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      For William

      
   



      
      
      Ellen who became Eve

      
      This is how you disappear.

      
      First you make sure you don’t go anyplace where you ever went before, if you can help it. You like Vegas? Forget about slots
         and Wayne Newton for the next five years. Love shopping in New York? Uh-oh, no way, baby, your shadow don’t darken Broadway.
         Because when you step out of life, when you step away from the world you made, you don’t step back into any old footprint.
         No. That’s where they look first.
      

      
      So those many years ago, when I left Babe and my sons behind in Port Leo, I went to Montana. I can’t stand cold weather, never
         liked it. I’m a coast girl, love the kiss of the sun on my skin. But coasts were forbidden to me right off. Babe knew I loved
         to fish and lie on the warm sands. I don’t think I had ever said the word ‘Montana’ out loud before I ran. Not sure I could
         find it on the map, although I wouldn’t mix it up with Wyoming, because I know Wyoming is square.
      

      
      I changed my hair color to red, because back then nobody ever thought you dyed your hair red on purpose. You usually dyed
         it brown to get away from red. And I dropped the Texas drawl, fast. Tried to talk like a newscaster. Said ‘you guys’ instead
         of y’all, which was harder than it sounds. Told people I was from California, because it’s full of people originally from
         somewhere else. And hid a loaded gun in an old suitcase because insurance is a necessary evil in this world.
      

      
      Jim was useless and he didn’t like the cold. He said it made his balls hurt. He was afraid to look for a job, saying that
         the Dallas papers would have put his face all over the news wires and the TV. I sure never saw jack-squat about him in the Bozeman paper. Twice I drove over to the
         university library, where they took the Dallas Morning News, but after the first week of headlines like MISSING EXEC ALLEGEDLY EMBEZZLED HALF MILLION there was no talk of him, no pictures of him. The one picture they ran of him was when he got made SVP at the bank and his
         smile’s too tight, his hair a little too big. And never a word about me. The library didn’t take the Corpus Christi paper,
         where I might have been mentioned. So I wrote the headlines in my own mind: MOTHER OF SIX MISSING. It’s less glamorous than embezzling. And ten times worse.
      

      
      But, in those Dallas papers, never a mention of me in connection with Jim the embezzling banker. Which was how I liked it.

      
      After reading the paper in Bozeman, I would drink a cup of coffee and smoke and try not to think about the boys. Not think
         about my four oldest going off to the movies with my friend Georgie, me kissing them for the last time and them not knowing
         it. Not think about my littlest babies, Mark and Whit, running around in the backyard, chasing each other and laughing, trying
         to get them settled for a nap in their beds, Whit standing on the stairs, saying he didn’t want to nap, asking me where I
         was going. I put him back in the bed and I didn’t look back. Cried once on the drive north, for twenty minutes, all I allowed
         myself.
      

      
      If Whit had asked once more where I was going, maybe I would have stayed. I thought walking away from the boys would be easy,
         the shackles of their grasping little hands falling off my wrists and ankles. Hardest thing I ever did. I wanted for one terrible
         second to take one with me, take Whit, he was standing right there, a little mirror of my face. Finally one who looked like
         me after five copies of Babe. But then the police and Babe never would have given up on looking for me. Ever. And Jim wouldn’t have wanted
         a toddler making the most of his terrible twos with us on the run.
      

      
      Popping out six, you think that’d be seared into my head, pain and happiness hot to the touch, but with each passing day they
         seemed more like little ghosts, boys that belonged to someone else. I tried not to remember them because it’s easier. I had
         a new resolve to make my life easier.
      

      
      But easy was not Jim.

      
      He started drinking one afternoon in my motel room, crying after the fifth of whiskey was half gone, moaning and bitching
         about missing the warm sun of Dallas, missing his favorite Mexican restaurants, missing his big-ass house in University Park,
         missing his old comfortable life he’d stolen from himself.
      

      
      I watched him sip his whiskey. I lit a cigarette. I quit smoking when I had the boys and now I liked a little knife of flame
         in my hand.
      

      
      ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Jim said. He had the soul of a poet.

      
      Jim lacked, always, a certain self-control required for living in the world. He stole a half million from his bank, and now
         was too consumed by guilt and regret to move. If you’re gonna take an action, be ready for your own reaction. I’d agreed to
         go on the run with him and I’d left a family behind. He’d left a coke-snorting bachelor life behind. I was coping a lot better
         than he was.
      

      
      ‘I got to go in a few minutes,’ I said. I worked at an old neighborhood bar, serving beers to Bozeman’s inert. Nothing to
         do with money or bookkeeping, my old job from before I got married. My bar-crows were not question-askers. I liked it. Gave
         me a few hours’ escape from Jim and his moods.
      

      
      ‘Go,’ he said. ‘Go and I’ll be fine.’

      
      
      Fine at the bottom of the bottle.’

      
      ‘I’m depressed, Ellie.’

      
      ‘I noticed.’ I got up and made instant coffee for him, knowing he’d let it cool in the cup and then pour it down the sink.

      
      The money,’ he said. ‘I didn’t just steal it from the bank.’

      
      I waited, the instant coffee jar in my hand.

      
      ‘I stole most of it from the Bellinis,’ he said. ‘Sort of.’

      
      ‘Who are the Bellinis?’

      
      ‘People I worked for. On the side. They’re from Detroit.’ He swallowed hard, ran a hand along his lips. ‘I cleaned up money
         for them at the bank.’
      

      
      ‘People from Detroit,’ I said, ‘with an Italian surname. You better be kidding me.’

      
      ‘I’m not. They’re gonna be looking for me.’

      
      I sat down on the mattress. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

      
      ‘I … thought you wouldn’t come with me.’ He took a deep swig from the whiskey bottle, left a little amber drop sitting on
         his lip. He had the palest lips I’d ever seen on a live person.
      

      
      ‘The money was evidence,’ he said. ‘Of me making it legit for them, transferring it through a series of accounts. The Feds
         would have nailed me. So … I took it.’
      

      
      ‘Jim, maybe we should go back to Dallas, then. Give the money to the Feds. The mob’s gonna chase you harder than the Feds
         ever will.’
      

      
      He looked at me, and an ugly silence hung in the air and the frown on his face turned mean. He grabbed my wrist and flexed
         his thin fingers back and forth, digging his nails into my flesh, my veins and bones.
      

      
      ‘Jim, stop. That hurts.’ I kept my voice calm.

      
      ‘You want to go back to Texas? That what you saying, Ellie?’

      
      
      ‘It’s one option. Let go of my hand, please.’

      
      ‘You know what Tommy Bellini will do to me?’ He tightened the vise grip on my wrist, grinning, like nothing would give him
         more pleasure than to break my bones. ‘I won’t be a smear on the wall when he’s done.’
      

      
      ‘Please let go.’

      
      ‘You don’t give a shit about what happens to me.’ He pulled me into his sour breath. ‘You missing those brats of yours?’

      
      ‘No.’ A cold sharpness slid along my ribs, my guts.

      
      ‘You are,’ he said. ‘You’re missing those brats of yours, you want to go home. You go home, you’re gonna talk. About me.’

      
      ‘You’re drunk.’ I grabbed the bottle of whiskey to bring it down on his head.

      
      He stood, yanked the bottle away from me, let go of my wrist. Pushed me down onto the bed and I thought: This doesn’t do, not for one goddamned minute.

      
      ‘You get this straight, Ellen,’ Jim said. ‘You made your choice, you aren’t going to see your kids again.’

      
      ‘I know that.’

      
      ‘You more than know it, you liye it.’ He took a hit from the bottle, worked the hooch along his gums and teeth like mouthwash,
         and he looked so sad and ugly and pathetic I nearly laughed at him.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want nothing to happen to those kids,’ he said.

      
      That burnt-smell silence got thick again. I quit rubbing my wrist.

      
      ‘You threatening my kids, Jim?’ I said it soft like I didn’t quite understand, like it was an idea too left-field for human
         talk.
      

      
      ‘You get an idea, Ellen, about calling the Feds, going back to Texas, I call a buddy of mine in Corpus. He’s good at’ – a
         pause – ‘creating situations. Beaches are real dangerous for little kids. Cramps while swimming. Riptides.’ He even gave me a smile, the drunk.
      

      
      I may be a bad mother, but I’m still a mother, and I stared at him in rising horror as I rubbed my wrist. ‘Don’t do that,
         Jim. Please.’
      

      
      ‘Then don’t you screw with me, okay?’ he said.

      
      I let him believe I was afraid of him. They’re little kids.’

      
      ‘And you’re the mother of the year.’ Now I heard a twitch in his voice, shame that he’d had to resort to threatening children.
         He favored himself with another big gulp of Tennessee juice. ‘So don’t talk Texas. We stay here. The Bellinis aren’t ever
         going to find us here.’
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said. But not okay. I headed for work and left him drinking. I wondered, what if he’s not bluffing. The thought
         preyed on me like a fever. I decided to call Babe, tell him to take the boys away from Port Leo. Picked up a pay phone, dialed.
         No answer. I couldn’t decide if that pissed me off or not. Shouldn’t they all be sitting at home, waiting for me to call?
         I hung up, went to the bar, the start of one piledriver of a headache working underneath my forehead.
      

      
      I didn’t want to deal with Babe. You should solve your problems directly. That night was quiet at the bar and I had time to
         think, to construct four different plans and decide on one while I collected beer mugs and ignored a Giants baseball game
         showing on the television through a thin haze of cigarette smoke.
      

      
      I returned to the dumpy motel, smelling of cigs and beer. Jim wasn’t in my room. We have separate rooms. I insisted on it,
         trying to keep our new identities separate, too, but he liked to lie on my bed and wait for me.
      

      
      I had a key to his room. He lay sprawled on his bed, passed out, reeking of whiskey and onion and hamburger. A globby mess
         of French fries, greasy on a paper bag, lay on the table.
      

      
      
      ‘Jim,’ I said. ‘You awake?’ Poked at him with my fingers. In his cheek, his throat, his stomach, his crotch. Let my fingers
         linger on his sweet spot, see if there was any response to my tickle.
      

      
      Nothing; a little dribble of spit tracked down from his mouth, drying on unshaven cheek.

      
      ‘Don’t you threaten my kids, you asshole,’ I said.

      
      He didn’t move, gave off a rough, sour snore.

      
      So I went back to my room. I opened the little suitcase under the bed and got the gun I’d bought on my way to Dallas from
         Port Leo, paying cash, using an assumed name. Wiped the gun carefully with an old T-shirt, then wrapped the material around
         the grip but not the barrel. I walked back down the hall. The silence of the motel pressed against my ears, the quiet of empty
         rooms. I stuck the gun in his slack, open mouth, nestled it between his teeth and gave the trigger a little squeeze.
      

      
      I jumped at the sound, more than he did.

      
      I carefully put the gun in his hand, unwrapped the T-shirt from around it, pressed his fingertips on the grip. I went back
         to my room. It was one in the morning. I waited for someone to respond to the shot, but the motel was still.
      

      
      No distant whine of sirens approached. I took a shower, washing the bar smells out of my hair, and packed. We’d paid cash
         for the rooms, a week in advance each time, and were still good for two days. So I took the money Jim stole from the bank
         and the mobsters, and I drove the car we’d rented to an all-night diner. I ate fried eggs and toast heavy with strawberry
         jam, and drank coffee, watching the night against the windows go gray, then orange. Pretty, but not as pretty as the sun rising
         out of the Gulf. Once I thought I saw my sons’ faces in the glass, little ghosts again, but it was all the nerve juice pouring
         through me. Missing the boys really badly but at the same time not wanting to see them, knowing that chapter of my life was closing. I smiled at the boys and their little
         blank faces vanished in the dark glass.
      

      
      At seven that morning I drove to the Bozeman airport, left the rental car in the lot. On the radio there was nothing about
         a suicide – or a murder – at the Pine Cone Motel. Jim is apparently sleeping in late. The maid won’t show up to straighten
         the room until ten or so, and I’d left the DO NOT DISTURB hanger on Jim’s door. She won’t knock until two. Perhaps not until tomorrow. Our maid was not the poster child for initiative.
      

      
      An hour later I was on a plane, flying to Denver under the name of Eve Michaels, the name I’d used since leaving Texas, with
         five hundred thousand in cash in my checked luggage, praying to God they don’t lose my suitcase. It’s mostly businessmen on
         this flight, not as crowded as I would like; I might be remembered more easily. A gap-toothed man next to me asked me what
         I do, flirting way too early in the morning. I want to say I abandoned my family and killed my rotten mean lover and stole
         his money. You? You sell insurance? That’s fascinating.
      

      
      But I don’t, of course. I said I work in a bar and I’m flying to Denver to see my boyfriend, who’s on the semi-pro wrestling
         circuit. Gap-tooth lost interest and I closed my eyes. Part of me still wanted to go home. Part of me didn’t. And part of
         me worried that the men from Detroit Jim stole that money from won’t stop because Jim’s dead. They could come after me. It’s
         funny, looking back now, I wasn’t really too worried about the police. But this Tommy Bellini guy Jim was afraid of, he scared
         me.
      

      
      A half million is a lot of money. But not enough to live on for the rest of your days, not in style. So I wonder if there’s
         a deal I can cut that will open the right door for me, into a life a hell of a lot more up my alley than raising six kids.
      

      
      
      I sat that whole flight with my eyes closed, playing out the different twists and turns my life could take in the next few
         days.
      

      
      I didn’t stay long in the Denver airport. Grabbed my precious checked bag and fixed my makeup, and rented a car.

      
      I headed east through the morning Denver traffic. For Detroit. Babe and the boys know I hate the cold. But the cold’s where
         Tommy Bellini’s at. And I needed a new best friend.
      

      
      Thirty years ago, I thought Montana would be the last time I would ever need to disappear. I was wrong.
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      ‘Stop the search, Judge,’ Harry Chyme said. ‘That’s the best advice I can give you.’

      
      Whit Mosley wrapped his fingers around his bottle of beer, felt his friend Claudia Salazar inch closer to him in silent support.

      
      ‘I don’t give up easily,’ Whit said. ‘Are you telling me you’ve hit a dead end?’

      
      ‘No,’ Harry said. ‘I’m telling you that finding your mother might not be a good idea. It might be, well, dangerous.’

      
      ‘Dangerous. You’re kidding, right?’ Whit asked.

      
      ‘I don’t often deal in hunches but I have one about where your mother ended up. But I need to know how risk-tolerant you are
         before I proceed.’
      

      
      Claudia put her hand on Whit’s arm. ‘Whit’s tough, Harry. Throw your worst at us.’

      
      Harry dragged a hand through his short, dark hair. He didn’t look the part of a private investigator: bespectacled, wearing
         a tweed coat and a yellow silk tie, with the casual rumple of an English professor. Harry had a kindness in his face Whit
         trusted, and Harry had been Claudia’s instructor at the police academy before she joined the Port Leo police department. Now
         he sipped at his iced tea and set the glass down, studied Whit as though measuring his strength.
      

      
      ‘You may not like what you hear, Judge. This information gets out, could be you don’t get elected next time around.’ His voice
         lowered. ‘And I know the situation with your father is delicate, but …’
      

      
      ‘Harry,’ Whit said, ‘the doctors give my dad four months. For years he’s wanted to know what he did to drive my mother away, to make her leave a good life and six sons who
         loved her. I want you to find her so I can drag her sorry ass home to face my dad before he dies. I want her to explain herself.
         I don’t care if she’s got a perfect life now and I mess it up.’
      

      
      They sat in a back corner at the Whitecap, a small seafood restaurant overlooking Corpus Christi Bay, and in the midafternoon
         of a February weekday, the restaurant was empty, the sky the color of burned charcoal. The bay lay empty before them, wind-whipped.
         The restaurant was a converted bright yellow house, the tables close together, but they were alone in the back, the lunch
         crowd evaporated back down Ocean Avenue to the small towers of downtown Corpus Christi or to the regal mansions that lined
         the street.
      

      
      Harry Chyme spread files on the restaurant booth’s table in a loose jumble. ‘Okay then,’ Harry said. ‘I know your father hired
         investigators to look for her for several months when she initially disappeared.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Whit said. ‘Then he started drinking and stopped caring.’

      
      ‘The investigators weren’t terribly creative in their search.’

      
      ‘Harry’s got game.’ Claudia smiled. ‘You found her, you genius.’

      
      Harry ignored the compliment. ‘Your mother’s disappearance was treated, for the most part, as that of a woman who was simply
         tired of being married, tired of having six kids to raise.’ Harry folded his hands on a folder. ‘They looked at her as a woman
         who had packed a bag, hired a lawyer to end the marriage, and driven off. To have a calculated break from her life. But even
         a divorce meant she might want to see her kids again. And when she didn’t come back and she never got in touch again, then something bad must’ve happened to her. That theory’s crap,’ Harry said. ‘Because she didn’t leave alone.’
      

      
      Whit shook his head. ‘No one else took off from Port Leo the same time she did, or from any other nearby town. She didn’t
         run off with a boyfriend.’
      

      
      ‘I looked at every person in Texas who went missing the same month your mother did. There were nineteen people, not counting
         Ellen Mosley. Fourteen turned up later, safe and sound. The other five didn’t turn up safe. Two were kids, kidnapped and killed,
         one in Fort Worth, the other in Houston. A third was a young woman in Texarkana, raped and killed and found on the banks of
         the Sabine River three months later. A fourth was an elderly man with senile dementia who wandered off from a nursing home
         in El Paso and was found dead in the desert from stroke. The fifth was James Powell.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know that name,’ Whit said.

      
      ‘James Powell was a Dallas banker. He embezzled over a half million in cash from his bank and ran. He committed suicide three
         weeks later in Bozeman, Montana. He actually disappeared the week before your mother did.’ Harry Chyme opened a folder. ‘James
         Powell fished regularly in Port Leo.’
      

      
      ‘Lots of people do,’ Claudia said. ‘What proof of a connection do you have?’

      
      ‘The woman who was living with James Powell in a Bozeman motel and took off after he died matches your mother’s description,
         except for hair color.’
      

      
      Whit thumbed the base of his glass. ‘Really.’

      
      ‘So I started going back through the files, in Dallas and in Bozeman, about James Powell. He’d told a friend at the bank he’d
         gotten involved with a married woman. Said nothing about Port Leo. But he fished in Port Leo nearly every month.’
      

      
      
      ‘A woman with six young children hasn’t got the energy for an affair,’ Claudia said.

      
      ‘Six kids underfoot could give her every reason for an affair,’ Whit said. ‘We were left to our own devices a lot, Claudia.
         Or left with our grandmother or friends. My mother could have met up with a guy now and then. But it would have been difficult
         to keep it quiet for long.’
      

      
      ‘But easier with it being a tourist,’ Harry said. ‘Much less chance he’d be recognized. He could stay at different hotels,
         or stay in Rockport or Port Aransas or Laurel Point, where Ellen would not be recognized or known.’
      

      
      ‘This James Powell. No question it was a suicide?’ Claudia didn’t look at Whit.

      
      ‘That’s a nice suggestion,’ Whit said.

      
      Harry pulled a photocopy of a faded police report from a file. ‘There was no sign of struggle, and he was drunk according
         to the tox reports. No prints on the gun other than his.’
      

      
      ‘Did that half million turn up?’ Claudia asked.

      
      ‘No. That obviously concerned the investigators.’

      
      ‘And this woman who was with him was never a suspect?’

      
      ‘Sure she was. But the trail died. She and Powell weren’t actually living together. They were renting rooms in a dive motel,
         her room down the hall from his. She arrived at the motel a week after he did and, according to the motel maid’s statement
         at the time, they seemed to not know each other and then hit it off. The maid saw them going to each other’s rooms a couple
         of times. But no proof that they had a connection beyond acquaintance. The stickler is this woman – her name was Eve Michaels
         – left the night Powell died.’
      

      
      ‘Eve Michaels. Ellen Mosley,’ Whit said.

      
      ‘Yep. According to the investigator files on Powell’s case, a woman named Eve Michaels bought an airline ticket to Denver from Bozeman. Rented a car in Denver, used a fake credit
         card. The car was found abandoned in Des Moines, Iowa. Then the trail went cold, and the Bozeman police didn’t have luck pursuing
         it further.’
      

      
      ‘So my mother, if she’s the same woman, is a killer and a thief,’ Whit said. ‘I think I know enough now.’

      
      ‘But maybe she isn’t,’ Harry said. ‘Here’s the second part of my theory, and it gets ugly. James Powell cleaned money through
         his bank for a couple of small businesses in Dallas that were fronts for an alleged organized crime family in Detroit. The
         Bellini family. The money he stole was from the accounts he’d set up for them. These guys might have caught up with him in
         Bozeman. But being mob, they would have roughed him up before killing him. No sign the guy had been beaten or tortured.’
      

      
      ‘Unless there was no need,’ Claudia said. ‘They found the money, took it, and killed him.’

      
      ‘A faked suicide’s not their style,’ Harry said. ‘And unlikely they would have left the body in the motel.’

      
      Whit pulled the old police report across the table and studied the description of the woman. Five-foot-six, around 140 pounds,
         attractive face, green eyes, red hair. No picture attached but a sketch. It sort of looked like his mother. ‘It says she had
         a bartending job at a beer joint. Why would she work if they had a half million in cash to blow?’
      

      
      Harry said, ‘She wanted a cover. Not draw attention to herself.’

      
      ‘And she had red hair. My mother was a brunette.’

      
      ‘Safe to assume she would change her appearance if she was on the run, and with an embezzler,’ Harry said. ‘Do you remember
         anyone else asking about your mother after she vanished? Strangers?’
      

      
      ‘No. My father would know.’

      
      
      Harry’s face softened. ‘How’s he doing?’

      
      ‘The chemo is hard.’ Whit glanced back out at the bay, no longer empty in the winter afternoon. One brave sailboat plied the
         waves, racing along the edge of the bay in a sweeping turn, its wake a slurry of white foam and gray water. ‘So he feels horrible,
         he knows he’s dying, and I tell him my mother ran off with a Dallas embezzler with mob ties who ended up dead?’ Whit shook
         his head. ‘Maybe the Bellinis caught and killed them both but dumped her body elsewhere.’
      

      
      ‘And a woman who looks like her happens to leave Bozeman the same day?’ Claudia said gently. ‘Let’s say she took the money.
         She killed Powell, or guilt or fear ate him up and he killed himself, and so she ran with the money.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Harry said. ‘Great minds, Claudia. She had a few choices. One, come home.’

      
      ‘She didn’t do that,’ Whit said.

      
      ‘Two, run. Always waiting for the Bellinis to catch up with her.’

      
      ‘That seems the logical choice,’ Claudia said.

      
      ‘Yeah, and y’all might never find her again,’ Harry said. ‘Or three. She went to the Bellinis to return the money, to take
         the heat off of her, to cut a deal.’
      

      
      ‘Huge risk,’ Claudia said.

      
      Harry slipped another set of stapled papers from a file. ‘Yes. Tony Largo was a loan shark in Dallas who’d been close to James
         Powell. He turned to the Feds about ten years after Powell died. Said word on the street was the Bellinis were looking for
         Powell but never found him. And the Bellinis fell from power a few years back.’ Harry opened another file. ‘The Feds could
         never get the hard financial evidence against them for racketeering charges. Big Tommy Bellini, the head of the ring, cleans
         up after himself better than an anal-retentive maid. The meanest, baddest, most vicious SOB in Detroit crime circles, but the one who maintained the lowest profile. Until two years ago. Then
         he kills another boss without permission, books himself on freaking Good Morning Detroit and disclaims any knowledge about the killings. Grabs way too much attention. So he basically gets kicked out of the mob.
         The other families can’t whack him, but they can’t work with him any further because he’s damaged goods. His wife used to
         be a Texas debutante, came from old money, so they head back to her home turf in Houston. He sets himself up as an importer
         of fine textiles, rugs, art, and so on. Totally legit, and he was being watched very carefully. He’s probably importing white
         powder and hash, but what do I know? Houston police roughed him up once, and he sued their asses into the ground, and he won
         a million-dollar settlement, and so I don’t know how hard they looked at him afterwards.’ Harry pulled out a newspaper clipping.
         ‘A month ago he had a stroke at the wheel of his Jaguar on the Gulf freeway and crashed. Badly. Two of his buddies were killed.
         Tommy Bellini’s been in a coma ever since.’
      

      
      Whit tore the wet napkin under his beer in strips.

      
      Harry leaned back. ‘Eve Michaels’ car ends up in Des Moines. It’s on the way to Detroit from Denver. She wasn’t running away,
         she was running toward something.’
      

      
      ‘Or the Bellinis caught up with her and killed her,’ Whit said. His voice was hoarse.

      
      ‘And she’s long dead. Or they might be grateful to her. And possibly she wanted something from them,’ Harry said.

      
      ‘What?’ Whit said.

      
      ‘A new life,’ Harry said. ‘You want me to see if there’s a connection between Eve Michaels and the Bellinis? It’s a thin chance,
         but it’s about all I got left to check.’
      

      
      
      ‘This could be worse than Pandora’s box,’ Whit said. ‘The mob. Jesus.’

      
      ‘I’m not afraid of these people, Judge,’ Harry said. ‘Okay, well maybe a little. Because I’m not foolish. I can go to Detroit
         tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Detroit? What about Houston?’

      
      ‘She might have stayed in Detroit once his organization fell apart there. But I’ll try Houston as well.’

      
      Whit nodded at Harry. ‘Find her. Please.’

      
      On the way back to Port Leo, they stopped at the Nueces County morgue for Whit to pick up autopsy results on a drowning victim
         who had been pulled from St Leo Bay. As justice of the peace for Encina County, Whit also performed coroner’s duties, ruling
         on cause of death and conducting death inquests, but the autopsies were performed by the pros in nearby Nueces County. Whit
         read the report as Claudia navigated through the traffic heading north out of Corpus Christi. The dead man was Lance Gartner,
         a young grad student from Austin who had gotten raving drunk visiting cousins in Port Leo, taken a rowboat out in the bay
         in the middle of the night, free-based heroin, fallen overboard and drowned. He was twenty-three. A life wadded up and thrown
         away.
      

      
      ‘Shame about that man,’ she said as he put the autopsy file away.

      
      ‘Yes. I don’t think his family knew about the heroin use.’ Sad silence hung between them. ‘Busy day tomorrow. I’ve got a full
         docket in small-claims court and then two days’ worth of juvenile court coming up this week. Get to have surly teenagers attempt
         to explain idiot behavior for hours on end. Time I could be spending with my dad instead.’
      

      
      ‘I know. Why don’t you take time off from work, be with him more?’

      
      
      Whit said, ‘And not waste time trying to find my mother.’

      
      ‘Your father only has a while, Whit. Who cares about your mother? She’s hardly more than a concept to you,’ Claudia said.
         ‘If Harry’s theory is true, she was bent if she wanted a life with embezzlers and mobsters. If she is still with these people,
         then she won’t want contact from you and they won’t want you bothering her. She’s not worth five minutes of your time.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care what she or anyone else wants,’ Whit said.

      
      ‘Whit, end this now. Tell Harry you changed your mind.’

      
      Now he looked at her. ‘I have to know, Claudia.’

      
      ‘You’re up for election in another couple of years. You want the voters knowing your mother might have been involved in a
         murder?’
      

      
      ‘Are you going to publicize it? Fast way to get a fresh face to work death investigations with you.’

      
      She gave him a quick sideways smile. ‘I would never breathe a word. But you know politics.’

      
      ‘If someone else wants to run inquests and juvenile court and small-claims court that bad, let them splatter me with mud.
         But that’s not what you’re worried about, is it?’
      

      
      ‘Promise me,’ she said. ‘You’ll wait to hear from Harry before you do anything.’

      
      ‘You’re afraid I’m going to run up to Houston, check out the Bellinis. See if I can find her myself if Harry backs out?’

      
      ‘I know you. Let Harry handle this. Be patient. Stay out of it, Whit, please. Promise me.’

      
      ‘My family was never much good in the promises department,’ Whit said. ‘But I won’t do anything you wouldn’t approve of, okay,
         worrywart?’
      

      
      
      Claudia knew it was all she would get, and she silently wished that Harry found no trace of Eve Michaels.
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      When the strippers showed up, Eve Michaels knew the business deal was done and the Bellini family was going to get burned.

      
      The negotiation dinner in one of Club Topaz’s private suites started winding down early, about ten, not nearly soon enough
         for Eve. She was bone-tired and ready for the deal to close. She suspected Paul Bellini was ready, too; she saw as the table
         was being cleared that the two strippers, fresh from performing downstairs, were waiting outside the suite. It was a subtle
         difference between Tommy Bellini and his son. Tommy would have been much more discreet with his whores. Tonight, when it mattered
         most that Paul be focused, he was thinking with his little soldier again. Cut a fast and possibly disadvantageous deal so
         the partying could begin.
      

      
      Tonight the guests were a couple of Miami drug dealers in Houston for a five-million-dollar score, and behind the smiles Eve
         decided they were judging how much tattered flesh remained on the bones of the Bellini organization. The night had begun with
         business when the six of them sat down at the table and Eve put on her best poker face.
      

      
      ‘So you’ve got five million worth of coke to sell,’ Paul said. He was making his voice a low growl. On purpose. Eve didn’t
         look at him. Embarrassed.
      

      
      ‘Yeah. But we can supply you even more, if our deal works out.’ The head Miami guy, Kiko Grace, took a hit off his cigar,
         blew a stream of Cuban smoke above the table. The cigar fit in with the rest of him: tailored dark Italian suit, black hair
         trimmed in an expertly stylish cut, shoes polished so you could see your reflection in the calfskin. He had a small, delicate mole near the corner of his mouth,
         more like a woman’s beauty mark, the only softening feature on his hard face.
      

      
      ‘We’re bringing in sixty-plus kilos this week to see how it goes with you all. We can double it, triple it, no problem.’ Kiko’s
         voice was buttery-smooth, satisfied, like the deal was done. ‘But we want to be sure you can distribute fast enough for our
         volume. We can’t work with an organization who can’t sell it effectively.’
      

      
      ‘Our problem is you’re asking a premium price for the coke,’ Eve said quietly. ‘That hurts our margins.’ Paul glanced at her,
         as though he’d forgotten she was in the room.
      

      
      ‘Rethink your margins, Eve. You got suppliers lining up to work with you?’ Kiko said. He touched the little mole on his cheek.
         ‘No one’s eager to have more deals canceled because your organization took a body blow. I know and you know I’m doing you
         a favor.’
      

      
      Eve glanced at her boyfriend, Frank, sitting next to her, but he had eyes only for the merlot in his glass.

      
      ‘Don’t misunderstand me. We’re sorry about your dad, Paul,’ Kiko said.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ Paul said.

      
      ‘He was a great man,’ Kiko said. Eve didn’t like the was. ‘But with him down, a couple of his lieutenants dead, there’s not a lot of confidence that you can keep the streets supplied.
         You don’t want to be the Mom-and-Pop store when the dealers prefer mega-store, you see what I’m saying? We’re here to help.
         Give you a chance to really thrive by giving you a steady supply for your dealers.’
      

      
      ‘All out of the goodness of your heart,’ Eve said. Kiko gave her a crooked smile.

      
      ‘I like you,’ he said. ‘You’re about as blunt as my mama. No, not out of the goodness of my heart. Out of a desire for profits.’
      

      
      Eve started to negotiate a point about margins but Paul said, ‘Houston’s our territory. Just so we’re clear.’ Accepting the
         pricing structure, moving onto the next item on the agenda.
      

      
      ‘That’s all cool,’ Kiko said. ‘We’ve got no interest in invasions. Miami keeps us plenty busy.’

      
      ‘When would you need the money for the first shipment?’ Paul said, and Eve bit her bottom lip. Frank gave off a soft wine
         belch and smiled at José, Kiko’s sideman. Eve didn’t like José; he said little and watched faces like he was studying a map.
         He was short and squat, with a plain face and heavy cheeks, but his eyes were in constant motion, watching Eve, then Frank,
         then the rest of the table. He flicked the nail of his stubby thumb with each of his fingers in turn, like he was ticking
         off seconds from an internal clock. Playing dumb muscle but smart under the skin. He made Eve nervous.
      

      
      ‘Five million even. In cash. By Thursday afternoon,’ Kiko said. ‘We’ve got the shipment already here. Hidden in imported pottery
         that’s listed as antique on the manifest.’ He laughed. ‘It’s junk. Break open the bases and there’s a half kilo in each one.
         Stashed near the port. It’s safe as a baby.’
      

      
      ‘Deal,’ Paul said.

      
      Eve took a tiny sip of red wine. Done without discussing it with her in private, and all she could do now was try to protect
         them in this new alliance. She glanced over at Paul’s new right-hand man, the guy who looked like a corporate drone. He was
         wearing a Brooks Brothers suit, pink Oxford shirt, navy tie. Like he was here to bring a kid to a prep school interview or
         negotiate a low-level bank deal. Everyone called him Bucks, short for Buckman, his last name, but more because he was supposed
         to be brilliant about new ways to make money. Eve hadn’t seen a single glow of smartness yet.
      

      
      Bucks gave her a stern look back that said keep your mouth shut. Frank, always the host, raised his glass and said, ‘Here’s to good business,’ and they all clinked glasses together.
      

      
      Kiko smiled at her as her wineglass touched his, like he could smell her disapproval and didn’t care.

      
      The deal done, they dipped into the food: the thick steaks brought up from the club’s kitchen, salads crisscrossed with blue
         cheese, two-fisted baked potatoes crowned with cheese and chives. She nibbled at a chef salad, her appetite gone.
      

      
      Five million. She had five million cleaned and sitting in twenty-two different accounts in the Caymans that she could transfer
         back to a bank in Houston. The only clean money they had and Paul had spent it all in a minute. The revenue streams were drying
         up, the muscle not yet loyal to Paul while his dad lay dying, and now their cash reserve was in play with people they’d never
         worked with before.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Frank,’ Kiko said. ‘Sing a little. Give us a few bars of “Baby, You’re My Groove.” ’

      
      ‘Please don’t,’ Paul said. ‘We’ve all heard it about nine million fucking times.’

      
      ‘That’s because it’s a timeless classic,’ Frank said. He was on his fifth glass of wine.

      
      ‘Yeah, it gets timeless about every ten years, when disco gets rediscovered,’ Bucks said. ‘Then it gets untimeless, real fast.
         What he won’t tell us is how much money he’s made off it.’
      

      
      ‘I was an artist,’ Frank said. ‘Money was for agents to worry about. Not my groove.’

      
      ‘The only groove Frank has,’ Eve said, ‘is the one his rocking chair’s wearing in the floor.’

      
      
      ‘Yet you love me still,’ Frank said, and she smiled because it was true.

      
      ‘The folks that make Viagra need to use this for their theme song,’ Paul said. ‘Pay you a big-ass licensing fee.’

      
      ‘Silence, please, respect for the artist,’ Frank said, and he stood and sang, a capella, the well-known refrain:

      
      
         I’m just saying what’s in my heart

         Been there from the very start

         And it sure ’nough’s not some move

         ’cause baby you’re my groove

         Baby you’re my grooooove …

      

      
      Eve smiled at Frank as he sat back down and everyone applauded, José whistling through his teeth. Bucks clapped but not like
         he meant it. The voice was still there, worn, but clear as a bell; a tenor smooth as melting chocolate.
      

      
      ‘Voice of an angel, still,’ Eve said.

      
      ‘An old-fart angel,’ Frank said, but she could see he was pleased, a tiny stage better than none.

      
      ‘Man, you ought to do one of those disco reunion tours,’ Kiko said.

      
      ‘Nah,’ Frank said. ‘Club keeps me too busy. Plus they’d probably make me share a dressing room with the Village People, and
         ain’t no way.’
      

      
      ‘But rejuvenating your singing career,’ Bucks said. ‘That’s a worthy goal.’

      
      ‘Yeah, why don’t you draw me up one of your action plans, son,’ Frank said. He turned to Kiko. ‘Bucks here is a human day
         planner. Got more goals than a soccer tournament.’
      

      
      ‘Does he now,’ Kiko said.

      
      ‘Goals are vital,’ Bucks said. ‘Goals help us actualize—’

      
      Paul interrupted like he’d heard the words one time too many before. ‘Kiko, got a couple of fine girls who can come in and dance for you. There’s a worthy goal.’
      

      
      Bucks shut his mouth, like a switch had been flipped.

      
      Kiko smiled. ‘No thanks, man. But I’d like a quick tour of the club, if Frank here would show us around. See who’s famous
         downstairs tonight.’
      

      
      ‘You sure you don’t want a little private performance?’ Paul asked, drawing out performance into way more than a hint.
      

      
      ‘I got a wife pregnant back in Miami,’ Kiko said. ‘But appreciate the hospitality.’

      
      ‘How about you, José?’

      
      José shook his head. ‘No, thank you.’ Declining because his boss did, Eve thought.

      
      ‘Sure. That’s fine,’ Paul said. A little disappointed such a generous offer had been refused, Eve could tell. ‘So the money,’
         he said. ‘We’ll get it for you, deliver it tomorrow night.’ Today was Wednesday.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow afternoon would be better,’ Kiko said. ‘Why wait?’

      
      ‘We have to move it from overseas. Tomorrow night,’ Paul said, asserting himself too little too late, and Kiko, having won
         every other point that mattered, gave a slight nod. They stood. Eve rose to go but Paul said, ‘Eve, stay a moment, please,’
         and she sat down, watching Frank, Kiko, and José leave. Bucks stayed at the table.
      

      
      Paul said, ‘Bucks, go downstairs and count boobs, okay? Tell the strippers to wait a minute outside.’

      
      ‘You’re in trouble, queen bee,’ Bucks said as he went out the door and Eve felt the blood leave her face.

      
      ‘What’s the matter, Paul?’ she said.

      
      ‘I want to hear your opinion,’ he said, ignoring her question.

      
      ‘They’re asking too much for the coke. Our profit’s too thin. And they sure as hell want to get their foot in here. Kiko’s ambitious. Houston’s a workable market for him. The Dominicans here, they’ve already got ties back to Florida gangs.
         He could negotiate a separate peace with them. And cut us out. Easy.’
      

      
      ‘You thinking everyone’s trying to tear us down …’

      
      ‘They are, Paul.’ She leaned forward, covered his hand with her own. ‘They are, honey. We’re vulnerable. Any time there’s
         a power shift, here come the wolves. We need to do several smaller deals, boost our revenues and our profit margins, not cut
         one big deal with a guy we’ve never worked with before.’
      

      
      ‘You think I can’t handle this?’

      
      ‘You may not realize how weak we are right now. No one gets a second chance with deals like these.’

      
      ‘This puts us back on top. Get the five million,’ he said. ‘And Bucks will handle the exchange with Kiko.’

      
      The air in the room felt weighted with smoke, with the world starting to take a left turn. Tommy would have had her handle
         the exchange. But she said, ‘Okay.’
      

      
      ‘Change is coming, Eve,’ he said. ‘Nothing for you or Frank to worry about. I’m gonna take good care of you both. But we’re
         gonna rethink business priorities. My dad, bless him, he wasn’t growth-minded. Bogged us down in too many small deals. You’re
         worried about Miami horning in here. They should be worried about me horning in on them,’
      

      
      ‘Paul, baby, reality check.’

      
      ‘How about a reality check on your part, Eve? Who works for who here?’

      
      ‘I’m trying to give you perspective so you make an informed decision, honey.’

      
      ‘The decision’s made.’ Paul Bellini cleared his throat, put on a smile. ‘You think I’m such a horse’s ass, then you can help
         Frank with running the club day-to-day.’
      

      
      To her it wasn’t far removed from a job flipping burgers. ‘You don’t need me and Frank for real work, we’ll go back to Detroit. I don’t care much for Texas, to be honest.’
      

      
      ‘Eve, of course I need you.’ He eased back in his chair a little bit. Wriggling his butt into the throne. He was twenty-four
         and he didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. Worse, he didn’t know what he didn’t know. ‘As long as you support our
         new directions.’
      

      
      She saw she couldn’t win. Being put out to pasture, her and Frank both. She had known Paul his entire life and he looked at
         her with all the interest he’d give yesterday’s paper. ‘How does Kiko want the cash?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing bigger than a fifty,’ he said. ‘Who you gonna work with?’

      
      ‘Richard Doyle at Coastal United,’ she said. ‘He’s safe.’

      
      ‘Yeah, if the doggies ain’t running,’ Paul said with a laugh. ‘Go find Frank, rescue him from Miami Vice. Tell Bucks to take
         ’em back to their place. And send the girls in, would you? Kiko’s shy but I’m sure not.’
      

      
      What a nice guy he’d turned into since his dad’s accident. She stood.

      
      ‘And Eve. I noticed your body language while I was cutting the deal. Bucks saw it, too. I want your opinion, I’ll ask for
         it. Otherwise, smile and sit still like you’re happy.’
      

      
      If Big Tommy was here and heard him talking to her that way, he’d backhand Paul across the room. But she said, ‘Sure, Paul,
         sure,’ and kept her gaze to the floor. She closed the suite door after her.
      

      
      The two dancers, the tall one they called Red Robin and a stunning black girl named Tasha, chatted in the hall, wearing their
         stupid theme costumes. Frank wouldn’t let the girls simply strip, no, they had to be characters. Red Robin had a leather bikini
         with cowboy fringe, a holster with little fake pearl-handled revolvers, and a white Stetson. Tasha wore a bra covered with CDs, and a miniature flat fake
         computer screen mounted in front of her crotch. A computer mouse’s cord wound around her throat like a necklace, the mouse
         resting atop mountainous breasts. Eve wondered how much the gear weighed. She’d heard Paul was hot for this one.
      

      
      ‘Y’all can go in now,’ Eve said.

      
      Red Robin did, already swaying her hips to the downstairs music, but Tasha stopped. ‘Hi, Eve, how are you doing?’ Tasha spoke
         with the clean enunciation of an actress. No street about her.
      

      
      ‘Fine, honey,’ Eve said with a thin smile.

      
      ‘I wanted to talk to you … you know a lot about money, right?’

      
      ‘Depends.’

      
      ‘Well, Paul said you knew how to hide cash. So you don’t have to pay taxes on it.’

      
      ‘Paul’s mistaken.’ Eve jerked her head toward the door. ‘And he’s waiting for you.’

      
      ‘Sure, Eve. No offense meant.’ Tasha went inside, shutting the door behind her.

      
      Eve stood alone in the thin light of the hall. Paul deciding deals involving millions – millions – and shutting her out. Now an uppity big-titted dancer wanting tips on taxes because Paul mouthed off about cleaning money,
         a topic his father never would have discussed with a girlfriend.
      

      
      A little pulse of nausea seeped into her guts. She hadn’t wanted to come to Houston, God no, swearing never to set foot in
         Texas again, but Tommy had insisted she and Frank come to Houston with him when the other mob bosses forced him out of Detroit.
         Connecting a minor celebrity like Frank to the Topaz had been sheer genius for generating interest and crowds and giving it
         a more respectable sheen. Then the stroke took out Tommy and now Paul was risking everything they’d built.
      

      
      Eve walked down the flight of red-carpeted stairs. Club Topaz was in full swing, a cramped city of men. In the dim light a
         trio of women danced on three different runways, all three of them stunningly beautiful. Throngs of men, and even a few women,
         were in the crowd. It was big business for a Wednesday night. In one corner a group of young Astros whooped and hollered.
         In another corner a Houston Rocket and a couple of visiting Dallas Mavericks enjoyed synchronized lap dances by a pair of
         Swedish twins. Near the main stage, ogling a pole-dancing double-D brunette, was a local actor who’d hit it big in a movie
         last year and scored an Oscar nomination. And of course, around them, a locust swarm of everyday guys, drawn by knowing that
         athletes and actors and the famous would be on display as much as the supple thighs and perfected breasts.
      

      
      Did you all not get enough tit as kids? Eve wondered as she moved through the crowd, looking for Frank. Apparently the tour
         had slowed to enjoy the attractions. She found Frank, Kiko, and José at a front table, a chesty Latina dancing for Kiko, with
         a plumage of folded twenties on her thonged ass.
      

      
      Eve leaned down and said into Frank’s ear, ‘Paul says give them to Bucks. And I’m ready to go home. Excuse yourself from the
         table in ten minutes and I’ll be in your office.’ Frank nodded.
      

      
      She worked her way back through the crowd and went upstairs, to Frank’s spacious office. It was more for meeting and greeting
         than for reviewing liquor inventory or interviewing staff or talent. Plush chairs, a mahogany table, the inevitable photos
         of Frank Polo glad-handing every notable who passed through the club doors.
      

      
      She sat behind his desk, put her face in her hands, and wished that Tommy Bellini wasn’t laid up in a bed for the rest of his life. It had been him thirty years ago that she’d
         met to return the money that James Powell had stolen. For a chance at even greater money, and Tommy had not disappointed.
         Tommy had liked her, brought her into the organization, given her responsibility, power, and protection. And a life free of
         cloying attachments.
      

      
      But Paul was why monarchy fell out of favor. You could have a king with an idiot son and piss away the empire in no time flat
         and leave the loyal subjects with no jobs. And one did not walk away from the Bellini family with all the information Eve
         had. You didn’t list on your résumé the millions of dollars you laundered or how many hits you knew the Bellinis had ordered.
         Frank was already relegated to being the club’s frontman; God knew what job Paul would give her, probably stuck in a back
         office counting bar receipts.
      

      
      If he doesn’t kill you.

      
      She had been afraid of Tommy, of course. The fear kept you alive, the caution of every step you took. He could be kind, generous
         even, but if you crossed him, you lost money, you lost a finger, you lost your life. He held himself to high standards of
         performance. Paul wanted respect he couldn’t yet command and seemed to have little regard for her or her abilities. Piss him
         off and she would sink like a stone in the waters of the Ship Channel, sporting concrete sandals and three bullets in her
         head, one for each decade of service.
      

      
      The door opened and Bucks stepped inside. He shut the door behind him, gave her a bright, snappy smile.

      
      ‘Don’t you know to knock?’ she said.

      
      ‘This isn’t your office.’

      
      ‘No, it’s my boyfriend’s office. What do you want?’

      
      ‘Peace and quiet,’ he said. ‘This place is too loud. Not conducive to clear contemplation.’ Bucks sat down on the leather sofa like he was used to lounging in the office.
      

      
      ‘Shouldn’t you be guarding Paul?’

      
      ‘From what? Attack of the killer tits?’ Bucks said.

      
      ‘That tall redhead up there, Robin? I thought you were sweet on her.’

      
      ‘She’s sweet on me. There’s a difference. Plus how involved am I really gonna get with a stripper? I can’t take her home to
         mama.’
      

      
      ‘I was unaware you had such lofty morals.’

      
      ‘All this lust, it shows a lack of discipline and self-control.’ Bucks leaned back against the leather. ‘You handle Paul’s
         money. Makes you important right now. Seems to me I ought to be protecting you more than him.’
      

      
      ‘I’m feeling safe, thanks.’

      
      ‘Chad Channing says you can never feel safe because complacency blocks you from your goals.’

      
      She didn’t know who Chad Channing was and didn’t care.

      
      ‘So you giving our friends any money?’ he asked.

      
      She let a beat pass. ‘No. You are. Paul wants you to handle the exchange, honey.’

      
      ‘Naturally.’

      
      This guy had Paul’s ear, so she decided to try. ‘This deal, Bucks, I have serious reservations about it. These guys are looking
         for a back door into Houston. They’ll crush Paul soon as they get their foot in the door.’
      

      
      ‘Paul and I can handle them,’ Bucks said. ‘Look at Kiko and José. They don’t have four neurons between them. Bet neither one
         of them even got beyond high school.’
      

      
      ‘Baby, getting a degree means you spent less time learning the actual business we’re in,’ Eve said.

      
      ‘This seems like every other business I studied at Wharton.’

      
      ‘You won’t find an MBA case study on the Bellinis.’

      
      
      ‘So what do you recommend?’

      
      ‘Find out a little more. Why they’ve approached us. Why aren’t they dealing this coke in Florida?’

      
      ‘Or take a shortcut,’ Bucks said. ‘Kill them and steal their coke. That’d be one way to sweeten the deal.’ He gave her a crooked,
         half-mad smile.
      

      
      Eve stared at him.

      
      ‘You ever seen a frijole popped? They lose all command of their English. Blabbering all this Spanish bullshit, begging for
         their lives. Doesn’t occur to them I don’t speak Spanish, so it’s not helping their cause any.’ Bucks leaned forward, put
         his elbows on his legs.
      

      
      ‘Killing people on a whim is what got the Bellinis in trouble before.’

      
      ‘I might fire your ass on a whim.’ Like the power was his.

      
      ‘Honey,’ she said. ‘I’d watch how you talk to me. I’m higher up than you in this family, and I’m telling Paul what you said
         about killing them.’ She picked up the phone, dialed the extension for the private suite. Bucks yanked the phone away from
         her, shoved her back onto the floor. Then he was on top of her, his fingers working into her neck. Not closing around her
         throat but digging into the flesh.
      

      
      ‘I was joking about popping them. I’m not joking now,’ Bucks said. Pain exploded from her neck, coursed along her arms, her
         chest. ‘See what I got here? This is all the flesh around the carotid. Now. I start to squeeze, the lights go dim. I shut
         it off and that’s all you wrote. Or I nick it … just so … and we have a mess on Frank’s nice rug.’ He brought his lips close
         to her ear, the weight of him crushing the breath out of her. ‘You. Don’t. Fuck. With. Me. You understand?’
      

      
      ‘I … understand,’ she said, large black circles dotting her vision.

      
      
      He got up, helped her to her feet, eased her into a chair. She watched as he went to the bar and poured a glass of water,
         brought it to her. ‘You’ll have a distinctive bruise tomorrow.’ Like he was proud. ‘Wear a nice scarf. You got one?’
      

      
      She nodded, stunned. She took the water.

      
      Bucks knelt down before her, put both his hands on her knees. The intimacy of it was worse than hitting her.

      
      ‘Now let’s be friends,’ he said.

      
      She nodded, but seething, suddenly more mad than afraid. ‘I understand you and Paul,’ she said. ‘I understand the juice you
         got in your blood right now. This is exciting. Way more exciting than energy trading, right?’
      

      
      Bucks gave a slow nod.

      
      ‘But these guys, they will kill you and Paul without missing a heartbeat. They won’t grab your neck and play around. They’ll
         shoot you dead and not think about it again for the rest of their lives.’
      

      
      ‘That’s why I should kill those guys and get their goods. Now.’

      
      ‘That would start a war we couldn’t win.’

      
      ‘You’ve got to start thinking big, Eve.’

      
      She couldn’t help it. ‘You’ve got to start thinking, period.’

      
      Bucks frowned at her. His hand moved to his back where she knew he wore his pistol under his jacket. ‘You’re not being a team
         player, Eve, and I can’t support this negativity. It ends now.’
      

      
      The office door opened, Frank stumbling inside, the Miami wiseguys in tow.

      
      ‘Hey,’ Frank said. ‘They want to see that photo of me singing with Donna Summer.’

      
      Bucks stood and smiled, easing his hand away from his holster, folding his arms across his chest. ‘Great. Then you boys ready
         for a ride back to your condo? Me and Eve are done talking for the night.’ He grinned at her. ‘This is gonna be our best deal ever, isn’t it, Eve?’
      

      
      She nodded slowly, putting her hand on her throat and hating him.
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      A hundred and seventy miles south of Houston, Whit Mosley couldn’t sleep, and he walked from the guest house he lived in at
         the back of his father’s property, past the blue quiet of the pool, up to the main house. His father, Babe, sat at the kitchen
         table, finishing a chocolate milkshake, eating the sweet slurry with a spoon.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ Babe said. ‘You want one?’

      
      ‘No,’ Whit said. ‘You won’t sleep if you eat that.’

      
      ‘Sleep is a thief of time.’

      
      Whit sat down across from his father. ‘Irina asleep?’

      
      ‘Zonked.’ Irina was his father’s much younger wife, a year or two younger than Whit, wife number five, a Russian girl Babe
         had met through a marriage-oriented service and brought to Port Leo from Moscow. ‘She’s tired all the time. Tired of me being
         sick.’ He shrugged. ‘She won’t have that much longer to worry about it.’
      

      
      ‘Daddy.’

      
      ‘Whit, it’s okay.’ No self-pity colored Babe’s voice. ‘She’s too young for death, to be a widow.’ He licked chocolate from
         his spoon, ran a hand over the blondish gray stubble on his head. ‘She’ll go on. And she’ll always love me. But she ain’t
         gonna go back to Russia, and she don’t have her citizenship yet, so if she remarries kind of quick, don’t hold it against
         her.’ He clinked his spoon back into the glass.
      

      
      ‘Can we talk about my mother for a minute?’

      
      ‘Not with food in my mouth. What brought her up?’

      
      ‘I want to know if there’s anything you never told us about her,’ Whit said. ‘For example, did she cheat on you?’

      
      
      ‘What possible difference would any of this make now?’

      
      ‘Don’t shield me. There’s no point in it.’

      
      ‘I believe she did. She got bored with me, frustrated with having so many kids so quick. I never had proof.’

      
      ‘You ever hear the name James Powell?’

      
      Babe shook his head. ‘What you up to, Whitman?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’ Whit picked up his father’s ice cream glass, rinsed it out in the sink.

      
      ‘Who the hell is James Powell?’

      
      ‘Nobody. You ever think about my mother? Wonder if she’s alive?’

      
      ‘Rarely.’ Regret in his voice, as though this admission meant weakness.

      
      Whit didn’t look at Babe as he loaded the dishwasher. ‘You ever want to see her again?’

      
      A long silence took hold, the kind that carries a weight with it.

      
      Finally Babe said: ‘This will sound nuts, but Ellen probably thinks about us more than I think about her, shug.’

      
      ‘But she left us. She didn’t care about us.’

      
      ‘Whit, you won’t remember this, but most of the time she was a real good mother. She held onto you boys tight. Like a life
         preserver. You all were her chance for normalcy. A life like people are supposed to have. But she liked … excitement. Once,
         right after we were married, I had to go up to the bank in Rockport. We pull up and she said, out of the blue, Babe, what
         if we robbed it? She had this glittery look in her eye. Like she was hoping to be Bonnie and I was gonna be Clyde. She gave
         me this sideways glance I’ll never forget. We went to Vegas on our honeymoon and she’s pregnant, I come back from the bathroom
         and she’s betting a grand – all our gambling money – on a single blackjack hand. She won and I got her the hell away from the table. It scared me. And the years after that I’m filling her up with babies and I guess that
         wasn’t excitement enough.’ He shrugged. ‘Finally she left. But you can’t leave a large family and pretend they never happened.
         I figure she died a long while back, otherwise she would have called you and your brothers.’
      

      
      ‘You said I don’t remember her,’ Whit said. ‘But I remember her scent. I never knew it was gardenia until I was older. I didn’t
         imagine it, did I?’
      

      
      Babe nodded, smiled. ‘Yeah. She used a soap that smelled like gardenia.’

      
      ‘Why did you marry her?’ Whit realized he had never asked before.

      
      ‘Because we got pregnant with Teddy. But the reason I loved her was …’ Babe stopped. ‘She’d walk into a room crowded with
         people and read it in an instant, like a map. Know who was mad at who, who was wanting who, hardly without two words being
         spoken. It was funny to me that she could do that. A little hypnotic, too. And she was smart. Pretty but not bitchy about
         her looks. After she was pregnant, and we’d only known each other about six months, marrying seemed like a fine idea. I loved
         her and she would have been a great partner in business. I figured I wasn’t gonna do no better.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t feel trapped?’

      
      ‘No.’ Babe shook his head. ‘Sure, I had money, and she didn’t, but Ellen trapped herself. Wanted to be tied down. Forced herself
         into a structured life. Her mom and her weren’t much more than vagabonds, working jobs up and down the coast. She never knew
         her dad and her mama died right after Teddy was born, you know. I really didn’t have anyone else to ask about her. After she
         left, we all sort of felt we’d been fooled into knowing her.’
      

      
      ‘She got tired of normal.’

      
      ‘She never appreciated normal.’ Babe stood. ‘Shug, I’m gonna go and sleep next to my beautiful, sweet wife and not talk about Ellen any more.’
      

      
      ‘Would you want to see her, Daddy?’ Whit asked.

      
      ‘You mean see her face-to-face?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said after a moment. ‘I would. I don’t wish her ill. But I would like to know what was so goddamned more important
         than you boys. If she wanted to leave me … fine. But you boys only got one mama. She stole the most precious thing in the
         world from you and your brothers, Whit, and you deserve an explanation. An apology.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t need her apologies,’ Whit said. ‘Perhaps you do.’

      
      ‘It’s water on the moon to me.’ Babe stretched his thin arms above his head. Whit’s throat thickened. His father looked the
         worst he had since his drowning-in-drink days. The healthy glow of long-term sobriety had been replaced by the dimming paleness
         of the enemy within, chewing through his father’s liver.
      

      
      ‘You’re like your mother,’ Babe said. ‘I don’t mean it bad. But she had to kick over the anthill to see what would happen.
         You’re the same.’
      

      
      ‘We could look for her. So you could know what happened to her.’

      
      ‘Asking if I want to see her and actually trying to track her down are two different things, Whit. I wouldn’t waste my limited
         time on Ellen. I’m invoking the I’m-dying-so-I-get-to-be-an-asshole clause. I forbid you to look for her. In case you’re considering
         it.’
      

      
      ‘I never read that clause.’

      
      ‘Respect my wishes. Please.’

      
      ‘All right,’ Whit said. He could change his father’s mind later, if Harry Chyme found his mother. He knew he could. He hadn’t
         heard from Harry in a week. ‘It’s all hypothetical, anyway.’
      

      
      
      ‘I’ll see you in the morning. Love you, shug.’ Said more often now, in the sunset of life.

      
      ‘I love you, too.’ Whit watched his father leave the kitchen, in his slow, tired shuffle.

      
      I don’t have much time left to find her, Whit thought. Not much at all.
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