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      “Don’t tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass.”—Anton Chekhov
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      I’ve been captivated by the moon since childhood, when a friend informed me that wishes made on the full moon were guaranteed to come true. Naturally, there was a ritual to follow: I had to stare at the moon while making my wish—never to be revealed to anyone—and then tap the tips of my right index and middle fingers against my left wrist. What finger tapping has to do with anything remains a mystery to me, but all these years later, I find myself doing it.

      My mother, on the other hand, believed it was unlucky to view the full moon through glass—a superstition, I might add, that has also stuck with me until present day. Interestingly, the Irish believe it’s viewing the new moon through glass that should be avoided, and that even the position of the new moon is important; for luck the new moon should be seen over the right shoulder, never the left. Still others believe that the new moon is a time to set worthwhile intentions. I do that when I remember.

      The Farmers’ Almanac also weighs in with advice on planting crops. Crops that grow above the earth, such as corn and wheat, the Almanac tells us, should be planted while the moon is waxing, so the moon can pull them out of the ground as it grows bigger. Conversely, root crops, such as turnips, carrots, and yams, should be planted while the moon is waning, allowing vegetables to grow deep into the ground.

      And so, it seemed a natural fit to combine my fascination with the moon with my passion for short stories of mystery and suspense. I thought Moonlight & Misadventure had a nice ring to it.

      The Call for Submissions went out October 1, 2020. Ninety-three submissions were received, representing twenty-six U.S. states, four Canadian provinces, as well as the U.K., the Netherlands, India, Austria, and New Zealand. Cutting the field in half, and then by more than half again, is never easy, and I am grateful to Jennifer Grybowski, my friend, co-editor, and fellow Cancerian, for her invaluable insights and input.

      The twenty authors represented in this collection have interpreted the underlying theme of moonlight and misadventure in their own inimitable fashion, where only one thing is assured: Waxing, waning, gibbous, or full, the moon is always there, illuminating people and places better left in the dark.
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      Given a choice, Keenan Beech wouldn’t have committed his first felony on the night of a full moon. He particularly would not have picked a night just after a big snowfall, when the lunar glow on the unbroken whiteness of the fields turned night into another day. Driving toward his brother’s ramshackle house, out in the endless miles of flat, glowing farmland surrounding town, Keenan felt exposed. Vulnerable. The moon was an eye, hanging in space to witness his crime, and he was an ant, dashing across a clean kitchen floor, hoping to reach shelter before some karmic boot came down on him. Hard.

      Of course, he didn’t have a choice. His brother had seen to that. Xavier had taken something that was rightfully his. He’d been cheated. The pristine expanses of white around him might make him feel uncomfortably visible, but they also reminded him of what was at stake.

      Xavier had his White Album, and that could not stand.

      It didn’t matter that Keenan had others, 348 others, to be exact, and Keenan was always exact. More than 300 copies of the first American pressing of the 1968 double album properly titled The Beatles, but universally referred to as the White Album for the blank white cover broken only by the embossed words “The Beatles” and, in the lower right corner of the first few million copies, a stamped serial number.

      It was the serial number that burned itself into some people’s brains, and Keenan was firmly of their ranks. He was already a wax fanatic, a collector of vintage vinyl ten years back, when he picked up a copy of the White Album at a flea market and casually added it to his stack of purchases. It wasn’t until he got home that he noticed the number, A1423679, on the cover. Curious, he turned to Google and fell into a rabbit hole he was yet to come out of. American pressings. American pressings from different pressing plants. British pressings. Variant numbering styles. Error printings. Tax stamps. This wasn’t like collecting other albums, having exactly the same thing everybody else had. Every copy of The Beatles announced its unique identity right up front.

      Keenan was hooked. Soon, he was obsessed. His 348 copies were the fruit of ten years of online auctions and garage sale eurekas, road trips to record stores stinking of incense, and furtive trades with unshaven men in strip mall parking lots. Most were flawed in various ways, documented in painstaking detail in his database. The black inner sleeves or the pictures of the band members or the lyric poster were missing. The record itself was scratched. The cover was discolored or stained. But he did have a few that seemed unblemished, though their value was limited by their high serial numbers. Also, he had A1590000, the kind of round number his tribe prized. Still rarer was his run of three consecutive numbers, A0894345 through A0894347, acquired in three different deals. All in all, he was sure he had one of the best collections in the Midwest.

      Of course, not everyone found that impressive. Two years ago, Keenan brought a woman he’d seen a few times home and took her to a spare bedroom converted into an audiophile’s dream, the walls lined with racks of records, the turntable hooked up to an exquisitely balanced sound system. He showed her the three bins filled with copies of the White Album, each lovingly sheathed in its protective plastic sleeve. She pulled one out at random, turned it over in her hands, and looked at him in utter confusion.

      “Don’t they have this on CD?” she’d asked. “It would save a lot of room.”

      That was the last time he saw her.

      For several years, the crown jewel of Keenan’s collection had been A0009304, the only copy he’d ever personally seen numbered under ten thousand. Then, a few days ago, a Milwaukee record store where he’d made many purchases emailed. They had A0001521. The record itself was lightly scratched, but it still had the original poster, the four pictures of the band members, and the correct sleeves. They were charging $5,000. Was he interested?

      Keenan should have called them immediately and had the record shipped. Instead, he simply responded that he would make the three-hour drive and be there Saturday, after the New Year holiday. He would make a weekend of it, stay in a good hotel, and treat himself to an extravagant meal to celebrate. And then he made the real mistake: he told Xavier. Oh, he knew why he did it. It was another move in the endless, often vicious competition the two of them had been engaged in since they came into the world, seven minutes apart. He wanted his little brother (seven minutes was seven minutes) to know that, yes, he could drop five grand on a record he would never listen to, a record he would keep in his big, completely paid off home while Xavier scrambled for gig work and temp jobs.

      The following day Xavier played his own gambit: a text message saying, “You mean this record?” with a picture of himself holding the album and giving a thumbs up. The man standing beside him was the owner of the Milwaukee record store. His stomach lurching, Keenan called the store. Xavier had come in, claimed to be Keenan, and paid cash for the album that morning.

      Sometimes there were real downsides to being a twin.

      Keenan had the sense to close his office door before giving vent to his rage, picking up one of the wooden chairs in front of his desk and slamming it onto the concrete floor until he could feel the joints starting to give way. He also had the sense not to respond to the text or call Xavier. Why give him the chance to gloat? He sat down and put his hands flat on the desk and forced himself to take long, deep, shuddering breaths.

      Where in the hell had Xavier, whose picture could be in the dictionary under slacker, gotten five thousand dollars in cash? The only explanation was that he had stolen or borrowed it. Therefore, he was probably going to need it back, which meant he was going to have to sell the record, and the logical person to sell it to was Keenan. Which meant he would probably get the record after all, but only at whatever markup Xavier decided to demand, and at the further cost of having this humiliation forever hung over his head.

      Unacceptable.

      There was another, obvious alternative. Steal it. Xavier would know it was Keenan, of course, but what proof would he have? Being Xavier, he probably hadn’t even kept the receipt to prove he ever possessed the record in the first place. As far as the record store knew, Keenan had bought it, so what would be odd about it being in his collection? What cop or DA would believe an obviously embittered man, jealous of his more affluent sibling?

      He considered the ethical objections to theft and dismissed them. Xavier had, in effect, stolen from him. Balancing the scales was simply a permissible correction. Moreover, in Xavier’s possession the album was nothing, merely a marker of spite. In Keenan’s collection it would have context and meaning as the prized centerpiece of a carefully curated cultural assemblage, something to be left to posterity. If anything, a higher morality demanded that Keenan act.

      He hesitated longer over practical concerns, the actual mechanics and risks inherent to reclaiming the thing. It should be easy enough to find. He couldn’t think of any place in the world Xavier could keep the album other than his home, which wouldn’t take more than half an hour to search. Furthermore, Keenan knew just when it would be safe to go. Today was December 30. Xavier hadn’t stayed in on New Year’s Eve since he was fourteen. He’d go out partying with whatever waitress or slumming elementary-school teacher he was dating this week, stagger home in the wee hours and be hung over all the next day. He probably wouldn’t even notice the record was missing until days later.

      Sitting at his office desk, it all seemed simple and clear. Thirty hours later, as he made the turn up Xavier’s (unplowed, of course) drive under the moon’s unblinking scrutiny, it was nerve-wracking.

      There was no garage, just a broad, flat empty space in front of the house. As he’d guessed, Xavier’s car was nowhere to be seen. Keenan powered through the snow, turned so the car was facing out, and killed the engine.

      The silence was immediate and total, the muffled un-noise of a world smothered in snow. The sounds of the car door and his own shoes, the squeaking noise of compressed snow that brought him back to childhood, would surely carry for miles. More than ever, he had the sense of being not just watched, but on display, the moon bright enough that he cast an actual shadow on the snow in front of him. He fought down panic. Xavier was probably halfway to passed out in some bar back in town. There was nothing out here to fear.

      The house was a small gray structure, once a modest farmhouse before the surrounding fields were absorbed by a sprawling corporate farm. When Xavier bought it, during a period of relative peace between the brothers, Keenan had helped with the finances and paid for a lot of the necessary repairs, including the new lock on the front door. In the process he acquired his own copy of the key. It still fit. Keenan opened the door and went inside, flicking on the light. There was no point stumbling around in the dark. Nobody was going to see the lights who wouldn’t also see his car parked out front.

      The small front room was cramped, with an oversized sofa facing a big TV mounted on the wall. Not as messy as Keenan had expected, though there were beer bottles clustered on the coffee table and the TV tray. Keenan got on his knees and looked under the furniture, then, grimacing, ran his hands under the cushions. He couldn’t see anywhere else in this room the record could be hidden.

      He went through to the back room, wrinkling his nose at the twin bed with mismatched, stained sheets. A battered bureau stood against the wall. On top of it was a big plastic bag with the logo of the Milwaukee record store.

      He can’t be making it this easy.

      Keenan picked up the bag and looked inside. The White Album was there, snug inside one of the clear plastic clamshells used to protect especially valuable records. He knew he should grab it and go, but a decade of obsession was begging for a close inspection of the prize. He was starting to reach into the bag when he heard an engine outside.

      He froze. Someone passing on the road? No. Tires were coming up the snowy drive. He ground his teeth in frustration. No choice now. Xavier had caught him, but he was damned if he was going to leave here tonight without this album. He’d just have to pay whatever exorbitant price his brother decided to demand. Keenan walked back out to the front room, the bag dangling from his hand. He waited for the engine outside to cut out, for his smug little brother to come through the door.

      That didn’t happen. The engine kept running. A car door opened, and then a deep voice he didn’t know yelled. “Get your ass out here, Beech. Don’t make us come in after you.”

      Keenan went to the window and peered around the edge. The car was pointed directly at the front of the house, its headlights so bright that he couldn’t make out anything about it. Standing in front of the car was the silhouette of a large man, much larger than Xavier, standing with his hands hanging loosely by his side.

      Only one thing made sense. The police. In a flash Keenan saw the whole thing, clear as day. Xavier hadn’t just bought the record. He’d bought some kind of alarm or camera that would send an alert to his phone when someone came into the house. Then all he had to do was call the cops and tell them that his brother was breaking and entering. It was a trap, and one he should have anticipated since he could easily imagine doing the same thing to Xavier, if only he’d thought of it first.

      There was no point lingering here. He couldn’t get to his car, and trying to flee across miles of snow-covered fields would likely be suicide. Besides, they knew who he was. His stomach lurching, he stepped out onto the stoop, pulling the door shut behind him.

      “Good boy.” The big shadow stepped forward. Keenan saw to his shock that there was a gun dangling from his right hand. Surely they didn’t think he was dangerous? Before he could process the thought the man had reached out and grabbed him by the front of his jacket, pulling him roughly down the stairs. Almost falling, Keenan registered that the man was wearing a heavy plaid coat, not the uniform he’d been expecting. The man put a massive hand on the back of Keenan’s neck and marched him toward the car. He heard the driver’s door open. They went past the burning headlights. It was a big, dark car, not a police cruiser. A woman had gotten out of the driver’s seat, and as they approached she opened the trunk. The hand on his neck spun him around and pushed hard. The next thing Keenan knew he was in the trunk, looking up at the two of them. The man’s face was rough and scarred. The woman seemed younger, but her expression was as flat and empty as a mannequin.

      “You’re not cops,” Keenan said.

      The man made a sound like a screwdriver scraping against concrete. It might have been a laugh. The woman’s mouth twitched.

      “Good guess,” she said.

      The man pointed the gun at Keenan and held out his hand. “Phone,” he said.

      Keenan stared, not processing.

      The woman cocked her head. “Do you want me to tell you what happened to the last person Tony had to ask twice?”

      Keenan pulled out his phone and handed it over. Tony shoved it into the pocket of his coat.

      Then the trunk closed and Keenan was alone in the dark.
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      By the time he fought down his terror and tried to take stock of what was happening, the car was moving. He felt the jounce as it reached the bottom of Xavier’s drive, heard the whine of the tires on wet asphalt as it turned onto the road. He thought about yelling, but the only people who might hear him were already perfectly aware of his plight.

      How many movies had he seen where characters were shoved into trunks and pulled off a miraculous escape?

      Probably not as many as movies where characters were shoved into trunks and, shortly afterward, gruesomely killed.

      He tried to remember all the clever things those characters had done. He couldn’t find a latch on the inside of the trunk or any way to push through into the back seat. He was supposed to keep track of the turns and speed to figure out where he was, but he gave that up as useless. The turns, when they came, slammed him back and forth in disorienting confusion, and all he could tell about their speed was that, bouncing around loose in an uncomfortable metal box, it seemed terrifyingly fast.

      He had no idea how much time passed before the car slowed, turned, and stopped, the engine cutting out. The doors up front opened, and a moment later the trunk lid popped up. Tony and the woman were there but, blinded after his time in the dark, that was all Keenan could tell at first. Tony used both hands to pull him out, Keenan almost falling as he tried to get his balance.

      They were parked in the middle slot of a three-car garage. There were shelves against one wall filled with tools and bags of gravel and other miscellaneous garage things, but the space was otherwise empty, and the overhead doors were closed. The woman walked toward a door to the side of the shelves. Tony took Keenan’s elbow and shoved him along to follow.

      They went through the door and down a flight of stairs into a furnished basement, passing through a room with a pool table and into another, smaller room set up as an office. The man behind the desk was working on a laptop. He looked up as they came in, grunted, and closed it, nodding to the chair across from him. Tony shoved Keenan down roughly into it. Instead of taking the other chairs, he and the woman stood against the wall to the side of the room, their arms crossed.

      The man behind the desk was wearing a black T-shirt and hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. He was trim, with brown hair that hung down almost to his eyes. Keenan guessed he was around forty. He stared at Keenan and cracked the knuckles on both hands. The look on his face suggested he’d just been brought something at a restaurant and didn’t care for the smell.

      “Bring me a present, X?” he said.

      Keenan opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He shook his head, baffled, and the man pointed at his side. Looking down, Keenan saw that he was still carrying the bag from the record store. He realized he’d clutched it to his chest the entire time he was in the trunk, trying to keep the record from being damaged.

      “No,” he said. “This is mine.” That much he was sure of.

      “I’m finding it a little odd that you haven’t started begging yet,” the man said.

      “Begging?” Keenan said. The X caught up with him. “You think I’m Xavier.”

      “I think you’re Xavier?  Sure that’s the game you want to play here, X?”

      “My name is Keenan. Keenan Beech. I’m Xavier’s twin brother.”

      “Twin brother,” the man said flatly. He looked at Tony and the woman. “Lena, dear, did you bring me the wrong man, or is X here trying the ballsiest bluff I’ve ever seen?”

      Lena’s expression didn’t change. “You gave me an address, said bring me Beech. I went to the address. Here’s a Beech.”

      The man grunted. “X has a raven tattooed on the back of his right shoulder. Tony.”

      Tony stepped forward off the wall. He yanked Keenan out of the chair, stripped off his jacket, and spun him, pulling up his shirt to expose the blank skin of his back.

      “All right,” the man said. “Enough.”

      Tony stepped back to the wall. Keenan pulled his shirt down and sat. “I could have shown you myself.” He hated the whine in his voice.

      “So,” the man said. “Xavier and Keenan Beech.”

      Don’t say it, Keenan thought.

      “The Beech boys.”

      Keenan groaned out loud. “We hated being called that,” he said. He remembered hating it before he was even old enough to know what it was a reference to. He didn’t want to be one of the Beech boys, forever part of a duo. It was one of the few things he and Xavier ever agreed on. Neither of them wanted to be associated with the other. Even today, Keenan’s vinyl collection didn’t include a single album by the Beach Boys.

      “I’m not interested in what you hate,” the man said. “I’m interested in your brother. Where is he?”

      “At a party somewhere, I assume,” Keenan said. “It’s New Year’s.”

      “When’s the last time you saw him?”

      “In person?”  Keenan had to think. “Months ago. Maybe a year or more. We text sometimes if we have big news.”

      The man drummed his fingers. “You didn’t see your own brother at Christmas last week?”

      “We don’t get along,” Keenan said. He thought it was important that the man understand this. “We fought like demons from the time we were babies. Broke each other’s toys. Stole each other’s girlfriends. He once destroyed a car of mine with a sledgehammer.” He licked his lips. “Of course, it’s true that was after I set his on fire. We make up sometimes, but mostly—”

      The man broke in. “So, what were you doing at his house tonight?”

      Keenan swallowed. “That’s kind of a long story.”

      “Is it?”  The man looked at his watch. “I’ll tell you what. It’s 11:49. I’ll give you the rest of the year to tell me.”

      Keenan told him. The man listened, closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair.

      “Five thousand dollars,” he said. “X spent five thousand dollars on a record.”

      “Ringo Starr’s personal copy went for almost eight hundred grand at auction last year,” Keenan said. “Number 0000001.”

      “That’s endlessly fascinating,” the man said. He opened his eyes and sat forward. “Do you know who I am?”

      “No. I don’t think I want to.”

      “I’m no more interested in what you want than I was in what you hate. My name is Drake. Your brother has worked for me, off and on, for a few years.” Drake’s hands were clutched into fists, the knuckles white. “Last week I gave him a hundred thousand dollars in cash to purchase certain goods for me. He didn’t show up at the buy. Nobody’s seen him since. And now I find out that he took part of that money and bought...” Drake closed his eyes, apparently unable to complete the thought. “I’m out a hundred grand because the Beech boys are fighting over a Beatles album.”

      Keenan’s mouth was dry. “I’m sorry, Mr. Drake,” he said. “Xavier has done some crazy things, but never this crazy. I’m sure he’ll turn up. He probably intended to sell the record to me and return your money. Look, I’ll let you know the next time I hear from him.”

      “I don’t think so,” Drake said. “X has screwed up before, but nothing like this. He’s always stayed just on this side of irritating me too much. He’s well over that line now. I don’t think he’ll be coming back. It would be suicidal. Do you think your brother is suicidal, Keenan?”

      “No. But that’s between you and him. Just let me walk out of here and I’ll forget all about it.”

      “I don’t think you’re understanding me. Somebody owes me two hundred thousand dollars.” Drake propped his chin on his fist and raised his eyebrows.

      Keenan had to try a couple of times before he could talk. “Mr. Drake—”

      “Just Drake.”

      “Drake. I’m sorry. I hope my brother pays you every dime he owes, but this has nothing to do with me.”

      Drake nodded thoughtfully. “K, I want you to do me a favor. Look at Lena. Look her right in the eye.”

      Keenan didn’t want to, but he turned his head and looked. Lena looked back at him and there was nothing at all in her expression. Keenan could only hold her eyes for a few seconds before he had to look back at Drake.

      “There’s a room in this house that Lena uses when I let her talk to somebody on her own,” Drake said. “Do you want to go to that room with her?”

      Keenan’s voice was a dry rustle of leaves, barely a whisper. “No. Please.”

      “Smart. I think we understand each other. If I say you owe me two hundred thousand dollars, then we’re all agreed that I’m right about that.”

      “You said you gave him a hundred thousand.” Keenan fought to keep a rising note of panic out of his voice. He knew he didn’t succeed.

      “I’m not just out what I gave him. I’m also out the profit I would have made selling the package he was supposed to bring me. Two hundred.”

      “I don’t have that,” Keenan said.

      “What do you have?”

      Keenan glanced down at the bag he was holding, and Drake made an impatient noise. “I don’t want your damned record. It’s not worth the time it would take me to figure out where to sell it. Come on, Beech. Start the new year right. Come up with something good.”

      Keenan hung his head. “There’s a wall safe at my house,” he said. “I keep thirty thousand in cash there. You can have that.”

      “Now we’re talking,” Drake said. “But I’m not sure I believe you. Why would you keep that kind of money around?”

      Keenan threw up his hands and let them drop at his side. “Because of Xavier, of course. Twice he’s gone into banks and convinced them he’s me and walked out with big chunks of my money. Last time I called the cops and got him to return it, but I don’t trust him. Do you blame me?”

      “No,” Drake said. “All right. Thirty. And what are we going to do about the other one seventy?”

      Keenan felt close to tears. “I can’t make money out of nothing.”

      “Sure you can. They do it on Wall Street every day. Lemme ask you, K. You own your house?”

      “No,” Keenan lied. “The bank does.” Inspiration struck. “I can work for you.”

      Drake laughed. “You don’t exactly look like you’d fit into my line of work.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Keenan said. “Listen, I work for Coastal Trucking. You know them? You see the trucks all over the place.”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay. I’m a router. I sit at a computer all day, get the info on where we need to make pickups and deliveries, and give the drivers their plans. Get it?”

      Drake was nodding slowly. “All right, K. This is getting close to interesting.”

      “The drivers do whatever their route sheets say. Drop off here, pick up there. They don’t know what they’re hauling. Half the time they don’t even get out of the truck.”  Keenan held his hands in front of him, shaping the idea. “I don’t have to know what they’re hauling either. But if you need a package moved from A to B, I can do that. The trucks never get searched. Even if they get a speeding ticket or they’re overweight at a weigh station, so what? Your package is safe. And no risk to you or anybody who works for you. No records I can’t delete.”

      Drake held up his hand to stop Keenan. “I get it. Lemme think a minute.” He drummed his fingers on the desk again and looked at Lena, raising an eyebrow.

      “Would have kept that mess in Winnetka from happening,” she said.

      Nobody asked what Tony thought.

      Drake looked back at Keenan. “Okay. We’ll give it a try. We can do a test run in the next couple of weeks. If it works out and I keep using you, I’ll knock two grand off the one seventy every month.”

      Keenan had always been good at math. “That’s more than seven years.”

      “Look who knows numbers. And here’s the other part of the deal. You screw up once, cause me a problem once, and I’m gonna start charging interest. High interest. We clear?”

      Keenan bit his lip. “What if Xavier does turn up? What if you get the money back?”

      “Neither one of us really thinks that’s going to happen, do we?”  Drake held out his hand. “Give me your wallet.”

      Keenan started to protest, glanced at Lena, and got his wallet out. Drake took it and spread Keenan’s driver’s license, social security, Coastal employee ID, and credit cards on the desk. He took pictures of each with his phone, swept everything into a loose pile and tossed it on the edge of the desk close to Keenan. “I know where to find you, K.” Keenan was already hating being called that. “I’ll be in touch. Soon. Lena, Tony, take Mr. Beech to his house and get my thirty thousand dollar down payment.”

      Keenan stood up uncertainly. “I can keep the album?”

      Drake shook his head. “Yeah. You can keep your album. Now get the hell out of here.”
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      Lena and Tony let Keenan sit in the back seat this time. Drake’s house turned out to be in the town’s most affluent suburb, several miles from Keenan’s place. He gave Lena directions, only half paying attention. His mind was racing, trying to figure out his next move.

      There wasn’t thirty thousand in his home safe. There was fifty, pretty much every dime he had that wasn’t tied up in the vinyl collection. After Xavier’s last impersonation, Keenan had decided to shut that trick down for good.

      He had to get the thirty out in such a way that Tony and Lena wouldn’t be able to see there was more. If they saw it, they would take it. He couldn’t allow that, couldn’t allow Xavier’s ridiculous antics to leave him completely penniless. If they tried to take it—well, there was one other thing in the safe. A gun.

      “This is it,” he said as they turned the corner onto his block. “The blue house on the left.”

      Lena parked in the drive and all three of them got out. “You gonna take me out to my car after this?” Keenan asked as they walked toward the door.

      “Call an Uber,” Lena said. A few feet from the house she stopped dead, putting her hand on Keenan’s chest to hold him in place. “You leave your door open?”

      “What?  Of course not.”  But the front door was six inches ajar, light from somewhere inside showing the gap. “What the hell?”

      He tried to move forward, but Lena shifted her hand to his wrist and twisted it up painfully behind his back. “You stay with me,” she said. “Tony.”

      The big man had already gotten out his gun again. Holding it in front of him, he walked up to the door and eased inside. Lena twitched Keenan’s arm and he muffled a cry and followed.

      Inside, the house was quiet and cold. “Where’s the room with the safe?” Lena said.

      “Upstairs. First door on the right. The audio room.”

      Tony started up, taking the stairs two at a time, the gun pointed upward. Lena and Keenan stayed a few steps behind. At the top of the stairs Tony swept the hallway with the gun before moving to the door on the right. He stepped inside and a second later the light flicked on. “Okay,” he said.

      Lena let Keenan go. He pushed past Tony, hovering just inside the door, and moaned wordlessly. Disaster, everywhere he looked. Most of the record bins were empty. The high-end sound system was gone. The vintage Beatles poster that had been in front of the wall safe was lying on the floor, the glass spiderwebbed with cracks.

      The safe itself was hanging open. On the floor underneath was a huge, menacing drill, along with a massive hammer and other tools.

      Keenan sank to his knees. He put a hand to the floor to keep from collapsing completely.

      Lena walked to the safe. She pulled out a folded slip of paper, read it, and shook her head.

      “Looks like we’re going to be working together a lot longer than seven years, K,” she said. Walking back toward the door, she dropped the note beside him. “I wouldn’t expect much from the office Christmas parties.”

      Keenan didn’t want to look. He picked up the note.

      Thanks for taking the bait, big brother.

      P.S. I know you’ll probably be down about this. Just keep looking at the record. It’s great advice!

      The record. He was still carrying the plastic bag. For the first time he pulled the clamshell out and wrenched it open. In the bright light, he saw what he hadn’t in a hurried glance at Xavier’s: the White Album cover was just a photocopy on a big sheet of paper. It was wrapped around something, something that did feel like a record. He knew it was foolish, but he felt a brief, illogical flicker of hope that the real thing was under there, that Xavier had chosen to leave him this tiny consolation prize. He ripped the paper aside.

      Garish colors. A cartoonish storefront.

      The Beach Boys.

      Smile.
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      The second and final time the Jerrell twins met was at their father’s funeral.

      “How’s it going, Darrell?”

      “OK, how about with you, Terrell?”

      The boys weren’t actually twins. Their father, the late Dr. Harold Jerrell, insisted on calling them that. Court-mandated paternity tests had proven that both were, in fact, the offspring of “Kentuckiana’s Premier Provider of Oral Care.” But Darrell’s mom was Teresa, Harold’s wife at the time of conception, while Terrell’s was Felicity, Harold’s “executive assistant.” The former entered the world on the Indiana side of the Ohio River in Madison, while the latter saw first light in Milton, Kentucky. The fact that the two managed to be born on the same night, within minutes of each other no less, convinced Harold they were twins. Or at least should be.

      As the two women in Harold Jerrell’s life pushed and screamed in different states, he couldn’t manage to be with either of them. Instead, he kept driving his red ’67 Mustang across the bridge to Kentucky, only to turn around and go back to Indiana. By the third trip, flop sweat had turned his button-down into a limp dishrag. And by the seventh, a full-blown panic attack had left an ominous brown trail down the backside of his khakis. Unable to choose, Harold ultimately hit the brakes in the middle of the bridge and began huffing from the bottle of nitrous oxide he kept in the back seat. He sat there in the light of a waxing gibbous, blocking traffic and giggling, until law enforcement from both sides of the river arrived and found his hands clasped in prayer.

      Still, no guidance came.

      “I can’t decide,” he told the Kentucky cops.

      Then he turned to the troopers from Indiana. “And I can’t decide either.”

      Harold pitched and yawed between laughter and tears as the officers argued over who was responsible for his incarceration. But after catching a whiff from inside the car, they all decided it was best to just tow him off the bridge and let him go with a warning.

      Darrell and Terrell had each heard their father tell this story a hundred times while he was still among the living. In fact, they were thinking about it again as they opened beers and spooned lukewarm potato salad onto their plates after their father’s funeral.

      “Been a while,” Darrell said.

      “Twelve years and change. First time we met, right? The infamous barbecue.”

      Harold’s Mustang logged a lot of miles over that bridge during the twins’ formative years. Teresa had already divorced him by the time Darrell was born, and Felicity didn’t want him living with her and Terrell. So, in a move that both his accountant and therapist deemed “monumentally stupid,” Harold kept his office in Indiana, but moved into a small apartment across the river in Kentucky. He told himself this would ensure he’d be a part of both his sons’ lives. But instead of dutifully attending basketball games in Kentucky, spelling bees in Indiana, and parent-teacher conferences on both sides of the river, Harold spent all his time driving back and forth, just missing this or that important event. The only quality time he spent with his sons was at their biannual dental check-ups. At least Darrell and Terrell had excellent teeth.

      Neither mother gave Harold much quarter. Teresa hated him for cheating on her, Felicity despised him for missing his son’s birth, and both women were adamant that they not be reminded of the other’s existence. This ensured Darrell and Terrell grew up only vaguely aware of one another.

      When the boys turned ten, though, Harold proposed a truce of sorts. A birthday barbecue that promised to finally bring his fractured family together. Reluctantly, all aggrieved parties agreed to give it a try. But repeated tornado warnings and a plethora of cheap vodka quickly turned the event from cookout into cage match. In the confines of Harold’s bachelor pad, his ex-wife and former mistress took turns yelling at him and then each other. He dealt with this by retreating to the Mustang and hitting the nitrous while green storm clouds churned and churned until they finally gave way to clear skies and a waning crescent. Harold sat there contemplating the sharp ends until he passed out. Teresa and Felicity fell asleep on the sofa, and the boys swapped out Tom and Jerry cartoons for soft porn on deep cable.

      “That was a long night,” Terrell said.

      “Tom never did catch Jerry, did he?”

      They both chuckled, but in distracted ways. Each had adult troubles of his own now.

      Darrell worked at two different fast-food restaurants, one in Madison and one in Milton. Those were fronts for what he thought of as his real job, which was running product on both sides of the river for a small-time dope dealer in Carrollton, Kentucky. Things had gotten dicey, though, after the guy found out Darrell was skimming profits and weed. He’d recently made a few trips across the bridge for late-night “business meetings,” conducted with the dealer’s loaded .38 Special casually placed on the table between them. The younger Jerrell twin needed about $10,000. Fast.

      Terrell needed about the same amount. He’d spent five years as a straight-C student and middling fraternity brother at the University of Kentucky. Then, after graduation, he miraculously got a job at the construction company owned by Felicity’s brother. His uncle, an unpleasant and thick-headed man with priors, put him in charge of finding and paying the day laborers the company used. In cash. This made it easy for Terrell to take a bit here and there, especially after he discovered how much he loved gambling with money that was not, strictly speaking, his. As the debts mounted, and the workers started to moan, he knew it wouldn’t be long until even his dimwitted uncle put two and two together.

      So, understandably, the boys were distracted as they sipped their cheap beers. Darrell lit a Swisher Sweet, while Terrell nudged an off-colored deviled egg with his finger.

      “You get the message about Dad’s ‘estate?’” Terrell asked.

      “Six thirty this evening at the offices of Melvin J. Shimfissel, Esquire.”

      “Any idea what Harold left us?”

      “All his nitrous?”

      Darrell smiled and blew a smoke ring. Terrell glanced around nervously, trying to avoid the stomach-churning fumes. He clocked in on his uncle, who had Felicity pinned in a corner. The two were talking low and looking in his direction.

      “If you want, we can go together in my car,” Darrell said.

      Terrell hesitated, but only briefly. “Sounds good. Thanks.”

      “Anything for my twin.”
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      An hour later, they were in a beat-up green Datsun headed to the meeting with the lawyer. Darrell had sparked up another Swisher, and Terrell was trying to find the button to lower what he assumed were power windows.

      “It’s manual,” Darrell said, pointing to the hand crank. “But it’s broken.”

      As they came off the bridge, both boys glanced at the “Welcome to Indiana” sign, which was, as always, riddled with small holes made by two or three shotgun blasts.

      “Looks just like the Kentucky one, doesn’t it?” Darrell mused.

      “Indiana is just Kentucky’s middle finger. That’s what Dad always said.”

      Darrell nodded. “Music?”

      “Sure.”

      Darrell punched a button and the CD player sprang to life. Creedence Clearwater Revival’s Bad Moon Rising shot out of the speakers at high volume. “You like this?” he yelled.

      “Got anything...newer?”

      “Not really. Besides, the disc’s stuck in there, and I can’t get it out without breaking the whole thing. I haven’t got money for a new stereo right now.”

      “Tell me about it.” Terrell shivered.

      “Heater’s busted too, sorry.”

      They rode in silence while Darrell puffed away.

      “Terrell, seriously. What do you think he left us?”

      “No idea. Mom—Felicity, I mean—she always suspected Dad was one set of braces away from bankruptcy.”
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