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I didn’t think much of the case at the time. A dead girl and the only suspect was her boyfriend. I got the call after a standard night of brown liquor and cigarettes. Beyond that, I didn’t remember eating anything. A slight tremor in my guts indicated that I might have had too much. That and the splitting headache, but that was a pretty common companion of mine. I rode to the dead girl’s apartment. My dark sunglasses did little to shield against the cruel sun. The traffic was jammed, and I tugged at my collar to relieve some of the heat. I rubbed at the thinning hairs on my head and considered shaving it away. It might make me look younger anyway. The grays advancing across my head like an invading army.

Nearly thirty years on the force were about thirty too long. If you didn’t end up with a drinking problem, then you were probably dead. I’d tossed my badge into the passenger seat along with my gun. The shine had worn off a long time ago. Detective Graysmith was something I’d longed to hear in my younger years. Now it was a term I said with spite. It escaped through my gritted teeth. The city was bustling as usual. Gamblers on the street throwing dice, drug deals brazenly made in front of businesses. I kept my nose out of that. I got the pleasure of focusing on the murders. 

The girl’s name was Marie. Found dead dumped outside the city in a hastily dug grave two nights ago. Some homeless person wandering the woods with his dog stumbled across her body. Strangled and abandoned and left alone with dirt. I’d had a dream the night before. I dreamed that I was trapped under a mound of dirt. It suffocated my lungs, and the only way I could get out was by eating the dirt. Then a worm in the ground lodged itself in my teeth. As I tried to spit it out, I heard, “Detective.” I looked, and there she was. Marie and I shared a shallow grave in the middle of the woods. But I remember thinking that it felt warm. Then I woke up. 

We traced the girl’s steps back to a bar where she was last seen. Got a name from the bartender there. Poor girl’s mother had to identify her. I drank pretty good that night, but I would have done that anyway.

When I got to the apartments where her boyfriend lived, Detective Loren met me there. She was newer to the force, and I took it on myself to present myself as the picture of seniority for a moment. A thick, dark ponytail fell down to her shoulders. Her brown leather jacket was new like her shoes. I, on the other hand, was wearing the same dark suit I’d worn yesterday. Unwashed of course. We were there to interview the boyfriend, Simon, and his roommates. She wore her badge on a chain around her neck like a television detective. “Loren,” I said in greeting. Her grip was tight on my clammy, hungover palms. 

“Graysmith.” She rubbed her hands together in anticipation. I realized that I’d forgotten my gun and badge on the passenger seat. “You ready to do this?”

I made up an excuse to go back to my car without her knowing why. “You go on ahead, I need to call the captain about something.”

“Alright, I’ll meet you at their apartment.” I ducked back to my car and slapped the gun and badge on my belt. It was an older apartment building that still cost too much.  Probably why there were four people living there. As I walked in, I was greeted by a doorman in a green button up suit and hat. 

“I’m a detective,” I told him. “My partner just went inside.”

“Oh, yes, sir,” he greeted me as he sat down with his newspaper. “She was heading to the third floor. Apartment 31.

“Thanks,” I said and took the elevator up.

When I got off, a bunch of kids waving toys around bumped into me as I rounded a corner. “Sorry!” They yelled in that way that kids said when they didn’t mean it. I passed by an open door with a bulky man propped up in the door frame. I saw his jaw and beer gut before I saw the rest of him. He reeked even worse than me.

“What are you looking at?” he managed to spit out. His knuckles were red and bleeding, from what I didn’t know or care. He was the kind of guy who only thrived when he could make others feel small. My head was still killing me, and I didn’t feel much like dealing with an oversized ego. He made a move to step in front of me before I opened up my jacket enough for him to see my badge and a hint of my gun. He backed off, and I kept walking. 

Detective Loren was at the door already chatting with one of the roommates. She was young with sleepy eyes like she’d just rolled out of bed. I knew the feeling well. I flashed the badge on my belt as she worked me over with those eyes.

“Another one?” she yawned as she said it, and I looked over to Loren for a translation.

“That’s right. This is Detective Graysmith.”

I nodded and looked at her over the sunglasses that I wouldn’t be taking off. “Is Simon here?” I took over.

“Yeah, is this about Marie?”

“It’d be best if we could all talk together.”

She was well awake now, and she could only nod and let us in. “Hey, guys! Cops are here.”

“Thanks for the introduction.”

“No problem.”

Simon and two others walked into the room. He kept his eyes pointed at the ground. I knew it was him. All twenty-somethings in this apartment. A vague smell of weed permeated the air, and beer bottles were scattered around the kitchen tops and tables. Simon was a skinny man with blonde perpetually messy hair. The other two stood close to each other. One was a tall redhead that towered over her short but hairy friend. She had her arm looped through his. They were a couple. “Hi, I’m Detective Graysmith, and this is my partner Detective Loren.”

The girl who let us in said, “Um, this is Simon, Tamara, and Joey. I’m Amber.”

“We’re here about your friend Marie.”

Simon jumped in. Maybe in an attempt to sound concerned, he was very high-pitched. “Where is she? Is she okay?”

“I think you’ll all want to have a seat.” Loren exuded that calm exterior she’d been trained so well in. The redhead covered her mouth in fear. The room knew what was coming, but they did as they were told. They sat on the beer stained couch dotted with cigarette ash. “I know that this will be very difficult to hear. But I’m afraid your friend Marie was found dead two nights ago.” 

Gasps were my least favorite thing to hear. They usually preceded bouts of tears. Which is what we got from all of them. Simon put his head in his hands and attempted to weep. The girl who opened the door, Amber, asked, “What happened?”

“We believe she was murdered.” More gasps. More tears. I tried to interrupt. “We’d like to ask each of you some questions. Maybe we can figure out who did this.” I was pretty sure it was Simon. I could spot fake crying by now. They nodded in agreement. I decided to let Loren take over the lead on this one. “Detective Loren, why don’t you go talk with Simon, and I’ll start here.”

“Sure. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

“I guess in our bedroom.” Loren followed him. He kept his face pointed at the floor. The others waited for me to speak.

“Mind if I sit?” They all shook their heads while they continued to sniffle. I grabbed a chair out of the kitchen. There was an open door to one of the rooms. Boxes taped up and some half packed were strewn all over. I wanted to calm them for a moment. “Is somebody moving?”

“That’s me,” Tamara said through sniffles and raised her hand.

“Where are you going?”

“Anywhere but here.” Joey rolled his eyes. “I can’t stand it here.”

Joey wasn’t happy. He sulked. “I’m right here, ya know.”

They’d clearly had this conversation hundreds of times. They were going through the motions of a relationship now. “It’s not about you, Joey. I have to start my life sometime.”

I interrupted their tussle. “What do you do?” I asked Tamara.

“I just graduated. I got a new job working in I.T.”

“That’s great.”

“Yeah, great. And I’m here,” Joey complained.

“You can come with me.”

“What do you do, Joey?”

“I’m between jobs right now.” A man going nowhere, and the woman who loves him for whatever reason. He was unwashed and unkempt. Drifting through life without purpose. She’ll probably dump him over the phone when she realizes how much better she can do. He knows that will happen, and he’s pushing her away before she can. Too cowardly to go and try something new. I didn’t care for Joey. 

Amber had also had enough of their constant fighting. “Guys, stop. This isn’t the time.” Amber was wearing a college sweatshirt. Bartlett University. She was Asian, and she was constantly brushing her hair behind her ears. 

“When was the last time you saw Marie?”

“Um, two nights ago. I’ve been working a lot lately.” She sniffled as she thought about never seeing her friend again. And she stood up to go to her room. “I left my phone.” I stood up to get away from the tension between Tamara and Joey.

Amber had her own room. I saw a collection of bongs on her dresser. She was flipping through her phone as I watched. “What?” she said when she noticed me. 

“I didn’t say anything.”

“It’s legal now. So, don’t get any ideas.”

“It is. But those,” I pointed at the bags of mushroom stems next to the bongs, “are not.”

She stared daggers through me. “Are you really going to do this now?”

I stood there hiding behind my sunglasses. “I’m not doing anything. I’m just saying that it’s got a very distinct odor in here.”

She pushed past me and said, “I’m surprised you can smell anything over the whiskey shower you apparently took.” I had no clever comebacks for that, so I let it go. Amber took her place back on the couch. She scrolled through old pictures of her friends.

“Did any of you see Simon when he came back from his date with Marie?”

They all looked at each other as they realized that Simon was now the prime suspect. Joey answered first, “I saw him. He just kind of went to his room.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

“Not really. I asked him where Marie was, and he said that she went to her parents.” I knew they were all thinking the same thing but didn’t want to say it out loud.

“What about you two? Did either of you talk to Marie last night or see Simon?”

Tamara raised her hand again like she was in school. “I was out with a few friends of mine. I texted Marie, and she told me to-” her eyes watered again before she could finish. “She told me to be safe.” The tears started again, and Joey put his arm around her somewhat halfheartedly after their brief spat.

“I was working most of the night,” Amber said. 

“Where do you work?” I asked her.

“At a club until I’m done with school.”

Detective Loren came out of the bedroom. “Graysmith.” She nodded at me to indicate that it was my turn. 

“Thank you. I’m sorry about your friend. Detective Loren is going to ask you a few more questions.” I left them there as Tamara went in search of tissues. 

Simon and Marie’s room was a patchwork independent art full of too many colors or nearly none. Dirty clothes dotted the floor. Simon was there staring out the window. The blanket on the bed was hand stitched. Criss crossing pattern of shades of green. Probably came from someone’s grandma. “Simon, let’s talk for a minute.”

“I told your partner already.”

“Well, now you’re telling me.” 

He seemed unfocused and tired. His eyes were distant and uninterested. “You feeling alright?” I asked him.

“I’m fine. Haven’t been sleeping well, that's all.”

“Where did you two go the night she disappeared?

“We went out for a while. To dinner and whatever.”

“Where did she go after you saw her?”

“She told me that she was going to her parents.”

“That late?”

“That’s what she said.”

“It’s strange, Simon. We’ve talked to her parents. They didn’t know anything about her coming over. She didn’t call or send them a message.”

“Maybe she was upset.”

“Why would she have been upset, Simon?”

Simon sighed and stared out the window.

“Simon?”

“We had a fight that night.” I sensed the urge to confess welling up in poor Simon. It was a cop’s best friend. Made things a lot simpler when they spill their guts on their own. 

“What about?”

“We talked about breaking up.”

“Things haven’t been going well between you two?”

“I don’t know. It’s like we’re different. We’ve been together so long. I don’t even see the same person anymore. She’s just different.”

“Do you have something you want to tell me, Simon?”

The boy hesitated. His eyes were wet with tears. “I don’t have anything else to say,” he whispered. “She went to her parents. You can leave now.”

I only nodded, because I knew that we’d meet again. “Okay. I’ll see you soon.” I left the room and that pathetic boy there. Loren had been questioning the others. I grabbed a slip of trash that had fallen on the ground and asked, “Loren, you got a pen?”

She handed me a fancy one that she had clipped on her shirt. “Thanks.” I jotted down my number and handed it to Amber. “If any of you think of anything or have some questions just give me a call.”

“Thanks.”

“Let’s go.”

Before we left, Amber asked, “Are you going to find out who did this to her?”

And before I could stop her, Loren told her, “We’ll find them. I promise.” My headache grew worse as we left the apartment.

We got back to our cars, and I repeated her words. “We’ll find them. I promise.” 

“Yeah, that’s our job isn’t it?”

“How long have you been a detective, Loren?” I leaned against my car and lit up a much needed cigarette. 

“Little less than a year now.”

“And you’ve been a cop for how long?”

“Four years.”

I was impressed. I didn’t let it show. “Hmm, took me about seven to make detective. But I figured you’d know better by now than to say we’ll get them so definitively.”

“It helps them. And you saw Simon yourself. As soon as the medical report gets back, I have a feeling that we’re taking the little fucker in.”

“Simon is as guilty as it gets. It doesn’t take a seasoned detective to see that. But let me tell you something.” I waved her over to move in a little closer. “It doesn’t fucking matter. You don’t get to just shout ‘I’ve cracked the case!’ and everything is solved. Doesn’t work like that.”

Loren rolled her eyes and stepped back, “You’re a cynical guy, Greysmith.”

“No, I’ve just been where you are. I sat across from those parents when I was young, and I told them with all the confidence in the world that I would catch the guy. And then I didn’t. He’s gone in the wind, and I’m still there facing them. I got calls for years asking if I’d gotten any leads. I didn’t answer after a while. But they kept coming. And then one day, I didn’t get calls from those parents anymore. That hurt too. So maybe next time just say we’ll do our best, okay?”

Loren only shook her head. I got in my car and drove away. About three miles later, I got a call. It was Loren again. “They just got the medical report back about Marie. Our friend Simon got busted about a year back for a D.U.I. The fingerprints are the same as the ones they found on her neck.”

Maybe we would get the bad guy I thought to myself. “Alright, let’s go pick him up.” And then the world ended. 

I lost my grip on my car as a rumble shook the Earth below me. I crashed into another car parked on the curb like almost every car around me. I thought it was an earthquake. What else could it be? But then a fissure opened up in the ground in front of me swallowing cars. An emerald light blinded me. I tried to cover my eyes from it, but it burned itself into my retinas. My car began to flatten, the ceiling crunching and the hood turning in on itself. I shoved against the door to escape, but I was trapped. The window cracked and broke. I pulled myself over shards of glass to the pavement. People were on fire around me. It was dark green. And the screaming.

It was everywhere. A world of pain echoing through my bones as humanity joined together in united terror. I ran as fast as I could. Buildings crashed in on themselves and around me. Smoke filled the air. Fires sprang from nothing. A frothy green flame poured out of eye sockets. In a moment, Detective Graysmith was gone, and all that was left was an aging, terrified man. I tried to pull it together for a moment, but instead I joined whatever mass of people was running in any direction that seemed like it might be away from the cataclysm that had just consumed us. The Earth ate more. People died choking in the streets. And I kept running. Through the sea of ash, I ran back to the only place I knew. I ran home.

I got back hours later. Howling people careened across the street. The green wave had driven them insane. They clawed at their own eyes. Some were biting rocks and bleeding from the mouth. Some were attacking anyone they saw. I clung to the shadows like a cold blanket. My building was still standing. That was the only relief I had. My apartment was on the second floor. I took a moment to finally check my phone, and I confirmed what I already knew
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