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EIGHT

The kids wheeled their oversize beach cruisers through the hot night, pumping the pedals, then standing with their chests at the curved handlebars as they glided down the sidewalk along Ocean View Avenue. Four wide, they turned into the sandy parking lot of Red’s Beachside Bar and Billiards. One by one, they dismounted, the oldest standing with both feet on one pedal until the bike rolled to the back corner of the building, where he hopped off and leaned the bike against the cinder blocks.

The four of them, none older than fourteen, huddled in the darkness outside the reach of the parking lot’s lights. “Ante up,” the oldest boy said. The other three reached in their pockets and brought out dollar bills and half rolls of quarters that they turned over to him. He stuffed the money in the pocket of his board shorts and said, “I’ll be right back.”

They watched him slink toward the open screen door just around the rear of the building, from which they could hear a country band distinguish itself from the more common collective noises of a dive bar at that hour. The boy went into the kitchen, which was hot and loud, the cooks sweaty and swearing and tipping back cans of Natural Light from an open case that sat on a wire shelving unit behind them. They worked the fryers in their stained aprons, and as they tossed wings in pans, they hardly noticed or cared to notice the boy’s figure passing behind them. He stepped carefully across the slippery red tiles and peered through the window of the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the hallway that went past the dirty restrooms and led to the bar and sawdusted dance floor. The music was now louder than any thought in his head, and by habit, he eyed the lit‑up cigarette vending machine sitting at the end of the hall and pushed the swinging door open just enough to slide through.

When he got in the hall, he slowly inched his way along the wood-paneled wall, and a man and a woman stumbled out of the ladies’ room, she buttoning up her cutoff shorts and the man with his arm around her shoulders for support. He could see them both laughing but could not hear it as the band pushed a honky-tonk number till the bar’s sound system reached its limit and stayed there, the pedal steel guitar wavering and the bass and drums thrashing out a wall of noise that had the crowd in a frenzy of sweat and beer and movement.

The woman looked at the boy, smiled, and tousled his hair as they passed him and went back to the dance floor. The boy knelt down by the vending machine and loaded up quarters and dollars until he had enough to pull the knob on a pack of Kools, and as he did, he looked over his shoulder and made eye contact with the barman. He saw the man point and his mouth formed the shape of a shout, and the boy grabbed the smokes and ran out through the kitchen, taking four beers from the open case meanwhile.

The other boys watched him come around the corner running with an armful of beer cans, shouting, “Go, go, go!”

“Oh, shit!” said one, and the boys grabbed a beer each from him, stuffed them in their pockets, slung their bikes toward the street, hopped on, and began to pedal furiously. They were laughing, and a cloud of sand white as the moon rose from their back wheels in the sodium-vapor lamplight as they scrambled out of the parking lot and turned down the sidewalk toward Ocean View Beach Park. The oldest boy looked behind him and saw the barman come out of the building. He lingered in his looking, the boy half believing he saw grief or sadness in the barman’s expression. The barman stayed too and watched the figures fade into the night as if they had been ghosts come to visit from his own distant youth.

Not even a quarter mile down the road, the boys turned off the sidewalk again and coasted through the parking lot to the far corner of the park’s seagrass, gray and waving in the welcome night breeze. They stashed their bikes one by one in the depths of the grass and crested the small dune and slid down its backside. They sat all in a line watching the low whitecaps fall over the gray shore. The older boy opened the pack of Kools and handed out five smokes each to his companions. One said, “Fucking score, Dougie,” and another was the first to open his beer and take a giant slug, which he nearly spat out, shaking his head against the bitter taste of it.

Dougie pulled a Bic out of his pocket and lit one of the smokes awkwardly, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. He puffed on it a few times and passed the lighter down the line. His friends lit their own smokes and took turns coughing as they inhaled. Dougie feigned experience, and he looked upward and watched as a colony of gulls circled the moon. A few clouds rolled in, and the beach and the boys resting at its edge went from dark to faintest light to dark again in a slow hypnotic rhythm. Terns ran up and down the waterline, racing against its rise and fall, stippling the wet sand with their beaks and retreating when the waves broke and rushed in, erasing the pockmarked record of their hunger.

Dougie reached into the grass behind him for the beer he’d set down. His hand brushed against some other metal before he found the beer. He ran his fingertips across the metal surface, almost stroking it. Dougie felt a pattern like that of a rasp from his father’s woodshop but without the bite. He closed his hand around the object and pulled it out of the grass and brought it out before him in the darkness. He held a pistol with a longish pipe on the business end, which he guessed from the movies was a silencer. He had grabbed the thing around its grip naturally and automatically as if he would never have picked it up by any means other than the way it was meant to be held. As if its maker had considered a young boy’s wonderment while grasping it as the most crucial element of its design.

*

Lamar stood in the reception area and watched the clock on the wall behind Mr. Peters. “I really think you ought to close for the evening, sir. I’ve got a patrol unit coming to sit in the parking lot. You don’t have to worry about the motel. It’s almost nine thirty. Surely anybody coming in off the street can find another room.”

Arman sat on a stool behind the reception desk next to the old man. “I think it’s a good idea, Mr. Peters. Like the detective said, if it’s nothing, it’s nothing. If it’s something even a little dangerous, why stay?”

“So lemme ask you something, Detective.”

“Shoot.”

“You’re saying this Charger I seen might be the two fellers did the crime you think Arman here was witness to?”

“Might be.”

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“I don’t know for sure. Might could be a couple of kids cruising on a Friday.”

“But you don’t think so.”

“No, sir, I don’t.”

The old man looked at Arman and settled his eyes on the young man as if he might want to tell him something, but he did not.

Arman said, “Really, Mr. Peters. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”

“Sir, I promise you the commonwealth has resources for situations like this,” said Lamar. “I’ll take Mr. Bajalan to his apartment. We’ll pack him a bag, and he can stay with me tonight. State troopers will put him in another apartment tomorrow morning, and we’ll have a detail on him until the trial’s over. A little inconvenience. No skin off your back at all.”

The old man leaned against the wood paneling and looked at the ceiling’s popcorn surface. He looked back at Lamar. “Son, what trial?” he said. “Don’t sound to me like you have a goddamn clue what’s going on out there except Arman here might be in some kind of danger. And for the record, it ain’t my skin I’m worried about.” He put one of his big hands on Arman’s shoulder and squeezed. “I never did think these sons of bitches would have the onions to hunt you up all the way across the ocean.”

Arman patted the old man’s hand and stood up, holding on to it for a moment. “It’ll be all right, Mr. Peters. Probably just kids out cruising. Probably the whole thing has nothing to do with me.” He stepped through the door separating the employee section from the reception area and stood on the opposite side of the desk.

“You ready, Mr. Bajalan?” Lamar asked.

“Sure.”

“You’re gonna have a unit sitting in that gravel there in just a minute, sir,” Lamar said to the older man.

“All right, then,” said Mr. Peters. “I’ll get to locking things up. Be out in a jiffy.” The furtive circling of the cars made sense now. If it wasn’t police patrols, it was one vehicle on a scouting expedition. Mr. Peters felt he now had a more complete picture of what was happening than the two younger men did. Whoever was in that Charger was coming for Arman. They all knew that. And while Mr. Peters understood that Arman and the detective had each felt the adrenalized atmosphere of combat, he did not think they could read the situation the way he could. They were conversant on the subject of men trying to kill each other, but Mr. Peters was fluent. He’d spent the better part of his life speaking that language. With all other plausible explanations exhausted, he could now read the signs the strangers in the Charger had left as clearly as he could read the pages of his Westerns.

The motel had been scouted by professionals. That much was obvious. But there was no reason to think the scouts knew they’d been discovered. In moments like this, Mr. Peters reverted to an instinctive practicality in his thinking. As long as Arman and the detective were away from the motel, Mr. Peters could solve the problem the men in the Charger presented by himself. He looked them over a last time before he decided. Whatever was coming, he planned to be the one waiting for it.

Lamar and Arman started walking toward the door. Mr. Peters pulled the heavy Colt Python from its holster and held it below the level of the reception desk. He opened the cylinder, turned it until he’d confirmed it was loaded with six .357 cartridges, then put it back in the holster.

Lamar pushed the door open, and Arman turned around and said, “Thank you, Mr. Peters.”

The old man looked up. “For what?”

Arman smiled. “I’ll see you Monday morning.”

“I’ll have a want ad in the Pilot on Tuesday if I don’t. Now y’all get out of here so I can close this place down.”

The two younger men let the door shut behind them. Mr. Peters watched them through the glass and kept his eyes on the door for some time after they’d passed from view. He opened a drawer and put two speed loaders on the desk and walked over to the door Arman and Lamar had just gone through a minute before. He looked out over the parking lot, the white-shell aggregate seemingly aglow in the moon’s light. Mr. Peters watched the taillights of Lamar’s unmarked car disappear down the street, then locked the dead bolt and turned the placard over on its chain until it read closed on the outside. He went back through the employee-only door, grabbed the 870 from where it leaned against the wall, and worked the action to confirm it was loaded. He set it down across the desk, the barrel pointed toward the reception area.

*

At 9:20, the radio in the patrol car en route to sit on the Sea Breeze Motel crackled with the usual Friday-night summer traffic: 10‑12, vandalism at the Piggly Wiggly on Princess Anne; 10‑43, drunks outside the clubs on Granby; 10‑44, disturbance from an off-campus house party near Old Dominion University. Officers Sherwood and Washington from the Second Patrol Division kept their unit pointed north down Chesapeake Boulevard toward the water. It felt like getting over, being tasked to sit in a motel parking lot in the comfort of their patrol car with the AC running.

They pulled into a gas station at Little Creek Road, and Officer Sherwood ran in and came back out in under two minutes with a six-pack of High Life tucked under his arm. Second of the evening and three hours into the overnight shift. He jumped back in, put the beer down on the floorboard, and pulled one out for Washington, who expertly worked the twist-off cap with one hand and with his other wheeled the unit around quickly. Sherwood took a big swig and blipped the light and sirens as they passed through the intersection, and they were back on their way.

When they took the curve by the golf course, Officer Sherwood put the window down and took another pull on his beer and silently waited with childlike anticipation for the first glimpse of the ocean to come into view. He focused on a small patch of blackness at the end of the divided boulevard, tunneled down its length with leafed‑out oaks and covered in its own lesser darkness.

Officer Washington took the call at 9:27. “Unit two-seven-one, what’s your twenty?”

“En route Sea Breeze Motel on Ocean View. Northbound Chesapeake Boulevard.”

“Two-seven-one, bypass that code one. Respond code two, ten-twenty-nine. Call came in from Red’s Beachside.”

“Ten-four, code two, person with gun, two-seven-one en route.”

They hit the lights and sirens, and Officer Washington punched the gas. Sherwood took both open beer bottles and flung them out the window, where they smashed against the curb and left shards of blue and red light glimmering in the gutter.

They flew through the light at Chesapeake and Ocean View, the heavy cruiser listing like a storm-blown ship. The sirens wailed, and the pulsing lights pushed against the dark as they floored it up the beachside strip of pavement. They blew the light at Granby too, and a few seconds later, they pulled into the parking lot of Red’s and skidded to a stop. Washington called out, “Dispatch, two-seven-one is ten-nine.”

“Ten-four, two-seven-one on scene.”

With his gun drawn, Sherwood exited the passenger door and slowly walked toward the building through the cloud of still-rising dust, the cruiser’s lights pulsing rhythmically off the cinder blocks. Washington killed the sirens and exited as well, and the two men approached the front door, from which music still spilled. The barman had his hands up when the officers entered. He turned his head away from the wall of light emitted by their flashlights, knowing the barrels of their pistols pointed at him in the darkness. “You can put your guns away. Boys here said it was an accident.”

At ten p.m., the two officers sat on the hood of their patrol car in front of Red’s giving their statements to their lieutenant. The parking lot was full of police vehicles, the bar shut down, and the customers gone. Evidence techs and a couple of uniforms were down on the beach. They watched the ambulance’s spinning lights disappear up Mason Creek Road.

“So, accidental discharge?” their lieutenant asked.

“The kid?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s what it looked like, LT. Other kids said it was an accidental discharge too.”

“That right, Officer Sherwood?”

Sherwood sat there with his arms crossed, chewing his bottom lip. He stared at the gravel and the tips of his boots.

“Sherwood?” their sector lieutenant said again.

He looked up. “Yeah. Something spooked him and it went off.”

Lieutenant Billings scratched down the last bit of the statement in his notepad. Then he looked up. “All right, kid, it’s a shitty deal, but it was always gonna go this way. Kids like that, it was just a matter of time before the commonwealth put them on paper. This one’s just ahead of schedule.”

“Yeah, LT,” Sherwood said quietly. “That’s the way it goes.”

“Hey, sir?” Washington said. “What about that babysitting job at the motel? We got detoured off that to come here.”

“Don’t worry about it. Priorities, am I right? I’ll get someone over there. And one more thing, Officers,” Lieutenant Billings said as he walked back to his car, “find a fucking breath mint. I can smell the Schlitz on you two from ten feet away.”

Washington looked over at Dougie, hooked up in the back seat of their cruiser. Sherwood seemed lost in thought. “What’s up, partner?”

“What’re we doing out here, Wash?”

“What do you mean?”

“One in the back of the cruiser and another in the back of a bus. Look around. No one cares. Shouldn’t we be . . . I don’t know . . . fucking alarmed?”

Lieutenant Billings put his notepad in his shirt pocket and slipped the pencil beside it. He took his cell phone from his belt, flipped it open, and dialed. “Yeah. Lieutenant Billings here. Tell Detective Adams we found that gun he was looking for.” He pulled out a cigarette and waved at another cop to give him a light. “Yeah, the James Bond–looking one. You won’t believe what it’s been up to.”


ELEVEN

Lamar pulled into the Sandbridge RV park not quite an hour after leaving Arman’s apartment. He parked his unit in the driveway in front of a single-wide, looked over at Arman, and said, “Home sweet home.”

They went out to the porch, and Arman sat down in one of the plastic-banded loungers, and Lamar followed him out with two beers. Arman shook his head and said, “Thanks.” Lamar sat down next to him, kicked his feet up onto the cheap glass table, and looked out into the darkness of the back bay. He swigged the beer, and they sat there, each imagining the other saw something different in the night.

“They killed my wife and my son,” said Arman.

Lamar paused, not knowing what to say. “I saw you grab their picture. What happened?”

“Four contractors pulled up in an SUV and blocked us in an alley in the old city. The two on the passenger side fired without saying anything. They knew it was me. They must have thought they’d killed us all, but I was still alive. One of them got out and spray-painted khayin on the wall above us.”

“They didn’t say anything at all?” Lamar asked.

“No.”

“Do you think you could ID them?”

“They wore kaffiyehs.”

“Arman, I want you to know that I believe you, but how can you be sure? You worked as a terp. I don’t have to tell you—”

“You don’t. And maybe that’s what I would have thought. That’s what they wanted me to think. I mean, Detective, that’s what everyone told me to think.”

“But you don’t.”

“I don’t.”

“Because?”

“Because when they got out to spray-paint the wall, I watched them step in the blood of my wife and child as it ran into the gutter. They were wearing Merrells. I never met an Iraqi who wore Merrells.”

Lamar’s silence was an acknowledgment. He took a big pull on the beer, finishing it, then set it down and opened the other. “You were hit bad?”

“A Stryker platoon was patrolling and heard the gunfire. They took me to Diamondback and stabilized me and put me on a Black Hawk to Balad.”

“What happened to your wife and child?”

“Their bodies? I don’t know. I never saw them again. I didn’t get to bury them. They were left like trash in the street. The last thing I remember is watching those Merrells. I woke up in the trauma tent once, I think, for just a few seconds. I think I remember the lights. I was in Balad for two weeks. They were going to kick me out once I’d recovered enough to walk. I managed to get a message to Lieutenant Taylor.”

“That’s your LT?”

“Yes. He got me on a flight back to Diamondback, and they picked me up. That’s when I told him what I’d seen.”

“At the university?”

“Yes. And the Merrells.”

“Did he have any idea who they were? What company they were with?”

“I don’t know. He told me the ones who attacked me probably weren’t even in‑country anymore, but I think he was just trying to reassure me. Keep me from being scared.”

“You kept running missions with them? After, I mean?”

“Believe it or not, the only time I’ve ever felt safe since the attack was when I was surrounded by an infantry platoon. Do you remember what companies were there? You were in Mosul then, right?”

“Arman, I was just a twenty-three-year-old E‑four. I didn’t know shit about shit. This was ’04?”

“Right.”

“I was back by March of 2005.”

“But you don’t remember?”

“I remember a lot. But all I remember about contractors is what they called us soldiers in the DFAC.”

“What was that?”

“Ten-percenters.”

“Ten-percenters?”

“Yup.”

“Why that?”

“Because we got paid ten percent of what they did. Assholes.” They sat quietly in the mothy light on Lamar’s porch. “You know Detective Wheel, Arman, she’s gonna figure out what’s going on here.”

“Don’t say ‘I promise.’ ”

Lamar laughed. “I’m not that dumb. But we’re gonna do our damnedest, I can tell you that. You sure you don’t want a beer?”

“I’m sure.”

“You want a Coke or something?”

“Thanks.”

Lamar stood up and stretched and went through the slider to the fridge. He reached in his pocket for his phone to fill Catherine in on everything Arman had told him over the past couple of hours. He flipped it open, but it was dead. He went into the small bedroom and plugged the phone into the charger on his nightstand, then he sifted through his closet and grabbed a pair of gym shorts and an old Virginia Commonwealth University basketball T‑shirt he’d had since college. He flipped the clothes over his shoulder, went back out to the kitchen, and turned over the convertible dining benches to make a sleeping area. He found a set of sheets and a pillow in a cabinet and laid them out on the bunk as neatly as he could. He grabbed a Coke and another beer from the fridge, went back out, tossed the shorts and T‑shirt into Arman’s lap, and put the drinks down on the table between them.

“I don’t know what you packed, but those are yours if you need them. Got the rack set up for you in there too. It ain’t much, but it’s what I got. Help yourself to whatever you need. Mine is yours and all that.”

By the time Lamar sat down, Arman had stretched the T‑shirt out in front of him, looking at the logo. “I’m more of an Old Dominion guy,” he said.

Lamar popped open the beer, took a long pull, and put it back down. “Everybody’s got jokes,” he said. Lamar looked out toward the bay, the whole world a void beyond his porch light. “It’s all right, Arman,” he said. “Nobody’s perfect.”

*

Catherine had fallen asleep with the television on. The show slithered into her dreams. It was one of those news programs that had devolved into almost exclusive coverage of the tawdry, small-town murders that keep the country entertained. She sat upright on her couch in the dream and watched the victims walk by one by one. They were almost all women. Catherine kept trying to ask them where they were going, but she couldn’t speak. She turned her head in the dream and saw that the line of victims seemed to extend forever. One of them turned to Catherine and said, “Why couldn’t you stop it?” She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked back. Her father stood behind her in his old Nelson County sheriff’s deputy uniform and watched with her as the parade of victims went by.

She woke to her phone ringing, disoriented, unsure if it was night or day, if she was herself or some version of herself haunted by the remains of the half-remembered dream. “Wheel,” Cat said. She ran her fingers through her silvered red hair, and the television came into focus as the caller spoke.

“Detective Wheel, it’s Lieutenant Billings. You know that body on Ocean View this morning, one with the wit worked at the Sea Breeze down the street?”

She rubbed her eyes, looked up, and saw the host of a late-night show and two guests laughing together. She grabbed the remote and turned the volume down. Only the glow of moving light remained. “Yeah. What’s up?”

“You should probably just come down here.”

“Where?”

“The Sea Breeze. Place is the fucking OK Corral.”

“Sorry, what? My partner had me put a unit on it. Everybody all right? What the hell is going on?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Catherine. It’s been a proper goat-fuck around these parts tonight. That unit got diverted to a code one. Good news is we found the nine-mil your partner put a BOLO on. Bad news is we got two bodies in the motel lobby.”

She thought of Lamar. She looked at her watch. “My partner was there two hours ago. Is he there now? Is he all right?”

“He’s not here. It’s the owner and a John Doe. I tried calling Detective Adams, but it went straight to voice mail. We need someone from Homicide on scene, and I figured you’d want to know.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen.”

She tried to call Lamar while she drove, but the phone went straight to voice mail, just as Billings had said. When she pulled up to the motel, the lot was so full of city vehicles and flashing lights that she had to park on the street. She ducked under the tape and passed uniforms taking witness statements from the few guests of the motel, a tech team placing evidence markers along a blood trail on the crushed white shells, and a vehicle she recognized as belonging to the office of the medical examiner.

She approached the building and saw Lieutenant Billings standing in front of the glass doors at the entrance, which were propped open and in the process of being dusted for prints.

“Come on,” he said. “In here.”

She followed him in and saw dowel rods sticking out of the wall to mark the trajectory of bullets. The reception desk had had its lower portion torn apart. “Where are the bodies?”

Billings waved her toward the entrance to the area behind the desk. She saw the man who had been hit with the shotgun blast first and then the old man’s body lying bent and twisted like a marionette that had been carelessly dropped to the ground. The shotgun was off to the side where the old man had dropped it. The Python lay where it had fallen, next to him.

“These boys could have had this shoot-out in a phone booth, close as they was,” Billings said. “You ever seen anything like this?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

“Gonna be some closed caskets, I can tell you that much.”

“Nothing missing, I guess?”

“Don’t look that way. Money in the till. Safe in the office is closed. My guess is old-timer here gets the drop on them before they had the chance to get to robbing him. Shithead number two catches a couple but drops the old man and skedaddles.”

“You call the hospitals?” asked Catherine.

“They got their eyes open, but nothing so far.”

Cat knelt over the John Doe. “Where’s his piece?” she asked.

“Come again?”

“He wasn’t holding the shotgun, seeing how he got the wrong end of it. I don’t think that big-wheel gun was his either, considering it ended up next to the old man. So where’s his?”

“I don’t know. Shithead number two grabbed it before he left, maybe?”

“Lieutenant, you ever heard of an accomplice who, after he’s been shot in the course of an attempted robbery, stops to collect his partner’s shit before he hauls ass?” she asked.

“No, I guess not.”

“Me neither.”

“So, you got some inkling as to what set this thing off if it wasn’t a robbery?” Lieutenant Billings asked.

Catherine stepped over the two bodies, careful to avoid the bloodstains as she made her way to the office. She looked inside. Papers were shuffled about, but she’d seen messier offices at headquarters. “Yeah. I’ve got an inkling. Pretty sure we can rule out love. Not much left if we rule out money. I’m gonna guess my case has three bodies on it now instead of just the one.” She came back and looked down at the old man’s face, broken and mottled. The one vacant eye drying out as she stood over him, lightless and wide enough to think she might fall into it. The other eye peeked through a circle of blood that had settled in the socket like a tide pool. “LT, can you have all the reports sent to the Homicide section? I’ve got to follow up on something tomorrow, and I need to get some rest.”

“No problem, Detective. Smoke?”

“Sure.”

They went outside and stood next to a concrete urn filled with sand, a half dozen cigarette butts already poking out of it. Catherine opened her pack and held it out to him. He grabbed one, and she handed him a lighter. They stood there quietly for a few minutes, processing the scene in the privacy of their own minds. Billings finished half the smoke, tossed the butt on the ground, and put it out with the toe of his shoe. “I’ll tell you what, Detective. You got to give the old man credit. Son of a bitch went out with his boots on.”

She looked up at the motel sign and the letter board beneath. “Yeah, LT, he sure did,” she said dryly. “Now he gets to be the toughest man in the graveyard.”

*

Just before midnight, Lamar heard the phone buzzing softly from his bedroom. “One sec,” he said to Arman and went inside. He unplugged the phone, answered it, returned to the porch, and stood by the table.

“Lamar, where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you for damn near an hour,” Catherine said.

“Phone died. Hey, we got a lot to catch up on.”

“Me first.”

Lamar went quiet and stayed that way.


FIFTEEN

Early that morning, the two men who’d pushed the Charger into the Great Dismal Swamp the night before walked out onto the breezeway of an EconoLodge just off North Carolina Highway 17 where it passed through Elizabeth City. One packed two duffels with the sun coming up while the other went down the stairs and across the parking lot to the lobby and grabbed two big Styrofoam cups of coffee. They looked like half the men of a certain age in the South did, more or less. Oakley sunglasses and steel-toe ropers. One wore a T‑shirt with an eagle perched on a Panhead chopper, and the other was in a billowy fishing shirt with a visor on above his shades. Jimmy had a thick beard while Chris was shaved clean and deeply tanned by years in the sun. They both had medium-reg haircuts and gave off the air of being veterans without trying to.

Jimmy finished packing the duffels, slung each one over a shoulder, and walked down the open staircase to the silver 3500 Duramax parked in the spot just below their room. He saw the other man walking toward him with the coffees and shouted, “Chris. Bed or back seat?”

“Put them in the bed, Jimmy. We ain’t going that far.”

Jimmy dropped the tailgate, slid the duffels just behind the truck’s cab, and closed it again. Chris put one of the coffees on the back bumper, leaned against the tailgate, took out a can of cherry Skoal, and offered it to Jimmy.

“Your boyfriend know you dip cherry?” Jimmy said.

Chris snorted and put a lipper in. “Fuck you, Jimmy. That title work squared away?”

“Yeah. All good. Let’s dump this bitch and go home.”

They drove a mile up 17 to its intersection with 158 in Elizabeth City and pulled the dually into a circular gravel driveway. A small converted shipping container functioned as the office for Marty’s Auto-Rama, six cars of various makes and models flanking it on either side and bordering the driveway.

They both got out and walked back to the tailgate. Each man picked up a duffel, and they walked to the two pallets that made a small porch in front of the office and dropped them to either side. Chris banged on the door and stepped back. A man opened it, gave Chris the hairy eyeball, and nodded toward Jimmy. “Who’s this Roadhouse-looking motherfucker?”

“Nobody. How you doing, Eunice?” Chris asked.

Eunice dapped him up and gave Jimmy another nod, this one halfway toward an acknowledgment. “Can’t complain, can’t complain.”

“Ain’t a damn soul listen if we did,” Chris said.

“I know that’s right. We talking paper or what?”

“Come check the goods,” Chris said.

Eunice stepped out onto the pallet and did a little half jog toward the truck. Jimmy took in the man’s three-piece, five-button suit and alligator shoes and said, “You gonna get hot in that suit, brother.”

Eunice stopped and took in the Silverado. “Chris, you gotta shut this cracker up,” he said. “Giving me fashion advice looking like he buys his shit from the clearance rack at Walmart.”

Chris smirked at Jimmy and got a shrug back. “He’s cool, Eunice. Swear to God.”

“He might be cool, but he ain’t cool-cool.” He started circling the truck and rubbing his hands together. “All right, we got a ’06 Silverado thirty-five hundred. What’s the miles on it?”

“Seventy-five,” Chris answered.

“Kind of a lot for an ’06.”

“Work is work, brother.”

“What do you want for it?”

“Gimme a swap?”

“What with?”

Chris pointed to a ’96 Camry. “How’s the motor on that one?”

“Fucking Toyota, man. Like it just rolled out the factory.”

Chris reached in his pocket, pulled out the keys, and tossed them to Eunice. Jimmy stood behind him with What the fuck written on his face.

“All right, gimme just a second,” Eunice said and turned toward the office.

“Hey, Eunice, it’s clean, no bullshit?”

“I’m insulted you think I’d do you like that. But yeah, clean as a motherfucking whistle.” He went inside and came back out with the keys to the Camry and placed them in Chris’s palm. He held on to Chris’s hand and gently pulled the other man close to him. “You getting too old for this soldier‑of‑fortune shit, my guy,” he said quietly.

“What am I gonna do, sell cars?” Chris answered.

“You always were a no‑good rat mother—” He laughed, and they slapped hands and gave each other a pound on the back.

“Love you too, bro,” Chris said and then nodded toward Jimmy. “Come on. Get the bags, and let’s go.”

They rode in silence until they were on a bridge over the gently rippling blackness of the Pasquotank. “Chris, what’s that Chevy worth, like four or five times this piece of shit?”

“Trust me. It’s a bargain. That truck’ll be sold on three or four more times by next week. Not only will it never get back to us, but it also won’t ever get back to Eunice.”

“Weird name for a dude, ain’t it?”

Chris laughed. “You should have told him that.”

“How the hell did you hook up with him anyway?”

“He was my platoon sergeant in Mogadishu.”

“No shit?”

“Baddest motherfucker alive.”

“No shit.”

Not long after, they turned the Camry north in Barco and headed toward Currituck to catch the nine a.m. ferry to Knotts Island. They loaded up the car with a few minutes to spare and leaned against the railing as the ferry pushed off the terminal and into the Currituck Sound. Jimmy watched the land recede behind them and the water shimmering in the morning sun out to the horizon. He saw Chris walk over to the pilothouse and talk to the ferryman, and then he came back and put another lipper in and waited, turning over his own view in the privacy of his mind.

After a while, Jimmy saw the ferryman signal to Chris, and Chris nodded to Jimmy. They walked over to the trunk of the Camry and pulled the duffels out. Chris looked back up to the pilothouse, waited for a moment, then dropped his duffel over the side. “Go ahead, Jimmy.”

Jimmy dropped his too, and they leaned back over the railing. “What’s with all that?” he asked, looking toward the pilothouse.

“Deepest part of the sound.”

“Seems like a lot of extra steps. They ain’t never gonna find that dude.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I’m gonna make it hard for them if they try.”

Jimmy went back to contemplating the water. The breeze picked up a little salt spray as the ferry went.

“And Jimmy,” Chris said.

“Yeah.”

“You’re not supposed to talk about this shit out loud.”

Jimmy took it in silently, intelligent enough to grasp the gravity of his error.

“Last night, we watched a thirty-five-lap Sportsman race at the Dixieland,” Chris said. “Had too many pops and slept it off at the EconoLodge. You tracking?”

“Tracking.”

“Someone asks you about Harris, the correct answer is what?” Chris asked.

Jimmy thought for a moment before he said, “Who is Harris?”


EIGHTEEN

Billings walked into the morgue just after eight p.m. Dr. Martin looked up from the examination table and saw the take-out bag swinging from the lieutenant’s hand, smiled, and said, “I never did believe all the shit they say about you, LT.”

Billings laughed and put the bag down on the counter, pulled out a sub, took a bite, and started talking with his mouth full. “This is officially the midnight oil you’re burning, Doc. I hope you get a shitload of overtime.”

Pat Martin shrugged. “Salary. What are you gonna do?”

“I bet you wished you’d paid attention in med school now, huh? Could’ve been making real money like me instead of cutting open shitheads like this guy,” the LT said, nodding toward the body on the table.

“No, this is better. I never did get the hang of all that bedside-manner stuff.”

“Anything interesting?”

“That’s the joy of the job, LT. It’s always interesting.”

“So you know if this is our guy?”

“From the motel?”

“Yeah.”

“Won’t be able to say definitively until we get the blood work back, but his injuries are consistent with the story you laid out. Hell of a thing, though.”

“What’s that?”

Martin took off his surgical gloves, tossed them in a biohazard bag, and tried to rub the urge to sleep from his eyes. “Well,” he said, “generally speaking, murder vics don’t go around collecting gunshot wounds throughout the day.”

“Yeah, usually get them all at once,” Billings said. “But it’s consistent?”

“Sure. Nothing I can see that says this ain’t the guy. Timelines all work. But you’ve got a doozy on your hands.”

“You mean beyond the fact that you’ve been adding to your inventory of stiffs all weekend?”

“He’s a cop, Lieutenant.”

Billings nearly choked on the sub he’d just unwrapped. “What?”

“Or was, anyway. We put him through the usual ID checks. Got a pop on IAFIS just like that.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis.

“Not here he wasn’t a cop,” Billings said. “I’d like to think one of those assholes out at the swamp would have recognized him.”

“Not here. Texas.”

“Texas? What the fuck, Doc?”

“I’m just the messenger. Our guest here is . . . was”—he grabbed a document from a stack of papers on the counter—“Michael Harris, date of birth March fourteenth, 1974, Fredericksburg, Texas. White male, six three, one hundred ninety-five pounds. Prints came from a background check for an Austin PD hiring in 1998. Here. Take a look at this.” He showed Billings a printout. Two reference photos at the bottom, both younger, smiling versions of the man laid out on the table.

Billings took the paper and leaned back against the counter. He looked up and seemed to stare past Martin.

“Lieutenant?” Dr. Martin said. “LT?” he said, waving to get the lieutenant’s attention.

Billings shook the printout in front of him absentmindedly. “Military too.”

“I saw that.”

“How’s a guy like this end up mixed up in this shit?”

“Lieutenant Billings, we both know a uniform doesn’t change a man. Lots of guys wearing them who don’t deserve to.”

Billings junked the half-eaten sub in a biohazard receptacle. “Maybe it’s . . . I don’t know. Maybe he was—”

Martin held his hands up. “LT, you tell me we’re looking for a guy mixed up in a double murder. Guy turns up dead. Bingo. Now I tell you he had a shield, and all of a sudden, you go looking for alternative theories of the case?”

“Ah, fuck,” he said. “Computer?”

Martin pointed to the desktop.

A minute later, Billings punched a number into the morgue’s landline. A voice on the other end said, “Austin Police Department.”

“Hey, this is Lieutenant Jack Billings, Norfolk Police Department. Can I talk to someone in personnel?” He looked over at Martin and covered the mouthpiece. “Worth a shot, right?”

The person on the end of the line said, “I’m sorry, sir, you said—”

“City of Norfolk, Virginia. I’m police. I need to talk to someone about one of your officers’ records.”

“I’m sorry, sir. There’s no one available until Monday eight a.m. central.”

“Okay, how about this. Right now, at this very moment, I’m in the office of the medical examiner of the Commonwealth of Virginia. I’m looking at a dead guy. Right in front of me, like. Homicide victim. Suspect in multiple homicides in our fair city. Guess what happened when we ran his prints?”

“Sir, I’m sorry, but—”

“You guys got Internal Affairs out there? Anybody I can talk to who isn’t gonna ask me to call back when I tell them there’s a dead Austin PD officer shot in the head a thousand miles away from home?”

“I’m sorry, sir, this is just . . . wait one.”

“Sure.” Billings listened to the hold music, some kind of smooth jazz crackling over the line. A click, and then the music cut off.

“This is Sergeant Blankenship, Austin Police Department.”

“They didn’t tell you anything, did they?” Billings asked.

“No. Who am I speaking to?”

“Jesus Christ,” Billings said.

“I doubt it, sir.”

Billings sighed. “Sorry, Sergeant. Long day. I’m a Norfolk, Virginia, cop. Lieutenant Jack Billings. I’m looking at one of yours in the morgue, and I’m trying to figure out what’s what.” Silence followed on the other end of the line. “Holy shit, right, Sarge?” Billings said.

“Sorry, LT. I’m just the duty officer.”

“Do you have access to personnel records?”

“Sir, I just need to confirm—”

“How about this—I’ll tell you I’ve got Mike Harris, hired by Austin PD in 1998, who is now in Virginia with his head blown half off, and you tell me if any of that info makes more sense to you than it does to me. Fair?”

“Fair. I’m gonna keep you on the line. Just give me a sec, sir.”

Billings heard typing on the other end. The quiet shuffle and buzz of after-hours activity. Phones rang. Voices back and forth in the background.

“Sir?”

“Go ahead, Sarge.”

“He’s no longer with us.”

“Yeah, that part I figured already.”

“No, I mean—”

“Sorry, bad time for jokes.”

“Fired for cause in 2003. Huh.”

“Huh what?”

“Not many people make SWAT and get shitcanned in the same year.”

“Anything else you can tell me?”

“Sorry, LT. If you need the circumstances, you’ll have to talk to someone in IA.”

“Gotcha. Number?”

The sergeant gave him a list of contacts in the Internal Affairs office of the Austin Police Department. He scratched the info down in his notebook and stuck it back in his jacket pocket. He hung up the phone, looked at Martin, and then walked over to the body. Billings had never gotten used to seeing the dead in this setting. Bright lights. The clinical nature of it. Their humanity was by this point wholly erased and what was left transformed into a mere specimen. Out on the street or back when Billings was an eighteen-year-old kid in Vietnam, a body somehow stayed a person. Some connection to the life he’d just stopped living was retained in the eyes. Even now, when he came upon a victim, he could feel the echo of that person’s life still ringing, fading into the distance beyond the boundaries of yellow crime scene tape. But whoever Mike Harris had been, whatever choices he’d made that led him to that cold table, had long faded. Billings stood there looking at the body, listening for that echo. But it wasn’t there.
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