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Chapter 1



There’s an old saying in television. Never work with kids and animals. One can bite you or sling a handful of shit at your head when you’re not looking. The animals aren’t much better. 

“Melody Sunday?” 

I turned toward the voice that had chirped behind me. She looked like a soccer mom dressed for her first safari. Only the official-looking clipboard told me she was an actual Atlanta Family Zoo staff member.

That and her shape reminded me of a panda bear. Sure, a panda that had been held down and clumsily shaved to its pink skin. But, yeah, total hairless panda vibes..

“Yes, hello.” I waved at her as she padded my way. “That’s me.”

She held out her hand. When I went to shake it, I recoiled at the sight of the V-shaped animal bone between her thumb and forefinger. 

I asked, “Do you eat the ones that misbehave?”

The zoo woman laughed, and a tiny fleck of white hit the collar of my pink blazer. “Just finished up my lunch, chicken salad my husband made for me, and I found this little guy in the container.”

First off, it was ten o’clock in the morning, and she’d been eating lunch? Second, if her husband was dropping bones into her chicken salad, I’d give it fifty-fifty he’d started dating again.

Her hand turned into a greasy fist, one half of the bone poking out from a crook in her bent pinky. “Okay, make a wish and pull.”

I offered her a smile, because she was being sweet. Weird, but sweet. When I wrapped my pinky around the extended bone, she counted down.

“One, two, three!”

We pulled, but the damn thing was still moist, so it wasn’t going down without a fight. Both determined, we tugged harder, grimacing and grunting, and I wrapped the manicured red nails of my left hand around my other wrist to get leverage. 

I yanked the bone right out of her grasp. She yelped.

When I lifted my fingers up, I had the larger half of the wishbone. The smaller now rested in the palm over her hand. There was a tiny spot of blood on it, but I didn’t think it had come from the chicken.

“You got your wish!” She smiled pleasantly, unfazed. “What’d you wish for?”

“Um, I… you know, I forgot to make a one?”

The short woman laughed, flicked away the bone, and it bounced off the head of a colorful bird. It didn’t even flinch. “Ah, my grandmother didn’t put too much stock in them either. She used to say, ‘If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.’”

Looking around for somewhere to toss the scrap of bone, I only saw an overflowing trash can. When I glanced upward, the bird eyeballed me and quietly flew away.

I dropped it into my obnoxious blazer’s pocket and gave her a smile. “Is this how you greet all your guests?”

“No, but I’d heard you’re new to town, so I thought you could do with a little luck.” She then grinned wide enough to pull a muscle in her lower back. “The baby primate is ready for you.”

Yeah. 

Kids and animals? I had the double shot. I should have known then this wasn’t going to go well.

With a new critter to show off, today was a press day, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still families choking up the winding paths. I’m not sure why zoos felt like they needed winding paths; maybe they thought it made everything feel more like a jungle, minus the gnashing teeth and dysentery.

After we’d slipped away from the concession area near the zoo’s entrance, my guide let out an audible sigh. Ahead lay the lions, tigers, and bears, deeper in the zoo, but in truth the real animals were those jostling in line for blue-raspberry slushies and twelve-dollar corn dogs.

“I’m Diane Trainor,” the woman called back over her shoulder, casually dodging an eight-year-old with a waffle cone. “I’ve been at the zoo for three years now.” 

In my four-inch heels, it was hard to keep up with her. “Do you like it?” I said, giving waffle-boy a wide berth.

She laughed. “It’s wonderful. I worked in advertising for fifteen years, in billing, but this is so much more rewarding. You never quite get used to the smell.”

“Well, there are animals everywhere.”

Diane stopped for a moment and looked at me. “I was referring to the ad job.”

“Right.”

The zoo media liaison officer—that was her official title, according to my assignment editor’s notes—hooked a left at a sign with a cartoon depiction of a giant…ostrich? Emu? The bird leered down at us with a massive, gap-toothed smile. 

Diane said, “This is exciting, isn’t it? I love babies, even the animal ones. Never had any myself. You, Ms. Sunday?”

“Melody is fine.”

She lifted an arm into the air, waggling a thumbs up. Above her, a big toothy cat in a long wire tube growled at it. She didn’t even notice.

“Your boss, Karen, said you’ve only been with Channel Three a few weeks. How is Atlanta compared to Kansas City?”

I fought the urge to correct her, Big Glasses is not my boss!, but I let it slide.

“Atlanta’s pretty. I’ve never seen so many trees with flowers in my life,” I said. “But Kansas City has a great blues scene. I do miss proper music.”

“We’ve got good music, Melody,” she said and hooked a right below a sign with some type of monkey. This cartoon creature also flashed a gap-toothed smile. Either they were going for some jolly animal theme or the artist-in-residence had a personal gripe with the zoo’s dental plan. “In fact, we’re the birthplace of REM. Their singer John Stipe was born just ten miles north of here!”

“No kidding,” I said, ducking my head under a low-hanging branch she’d glided under.

Excitedly, she spun toward me. “You know he worked at a Waffle House when he was a boy?”

“Huh,” I said. “Were his waffles morose and accusatory as well?”

“So what prompted you to move from Kansas City to our town?”

“Oh,” I said. “My husband got shot dead in the atrium of a run-down apartment complex last December. I’m looking for a change of scenery.”

That stopped her, and she spun toward me. “Oh dear. Oh my, I’m so sorry,” she said. “Shot? I didn’t know it was such a violent city.”

“As much as any other in the US. He was a cop, though.” I shrugged. “Part of the job.”

The moment Diane turned away, she had to jump back as a woman in spiked heels and a power skirt clomped past with mascara streaming down her face. I recognized her as a reporter from one of our competitors, Channel Four. She looked different up close, but that may have just been the feces in her hair.

“As a reminder, Melody,” Diana said, walking more quickly. “No sudden movements around the macaques.”








  
  
Chapter 2



When we finally arrived, an excited crowd had gathered at the high wall, looking down into the animal habitat. The new macaque was the star attraction. 

News stories about animals guaranteed a ratings windfall. 

Not a months’ long investigation into political corruption. Not exposure of systemic bias and favoritism in some multi-billion-dollar corporate hierarchy masquerading as a meritocracy. Not laying bare top-level pharmaceutical fraud, graft, and outright crimes against humanity.

A monkey in a diaper.

Big numbers. Huge. Every time.

So, like a number of other TV reporters in Atlanta, I’d been sent along to get the baby’s first “interview.”

It’s cheesy and embarrassing, but viewers loved that stuff. Although, it wasn’t clear if they actually enjoyed seeing an animal being interviewed or just witnessing the total unease of the reporter trying to do it.

Diane Trainor handed me off to one of the zoo keepers, a leather-skinned older man with short-cropped gray hair. 

“The wall of the enclosure is about twenty feet high, so tons of good viewing for our guests,” Grady Johannsen said as he walked me down the cement path that split a lush and impossibly green lawn.

Ahead of us, a massive sign: Authorized Personnel Only. 

“Our macaques have plenty of room to run around in—logs to scoot along and platforms to get some height.”

Grady pressed a keycard to the lock, and the gate buzzed and popped open.

“If you do encounter one of the macaques up close, please keep a neutral disposition,” he continued, his voice as dry as the concrete beneath my clicking heels. “Primates are perceptually tuned to facial expressions.”

“How many times have you had to give this speech, Grady?” I smiled at him. 

He held the door open, letting me inside. 

“I suppose once is too many,” he said, his grin as empty as mine. “Your man is here already, getting shots for your program.”

I looked over and saw Doogle, my brother-in-law. He’d been my cameraman for years, and after his brother, my husband, had been killed, I’d convinced him to take the leap from Kansas City to the Atlanta market with me.

“Hey, Doogs,” I said, coming up beside him. “Didn’t I say this city would be where the real action was? We’re in the bigs now, baby. I mean, look. Monkeys!”

“You know your damn clackety-clackety heels just ruined the last twenty seconds of audio, right, Mel?” he said, not looking up from the playing-card sized display on his camera. “Finally get some clean shots of these hairy varmints, and it sounds like off-camera there’s some fat kid rolling around on bubble wrap.”

“The heels make my calves look good.”

“It’s a three-quarters shot,” he said, sneaking a quick glance at my legs. “That’s knees and up. No calves.”

“It gives me Big Calves Energy,” I shrugged and took a step forward to get a better look at the scene.

“Don’t get too close to the fence. I think Regina Alford got monkey shit in her hair.”

“From what I’ve heard, it’s not likely the only body fluid up there.” I looped my fingers into the wire barrier. “How we looking?”

My brother-in-law stood, put his hands onto his lower back and stretched, turning the sunlight above me to shade. Sometimes I forgot how tall the guy was.

“I got a bunch of setup shots and did the interview with Grady McHappyface over there for you.”

“Cool! You’ve done all the hard stuff.”

He grinned. “Naw, you’re the one who has to interview the monkey.” Doogle handed me the wireless mic.

“It’s a macaque,” I said, then turned back to the fence. “How do I get the little bastard near enough to do that?”

My shooter pointed over to Grady, who was standing thirty feet away at a yellow box. One hand was on the phone, the other was waving animatedly through the air.

Doogle nodded toward him. “Zoo dude’s supposed to bring it over.”

A splashing snapped my attention back to the enclosure. I shaded my eyes with a cupped hand and watched three of the creatures frolicking in a circular pond. On the back of one of the red-faced primates, holding on, was a tiny version of its mother. I noticed none of them appeared to be smiling like I’d seen on the signs.

However, they were delighting the smiling crowd by tossing bits of bread to ducks who’d come down near the water. From high up on the wall, I heard a little kid’s voice pierce the Atlanta humidity: “Hey, Momma, just like we do!”

Several others joined in with their own laughter at the undeniably sweet scene. A few of them clapped as one of the macaques arched a marble-sized lump of bread toward the water fowl. 

“So cute!” I gushed and shook Doogle’s shoulders as he leaned over his camera again.

“Jesus, can we just get it over with. This is embarrassing.”

“It’s a walk in the park,” I said. “This ain’t the first animal interview we’ve ever done, Doogs.”

Slowly, he stood and put a gentle hand on my chin, turning my head toward him. “Is this the sort of thing that’s going to get us to network news? Atlanta is supposed to be just a way station to NCC, Mel. But we ain’t going to get there with… monkey interviews.”

I shrugged. “They’re macaque.”

Grady hadn’t yet gotten off the phone with whoever he was speaking to. The way he was moving his arms around, gesticulating, I wondered if he was in an argument with his wife. Or his girlfriend. Or his wife about his girlfriend.

“I’m burning up out here.” I stepped closer to the fence again. “What’s the baby’s name?” 

“Banda.”

“Right,” I said, then raised my voice. “Banda! Hey Banda, come on over!”

Doogle chuckled and took a half step away. “Last reporter who did that got poop to the head.”

“Just get it on camera if it happens.” I sighed. “Better than a one-sided interview with an animal.”

I drew in a breath to call out again but then saw Grady making a beeline for me. He didn’t look happy.

Above us, I heard more cheers. 

“Get a picture! The monkeys are feeding them bread!”

“I love it!”

“Monkeys and ducks! This is the best day ever!”

The zookeeper slowed as he looked over at the animal enclosure. About ten feet away, he stopped, took a step forward, and put his fingers through the fence. 

I walked over.

“What’s up, Grady? When do we get our exclusive interview?”

Mumbling to himself, he grabbed his radio then had second thoughts and reattached it to his hip.

“Seems like Banda’s mother is keeping him close,” Grady said, not looking toward me. “I think you’ll have to do with just the shots you’ve got.”

“Fine by me.”

He then looked at Doogle, frowning. “Your man about done there?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” I said, happy to not humiliate myself with yet another goofy animal interview. I’d done far too many in my ten-year career. “I’ll ask him if he needs anything else, and we’ll get—”

“Can you ask him if he saw where the other two went?” Grady said, finally looking at me. His eyes were wider than before. “I can see five in there, six with the baby. But I only see—”

That’s when all hell broke loose.

As if on cue, the two missing macaques burst out from underneath one of the log stacks, running full-tilt toward the ducks who’d come closer, lured in by the tasty chunks of bread. Two of the primates by the water also launched forward, their limbs flailing, and moving incredibly fast.

This was some real primate SEAL Team Six shit right here.

On the wall, the tone of the voices of the public shifted.

“What are they doing?”

“Are they playing with the ducks?”

“Get a picture!”

Grady gripped the fence tighter, muttering to himself. He then spun toward Doogle, shouting: “Turn that camera off!”

“As if,” Doogle muttered, catching every second of the action, his brow flush against the eyepiece, zooming and panning, ignoring the fevered cries of the other man. He was using the camera mic for sound, so no way was he going to screw up the shot by shouting back.

So I spoke for him: “He’s nearly done.”

The zookeeper jammed a finger into my face then opened his mouth to say something but was cut off by a horrendous “scroooonkkk” sound coming from the enclosure. 

Above us, in the air, two of the bread-loving ducks had gotten free.

However, one had not and was now being gripped from either side by the crafty creatures in the habitat. I watched as the screeching pair of primates pulled and pulled on the panicked bird, until, snap!, they fell apart. One had just a detached wing. 

The other had an entire duck, minus one wing.

I turned to Grady. “Oh, that monkey got its wish!”

The zoo man put his hand to his eyes then dragged it down the length of his face. “They’re macaques.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Three weeks earlier





After all these years, no one was more surprised that Carl DiCapo was still alive than Carl himself. However, the longer he had to stay on the phone with the asshole “boss” in Atlanta, the greater the risk that state of existence might falter. Maybe by his own hand. 

When Arthur Levitin spoke, his words slithered through the digital networks—coded, transcoded, and decoded. Despite that binary wash, the voice still oozed from the earpiece and drizzled like a weeping cyst into Carl’s ear.

“We done here, Arthur?” Carl grinded a thumbnail into his own thigh. 

Levitin belly laughed, deep throaty shit. 

Carl traced his eyes along the dark shelves of his library. Having a library at home made him feel grown-up, but he knew the secret: adults were just children praying no one would notice.

He simply hid it better than most. A chosen few didn’t bother hiding it. To them, the world was a playground. Their playground.

The hierarchical structure of the Levitin crime syndicate had slotted Arthur at the very top. Like some twenty-first-century fiefdom. And like those old networks, the only thing that had given merit to the son of Levitin’s reign was blood. 

Ironically, that royal blood might have passed some of the same genetic imperfections, some withering in the brain, from father to son. Long pauses. Repeated statements. Small details lost as if they’d wormed down some neural pathway and never made it out again. Those difficulties had eventually toppled Anthony—never Tony, always Anthony—and elevated his son. 

For now.

As the chuckling down the line continued, Carl tried again. “I’ve got better things to do than—”

“Than what?” Levitin’s merriment winked off like a burnt-out bulb. “Than moving my product?”

Carl sighed. “It’s been a rocky few months. Bunch of busts, and we still have all that heat from the dead cop.”

“Kansa City’s your problem.” Arthur snorted. “That’s on you.”

Carl pulled the VOIP handset away from his ear and stared at it like it had grown blackened teeth. The tech behind the phone filtered their conversation through 256-bit AES encryption to prevent anyone, anywhere from listening in. The Kansas City crime boss wished it would also filter out assholes like his young boss in Atlanta.

Blissful silence, he thought. If only… “If you say so,” Carl said. “And on her, of course. It’s on her.”

The laughter started up again, but this time Arthur kept it short. “Jesus, you sound like you’re afraid of this woman.”

“Just cautious.”

“I looked her up after you came crying to me last time. D’you know that?” the Atlanta boss said. “She’s a low-rent News Reporter Barbie doing shuffleboard tournaments. School fairs and bake sales. Christ, I saw one video where she was interviewing babies in the maternity ward. She’s a joke, and the only one not in on it is Melody Sunday herself!”

DiCapo stared at the spot on the carpet, next to the window, where she’d been just a few weeks earlier. He’d gotten up in the middle of the night to urinate, as he always did, and there she stood. Like a statue. He’d nearly pissed himself staring into those stone-cold eyes. Or maybe it had been the sight of his own gun pointed at his gut.

How long had she been waiting there? Carl wondered if one of those contractors with the lasers had run their beams over the fibers on the floor, whether the impression of her pink tennis shoes would rise up out of the carpet.

“Well, I’m glad she’s your problem now.”

“She’s not a problem.” Levitin chuckled. “The only problem I’ve got is my down below isn’t yet covered in her cherry-red lipstick. But if she comes sniffing around here, that’s a problem I will rectify with prejudice.”

Carl DiCapo was twenty years his boss’s senior and, in that moment, felt every year of it. Too many of the younger guys in their network spoke like they’d earned a tough-guy rep. They hadn’t. They hadn’t been a part of the decades when it had been tough.

Arthur’s father had been smart. Cagey. Not in the later years when the illness had begun to fracture his mind, but Anthony Levitin had been the one to weave the labyrinth of networks within networks. 

Carl knew only about the partnerships between syndicates across state lines, but he’d heard the rumors. 

Billion-dollar corporate entities. 

Media empires. 

Government regulatory commissions!

Maybe Anthony had started the rumors himself? Crafting a larger-than-life legacy.

It didn’t matter. Carl was tired, done with all this. He would ride out the few years he had left spending the money he’d made. Until someone decided he didn’t have any more years—like someone had for Abe Paramo. And that street thug John Hicks. 

There were rumors about Anthony’s son, too. Troubling ones.

The guy who ran Kansas City’s northern areas for Carl said he’d heard Arthur Levitin had authorized those hits.

“Our guys! Why is the big boss in Atlanta taking out our own guys, Carl?”

“You need to watch out for her.” Carl gripped the phone tighter, his voice ticked up an octave. “She looks like this glossy TV honey, but she’s not. You know about her daddy, yeah?”

“Ha, you think he did your guys? Her old man?”

“Not from death row, no, but he knows people on the outside, and the dead cop was his son-in-law. But Melody’s your problem now, and she’s relentless—sniffing around, doing her reporter thing. You know how close she got.”

Levitin clucked his tongue down the phone line. “Just so we’re on the same page here, right? You’re telling me my multimillion-dollar operation—five times the size of yours, by the by—is under threat from a woman who interviews infants on television. That about right?”

“Just keep an eye on her, Arthur. She’s trouble.”

“Her name is Melody Sunday!” Levitin shouted, the lid on the rolling boil of his rage beginning to slip. “Like something Baskin-Robbins would dream up when it got too hot in the summer!”

The Kansas City man lifted himself from his soft leather chair, stepped around the spot where she’d been standing, and stared out the large bulletproof window of his library.

An hour after Melody Sunday had left, he’d fired his two-man security team and hired four to replace them. Sure, two would be gardeners by day. The hedges hadn’t looked quite right since this new crew began taking care of the grounds. He preferred the old Mexican guy and his wife. Hard workers. Got their shit done and kept their mouths shut.

However, Carl hadn’t kept his mouth shut. Not when his family lay sleeping just a few rooms away. All it had taken was two words. Just two words had saved his life and theirs: Arthur Levitin.

Out of respect for the man’s father, if nothing else, Carl felt it was his duty to at least warn the kid.

“You ever read the Bible, Mr. Levitin?”

“Oh, it’s Mr. Levitin, now? Is that—”

“The Good Lord worked for six days. Made everything you see—the birds, the oceans, the good people, and the bad. He made the hedges that don’t get cut right,” Carl said, his voice soft and melodic. “Six days he did that. Then he took a day off.”

Levitin laughed again. “There’s a point to this, then?”

“Yeah, the point is, and you might want to write this down,” Carl said sharply, “when Sunday comes, God ain’t gonna lift a finger to help.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Present day





Standing there in the sixth-floor bathroom of the Cooper Corp building in downtown Atlanta, I wiped away the steam from the mirror, stepped back, and forced a smile to my lips. 

It looked fake. 

And I still smelled like zoo.

“Ugh,” I said and absentmindedly dried my damp hands on my purple skirt. Dammit! I glanced down and saw two handprints on either side of my front bum. I looked like I’d been groped in the subway by Aquaman. 

When I lifted my head to the mirror again, the door opened, but I ignored it. I was late and only had a few seconds to practice. I plastered on another grin.

At the sight of it, I closed my eyes. “Just pathetic.”

“You need to smile with your eyes as well, Melody Sunday,” a voice said with a slight Eastern-bloc accent. “That is what sells it to the camera. Makes it love you.”

In the reflection, I watched the impossibly thin woman cross behind me. Her breasts were so large on her tiny frame, some thirsty giant could use her as a bottle opener. 

“Hey, Neyla,” I said and flashed my fake smile at the other reporter. She reapplied lipstick as she stared back at me in the mirror in a way that felt dirty. Hell, I didn’t mind—she was hot. 

Neyla snapped the cap back on, her manicured nails splayed like bloodred talons. She slunk back from her reflection, drew one foot slightly behind the other, and bent two ruby-red lips up into a brilliant smile.

It was perfect. Gorgeous.

“No wonder viewers love you,” I said. “I actually believe that’s real.”

She shrugged with one shoulder, still staring ahead. “It is real. I am looking at myself, and this makes me smile.”

It was funny, so I laughed. But when she didn’t join me, I realized it hadn’t been a joke. Neyla walked toward me, far too close, and put her long, thin fingers on my tummy.

“Take a deep breath and smile as you exhale,” she cooed. “The eyes will follow.”

Spinning toward the mirror, she filled her lungs—making her boobs even larger, which violated universal laws of physics—then smiled as she exhaled. I tried to copy her but ended up looking like someone trying to suppress a fart.

Neyla touched my chin with her thumb and eyeballed me in the mirror. “Much better.” She spun on a heel and walked toward the door. “You have slobber marks on your skirt.”

“They’re not… it’s just water.” I looked down. “Shit.”

Alone in the bathroom again, I went to the hand dyer, turned it on, and angled my skirt up toward the warm airflow.

Too far away. 

I stripped off my right heel, put one foot up on the counter, and waved my hand under the dryer’s motion-sensor to get it going again. Holding onto the wall with my left hand, I threw my head back so I could press my pelvis up closer.

The dryer clicked off.

Bracing myself unsteadily with a foot and hand, I shimmied my hips back and forth, pushing closer, trying to get the air going again. The moment it fired up, of course, the door opened.

An old woman I didn’t recognize burst in. 

I stopped gyrating my hips at the air flow and, now looking at her upside down, I inhaled deeply, let it out, and smiled.

“Been a bit of a dry spell on the dating front,” I said. “Next best thing.”


      ***Wheeling around the corner into the offices of WXCW, I walked so fast my hair must have looked like it was reaching back for the safety of the bathroom. Which was weird because I’d definitely lacquered enough spray onto it to punch a hole in the ozone above my Midtown Atlanta apartment.

I’d been given a desk on the far side of the newsroom against the only wall that didn’t have windows. Making a beeline for it, I looked at my editor’s office and caught a glimpse of his face.

Oh shit.

I stopped at the desk of the Chief of Staff. We don’t call it that, though. To us, it’s the COS desk.

News people love to use industry code words, like we were spies with our own secret language. But really, I think we use the cryptic phrases because we’re all hiding a chronic case of imposter syndrome.

We are the custodians of the Fourth Estate.

Just two minutes of tape has the power to topple brutal regimes and take down “bad actors” of industry. That same two minutes can also save millions by exposing some dangerous drug. Or just save one with a compassionate story about a family’s impossible fight against a billion-dollar corporation.

It’s a daunting responsibility, and secretly, it terrifies us because, given the weight of what’s at stake, we often feel unskilled, unfit, and unworthy. 

Those who boast supreme confidence, and many do, are often only swinging their egos around like a magician’s feint. In the other cupped hand, they’re hiding a crippling insecurity.

Standing by the COS desk, I held up my oversized bag and said, “Can I leave this stuff here for a sec?” 

Big Glasses didn’t even look up from her computer. “No.”

“Yeah, it’s just—” I took another look at my boss. On the other side of the office glass, he flicked his wrist, snapping the vertical blinds shut. “In a rush.”

She nodded to my massive bag. “Jesus. You movin’ in?”

I lowered my shoulder, dumped it all onto her desk, and we both watched the contents spill out. Three notebooks, my purse, an umbrella, my sack lunch, a T-shirt, shorts, sweats, and a pair of pink tennis shoes. Then I walk-ran toward Gus Rainwater’s office.

“Goddamn it, Mel,” Big Glasses called after me. “I’ve got a Danish under there somewhere.”

“I’ll buy you another, Big… big buddy.” I really have to write the names of some of these people down.

I slowed for the last few steps to his office and knocked on the window, peeking through the open door. “Hiya, chief!” 

Fuck!

“Really, Melody?” His metal chair groaned as he leaned back from his messy desk. “You have been here awhile now and yet still—”

“Sorry!” I eased inside, closed the door, and pressed my back against it. “I just… my old editor, he loved it. Term of endearment sort of thing. But he wasn’t, you know…”

“Tall?”

“No, Mr. Rainwater. I mean, yes, but—”

“Good looking?”

“Ah, ha, no. Not—”

“Short-tempered?”

Sometimes when I’m scrambling, I talk fast. As if my words were those little scrubbing bubbles from the old toilet cleaning commercials, trying to clean up whatever mess my mouth got me into. They never did.

I clamped my lips tight.

Gus crossed his arms over his rumpled shirt and stared over his half-moon reading glasses. “You know, some would say that is borderline racist.”

“No, oh god, no!” I released my grip on the door and slipped into the security of the single folding chair he offered to visitors. “I’m not, um, you know, borderline.” I smiled, hoping to charm him. 

Thankfully, it worked. 

Gus shook his head and smiled back. “But you are late. Again.”

“Sorry.”

“Do not say sorry anymore. I hate that word.”

“Well, you should be in love because, you know, love means never having to say you’re sorry.” Oh my god, stop talking!

“I can assure you that is not true.” He tossed his glasses onto the desk, and they disappeared between the piles of paper. “I know that as fact because I have been married three times.”

I frowned. “I was married, too, until he got shot.”

Twisting his chair toward me, Gus Rainwater leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. He blinked slowly. “Are you trying to get me to feel bad for saying I was married when your husband was killed?”

“Maybe a little.” I breathed deep and let it out, forcing another smile. “Kind of evens the score a bit after my ‘chief’ thing.”

“And yet you say it again.”

“Sorr—” I slapped my hand over my mouth. Through split fingers, I mumbled, “Humblest apologies.”

My boss turned to his desk, fished out his glasses and strapped them back on. He then pointed at his computer, tracing his finger down the screen. 

“You have been here, what, a week?”

“Two weeks.”

“Feels like longer,” he said. “In that time, two weeks, you have conducted a half dozen jailhouse interviews, including a serial killer, a three-time rapist, a paraplegic drug dealer, and a clown.”

“Clown magician.”

“A fucking clown, Melody!” Gus leaned back in his chair, gripping the armrests like he might fall out of it. 

I shrugged. “Clown magician. He made some kids disappear, so…”

“Dark,” he said. “From what that screen is telling me, you have at least ten hours of tape for one story. But Karen says she has seen no copy. No script or anything.”

Karen! That’s Big Glasses’s name. Karen, Karen, Karen.

“I’ve got it mostly written. In my head.”

“Fine,” he said. “Take whatever you have in that brain of yours and dump that into a script file so Karen can give it a subedit. You have got two minutes max for a package. And if it is going tonight—”

“No, we just shot the zoo story for the morning show, and I’ve got the gas prices story for tonight.”

My boss leaned forward as if silently interrogating the screen, clicking his mouse. “Oh, right. Your IVs are in the can for the gas story?”

“Yeah, all the interviews are done. I’m heading into edit right after you bawl me out.”

No smile. Nothing.

Instead, he asked me, “When did you have time for that? Before or after the clown?”

“After the clown,” I said. “But before the serial killer.”

He tapped a few more keys. “Why am I not seeing those camera hours in the billables?”

“Oh, I got stuff switched around. I meant to pay Doogle for the prison stuff but submitted the wrong expenses. I’ll work it out.”

Gus tapped his lip for a moment, turned his head toward me, but didn’t meet my eyes. Then he stood and walked to his window, twisting the long clear plastic rod. He peered through the gap. “I have been in shitty rooms like this since before you were born.”

“I doubt that. I’m not as young as I look.”

“Really?” He turned to me. “How old are you?”

“I’ll never tell,” I said. “Girl’s gotta have her secrets, right?”

When his head wobbled back to the newsroom, I joined him at the window to see who he was looking at. My shooter, Doogle, was logging in a short stack of P2 memory cards. We watched him eject the last one out of his camera, which would contain the stuff from our zoo shoot. 

Everything got recorded onto memory cards these days. I hadn’t seen actual tape of any kind since broadcasting school because you could get more footage on a card the size of a Garden Herb Triscuit than a stack of half-inch cassettes. 

“We do not normally let family work with family here,” he said. “Too messy. Complicated.”

“He was my brother-in-law so, you know, dead husband and all, he’s not technically family anymore.”

“Right.” He looked down at me though dirty lenses, which I desperately wanted to rub clean. All the grime was messing with my head. “The arrangement still makes me less than comfortable.”

“Well, I’m paying a big chunk of his salary, right? That should make you feel more comfortable.”

He glanced through the vertical slats again. “In thirty years, I’ve never had a reporter do that.” 

“He knows what I want without me asking anymore. I didn’t want a new shooter; I got this one trained.”

With a flick of Gus’s wrist, the long slivers of newsroom disappeared once again.

“You still have to put it through billing,” Gus Rainwater said and walked around his desk, plopping into his squeaky chair. “I want to keep an eye on you.”

I smiled at him. “You don’t trust me, boss?”

“You are a journalist. Haven’t you heard?” He waved me away with his fingers. “Nobody trusts journalists anymore.”








  
  
Chapter 5



Everyone gets into the news business for a different reason. 

First, you’ve got the glory seekers. They want to prove to the world they’re smarter than everyone else. Damaged, determined, and good-looking glory seekers put their egos above the story. 

On the opposite side of the scale: the truth seekers. They put the story above their ego. Born ideological warriors, they’re hellbent on exposing Big Oil, Big Pharma, Big Tobacco, Big Everything. Trouble is, when you seek the truth sometimes you find it. One of those truisms: you can expose the biggest frauds and liars in the world, but the most you can hope for is they’ll lose a few bucks in court. The Bigs usually survive without so much as a bloody nose. Eventually, the only Bigs a truth seeker ends up putting down are Big Macs.

I knew the moment I met Adam Halsey that he was a long-time truth seeker. The old Brit wore a crisp black tie every day, and despite the Big Mac slight, his shirts always looked two sizes too big. He’d worked at the Associated Press offices in Berlin back in the eighties, but that had ended after a newsroom-wide brawl.

Brawls weren’t unheard of in our industry, far from it. I’ve seen all sorts of stuff fly across newsrooms, thrown in anger: chairs, potted plants, interns.

But during that particular brawl, there’d been six cameras more than willing to film the whole thing. Every angle. Long shots, close-ups, crash-zooms. Even an overhead shot, but it was never clear how they’d gotten that.

Adam had been fired.

Although he hated being called Adam.

“Hiya, Salt,” I said after retrieving my massive pile of stuff from Karen’s desk and trudging past the dozens of workstations, each with a keyboard chattering away. It sounded like a chorus of strung-out crickets trying to meet the deadline.

“Sunday.” He flipped his eyes toward me as I lumbered to my station. “Are you moving in?”

I dumped my bag onto my desk and watched it slowly tumble to the floor. “Why do people keep asking that?” I dropped into my seat.

My desk faced the only wall on the sixth floor that didn’t have any windows. Instead, my view was a long, long wall of filing cabinets no one could remember anyone using.

On my first day, Salt had explained this was the part of the newsroom where they dumped the newbies and journos who shouldn’t be too close to open windows. They lovingly called the area “Checkpoint Charlie.”

You know. Because of the wall.

Salt pointed with a red pencil at a wire basket on my desk.

“Alix dropped off your MOS for the gas-prices story a half hour ago.”

“Great.” I snatched the memory card with the “man on the street” stuff and dropped it into the pocket of my red blazer. “What about the stuff we just shot at the zoo?”

The old Brit shrugged. “Rainwater is sending it straight to digital. He didn’t tell you?”

I glared back at my editor’s fishbowl office in the middle of the newsroom. 

“No.”

“I guess they didn’t want to put your duck massacre on the evening’s telly while people are sitting down to dinner,” he said. “It’ll do well on the website and social channels, though. The internet loves some bloody animal-on-animal violence.”

“Blood? There wasn’t any blood. Just a lot of, you know, feathers.” I spun toward my computer and wiggled the mouse to wake it up. “Did Alix say if she got anything good with the MOS stuff?”

Salt leaned back, took a furtive sip of his cold coffee, and smiled.

“It’s a petrol-prices story, Sunday. The men and women on the street will say the exact thing they said the last time we did one.” He scrunched his face and traded his British accent for a bad American one: “‘Oh, they are too high, they are. I had to drive around all day looking for the best price. My mate says he heard it’s because of the Saudis and that it’s gonna go even blah blah f’in blah.’”

Across the room, Doogle threw me a wave, motioning me over. 

I nodded and stood. “No one says ‘mate’ here, mate,” I said. “How long have you been in the colonies?”

“Been here since my lot owned it. Then all you spoiled brats took over and put up shopping malls and turned into racist cunts.”

“You can’t say that word, Salt. You know better than that,” Maria Petaccia said as she ambled over to the desk across from his. “White people don’t get to say ‘racist.’ It’s enabling, powerful, and not for pasty old farts like you.”

He blinked. “I’m not that old.”

“Yeah, you are.” Maria sat on the corner of her desk and looked between us. “You’ll never believe what Karen just gave me. Go on, guess.”

“The supermarket story,” Salt said, now pounding away at his keyboard again.

“The fucking grocery store story.” She spun off her desk and dropped her ample behind into her chair. She had a few pounds on her, but I’d heard she’d been an athlete years ago. The girl could move.

“Get over yourself, Petta.” Salt laughed. “It’s a walk in the park. Quit yer bitchin’.”

Maria “Petta” Petaccia, from what I’d gathered, was a glory seeker turned truth seeker turned gin seeker. But she had a lot of fight left in her. Although most of it she’d reserved for Salt.

Petta crossed her arms. “No, it ain’t a walk in the park, Salt. This one’s got fishhooks all through it.”

“What sort of fishhooks?” I asked, trying to get a few words in before my edit. These two had worked together so long, when they spoke, the whole world around them disappeared. But between them, they had more than a half century of news experience. They could probably write and produce an entire ten p.m. show by themselves.

“It’s a new low-sensory Quiet Hour at the local supermarket,” Salt said with a real grin this time. “Mondays from one to two. They dim the lights, turn off the Muzak, and cut all the overhead announcements. To comfort those on the spectrum.”

“Oh yeah, that’s a really cool story,” I said. “My neighbor’s boy has autism. I should tell her about it.”

“I’m supposed to meet some single mother of three at the checkouts in an hour,” Petta said, digging through her drawers. “I’ve been told to interview her quietly as she leads her oldest through the store.”

“Easy one, then,” I said. “You get some exterior shots of the lights dimming. A close-up on fingers at the register. IV the mom and shoot GVs of skinny high school kids restocking shelves.”

GVs were general vision. Basic shots of a location you can slip in between bits of interviews. A way of linking stuff and often had some script read by the reporter to weave it all together.

“No restocking shelves during the Quiet Hour, Melody Sunday,” Salt said in a mock scolding tone, now pretending to hide his grin. “As for the fishhooks, ol’ Petta here can’t get a single word of it wrong. Not one tiny phrase.”

“People do not suffer from autism. They also do not have autism. They are an autistic person,” Petta said as if reading from notes. “And those without it aren’t ‘normal’, they are neurotypical.”

Salt stopped trying to hide his grin. “She’ll be having the autism advocates—at the local, state, and national levels—combing through every second to see where she’s screwed up, ready to call with a complaint.”

“Well, not this kid,” Maria said, grabbing her earpiece and jumping up. “He’s nonverbal.”

As she wove between the desks toward the elevator, Salt resumed his two-finger punishment of the innocent keyboard, back into his own story again. 

From across the room, my brother-in-law popped his eyes at me and tapped a spot on his wrist. Doogle doesn’t wear a watch.

Walking past the old British newsman’s desk, I said, “You won’t be able to get your copy finished if you bust your keyboard, Salt.”

He continued to type with his left hand and slid open his bottom desk drawer with his right. Inside were at least five more keyboards. I laughed.

“They gave you spares?”

“Nah,” he said. “Those are the old ones. I keep them there as a warning to the new recruits.”








  
  
Chapter 6



My brother-in-law—or ex-brother-in-law, I wasn’t sure how that stuff worked when it involved a murdered husband—had booked us for three hours in one of the tiny edit suites. 

Cameras are weird people. Not sure if they started that way, or if scrunching the entire world—good, bad, inspiring, and awful—into a three-and-a-half-inch circle, staring at it all day, just made someone a bit nuts.

Unlike most of his breed, Doogle could not only shoot, but he could take that tape then slice, splice, and trim it like a MasterChef. 

“How’s it going with Salt and Petta?” He rubbed his eyes then logged into the edit suite’s computer. “There’s a bet in cameras you don’t make it a month with them.”

“They’re both sweet and horrible at the same time,” I said. “You seem wiped out. Not sleeping?” 

“Late night.” He looked at me and shrugged. “Bunch of shooters in town meet up after work. Talk shit about the reporters and anchors.”

Camera people liked to call themselves “shooters” sometimes, because it made them sound cool. 

“How sweet,” I said. “You’re making friends.”

“All part of our master plan.” He twisted his muscular frame toward me with a huge grin. “They’re friends but connections, too. Since NCC is right here in Atlanta, somebody’s gotta know someone to help crack open the door.”

I inhaled and let out a breath. “That’s why we’re here.”

Doogle rubbed his large hand over his face then spun back to the keyboard. “A few of them have done stringer work for Fox, BBC, ABC, and NCC.”

“You’re going to charm your way into network news?” I laughed. “Well, if anyone can—”

“Us, Mel. Both of us. That’s still the plan, yeah?”

“Of course.”

After my husband was left to die on the floor of a shitty Kansas City apartment building, we’d both been shattered. Destroyed. I’d pulled Doogle from that darkness by filling him with dreams of making it to the big time. 

I’d made a promise to help “us” get there, but I no longer cared about live shots or soundbites or any sort of network news career. Not anymore.

What I needed, the only thing I needed now, was to find out who’d green lit the assassination of Osbert Reynolds. Doogle had come to Atlanta to get to NCC.

I had come to find a murderer.   

He rolled his shoulders then looked at me sideways. “You know they sent the duck massacre to digital.”

“It wasn’t a massacre. Why do people keep saying that?” I said. “One duck does not a massacre make. That’s more of an incident.”

“Your buddy Salt jumped at the chance to write up the headline. At first, they were debating between Habitat for Insanity and Fowl Play at Family Zoo.”

“Jesus.”

“In the end, I think they went with a simple one: Dinner Bill,” he said, trying to catch my eye. “Because they’re ducks.”

I sighed. “Okay, maybe we focus on something we can put on television.”

“You wanna do the gas prices thing first or…?”

“How long will that story take?”

“It’s basically a cut-and-paste,” he said. “Maybe an hour?”

Digging into my bag, I flipped through my notebooks and pulled out the one I needed. I turned and checked the skinny edit bay window to make sure no one was peeking in. Clear.

“Let’s look at the other stuff first. Jacobi’s interview.”

“Why not?” He chuckled. “We can get the creative juices flowing with the mundane musings of a nine-time serial killer.” Doogle clicked the mouse a few times then dragged the file onto the edit timeline. 

I sighed. “He didn’t give us much, did he?”

“Not while we were rolling tape, no.”

On the screen staring back at us, framed by the industrial green walls of Breakwater Penitentiary, were the dead eyes of a murderer. 


      ***“Can you say your name for the camera?” I shifted in the metal folding chair, trying to get comfortable. “It helps us get a level for the mic.”

“Maximilian Anders Jacobi,” he said with a kind voice. “And for breakfast, I had two hard-boiled eggs, toast, and black coffee. There was fruit, but I don’t like fruit. I left it on the plate.”

Ah, of course, I thought. He’s done this before. “Thank you,” I said with a small smile. “So, if we could—”

“Would you like the fruit? It’s still on my plate.”

I smiled at him. “No, thank you.”

“I thought I would offer. You’re very skinny.”

“Well,” I said. “They like on-air people to be near starving, so we’re pretty.”

“You are pretty.”

“Thank you.”

We sat across from each other at a battered table with all its corners rounded off. On Jacobi’s side, his manacles had been secured to a metal plate with an iron loop. Over time, the chain securing prisoners here had worn away a six-inch groove, like an arrow pointing toward the convicted.

Doogle didn’t have to set up a light kit. The entire room, a converted cell, burned so brightly it made my eyes sting. Fixtures had been embedded in the walls, the ceiling, even the floor. You’d have better chance of finding rhinestone thong underwear at a Catholic convent than a single shadow.

“For a start, can you give me a bit about your background?”

He nodded, thumbing his thick glasses up the bridge of his nose, which made the chains clink together. It oddly reminded me of wind chimes.

Jacobi tilted his head back to speak directly into the boom mic Doogle had set up above us, just out of shot. “I am spending life in prison for—”

“Sorry, um, before that. Before all the…”

He dropped his chin and fixed me with a stare. “The killing?”

“Yes.”

Jacobi pulled off his glasses. The chains around his wrists jangled again as he rubbed the lenses on his shirt. He replaced them and again slid the frames up with his thumb.

“In school, I was good with numbers, and the guidance counselor suggested I get into accounting, so that’s what I did.”

I waited for him to say more, and when he didn’t, I prompted him: “How did that lead to, you know, the bookkeeping?”

“As I said, I was good with numbers.” The serial killer had a soft, wispy voice. Strange for a man of his size, but it would likely have earned him trust from people he didn’t know. Gentle-giant sort of vibe. Nothing could be further from the truth.

They’d only given me ten minutes with the large man, so I steered the conversation. “But going from sorting out people’s taxes to working for the Levitin crime syndicate? That’s a big leap.”

The two guards stationed near the cell door exchanged glances.

Jacobi blinked. “I thought your story was about getting into the minds of killers. That’s what the warden—”

“It is, Mr. Jacobi.” I flashed a smile. “Just getting a bit of context. How did you come to work with Arthur Levitin’s crew?”

“That has never been proven,” he said.

“Sure, but in the trial, the prosecutor—”

“Was speculating, ma’am. It’s never been proven.”

I nodded. He was stonewalling, so I gave him this round. “You took a plea deal, so maybe we never got the whole truth.”

Dragging his bonds across the battered tabletop, Jacobi put his hands in his lap, and leaned forward. The chains nestled perfectly into the groove.

“The truth is I killed nine innocent people, Ms. Sunday.” He looked around the room, but his eyes avoided the camera. “I will spend the rest of my life within these walls, but it can never assuage the pain I have caused those families. It’s not a fair system, but it is the one we’ve got.”

I scribbled some words into my notebook to compose my thoughts. I hadn’t come for the man to serve up sanitized PR platitudes. That would be fine for my Weekend “Mind of a Murderer” piece—hell, viewers love to hear bullshit contrition like that—but it wasn’t what I needed. Still, I needed a few more lines to justify being there for the story.

I tapped my pen on the page and looked up. “Do you feel remorse, then?”

“Yes.”

“If you were to be released, do you think you would kill again?”

The man smiled at me, but it was hollow. “We’ll never find out. Eight life sentences without the possibility of parole.”

He’d given me an in. I wondered if he’d done it on purpose.

“Right, first there were the two women, joggers.”

Jacobi frowned mechanically. “They were both lovely people. They didn’t deserve what I did to them.”

Since I had faced away from the camera—an over-the-shoulder shot—it never caught my eye roll. However, the serial killer across from me did. The corner of his mouth hitched.

“Then a family,” I said, pretending to read from my notes. “Mother, father, and a teenage girl.”

“Yes.”

I dug the tip of my pen into the page. “A homeless woman who was suspected of being a prostitute.”

“Slanderous,” he said mechanically. “She’d merely fallen on hard times.”

“Number eight was a truck driver who’d cut you off in traffic months earlier. You’re a patient man, Mr. Jacobi.” I plopped my spiral-ring notebook between us, and it landed with a snap! 

The guard nearest us took a step forward. He snatched the book up and dropped it in my lap. “Nothing on the table, please, ma’am.”

“My apologies.” I slipped my notes into Doogle’s bag. When I’d turned, I’d given my man at the camera a sly wink. I’d known him for more than a decade—just a few weeks longer than I’d known his brother, my husband. It was always comforting to know he had my back. Figuratively and literally.

Jacobi got us on track again. “You were framing a question, Ms. Sunday.”

“So much for patience,” I said sarcastically. Yes, I was poking the serial-killer bear, but I was running out of time. “They decided to not go for murder on the ninth charge. Did that surprise you?”

“It didn’t make any diff—”

“Right, but did that surprise you?”

He blinked, removed his glasses, and polished them again. In the same manner as before, he placed them on his nose and pushed them up. “I don’t believe the District Attorney cared much for Mr. Velasco,” Jacobi said. “He may have been making a point of that by going for a lesser charge.”

“Is that because Andres Velasco was part of a Chilean cartel?”

“You would have to ask the district attorney.”

“Noted,” I said and licked my lips. “The Chileans were, um, rivals to the Levitin crime family. Funny that a drug-dealing competitor would end up as one of your victims. Don’t you think that’s funny?”

The corners of Jacobi’s mouth curled upward. “As I have said, that has never been proven.”

“That he was a drug dealer?” I asked, reaching down for my notebook. Theatrics, sure. Sue me. “Velasco had a string of convictions and was rumored to have moved into Levitin territory before, you know—”

“Ms. Sunday, if you’re trying to antagonize me, you are wasting your time. It’s never been proven I was part of Arthur Levitin’s criminal outfit.”

Leaning back in my chair, I shot a quick look at the clock.

“Mr. Jacobi, the last thing I want to do is antagonize a confessed serial killer,” I said, smiling. “I do know better than that.”

He leaned forward, closing the distance again, and put his hands on the table, inching them toward me, scraping the manacles across the surface. “Yes. Yes, you would know,” he said, unblinking through those coke-bottle lenses. “Because of your father.”

Shit. “I’m not here—”

“Did he tell you about them? How they beg for their lives?” Jacobi lowered his voice. “How he wanted them to beg?”

“Doogle, do we have enough?” I called over my shoulder, never taking my eyes off the man across from me. 

“That’s your call, Mel,” Doogle said in a lazy drawl.

Jacobi waited, as still as a stone on a desert-island beach.  

“We’ve got what we need for the Weekend piece. You want to take down the boom mic and get some setup shots? A few GVs?”

The serial killer leaned back in his chair, lifting the chains so they didn’t scrape the table this time. “That means general vision. You reporters have all these cool code words.”

“Yeah, we’re very impressive.” I turned to my shooter and motioned behind him. “On the other side—out there and close the cell door? We can use them for voice-over going into the interview.”

My brother-in-law stared at me, just a moment, then grabbed the mic, folding its double bars between his large fingers then fitted it neatly into his duffel bag. The creak of the cell door echoed off the cold cement walls.

I turned back to Jacobi, who raised an eyebrow.

The guard who’d been posted nearest the desk was holding the cell door open. “Ms. Sunday?”

Again, I looked at the clock. “I’ve got five more minutes.”
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