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11:47 P.M. – The Catfish Neon
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The neon sign behind the bar was shaped like a catfish with one dead eye, buzzing at a frequency that set Jinx’s molars to aching. It threw a puddle of watery green light across the Formica, catching the open lip of a beer bottle and the yellowed crescent of an old matchbook. Beneath the rim of the bar, down where the light couldn’t quite reach, Jinx kept his hands wedged between his thighs, squeezing until the denim bit into his knuckles.

If he looked down, he would see it again. The grease from the shop was an old friend—ten years of pulling cylinder heads and setting valve lash had tattooed black iron and 30-weight oil into the whorls of his thumbs until soap couldn’t touch it. But the dark crust packed beneath his cuticles wasn’t crankcase sludge. It was wet enough to stick, sweet enough to turn his stomach when he brought a cigarette to his mouth, and it belonged to Chief Vance Calloway.

The clock above the tap handles was an electric Telechron with a second hand that stuttered every time it dropped past the three and then again as it jumped past the nine. It read 11:47.

Thirteen minutes until midnight. Seventeen minutes since he had pushed Clara up the ribbed metal steps of the southbound Trailways coach beside Highway 121, his palms leaving twin damp smudges on the back of her Poplin coat. Don’t stop in Macon, he had told her, not because Macon wasn’t far enough, but because saying a name out loud made the road seem real, making the distance between Piney Grove and somewhere else feel like something a six-cylinder engine could actually swallow. You keep your head down. You don’t speak to the driver. You don’t open that bag until you cross the state line.

She hadn’t cried. Clara wasn’t a crier; four years in Vance’s house on the river bluff had burned the salt out of her. She had only gripped his wrist with fingers so hard they left white rings in the grime on his skin, her breath smelling faintly of the wintergreen life-savers she chewed when her jaw ached from clenching.

He’s going to come for you, Jinx, she had whispered.

He ain’t coming for nobody, Jinx had said, though even then he hadn’t been sure the pulse had fully stopped in the Chief’s neck. A man like Vance didn’t die easy; he seemed built out of gristle, sour mash, and the blunt malice of five generations of men who had owned every acre between the river and the rail spur. You didn’t kill Vance Calloway with a brass table lamp and a cracked hearth brick; you only made him quiet for a little while.

Now, sitting three stools down from a sleeping drunk whose forehead rested against a sticky basket of pork rinds, Jinx listened for the siren.

Piney Grove sat in a bowl of red clay beside the Ocmulgee, wrapped in the rotten cabbage stench of the pulp mill upriver. When the night air went stagnant, the sound of an engine on the bypass could travel four miles over the water oak bottoms before it hit town. If Vance’s deputies had found the front door swinging open on Bluff Road, if young Hollis had rolled his cruiser up the gravel drive and seen the chief sprawled across the Turkish rug with his shirt ripped open and the safe gaping like a pulled tooth, the siren would already be screaming through the pine flats.

Nothing moved outside the tavern’s taped plate glass except the heat. It hung against the window pane like wet wool, thick with the oily hum of cicadas in the sweetgums across the lot.

Jinx picked at his index finger with his thumb. A flake of dried copper came loose and fell onto the linoleum between his boots.

He had told Clara he would follow on the morning local. It was a lie, and she had known it was a lie, but they had traded it between them like a clean bill because neither of them could bear the weight of what was actually true: that one of them had to stay behind long enough to keep the phone at the station from ringing before the bus cleared the state line. 

The safe had been her doing. She had worked on the combination for six months keeping the number scratched in shorthand into the pasteboard backing of her sewing kit. When Jinx had come through the pantry door a little after ten with the duffel bag and his tool box, she hadn’t been shaking. She had knelt on the linoleum in her stocking feet, her ear pressed to the cold steel face of the safe Vance kept hidden behind the pantry wainscoting beside the chimney, turning the dial with the steady, delicate precision of a watchmaker. 

When the heavy bolt had thrown with the dry clack, they hadn’t found money. There was a small roll of ten-dollar bills bound with a rubber band, but the rest of the cavity held manila envelopes, a black oilcloth ledger filled with Vance’s cramped scrawl, and three cardboard sleeves of glass photographic negatives.

Jinx had seen the names on the tabs before Clara shoved them in the canvas sack: the widow Greer. Evelyn Cross. May Miller from Western Union.

Years of them. Every small, dirty leverage Vance had ever used to keep the women of Piney Grove quite on their porches, looking down at their aprons whenever his black-and-gold Ford rolled down the street. It wasn’t a police record; it was an inventory of ownership.

Then the gravel had crunched in the driveway. A heavy door slammed. The screen latch had rattled.

Jinx closed his eyes. The memory didn’t come back in a straight line; it hit him in broken, jagged pieces—the smell of Vance’s bay rum cologne cutting through the dust of the pantry; the heavy brass base of the reading lamp catching the Chief just above the ear with the sound of a dry branch snapping underfoot; the wet, coughing intake of breath that followed; the way Vance had looked at Jinx not with fear, but with an awful, bewildered outrage, as if the floorboards themselves had grown teeth and bitten his heel.

Jinx reached for the draft glass. His hand had a tremor in it, fine as a magneto wire. He swallowed the dregs—warm, flat beer that tasted of copper pipes and rubber hose—and set the glass back in its wet circle.

A bell above the door gave a single, thin chime.

It wasn’t the sheriff’s car. There had been no crunch of tires on the oyster shells out front, no glare of high beams sweeping across the beer signs, no heavy thud of a service revolver slapping against a leather duty holster. Just the door easing open against its rusted spring, letting in a draft of warm, swamp-sour air and the smell of ozone, like a storm building over the ridge.

The man who walked in was small, narrow-shouldered, and dressed in a dark wool suit that looked too heavy for south Georgia in August. He wore a gray necktie pulled snug against a clean celluloid collar, and he carried a flat leather portfolio tucked beneath his arm like an insurance adjuster who had missed his turn
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