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For all the Abraham Wilkeses out there, who risk their lives every day



PROLOGUE

Corporal Jackie Marshall

June 1997

“There’s gotta be a pound in each.” Abe nudges the ziplock bag of marijuana with the tip of his pen. The kitchen table is shrouded in these bags, along with bundles of cash. I’m going to take a wild guess and say there’s plenty more, hidden around this dive of an apartment.

I peer over at the guy we just busted, handcuffed and lying on his stomach, under another officer’s watchful eye, waiting to be transported for booking. He’s a scrawny nineteen-year-old with a temper. “Don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t be beatin’ on my girlfriend if I had all these drugs in my house.” His neighbors heard glass smashing and him making threats of death, so they called 9-1-1. He gave us cause to kick in the door when he uttered a string of racial slurs and then spat in Abe’s face. That’s how we found the bloodied blonde girl and this.

Now the paramedics are treating the gashes on her face, while we wait for Narcotics to swoop in.

Abe smooths his ebony-skinned hand over his cheek. “What do you think this is worth, anyway?”

“Depends how good it is. Ten grand? Maybe twenty?”

He lets out a low whistle. “I’m in the wrong business.”

“You and me both. We bounced our mortgage payment last month.” Blair told me we couldn’t afford that house. I ought to have listened to him. But I also hadn’t planned on getting pregnant when I did. Not that I regret having Noah. I just expected to have earned a few stripes before I was elbow-deep in diapers and formula.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be making the big bucks soon enough, Sergeant Marshall,” Abe mocks with a dimpled grin. He’s been calling me that for months, ever since I passed my test and was put on the promotion list. “Just don’t go forgetting about us beat cops when you start pinning those stars to your collar.”

“You’re ridiculous.” I roll my eyes at him.

“Am I? You are one damn ambitious woman, Jackie, and my money’s on you over half the clowns around here, present company included.” He sighs. “My days won’t be the same, though.”

“I’m gonna miss being your partner, Abe.” After seven years, there’s no one else I trust more in the APD—and in life—than Abe Wilkes.

He lets out a derisive snort. “Don’t worry, you’ll see me plenty enough. Heck, Noah’ll probably be at my house more than yours.”

“Dina’s managing alright, what with a baby of her own? Don’t want Noah to be a burden on her.”

Abe waves off my concern. “Dina’ll steal that kid away from you if you’re not watching. She insisted.”

I can’t be sure if it was Dina or Abe who offered to mind Noah while Blair and I work. I’ve never seen a grown man dote on a little boy as much as Abe dotes on mine. Even Blair doesn’t pay that much attention, and Noah’s his son. “That beautiful wife of yours is a blessing. I wish you’d have knocked her up and gotten married years ago. Would have saved me a ton on daycare bills.”

Abe struggles to keep that booming chuckle of his at bay—it wouldn’t be appropriate given current surroundings. “I’d say we’re movin’ plenty fast, don’t you?”

Pregnant three months into dating and married at City Hall the week after finding out? I’d say so. “Your mom come around yet?” A good Christian woman like Abe’s mother was less than pleased when she found out her twenty-eight-year-old son had knocked up an eighteen-year-old girl. An eighteen-year-old white girl. I’ve met Carmel Wilkes. I don’t believe she has an issue with Dina, per se; she’s more worried about other people taking issue with Dina and Abe together, and the problems that may arise. As progressive as Austin is, there’s still plenty of hate to go around when it comes to the color of a person’s skin.

Abe shrugs. “Slowly but surely.”

“I’ll bet that gorgeous little Gracie is helping.”

It’s inevitable, the second anyone says his daughter’s name, that Abe’s face splits open with a wide grin. He’s about to say something—probably tell another story about how cute she is—when our radios crackle with voices.

“The cavalry’s here.” I pat my stomach. “Good thing, too. I’m starving. Let’s get this lowlife booked and then get some food.”

“Hey . . .” Abe lowers his voice to a whisper. “I wonder, how honest do you think these narc guys are?”

“Honest enough. Why?”

His chocolate-brown eyes roll over the bundles of cash. “Wouldn’t it be easy for one of those to go missing?”

It’s a question you don’t pose, especially not while you’re in uniform and standing in front of a pile of drugs. “Pretty dang easy, I’ll bet.”



CHAPTER 1

Noah

April 2017

Austin, Texas

“Hello?”

A garbled string of code words over the police scanner carries down the darkened hallway, answering me.

My heart sinks.

She’s still awake.

Kicking my dusty sneakers off, I drag myself all the way to the back of the house. “Hey, Mom,” I offer as casually as possible, passing her hunched body at the kitchen table, a cigarette smoldering on the edge of a supper plate, a half-finished bottle of cheap whiskey sitting within her easy reach, her gun belt lying haphazardly next to it.

I don’t know why I was hoping for something different tonight. I’ve been coming home to the same scene for weeks now.

“Where were y’all at tonight?” That Texan twang of hers is always heavier when she’s been drinking.

I yank open the fridge door. “It’s Wednesday.”

She tilts rather than lifts her head and spies the basketball tucked under my arm. “Right. I can’t keep up with you.”

I could point out that there’s not much to keep up with. I’m a creature of habit. If I’m not at work, then I’m with my friends, at the gym or doing laps at the pool, or tossing a ball around. I’ve been going to the same pickup courts every Wednesday night since I moved back to Texas to go to UT seven years ago.

I twist the cap off the carton of orange juice and lift it to my mouth instead. Wishing she’d berate me for not using a glass. That’s what she used to do, back when she didn’t beeline for her liquor cabinet the second she walked in the door from work. She’d also remind me not to dribble my ball in the house and to throw my sweat-soaked clothes through the hot cycle of the wash right away, so my room doesn’t smell like a gym locker.

Now she doesn’t even bother to change out of her uniform half the time.

As if to prove a point to myself, I let the ball hit the tile once . . . twice . . . seizing it against my hip after the third bounce, the hollow thud of leather against porcelain hanging in the air.

Waiting.

Hoping.

Nothing. Not a single complaint from her, as she sits there, her eyes half-shuttered, her cropped blonde hair unkempt, her mind preoccupied with something far beyond the oak table’s wood grain that she stares at. She doesn’t give a shit about basic manners anymore. These past few weeks, all she does is sit at the kitchen table and listen to the radio crackle with robbery reports and domestic assault calls and a dozen other nightly occurrences for the Austin Police Department.

Her police department, seeing as she’s the chief. A female chief of police in one of the biggest cities in the United States. A monumental feat. She’s held that position for two years.

And, up until recently, seemed to have held it well.

Coughing against the lingering stench of Marlboros, I slide open the window above the sink. Crisp spring air sails in. I never thought I’d say this, but I miss the smell of lemon Pledge and bleach.

“Don’t forget to close it before you go to bed. Don’t wanna get robbed,” she mutters.

“We’re not gonna get robbed.” We live in Clarksville, a historic neighborhood and one of the nicest in a city that’s generally considered to be safe and clean. I can’t blame her for being cautious, though; she’s been a cop for thirty years. She’s seen society’s underbelly. She probably knows things about our neighbors that would make me avert my eyes when passing them on the street. Still, even the worst parts of Austin are a playground next to typical city slums.

I frown as I peer down at the filthy sink. The stainless steel is spattered with black specks. “Did you burn something in here?”

“Just . . . trash.”

I fish out a scrap of paper with perforations along one side. It looks like a page torn from a notepad. April 16, 2003 is scrawled across it in writing that isn’t my mother’s.

“Biggest mistake of my life.” She puffs on her cigarette, her words low and slurred. “I should have known Betsy wasn’t the only one . . .”

“Who’s Betsy?”

“Nobody anymore,” she mutters, along with something indiscernible.

I fill a tall glass of water and set it down in front of her, using it as a distraction so I can drag the bottle of whiskey out of her reach.

She makes a play for it anyway, her movements slow and clumsy. “Give it on back to me, Noah. Right now, ya hear me?”

I shift to the other side of the table, screwing the cap on extra tight, though she could probably still open it. For a woman of her stature—five foot four and 130 pounds—she’s all muscle. At least she was all muscle. Her lithe body has begun to deteriorate thanks to the daily liquid supper. “You’ve had enough for tonight.”

“What do you know about enough? There ain’t enough whiskey in the world for what I’ve done.” She fumbles with the four silver stars pinned to her uniform’s collar, looking ready to rip them off.

So it’s going to be one of those nights. But who am I kidding? Those nights, when she starts in on this incoherent rambling, about not deserving to be chief, are more and more common lately. I miss the days when all she’d complain about was stupid laws and lack of department funding.

I sigh. “Come on, I’ll help you upstairs.”

“No,” she growls, a stubborn frown setting across her forehead.

It’s half past eleven. She’s normally passed out by nine, so this is an unusually late night for her. Still, if she downs a few glasses of water and goes to bed, maybe she’ll be ready for work by the morning, only a little worse for wear.

I fold my six-foot-two frame into the chair across from her. “Mom?”

“I’m fine . . .” she mumbles, her brow pinched with irritation as she fumbles with her pack of cigarettes.

I wish I could be angry with her. Instead, I’m sad and frustrated. I’m pretty sure I need help, but I have no idea who to turn to. I was eleven the last time she hit the bottle like this. She and Dad were still married, so he dealt with it. But Dad has wiped his hands of her. He’s got a new wife and family and a meat-and-potatoes life in Seattle. He was never meant to be the husband of a cop, and especially not one as ambitious as my mother.

She’d skin me alive if I went to any of the guys I know from the APD about her drinking. There are too many people looking for a reason to get rid of a female chief. This would be a good reason.

I could go to Uncle Silas. He’s the district attorney; he wouldn’t want voters finding out that his sister the chief of police is a drunk. I should have gone to him already, but I hoped it was a phase, something she’d work out on her own.

Maybe with a little push from us, Mom can get sober again. She did it once before, years ago. Quit cold turkey. She’s tough like that. She can beat this again.

If she wants to.

I turn down the volume on the police scanner. “Mom?”

Her eyes snap open. It takes her a moment to focus on me, but she finally does. “How was basketball?”

“They beat our asses.”

“Who were you playing with?”

“Jenson, Craig. The usual crew.”

“Jenson and Craig . . .” she mutters, her gaze trailing over my arms, long and cut from hours of lifting weights and swimming laps. And she smiles. It’s sloppy, but I see the wistfulness behind the boozy mask. “You’ve become so strong and independent, Noah. And smart. So smart. You know I love you to bits, right?”

I nudge the glass of water forward. “Take a sip, Mom. Please.”

She humors me by downing half the glass, only to then reach for her glass of whiskey and knock back the shot.

“What time do you have to be in to work tomorrow?” If I can catch her over her morning coffee, when she’s sober and still feeling the pain of tonight, maybe I can start a serious conversation.

Maybe I can get through to her.

“You’ve grown into a good, honest man,” she mutters, not answering me. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Here. Let me get you another glass of water.” I fill up three more, lining them on the table in front of her. “Drink. Please.”

With reluctance, she reaches for the first.

“I’m gonna grab a shower.” Without the promise of more booze, she’ll stagger upstairs and be passed out facedown in her uniform by the time I’m out, I’m betting. I dip down to grab the bottle from beneath the chair.

“He was a good, honest man, too,” she mutters.

“You’ll find someone else. You’re still young.” She does this when she’s drunk, too—talks about Dad, about how it’s her fault they divorced. Right after this, she’s going to say that she’s a terrible mother, because she abandoned me, let him take me to Seattle all those years ago. A boy needs his father, she believed.

“No, not your dad . . . Abe.”

I freeze.

I haven’t heard her say that name in years.

I ask cautiously, “Abraham, Abe?”

“Hmmm.” She nods. Again, that wistful smile touches her lips. “You remember him, don’t you?”

“Of course.” He was the tall man with ebony skin and a wide smile who taught me how to dribble a ball. He was my mother’s police partner for years, and one of her best friends for even longer.

Until he was killed by a cocaine dealer, only to be labeled a corrupt cop after his death. I was eleven when he died. I didn’t understand what that meant, only that whatever Abraham Wilkes did was bad. It made statewide news and broadened an already perceptible racial divide within the community. It made Mom start drinking, and I’m pretty sure it broke apart our family.

“He was a good man.” Her voice drifts off with her gaze, as her eyes begin to water. “He was a good, honest man.”

I wander back toward the table. “I thought he was stealing and dealing drugs.”

She chuckles as she takes another drag of her cigarette. It’s a sad, empty sound. “That’s what everyone thinks, because that’s what they made them think. But you . . .” She pokes the air with her finger, her normally neat and trim fingernails chewed to the quick. “You need to know the truth. I need you to know that he was a good man and we are bad, bad people.”

“Who’s bad?” I’m desperate to pull the chair out and sit down across from her again, to listen to whatever it is she’s trying to tell me. But I also don’t think she realizes what she’s divulging. And I don’t want to give her pause to clue in and clam up.

She dumps her cigarette pack out on the table, scattering a half dozen cigarettes before finding one to light. “You know he broke Dina. Ran her and that beautiful little girl out of town. She was so young when Abe died. Gracie. He always smiled when he said her name.” Mom smiles now too, reminiscing. “She has her mama’s green eyes and Abraham’s full lips and kinky curls. And her skin, it’s this gorgeous color, like caramel, and—”

“Mom!” I snap, hoping to get her focus back. I vaguely remember Abe’s kid—a cute girl with big eyes and wild hair—but I don’t want to hear about her right now. “What are you talking about? Who did what?”

“It didn’t start out that way. Or . . . I guess it did. But he made it sound right.”

“Who? Abe?”

Her head shakes back and forth lazily. “I don’t deserve to be chief, but it was one heck of a carrot. Better than the stick. Abe . . . he got the stick. He couldn’t be bought. He was just in the wrong place, at the wrong time. Because of me.”

“You’re not making sense.”

Her jaw sets, and her eyes fix on a point behind my head. “What I let happen . . . I may as well have pulled the trigger.” She barely has the cigarette lit when she mashes it into the pile of ashes. “I sold my soul is what I did, and there ain’t no coming back from that.”

“What—”

“ ’Course I should have known he’d be waiting like a wily fox in the thicket to use it against me.”

“Who—”

“Just remember I meant to do good. And he promised me he didn’t know her age. He promised he’d never do it again.” She snorts. “I need you to know, Abe was a good man.” A tear slips down her cheek, and her gaze locks on mine. “I tried to make it right. But I couldn’t face her. After all this time, I couldn’t face what I’d done to her. I’m a coward. Not a chief. A coward.”

A shiver runs down my back. “Who are you talking about, Mom?”

She shakes her head. “She must hate her daddy. She don’t know any better. But I need her to know. Tell Gracie he was a good man. You’ll do that, right?”

I’m speechless, trying to decipher the meaning behind her jumbled words. “Mom . . . what are you trying to tell me?” It sounds a hell of a lot like a confession. But for what?

She opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out as she stares at me, her blue eyes—the same cornflower shade as mine—cast with a haunted shadow. I wait for her to explain herself.

Finally she flicks her lighter, letting the tiny flame dance for a moment before pulling her thumb away to extinguish it. “Go on to bed, and let sleeping dogs lie. They’re less likely to bite.” She chuckles. “He always liked that saying, every time I pushed him, every time I told him they were up to no good.”

As if I could sleep after this. “Mom . . .”

“You remember Hal Fulcher?”

“Your lawyer?”

“Make sure you pay him a visit. Don’t wait too long. They don’t have much time.”

What? Why?

“Go and grab that shower.” She finishes the first glass of water, then chugs the second. I’m not going to get any coherent answers from her tonight. This conversation will have to continue in the morning, though I can’t imagine how to start it.

I lean down to place a kiss on her forehead, and she reaches up, her palm cupping my stubbled jaw in an affectionate gesture. “I love you so much. Always remember that.”

“Love you, too. And if you’re not in bed by the time I’m done, I’ll throw you over my shoulder.” She knows it’s not an idle threat. I’ve done it before.

She responds with hollow laughter, then turns up the dial on the police radio, her eyes beginning to shutter. Another five minutes and she’ll be passed out, right there on the table.

The dispatcher’s voice doesn’t quite muffle her heavy sigh. “You’re gonna be fine.”



I peel off my clothes and throw them in a corner. I’ll deal with them later. Just like I’ll deal with the scruff covering my jaw. Or not. We’re going to Rainey Street tomorrow night for drinks and Jenson’s girlfriend is bringing her friend Dana, the one I hooked up with last week. I forgot to shave then, too, and she seemed to like it.

I simply stand under the hot stream of water for a moment, letting it rivulet over my skin, hoping it’ll melt away the unease that’s settled onto my shoulders. Mom was acting different tonight. Almost . . . crazy. The fact that she brought up Abe has thrown me for a loop. She took his death hard. That’s when she started really drinking the first time.

And what the hell was all that talk of carrots and sticks and selling her soul?

I inhale the spicy scent of my shampoo as I scrub away at my scalp. Fucking dramatic drunken rambling. I can’t imagine what my mother thinks she’s guilty of. She’s a highly decorated police chief. She’s well respected in the community. She’s smart and funny. When she’s not drunk.

She’s my mom.

The blast of a gunshot tears through the house.



CHAPTER 2

Noah

My uncle Silas walks with a limp.

I was five when I first recognized that he didn’t walk like everyone else, when I mentioned his funny gait. He pulled me onto his knee and asked me if I knew what a ninja was. I laughed at him and held up my Raphael Ninja Turtle figurine. That’s when he told me how he once fought a real ninja. He said he won, but in its last moments, the ninja gouged his leg with a blade. He rolled up his pant leg and showed me the five-inch scar to prove it.

Every time we visited, I would ask him to tell me the story again and he would, each version more detailed and far-fetched than the last. He told it so convincingly that I believed him, consuming every grand detail with a stupid grin on my face.

I got older. Soon, I was too big to be pulled onto his lap and too wise to buy into the tall tale. I’d still ask, though, with the smart-ass tone and that doubtful gaze of a boy growing into adolescence. But he’d hold fast to his story of the ninja’s blade, capping it off with a wink.

I was nine when my mom finally told me the truth—that twelve-year-old Silas fell out of a tree while saving her from falling, and suffered a bad break that never set properly. My grandmother refused to let the doctors rebreak the bone, leaving her son with a mild limp.

Even though I had already figured out that the ninja story wasn’t real, I remember feeling completely disenchanted. I guess that tiny flame of childhood hope for the impossible had still been burning, buried somewhere deep.

Now, I watch the silhouette of a man with a limp approach the front porch where I sit, his face obscured by the night and countless flashing lights that fill our cul-de-sac, and all I want is for him to tell me another story.

One where my mother is still alive.

Silas is fifty-seven and anything but an old man, yet he climbs the steps like one, his movements slow and wooden, his shoulders hunched, his hand on the wrought-iron rail to support him to the landing. I’m guessing he’s stuck in the same surreal fog as I am.

He sounds out of breath by the time he reaches the landing. “I had my phone on silent. And Judy must have turned off the ringer to the house line while she was dusting today.”

“It’s okay.” I tried calling his numbers three times each before the cops dispatched a car to his place.

He hovers near the front door.

“They might not let you inside,” I warn him, my voice hollow. He’s the district attorney for Travis County, but he’s also the deceased’s brother. What is the protocol in situations like this?

“I don’t want to go inside.” He fumbles absently with a set of keys inside his cardigan pocket. All he has on underneath is a white V-neck T-shirt, the kind you wear as an undershirt. The kind you pick out of the hamper at one in the morning, when the police have woken you to tell you that your little sister shot herself in the head.

I can’t remember the last time I saw Silas looking so disheveled, but I’m not one to comment. Up until an hour ago I was wearing nothing but a blood-soaked towel hastily wrapped around my hips. My hair is still coated with shampoo suds.

Taking a deep breath, he mutters, “Give me a minute.” And he disappears inside, leaving me to stare out at the chaos. They must have every available officer on site, the dead-end street filled with cruisers. Our neighbors are standing on their porches in various states of dress, watching quietly. At least we live in a secluded area, where there are only six houses’ worth of people to witness this. The police barrier around the corner keeps the gawkers at a safe distance. Apparently there’s a crowd over there.

Silas emerges two minutes later. Or maybe twenty minutes. His face is drawn and pale. He eases into the porch swing next to me, pausing for a moment to take in the dried blood covering my hands. I knew I shouldn’t touch her, even as my fingers reached for her neck and her wrist, searching in vain for a pulse. “What the hell happened, Noah?”

All I can do is shake my head. The cops told me to stay put and not make calls or otherwise talk to anyone, but no one’s stopping Silas from being here, so I guess he doesn’t count.

“Noah . . .” he pushes.

“The kitchen window was open. Someone could have climbed in.”

“Perhaps.” I can tell Silas is saying that to appease me.

As fast as I flew down those stairs, no one would have had time to climb back out the window and reset the screen without my notice. Plus, why not use the door? But the doors were locked, and the alarm was set.

“Walk me through it.”

“You’re gonna be fine.”

Those were her last words to me. Jesus . . . Those were her last words and I left her there.

Silas rests his hand on my knee, pulling me back from my guilt-laden thoughts.

I tell him what I told the emergency dispatcher and the cops—that I was upstairs for no more than twenty minutes. That I was in the shower when I heard the gunshot and I came down to find her facedown in a pool of blood at the kitchen table, the gun gripped in her hand.

“And before that?”

Before that . . . “She was into the whiskey.”

“Just tonight?”

I hesitate, and then shake my head.

He takes a deep breath. “How long?”

“A few weeks.” I lower my voice. “She was saying all kinds of crazy shit tonight, Silas.”

“Oh?” He leans back, shifting closer to me. “Like what?”

“Like how she didn’t deserve her job, and didn’t earn it.”

He pauses to consider that. “Too many bullheaded bastards telling her a woman doesn’t belong as chief. Maybe it got to her head finally.”

“I don’t think that’s it.” I lower my voice even further, to a whisper. “She was talkin’ about Abe tonight. She made it sound like he was set up. And like she was involved.”

“She said that? Those exact words?”

“Not exactly, but—”

“She had nothing to do with that mess.” He shakes his head decisively. “Nothing.”

“She seems to think otherwise. Seemed to,” I correct myself, softly.

“Believe me when I say this, Noah: that investigation was the most thorough I’ve seen. There were no two ways about it, that man was guilty.” His eyes search mine. “Did she tell you why she thought otherwise?”

“She didn’t give any details. But the way she was talking, she made it sound like she had a hand in it.”

“Good Lord, Jackie,” he mutters. His eyes rove over the crowd and the officers coming in and out. A few of them I recognize, but most I don’t. “Did you tell APD any of that?”

“Not yet.”

“Maybe I can convince them to wait until tomorrow for your statement.”

“They said they needed it tonight. At least a preliminary one.”

Silas makes a sound of agreement. “Can’t blame them. She was the chief.” He drums his fingers against his knee. “They need to hurry it up, though.”

“I’m sure they’ll take it as soon as they can.” Mom’s body is still cooling inside.

“Did she say anything else to you?”

“I don’t . . .” I try hard to focus on our conversation but it’s tough, in this fog. “Something about how it started off as being the right thing. And a wily fox, using something against her. Do you think she was being blackmailed?”

“She never told me. I’d think she would, don’t you?”

I shrug. Because who knows what my mother would do, given what she just did.

Silas pauses. “Okay, here’s what you’re going to do.” He leans in close to me, and I sense a plan coming into focus. That’s Silas—you give him your problem, and he’ll be formulating a solution within minutes. “They don’t need to know what all was said,” he mumbles, almost too low for even me to hear. “That’s between you two. Your mom was a great cop and chief, and we don’t need to give anyone ammunition to say otherwise. This is already going to be a hard pill to swallow for the city.”

“But what am I supposed to tell the police? I can’t lie, Silas.”

“Did she ask you about your day?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell them about that. You came home, talked for bit, and went upstairs. She was having a few drinks, but you didn’t think anything of it. That’s all true, right?”

“Right.” Had the thought that she’d shoot herself crossed my mind, I would never have left her side.

“Then that’s all you tell them. Whatever your mother was saying about Abe . . . she was drunk. She rambles when she’s drunk. I’m sure it’s not what it sounded like. It wouldn’t be right to bring it up, not when she can’t defend herself.”

This isn’t just my uncle telling me this. I’m getting the district attorney’s seal of approval to keep my mother’s crazy words to myself. Right or not, it’s what I need to hear. I nod, and a flicker of relief sparks deep within this overwhelming void gripping me.

Silas and I fall into silence then, watching the parade of people stroll in and out with barely a glance in our direction.

“. . . I don’t know. When would be good?” Boyd steps out of the house, his radio in hand. I’ve known him since preschool and, while we’ve never been best friends, twenty-one years has earned us the right to call each other up at any time. Like the time he called me to ask if my mom would write him a letter of recommendation, when he was applying to the APD.

He was one of the first responders tonight.

The porch floor creaks under the weight of another man, following closely behind him. He’s in plain clothes, but he must be a cop; otherwise they wouldn’t have let him inside. “How ’bout next Wednesday, after our game?”

“Shit, does the season start next week? I’ll have to see if I can make—”

“Officer, are you investigating your chief’s death or planning out your social calendar? Tell Towle that District Attorney Silas Reid wants to get his nephew out of here immediately,” Silas interrupts in a loud, annoyed voice.

Boyd turns to look at me with a grim expression. No cop with half a brain would want to get on the DA’s bad side, and Boyd’s no idiot. “Yes, sir. We’re waiting for . . .” My attention drifts from whatever excuse he’s giving Silas to the other guy, whose dark gaze has settled on me. His expression is blank and yet menacing. It could just be his deep-set eyes and steep forehead, the steepest I’ve ever seen. The combination makes him look like a mean son of a bitch.

“Noah?”

Silas’s voice snaps me out of my daze. Boyd is standing in front of me, his notepad and pen out, sympathy on his face. “He’ll take your preliminary statement and then we can deal with the rest tomorrow.” Silas gives me a reassuring smile. “Are you ready?”

Am I ready to tell half-truths? “Yes, sir.”

Of course Mom wouldn’t have had anything to do with Abe’s death.

And no one needs to know she said otherwise.



CHAPTER 3

Grace

Tucson, Arizona

I toss a baby carrot to the sandy ground. “Don’t say I never shared.”

Cyclops dives and devours it in one fell swoop, unbothered by the gritty coating. I’m not surprised. He’ll eat anything he can fit into his yappy mouth. I’ve caught him trotting by with a rat tail dangling from his jaws more than once.

“Now go on.” It’s pointless; the mangy dog can smell the chicken taquitos I tucked away in my purse. He won’t be leaving my heels anytime soon. Persistence is how he’s survived this long. He doesn’t have an owner to feed him; he follows the trailer park’s inhabitants, hoping someone will pity him enough to throw him scraps. Usually that someone is me.

I remember the day he showed up, limping from an infected cut on his hind paw, a chunk of his ear freshly torn out, long since missing his left eye. I had one hell of a time holding him down to clean and wrap that foot of his. That was three years ago, and he keeps coming back.

Like many of the people who find their way to the Hollow.

I stroll along the laneway, ignoring him. It’s two in the afternoon and Sleepy Hollow Trailer Park is practically a ghost town, as usual. Most everyone’s either sleeping off their midnight shift or out working a long day for shitty pay, so they can come back to this.

I pass the Cortezes’. There are six people living in that trailer. It has a sheet of plywood covering a window because Mr. Cortez smashed it with his fist in a fit of rage last month and he doesn’t have the money to replace it yet. Management won’t say anything. Five hundred a month in rent doesn’t buy you much around here, besides a roof that leaks during monsoon season. The park runs out of water at least three times a week, and the smell of sewage lingers in the air more days than not.

It looks like nobody’s home there, and I say a quick prayer of thanks for that because if the Cortezes are home, then no one’s getting any sleep. I was up at five for my shift at QuikTrip and I’m desperate for a nap before I have to bust my ass serving tables at Aunt Chilada’s tonight.

Next to the Cortez family is the Sims trailer, where Kendrick Sims, his sister, her boyfriend, and their seven-year-old son live. While his sister and boyfriend work honest jobs, Kendrick has been in and out of prison more times than I can count. Currently he spends his days hanging around their yard, shaking a lot of hands, and disappearing around corners. Everyone knows he’s dealing drugs.

He lingers by the chain-link fence now, leering at me. But he won’t come sniffing around here. He tried eight years ago, when he waylaid me along the lane one night and started telling me how I should date him because he’s black and my daddy must have been black for me to look the way I do, and that he would teach me all that I need to know about my heritage. He was nineteen.

I was twelve.

No one has ever accused me of having a dull tongue. As scared shitless as I was, I let him have it before running home and digging out my mom’s switchblade from beneath her mattress. I carry it in my purse to this day.

Next to the Simses is the Alves family. Vilma Alves waves from her spot in the crimson velvet armchair that sits outside her front door. It’s her throne; no one dares touch it. Her son brought it home years ago, a treasure from the curbside. It’s remained in that exact place, rain or shine. Mostly shine in Tucson.

“iBuenas tardes!” she calls out in her reedy voice.

“Hola.” I offer her a smile as I always do, because she’s ninety years old and she’s dropped off homemade enchiladas and mole at our door on many occasions, when she knew things were especially rough for me.

She scowls at Cyclops, shooing him away with a wave of her hand and a hiss of, “iRabia!”

I peer down at the scrappy mutt—part terrier, part Chihuahua, all parts annoying—and smirk. “He’s not foaming at the mouth yet.”

She shrugs reluctantly. I’m not sure which is worse—my Spanish or her English. We always muddle past the language barrier, though.

“Hasta luego.” With a lazy wave, I make to move on.

“Un hombre visitó a tu mamá.”

While my Spanish might be terrible, I know what that means. Or, more importantly, I know what it means when a man visits my mother while I’m at work.

My stomach tightens. “How long ago? Time?” I tap my watchless wrist.

“A las diez.”

Ten. Four hours ago.

I gaze out over the rectangular box ahead, the two-bedroom 1960s mobile unit that served as a childhood home to my mother and was left to Mom when my gran passed a few years back. I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m long past buying my mother’s empty promises and then screaming at her with anger and fear every time she breaks them. That was the teenaged, hopeful version of me.

The stupid one.

Nodding solemnly at Vilma for her warning, I offer a soft “gracias.” I struggle between rushing and prolonging these last twenty steps to my front door, knowing that one of these days I’m going to open it and find a corpse waiting inside. I haven’t figured out if this twisted knot in my gut is because I’m dreading or have already accepted that outcome.

Probably both.

Cyclops’s ear-piercing bark distracts me momentarily. He knows it’s his last chance and he’s peering up at me with that one soulful eye.

“Rich foods aren’t good for you.” I toss another carrot his way. He gobbles it up and then scampers off under the Alves trailer after Mrs. Hubbard’s tabby cat.

“You’re welcome,” I grumble, stealing a carrot for myself, though my appetite has all but disappeared. I stare at our mangled front door for a moment, mentally itemizing all of its various cuts and bruises—a size-twelve boot dent where Mr. Cortez tried to kick it in because he was drunk and thought his wife had changed the locks on him; a notch in the frame where thieves tried to pry it open; the streaks of black spray paint where neighborhood punks redecorated.

Holding my breath, I climb the concrete steps and slide my key into the lock.

I open the door.

A cloud of cigarette smoke overwhelms me, making me cringe in disgust. Yet, I try to focus on my relief.

If she’s smoking, then she’s alive. Though the air is thick enough to choke the life out of a person. “Why didn’t you turn on the air-conditioning?” I scold, stepping into the stuffy, dark interior. It’s 95 degrees out, thanks to this spring heat wave.

“It’s broken,” comes the languid response.

“It can’t be. I just bought it!” Marching over to the window, I adjust the dials and check the plug, then smack it for good measure. But she’s right; it has stopped working. And that delivery guy from Aunt Chilada’s whom I bought it off promised it was in mint condition! “Ugh!” I kick the front door wide open.

Mom squints against the sunlight. She’s exactly where I left her this morning on the couch. Only then she was snoring softly, and now her eyes are red-rimmed and glassy, and she’s sliding her hand out from beneath the cushions, where she stuck her needle and spoon. As if she can hide them from me.

I used to go searching for her stashes, back when it was vodka and weed and prescription painkillers. Back when I believed I could stop her from using. It’s surprising how many places there are to hide drugs in this nine-hundred-square-foot tin box. But I’d find them and then I’d flush them down the drain or the toilet, because if she couldn’t afford to buy more, then she wouldn’t be able to use, right?

I learned the hard way that she’s too far gone to go without. She’ll just find other ways to pay.

So I started leaving cash in a kitchen drawer. Not a lot, but enough. We don’t talk about it. I leave it there, and when I come home it’s gone and she’s high. But I didn’t have extra cash to leave this week because I had to buy this shitty air-conditioning unit that doesn’t work.

My stomach curls at the thought of what she must have done for today’s hit.

“If that mangy dog shows up . . .” Mom grumbles, unmoving.

“Cyclops doesn’t want to be here.” Neither do I. But I’m trapped. In this trailer, in this park.

In this life.

The only reason I haven’t walked out that door and not looked back is because she’ll be on the street or in the morgue within a week if I abandon her.

I struggle to quell my resentment as I set my purse on the dining table and unwrap the taquitos. “Here. Eat. They’re chicken.” Ernie, my manager at QuikTrip, lets staff take the ones that have sat under the warmer for too long to sell.

“Already did.” She waves the food away, her eyes glued on the old tube TV in the corner and one of her daytime soaps. I’ll bet she couldn’t tell me what the show is called. And she’s lying about eating. She lives off of melted cheese sandwiches and, when she does remember to eat, I come home to a counter of bread crumbs and torn-apart slices of bread, and a fire-conducive layer of processed cheese in the toaster oven. Today, the countertop is exactly as I left it after cleaning up last night.

Mom has always been thin but she’s a waif now, her dependence on hard drugs gripping her, leeching away fat and muscle, leaving nothing but sallow skin and bones, stringy mud-colored hair, and hollow cheeks where a striking face once resided.

I’m not going to fight with her about eating though, because you can’t reason with a heroin addict and that’s what my mother has become.

“I’m gonna get some sleep. Don’t burn the place down,” I say between mouthfuls, moving toward my bedroom. At least there’s a fan in there, and I know enough to tuck towels under the door to keep the stench of smoke from overwhelming me.

“Jackie Marshall’s dead.”

That stops me in my tracks. “What?” I would have thought she’d lead with that news.

Mom uses her hand to mimic a gun and points her index finger at her temple. “She put a bullet in her own head. So they say, anyway.”

Jackie Marshall. My father’s old police partner and one of his best friends. The woman who turned her back on us when we needed her. The woman my mother is convinced had something to do with framing him almost fourteen years ago.

Apparently I knew her, back when we lived in Austin, in a nice bungalow with a picket fence surrounding it. In a past life. That life ended when I was six, and I don’t remember much from it. Shadows of faces, glimmers of smiles. The echo of a child’s giggle as a man tossed her in the air, before that man stopped coming home.

That old life paved the way for my new one, where I remember a lot of hurt, a lot of tears. And a lot of hatred toward the Austin Police Department and a woman named Jackie Marshall.

“Where did you hear that?” We’re in Tucson, two sprawling states over, and we severed ties when we left, even changing our surname to Richards, my mother’s maiden name.

“It’s all over the news.” She struggles to hold her phone out for me.

My mother let go of reality a long time ago, and yet Texas still has a bitter hold on her. She couldn’t tell you who the governor of Arizona is, but she trolls the Texas news pages like a conspiracy theorist during her lucid moments, keeping tabs for the sake of keeping tabs. Since she stumbled on the news story that Jackie Marshall had been named chief of the Austin Police Department two years ago, that vicious obsession has grown.

So has her drug addiction.

I’m surprised she’s kept up with her scrutiny lately, given how bad she’s getting.

“Austin’s Top Cop Commits Suicide.” I scan the news article from this morning, cringing at the gruesome details. Mom prefers the tabloid newspapers to the reputable ones. She says there’s less political bullshit and riskier truth. They also care little for people’s privacy, it would seem. “Her son found her.” Noah Marshall. Mom says I knew him, too. I vaguely remember a boy, not that I’d be able to pick him out of a lineup.

“What kind of mother does that to their own kid?” she asks.

“A sick one.” I could make a strong pot-and-kettle comment, seeing as I’ve had to rush my mother to the hospital twice for OD’ing, but now’s not the time. “It says she couldn’t handle the pressure of the job.”

“I’ll tell you what she couldn’t handle . . .” Mom’s head more lolls than turns, and she settles haunting, bloodshot eyes on me. “The guilt. The festering kind, that eats you up from the inside out after you’ve betrayed someone.”

Someone like my father.

“Told you. All these years of lying. Of pretending . . . There it is . . . the proof.” Mom’s gaze is once again glued to the TV. “Chief Marshall . . . It’s all caught up to you, hasn’t it.”

“Where’s the proof?” This isn’t proof. That’s the problem—Mom has never once given me a shred of evidence that Jackie or anyone else on the police force framed my father. She just believes it down to her core, because she loved him that much, because she can’t accept the alternative.

When it first happened, she told me that he’d had an accident and wouldn’t be coming home. That’s what I believed, up until I was ten and at the library working on a school project. Curious, I searched his name on the computer. That’s when I saw the articles.

The headlines.

The truth.

I ran home, crying, and confronted her. She told me not to read that crap, that it was all lies, that my daddy was innocent.

Again, I bought her story, because what else does a girl do when her mother tells her these kinds of things? I wanted to believe that my father wasn’t a corrupt drug-dealing cop who got tangled up with criminals.

Then I got older, wiser. I asked questions my mom couldn’t answer. I watched her mental health deteriorate as she embraced her denial full-heartedly. And I accepted that what I want to believe doesn’t matter, because everyone else has gone on living their lives while Mom is stuck in the past. Along with me, in this hellhole, unless I figure a way out.

I’ve long since come to terms with reality: that the evidence pointed to a corrupt cop who got what he deserved. That my father was not the good man she swears he was. That he didn’t give a damn about me or this little family of three, and he deserves my hatred for what he’s done to us, for what has become of my mother, thanks to his greed.

And now Jackie Marshall has to go and kill herself. It’s fodder for my mother’s delusions. As if Austin’s chief of police would be so twisted up with guilt fourteen years later that suddenly she couldn’t take it anymore.

I’d be an idiot to believe that her death has anything to do with us.

I scan the rest of the article out of curiosity. There’s plenty about her fast-tracked career through the ranks to assistant chief, then chief. Jackie Marshall was a “highly motivated” police officer, according to this. Stalwart, focused, career-driven; determined to succeed.

So how does a woman like they’re describing rise through the ranks and then fall apart when she gets to the top?

Near the end, I find mention of her corrupt ex-partner, Abraham Wilkes. To this day, my stomach still clenches—with anger, with humiliation, with pain—when I see that name. I guess even the woman they eventually made chief of police couldn’t fully separate herself from the scandal.

“There’s nothing about a suicide letter,” I note.

“You think they’d let a suicide letter get out?” Mom snorts. “Come on, Grace. I’ve taught you to be smarter than that.” She fumbles for a cigarette, lights it. “God only knows what she would have admitted to in there. They’ll bury it in the official report, like they buried your father. Use some bullshit excuse, find some loophole. Freedom of Information Act, my ass. That’s the way that world works. They made me stay quiet and so I did. But, I know what she helped do.”

“Who made you stay quiet?” I ask the question, though I know I’ll never get an answer. I never have.

“They’ll get what’s coming to them one day.” Her fingers fumble with the charm on her necklace, her thumb running along the edge of the heart—half of a heart, to be specific.

The other half is six feet underground, deteriorating along with my father’s bones.

I can handle being near my mother when she’s high for only so long, and I’ve reached my limit. Plus, the stench of her cigarettes is churning my stomach. Setting her phone down, I quietly head for my room. I shed my shorts and work shirt and dive into my twin bed, the mattress lumpy from age. If I turn the fan on high and lie still, flat on my back, the heat is almost bearable. Maybe I’ll fall asleep.

So . . . Jackie Marshall killed herself last night.

Does it matter? Should I give it a second’s thought?

My dad’s still a corrupt cop who got shot while dealing drugs.

My mom’s still a heroin junkie with one foot in her grave.

And I’m still their by-product, stuck here, in this shitty life.

No, Jackie Marshall being dead doesn’t change a single, damn thing for me.



CHAPTER 4

Austin Police Department Commander Jackie Marshall

April 16, 2003

“Whoever said rank earned you the right to laze around don’t know nothin’ from nothin’,” I mutter, sucking back a gulp of burnt coffee, hoping the caffeine will give me a third wind, now that my second has long since passed. I’ve been on my feet and dealing with crap since seven this morning; it’s almost eleven at night.

“Go home and let the men handle this,” Mantis sneers. He’s an odd-looking man, with his sloped forehead and beady eyes; not a man that a woman would fall for on looks alone. Although he has a certain bravado that some might love.

I sure as hell don’t. But I tolerate him because I don’t have much choice.

And the fact that he’s talking to me—a commander, who grossly outranks him—with such disrespect tells me he knows it.

“Canning asked me to come down and check on things,” I say through another sip, studying the cruisers parked at various angles across the street, their lights blaring. A wiry white guy with thick glasses and messy blond hair sits in the back of one. “Do we have enough to put this asshole away?”

“He’s got a meth lab in his house, Marshall. What do you think?”

“Just making sure you boys dot all your i’s. Wouldn’t want his defense finding a loophole that puts him back on the street.”

“If he ends up back on the street, it’s because the DA screwed up.” He emphasizes DA like I’m the DA. It’s not the first time I’ve caught the brunt of these snipes, and my brother hasn’t even been elected yet. It’s enough that Silas is running in the next election for the coveted spot.

“Make sure there’re no fuck-ups, Mantis. And that’s coming straight from Canning.”

“Relax. We’ve got this one in the bag.” Mantis chuckles, that deep, scratchy timbre of his voice making it sound sinister. “He’s the type to sing like a canary to save his own ass. We’ll get a few names out of him. This is a real score for us.”

“I guess you’ll be practicing your pose for this week’s photo op, then?” Mantis has been in the newspapers more times than anyone cares to look at his face as of late. But Canning wants the public to know the APD is fighting the fight against drugs, and the best way to do that is through the media.

“Go home and sleep. You look awful, Marshall.”

He’s trying to get under my skin, as usual. “Go home and take a shower. You smell awful. Have some sympathy for the poor hooker you hire after shift.” He’s been wearing that same cheap grocery-store brand of cologne for as long as I’ve known him.

My phone rings then, interrupting whatever lewd retort Mantis was going to throw back at me.



CHAPTER 5

Noah

April 2017

I shift in the wingback chair, again, looking for a more comfortable position. There isn’t one. These chairs are designed to get rid of people and quick. That a lawyer chose them for his office is counterintuitive to me. You’d think he’d want to keep his clients lounging longer, so he could rack up billable hours.

“Given everything is going to you, this will be straightforward,” Hal Fulcher explains from across the desk as he scans the summary of Mom’s finances and I stare at the pink mole on his balding head. “She’s got a small credit-card debt . . . a car payment . . . but that’s it. We’ll get this year’s taxes filed, but I don’t expect any surprises. There’s a 401(k); that’s a good chunk of coin. And her life insurance policy will pay out, too. That’ll help with the funeral bills, so that’s great news. A lot of them don’t pay out if . . .” A frown flickers across his forehead. “Well, it depends on manner of death.”

I clear the painful lump from my throat. “My uncle already sorted all that out with the funeral home.” I’m so glad I have Silas to help me. I don’t know that I could handle this on my own. He’s good at getting what he wants out of people. He may be a lawyer, but he’s also a politician. “So, this will work at the bank?” I wave the document that states I’m my mother’s executor. I don’t know the first fucking thing about being an executor.

“They shouldn’t give you any issues. Bank statements say there’s about twenty grand in her account. Should be enough to pay the bills for a few months. Have you decided what you want to do with the house?”

“I’ll probably sell it.” My parents sunk every penny they had when they bought it twenty-six years ago, a year before I was born.

“Maybe you don’t want to rush into that. Property value around Austin is skyrocketing.”

“That’s what Silas said.” He figures that the quaint, old house, on a quiet street backing onto a park, minutes away from the river, could go for close to a million. A year from now? Even more. Besides, it has fresh blood on its walls. It’ll take time for wary buyers to look past that. If I put it on the market now, I’d be dealing with people looking to cash in on my tragedy and throw me lowball offers. Fuck that. And them.

“You might want to listen to him. Are you staying there?”

I shake my head. “I’ve been crashing at my buddy’s place.” Jenson rents a small two-bedroom bungalow with Craig a couple blocks away from Sixth Street—Austin’s big entertainment district. Easy walking distance, which means their place is the before-and-after go-to spot from Wednesday to Sunday.

For the first few days after Mom died, they kept things quiet, but it’s back to the status quo—me falling asleep on their lumpy sectional, surrounded by people jeering at each other while sucking back beer and playing video games. But I can’t complain; it’s better than being alone, and it’s definitely better than staying at home.

I can’t see myself living there again. Ever.

“Make sure someone is checking in at the house regularly. You don’t want it looking abandoned. That’s when places get robbed.”

“Yes, sir. We have a security system.”

“Are your mother’s guns there?”

“Yes, sir.” My born-and-bred Southern manners have crept back into my daily life. I lost them for a time, living in Seattle, where people just don’t say “sir” and “ma’am.”

“They’re in a safe?”

“Yes, sir.” It took two days of searching, but Silas finally found the combination in one of her files.

“I can help transfer ownership over to you. May as well add them to your collection. You don’t want to be selling those.”

“Right.” I scan the wall behind him, at the array of mounted animal trophies quietly gazing down over us with their glass eyes. The thought that I don’t actually have a gun collection wouldn’t even have crossed Hal’s mind. Had I not moved to Seattle with my father during my impressionable teenage years, maybe I would. Mom had insisted I start carrying four years ago, during a rash of muggings, so I do have a Glock locked away in a gun box under my passenger seat whenever I’m driving. I don’t need or want more.

I guess I should keep the Colt Python, though. More out of nostalgia than anything else. That’s the one Mom taught me to fire with when I was eight.

“And let me know what you decide about the house. You can sell it as part of the estate, or we can transfer the title over to you and you can do what you want with it down the road.” He puts his pen down. “Aside from that, we’re in good shape to get this all settled quickly. You’re going to be set for a few years.”

“Is that all?” I move to stand. Sitting in this office, talking about my financial windfall because my mom committed suicide, is the last thing I want to be doing.

Hal holds a finger up. “There’s one more thing.” Clearing his throat, he reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out a white letter envelope. “She asked me to give this to you.”

The air in the room has suddenly grown thick.

I stare at the envelope, my heart hammering in my chest as all kinds of questions crowd my mind. I manage to force out the most important one. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. She dropped it off the afternoon before she passed.”

The afternoon before she passed.

I glare at it with renewed understanding, the sight of my name printed across the front in Mom’s tidy handwriting weakening my knees.

This is why she mentioned Hal Fulcher’s name the night she killed herself. Not because she had been getting her affairs in order.

The hell if Hal doesn’t know what that letter is. Or at least suspect. And the somber look on his face says he strongly suspects.

He holds it out for me, but I’m frozen. There’s only one thing that envelope could hold.

Answers.

“I don’t want it,” I mutter, even though I do want it. I need it. I just don’t know if I can handle it. “What does it say?”

“She didn’t tell me to open it; she told me to hand it directly to you and to make sure you were alone when I did it.” His outstretched arm falls to rest on his desk. “Listen, I don’t hold envelopes for clients unless it’s a documented part of the will. This was a personal favor.”

“Why’d you do it, then?”

“Because your mom was the chief of police,” he says matter-of-factly, but adds in a softer tone, “and a friend.”

I shouldn’t be surprised that she’d leave this with Hal Fulcher. Mom was convinced that he was the only honest lawyer in existence—aside from Silas, of course. Plus, she’d never want such a private letter entered into evidence for all of her subordinates and colleagues—and God knows who else—to see. “Do I have to report it?”

“I’m not a criminal lawyer, so I can’t advise you on that. But . . . if this were me and my mother was the chief, and what’s in that envelope is what I think it is, then I’d consider if anyone else needs to see it. That’s not legal advice, though.”

The APD and the insurance company are convinced of suicide. The DA’s office reviewed the police report and are comfortable with the findings. The media sure as hell is. They’ve had a field day with this, everything from the somber albeit lean accounting from the respectable papers to the crude, almost barbaric retelling from the Texas Inquirer, a tabloid paper who must have stellar contacts in the department because it released details the police were trying to suppress. “Blown brains” made it into their piece. So did mention of Abe.

Would I want to submit this letter to the police, so it could end up on the front page of a newspaper? Hell no.

And it’s not like I’d be hiding crime scene evidence.

I eye the envelope, my name and the words Confidential. Open this in private scrawled across it. “What exactly did she say when she dropped it off?”

“That you’d be by to pick it up soon, and that it was important I give it directly to you. It was important that you opened it.” He stares at me for a long moment, like he can hear what I’m really asking. “There were no signs that I could see, Noah. She was her usual self. I did not see this coming.”

We didn’t see this coming. We’re so shocked. If I had a nickel . . . Of course, no one else saw Jackie Marshall at night, behind closed doors, drunk and rambling nonsensically. Only I did.

And I still didn’t see this coming.

With a shaky hand, I finally accept the envelope and turn to leave.

“Noah?” When I lift my head, he simply offers me a nod.

I leave his office quietly. There’s nothing left to say. You can offer your condolences only so many times. Three seemed to be the magic number for the majority of people, as far as my mother is concerned—once at first contact, the second time as they greeted me at her closed-casket funeral, and the third as they said their farewells at the cemetery before continuing on with their life.

It doesn’t matter how many times I hear it, though.

It’s been eight days since I leapt down the stairs at the sound of a gunshot, shampoo suds in my hair and a towel hastily wrapped around my waist, only to find my mother’s lifeless body.

That’s eight days of shaming myself for not putting her gun out of easy reach, for not forcing her upstairs to bed before taking my shower. Eight days of blaming myself for not doing something about her drinking sooner. Eight days of kicking myself for not understanding what she meant when she said that I was going to be “fine.”

“Fine” after she held a gun to her temple and pulled the trigger. That’s eight days for this festering guilt to build. Now it sits squarely on my chest, and it’s impossible to shake off, no matter how many people are “sorry for my loss.”

All that guilt coupled with a healthy dose of anger as I try to wrap my mind around how she’d go and do this. Why she’d do it. To herself.

To me.

And now I have those answers sitting between my fingertips.

Maybe.

I wait until I’m in my Cherokee before I dare look down at the envelope. I weigh my ability to handle reading my mother’s suicide letter while sitting in the parking lot of Fulcher & Associates under the shade of a blooming apple tree for a good ten minutes.

And then I set it on the passenger seat, unopened, and crank my engine.



I don’t notice the navy sedan parked on the street until I’ve pulled into the driveway and am stepping out of my SUV.

“Noah Marshall?” A blond guy in his early thirties, clad in cargo pants and a casual golf shirt, approaches me, his black-haired companion trailing close behind.

“Yes, sir.” I can tell before they’ve flashed their golden badges that they’re law enforcement, but the moment I see the eagle I grow wary. Why is the FBI here?

“I’m Special Agent Klein; my colleague is Special Agent Tareen. We have a few questions for you.”

“About?”

“Jackie Marshall.”

This is not good. I wish Silas were here.

His gaze drifts over the house. “Mind if we come inside?”

The last thing I want to be doing is answering the FBI’s questions about my mother, only steps from where she killed herself. I fold my arms across my chest, hopefully making it clear that I have no plans on inviting them into the house. “What do y’all wanna know?”

The two guys share a glance behind dark sunglasses.

“We’re sorry for your loss,” the other agent, Tareen, offers coolly. A formality, nothing more.

“Did she ever talk about work?”

“Like what?”

“Like cases, or trouble she was having with officers . . . anything like that.” Agent Klein grips a pen and notepad in his hand, poised to take notes.

“No.”

“Any internal investigations that may have left her unsettled?”

“She never talked about cases with me, internal or otherwise.” That, I can answer honestly.

“Did your mother ever mention anyone by the name of Dwayne Mantis?”

I frown. The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. “No. Who is he?”

“The night she died, she spoke to you not long before. Is that correct?” Tareen asks, ignoring my question.

I clear my voice. “Yes, sir. Briefly. The police have my statement.”

“Yes. We’ve read it,” Klein says.

Unease slides down my back. If they’ve already read it, why are they asking? What does it say? Did Boyd make note of how I couldn’t stop my hands from fidgeting? That my recounting of the night seemed light, or that I seemed to be stumbling over my words?

Boyd asked me three times if I was sure she hadn’t said anything else. It was as if he knew I was lying.

I’ve been dreading the day when someone asks me about all the words hidden behind those pauses and caught in those stumbles, all the things I didn’t share.

I press my lips together and wait quietly, a trick my mother taught me when you’re in a situation you don’t want to be in. Too often, people feel the need to break awkward silences with words. You end up saying too much, showing cards you’d rather keep concealed.

Stay quiet and let the awkwardness stand. Eventually, someone will break. Don’t let it be you.

Unfortunately, these two play this game well.

The silence lingers on until I can’t handle it. “If there’s nothing else . . .” I take steps toward my door.

“Did your mother talk about Abraham Wilkes?” I can feel Tareen’s eyes dissecting me from behind those sunglasses.

I wonder if they noticed my misstep, just now. “Abe?” I force a casual tone; meanwhile, inside I’m screaming. What do they know about Abe? “No.”

“Nothing at all? About his death . . .”

“No.”

“Have you had contact with his family?”

“He broke Dina. Ran her and that beautiful little girl out of town.”

“I haven’t seen or talked to anyone in the Wilkes family since shortly after Abe died.” At Abe’s funeral, to be precise. It was the last time I saw them.

“Thank you for your time,” Tareen says abruptly, turning to leave.

But Klein isn’t finished. “Did she leave anything for you?”

Besides the note in my back pocket? Thank God they can’t see my heart hammering through my chest. “Like what?”

Klein shrugs nonchalantly, though there’s nothing nonchalant about his question. “Like . . . anything.”

If I tell him about the note, I’ll have to show it to him, and there’s no way I’m letting on that I have it until after I’ve had a chance to face it alone. “A fridge full of food that’s gone bad,” I mumble dumbly. I remember seeing a stack of empty Trader Joe’s bags in the kitchen the day before. Who goes grocery shopping the day before they plan on killing themselves?

Klein’s lip twitches and I can’t tell if that’s the beginnings of a smile or a sneer. He produces a business card from out of nowhere, holding it out for me to take. “If you think of anything, give us a call.”

Before arriving, I was dreading stepping inside this house. Now I can’t unlock the door fast enough, feeling the gaze of the two FBI agents on my back long after I’ve closed the door behind me.



In the spring, this backyard was her happy place.

There was a time when I’d come home from class and find her perched in her lounge chair under the shade of a tree, a sweet tea in one hand and a book in the other. Seemingly at peace. When she’d notice me, she’d smile and lay her book open-faced on her lap. She’d point out the latest flowers that were peeking out from the dirt and then chuckle when I rolled my eyes at her, because I don’t know the first thing about plants.

Now I sit in her chair, under this tree with the fragrant purple flowers, and I try to recall their name. Did she write this note while sitting under this tree? Was she sober when she wrote it?

My fingers tremble as I hold the envelope. What if she admits to whatever was causing her so much guilt? What if she spells out what she meant when she said she sold her soul? I’d have to tell someone. It’s one thing to leave out the cryptic ramblings of a suicidal drunken woman from my statement, but not to go to the police with a handwritten confession?

I can’t bury that.

And yet I can’t shake her comment that someone was waiting for the perfect time to use something against her. Silas maintains that she would have told him about being blackmailed, but he’s the DA and he’s as straight and law-abiding as they come. The man has never had so much as a speeding ticket. If she did something to deserve that blackmail—something that made her a bad, bad person, as she claimed—I can’t see her running to him. She wouldn’t want to put him in that position.

The envelope is thin, so whatever she had to get off her chest must be to the point. That was my mom, though.

Taking a deep breath, I tear the corner of the seal.

“Noah?”

Uncle Silas’s voice startles me. I look over to find him standing in the kitchen window. The same window Mom reminded me to lock that night. The police investigation concluded that there was no evidence of anyone slipping in through there, or anywhere, and no signs of a struggle. The only evidence they found was the gunpowder residue on her hand.

Tucking the envelope in my back pocket, I make my way around the pool and through the French doors. “Hey.”

He turns to offer me a weary smile as he leafs through the stack of mail I left on the counter, unopened. The sun’s rays highlight the dark circles under his eyes. They’re only mildly better than when I last saw him a few days ago. He’s taken his sister’s untimely death hard. Couple that with the fact that he’s been working at least sixty hours a week, and he could use a few days’ worth of sleep.

“You seemed intense out there. What were you doing?” He glances at my empty hand, and I know he saw the envelope.

If I tell him about the suicide note, he’ll convince me it’s best to read it right here, right now. I will tell him about it—I’ll show it to him—once I’ve had a chance to deal with it in private. “Just . . . opening a bill and I guess I got lost in thought.”

He nods to himself. “I’ve been doing that a lot lately, too.”

I almost don’t want to tell him. “The feds were here.”

His hands freeze mid-shuffle. “What’d they want?”

“They asked me if Mom had said anything about Abe.”

“And what’d you tell them?” he asks carefully.

“I said no.”

He sighs with relief.

At least he can feel relief in all this. Me? I feel like the concrete block already sitting on my chest has gained a hundred pounds in one afternoon.

“Why is the FBI asking me about Abe? Did you tell anyone about that night?”

“No. I have no idea, Noah.”

The more I dwell on it, the more unsettled I feel. “And you’re sure there’s no way that what my mom said could be true.”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” Silas’s voice rings with confidence, and yet a worried frown crosses his forehead. “Did they ask you about anything else?”

“They asked about problems with officers at work. And then they mentioned some guy.”

“Who?”

“Dwayne Mantis?”

There’s a delay before his eyebrows spike, which makes me think he’s not entirely surprised by that name.

“You know him?”

“Of him. He runs the Internal Affairs division. He was here the night your mom died. He was the one talking to the officer who took your statement.”

I frown, vaguely recalling the surly-looking man with the sloped forehead standing on the porch. That was Dwayne Mantis?

“Your mother and Mantis knew each other well.”

“What do you mean ‘well’? They weren’t dating, were they?” As far as I know, she hadn’t dated anyone since the divorce. She’d been too wrapped up in her career, and claimed it was too hard to meet men outside work. I brought up online dating once, and she laughed it off, asking how a person in her position could even think about doing that. Plus, she’d seen horrible results of blind dates in her field of work.

“No.” Silas chuckles. “From what I recall, Jackie wasn’t too fond of him. Said he was bullheaded and manipulative.”

And now the feds are asking me what I know about him. And Abe.

“Could he have been giving my mom problems?” The feds don’t walk around throwing out names for the hell of it. It must be part of an investigation. And Silas is the DA, which means he hears things.

His delay in responding tells me he’s heard something. “Silas?”

He sighs. “There were allegations made around IA investigators falsifying evidence to clear police officers. Mantis was said to be a part of it.”

“What came of that?”

He shrugs. “They were investigated and cleared.”

“Could the FBI be looking into it?”

“Maybe. They must be looking into something to do with Mantis. What, though, I can’t say.”

I hesitate. “But there’s no investigation into my mom, right?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but you don’t hold a position like chief without eyes always being on you, wondering what you do or don’t know about what’s going on in your department.” He pauses. “Did you let them in the house?”

“No.”

“Good. Don’t, not without a warrant. And if they show up with one, I guess we’ll have our answer.” He collects the stack of unopened bills for me.

A troubling thought crosses my mind. “But if they’re investigating Mantis, then why ask about Abe? Are they reopening Abe’s case?” Is that what got Mom so unsettled in the first place?

“I don’t see why they would. There isn’t any evidence to speak of.”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

Silas picks up a pen, only to toss it across the counter. “The department was changing over their computer system in evidence storage and there was an error. Several cases were accidentally marked for disposal instead of retention. Abe’s was one of them.”

Holy shit. “So, there’s nothing left?”

“Nothing useful. The crime scene photos, the 9-1-1 call, the canvassing notes . . . they’re all gone. I mean, we could track down soft copies of reports. And of course there’s the final internal investigation report submitted to the chief. There’s got to be a copy of that stored somewhere . . .”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
KEEP HER SAFLE

A Novel

K.A. TUCKER

ATRIABOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781501133428.jpg
“Sexy, dark, and unnerving” —KAMI GARCIA,
#1 New York Times bestselling coauthor of Beautiful Creatures








