We . . . jus’ learned—not even
            fifteen minutes ago now—we jus’ learned that the third individual, uh, unfortunately expired despite the best efforts of the
            emergency personnel. And it’s always rough when we lose someone, you know, in the line of duty. We’re, uh, we gon’ be dealing
            with that. Overall, though, the goal of the rescue mission was a success. Like I said, we brought Mr. Simons back.”
         

         
         “Cory Venzen, Channel 5 News. Can you tell us more about Senator Simons’s condition?” a voice yells out from behind me, as
            if he didn’t hear the first part of the lieutenant’s statement.
         

         
         “Is Lucky okay?” screeches one of the supporters.

         
         Lieutenant Oliver doesn’t get a chance to respond. He opens his mouth, but before he’s able to say anything, applause and
            whoops ring out from the crowd. I immediately see the reason why. Limping up the sand from the rescue boat, holding on to
            a stocky police officer for support but grinning triumphantly, is former senator Lucky Simons.
         

         
         I’ve always thought that Lewiston Simons looked more like a skinny circus clown than a statesman. He’s awkwardly bony and
            has a hairline that pulls back more than the waves at low tide. The years haven’t exactly been kind to his mismatched features
            and the hair he still has left, which is decidedly more salt than pepper at this point. But he’s grinning like he’s expecting
            his face on headline news and the front page—which, at this point, might not be such a wild expectation. Lieutenant Oliver
            steps back and grins.
         

         
         “Perhaps, uh, Senator Simons can tell you heself,” the lieutenant says, clapping a little as his colleague helps Lucky to
            the central spot in front of the crowd.
         

         
         “Nuttin’ could stop you, Lucky!” a man in the crowd bellows, which starts another round of cheering and whistling. Coziah
            mutters something ugly under her breath.
         

         
         “Thank you, thank all of you for being here for me today,” Lucky Simons addresses the crowd. His voice is raspy, but I sense
            that the energy in the crowd is powering the electricity that crackles through it. “I . . . was blown off course during Tropical
            Storm Blaine las’ week when I went out fishin’. Wound up spendin’ some time out there on . . . on Saba. Thanks to the determination
            of our first responders, I’m here today. ’S a shame about the one young man, deh . . . EMT; may he res’ in peace. His bravery
            won’t be forgotten. As fuh me, I’m a li’l dehydrated an’ all, but I spent my fair share of time in the bush as a child. Lots
            of time outdoors. I was able to keep mehself fed from some of the local flora that—”
         

         
         “HER bravery,” a voice cuts him off. I look off to Lucky’s right, and my eyes go wide. It’s Mateo. He’s walked away from the
            rest of the EMTs to address the former senator. His face is twisted like an angry vine. “The EMT that died today on your rescue
            mission, she was a woman. HER rest. HER peace. An’ she had a name too, sir. It was—”
         

         
         “Teo!” I call out. I step away from Coziah and the rest of the crowd and run across the sand to him. “Mateo, you can’t—you need to stop now, love. Please—” 

         
         “I understan’ you’re upset, son,” Lucky Simons says to the crowd as I slip my arm around Mateo’s waist.

         
         “Naomi.” Mateo’s voice is quiet, but his words are hot. “He has to know. He’s talking about her like she’s—like her life was
            just a necessary sacrifice for him to be here today. He has no idea who she was.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t. He has no clue,” I whisper back. “But you can’t say her name, love; not here, not now. Not in front of the cameras.
            Her family probably doesn’t even know yet, Teo. Please, just walk away with me, okay?”
         

         
         He runs a hand over his face and lets out a long breath. “Okay. Yeah. Let’s—I can’t listen to this anymore. I can’t stay here.
            I need to—”
         

         
         “We’re walking,” I cut him off, pulling him away from the crowd in the direction of the quiet end of the beach.

         
         “Let’s give a hand to that young man; the lieutenant says his name is Matthew Ramakumar—ah, Mattoo Ramkyumar—an’ to all of
            our hardworking first responders,” Lucky Simons’s nauseating voice rings out behind me.
         

         
         And they do. They clap for Mateo and for all the other uniformed helpers on the beach. I doubt Teo hears any of it. I hold
            him tight as we walk away. I let him cover his face and sob. It makes me think, as we walk away from the circus behind us,
            about how these past few months with Mateo have been all toasts and twilight. They’ve been dancing and dinners when we’re
            together and hours-long phone and video calls when we’re not. Surprise visits. Jokes. Gifts in the mail. There’s been nothing
            like . . . this. And I think about how wonderfully things can sprout and grow when there’s abundant sunshine, but how it’s
            the rain that makes them bloom.
         

         
          

         In the end, we drive. We get in Daddy’s new car and leave the beach behind. Twenty minutes later and with half the island between us and Brewers, we finally stop under the enormous Flamboyant tree at the Drake’s Seat overlook, which is blooming in all its crimson glory. The full red flowers mean we can barely see the expanse of Magens Bay and the Atlantic way out beyond us, but that’s okay. It’s fine. I gather flowers for my mother while Mateo gathers his composure. And when he’s ready and my arms are full of foliage, he and I talk about Consuelo Rivera. 

         
         “She was young. Think she graduated high school two, three years ago,” he says quietly from where we sit on the stone wall.
            “Sway lived for this job, though. Put her all into it, every day. She didn’t deserve to go out like this, mehn . . .”
         

         
         “I know, Teo. I know.”

         
         “Yeah. She and I were real cool too. She had a girlfriend, Nessa. We’d—um—help each other out, give each other advice. Those
            earrings I sent for your birthday? She helped me pick those.”
         

         
         “She had good taste,” I tell him.

         
         “Damn good taste. She did.” He sniffs. “She was tired, I think. Overtired. She and I, we’d done a long, tough rescue after
            the storm. That’s the one I told you about. The two tourists on the inflatables.”
         

         
         “The ones you were looking for on the wrong island?”

         
         “Yes! They got swept over from Morningstar Beach to the other side of Water Island. We looked all over the east side of Hassel
            Island. They were way, way farther west than we’d thought. Anyway, Sway worked with me on that one too. You know I had las’
            night off—until I got called in this morning for this whole situation with Lucky Simons—but she worked. She’d been working.
            To the point of exhaustion. I think when she hit the water, she just couldn’t . . .” He clears his throat. “Giovanni and Jehron
            barely made it out alive.”
         

         
         “Were you on the crew that rescued them?” I ask.

         
         He makes a sound that—under different circumstances—might have been considered a laugh. A hollow one. “Nah. Nope. I was on
            the crew that rescued Lucky Simons from Saba Island.”
         

         
         “No way.”

         
         He shrugs. “The coast guard boat wound up having to stop and help Giovanni’s team when their boat hit the rocks and capsized.
            So, four others plus me, we got called in to finish going out to Saba for Lucky. His name did him good, boy. There’s no fresh
            water on Saba. No trees . . . just a lot of low bush. Another twenty-four to forty-eight hours, and we might have been having
            a very different conversation.” He pauses for a beat. Two. “Naomi. We should be having a very different conversation. Sway should be the one walkin’ up the beach with everyone cheering, and Lucky should be the one lyin’ up there in . . . in . . . my God, I jus’ . . . I keep thinking about all her plans. Everything she wanted to do. All she was supposed to become. That she’s gone and he still here, it jus’ ain’ right.” 

         
         My phone is buzzing again, and I look down at the texts on my screen. “Looks like he’s feeling well enough to give interviews.
            Coziah just texted me. Conchshell Chronicle got the first interview slot with him first thing tomorrow morning. She asked if I want to join her. I never liked the man,
            but . . . I mean, I gotta admit, I am curious about what he ate over there those four days. I have a show planned for next
            month about survival food.”
         

         
         “You think you’ll do it?”

         
         “I don’t know. I . . . still haven’t gotten to talk to my parents yet. You know. About—”

         
         “Aw. Man. I called you down to the beach; of course you didn’t have time. I’m sorry.” He slides an arm around my waist. “Just
            remember, please, don’t tell them that I was the one who told you, all right? When we showed up with the ambulance that day,
            they both begged me not to tell you about the accident. It could’ve been so much worse, and I’m glad it wasn’t. But Nay, he
            doesn’t need to be behind the wheel of anything anymore. The tree and their car, they were both wrecked.”
         

         
         “They’re trying to blame the tree being gone on the storm, and they’re saying the new car is their anniversary gift to themselves.
            But—God, those pics you sent me, Teo . . .”
         

         
         “Yeah. Going on three weeks ago now, so their tree didn’t look anything like—you know, like this.” He gestures to the canopy of red above our heads. “The hood and windshield of your dad’s car, they were covered in the
            branches and the leaves and . . . must’ve been hundreds of green buds. I kept thinking . . . I dunno, jus’ how sad it was
            that your mom wouldn’t get to have her flowers this year. They never got their chance. And—shit, I’m making a mess of this,
            but—today, with Sway, I’m feeling the same thing. She’ll never—she won’t get the chance to—”
         

         
         He reaches out and touches the flowers in my arms, and I nod. I know how the sentence is supposed to end. “I’ll do the interview
            tomorrow with Lucky, Mateo. I’ll tell him who Consuelo was. He should know.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” he says quietly. I let my head settle on his shoulder. We can’t see the sun above us through the thick bunches of flowers and branches, but we can feel it on the tops of our heads, on our shoulders and legs. Warming us from above. Growing us into our very best selves. 

         
          

         Daddy isn’t having it the next morning. “If you’re going out Fortuna to talk to that thief Lucky Simons, I’m driving you,
            Naomi. You already put a dent in the trunk of my car,” he fires at me as I scoop the rest of my oats into the trash bin.
         

         
         “I absolutely didn’t, Daddy. That dent was already there. It lines up with the handle on the gate. And I always pull in forward.
            I don’t reverse,” I tell him.
         

         
         He snorts. “Well, I didn’t back into the gate. I might get close, but I never touch.”

         
         “You want to drive me? Fine. I need to talk to you about a few things anyway.”

         
         “You know what? I need to go to the nursery today. I want to add some color to the garden and replace the lime tree that blew
            over,” Ma interjects. The grin she flashes at us is more desperate than pleasant. “We can all go, right, Val? We’ll drive
            Naomi to the interview, and then afterwards you both can help me pick some new flowers.”
         

         
         “That dent isn’t new,” I whisper to her as we follow him outside.

         
         “Maybe not, dear. You want to bring Senator Simons some plums? They jus’ got ripe. So sweet this year. And filling,” she answers.
            Right. Filling. In more ways than one—that hole in our conversation, plugged right up.
         

         
         This is how all three of us wind up driving out west to Lucky Simons’s house, with me reminding Daddy to stay off the yellow
            lines and mind the stop signs while my mother jabbers on about her guava crop from the back seat. I think we’re all relieved
            when we finally pull into a driveway with a tall iron fence twenty minutes later. Lucky Simons’s house sits at the top of
            a small knoll, one that faces south down the mountain to the open Caribbean Sea and the tiny cays way out beyond the airport
            runway. As I walk up the driveway to where Coziah waits for me on the covered porch, I can see Saba Island way out in the
            distance, and another smaller rock off to the east, Flat Cay. They rise out of the choppy blue water like enormous sea monsters.
            I wonder if they’ve haunted Lucky in the few hours since he’s been home.
         

         
         “Family field trip today?” Cozi greets me as I walk up the tiled stairs to Lucky’s porch. She’s in bright yellow today.

         
         “Let’s not even get into that,” I mutter. “Damn. Lucky’s house is nicer than I thought it would be. Looks new. Look at that roof.” 

         
         “If you’re impressed by the house, wait till you see his girlfriend,” Cozi whispers. “I mean—it don’t take much to be out
            of Lucky’s league, but she look like she playin’ a whole different sport.”
         

         
         Cozi isn’t exaggerating, I realize, when the front door opens. The woman behind it can’t be much older than I am. Short haircut,
            flawless makeup, huge earrings. One could probably mistake her for Lucky’s daughter, except she has none of the unfortunate
            features Lucky’s saddled with. She breaks into a cool smile and nods at us.
         

         
         “Oh! I know you, Ms. Sinclair. I watch your show,” the woman says when Cozi tries to explain who we are. “And you—I remember you from Tradewinds Bless. Asian shrimp salad and a Hummingbird, no cherry.”
         

         
         “Ah. Yes. Lynelle, right? Bartender?” Cozi asks.

         
         “Close. Lydia. And I used to waitress,” the woman answers as we follow her through the front door into an expansive living
            room. The house has a lovely open floor plan, with dark granite in the kitchen and furniture I know couldn’t have been purchased
            on island. “That was before I met Lucky, though.”
         

         
         “You’re not at the restaurant anymore?” I ask. She leads us down a hallway. Eight-foot doors, fourteen-foot ceilings; dishwasher
            in the kitchen—a dishwasher, on an island where wasting water could easily count as the eighth cardinal sin. No money was spared on this place. Damn.
         

         
         “Lucky lets me work on my YouTube channel full time,” she says. “That way, when he gets back into the Senate, we can be a . . .
            Lord, what was it he came up with? Oh, yes—a ‘power couple.’ His own words, han’ to God.”
         

         
         I open my mouth to respond to that, but she’s grinning so proudly that I bite my words back. “Wow. That’s unbelievable,” I
            try instead. Cozi looks like she’s trying to stifle a laugh.
         

         
         “Right? He’s always coming up with li’l phrases like that. Such a mind. Listen, Ms. Sinclair, don’t let me forget to give
            you my information before you leave. In case you ever want to work together on a project.”
         

         
         “Come in!” The voice ringing out from behind a door saves me from having to fake agreement. It’s the same raspy-but-powerful voice from yesterday on the beach. Lydia pushes the door open, and there, sitting behind a large mahogany table in a home office that looks out over the water, is Lucky Simons. 

         
         “Thank you for coming,” he says. He stands to greet us. Man’s got on a suit, which only makes him look like a formal potato.
            “I see you’ve met Lydia. Go on, dear. Tell them what you do on your Twitter—your, ah, YouTube show.”
         

         
         “I make trail mix,” she tells us. “From scratch. With seeds and dried fruits and stuff like that.”

         
         “Seeds and fruits you grow yourself?” I ask.

         
         Lydia wrinkles her nose. “I get them from the store,” she says to me as if I’ve suggested she flies them in from Neptune.
            “I jus’ . . . you know, I put it all together myself. From scratch. Oh, and then I add my . . . what did you call it, Lucky?
            My personal . . . ?”
         

         
         “Signature,” Lucky supplies.

         
         “Yes! My signature seasoning blend. It jus’ means it’s a recipe I came up with myself. Lucky gets me the best cinnamon, the
            best turmeric, the best lemongrass and cloves and cayenne and garlic and—”
         

         
         “She’s very talented,” Lucky tells me, breaking into a slimy smile. He gestures to two plush chairs on the other side of the
            table. “You’d be very prudent to have her on your show sometime.”
         

         
         “We appreciate you giving us this interview this morning,” Coziah says, saving me again from having to say something I don’t
            mean. “You’ll be telling this story all day. I’m happy I’ll get to hear it first.”
         

         
         “Of course, dahlin’. I’m just thrilled to have two such . . . exquisite young ladies in my presence. Definitely a sight for
            these ol’ eyes.”
         

         
         I’m not sure I can hide my revulsion so well, so I turn to take a glance over at Lydia instead. She’s standing before an enormous
            professional-grade printer in the corner, taking small slips of paper out and packing them into a box. If she heard Lucky,
            she doesn’t react.
         

         
         “I imagine you’re exhausted, Mr. Simons. Why don’t you start by telling me your story? What happened that morning when you
            got into your boat?” Coziah asks.
         

         
         “As you may know, I’ve been an avid fisherman for decades,” Lucky begins. “Saturday morning began jus’ like any other. I like
            to get out on my boat ahead of storms—I always seem to catch the best fish a few hours before things really get out of hand
            with the weather. Do either of you girls fish?”
         

         
         He’s asked the question in the same voice men have used to buy me drinks at clubs. My father taught me how to fish when I was barely old enough to walk, but Cozi and I both respond with headshakes. “You should come out with me sometime. It’s truly an invigorating experience. Anyway, the storm blew in fast an’ hard. I was pretty far out. Couldn’t get back to shore. The waves pulled me out, and then threw the boat over and I went with it. I was wearing my life vest, but the current—the waves kept crashing over me an’ pulling me this way and that. Felt like I was in the water forever.” 

         
         “When did you get to Saba?” Cozi asks.

         
         “Later that day. Almos’ night. The storm had mostly passed by then. I was still in the life vest, but exhausted and cold.
            I fought to get to that shore, though. And I made it. They don’t call me ‘Lucky’ for nothing.”
         

         
         It’s twenty more minutes of the same—Cozi, asking questions about Lucky’s experience in the water, and Lucky, purring answers
            back to her like a slippery cat. He’s in the middle of answering a question about yesterday’s rescue when he turns his skinny
            body in the chair and settles his eyes on me.
         

         
         “What about you, dear? Haven’t heard much from you. You jus’ here for moral support?” he asks.

         
         “Um, no . . . I’m here to learn about what you ate when you were on the island,” I answer. “I’m not a reporter, like Ms. Hodge.
            I write about food.”
         

         
         “I see. Then let’s talk. I know how to get what I need from the land. I believe the correct term for that, honey, is a . . .
            environmentalist.”
         

         
         “Uh, sure. If you say so.” I clear my throat. “So, there doesn’t seem to be much to eat on Saba Island. Tell me about what
            you were able to find.”
         

         
         “There’s plenty to eat if you have the know-how, love. I always keep a small bag of nuts in the pocket of my life jacket.
            I made those last me the first day. Second day the storm brought in some sargassum.”
         

         
         “Oh, that makes sense,” I say. “Eating the sargassum. You know, some people—”

         
         “No, no, chile, you can’t eat that stuff! No, no, no. You say you write about food? You can’t eat seaweed. There are all kinds
            of toxins in ocean plants. What I did was find some li’l crabs and fish that had been tangled up in them. Protein, you know?”
         

         
         All I can do is nod. The gulp of water Cozi’s taking from her canteen seems conveniently timed.

         
         “By day four, though, my resources were getting slim. I was feeling a little desperate, so I went for a walk over the main part of the island to see if I could find any fruit trees or so on. There were none to be found. Except . . .” 

         
         “Except . . . ?”

         
         “You’re young but are you familiar with what the ol’ people call ‘lizard food’?” he asks.

         
         I am. Small, warty orange pods with bitter red seeds inside. My mother still grows them—intentionally—to keep pests away from
            the more palatable fruits in her garden. “You ate those?” I ask him. “How many?”
         

         
         He chuckles. “You young people don’t realize those are edible, do you? They’re certainly not poisonous. I ate several of them.
            They’re not tasty, but they are what kept me alive for those last few hours before the rescuers arrived. You know, I should—”
         

         
         “Luck. Remember you have that man from Channel 12 coming by in a few minutes,” Lydia pipes up from her spot by the printer.

         
         “Ah, yes,” Lucky says. She pads over to him and puts something into his outstretched palm. “Sadly, it looks like our time
            together is through. But before you leave, let me congratulate you both on being the first to receive these. They’re my new
            campaign cards. I jus’ took the picture at dawn this morning over at Drake’s Seat, an’ printed the cards jus’ now. Anything
            I can do at the shop, I can do here at home too. So here. Take one. Take several, for your friends. Let’s make lightning strike
            twice, together!”
         

         
         I leave Lucky’s house disgusted. Disgusted by the man himself and by the ostentatious card he’s shoved into my hand—a gorgeous,
            unobstructed view of the entire expanse of Magens Bay, marred only by Lucky’s mismatched face and the huge Lightning Can Strike
            Twice sign he’s holding. Disgusted by myself for not doing what I’d promised Mateo, for not even bringing up Consuelo Rivera.
            After saying my goodbyes to Cozi and making plans to meet up for drinks later, I slide into the passenger seat of the car
            next to Daddy and sigh.
         

         
         “Can you believe this?” I hand him one of Lucky’s cards. “Man barely crawled off that island alive, and he’s already campaigning
            this morning. Already turning his ordeal into a—an election platform. God. He’s so gross.”
         

         
         “Well, they’re always campaigning, love. Did you give him the plums?” my mother asks from the back seat.

         
         My father sits silently in his seat studying the card. Long enough for me to notice he’s engaged the emergency brake, but the car’s in neutral instead of park. “This just isn’t right,” he mutters, handing the card back to me. 

         
         “I know, right? He’s such a—” I stop midway. Daddy most likely meant Lucky’s political ambitions, but something about his
            words strike me hard. Something about that card isn’t right. I take a closer look at the slip of card stock in my hand. Lucky, the beach, the sign . . . and then it hits me. A truth
            that’s been growing quietly in my mind since yesterday afternoon. One that’s been rounding out and losing its green; one that’s
            finally thick and full and ready to be picked. “Dammit, Daddy, you’re right,” I whisper. “Don’t drive yet. I need to call
            Teo.”
         

         
          

         The next time I knock on Lucky’s door—six hours later—Lucky himself is the one who answers, not Lydia.

         
         “Ms. Sinclair?” he asks through the crack. He’s looking at me the way iguanas look at my mother’s mangoes. “Well, well. I
            didn’t think I’d see you again so soon. Mus’ admit, it’s quite a pleasant surprise. Perhaps you an’ I could—”
         

         
         “Mr. Simons. I—think Lieutenant Oliver has some questions he’d like answered first,” I say quietly. Lucky opens the crack
            a little wider to see Emery Oliver and two other officers standing beside me, and his face falls. He opens the door wider,
            and the four of them head inside toward Lucky’s living room.
         

         
         Cozi’s behind me on the steps. Her bright red lips—made up to match the scarlet color of her hair—twist into a smile. “You
            know once this breaks, everyone is going to be calling you for interviews.”
         

         
         “Glad I could give you the scoop. They’ll call, but I . . . I came down to spend time with Mateo and to deal with some stuff
            with my parents. I don’t really want to spend the rest of my trip talking to the media,” I tell her.
         

         
         “I see your parents waiting in the car for you. So, let’s make this quick, then,” she tells me, pulling out her phone and
            easing herself down onto the steps. I settle next to her and nod. She pulls up her recording app and hits start.
         

         
         “Tell me what made you suspect something wasn’t right about Senator Simons’s account,” she asks.

         
         “It was the card, Cozi. His campaign card, the one he gave me this morning during the interview. It’s a picture of him standing at Drake’s Seat, looking out over Magens Bay. He’s holding a huge sign that says Lightning Strikes Twice.” 

         
         “You think the sign referred to his ordeal on the golf course twelve years ago, and then also to his rescue from Saba Island.”

         
         “Exactly,” I tell her. “The thing is, he told us he printed those cards this morning. Took the picture at dawn. And the card
            does show a sunrise. He was wearing the same suit at our interview. It all looked right. Except for the tree.”
         

         
         “The tree?”

         
         “The Flamboyant tree at Drake’s Seat. It’s blooming now. The flowers are everywhere—you can barely see anything past them.
            But in the picture, the tree wasn’t in bloom. The seeds weren’t ripe. The buds were still green. You can see the beach in
            full. And so . . . I started to think that maybe, Mr. Simons took this picture a few weeks ago. Which means that his whole
            ordeal was planned.”
         

         
         “That’s a big accusation to make, Naomi.”

         
         “Yeah. It was a big hunch. So, I called Mateo. I talked to my parents. And we . . . um . . . we put some things together.”
            I pause. “That storm last week, Blaine, it was unexpected. The intensity and the organization. Everyone said it was supposed
            to be weaker than it turned out to be. Mateo and some other EMTs, including Sway Rivera, had a rescue the other night that
            involved two tourists who had drifted away on their inflatables during the storm. They were looking for them all over Hassel
            Island, but the storm had pulled them much farther west than anyone expected. I started to think that . . . well, maybe Lucky
            intended to get shipwrecked for a day or two. For the attention. He knew the storm was coming and it was the perfect situation.
            But he didn’t count on it being as strong as it wound up being, and maybe he hadn’t intended to wind up on Saba.”
         

         
         “So . . .”

         
         “So, Mateo and a couple of officers went out there on Teo’s boat this afternoon. They didn’t go to Saba, though. They went to the little rock east of it. Flat Rock Cay. And they found something. A bag.” I pull out my phone and show her the photos Mateo sent to me earlier that day . . . a small brown bag, carefully stashed in a hollow under a tree on the rocky shoreline of Flat Rock. A couple bottles of water inside. A flare. A bag of chips and a few bags of what looks like homemade trail mix—cashews, almonds, pretzels, and chocolate, all covered in specks of a myriad of spices. “It sure looks like a ‘just in case’ bag. They haven’t proved it’s Lucky’s . . . yet. But they’ll be looking for prints. His and Lydia’s, especially if that trail mix has her—you know, her ‘signature spice blend’ all over it.” 

         
         “If they can make a case against him, they can convict him for fraud. Wasting police resources and such,” Cozi says.

         
         “Worse. They can charge him with Consuelo Rivera’s murder,” I say. “If he knowingly caused this situation, he put all those
            police officers and EMTs in danger when they rescued him. If she died as a result of that, it’s his fault.”
         

         
         The door behind us swings open, and the officers walk out along with Lydia and Lucky, who looks decidedly less smarmy than
            he had earlier. I watch as they head toward the two Trailblazers at the bottom of the driveway next to my parents’ car. Right
            before he opens the back door to one of them, Lucky turns his head and takes a long look over at Lydia, and then back at the
            house. I’m still trying to make sense of the expression on his face when Emery Oliver speaks up.
         

         
         “Mr. Simons and Ms. Porter have agreed to continue our conversation down at Bournefield station,” the lieutenant says to me
            with a tight nod.
         

         
         “Are they—” Cozi begins, but Lieutenant Oliver waves her quiet.

         
         “No arrests have been made yet. Thank you,” he says.

         
         “You may want to bring a change of clothes for him,” I call out to him.

         
         He turns back to me. “Sorry?”

         
         “Lucky. I interviewed him earlier about what he ate over on Saba. He seemed to be pretty confident about his choices. But . . .”

         
         Lieutenant Oliver wrinkles his nose. “But what?”

         
         “He made the wrong ones. He should’ve eaten the damn sargassum. People eat it all the time. Hawaiians serve it with fish.
            It’s edible right out of the sea. But the ‘lizard food’ . . . it’s not jus’ native to us over here. It grows in Asia too.
            It’s called a bitter melon. The seeds taste awful, but they are edible. It’s just that . . . well . . . if you eat too much
            of it, it can cause massive abdominal cramps and explosive diarrhea. I’m thinking those cramps should start hitting Lucky
            right about now.”
         

         
         Now the lieutenant’s entire face is twisted. “Oh. Damn. Maybe I should . . . although, if he really did that shit, if he cause that girl Sway to die out there in the water like that, maybe he deserves what he gets.” He nods and heads out to the squad car behind the others. “You have a nice night, ladies.” 

         
         Cozi’s already having trouble containing her laughter. “Wait, Nay. Are you—are you saying that Lewiston Simons is, at this
            very moment, full of—”
         

         
         “Coziah! Your recording app’s still on,” I giggle. “Turn it off, and then finish your thought.” She does. Both. And we laugh
            until we can no longer see the blue police lights heading down the mountain.
         

         
         The light’s low and the sun’s setting by the time I finally make it back to my parents’ car at the bottom of Lucky’s driveway.
            “So, it’s done,” my father says as I slide into the passenger seat.
         

         
         “Almost. They took Lucky down to the station to talk to him more. He might have to choose a different nickname after this,
            though.”
         

         
         “Right.” My father sighs. Squints out into the distance. “Got a call when you were in there jus’ now. From that boy.”

         
         “From . . . Mateo?” I ask.

         
         “He was looking for you. But he an’ I got to talking, and he thinks I should . . .” He stops talking. Sighs again.

         
         “You know, he mentioned the mangoes. He said they were so tasty, and . . .” my mother begins. And then she stops too. “Val.
            Please, jus’ tell her.”
         

         
         “Daddy?” I ask.

         
         “It’s my memory. My mind,” he says to me. His eyes are still on the wheel, not on my face. “I know I’m not . . . an old man
            yet, but sometimes these things happen sooner than later. The doc . . . she called it early-on or something like that.”
         

         
         “Early-onset. Alzheimer’s?” I ask
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