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Prologue
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And there he was.

I knew where he’d be. I knew of several places he would be and times he would be at there. I had all the information. All I had to do was wait for the right opportunity. An empty parking lot or a busy street. Either might do, if they were right.

I’d know. I had lived for this.

The parking lot was all but empty. A few cars. No people.

I approached the car I’d spent so long looking for and smiled when I saw he was behind the wheel. He looked different, but the changes that came with age were superficial. The gray hair, the wrinkles, the heavier face (and probably the belly), and whatever other changes that came with time, couldn’t hide the fact that all my hard work had paid off. I’d found him.

He saw me and smiled at first, not knowing who I was, and rolled down his window. When he glanced up again I saw recognition but not awareness. He knew me but didn’t understand what I was doing there.

I watched the process, as if in slow motion. He knew the person behind these different, aged features, just as I knew him. The difference was I had context. I knew who he was, why he was in front of me, and what he’d done to deserve what was about to happen.

He had no idea.

At first.

Then it began to dawn on him. It took only seconds, but his benevolent smile faded into awareness as he remembered. An oh-so-brief confusion followed. What was I doing here, at his car window of all places?

He smiled a little at the memory at first, for just a fraction of a second—which made the terror that followed all the more rewarding. Because then he knew.

The terror was a big part of my reason for being here.

And I said one word—the word I had waited to say. “Justice.”

All he said was, “Please!”

Then I put the gun against his cheek and shot him in the face. That was the other part of my reason for being here.

Best damn moment of my life.
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Dora Ellison awoke from yet another nightmare, once again fighting that violent assassin who had not so long ago nearly killed her. That near-death experience had wounded her deeply, and her energy was depleted. She was having trouble getting her five-foot-eight, one-hundred-forty-pound frame out of bed in the morning and had been having persistent panic attacks and nightmares.

PTSD and trauma, Missy called it, and insisted that Dora see a psychiatrist, who prescribed an antidepressant.

Missy was sitting in a chair with her feet on the bed. The bedroom window had been opened a few inches, and a cardinal was twittering on a branch just beyond the ledge. Both dogs were on the bed next to Dora. Her beloved Freedom’s back paws were tangled with Missy’s crossed bare feet, and the dog’s head was beside Dora’s face, the Rottweiler-doberman’s smelly breath and lolling tongue inches away. Comfort, the little brown Yorkie, was lying on her thigh, licking her pajama leg.

The dream had been so real. All of her senses had been convinced that she was again fighting that horrific battle. She awoke covered with sweat. Damn, she needed a shower.

Missy must have noticed her panicked expression because she climbed onto the bed, and enfolded Dora in her arms. “Shh. It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re with me, baby. It was just a dream. Shh.”

Dora’s eyes finally focused on Missy’s round, smiling, light brown face. Little Comfort maneuvered his way up her body, curling around his own tail on her soft flannel pajama top between her breasts.

“Mmm,” Dora said sleepily. “He smells like love.”

Missy looked at the little terrier, whose tail end was nearest Dora’s face, and raised an eyebrow. “Not too sure that’s love you’re smelling, babe.”

Missy’s cellphone rang. She dug into her pants pocket, looked to see who was calling, and answered. “Hey.” She paused. “Oh, boy. Well, are the papers important? Can you take them away?” She listened again and finally sat up, her feet on the floor. “All that matters is that he’s safe and isn’t endangering anyone. No, that’s all right. I understand. I’m always here. Call whenever.”

She hung up and looked at Dora. “Be glad you don’t have family.”

“Why? Who was that?”

“My sister, Bai. My father was out wandering the streets again. They’re having trouble keeping him in the house. And he does this thing now where he’ll take any papers that are lying around, and tear them into little bits. He did that with some bills and paperwork for the business.”

Dora was concerned. “How can he run the business?” Missy’s father owned and lived for his freight forwarding business, which was not far from Kennedy Airport, and which he had built from scratch as a young man.

“He thinks he can, but that’s part of the problem. Bai’s husband, Mingzé—we sometimes call him Mike—has been doing most of the work and letting my father think he’s doing it. But my father notices and criticizes Mingzé’s work and tries to undo it. The whole thing’s kind of a mess, actually. Our mother’s beside herself.”

Dora looked wistful. “Must be nice having family.”

Missy gave a faint snort. “Don’t kid yourself. This shit’s no picnic. I’m basically on call.”

Dora’s forehead furrowed. “Still, you have people and they care about you and you support each other. I don’t have any of that.”

Missy gazed steadily back at her. “And if you did—with your family, I mean—you wouldn’t be safe. Right?”

“Right, but I don’t want my family. I want yours.”

Missy gave a little laugh.

Dora blinked. The skin around her eyes tightened and her mouth clenched. “I’m not getting enough sleep,” she said, her voice groggy.

“So, go back to sleep. You don’t have to be anywhere.”

“But the nightmares are crazy. I wake up in the middle of the night with these—they feel like heart attacks!”

“They’re panic attacks. I know they feel awful, but they’re not dangerous.”

The trauma of Dora’s battle with the enforcer had lit a fire under much older trauma.

Both Dora and Missy had good medical insurance that included mental health coverage paid for by their employer, Adam Geller of Geller Investigations. After searching online for a doctor, then vetting her via reviews and a check of her medical credentials, Missy was able to make an appointment for later that day. Several hours later, she drove Dora to the doctor’s office. The doctor prescribed a second antidepressant, this one for sleep, and a mood stabilizer. Dora was resistant to taking medication for her anxiety, but Missy patiently explained that she had a medical condition that likely required treatment if she wanted its symptoms to subside. Dora ultimately agreed to take the medication which, she had been told, might take a week, perhaps longer, to have full effect.

• • •
[image: ]


On the following Thursday, Dora and Missy were at their twin desks in the back of the Geller Investigations strip mall storefront. Thelma, the austere, middle-aged office manager, worked the phones and greeted clients in the front, which served as a lobby. Dora looked up as Thelma appeared in the doorway accompanied by a large woman with precisely trimmed eyebrows, simple yet tasteful makeup, and long silver hair that was pulled back in a ponytail held in place by a red scrunchy.

“This is Katie Drucker,” Thelma said.

The woman smiled slightly and took a small step into the room. Missy stood and ushered her to a chair that was adjacent to her desk while Dora watched from behind hers.

“Have a seat, Ms. Drucker.”

“Katie, please.”

“Hi, Katie. I’m Missy Winters and that’s Dora Ellison.”

The woman nodded. “You’re investigators?”

She nodded. “Why don’t you tell us why you’re here and how we can help.”

“I’m here because”—her face reddened and she began to cry,—“because someone murdered my husband.”

“I’m so sorry,” Missy said. Dora watched and listened but said nothing. Missy continued. “Have you been to the police?”

“Oh, yes. They’re investigating. Or, they say they are.” The woman rummaged around in her pocketbook, pulled out a few tissues, and wiped her eyes and nose. “But they’re getting nowhere that I can see.”

Missy said, “Why don’t you tell us what happened, in your own words.”

Katie looked away and shook her head. She looked embarrassed. “I don’t know what happened. He went to the drugstore a week ago today.”

“At what time?” Missy asked.

“Eight-thirty at night. The drugstore’s open late on weeknights—’til midnight—but we go to sleep by nine-thirty because we have to get up by six to take the dog out.”

Missy gave an encouraging nod.

“He didn’t come home, so after an hour I went looking for him and when I got to the parking lot it was filled with cops and EMS, and he was—” She began to cry again, sobbing into a tissue. “Sorry,” she managed to say.

Missy waited.

Katie sniffled a few times and reached back to thread her ponytail between a thumb and forefinger. She blinked. “He was shot—in the face.” She hiccuped twice and began to silently cry again, her shoulders shaking.

Missy paused, her eyes wandering as she digested the information. “What was he doing immediately before going to the drugstore?”

“Watching a murder mystery, of all things.” Katie shook her head and swiped her nose with the balled-up tissue. Missy pulled two more tissues from a box on her desk and handed them to Katie.

“Thank you,” she said. “I told the police everything I could. They asked if he had enemies or some kind of run-in with someone recently. The answers are no and no.”

“Okay,” Missy said, thinking. “What are your family relationships like?”

The woman gave a little shrug, raising an eyebrow. “They’re reasonably okay. Not perfect, but nothing that would—” She began blinking back tears. “We have kids—we get along. We have grandkids. They’re little and”—she smiled—“they light up our lives.” Her face crumpled again; she looked helplessly at Missy and managed to pull herself together. “Ray was getting ready to retire, and I’m retired—I was in retail. He had a modest pension and we’d have social security soon, so our family life is, was, in good shape—or so we thought.”

“What does—did your husband do for a living?”

“Well, it’ll take a minute to tell you.” She tightened her lips, focusing. “Until a year and a half ago, he was a filing clerk for the Department of Public Works at county. I worked at a clothing store”—she smiled in Dora’s direction—“for us big girls, at the mall.” She turned back to Missy. “Anyway, Ray always drank a bit—it wasn’t an issue for him, or me for that matter. What do I care? But it was for the county.” She bit the inside of a cheek. “He got fired for drinking on his lunch break. But he always was a doer, so after he lost his job he bought a gun shop that had once been a sporting goods store. He—we—bought it at auction, as the previous owner had been in some trouble and needed to give it up. Used to belong to one Tom Bannion. Anyway, lots of sporting goods are bought over the internet nowadays, and the store’d been going downhill, but guns—there’s always a market for guns—so the previous owner, this Bannion guy, turned it into a gun shop, and it was popular. It’d been shut down recently due to Bannion’s legal troubles, and as soon as we took over, people started coming in. It’s attached to a range, which is even more popular than the store.” She grinned. “Folks love their guns.”

Missy had begun typing notes into her computer. She paused and looked up. “You said we.”

“Sorry?”

“You said, ‘as soon as we took over.’”

Katie nodded. “Right. I work there part-time, so it’s been the two of us.”

Missy sat back, tapping the edge of the table with a finger. “What about customers? Were there any disagreements at the business?”

Katie thought about this. “A few, yes. The police asked about that as well. I gave them a few names. I’ll give them to you too.”

“Good. Do you know if the police have information from anyone who happened to be pulling into or out of the drugstore lot around the time of the shooting, or going into or out of the store?”

Katie shook her head. “Nothing I’m aware of, but they may have information that they’re not sharing with me. That’s one of the frustrations that brought me to you.”
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I’d been thinking about what happened all those years ago—thinking, dwelling, stewing. I did this for years, and the years were well spent. At first, I was too shattered to think. I was physically broken—ruined really. Most days, it was all I could do to drag myself out of bed, and some days I couldn’t even do that. I couldn’t look in a mirror for weeks—at all. I was deeply hurt, wounded—like an animal—and deeply depressed. When something like this happens, you become less than a human being—not even an animal. A rock or a piece of wood. It’s all you can do to survive. And for a long, long time, that’s all I did. Survive. Barely.

Once I was able to get myself out of bed, I ate, I sat in a chair, I used the bathroom—and that’s about it. I would just sit in a chair for hours and hours. Sleep was just about impossible, and even when I did sleep, the nightmares were unbearable. I saw faces, and I relived what happened, and it was even worse in the dreams.

For a time, I wanted to die. Everything hurt, so why go on? But I had a few people who cared, who encouraged me to live, to survive, to wait. I would get better, they promised, though they didn’t say when.

And I did get better. Music helped. I listened to music. I escaped with music. I came alive with music. Music wouldn’t hurt me. Wouldn’t betray me.

And my people saw the change. They wanted to help. And they did.

Eventually, very slowly, I came to. I woke up. I set about living, if it could be called that. I got into a kind of rhythm. Wake up, eat, do some work, and do my best to act in a reasonably normal way around the people who cared. Try to sleep—take enough sleep meds to get at least the minimum of sleep I could live on.

Do it again. And again.

I did that for a while—quite a while. And eventually, I began to have an idea. The more I thought about the idea, the more I liked it—and the more the idea began to develop. To take shape. To become a plan.

Revenge.

• • •
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The next night, before leaving work, Missy said to Dora, “Let’s do Shabbat tonight. We can pick up challah and wine on the way home, and we have candles.”

Dora looked at her in surprise. “Really?” Dora was Jewish and somewhat observant, whereas Missy had her own personal brand of Buddhism centered around the work of the recently deceased Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh and the Dali Llama. While she was tolerant of Dora’s beliefs, she had never expressed interest in active participation.

“I would love that!” Dora continued.

“Spirituality is healing,” Missy said, holding Dora’s gaze. “God is healing.”

“God? This is quite the day for firsts. I’ve never heard you talk about God.”

Missy grinned with a hint of mischief. “Just because I don’t talk about God doesn’t mean I don’t believe in God. Buddhism is all about direct experience, and I honor yours—which includes your connection to God.” She rose from her desk and walked over to Dora, who was seated at her own desk, and cradled her head against her chest.

“No public displays of affection in the workplace!” Thelma was in the doorway, shaking her finger and bellowing at a far greater volume than was needed.

Dora tried to push Missy away, but Missy held Dora’s head tightly against her. She spoke to the office manager. “Just because you aren’t in love, doesn’t mean we can’t show ours.”

Thelma glared back and her lips and the skin around her eyes tightened. A hint of tears shone in her eyes.

“Sorry, Thelma,” Missy said, with a hint of contrition. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Thelma said, dismissively. “Doesn’t matter to me what you say or do, really.” She turned and disappeared toward the front of the office.

They stopped at the supermarket and bought the supplies they had discussed along with a sweet, moist babka for dessert. They said the three prayers, the first over the candles, welcoming the peace of Shabbat as a lover welcomes his or her bride. The second prayer was the blessing of the fruit of the vine, the borei pri hagafen. The third prayer was the hamotzi, the blessing over the bread, which was a fresh challah.

“When we do this,” Dora commented, “it feels like we have our own little family.”

Missy smiled and widened her eyes in agreement.

Both dogs knew from the sound of the prayers and the smell of roasting chicken that they would soon be receiving bits of moist, savory Shabbat challah. 

Dora and Missy enjoyed their roasted chicken with baked potatoes and spinach, followed by delicious chocolate babka.

As they finished their feast, Dora asked Missy, “Do you really want to go to temple services with me?”

Missy nodded slowly and thoughtfully. “I think it’ll help you heal. Saying the prayers, seeing the rabbi, and hearing our beautiful cantor sing—it’ll give you strength.”

As they got in the car, Missy’s cellphone rang. She looked to see who was calling and said, “It’s my sister. I have to take this.”

Dora didn’t say anything, but drove on, doing her best to enjoy the cool, clear evening and the newly blooming dogwood and cherry trees along the sidewalks between their apartment and the synagogue.

Missy listened and said, “oh” every now and then. After ending the call, Missy was quiet as they pulled into a spot in front of the synagogue. Finally, she said, “My father was helping cook dinner tonight.”

“That sounds like a good thing,” Dora offered.

“He brought a jar outside, filled it with dirt, and poured it into the pot with the food, just as my mother was about to serve.” Missy was blinking rapidly, holding back tears.

“Wow,” Dora said.

“They want me to come and see him, so we can all talk about what to do.”

Dora pressed her lips together and didn’t answer. Finally, she nodded toward the front of the synagogue, where a crowd had gathered. She got out of the car, and Missy followed. People were in the little memorial garden, standing on the bricks that had been engraved with the names of donors in memory of family and loved ones who had been murdered in the Holocaust.

Covering much of the front eastern wall of the synagogue were words painted in white: “Death To Jews,” and a second phrase, “Long Live Hitler.” Beneath the two phrases, a large, white swastika had been painted.

Missy clutched Dora’s arm with both hands. Dora turned to her with a purposeful look. “You were right. Coming to synagogue did give me strength.”

• • •
[image: ]


The two women returned to their apartment following the rabbi’s service, which was adjusted on the fly to address the antisemitic desecration of the synagogue and the increasing trend toward antisemitism in society. Missy went immediately to her computer, while Dora riffled around in the fridge, cracked open a beer, and then poured a glass of white wine for Missy.

“Thanks, babe,” Missy said, glancing away from the computer long enough to take the glass from Dora. “Incredible how many kinds of antisemitism there are now, and how some of the most popular talking heads on the news are having their proponents on as guests and cosigning their bullshit.”

Dora took a swig of her beer and nodded. “Maybe we oughta drive to D.C. or wherever they are and take a few out to the woodshed.” She was trying hard to keep her rage in check. While the anger was refreshing and helped her emerge from the emotional cocoon she’d wrapped herself in following her battle with Moran, she was finding her rage at the synagogue’s desecration overwhelming and intrusive.

Missy laughed. “I see you’re starting to feel better.”

Dora had been smiling an empty smile for Missy’s sake, but now even that smile faded. “Nah, I don’t know. But I do have an idea of something that might help.”

“First, let me tell you what I’m seeing here. It’s crazy!”

“Okay.”

Missy sat back and looked at the screen. “So, we’ve got QAnon—we already know about them.” She sipped her wine.

Dora raised her beer in a mock toast. “QAnon—great source of information, America.” She shook her head. “How is it possible anyone but meth heads with third grade educations believes them?”

Missy gave a hum of agreement. “Tells you something.” She read on. “Then you’ve got Ye—Kanye West, who talks more bullshit about Jews.”

“Lovely,” Dora agreed.

“Who a lot of people believe.” Missy turned to her. “Says here that as recently as 1938, 60 percent of the American population believed the stereotype of Jews as greedy, sniveling international conspiracists.”

Dora shrugged. “I’m not surprised.”

Missy nodded sadly, then thought of something. “What was it you said you wanted to do—you said you needed to do something that would make you feel better. What was it—play with the dogs, maybe?”

“Well, that too,” Dora said, finishing the last of her beer. “What I meant—what I need to do is ... fight. As in punch someone in the face.”

• • •
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Once I decided I would seek justice, or rather revenge—I liked that word better—I knew I would have to plan, and plan carefully. I wasn’t dealing with idiots. I was dealing with people who had some intelligence—who had been around the block, even if they really were garbage, when it came right down to it. They had businesses, wives, families. I couldn’t just storm in and start shooting.

How would I approach this problem; it was more than a problem really—it was a necessity. It was my life. How would I right all that they had made wrong all those years ago?

Slowly, for one. Very, very slowly. I really didn’t know what I was doing, at first. I started slowly and with lots and lots of caution. That was my plan at the very beginning. I took ten years to do the first one, then another five for the second. But after that, I gained some confidence.

But back to my plan. To start with, I didn’t have a gun. But I did know where to get one, and what I needed was an untraceable gun.

Now, did I need a different gun for each of the killings? I thought about this for quite some time and I came to the conclusion that no, I didn’t think so. I could use the same gun. I was pretty sure that there was a way for the cops to figure out it was used for more than one murder—something to do with ballistics—but so what? Who cares? Where did that get the cops? My gun would be unregistered and there’d be no way to trace it to me. Who the hell was I? I had no record. I was nobody, as far as the police were concerned—a law-abiding goddamned citizen. So I made sure to give the police nothing to grab onto.

• • •
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Dora went into the bedroom and stripped off her clothes in favor of black sweatpants, a sports bra, and a magenta T-shirt sporting black lettering that read: “Shay’s MMA.” After kissing Missy, she threw on a sweatshirt and took the elevator to the ground floor and went out to the parking lot to her Subaru WRX Turbo.

She smiled at the early spring lavender that bloomed along one side of the parking lot. This was her favorite time of year, a time of birth and rebirth, when what was destroyed or gone was replaced with hope and renewal. Her parking spot was in the rear of the lot, behind which a honeysuckle shrub had sprouted climbing tentacle vines. She went to the plant and buried her face in the riot of yellow and white flowers. She pulled one of the blooms from the vine and squeezed its base between her fingers, pulling on the stem until a droplet of nectar formed at the base of the flower. She licked the droplet, savored its sweet taste, and smiled all the way to Shay’s.

Shay herself, dark-eyed, and with an expression that was half grin half grimace, was seated on a stool at the counter just inside the front door to the gym, her eyes on a computer screen. She looked up as Dora entered, and her black eyes crinkled with delight. “Hey!”

Dora asked, “Okay if I work out?”

Shay nodded toward two women who were working out on the mat. “Why not?”

Dora knew both women. Their gym nicknames were Whale and Flex. Both wore full pads on their elbows, knees, midsections, and feet, as well as gloves and headgear. They were transitioning from standing and striking to grappling on the ground and back again.

Three other women, nicknamed Axe, Bottoms, and someone Dora didn’t recognize, watched from the sidelines, where they sat on the mat shouting encouragement or friendly derision.

“Hey,” Dora called out.

The women nodded and greeted her, but remained focused on the combatants.

Whale was over six feet tall and weighed well over two hundred pounds. She was primarily a striker, though, and like all of the women, she was well-versed in a variety of combat techniques and styles.

Whale was known for her power. She was the foremost knockout striker at the gym by virtue of her size, strength, and technique. Here, among training partners, Whale kept her power in check ... to a degree.

Flex was a submission specialist—adept at crafting holds and submissions of all kinds from any position or circumstance, including a standing position. She loved using knees and elbows from the standing clinch position. She was expert at using her opponents’ power against them and was quick to “take their backs,” so as to “sink in her hooks” and snake her forearm under the opponents’ chin so as to choke them out or “put them to sleep.” She differed from other submission specialists, including Bottoms, who was seated further along the wall, watching. Bottoms preferred to seek submissions from the bottom position, with the opponent on top of her—a rarity in mixed martial arts, or “MMA.”

When Dora’s turn came, she was paired with Axe, a lithe blonde woman who was slightly taller than Dora at five foot nine, but at least ten pounds lighter, with straw-colored hair and a pink, flushed complexion.

Dora had never sparred with Axe, so she did not know what to expect. She quickly found out. Using some kind of footwork deception, Axe slid forward and kicked Dora in the stomach with a front leg roundhouse kick, instantly re-chambered and kicked at the right side of Dora’s head. The first kick landed low on Dora’s chest pad, though Dora was able to slip the kick slightly by sliding back with it. She blocked the second kick with her left forearm, grabbed Axe’s ankle, and lifted Axe’s leg while walking toward her, forcing Axe to hop backward several steps. Dora then kicked Axe’s plant leg out from under her and Axe crashed to the ground. Dora landed in side control, took full mount, and began raining gym versions of ground-and-pound on Axe’s head.

“Can I go?” Another woman, this one also long and lean, with a tight Afro and walnut-colored skin, waved a hand.

“Sure, Long.” Shay nodded from the front desk, then walked to the mat, bowed, and took a seat at the edge to watch.

Long bowed to Dora, and put out her hand. “Fahira Long.”

Dora took her hand and bowed in return. “Dora Ellison.”

Long stepped back as Shay said, “Fight,” then flicked out an impossibly quick jab that sliced Dora’s cheek like a paper cut. Before Dora could react, she hit Dora with a three-punch combination—a jab, cross, hook—which rocked her. The woman used her length to generate power that began in her legs and ended on Dora’s face.

Three more punches landed, this time to Dora’s body. Long slid back just in time to avoid Dora’s takedown dive. The woman sprawled and Dora found her head in a guillotine choke, the woman’s bony forearm deep below Dora’s chin and squeezing her throat.

She didn’t want to, but Dora made the quick decision to cheat rather than submit. She pinched a bit of skin on Long’s forearm and would have pinched off the fingerful of skin entirely if Long hadn’t released her hold. She sat back, breathing heavily, a hurt look on her face. “What’s up with that?” Long demanded. 

Dora looked surprised and feigned ignorance. “What’s up with what?”

“Oh, I get it.” Long nodded slowly. “And I’ll remember.”

Dora looked at Shay, who was smiling slightly. “Where’d you get her?” Dora asked, laughing.

Shay laughed. “She’s an instructor. Brad DeRico, a guy I know from the city, recommended her. She’s something. She can do just about everything.”

“And I don’t cheat.” Long was looking at Dora steadily.

Dora looked back at her. “Well, good for you,” Dora replied.
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