
  
    [image: Graves Point]
  


  
    
      GRAVES POINT

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        NORTHWEST NOIR

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        TOM TOWSLEE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

    

    
      
        Next in the Series

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Tom Towslee

      Layout design and Copyright © 2025 by Next Chapter

      Published 2025 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by Jaylord Bonnit

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Few could agree on how Graves Point got its name. The “Point” part was easy enough. The ominous, weather-scarred headland sticking into the perpetually gray Pacific Ocean like an accusing finger loomed over the tiny seaside village like a massive wall built to hold back marauding invaders. The jumble of granite and sandstone defined the local geography, creating a dead end, which meant that the road into the village was the same one you went out on.

      The “Graves” part was more complicated. Some insisted it was named for a member of Captain James Cook’s crew when they sailed by in the 1780s. Others said it was for a Native American burial site at some unknown location on the hills above town that had gone undiscovered despite a century or more of searching. The minority opinion was that the village was just dead, a place where nothing exciting ever happened. Then, of course, something did happen.
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      All Jackson “Sonny” Malloy knew was that little had changed about Graves Point other than the color of the sky. It was cobalt blue when he left on a late summer day and steel-wool gray when he returned in mid-November twenty-three years later. A few hundred weather-beaten cottages with cedar-shake roofs and clapboard siding still clung to the steep hillside overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Ancient dwarf beach pines, bent and twisted by endless winter storms, hung tough along the narrow, sidewalk-less residential streets. Sagging fish nets decorated with dried starfish and Japanese glass floats covered bleached-out split-rail fences surrounding small yards. Crab pots stacked against carports. Small boats with outboard motors parked in gravel driveways. Wind chimes jingled in a chilly wind that whisked away chimney smoke from cozy fireplaces.

      The air was heavy with the smell of salt and burnt wood. To the west, the dark clouds that scudded across the horizon promised rain and more rain. The biggest change was the oversized vacation homes with massive wood decks and plate-glass windows nestled in the stand of old Douglas firs above town. The houses were dark, waiting for spring when the owners would return to drink Oregon pinots and local IPAs while watching the sunset and giggling about why the locals endured the rain-sodden winters.

      But it was November.

      The homes seemed content to loom menacingly over the small cottages that gave Graves Point its quaint and enduring seaside ambiance. Looking at the little houses, Malloy started ticking off names of the families that lived there, or at least used to: Windsor, Arnold, Ludwig, Busch, Talbot, Rolfson, D’Amico, Weber, Ambrose and, of course, Bible.

      Definitely the Bibles.

      Malloy left Graves Point as a teenager, off to college with little more than a suitcase full of clothes and a head full of anxieties. He was back with a different suitcase, one filled with a few changes of clothes, a shaving kit, a newspaper clipping, and twenty thousand dollars in cash. Tucked under the driver’s seat was a Beretta 92 handgun with a fifteen-round clip.

      The newspaper clipping was about someone he last saw on a late summer day twenty-three years earlier. The Beretta was a security blanket left over from his days as an Army Ranger. The clipping and the memories were what gave Malloy the idea of coming back to Graves Point. It was the perfect place to hide while waiting for the square-jawed men wearing cheap suits and carrying subpoenas to arrive. A place with no monuments to dead presidents or granite buildings named for forgotten members of Congress. There were no museums, art galleries, or tour buses. No lobbyists, reporters, spinmeisters, stonewallers, or liars. No senators, representatives, or staffers out to change the world. No security guards who think everyone is a terrorist. No reporters who believe anyone elected to office is a crook. Most important, there were no federal grand juries.

      There was only the image of a young girl burned into his brain twenty-three years ago. An image that haunted him, urged him on, and never let him forget what happened that late summer day so long ago.

      He could make up a lot of reasons for coming back to Graves Point, but in the back of his mind she was the one that really mattered.

      The cross-country dash from Washington, D.C. to Oregon had been a frenetic blur of turnpikes, interstates, and gas stations. He drove as if being chased, even though he knew it was too early for that. It would take them a while to figure out he was gone. Even longer to find out where he went. Still, he easily succumbed to the urge to leave it all behind as quickly as possible. Adrenaline fueled the drive as much as the desire to go as fast and as hard as he could to get back to where he started and away from where he was.

      The only stops were for gas, where he stood in the wind and cold, filling his tank while watching rain drip off the station’s canopy. His butt hurt from sitting. His hands cramped from holding the wheel. The effects of fast food from drive-thrus sent him screeching into rest areas. There had been no motels because there was no time for sleep. The self-inflicted urgency to flee the present in favor of the past filled each mile.

      All he wanted was to get back to the one and only place he’d ever felt safe. A place that held hundreds of memories . . . and one terrible and unforgettable nightmare.

      D.C. to Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh to Cleveland. Cleveland to Chicago. At nine in the morning, he’d pulled into a strip mall off Interstate 80 near DeKalb, west of Chicago. He ditched his smartphone in a hay bale on the back of a pickup truck after removing the SIM card and throwing it in a storm drain. At a Best Buy in the same mall, he used a fake name and address to purchase a new phone and an inexpensive laptop. He paid cash for all of it. West of Omaha the interstate stretched before him under a cold blue sky.

      He ran the big Mercedes up to 120 mph. When he felt it hunker down to hug the road, he sat back to let the miles fly by while trying to think about what loomed ahead and forget what lay behind.

      In each city he scanned the radio dial for news-talk stations. Back on the interstate, he tuned in CNN and MSNBC on SiriusXM to endure a few minutes of news and hours of empty opinion offered by pundits whose sources were either some government official’s pool man or former nanny.

      Confident that no one could track him, he used the new phone to scroll through social media in an attempt to learn if the story about the senator had hit yet—the story that would put a bullet right between the eyes of Malloy’s career as a big swinging-dick Washington mover and shaker.

      Once a rising star among Senate staffers, the ditching of one phone and the purchase of an untraceable new one made him feel more like a fugitive than ever. Or it would be when they found out he was gone.

      Hearing no news about his boss, Malloy endured country, pop, hip-hop, and oldies. He listened to terminally dyspeptic talk show hosts outraged that America was not as racist and intolerant as they wanted. Finally, more out of nostalgia than necessity, he turned it off and dug through a stack of CDs in the Mercedes’ center console. He fed them into the car’s CD player. Tearing along Interstate 80 through a cloud-covered Iowa afternoon, the speakers pumped out Pink Floyd, Bob Seger, Van Morrison, Carlos Santana, and Alpha Blondy. Alpha Blondy?

      The Afro-pop sounds belonged to the Black girl from the French Embassy, the one who moved in with him for a few weeks before transferring back to Paris. Colette Albert was her name. The one who insisted on calling him Jackson instead of Sonny. She left him with a kiss and, dangling her set of house keys in front of his face, a promise to come back one day and surprise him.

      How long ago was that? Six months? Maybe a little less? He’d gotten a few emails with more vague promises to return. Not that it mattered anymore. Her bright smile, dark body, and sensual accent were dim memories of a time when everything—money, stature, respect, women—came so easily he hardly appreciated them.

      Each mile put him farther away from all of that. From her. From Washington. From the United States Senate. From a chance to ever have a seat at the table of the most powerful nation on Earth. From a life now gone forever. Or so he assumed. If there was any chance of salvaging his career, he had to act fast. He just needed time to figure out what to do. No place better to do that than the dot on the map that was Graves Point.

      Speeding across the plains gave him a feeling that he was at least doing something to set things right. He’d tried hundreds of times to think of a way out of what he’d gotten himself into. It was no use. Running away wasn’t going to help, but, in the end, it was all he could think of.

      Traffic was light as he crossed into Nebraska. The sun was down. The other cars and trucks evenly spaced. Headlights faded behind him at the same pace that taillights came into view. Speed and darkness equaled anonymity. That’s what he craved. A brief feeling of total freedom with only the present—no past and no future. Definitely no future.

      Malloy had the same feeling once before. It was a humid July morning in Fallujah, Iraq. He lay prone amidst the rubble atop a bombed-out mosque. An Iraqi general stood seven hundred yards away in the crosshairs of his sniper rifle. He pulled the trigger, then watched as the general’s chest exploded and the bodyguards around him dove for cover. Seconds later, Malloy was down the stairs and melting into the crowd of Iraqis just trying to make it through another day. That was the last time he killed anyone. He never planned to do it again, but he had plenty of time left.

      “Could I disappear again like the morning in Iraq?” he thought. “What if I turn off the headlights? Will I once again become invisible? Isn’t that what I want?”

      Without lights the sleek black car would melt into the asphalt, become one with the dark mounds that flanked the interstate.

      “If only it were that easy.”

      Somewhere in the middle of Wyoming, the sun came up to reveal dun-colored fields and turn-of-the-century farmhouses. He thought about wagon trains that a century and a half earlier followed a similar route west. Now, he traveled it in a car with a sticker price that was more than the settlers earned in a lifetime and covered more ground in an hour than they had in a week. But they had one thing in common. The same destination: Oregon.

      Of the nearly three thousand miles Jackson Malloy traveled, the last ten were the longest. Numb from exhaustion, the Rockies in Wyoming, the blandness of southern Idaho, and the monotony of Eastern Oregon had sailed by unnoticed. But the winding road through the gnarled beach pines and aged sand dunes took all his strength and concentration. The car seemed to have grown too used to the unyielding sameness of the interstates. Now, it acted like it wanted to balk at the narrow two-lane road the way a horse shied away from a box canyon.

      Finally, there it was.

      The village.

      
        
        Graves Point. Population 375.
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      The sun that hung twenty degrees above the horizon promised another warm South Florida day tempered by a light breeze off the Atlantic.

      Elmo Hazen, dressed in sandals, Bermuda shorts, and a polo shirt, stood with his back to the ocean. He stared proudly at the massive two-story stucco house with its wide patio, swimming pool, and manicured grounds. The four guest cottages scattered around the property were miniature versions of the main house. Towering hedges along the north and south property lines kept the neighbors at bay. It was the same story with the ivy-covered gate at the entrance to the circular driveway. That was the way Elmo liked it: privacy and a warm Florida sun.

      He was way past the point of worrying about what any of the famous and infamous residents of Palm Beach thought about having someone as pedestrian as a Minnesota car dealer living in their midst.

      Hazen started coming to Palm Beach twenty-five years earlier to get away from the ice-encrusted winters in Minneapolis and from a wife he wanted to divorce a month after he married her. He could barely afford Florida then.

      Now in his late seventies, he could easily handle it thanks to the riches associated with Midwestern farmers’ insatiable appetite for expensive equipment and cars of all makes and models. It was the thought that things might not stay that way that was spoiling the moment.

      He ran his hand through his thin gray hair. Things were on the verge of going to hell. He could feel it, even taste it. It was time to act fast. That was why the man standing next to him was there.

      “Eleven years ago this place set me back ten million dollars,” Elmo said to his guest. “Do you know how many cars, tractors, and combines I had to sell to make ten million dollars? How many oil changes, brake jobs, and tune-ups?”

      Instead of answering, the guest put a gold butane lighter to a Cohiba. He was short, with muscular arms, chest, and back. The only hair on his head and face was a pencil-thin mustache and dark, arching eyebrows. His nose pointed a few degrees off-center. His eyes were beady and constantly on the move. His pockmarked face had the smug look of someone who had heard it all before, and from people with a lot better bank accounts than Elmo Hazen and a lot worse intentions.

      Hazen didn’t know his name and didn’t want to. He found him through a South Florida car dealer he’d known for years and who had contacts with the Cuban mafia. At least that was what he was told. He should have been more careful, checked the guy out a little more. There just wasn’t time. Things were moving too fast. There was too much at stake. The wheels already in motion had to be stopped.

      “You wanted to talk business?” the guest said.

      Elmo sighed, took the man by the arm, and led him toward the front of the property that overlooked Ocean Boulevard and the ocean beyond.

      “I don’t know your name and I don’t want to know it. Do you understand?” The man nodded. “There’s someone I want you to find.”

      When Hazen hesitated, the guest waved his cigar in an impatient gesture that said, “And?”

      “And I want you to make sure that you don’t have to find him again.”

      “You mean you want me to kill him?”

      Elmo hated the whole subject. The house and its grounds were way too comfortable and quiet to be disturbed by talk of killing people. This was a place to relax and reflect on a life well earned. Talk of killing hurt his ears. Deep down he knew this was wrong, but he had no choice. Florida might have its share of violence, but very little of it happened in Palm Beach. When it did, it usually involved some aging hedge fund manager throwing a crystal martini glass at his trophy wife. The kind of business Elmo needed done seemed much more appropriate to the frozen winters and humid summers of the upper Midwest.

      Elmo liked doing business there since there was little else to do. Unfortunately, events had gotten ahead of him.

      

      “You come highly recommended,” Elmo said. “I shouldn’t have to explain the obvious.”

      “I understand.” The man popped the cigar back in his mouth. “Tell me everything you know and I will help you. After that we will talk about how much it will cost.”

      Elmo laid it all out, or at least as much of it as he thought the man needed to know.

      “You say this Jackson Malloy works for the United States Senate?” The man said it as if the answer would somehow make his task more dangerous, and thus more expensive.

      “Yes,” Elmo answered.

      The man nodded and sucked on his cigar. “And where is this Jackson Malloy now?”

      Elmo looked away, out across the ocean at a cruise ship on the horizon and sighed. Malloy. It always came down to Malloy. Things had gotten out of hand so quickly that Elmo never saw it coming. Malloy did, though. He was always smarter than everyone else. A survivor who knew and did things Elmo could never even think of. Elmo had the money, but money made years ago in a different time and place. Money made when he was much younger and more on top of things. Money bolstered by smart investments engineered by money managers, accountants, and high-priced lawyers. He could never make that kind of money today selling cars and farm equipment. He knew that. So did Malloy.

      He’d heard all the stories about what Malloy did in Iraq. He didn’t hear them from Malloy, though, who never talked about them. That didn’t mean they weren’t true. Hazen had checked them out. No one knew the details of what Malloy did, but what they did know told Hazen all he needed or wanted to hear. Malloy was not only smart. He was dangerous.

      “I don’t know where he is,” Hazen said to his guest. “You’re going to have to find him.”

      “That will add to the cost.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      The man flicked a cigar ash into the breeze and watched it float toward the house. “Anything else?”

      “Malloy is a lawyer, a smart one.”

      “I have nothing to fear from lawyers, señor,” the man said with a shrug.

      “He’s also former Army Ranger. A sniper. He once shot an Iraqi general in the chest from seven hundred yards away. He did it alone with no spotter from the top of a bombed-out mosque. Did all the calculations in his head. Distance, gravity, wind, humidity. All of it. The generals at the Pentagon still talk about it. In other words, he’s no one to screw with. I hope you’re good.”

      “Do not worry. When you hire the best, you get the best.” The man smiled and stared at the end of his cigar.

      “Come with me,” Elmo said.

      They walked back to the house and into the dark-wood confines of Elmo’s office off the patio. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and furniture polish. The man plopped down in a high-backed leather chair. Elmo sat in the office chair behind a large desk. He pulled open the top drawer, took out an envelope, and handed it to the man.

      “There’s enough money in there to get you started. You can bill me for the rest later. There are also a photo of Jackson Malloy and the address of Malloy’s townhouse in Washington, D.C. I suggest you start there.”

      The man opened the envelope and thumbed through the bills. “Expenses?”

      “Yes, and a bonus if you get this done quickly. By quickly I mean days, not weeks. Hours if possible. Do you understand?”

      A smile touched the corners of the man’s mouth. “Perfectly.”

      “Good luck,” Elmo said as they walked through the house to the front door. “You’re going to need it.”
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      In the gathering gloom of the moonless seaside night, Malloy coasted down Ocean Street, Graves Point’s main drag. While many of the village’s original houses remained untouched, the small business district overlooking the beach looked slightly different. Some of the storefronts he remembered had been carefully remodeled to preserve a folksy, rustic look.

      The little hardware store was gone, replaced by an ice-cream-and-candy outlet featuring saltwater taffy and video games. A gaudy stucco hacienda-style house filled what had once been a vacant oceanfront lot. The house had double doors and a circular drive. A sad-looking palm tree next to the front steps looked like it was doing its best to survive in the alien environment.

      Malloy thought about this moment throughout the drive from D.C. “Where do I go first?” It was not a hard decision.

      Ocean Street dead-ended at the blacktopped parking lot overlooking the beach. He parked at the far end and got out of the car. He didn’t have to look up. He knew it was there, stretching two hundred yards across the beach and into the ocean. He knew it loomed three hundred feet over his head where it had stood for eons, refusing to yield to the forces of nature that eroded everything around it.

      Over the years, images of The Point and the role it had played in his life were never far away. When he thought of the girl, he thought of The Point as well. The two were forever one. Since that day on the beach so long ago, the massive headland with its rugged sides and flat, brush-covered top had taken on an almost mystical significance. It had shaped and altered his life. What happened there more than two decades ago made his memories of it uglier and more intimidating with each passing year.

      Over time, The Point had made Malloy a firm believer in the malevolence of nature. Hurricanes that pound the same coastlines year after year. Earthquakes that strike only in the middle of the night. Floods and tsunamis that seek out the most vulnerable in the poorest parts of the world. Tornadoes that prefer trailer parks over affluent neighborhoods. And rocky coastal headlands with crumbling cliffs where land and sea come together in an endless battle.

      Malloy stretched his back, waiting for the cold sea air to wipe some of the road-weariness out of his head. He walked around the car to lean against the hood. The sound of the ticking engine mixed with the crash of waves hitting the beach. The smell of salt grew stronger, this time mixed with something rotting somewhere on the sand. Slowly, trying to take in every inch the way one fighter sizes up another, he let his eyes move slowly up the steep walls of The Point to where the top of the bluff melted into the dark gray of the late-afternoon sky.

      As headlands along the Oregon coast go, The Point wasn’t all that impressive. It jutted from the steep hills to the east, like the big toe on a massive foot. Beyond The Point, to the north, lay a few hundred yards of rugged coast, inaccessible except by steep ravines gouged out of the rocks by eons of rainfall eager to fight its way down to the ocean. In stark contrast, the south side of The Point below the village was one long stretch of perfect sand beach benign enough to attract laughing children, teenage surfers, and aging beachcombers.

      On summer days, the sand above the surf line turned dirty white in the sun. Farther up the beach, gnarled sun-bleached logs, some the size of the gray whales that migrated north each spring, offered picnickers shelter from the harsh onshore winds that came up every summer afternoon.

      Despite its less-than-impressive size, The Point gave off its own unique malevolence. Jagged-edged boulders embedded in the eroding sandstone. Rivulets created by constant rain gouged the steep sides, leaving behind deep scars. Stubborn shrubs dangling out of the cliffside. Stunted pine trees, their exposed roots hanging down like tentacles, lined the top like soldiers taking control of the parapets of a castle.

      The fading light and thickening fog made The Point more shadow than barrier. More the product of the approaching night than of something shaped and molded by torrential rain, incessant wind, and relentless tides. More of something with no permanence that would be gone in the morning like a ghost ship on the tide.

      Malloy wasn’t surprised. Maybe the countless miles, the lack of sleep or the pounding headache from too much driving and not enough food had dulled the evil image of The Point that he had created over the years. Maybe it was just time. Still, he couldn’t take his eyes off it. They had a history—Malloy and The Point—that made it impossible for him to ever take it for granted, to ever treat it like a soulless, inanimate collection of rock, sand, bushes, and roots.

      Staring up at The Point, an image of that day came flooding back. The image had a name: Dinah Bible.
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      On the day of the end-of-summer village picnic, a gentle breeze wandered in off the glass-topped ocean. The pale blue sky stretched out toward the horizon before fading into a thin line of grayish fog. It was the kind of day the full-time residents of Graves Point looked forward to.

      The tourists were gone. Their children were back in school. The motor homes that cruised into town and out again were less frequent. This was the villagers’ time. They all knew what was coming. In a few weeks, storms would begin moving onshore, bringing with them winds that picked at loose shingles on houses and tore at street signs. Rain would gnaw away at the roots of any trees that showed the slightest sign of weakness.

      It was with the knowledge of another coming winter that the first weekend after Labor Day had been set aside for villagers and a few invited guests. This was when they took their town back from the summer intruders and held onto it until the invaders returned around Memorial Day.

      Marty Weber, the bearded, pot-bellied owner of the only bar in the village, The Beachcomber, provided the beer. The owner of the only grocery store, the lanky, perpetually scowling Oscar Rolfson, threw in some hamburger and hot dogs in his annual display of generosity. Other villagers had spent the previous two days crabbing on the bay north of the village, digging for steamer clams at low tide, or making pies, salads, and other side dishes.

      The result was tables lined with baked beans, potato salad, and Jell-O molds that jiggled in the wind. Kites soared over the beach on breezes filled with the smell of barbecuing meat, boiling crabs, and steaming clams.

      Like all the previous picnics, no one acted surprised when Harry Bible and his Bell & Howell showed up. Harry was large—six-foot and well over three hundred pounds—with folds of fat that draped over the waistline of his pants. The weight seemed to make his knees buckle inward, resulting in a knock-kneed walk that produced scuff marks in the soft sand rather than footprints.

      Harry had filmed every picnic since he bought a house in the village fifteen years earlier. This was just one more, or so everyone thought when they gathered that day on the beach below The Point. Harry roamed among the picnickers, pointing his lens at their faces, giving directions on where to stand and what to do. Those willing to play along gave awkward waves to the camera. Others raised their beer cups in mock salute to the end of another summer. Those that didn’t want to go along simply walked away shaking their heads and muttering.

      Harry didn’t seem to mind. Instead, he moved on to the next group of people or toiled up the sand dune to the parking lot to shoot down on them. Then he moved back toward the ocean to shoot the same people from a different angle. If he knew that the other villagers were patronizing him and his odd little hobby, he didn’t show it. He just kept the camera to his eye, a man totally immersed in his passion, oblivious to what those on the other side of the lens thought of him.

      Sonny Malloy had slept in until eleven that day. He’d been out late the night before with two friends and a case of Budweiser purchased with fake ID at a convenience store in a small town a half-hour drive down the coast. By the time he got to the beach, the picnic was in full swing.

      A hundred or so people stood in small groups drinking beer from plastic cups and eating off paper plates. Sonny wore faded shorts, sweatshirt, and a New York Yankees baseball cap. His dark hair hung over his ears, framing his deeply tanned face. He moved slowly among the tables, picking up half of one of the Dungeness crabs cooked in propane-fired pots of simmering seawater. He added a handful of steamed clams and a hot dog. Feeling a little hung over from the night before, he was more interested in getting something in his stomach than in talking to people he’d known all his life.

      He said hello to a few of the parents and smiled at their giggling daughters before carrying his plate down the beach toward The Point to sit alone on the sand with his back against a driftwood log. Sonny was halfway through the hot dog when his father, a beer in each hand, joined him.

      He gave Sonny one of the plastic cups, saying proudly, “If you’re old enough to go away to college, you’re old enough to have a beer with your old man.”

      The moment represented a time-honored rite of passage. He took the beer and forced himself to down a healthy gulp, hoping that the first authorized beer had a far better taste than the ill-gotten bottles Sonny had knocked back the previous night.

      “Tomorrow’s the big day.” His father put an arm around Sonny’s shoulder. “College on the East Coast. It’s hard to believe.”

      Sonny didn’t answer. He wanted this day to last as long as possible. Graves Point was the only home he’d ever known. The picnickers were his parents’ friends. Their children his friends. Leaving for college in New England had him scared and intimidated. Better to let things happen slowly. He wanted to enjoy each minute before taking off into the unknown.

      Father and son sat together on the sand drinking, silently watching Harry Bible with his Bell & Howell. Harry appeared to have grown tired of filming the picnickers and turned to head down the beach toward the end of The Point.

      “Odd guy, that Harry,” Arnie Malloy said, his plastic beer glass poised in front of his face, foam clinging to his bushy mustache. The purple scar on the side of his face, a souvenir of Vietnam, was barely visible in the bright sun. “I guess all those Bibles are, except Dinah. She’s the only keeper in the family.”

      Amen to that, Sonny thought, smiling to himself.

      A lot had happened in the three months since the start of the summer. Dinah Bible had opened doors for him that could never be closed. Because of her, the thought of leaving the village only added to Sonny’s fears and had him question his decision to go to college on the other side of the country. Why not do something closer to home? The University of Oregon, maybe. He’d always liked the Ducks. Even somewhere in California. It’s not that far away.

      At the mention of Dinah Bible, Sonny looked around expecting to see her come trotting out of the crowd and across the beach after her father. He thought it was odd when he didn’t see her around the tables. Sonny spotted Dinah’s mother Ruth enduring what must have been a painful conversation with Marty Weber.

      Ruth Bible was thin and ferret-like with nervous eyes that looked everywhere except at the person who was talking to her. From the panicked look on Ruth’s face, Sonny thought Marty was either telling a joke intentionally designed to shock her or relating one of his tedious elk hunting stories.

      Sonny had been watching Ruth for several seconds when she looked his way. When their eyes locked for a moment, Sonny felt like she was scanning his brain for Dinah’s whereabouts, or any other secrets.

      He thought about Dinah’s brother, Ricky. If anyone knew about the two of them, it was the solemn and brooding Ricky Bible. Maybe he had told his parents about them. If he had, that might explain Dinah’s absence.

      Before he could look away, a scowl replaced the panic on Ruth Bible’s face. Her eyes started bouncing around, looking first left then right. Finally, she turned back toward Marty Weber, said something that was probably a curt “Excuse me,” and marched away toward town.

      When Arnie Malloy was called away to help with the barbecuing, he patted Sonny on the back. “You can have one more beer but that’s it,” he said, then headed up the beach.

      Alone again, Sonny leaned back against the log to watch Harry Bible for a few minutes. Sonny marveled at Harry’s determination to struggle toward the hard-packed sand near the water where walking would be easier. Sweat soaked easily through the back of Harry’s sweatshirt. His breath came in short hard gasps. His face turned bright crimson. Just watching him made Sonny wince. Everything about Harry Bible screamed heart attack.

      The compact Bell & Howell with the zoom lens Harry had gotten for Father’s Day that year—a gift from his children—rested strapped on his hand like a catcher’s mitt. It was always poised for action. Ready to capture yet more images of the villagers at play, or what had become his Holy Grail: a puffin.

      On the way toward the water, Harry stopped to point the camera at something on the sand or out to sea where the surf kept up its constant assault on the haystack-shaped rock that jutted out of the ocean a half mile offshore. Then, he turned the camera back up the beach toward the picnic. Slowly panning from right to left, he stopped when the lens reached Sonny, who responded with a weak wave. Harry lowered the camera, smiled, and waved back before waddling farther down the beach toward the waves.

      Before stepping onto the rock shelf that skirted the bottom of The Point, Harry looked around, presumably for Dinah, Sonny thought, and to take a few more deep breaths. After waiting a few moments, Harry struggled onto the rocks and moved off, his camera poised comfortably against his right eye.

      Not sure why, Sonny hurriedly finished the last of his crab and clams. He got up, tossed his plate in a plastic garbage can, and walked down the beach after him. It might have been with the hope that Dinah would join them. Maybe it was because Harry looked disappointed that he was alone with just his camera. More than anything, though, Sonny liked Harry Bible and the way he dealt with life.

      There was the naïve way Harry endured the icy Ruth. How he was outwardly unbowed by what he was and how he looked. It all gave him a kind of nobility that demanded respect. It seemed unfair and cruel to Sonny that Harry’s wife didn’t take more interest in the hobby that Harry embraced with such devotion. Maybe it wasn’t a hobby conducive to companionship, which, in truth, may have been exactly why Harry liked it. But at least he didn’t collect things that had to be kept in jars, stuffed or, like some of the other men in the village, tacked on the side of the garage to dry in the summer sun.

      Harry Bible and Sonny’s father couldn’t have been more different. Vietnam had left Sonny’s father with more than a scarred face. It had created a brooding personality always at war with something that only he recognized. Sonny and his mother could only guess at it. Whatever it was, it made asking about it out of the question.

      Sonny always felt that his father moved to Graves Point as much to hide out as to enjoy the beauty. The subjects of war and politics were off limits, as was any discussion of Sonny joining any branch of the military. Not that he wanted to. Nevertheless, Arnie Malloy was determined that whatever happened to him in Southeast Asia was not going to happen to his son in some other remote country. Fighting yet another faceless enemy at the mercy of the latest inexplicable foreign policy conjured up by people who had never served in the military was out of the question. That was why every dime Arnie Malloy made as the owner of a hardware store in the nearby city of Brunswick went to make sure that Sonny got out of Graves Point.

      He was determined that Sonny would have the chance to make something of his life that was greater than what he had done with his own. The path was laid out. The money was there. The rest was up to Sonny. Failure was not an option.

      By contrast, if there had ever been a tragedy in Harry Bible’s past, it remained hidden behind an understated confidence that no matter what he did, he’d be successful. The fact that he had money and didn’t work a normal job like other men in the village, at least those who weren’t retired, added to the general feeling that he had a sort of Midas touch about life. While the sour Ruth seemed to be the one anomaly in his otherwise well-ordered existence, Harry seemed to take it all in stride. He expressed neither anger nor frustration with her. Instead, he appeared to glow with some inner peace that seemed to come from knowing something no one else did.

      Out of respect for Harry, most of the catty comments about Ruth’s odd belligerence toward everyone she met were never uttered or even hinted at in Harry’s presence. Instead, those prone to criticism went out of the way to instead heap praise on Dinah, something Harry accepted with a broad smile and heart-felt thanks.

      It didn’t take much to recognize that being the father of Dinah Bible was the salve that eased the pain of being the husband of Ruth Bible.

      When Sonny reached the end of The Point, Harry was standing with his back to the ocean, his legs braced against a rock. He’d trained the lens of the camera on the top of The Point, three hundred feet above him.

      “See!” He said it as if expecting Sonny. “Right there below that old chain-link fence at the top of the bluff.” He pointed up but didn’t offer Sonny the camera. “There’s a puffin nest with two little ones. The mother or father, it’s hard to tell one from the other, is standing guard. Maybe the other one is off getting food.”

      Sonny looked up but could barely make out the black and white bird with the distinctive orange beak.

      “Did you know their beaks are only orange during the summer?” Harry said. “They go dark in the wintertime.”

      Sonny looked up again at the top of the cliff. This time all he could see were rock outcroppings covered in bird shit and the chain-link fence wrapped around an old observation point.

      “Here.” Harry stopped his camera, stood up, and reached into his camera bag, pulling out a thick, paperback book. “Page fifty-eight. It talks all about puffins.”

      Sonny took the book and opened it. Underneath the half dozen photos of the colorful birds was a map of their nesting areas. He looked at the photos then glanced up at the cliff again.

      “Are you sure there’s one up there? I don’t see a thing.”

      “You bet.” The excitement in Harry’s voice made his already short breath much shorter. “I’ve been looking for one for a long time. I know that’s it. Look at the map. I take that book with me everywhere. Graves Point is right in the middle of their nesting areas.”

      Harry’s camera started whirring. The large key-like device on the side slowly spun. The zoom lens telescoped in and out as he focused on the nest. The camera was steady and unwavering in his fat hands.

      Sonny looked up again, shading his eyes against the midday sun. Whatever Harry saw high on the cliff was too far away for Sonny to see.

      “I can’t see a thing.”

      “Just a second.” Harry’s voice was an octave higher than usual. “I’ll give you the camera. You can see them with the zoom lens.”

      Sonny took one more look up at the cliff. Only this time he saw a shadow coming straight down at him. At first, he thought it was a bird, maybe one of the puffins protecting its young against the invasion of Harry’s camera. Then he saw flapping arms and legs, blonde hair splaying out behind like a small cape. A faint scream that grew louder then went silent as the shadow bounced off the rock outcroppings before ending with a sickening thump on the rocks.

      Harry Bible’s camera never stopped. With the instincts of somebody dedicated to his hobby, Harry had dutifully and unwittingly filmed every inch of his beloved daughter’s three-hundred-foot plunge to her death in a rock- and starfish-filled tide pool six feet in front of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sonny Malloy relived that moment every day of his life. He thought about how he and Dinah Bible had walked the beach south of The Point. How they sat on weather-beaten logs and held hands. He remembered that one warm, star-filled night when she tried to convince him to take her away to college with him. He said no, but what if he had said yes? Would it have made any difference? Would she still be alive? Would a simple yes have kept her from inexplicably climbing to the top of The Point and falling off?

      Not knowing the answers haunted him. Always had. Always would.

      Leaning against the car, he stared at the waves beating their way up the beach. On the day she died the tide had been out. The rocks at the end of The Point exposed. The wind had just started to pick up as the tide turned and began coming in. The shadow plunged toward him. The sickening sound of flesh hitting rocks. Now, with the tide high, those rocks would soon be six feet under water.

      After more than twenty years maybe the rocks were not as sharp, the tide pools a little deeper, and the barnacles and starfish more plentiful. He thought about what it would be like to walk out there again, to stand in the same place as on that day. Maybe he would climb to the top of the cliff, look down at the rocks, and relive that terrible moment.

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      Malloy shook the thoughts from his head. Reliving that terrible day was not the only reason he came back to Graves Point. He came to figure out a way to save his career, to escape the scandal he left behind.

      “The sooner I get to it the better,” he muttered. But not quite yet.

      Before leaving Washington, D.C., Malloy had used the Internet to find the name of the only realtor with a Graves Point address: Ocean View Realty. He knew what he wanted but wasn’t sure it was for rent. Luckily it was. That the shot in the dark had paid off gave him a sense of confidence that fleeing the chaos of one coast for the uncertain solitude of the other was the right thing at the right time.

      It was a place to go. A place to hide until it was time to come out. A time that he would choose.

      “I don’t handle that particular piece of property, but I can contact the person who does and take care of everything for you if you’d like,” Janie D’Amico, the realtor, had said. “Of course, there’ll be a small fee in addition to the rent and deposit.”

      “Of course,” Malloy said. “No problem.”

      “How long will you be staying?” “Let’s start with a month and see what happens from there.”

      “Well, all righty then!” She said it with the joy of someone about to make a buck or two during a dead time of year on a cottage that most people rented for a three-day weekend. “I’ll take care of it right away.”

      Malloy remembered Janie D’Amico as a cheerleader type three years ahead of him in high school. Dinah had called her a slut. He wasn’t so sure. All he knew was that the last time he saw her was that day on the beach. She and her friends were standing in the parking lot watching the sheriff’s cars lined up facing the ocean and the ambulance spinning through the soft sand, taking away its tragic cargo.

      “And your name?” she had asked. “Jackson Malloy.”

      When she didn’t recognize his name, he took it as another positive omen. It may have been because everyone in the village had known him as Sonny. There couldn’t have been a half dozen people who knew his real first name. No way was Janie D’Amico one of them.

      Things were working out better than he expected. The question was how long would things stay that way? Looking to hide his tracks as best he could, Malloy had secured the house with a money order purchased with cash at a Landover, Maryland, Walmart then sent cross-country to Janie D’Amico by overnight mail.

      Late that night, he left D.C. and headed west with a tank full of gas and a head full of doubts. The Beretta sitting on the passenger seat, fully loaded, the safety off, his only companion.
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      Icy rain drizzled from dark clouds moving in off the steel-gray ocean. Malloy knew that rain all too well. It was coastal rain that didn’t look like much but could soak to the skin in minutes. It came every year in the late fall, sometimes lasting for weeks on end, maybe even months. The only break would be a good windstorm that took down trees and rain that sent rivers over their banks.

      Most locals lived with it while others left for Mexico or Hawaii. The few that couldn’t do either one started shooting at themselves or others or at least thought about it.

      After an hour and with the sky now dark, Malloy got back in the car. He drove up Ocean Street and turned left onto the road to the ridge that overlooked the village. The parking area where he and Dinah had once hit golf balls down into the village was still there, only now it stood toe-to-toe with an advancing army of vacation houses on a relentless march up the hill.

      The Point and the beach were still visible, but most of the trees were gone, replaced by rooftops, chimneys, and satellite dishes. Hitting the houses now would require little more than a sand wedge.

      Most memories fade away or are altered by time, but the summer of Dinah Bible remained vivid. He could close his eyes and remember every day and every night. Right up until that one moment that changed his life. After that, everything became a blur. Memories of her were like a bouncer at the door of an upscale nightclub, refusing to allow any other memories inside.

      Over the tops of the houses, the ocean and the night sky merged into one black curtain. The sound of waves hitting the beach reduced to little more than a gentle murmur. Clouds hid the stars. Rain beat on the car roof. He sat there long enough to make himself miserable, then left.

      The house he’d rented sat halfway up Ocean Street. It looked pretty much the same as the last time he saw it. The cedar siding may have turned a few shades darker. The window casings, once brilliant white, were chipped and dingy. The steep slate roof sagged a bit at the peak near a chimney missing a few bricks around the top. The television antenna on the rooftop resembled a stunted, leafless tree. Not that it mattered. The village never got much in the way of television reception anyway. No reason to think anything had changed.

      A new house, built tall enough to see the beach over the homes across the street, occupied the once vacant lot next door. Malloy pulled into the gravel-and-grass driveway in front of the old garage. With the sky totally dark, the only light came from the bare bulb over the back door and a few anemic streetlights. Leaning forward, he rested his chin on the steering wheel. He stared at the house for a few moments to think about what he was about to do. He felt equal parts curiosity and anxiety. Like a pilgrim about to realize a dream of walking on hallowed ground, he wondered if what he had thought about for so long would live up to expectations.

      “Only one way to find out.”

      He popped the trunk, pulled out the suitcase, and stumbled up stone steps slick with moss and rain. The house key and a short list of neatly typed dos and don’ts were in an envelope taped to the front door. At the bottom of the note, it read: FEED THE CAT His name is Mike. He lives mostly outdoors but comes in through the cat door to eat and when the weather is bad. If his bowl is empty, fill it.

      Malloy stuffed the list into his back pocket then fumbled the key into the rusty lock. After waiting a few seconds, he turned it. As he let himself in, the odor of dirty socks and wet towels paraded past him out the door. He groped for the switch that lit up the back porch and the narrow kitchen. He paused again.

      Then, for the first time in his life, Jackson Malloy stepped into the unexplored and alien world of Dinah Jacqueline Bible.
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      The man in the black turtleneck, black pants, and black ski mask waited until almost three a.m. before breaking into the upscale townhouse in the Adams-Morgan section of Washington, D.C. It only took a few seconds to climb on top of the fence, scale the drainpipe, and jump over onto the small patio. His muscular arms and chest made it easy, his lightweight shoes barely making a noise when his feet hit the patio’s flagstone. Latex gloves guaranteed no fingerprints.

      Cutting a hole in the glass, reaching inside, and unlocking the French doors took less than a minute. He’d done this before. Hundreds of times. He pulled off the ski mask and quickly crossed the large living room to the short hallway that led to the front door.

      The security system was on the wall to the left. He unshouldered his backpack and pulled out a small electronic device. He placed it next to the keypad and hit the activate button. A series of colored lights blinked off and on. In ten seconds, the light on the keypad switched from green for “Armed” to red for “Standby.” He put the device away and smiled to himself about the wonders of modern technology. Not like the old days, he thought, when it was smash, grab, and get out before the cops showed up.

      Glancing around, he wondered who this Jackson Malloy was and why Reuben the Cuban was so interested in him. He’d worked for Reuben before and knew his reputation. The Cuban was more arrogant thug than clever assassin but still managed to pull in jobs that paid enough to hire people like him to do the grunt work. Not that any of it mattered. The money was the same regardless of what The Cuban was up to. It was just that the more he knew the safer he felt. Malloy could be CIA or NSA. It was never a good idea to fuck with those guys even though most of them were little more than pencil-necked analysts. They just knew people who weren’t. Bad people. Bad for him, anyway.

      Not for Reuben, though, who was sitting safely in Miami with a cell phone, a laptop, and a fat bank account. Better to get this over with and get out.

      The bedroom was at the top of a short flight of stairs off the living room. He took the steps two at a time. The master bedroom was on the left. He stepped inside, felt along the wall to the right, found the light switch, and flipped it on.

      “Jackson? Is that you?” A woman’s voice with a French accent came from beneath the bed covers.

      Startled, he stepped further to his right, bumped into a table, and nearly knocked over a lamp. Reuben said Malloy lived alone. Who the hell is this? Did he have the right place? It must be right. She said his name, Jackson, as in Malloy.

      Slowly, a Black face with sleepy eyes and bed hair appeared from under the sheets. She squinted into the light while trying to focus her eyes. Before she got a look at him, he quickly pulled the ski mask back down over his face.

      “You’re not …”

      Before she could say another word he jumped for the bed and landed on top of her. He put one hand on her mouth. The other wrapped tightly around her throat. Her eyes bulged as the sheet fell away. The more she struggled, the tighter he squeezed.

      “Where is he?” he said, lips close to her ear. She smelled of perfume and sleep. “Where is Jackson Malloy?”

      She shook her head and mumbled into his hand. Her eyes were shut. Her hands beat harmlessly at his back.

      “Don’t lie to me. Where is Malloy?” She squirmed under his grip. Her head shook violently back and forth. He put a finger to his lips then slowly removed his other hand. “Don’t scream, and nothing will happen to you.”

      With his hands away from her face, she slid away from him until her back was against the headboard. She grabbed at the sheet to cover her body.

      “Now, again. Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.” Her lips were trembling. Her eyes wide and filled with fear. “I flew in from Paris last night to surprise him. He never came home. He doesn’t answer his phone.”

      He got off the bed and stood in the middle of the room. He believed her because she looked too scared to lie. But what next? At least she hadn’t seen his face, so no need to kill her. Not that he would anyway. Murder wasn’t his thing. This job paid well, but not that well. Besides, Reuben wasn’t going to cough up more money just because he killed someone.

      Instead, he punched her in the face as hard as he could. When she went limp, he tied her hands and feet with torn pieces from the bed sheet and dragged her headfirst down the hall to a utility room where he dropped her in front of a combination washer/dryer.

      As she lay unconscious on her back he thought about what else he could do to her. She was beautiful. Very beautiful. He ran his hand over her firm breasts then down across her stomach and between her legs. It would be so easy, he thought, but that’s not what he was there for. Then there’s that DNA stuff. No way to escape that. Not with his record.

      He shook his head in disappointment and backed away, but not before letting his hands take one more lap across her breasts. “Damn,” he said then went back to the bedroom.

      The woman’s suitcase was on the floor under the window. Going through it, he found nothing but clothes, underwear, and extra makeup. Her purse was next to the bed. Inside were a set of keys, a passport, and a wallet containing two hundred dollars. Colette Albert, the passport read.

      He took all of it as a bonus. He could sell the passport. The keys might come in handy before he left the house. He could always use a little extra money.

      In the walk-in closet, he looked for signs of Malloy. There were plenty. A half dozen empty hangers among the dozen or so suits. Gaps amid the neatly arranged socks and underwear on the shelves. Several shirts and pants scattered on the floor as if left there by someone who couldn’t decide what to pack. Someone who left in a hurry.

      He checked the back of the closet. No suitcase, just a small safe with the door open. The inside was empty except for a receipt. He looked at it, frowned, and put it in his pants pocket.

      The bathroom was pretty much the same story. No toothbrush. No toothpaste. No razor. No shaving cream. Methodically and efficiently, he searched the rest of the house. The trash was empty. So was the refrigerator. Nothing in the cupboards that could turn bad and smell. An envelope in the kitchen contained a hundred and fifty dollars in cash. A note told someone named Consuelo not to return until she heard from him. Cleaning lady, he surmised. She’d probably be the one to find the woman tied up in the utility room. He stuffed the cash in his pocket with the two hundred from the purse. So far so good in the cash department, he thought.

      Other than that, things were pretty much a bust. No sign of Jackson Malloy or where he went. All he’d learned was that Malloy had packed up and left, apparently unaware that the chocolate bunny tied up in the utility room had flown in for a sleepover. That probably wasn’t enough to satisfy Reuben, but so far that was all he had except for the receipt he found in the safe.

      On his way out the front door he stopped long enough to check the telephone. The blinking red light on the voicemail box said there were five unanswered messages. He played them back. They were all from a woman with an annoying New England accent. The voice kept saying the same thing: “Where are you? Please call the office as soon as possible.” Seems he was not the only one looking for Jackson Malloy.

      After erasing the messages, he hit redial. A man’s voice announced that he had reached the offices of United States Senator Craig Hazen. Unimpressed, he hung up and upended the wastebasket under the desk. Four pieces of crumpled paper fell out. The first two were blank and the third was a shopping list that included milk, coffee, and laundry detergent. The fourth read, “OVR Janie Ocean Street.”

      Putting the note in his pocket, he left through the front door, locking it behind him with the keys from the Black girl’s purse. For good measure, he checked the slot on the door of the outside mailbox. Empty.
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