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Chapter 1
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Saturday, March 8

The poignant lyrics of “Desperado” filtered through the cobwebs crocheted across the scratchy speaker in the ceiling.

The ballad seemed a fitting soundtrack for his entrance.

Two steps inside, he stopped and stood silhouetted in the wedge of midday sunlight that shrank as the tufted leather door swished closed behind him and returned the barroom to the simulated nighttime in seedy watering holes on every continent.

This one hunkered near the line that separated Larouche Parish from Terrebonne. Neither parish would be proud to claim it, but the liability fell to Terrebonne. There wasn’t a town close enough to have any significant attachment to the place, but it shared a zip code with Auclair.

He took off his sunglasses, folded the stems, and hooked one of them into the placket of his chambray shirt above the third pearl snap.

The bartender stopped thumbing through a magazine that appeared to have been thumbed through frequently, took his customer’s measure, then said, “Is it raining yet?”

“Not yet, but I wouldn’t bet against it by nightfall.” He walked over to the bar and mounted a stool.

“Cold beer?”

“Coke, please. Lots of ice.”

“Coming up.”

Then, from the outer reaches of the room: “Dude comes into a bar and orders a Coke. Ain’t that what Dairy Queens are for?” The remark elicited a round of guffaws.

The newcomer at the bar looked over his shoulder toward the row of billiard tables. The only one currently in use was lighted by a fixture suspended from the ceiling. It hung low above the felt and shed light on a grungy foursome.

The one who’d scoffed at him was propped against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, knee raised, left foot flat against the concrete blocks. He was grinding a matchstick between his teeth. Another was idly chalking a pool cue. The other two were leaning against the table, slurping from their bottles of beer.

All were eyeing the “dude” with insolent challenge.

But after being on the receiving end of a prolonged and unflinching stare, the spokesman of the four anchored the matchstick in the corner of his mouth beneath a droopy mustache, let his foot slide to the floor, pushed himself away from the wall, and said to the one preparing the cue, “You gonna shoot, or what?” Still muttering with amusement among themselves, they resumed their game.

The bartender, having watched the exchange with interest, opened a can of Coca-Cola and poured it over a glassful of ice. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.”

“Bartender, add that to my tab, please.”

She was seated in a dim corner booth, chosen because it had an unobstructed view of the entrance, allowing her to see him when he arrived, which she’d wished to do. She’d been early; he’d been right on time.

She’d observed everything that had transpired without having been observed herself. The bit he’d done with his sunglasses had looked casual enough, something one would naturally do when coming from daylight into a darker interior. But she deduced that it had also given him time to let his eyes adjust, take in the scene, and get an idea of the bar’s layout and what he was walking into. She’d escaped his notice only because her booth was in a section of the bar where only meager light relieved the gloom.

As he’d walked from the entrance over to the bar, his tread had been loose-limbed, his demeanor nonchalant. His exchange with the bartender, although not effusive, had been friendly enough. But it had taken nothing more than a look from him to squelch the derision of the men playing billiards.

At the time, he’d been facing away from her. But she knew that he must have fixed on them the calculating gaze that now zeroed in on her as he picked up his drink and walked over.

When he reached the booth, he tipped his head toward the vacant bench. “This seat taken?”

She shook her head.

He slid in across from her. They appraised each other with undisguised interest but without comment until he said, “Thanks for the Coke.”

“You’re welcome.”

Dunking the drinking straw in and out of her glass of club soda, she continued her assessment of him. He’d gone to no trouble whatsoever to impress her. He was unshaven and had bed head. His shirt was wrinkled and worn tail out.

His jeans were clean but faded, worn to near white at the knees. They had a hole in the left front pocket and stringy hems. They seemed to be one with him, fitting his form and sauntering tread too well to have been purchased that way, already fashionably distressed. The aging had come from actual wear. Years of it.

“You’re not what I expected,” she said.

“No? Except for the getup, you’re exactly what I expected.”

“Based on what?”

“Your voice over the phone.”

“What about it?”

“Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth.”

She stopped fiddling with the drinking straw and let it sink into the glass. Sitting back against the booth and crossing her arms, she subjected him to a lengthier and even more disapproving once-over that terminated on his implacable stare, from which she didn’t back down. “What did you mean by ‘except for the getup’?”

“The LSU ball cap? You’ve never worn it before. It doesn’t fit your head, it’s way too new, and it doesn’t go with your bespoke purse.” He glanced down at it lying beside her on the bench. “Between those two accessories, I’m betting the LV is more you.”

She didn’t acknowledge that he was right. “You’re not wearing a badge.”

He didn’t comment on what was obvious.

“Do you have a badge?” she asked.

“In a wallet.”

“Photo ID?”

“In a wallet.”

“On your person?”

“Yes.”

“Would you show them to me, please?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Well…” He folded his arms on the table and leaned in, lowering his voice. “First off, you asked me—no, instructed me—not to show up here looking like a cop. Wearing a badge sort of gives that away. And anyhow, I never wear my badge to be seen.

“Secondly, the pack of hyenas shooting stick? I know that the DEA is on their tail. Now, if they saw me flashing you a badge and ID, they’d peg me as some brand of law officer, and that would likely result in an outbreak of trouble. I know damn well they’re armed; I just don’t know what kind of firepower they’re carrying, and finding out could lead to bloodshed.

“Thirdly, the bartender has given up his MotorTrend to polish a shot glass. In a joint like this, that level of cleanliness is uncommon if not downright nonexistent. He’s pretending not to watch us, but he hasn’t missed a thing. I don’t know whose side he would be on if a gunfight erupted. If one did—and I can almost guarantee it—you could get hurt, and I would hate that.”

“Your conscience would never recover?”

“No, my career. For a while now, my superior has been looking for an excuse to fire me. If you, an innocent bystander, got injured or killed during a shootout initiated by me, it would be more excuse than he needed to give me the boot.

“All that to say that I’m going to keep my ID wallet in my pocket, my weapon under my shirttail, play it cool, and after we conclude this—whatever this is—I’ll be sure to get the license number of that redneck pickup parked out front, which I’m almost certain belongs to those fentanyl pushers and not to you, then notify the DEA where they’re hanging out.

“So, for everyone’s safety and well-being, let’s just go on pretending that this meeting is random, that you’re a neglected housewife who’s slumming in Auclair, Loooziana. You came in here trolling for an afternoon rodeo. I happened in, you looked me over, and figured I’d do.”

By the time he’d finished, she was seething, but she tried to appear as unfazed as possible. “Your back is to the bartender. How do you know what he’s doing?”

“He’s reflected in the blacked-out window behind your right shoulder. No, don’t turn to look. Trust me.” He picked up his glass and took a long drink, then barely smothered a burp.

She tamped down mounting irritation, which would get her nowhere with him. But she couldn’t resist saying, “I came here with an open mind, willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but you actually are an arrogant prick, aren’t you?”

“Hey,” he said, looking affronted, “if you’re angling for a rodeo—”

“I most certainly am not.”

“Well, who invited who? For reasons still unknown, by the way.” His eyes skittered over her. “I do have the right woman, don’t I? If your name isn’t Beth Collins, then—”

“It is.”

“Whew. I was about to get embarrassed.” With no attempt to suppress a grin, he slouched against the back of the booth.

To hell with irritation getting her nowhere. She let it show. “You’re enjoying yourself?”

“A little, yeah.”

“I assure you that this isn’t fun and games.”

“No?” He shrugged. “Okay. When are we going to get around to why you wanted to talk to me? I’ll admit to being curious. Especially now that I’ve seen you.”

She didn’t dare rise to that bait. “You came here out of curiosity alone, then?”

“Honestly? No. I figured I owed you the courtesy of showing up because you pronounced my name right. Not Bow-ie like the rock star. Boo-ie like the knife.”

“Well, Mr. Bowie like the knife, in all seriousness, thank you for agreeing to see me without an explanation and on short notice. Let’s start over, shall we?” She paused. He gestured for her to continue. “The matter is important, and I’m on a deadline.”

He lost the smirk and studied her for a moment. The intensity with which she’d spoken seemed to have penetrated and captured his interest. At least he no longer looked like it was putting a strain on him not to laugh at her.

“All right, Ms. Collins, I’m here. I came at your request like I told you I would. What’s this about?”

She forced her shoulders to relax, mostly because the bartender, who was in her line of sight, was observing them as he polished a shot glass. She forced herself to smile at the disheveled man sitting across from her, then coyly lowered her eyes, as though flirting. Under her breath, she said, “Yesterday, did you tell anyone in the police department that you’d spoken to me?”

“No.”

“Or that we were meeting today?”

“No.”

“When you left the police station to come here—”

“It’s my day off. I came straight from home.” After a beat, “Straight from bed.”

She knew he’d added that to see how she would react, so she didn’t react at all. “Did you tell anyone you were meeting with me? Your wife?”

“Don’t have one.”

“Oh.” Her surprised reaction to that was involuntary. “You did.”

“Not anymore.” His brows drew together to form a deep cleft between them. “How the hell—”

“I was given some background information on you.”

“By who?”

Whom, she thought. But she didn’t correct him or give him a direct answer. “I also did some research of my own.”

His stare practically pinned her to the back of the booth. Without looking away, he reached for his drink and took a swallow. When he set down his glass, he said, “What are you up to? We’re a mediocre department in a modest city. And that’s a generous description. If you’ve got trouble, why call us?”

“You. I called you.”

“What makes me special?”

She dampened her lips and lowered her voice. “The case of that young woman who vanished in November of 2022.”

He clenched his jaw. His gray eyes turned flinty. He assumed the menacing aspect of a cobra about to strike.

Even though she’d anticipated hostility, his reaction was acute and intimidating and caused her to lose her footing. “Her name—”

“I know her name.”

She glanced at the bartender, who was still polishing that damn glass. When she came back to John Bowie, she spoke sweetly through a phony smile. “Our observer may not be able to hear what you’re saying, but he’ll pick up on your angry tone as well as your body language, which is less than convincing that you’re hoping for a hookup.”

He blinked as though to reboot the law officer in himself. “The playacting is important?”

“Yes. For now.”

Taking her at her word, he relaxed his posture and leaned forward again. “Then I’d better up my game.” He reached across the table, took her hand, and stroked the palm of it with his thumb. “How’s this? Better?”

She curbed the impulse to jerk her hand away from his, resisted the implication of the stroking, and denied the flutter it caused beneath her navel. Instead, she gave him a demure smile and reclaimed her hand with feigned reluctance.

He drained his Coke and shook a pebble-size ice cube into his mouth. He crunched it while watching her with mistrustful intensity. “What does the Crissy Mellin case have to do with you?”

“It became a national news story.”

He snorted with bitterness. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“You were deeply involved in the investigation.”

“I already know that.”

“Your name was frequently mentioned in the news coverage.”

“Again, something I know.”

“But you declined to be interviewed.”

“Not for the bloodsuckers’ lack of trying.”

She hesitated and took a breath. “Although you were never on camera, you were referenced and often quoted. A snippet here, a phrase there, and it soon became obvious that you were dissatisfied with your department’s handling of the investigation.” She paused, then asked, “Was your outspokenness the reason your superior has wanted to fire you?”

“That’s one reason.”

“There’s another?”

“My dick is bigger than his, and that galls him something terrible. Not that we’ve ever actually compared them, but, you know.”

She kept her expression droll. “Ah, intentional vulgarity. Used in the hope that I’ll be offended, will snatch up my bespoke handbag, and storm out.”

“Don’t let me keep you, Ms. Collins.”

“Sorry, Mr. Bowie. You’ll have to do better than that.”

Brow still furrowed and stern, he leaned in farther and lowered his voice to a near growl. “I’m tired of this back-and-forth. Why did you invite me to this out-of-the-way, low-rent dive? In the middle of the afternoon. On my day off. Like I don’t have anything better to do than reminisce about something I’d rather eradicate from memory?”

His eyes narrowed and took a leisurely visual tour of her. When their eyes reconnected, he gave her a lazy smile. “Unless you really are hankering for a rodeo. Maybe with a man who has handcuffs, a badge, and a pistol? Is that it? That’s a big turn-on for some women. You’d be surprised by how many.”

“I wouldn’t be in the least surprised.”

“Then if that’s the case,” he drawled, “let’s move it along.”

Her cheeks went hot. She bit back an angry retort, reached for her glass, and took a sip from the straw. She returned the glass to the table with a thump. “I called because Crisis Point, the true crime network show for which I work as a producer, is soon to air an episode covering the Crissy Mellin case.”

His eyes took on that fearsome glint again as he hissed, “Son of a bitch. When the crew was down here filming, it created a big stir. But it’s been a while back. I hoped it had been deep-sixed.”

“No.”

“And you’re one of them?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

“Bye-bye.”

Before he could scoot to the edge of the booth, her hand shot out and grabbed his forearm, anchoring it to the tabletop. “You were the only key player on that case who refused to cooperate with our production team. You took no one’s call, and when someone did get through, you hung up on them the moment they identified themselves.

“You were unshakable against our senior host, renowned for his persistence and powers of persuasion. You wouldn’t grant him an interview or even a private conversation. He’s the one who told me that you were an arrogant prick.” Her heart was thumping. She took another breath. “I reached out in the desperate hope that you would talk to me.”

He looked down at her hand, which was clutching his arm just below the rolled cuff of his sleeve. “I don’t want to arm-wrestle you. Especially with an audience. Let go.”

“Hear me out.”

“Let. Go.”

“Please, Mr. Bowie. It would be a terrible mistake for you not to discuss—”

“My terrible mistake was being lured by an urgent and sexy female voice on the phone. Gotta hand it to you. You laid an enticing trap.”

“Give me two minutes.”

“Thanks again for the Coke.”

He moved to leave. She gripped his arm tighter. “Two minutes.”

A hard shake of his head. “I’m out of here.”

“Thirty seconds. Please. Thirty seconds and you won’t have wasted the trip out here.” When she sensed his hesitation, she squeezed his arm. “Half a minute. Please.”

He chewed on the inside of his cheek as he thought on it, then said, “Tell me something I don’t know.”

She exhaled and whispered, “It’s going to happen again.”







Chapter 2
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Another?”

As the bartender came out from behind the bar and made his way over to them, John had seen his reflection in the blackened window. But Beth Collins, entirely caught up in their conversation, seemed to have been unaware of his approach until he spoke, and then she flinched.

John leaned away from her, smiled up at the bartender, and reached for the fresh drink. “Thanks, man. How’d you guess?”

“Well, from the look of things, one wasn’t gettin’ it done.” A chuckle rumbled from his barrel chest. “What about you, sweetheart? Something stronger this round?”

She tensed in reaction to being addressed as “sweetheart” but responded with a smile and a cool, “No thank you.” Like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

“In fact…” She opened her pricey purse and took out a twenty-dollar bill, as though she’d planned to have it at the ready rather than pay with a credit card. “This should cover our drinks. Keep the change.”

“’ppreciate it.” The bartender took the bill from her, and, as he lumbered away, socked John on the shoulder, saying under his breath, “Good luck, buddy.”

When he was out of earshot, she asked, “Do you think he’ll remember me?”

Was she kidding? If she’d been wearing a diamond tiara in place of the baseball cap, she couldn’t have looked more conspicuous in this setting. Despite the cap and plain white t-shirt, everything about her screamed class.

True, he’d only seen her from the waist up, but the t-shirt was made of stretchy stuff, and if the bottom half of her came even close to being as shapely as the top, he was thinking that an hour or two rodeo in a hasty-tasty motel wouldn’t be a bad way to play out the rest of the afternoon.

So long as they didn’t converse.

In answer to her question, he said, “Yeah, I think he’ll remember you. Why is that a problem? Does it throw a wrench into your sabotage scheme?”

“It’s not a scheme.”

He gave her a look.

She set both hands flat on the table and leaned across it. “Didn’t you understand what I said?”

“I understood perfectly. I also understand that this was an ambush. I hate myself for falling for it, but now I’m leaving.”

He glanced behind him toward the four at the billiard table and saw right through their seeming disregard of them. Of her in particular. He muttered a curse under his breath and sighed as he came back around. “Tuck that damn purse under your arm. Tight. Don’t make eye contact. Got it? Not with anybody. And don’t even think of arguing with me about this.”

He scooted out of the booth, reached down and took her by the elbow, and, when she was standing, steered her toward the exit. The bartender sent him a wink and a thumbs-up.

As they walked past the grungy group, the mustachioed one with the attitude and a matchstick in his mouth flipped him the bird. John ignored it, pulled open the heavy door, and guided the woman outside.

Rain clouds were gathering, so, although the temperature was seasonally cool, the atmosphere was damp with the promise of precipitation.

She worked her elbow free of his grasp and pointed toward a black sedan. “Figured,” he said.

Besides his SUV and the sedan, the only other vehicle on the gravel lot was a pickup truck with a bashed-in grill and two bullet holes in its rusty rear fender. He walked Beth Collins over to the sedan.

After she unlocked it with a fob, he reached around and opened the driver’s door for her. “Nice wheels. All the extra options.”

“I don’t know what half of them are for. It’s a rental I picked up at the airport.”

“When?”

“Yesterday.”

“You flew in from New York?” That was an easy deduction. The show she worked for broadcast from there.

“Yes.”

“You don’t sound like New York.”

“I grew up in this area. Straight out of LSU I moved up there.”

“Where you trained to trick people into clandestine meetings. Or did you need training for that? Did the television network teach you how to do it effectively, or did it come naturally to you?”

Looking perturbed, she turned her head aside to watch an eighteen-wheeler on the highway blow past. Coming back to him, she said, “Mr. Bowie—or should I call you Detective Bowie?”

“How about John?”

Without calling him anything, she said, “I came down here specifically to talk to you.”

“Well, that’s too bad. Because I’m not talking. Tell your slick host that calling me an arrogant prick gives pricks a bad name. Tell your bosses that I was rude, lewd, misogynistic. Tack on whatever unflattering adjectives you want. I don’t give a damn about their opinion of me. In fact, the lower it is, the better I like it.”

To her credit, she kept her cool. “Aren’t you the least bit curious to hear why I think that what happened to Crissy Mellin will happen again, that there’ll be another victim?”

“Of course it’ll happen. A hundred times. A thousand times. Regrettable. Sad. Tragic. Violence against women is a malignancy eating away at the fabric of most so-called civilized cultures. But those crimes will be somebody else’s problem. Not mine.”

“But it will be your problem. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

If the bartender hadn’t interrupted, he might have asked her to elaborate, or at least asked, What the hell? But he’d lost the opportunity, and he was now glad he had, because he wasn’t stupid.

He’d spent the past three and a half years since the Mellin case walking a razor’s edge, trying to avoid embroilment of any kind. If he gave an ounce of credence to what Beth Collins had said and pursued it by even one baby step, it could easily tip the scales of the balancing act he had going with Thomas P. Barker, his boss and nemesis. Their antagonistic relationship was none of her business, and filling her in on it could stimulate further conversation, which he would avoid as fervently as he would avoid leprosy. But despite what he’d said about his disregard for the opinion of others, he didn’t want her to leave remembering John Bowie as a complete and utter asshole.

He shifted his weight, crunching the gravel beneath his boots. “Listen, Ms. Collins—”

Rather than listen, she interrupted. “The upcoming episode establishes that Crissy Mellin’s abductor is dead.”

“He fucking is. I cut his body down.”

“What if that young man wasn’t the culprit?”

“Oh. I see where you’re going. We got the wrong guy.” He scoffed. “The one we found hanging in his jail cell.”

“Yes, that one.”

“And the real bogeyman is still out there?”

“It’s possible.”

“Uh-huh.”

Agitated, she said, “How can you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Be so blasé. I just told you something that should rattle you. You’ve dismissed it out of hand. Like this isn’t extraordinary. Like it happens to you on a daily basis.”

“It does. We and every law enforcement agency in the world get dozens of crank calls every day. Crazies call with conspiracy theories or to report—”

“Never mind.” She turned her back to him and climbed into the car. “I began with you because you were quoted in one article as saying that the investigation was handled ‘hastily.’ Apparently, during the years since, you’ve had a change of heart. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” She reached out to pull the door closed.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute.” Knowing that he would probably kick himself later for what he was about to do, he grabbed the door above the window and held on. They played tug-of-war with it. He outlasted her and continued to hold the door open while she glared up at him from the driver’s seat.

She placed the heel of her hand over the horn icon on the steering wheel. “Let go of the door or I’ll lay down on this.”

He hitched his head toward the building behind him. “The scumbags come to your rescue, and after they vanquish me, what then? You’re left alone with them to have their wicked way with you? I don’t think so.”

She expelled a breath. “Please let go.”

“Why the subterfuge?” Asked out of context, the question got her attention. She stopped trying to close the door.

“What?”

“When you called yesterday, why didn’t you tell me straight off you were from that show?”

“You would have hung up on me.”

Correct answer. But as she’d said it, her gaze had shifted from looking directly at him to the third snap of his shirt. He spotted a lie. At least a half lie. “And?”

She didn’t say anything.

He lowered his pitch and volume. “And?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but then closed it. Her shoulders slumped, her head dropped forward. The baseball cap fell off, and handfuls of streaky blond hair tumbled down around her head. With irritation, she tossed the cap onto the passenger seat and raked her hair back off her face using all ten fingers.

“I’m not representing the network or the show,” she said. “I came of my own accord and at my own expense.” She gave a soft laugh of chagrin as she looked up at him. “Please forgive me for wasting your time. Enjoy what’s left of your day off.” She tugged on the car door again.

He was about to release it, walk away, go home, turn on ESPN, crack a beer, and do exactly as she had suggested: enjoy what was left of his day off.

But in a split second of remarkably messed-up judgment, he changed his mind and held on to the door. “What makes you think he’s out there waiting to strike again?”

Now looking him straight in the eye, she said, “The blood moon.”

She held his gaze for a beat or two, then succeeded in pulling the door shut.
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Mystified and annoyed, John watched her back the sedan out and jounce over the rutted parking lot to the two-lane highway. Several vehicles went past before she was able to turn left into the eastbound lane. While she’d waited for a clearing, he’d been able to get to his phone and take a picture of the rear license plate.

His impulse was to follow her. Common sense blared, Have you lost your freakin’ mind?

He watched until her car disappeared around a bend, then walked slowly over to his SUV. He opened the driver’s door but remained standing in the wedge, taking a moment to process everything that had happened since he’d walked into the bar.

No, even before that. Yesterday’s phone conversation with her had felt covert from the start, like she needed to speak in a half whisper, like she had something to hide. Or was… apprehensive. Scared? Guilty? Hell if he knew. But he’d wondered.

It had nagged him enough that he’d kept their appointment this afternoon. He’d arrived at this most unlikely of places curious, but also with a jaundiced eye. For the first five minutes, he had been amused, just as she’d called him on.

But now, he couldn’t shake the feeling that even if she was wrong, she believed it: “It’s going to happen again.”

Irritably, he swatted at mosquitoes that dared to light on him when he was this pissed off. First of all, he was angry at her for the intrusion. He didn’t need anything upsetting the rickety apple cart that was his present and future life.

Then he was mad at himself for being such a chump, driving all the way out here to meet the woman with the sexy phone voice and now standing here trying to keep mosquitoes from sucking him dry, mulling over her certainty that all was not right with how the Crissy Mellin case had been resolved.

He’d wanted like hell to accept the official sign-off of that investigation. He’d wanted to embrace it, then bury it deep, expunge it from his mind, rule it forever over and done with. Finis.

More than three years’ distance from it, he’d been this close to coming to terms with it. Now… her. Her of the just-got-laid hair. She’d refreshed his memory, resurrected doubts, awakened an obsession that had the potential to wreck every aspect of his life all over again, turning lousy into lousier.

No way in hell, lady. No matter how delectable your lips.

All the while his anger had been mounting toward Beth Collins, he’d been staring hard at the entrance to the beer joint. “Screw it,” he said, and underscored that by slamming the door of his SUV. He stalked over to the padded door, pulled it open, and went inside.

The barkeeper looked up from his magazine and gave him a lupine smile. “Struck out, huh?”

Without replying or breaking stride, John walked up to the matchstick guy who’d given him the finger and socked him in the gut.
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“She must’ve been speaking metaphorically.”

John was lying on his sofa, his head on the armrest, fully clothed except for his cowboy boots, which were on the floor. In his right hand was a bottle of beer, held upright on his stomach. In his left was a makeshift ice pack he was holding against the side of his face.

“‘Blood moon’ could be a metaphor for lots of things, right? Doomsday. A reckoning. Armageddon. Spells, and prophesies of end times, and spooky shit like that. I don’t think she meant it in a literal sense.”

He’d turned the ceiling light off because it had been an irritant to his swollen, discolored eye. The TV was on, but he wasn’t paying any attention to the programming, and he’d muted the audio because it was contributing to his headache. A handful of ibuprofen tablets had blunted neither it nor the additional aches and pains that kept him trying to find a more comfortable position on his lumpy couch.

The beer—his second—had gone down real good, but he’d eaten only half of his carry-out burger. The remains of it lay on its foil wrapper on the coffee table. He gestured toward it with the beer bottle. “Help yourself.”

He called the dog Mutt, because the animal defined the word. One morning as he’d been about to leave for work, he’d noticed something underneath his car that looked like an unraveling burlap tow sack that had been wadded up and discarded. Upon further inspection, he’d discovered that it was a flea-bitten hide wrapped around a skeleton that whimpered.

He’d made the mistake of getting a slice of leftover pizza from his kitchen trash can and tossing it to the bag of bones before driving away. When he’d returned home that evening, the mutt had been curled up on his front porch. Another slice of dry pizza had sealed the deal. He became John’s dog.

He’d broken the neglected animal of his habit of scarfing food, convincing him that it was no longer necessary to snatch at it and swallow it whole. But now, having been given permission, Mutt made short work of the burger, then lay down in the narrow space between the coffee table and sofa. Yawning hugely, he laid his head on one of John’s boots.

“You’re welcome.” John eased himself up, swung his legs off the sofa, stepped over the dog, and scooped the trash off the coffee table. On his way into the galley kitchen, he downed the remainder of his beer, then disposed of the empty bottle and trash, and pitched the plastic bag of melting ice into the sink.

As he reentered the living room, he said, “Looks can be deceiving, you know.” Mutt didn’t raise his head, but he opened his eyes and looked at his owner. “She was hot, all right. That hair. Brown eyes, but not dark like chocolate. Lighter. Like really good whiskey.

“Nice rack. Not overly endowed, just… nice.” He got lost in the thought of the allure of a plain white t-shirt, then pulled himself away from the remembered image.

“As I was saying, she looked normal, but she had to be a certified kook. It’s as simple as that. Or maybe not a kook, maybe just bored. Needing attention. Turning a dull afternoon into an adventure. Except that coming all the way from New York to seek adventure here makes no sense.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “She remembered my name from years back, but that would be easy enough. Bowie like the knife. So she… she…”

Mutt raised his eyebrows inquisitively.

John cursed and made a slicing gesture. “Never mind. Let’s just scrub this whole damn day from memory. Don’t bring it up again. Okay?” Mutt closed his eyes. “All right then.”

He went down the short hallway into the bathroom and switched on the light fixture above the sink. He braced his hands on its rim as he leaned in and regarded his battered face in the mirror.

No permanent damage had been inflicted, but he wondered how he was going to explain to Barker the obvious drubbing he’d taken.

I got mugged. Can you believe it? Coming out of a 7-Eleven with a six-pack and a bag of chips.

Damn dog tripped me up. I stumbled into the edge of the closet door. About broke my neck, and it hurt like hell.

Or maybe he would avoid the encounter altogether and just call in sick. I feel like shit, hammered shit, so I took a Covid test. Guess what?

Barker would smell those lies from a mile off. He decided to sleep on it, see how he looked in the morning, and decide then how he was going to explain.

He showered. The hot water eased his aches and pains, but he stayed in the stall until it ran cool. He dried, pulled on a loose pair of gym shorts, and was making his way back down the hall toward the living room when someone stepped into the connecting doorway, filling it with a menacing silhouette that said, “Hey, asshole!”

It was the matchstick guy.







Chapter 3
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You dickhead,” John said. “Good thing my gun is in the bedroom. I could have shot you.”

The other man grinned through his scraggly mustache. “I knocked.”

“I was in the shower.”

“No lights on. Your front door unlocked. Useless dog. Anybody could’ve waltzed in here.”

“When I got home, I had other things on my mind, like getting painkillers into my bloodstream.”

“Hey, you started the fight.” He gave John’s face a closer look and grimaced. “Looks ugly. How’s it feel?”

“Throbs like a mofo.”

“I had to make the fight look authentic.”

“You made it look authentic enough,” John grumbled. “What’s with the matchstick?”

“I need to look like a creep with an attitude.”

John snorted, giving the other man a disparaging once-over. “Well, you succeeded. In fact, you may have overshot it. How’s your belly?”

The guy raised the hem on his dirty t-shirt. Beneath his rib cage was a bruise the size of John’s fist. John whistled. “Landed it right where I was aiming. I feel better.” He smiled beatifically. Then they laughed, high-fived, and man-hugged, slapping each other on the back.

Mitch Haskell and John had been partner detectives before Mitch was recruited by the DEA to work undercover. He was a former Marine with a service record that included one deployment to Iraq and three to Afghanistan. He was whipcord lean and as tough as boot leather—a guy you didn’t mess with. But at heart, he was all heart. John had seen him unashamedly cry over fallen service members and law officers of every stripe.

John looked down at Mitch’s raggedy jeans. They were wet up to his knees, his boots caked with mud. “You’re tracking up my floor.”

“Your fault. You live on the edge of a swamp. Muddied floors are the price you pay to have visitors.”

“You weren’t invited.”

Mitch only grinned. “I’m just glad I made it here without having a run-in with a gator or getting bit by a water moccasin.”

“You came by boat?”

“Less likelihood of being followed. Wouldn’t do to be seen making a house call on a cop, although it seems to get darker out here every time I come.”

“Which is why I like it.” The living room was still lighted only by the muted television, and John kept it that way. He gestured toward the kitchen. “There’s beer in the fridge.”

“Bring you one?”

“No, thanks. I’ve had my limit for the day.”

Mitch gave him a knowing look, but John didn’t need a reminder of the period of time when his limit had been dangerously high. “Make sure the fridge door closes all the way. You have to push on it.” He stepped over Mutt and plopped down on the center cushion of the sofa.

From the kitchen Mitch said, “I’m over my quota, too. Had to pretend to guzzle longnecks all day.” He returned with a bottle of water, uncapped it, and almost emptied it with one long drink. Then he sprawled in an easy chair. “God, this feels good. Played pool till I wanted to impale myself on the cue. High point of my day was when you sauntered in. Couldn’t believe my eyes.”

“You could’ve knocked me over with a feather when I turned around and saw that you were the smart-ass. Not that you aren’t one. You’re just not the smart-ass I expected.”

His friend toasted John with his water bottle. “You played it well. No reaction except that steely-eyed glare of yours. Ten seconds of it had me shivering in my shoes. I was thinking, ‘Shit, I hope he recognizes me.’ Nearly peed myself when you stormed back in and belted me in the gut.”

John laughed. “Well, you’d flipped me the bird. I took it as an invitation.”

“It was, but I wasn’t sure you’d pick up on it. Sorry about the black eye, the jaw, but laying into you won me points with those guys.”

“Only one pitched in to help you.”

“My new partner. He didn’t know you, bought our act, too.”

“Did you tell him later?”

“No. I thought we needed to show the dirtbags how we’d do in a fight.”

“You did all right,” John said, working his jaw from side to side.

“So, mission accomplished. Thanks for the sacrifice. I owe you a favor.”

“Thanks for not pulling your knife on me.” John knew Mitch carried one in an ankle holster. “How close are you to nailing them?”

“Close, I think.”

“Be sharp, Mitch.”

“Always.” He downed the rest of the water, then set the bottle on the floor. “What the hell were you doing in that place?”

“Having a Coke.”

John knew the quip wouldn’t satisfy his intuitive friend, and he was right. Mitch squinted one eye and stared him down.

John leaned against the back of the sofa and linked his fingers over the crown of his head, trying to look casual and indifferent. “Just killing a Saturday afternoon. Went for a drive through the boonies. Thought about fishing but was too lazy to get the gear out. Got thirsty and stopped at the next place I came to, which happened to be that bar.” He shrugged.

“Uh-huh.” Mitch continued to look at him through his squint.

John rolled his eyes. “She was just a woman.”

“I noticed that right off. I’m smart that way.”

John thought of dropping it there, but curiosity wouldn’t let him. “How long had she been there ahead of me?”

“Fifteen minutes. Thereabouts.”

“Did she talk to anybody?”

“Except to order her drink, no. Sat over there all by her lonesome until you showed up. Is she someone special?”

“Special? Mitch. I never laid eyes on her until today. It was totally random. You saw. She paid for my Coke. I went over to thank her. We chatted. She said she had to go. I saw her safely past you reprobates and to her car.”

“A perfect gentleman.”

“On this particular occasion.”

Mitch grinned. “You didn’t score. Either that or it was a record-breaking quickie.”

“She bailed. No loss.” He gave another uncaring shrug. “How’s Angela? What does she think of the Fu Manchu?”

Mitch stroked the mustache, which extended a couple of inches below his chin. “Hates it.” He sat forward, elbows on his knees, and stared down at the floor. “The mustache will be the first thing to go as soon as I get enough on these guys to win an indictment.” He raised his head and looked across at John. “I’m getting out.”

John lowered his hands from the top of his head. “You’re leaving the agency?”

“Yep.”

“You’re serious?”

“Angela’s pregnant.”

John sputtered a soft laugh. “Congratulations, man.”

His friend smiled sheepishly. “Thanks. It’s a boy,” he added with obvious pride.

“How far along?”

“Five months.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“Angela and I wanted to make sure everything was okay, find out the sex. And, sorta, you know, savor our secret.”

“You’re still sappy over that woman.”

Mitch placed his hands over his heart. “I confess.” But after a moment, he resumed looking down at the floor and turned serious. “You uh… you know how you felt after the Mellin girl’s case? Fed up? Disillusioned?”

The pleasure John had felt over Mitch’s happy news drained from him. He went as still as stone and said nothing.

“Shortly after the book was closed on that, I took you out in my bass boat. Remember? You were in pretty bad shape. About as low as you ever got. I thought a day on the water might help. I’d brought along a six-pack. You brought a bottle of Patrón.

“The bottle was almost empty when you asked me—I doubt you recall, you were so drunk—but you asked me, ‘Why do we do it, Mitch? What’s the point?’

“You said that we were spinning our wheels, fighting a war that’ll never end because the bad guys just keep getting badder. You said the justice system was a joke and that seeking justice was an exercise in futility.”

“I was shit-faced on straight tequila. Blubbering. Nothing I said was worth listening to.”

Mitch shook his head. “Drunken ramblings, maybe, but when Angela told me about the baby, I thought over everything you’d said. I want to see my son grow up. I want to grow old with my wife. I don’t want to take a forty-five-caliber bullet in the back of my head and have my body dumped in a swamp by some punk doper who got wise to me.”

“No explanation necessary. I get it,” John said quietly. “What do you plan to do?”

“I’ve got some irons in the fire. A position in Florida is looking good. Generous benefits, regular hours. Angela wouldn’t have to eat dinner alone every night.”

“You’re an adrenaline junkie,” John said. “You’ll miss the rush.”

“I’ve thought of that, sure. I’ll take up motocross, white water rafting, hang gliding. Something that keeps my battery charged. Do you miss it?”

“The rush? Naw.”

“Liar. What’s Butthole Barker got you doing these days?”

“Let’s see. Follow-up on a home burglary. The thief got away with a lawn chair. Last week I was sent to check out a report of rabid skunks under someone’s house.”

“Jesus. What a waste. Who’re you partnered with?”

“Nobody. I don’t need a partner to investigate the dirty words spray-painted on Walmart’s restroom walls.”

“John,” his friend sighed.

“No, no. It was an interesting case of vandalism. All the obscenities were misspelled.”

Mitch didn’t look amused. “You should have left when I did.”

“I didn’t get an offer from the DEA.”

“Would you have taken it?”

John said nothing.

Mitch sighed. “John, why do you stay? What’s keeping you from telling Barker to go fuck himself and leaving?”

“The paycheck.” He glanced around his living room. It had been shabby in the 1950s. Today it bordered on derelict. “I’d have to give up living in the lap of luxury.”

“Yeah, this house is swell, the bayou in your backyard is a petri dish for creatures that bite and sting and poison.” Mitch gave him a sympathetic smile and shook his head remorsefully. “You gotta get over that case, John. Move back into town. Move on.”

“One day, maybe.”

Mitch held his gaze a moment longer, then indicated Mutt. “When did he move in?”

“A few months back.”

“As a watchdog, he’s useless.”

John regarded Mutt fondly. “Yeah, but at least he’s got pedigree and good looks.”

Mitch chuckled, then slapped his knees and stood up. “I gotta get home and explain to Angela how I got the bruise on my abs.”

“Give her a hug for me.”

“Like hell I will.” He headed toward the door. “You gonna see her again?”

John knew he was no longer referring to Angela, but he played dumb. “Who?”

Mitch looked back at him and laughed. “She was cute.”

“She was. Just not my type.”

Mitch laughed harder.

“Anyhow, she was too young for me.”

“You doth protest too much, my friend. Did you at least get her digits?”

“I didn’t even get her name. If I did, I don’t remember it,” he lied. “I told you, the encounter was—”

“Totally random. Right, right,” Mitch said, still grinning. “Don’t turn any lights on till I’m long gone. I can’t be seen sneaking out of a cop’s house. Take care of you.”

“Same.”

They fist bumped, then Mitch slipped through the door and melded into the misty darkness so easily he didn’t even disturb the wispy Spanish moss hanging from the lower tree branches. John locked the door and made certain that it was also bolted. He let Mutt out the back door in the kitchen. “You’ve got two minutes. But no pressure.”

John walked back into the living room to turn off the TV but was brought up short by what was on the screen. It was a photograph of a full orange moon that shone like a gold coin in a deep purple sky. The weatherman appeared to be waxing eloquent about it. At the bottom of the screen was superimposed: A blood moon.
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Beth’s phone call was answered with a grunt of displeasure. “It’s an hour later here, you know.”

“Oh, sorry, Max. I didn’t think.”

“It’s okay. I don’t sleep much anyway.” There was more grunting, what sounded like the rustle of bed linens, and the unmistakable snick of a cigarette lighter.

“You’re smoking? You promised, Max.”

“With my fingers crossed.”

Arguing wouldn’t make a dent with him, so she moved past his unhealthy habit to address his mood, which was more irascible than usual. “Bad day?”

“They’re throwing me a retirement party.”

“They? The network?”

He muttered several curses. “Black tie affair. Waldorf Astoria. They’re inviting every living president, a British royal or two, and A-list movie stars.”

Knowing how he would feel about that, she winced, but said, “Wow. How nice.”

“Nice? No. Gratuitous. I’d rather die than be there.” After a puff of breath, no doubt creating a cloud of smoke, he said, “It’s late there, too. Why are you still up?”

“I’ve been putting off calling you.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want to hear ‘I told you so.’”

“Ah. You’ve met with Bowie and struck out.”

Max Longren, who was four decades her senior, was her boss. Also, in truth, her best friend. Until recently he’d been executive producer of Crisis Point.

But since last year when the network had been bought by an international media conglomerate, the corporate shift had been seismic, and the infrastructure of Crisis Point hadn’t been immune to changes in management. Max had been replaced by a much younger corporate animal named Winston Brady.

Max wasn’t taking his forced exit well. His career had been his lifeblood. He was a living legend, known throughout the industry for his talent, grit, caginess, and often tyrannical tactics.

Beth had been with the show for only two years when, to her dismay and delight, Max had handpicked her to be his personal assistant producer. Under his tutelage, she’d received the best education she could have wished for. She’d been taught by the headmaster himself, the developer of techniques that told true stories in a manner that made them as exciting and compelling as fiction. His innovations had been replicated by just about every other successful documentary series.

Through all the years they’d worked together, naturally they’d had disagreements, but nothing compared to the explosive quarrel they’d had when she’d approached him with her reservations about the accuracy of the soon-to-air Crissy Mellin episode. He’d frowned and reminded her that it was a done deal, that Brady had signed off on it.

“I know that, Max. But recently something’s come to my attention. We might have missed a vital element of that story. The impact could be major, and we’d be derelict to leave it out.”

“Are you saying we’d go back in and change it?”

“Let me explain and then you decide.”

So he’d listened, but by the time she’d finished, he was bristling.

“A blood moon?” he asked with incredulity. “That’s your vital element? What the hell is that, anyway? Have you gone loopy? Are you eating those funny gummy bears?”

“Max, please don’t dismiss—”

“Around here, you and I are considered a unit, Beth. Everyone regards me as your Merlin. If you start spouting this moon cycle crap, they’ll think it originated with me, that I thought up something outlandish just to get under Brady’s skin.”

“Don’t you think it warrants deeper digging?”

“It no longer matters what I think. Professionally, I’ve been castrated. I’m surprised they haven’t confiscated my executive men’s room key. Now, forget about it, and let that episode air as is.”

She’d dropped the matter that day, but, on the next, she’d informed him of her intention to take a few vacation days. He’d eyed her with the daunting shrewdness that a New York Times columnist had accurately described as “withering.”

“Let me guess,” he said. “Destination Louisiana.”

“Even you don’t have authority over my vacation plans, Max.”

“Vacation, my ass. When do you leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. There’s no time for delay.”

He’d shot up from his massive chair and stabbed his desktop with his index finger. “You have no authority to go nosing around the police department down there. It’s Louisiana, for crissake! They feed people they don’t like to the alligators. They’ll have a voodoo doll of you in no time. But never mind the danger to yourself.”

Here, he’d gotten really wound up. “I created Crisis Point. I nursed it through infancy, whipped it through puberty, and eventually placed it in the top five of ratings, where it has remained for years. Your amateur sleuthing will put the show, my baby, at risk.

“In addition to the smudge on my hard-won reputation, the egomaniac who’s taken my place will shit bricks if you go behind his back. This obsession of yours could get your butt fired.”

Quietly, she’d said, “Not if I return with an Emmy-winning story for us to work on together before your retirement.”

Despite his lauded career, that most coveted award had eluded him. She knew the disappointment he suffered for being forced into retirement without having received it.

“Emmy-winning story,” he scoffed. “Based on this crazy notion of yours? Ha! What I think is that you’ll make a fool of yourself and be drummed out of the business.”

“Very possibly. But it’s a chance worth taking.”

“Then go,” he’d shouted, waving her toward his office door. “But if you’re sunk in a swamp down there, expect an ‘I told you so.’”

His rejection had cut deeply, but she’d left without his sanction. She hadn’t consulted Winston Brady at all, a move that very well could get her butt fired, especially if Detective John Bowie complained to him about being ambushed and harassed by one of his producers.

Now, as though Max been following her thoughts, he said, “Just how much of a prick was Bowie?”

“As reputed.”

“Wasn’t happy to see you, huh?”

“Hostile, actually. He wasn’t at all interested or open to discussing Crissy Mellin’s case. He was completely unmoved by my attempts to persuade him otherwise. Why don’t you just say ‘I told you so’ and get it over with?”

“Hell, no. I’m not letting you off that lightly. I want details.”

She gave him a bullet-point account of her unorthodox meeting with the detective. Max listened without interruption except for his wheezing inhales and exhales of forbidden tobacco smoke.

When she finished, he said, “Did he take it like a kick in the nuts?”

“Take what?”

“Mention of the blood moon. How’d he react?”

“He didn’t. He gave me a blank stare.”

“Meant nothing to him, then?”

“No. I’m almost positive.”

Finally he said, “I told you so.”

“I concede, but not happily.” After a moment, she made one final pitch. “You know, it’s not like I dreamed up this mysticism surrounding blood moons. For millennia, mankind has regarded them as omens, both good and bad.”

“Silly superstitions. You’re reading too much into it.”

“Possibly.” She rubbed her forehead, no longer feeling defensive but defeated. “Maybe I should leave it alone. You were certainly right about the detective. It was a contentious meeting from the start. We got off on the wrong foot, and it never got better.”

“What kind of wrong foot? Why a wrong foot?”

She wasn’t going to tell him about the sexual undercurrents of those first few minutes. “Doesn’t matter. As soon as I said the girl’s name, he shut down. How did you know he would?”

“Fifty years of reporting news and current affairs. The code of honor among law officers is sacrosanct. Band of brothers. Blue wall of silence. You know.”

“But during the investigation, he mouthed off,” she argued. “He was quoted as saying that it had been sloppily conducted. Rushed. You read what he’d said.”

“Yeah, yeah. People bitch and moan off the cuff. But it’s different when backed against a wall and asked to go on record.”

“I don’t think he was speaking off the cuff then. I think he wanted people to hear, to know, that the investigation was being streamlined. I also think he was right.”

“Take off your rose-colored glasses, Beth. Nobody gives a damn about what’s right or wrong anymore. Or accurate. Even if Bowie was right back then, it no longer matters now. Obviously not even to him. Especially not to him. He was your golden key. If he blew you off and wouldn’t listen to you—”

“Then no one will,” she said.

“Which I told you before you went down there. So, when are you coming back?”

“Tomorrow. I’m booked on a four o’clock flight.”

“That late in the day?”

“There’s a morning flight. I could stand by for it, I suppose.”

“Do that. The sooner you drop this, the better. Start thinking about how you’re going to impress your new executive producer, not alienate him.”

“I can’t stomach Brady.”

“Then he should excel.” He gave a phlegmy laugh. “Nobody could stand me either. Nobody even liked me a little.”

She would have told him that she liked him a lot, but he would have rebuffed it, even knowing that it was true. More than a mentor, he was a father figure and plain-speaking friend she depended on for sound advice, even if she didn’t welcome it.

“Sorry to have disturbed you. Try to get some sleep. I’ll call you when I land.” Before he could disconnect, she said, “One more thing, Max.”

“I know, I know, don’t smoke.”

“You mispronounced his name.”

“Huh?”

“It’s Bowie. Like the knife.”







Chapter 4
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Sunday, March 9

After a virtually sleepless night, Beth decided not to be deterred by her blustery conversation with Max. He was viewing the situation from the perspective of one who’d already lost his standing.

But Winston Brady hadn’t asked for her resignation. He hadn’t insisted that the Mellin story was ready for airing and for her to leave it alone. Of course he was unaware of her renewed interest in it, but still. Until he specifically forbade her to back off or risk losing her job, she would persist… at least until the afternoon flight to New York.

Having determined that, she brewed a cup of coffee using the sputtering machine in her hotel room and braced herself with a few swallows before calling the Auclair PD.

“Detective Bowie, please.”

A woman with a soft drawl and pleasant manner told her that he hadn’t come in yet. “Can someone else help you?”

“No. I really need to speak with him.” She asked for his cell phone number, but wasn’t surprised when told that it was department policy not to give out personal contact information on personnel.

“But I can have him call you back,” the woman said. “What’s your name, please?”

The first time she’d called two days ago, she had been put through to his desk without supplying her name. She was reluctant to do so now. “That’s all right. I’ll try later.”

Having struck out there, she moved to Plan B, which was to contact Crissy Mellin’s mother, Carla. Although she’d been integral to the story, she’d been loath to appear on Crisis Point. She had argued with the dogged producer that she’d lived the ugly story. Why go on TV and rehash it when it wouldn’t change the ending?

Eventually she had capitulated, but the interview hadn’t gone well. The interviewer’s suavity had had no softening effect on her. She’d been surly, answering every question with as few words as possible. Her bitterness and antipathy toward the police department had come across on camera.

Beth intended not to be as pushy as her cohort had been. She would ask Carla Mellin for only five minutes, during which she hoped empathy would make the woman more agreeable to talking openly about what had happened to her daughter. Beth had nothing to lose by trying.

She checked out of the hotel and went in search of Ms. Mellin. Her address turned out to be a lot in a mobile home park located in a less than desirable part of town. Beth glanced around cautiously as she got out of her car and approached the door.

Her knock was answered by an elderly man dressed only in his undershorts. He seemed as surprised by her as she was by him. He was also perturbed. “Where’s Tuck? Why’d they send you? I want Tuck back.”

After several stops and starts, she learned that a physical therapist came twice a week to strengthen his “gimp knee.” Once she assured him that she wasn’t Tuck’s replacement, she asked how long he’d been living there.

“Goin’ on two years.”

“Did you know the previous resident, Ms. Mellin?”

“No. Place was empty when I rented it.”

He had no idea who Beth might ask about the former tenant or where she’d relocated. “I ain’t got to know none of the neighbors, and I want to keep it that way,” he said. “Now shoo. I gotta get ready for Tuck.” He slammed the door in her face.

With diminishing optimism, she went from door to door. Most of the neighbors either weren’t at home or pretended not to be. Those she did speak to claimed not to know Carla Mellin personally, only by the notoriety her daughter’s disappearance had created. “I felt sorry for her,” one woman said. “Hounded day and night. I don’t blame her a bit for moving away without telling anybody.”

Disheartened, Beth returned to her car but didn’t start it. She sat mulling over what to do next while watching a little girl two lots down, riding a tricycle with wobbly wheels. She went round and round in a never-ending circle, getting nowhere.

She was going in circles and getting nowhere, too. The wasted effort to reach John Bowie. The failed attempt to talk to Carla Mellin. These weren’t omens, they were blatant
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