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He didn’t just want my job, or my admission of guilt through his own tainted eyes—he wanted to 

break my spirit. That was as obvious as the bulging, crumpled skin on Kenny Young’s sloped 

forehead. After a ten-minute stare down where neither of us flinched, he relented and broke the 

silence.  

“Your badge. Give it up.” The barrel-chested man with three gold stripes on his sleeve 

flicked two beefy fingers. “Now!” 

Out of his sight, my hands curled around the armrests, a single nail carving a crevice into 

faded wood. Breathing came in short bursts, but I did everything in my power to keep all the 

anger and resentment deep inside while I debated how to handle this asshole. Thus far, my two 

options wavered between lunging across the desk and pounding the shit out of him, to removing 

my gold-plated badge and flinging it like a Chinese star. I envisioned the steel edge chopping off 

a chunk of his oversized snout. Believe me, Kenny Young—known by the rank and file as KY 

because we all knew he only wanted to stick his boot up your ass—deserved no better. 

“What if I say no?” I knew my response was weak, immature even. But after seven years on 

the Dallas police force, despite being on the receiving end of balloons filled with cow piss, self-

propelled loogies, and a host of other blood-oriented assaults, I’d begun to believe a single 

person could make a difference. Even one who wore a blue uniform and constantly interacted 

with the destitute and desperate. They needed me the most, I realized. Yet, I spent too much of 

my time dealing with bureaucracy—until the whole world came crashing down on me because I 

wouldn’t pretend I didn’t see the incident.  

“No?” He cocked his red head to one side. I think I saw steam puffing from his nostrils. 

My eyes shifted to his, then I looked over his shoulder, catching the late afternoon glare 

through dusty blinds, recalling three nights earlier. 

<><><> 

My partner Paco and I had been second on the scene. A disturbance was reported behind a 

bar off lower Greenville Avenue. If you were under the age of seventy and had ever partied in 

your life, Greenville Avenue had surely been the setting of a few memorable stories—mine 

included, especially back in my college days. Greenville Avenue had been the epicenter for 

Dallas party animals for six or seven decades and boasted a legendary bar scene full of eclectic 

holes in the ground.  

“Whatta we got?” Adjusting my hat, I looked beyond the first officer I spotted, Jorge Ortiz, 

who was standing in the middle of a dark parking lot.  

“Ernie’s got it under control. A couple of freeloadin’ homeless guys got into it by a 

dumpster, that’s all. I’m just keeping the drunk kids away so no one jumps in and then we’ve got 

an escalated event on our hands.” Ortiz nodded like it was another day at the office. 



“Doesn’t he need backup?” I peered over Ortiz’s shoulder toward a darkened corner where 

two brick buildings appeared to meet, the smell of beer looming in the cool, fall air. 

“Not needed. That’s why I’m over here. Those two are so wasted, they couldn’t hurt a fly.” 

I didn’t drive all the way over here to not ensure we had full containment. That was my job, 

even after one o’clock a.m. on a Saturday night. I took two steps, and Ortiz shuffled my direction 

with his hands up. 

“Dude, seriously. It’s not worth your time. It’s not worth our time. Ernie’s wrapping it up, 

and we’ll be out of here in ten minutes.” 

My instinct was to raise my arms and barrel right through him, but over the years, I’d forced 

myself to exhibit a bit of restraint in these types of situations. A bit. 

I reset my hat and paused, looking at Ortiz’s hands and then into his dark eyes. “Dude, I’m 

going to walk over and make sure the scene is under control.” I glanced back at Paco, then 

swiped my arms down like I was a defensive end rushing the quarterback, knocking Ortiz’s 

extended arms out of my way. 

Ortiz spoke to my back. “Booker. Don’t go there. I’m telling you, Ernie’s got it under 

control.”  

I held up the back of my hand. 

Ortiz responded in a hushed tone. “Prick.”  

Seven years ago, as a rookie, my anger would have hit an instant boil, and I would have 

turned on a dime and physically taken his scrawny ass and forced him to taste concrete. Not 

unlike many other times in my life, I’d created a little compartment for that type of comment.  

One day, that compartment might burst open—just not now. 

Cops were supposed to be your teammates, but I’d learned a few had ulterior motives, so 

Ortiz’s act of deflection got my attention. Leaving Paco back to deal with Ortiz, my body tensed 

as I weaved around a dozen parked cars and a gaggle of motorcycles. I moved closer and slowed 

my pace, listening for evidence of someone, something. I heard muffled voices, one of them 

agitated. I chose not to call out as I walked slowly, heel to toe, toward an opening, a small alley. I 

neared the edge of a brick building and stopped.  

“You listen to me, you piece of horseshit.”  

I followed the voice, leaning forward with my hand on my holstered pistol. My eyes caught 

Sims holding a fistful of shirt, jerking a black man two inches from his face. The man wore torn 

clothes, each pant leg a different height, but both exposed his ankles. His afro looked matted, 

with patches of gray sprinkled on the black top. With the full moon overhead, I saw fear on his 

crinkled face. 

Sims raised his baton and swung it toward the man’s knee. The homeless man howled like a 

coyote in heat and fell to his left.  

“You gone and fucked with the wrong cop, you hear me?” 

I wanted to jump in, but something told me I had to see what was going on, all at the risk of 

one man who didn’t appear to be a threat to Sims or anyone else. Come to think of it, where was 

the other homeless guy? 



“I didn’t mean no disrespect.” The man’s voice shook. He was on the verge of crying. 

Sims unleashed three quick blows to the man’s body, and I could hear his lungs force out a 

guttural breath. 

I took a step into the alley, but no one noticed. 

“Why—” the man started to utter. 

Sims wasn’t taking questions. He slapped the man’s arms away then swatted his baton 

across his face in the blink of an eye.  

“You. Don’t. Fuck. With. Me.” Sims, obviously enjoying his moment of power, hulked over 

the older, helpless man. 

Knowing I hadn’t witnessed the whole story and I was about to cross that line of blind trust 

with fellow cops, I released a breath and made myself known.  

“Sims, it’s Booker. What’s going on back here, man?” I took four more steps. 

He jerked his head my way, his knuckles white from gripping the baton. 

“Nothing. I got it under control. Just a shithead loser trying to steal from this bar. I think he’s 

got a knife on him so I had to teach him a lesson, that’s all.” Sims wiped sweat from his 

forehead.  

I walked closer and kneeled down. I grabbed the man’s coat and turned him over.  

“George?” 

The man whimpered. We all knew George, a harmless man, who smoked a little weed, but, 

frankly, was more of a friend to cops than most citizens. He’d actually given me a few tips in the 

last three years or so to arrest a slew of gangbangers and two violent drug dealers.  

I patted down George and found no knife. No weapon of any kind. Blood glistened from an 

open wound on his head. I stood up and made sure I was in between Sims and the injured, 

defenseless man. 

“I think it’s time to move on. I’ll call an ambulance for George here.” 

Sims laughed and glanced down at George, then he popped the end of the baton in his 

opposite hand. 

“Did I just hear some low-ranking punk telling a corporal what he should do?” 

I pursed my lips. “Sims, it’s not worth it. I don’t know what he did to piss you off, but 

George hasn’t hurt anyone, and I never heard of him stealing anything. He’s harmless. Let’s call 

it a night and move on.” 

A half-foot shorter, Sims moved within six inches from my chin. I could smell his rank 

breath. “He’s my Chicken George Bitch. Do you want to be my bitch too…boy?” 

I’d been teased my whole life for being biracial. Too white for some, my black curls not 

kinky enough to ever grow into a true “afro,” my pigmentation far too creamy. Too black for 

most others. My calloused skin could take the peppering of ignorant comments and usually 

deflect them with little effort. But this one stung. It more than stung; it penetrated my core and 

exploded, spraying shrapnel of disgust and anger throughout my body. Sims represented 

everyone who’d thought they were better than me. On top of that, I realized what I’d just 

witnessed wasn’t just a cop who’d lost his temper. It was deep-seated hatred. Sims was trying to 



intimidate me, scare me into running off and leaving him to finish this little side business with a 

man who hadn’t hurt anyone. For what reason, I still wasn’t sure. 

For all of that…I snapped. 

I turned back to George and I could see the whites of his eyes staring up at me, likely 

wondering if I would do anything or if I’d leave him alone with Sims. Strangely, I released a 

quick chuckle. I guess I couldn’t believe I was still working with such trash. I glanced back to 

look at Sims, whose baton was raised. That fucker was going to sucker-punch me! 

On pure instinct, I hurled two quick body shots to his protruding gut, and Sims let out a 

grunt and fell forward. I swung my knee up and caught him on the chin, which set up a huge 

roundhouse right hand that popped his nose. He fell back against the brick wall, and blood 

gushed. The forty-something cop who appeared to pop steroids like Altoids narrowed his eyes 

and reset himself. He came at me with everything he had, leveraging all of his weight behind one 

massive swing of the baton. I guessed the trajectory just right and caught the baton mid-swing in 

my bare hand. Twisting his arm like a corkscrew, I forced the baton to drop, and I kicked it back 

toward the alley opening. He quickly hurled his black-soled shoe upward. I jerked left and it 

glanced off my inner thigh but still connected with my left nut. I went down hard and grabbed 

my crotch, moaning. That gave Sims time to lunge for his baton. I had just enough energy to trip 

him, and he fell chin first onto the concrete. I took a few audible breaths and lowered my head, 

thinking the confrontation was over. A snap and leather movement. I looked over my shoulder. 

Sims was aiming his pistol right at me. 

“You think you’re better than all of us.” Sims’ gun hand was trembling while he used his left 

hand to wipe blood out of his eyes.  

I didn’t budge, my eyes riveted on a shaky trigger finger, my air flow all but stopped. 

“Just because you got a degree from UT and you can put two sentences together doesn’t 

mean shit to me. You’re still just a little nigger trying to act like he fits in with the rest of 

society.” 

The “n” word. I never used it, even with my black friends. It symbolized ignorance of the 

highest degree, downgraded people to a lower class, almost sub-human. 

“Sims, this isn’t going to make anything right. Put the gun down,” I said with more authority 

than I’d intended. 

He glanced over at George who was now leaning against the dumpster, then back at me, like 

his mental wheels were slowly connecting dots into a fictional story. 

“Booker here came in to help his fellow officer, decorated Corporal Ernie Sims. Booker had 

convinced Sims that this homeless guy was of no harm to either of them, so the officers talked 

quietly off to the side. Out of nowhere, the homeless man snatched Sims’ gun out of his holster. 

A scuffle ensued and the gun went off, killing the young Officer Booker. Then Sims wrestled 

away control of his firearm and put down the suspect with a lone shot between his eyes.” 

He chuckled at his ability to create substance out of thin air. George began to snivel. 

“Nice try, Sims, but it’s all bullshit. Are you going to admit why you were beating up George 

here? Be a man and tell me what’s really going on.” 



He looked deep into my eyes and licked his lips. 

“It’s none of your fucking business, half-breed.” 

Gravel popped behind Sims. Someone was approaching the scene. 

“Everything okay?” The distant, accented voice was my partner, Paco. He’d be around the 

corner in seconds. 

Sims turned and stared into darkness, the direction of Paco’s voice. I wondered if he was 

thinking of taking out Paco before he had a chance to intercede. I wasn’t going to find out. With 

his eyes diverted for a brief second, I thrust myself up with all my energy and leaped at Sims. He 

turned and we collided, the gun fumbling between the two of us. He clawed at me and somehow 

grabbed the gun before I could. I put my hand over his, and we shook in tandem, trying to gain 

control. Suddenly, the gun discharged. I didn’t think either of us were hit, but he was able to 

swing his elbow into my chin. Stars danced over my head.  

“You sick fuck, let go of the gun!” I yelled. 

“Fuck you, nigger,” Sims grunted back. 

I slipped on a can and fell, but I managed to turn him just before we both hit the slime-

covered surface. I was on top and seemingly in control, but the gun was still locked between our 

hands. Without warning, he took one hand off and punched my throat. It felt like I’d just 

swallowed a basketball, and I gasped for air. He took the opportunity to flip the gun toward me 

and pull the trigger. The bullet missed, but the explosion triggered a piercing, high-pitched ring 

in my ear.  

I was sick of screwing with this ignorant asshole. Still unable to hear myself think, I just 

reacted. I punched Sims in his already bloody, broken nose, and he yelped like a pathetic, 

wounded dog. More importantly, the pistol dropped to his side. I kicked it away, then turned 

around and pummeled his body and face until my hand bled. I don’t know if it lasted for five 

seconds or five minutes. I just wanted to beat the shit out of him—for everything he was, 

everyone he represented.  

Finally, Paco pulled me off. 

<><><> 

Blinds flapped shut, then opened again. “Booker, are you with me?” KY asked. 

“Uh, yeah.” 

KY sat back down in his black armchair, crossed his hairy arms. “I’m guessing you’re 

rethinking this whole thing—you now realize that Corporal Sims was simply doing his job, 

dealing with an uncooperative suspect.” 

I shook my head. “You push all this ‘by the book’ shit on us every damn day. Now I put 

something in front of you that really matters. I don’t get it.” 

KY scratched the side of his head. “You just won’t be a team player.” 

He’d ignored my point, and a theory swooped into my frontal lobe. “Don’t tell me—are you 

involved in this somehow?” 

“I’ve had enough of your crap.”  



“You don’t want to answer my question, it’s obvious. But I’ll answer yours again. I’m not 

giving you my badge.” Heat crawled up the back of my neck. 

KY popped out of his chair and started jabbing his finger at me.  

“You don’t understand, do you, Booker T. Adams?” KY shook his head and let out a deep 

southern chuckle. “This isn’t an option. It’s not a trial by jury. It’s a trial by me, your boss. Your 

slave master.” 

Momma had named me after Booker T. Washington, a transcendent black southern leader 

who called for avoiding confrontation and bloodshed and, instead, encouraged long-term 

educational and economic advancement in the black community. A man of peace, the former 

slave went on to advise presidents, galvanizing generations of all colors and creeds.  

I’d studied about Washington, read many of his inspiring speeches, and at one point, even 

considered attending Tuskegee University, which he’d helped found.  

But at this moment on this day, I couldn’t turn my cheek for anyone’s cause.  

With fire in my eyes, I lunged out of the chair, grabbing the edge of KY’s desk and lifting 

one end a foot off the ground. KY’s beady, black button eyes didn’t blink. He shoved his swivel 

chair back and reached for his holster. Knowing I’d scared the piss out of him, I released the desk 

and it landed with a thunderous boom. His nameplate and countless doodads dropped to the 

concrete floor. 

“Did I push one of your buttons...boy?” 

He was baiting me, hoping I’d blow up and assault him. It would help him make his case to 

Internal Affairs even more convincing, essentially ensuring a mandated suspension that would 

lead to termination in just a few weeks. I knew he held all the cards, if for no other reason than 

he sat on the right side of the desk. 

I kneed my chair out of my path, moving another foot closer and cleared my throat, prepared 

to make one final point.  

Suddenly, the office door burst open. 

“Sir, Sergeant Young, sir…” 

I paused for a second then found my chair, my heart still racing from the near-confrontation. 

“Can’t you see I’m busy? Haven’t I taught you—” 

“A call just came in. A man said he’s planted a bomb just two miles from here, and it’s set to 

go off in ten minutes.” 

I lunged out of my seat, moving two steps toward the exit, but KY pointed me away while 

he spoke to his assistant. 

“Have the bomb squad and SWAT been dispatched?” 

“Yes sir. I just thought you’d want to know.” 

KY gathered his hat and keys while I jumped in with, “What did the man say?” 

The kid, who looked no more than twenty years old, unfolded a piece of paper and read 

aloud: “We fight to safeguard the existence of our race, the purity of our blood, and the 

sustenance of our children.” 

“Holy shit. That sounds like Aryan Nation,” I said. 



“Damn straight it does,” KY said. 

“His last words were Heil Hitler.” 

“Holy Mother of Jesus.” I recited a phrase I’d heard my mother say countless times. “What’s 

the location?” I had roots extending all over the city. 

“The Boys & Girls Club,” the man-boy said. 

A jolt shot up my spine. “My daughter Samantha goes there after school.”  

I checked my digital watch. 

It read: 4:52 p.m. 
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My thirteen-year-old Impala had stalled out twice, once in front of St. Edward’s Catholic Church 

where Samantha’s mom and I were supposed to get married, and the other when I slammed my 

brakes to make the turn onto Worth Street in front of Samantha’s school, Ignacio Zaragoza 

Elementary. I hopped out of the hunk of fatigue-green metal a block from the Boys & Girls Club, 

where the command post had been set up, the engine still grumbling like a smoker choking out 

breaths. More flashing lights and blue-uniformed officers I’d seen since I attended a funeral of a 

fellow officer my rookie year. 

I didn’t follow protocol and keep my distance while waiting on instructions from my 

superior officer, Sergeant Kenny Young. I wasn’t even sure I still had a job, and frankly, I didn’t 

give a damn. I searched for the highest-ranking person. Rich Rodriguez, deputy chief of the 

Central Division, stood amongst a group of five or six officers, one of which had SWAT written 

on his back. I saw another that read Bomb Squad. I walked briskly in that direction as I took in 

the entire scene: yellow police tape outlined the small city of cops. I glanced toward the main 

building and saw heavily armed SWAT team members racing around like a controlled ant farm. 

Within seconds, I noticed kids of all ages running out of the building, a few grown-ups shuffling 

along side. They were a hundred yards away, but I could see fear in their movement, and sounds 

of young kids crying could be heard drawing closer. I wanted to hurdle the tape and race that 

way to find my Samantha, protect her, and get her away from this threat. I had to wait until the 

kids made it to our safe zone. 

“Deputy, is this everyone? Do we have everyone out?” I’d interrupted the deputy chief in 

mid-sentence, and he turned with a finger raised. But he paused when he saw my face, a look of 

sheer dread, I was certain.  

“Officer?” 

“Adams. Booker Adams, sir. My daughter is in there, and I’ve got to know she’s safe.” 

“We’ve already extracted two other groups, and this is the final group from the—” 

I heard all I needed to hear. I raced toward the throng of running kids, ranging in age from 

four to fourteen. I bobbed up and down searching for the brown, wavy hair and dimpled cheeks 

of Samantha. 

“Has anyone seen Samantha?” I asked the question five times to kids and adults running by 

me like I was a stone figure. No answers and no sight of Samantha. I turned and followed the 

group past the police tape, around the corner next to a two-story apartment building. There must 

have been seventy people standing around, some hugging each other, a few huddled on the 

ground nestled together.  

“I’m looking for my daughter, Samantha. Has anyone seen her?” I weaved around everyone 

and observed relieved eyes and heads shaking, but no acknowledgment that anyone had seen my 

baby girl. “Samantha!” I cupped my hands and made sure everyone could hear me. “Samantha, 



are you here?” 

A fiftyish woman wearing a blue T-shirt with Boys & Girls Club in bold, white letters on the 

front approached me. “Are you Samantha’s father?” 

“Yes, do you know where she is?” 

“I haven’t seen her today, but there is one more group of kids still in the bus.” She pointed 

back to the building, where a white bus sat motionless under a portico. I could faintly see 

movement inside. My extremities tingled, and I wondered if all the blood had stopped pumping 

in my body.  

Walking away from the woman toward the command post, my eyes locked on the bus. A 

stiff breeze smacked my face, squeezing water from my eyes, but I never blinked. My jaw hung 

open. I couldn’t lose my Samantha. She’d been the one perfect thing in my life, had cracked my 

sarcastic exterior and given me a reason to push through the everyday drudgery—and bigotry. 

Her crackling laughter could elicit a smile from a mute. Samantha was pure joy, and she 

represented hope for everyone who interacted with her.  

Unaware of my surroundings, I ran right into the yellow tape, and two cops approached me. 

I snapped it over my head and ignored their pleas to stay clear of the command post. I marched 

back up to Rodriguez. 

“I thought you said that was the last group of kids.” I pointed in the direction of the group of 

kids who had escaped. 

“You left before I finished.” The man was serious, but he wasn’t blowing me off. I could see 

a sincere look of concern. He put his hand on my shoulder. “There’s group of kids on the bus. We 

think about fifteen kids and two adults.” 

“Why haven’t they evacuated like everyone else?” 

Just then, I noticed a person in a brown bubble protective suit waddling down the street 

toward the bus.  

“Look, Booker. We believe someone has a bomb attached to the bottom of the bus. We’re 

sending in the bomb squad to try to disarm it.” 

I looked at my watch. I’d set it on a ten-minute timer when I raced out of the police station. 

Ten minutes had passed. We were at 11:43 and counting. I pointed at my watch. 

“I know it’s beyond the time limit given by the caller.” Rodriguez nodded. 

I tried to think logical thoughts through the fog of fear. 

“Why hasn’t your team rushed them off the bus?” It seemed so obvious, I wondered what 

the hell everyone was thinking. 

“We can’t. This nut job chained the door shut. And we don’t know if the set of chains is 

wired.” 

“Back door?” 

“Same deal. Chains.” 

“Windows?” 

“We thought about it. It would be a tight squeeze, but now we’re worried about shaking the 

bus and causing the bomb to go off. Also, could be weight sensitive. We can’t overlook any 



possibility.” 

I brought a fist to my chest and tried to breathe. Then I felt my phone vibrate in my front 

pocket.  

“Have you talked to anyone on the bus?” 

“Yes, talked to a Michael Scandrick. He’s doing his best to keep everyone calm.” 

“Where is the phone line you’ve opened with him? I need to check and see if my Samantha 

is on the bus.” 

Rodriguez flipped around and jogged to his left to a mobile command unit. I was right on his 

heels, but my eyes stayed with the brown figure moving closer to the bus. 

“Hey, Frank, one of our own, Booker here, might have a kid on board. Let me him talk to 

Scandrick.” The uniformed man walked toward me with the phone. Just as it touched my hand, I 

felt a wave of energy slam my left side. A ball of fire lit up the fall sky, dark smoke pumping 

upward. But it was the sound that etched a hole in my heart. The sound of shredding metal 

followed by gut-wrenching screams from onlookers, from the kids on the bus—maybe from my 

Samantha.  

It didn’t seem real. For a few brief seconds, something else directed my mind, convincing 

me it was fiction, possibly a nightmare. I shut my eyes and slapped my face, but I still saw the 

flames, the gutted bus, faces in complete shock, just staring at charred remnants of papers, 

backpacks, and clothes scattered all over the street. I thought I yelled out, but all airflow had 

ceased.  

My eyes burning from the inside out, I tossed the phone back in the mobile unit and ran like 

hell toward the burning bus.  
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Three steps, and I tripped over a pylon, tumbling to the concrete, scraping elbows and a 

shoulder. A German shepherd barked within a foot of my face, his jagged teeth ready to chew 

flesh. What was left of my heart skipped at least two beats. I popped my neck up and saw a man 

wearing a brown bomb squad jacket using all of his strength to hold the leash. I pushed myself 

up and ran, hurdling the yellow tape, then looking for any sign of Samantha, wanting to see her 

alive, trying to convince myself anyone could have survived. I first spotted a torn, pink backpack 

with Dora the Explorer on the front, most of it black or burned away. Then I came across a limb, 

the bottom portion of a child’s leg, a tennis shoe still attached. I would have hurled had I not 

been on a mission to find my daughter—alive. 

I ran up to the bomb squad man, his helmet torn open and half of his face literally blown 

away. I closed my eyes and tried to purge the horrific image. 

Now only twenty feet from what was left of the bus, I couldn’t take a step without standing 

on a piece of the bus, or part of someone. It was a fucking war zone. Afghanistan, Vietnam, you 

name it, couldn’t have been worse. But I just wanted to find my Samantha. My gut flipped inside 

out as I ran from item to item, searching for any clue of my daughter. 

I got to the bus and bile shot into the back of my throat. A man’s torso had been severed, a 

sharp piece of metal clinging to charred, bloody flesh. Two small fires burned inside, and the 

scent of burned rubber loomed heavy in the air. 

I don’t know why, but I called out for my daughter. 

“Samantha! Samantha! Please answer me. Are you alive? Samantha!” My voice cracked, 

from emotion and the sheer intensity and volume. 

I had to find Samantha. I could never live a day without her. 

I circled the bus and stepped on broken glass coating the pavement like a hailstorm. Looking 

right, I found the front windows of the building had been blown out. I spotted more personal 

belongings: a small purse that appeared to be green, a broken hair clip, a Texas Rangers ball cap, 

dozens of notebooks with flapping pages burning like someone was trying to start a fire in the 

woods, shoes of all sizes and colors, hundreds, maybe thousands of tiny pieces of ash and paper 

twisting in the wind like it was a tickertape parade.  

My eyes locked in on every object, and I paused at each victim. Two boys who appeared to 

be in their lower teens were splayed on the concrete, all limbs attached, but their heads were 

twisted at awkward angles. One boy’s eyes were still open, like a snapshot of the moment his life 

ended. 

Other first responders were now darting around, searching for any signs of life. I scanned the 

crowd as I rounded the bus, looking for any hope or positive signals from the dozen or so police, 

fire, and paramedics scurrying about. Expletives accompanied more heads shaking, eyes 

dropping.  



Another body part. Another dead body. A killing field. 

I stood still and looked upward, noticing black smoke in the foreground of a perfect blue 

sky. My mind pushed aside the sirens and people hollering. It felt like my soul had escaped my 

body and I was now hovering over me and the entire gory scene. I’d found a momentary island 

of peace, like I had died and had begun the ascension to a better place. A quick thought entered 

my real mind…I sought an escape from blood and death, mostly the fear of losing my daughter.  

I licked my lips and tasted copper. I had bitten the side of my cheek until it bled. My child 

was somewhere in this mess. I couldn’t leave without her, something from her. I dropped to my 

knees, glass and debris tearing through my uniform pants, burrowing into my skin. I hardly 

noticed. My heart ached like I’d taken a bullet to the chest. A burning sensation settled in, 

followed by a mixture of utter sadness and waves of anger. I peered back into the sky, searching 

for…hope. 

A distant child’s voice echoed off the surrounding buildings. I ignored it and re-established 

my spiraling agony and misery. The voice got closer, and my face twitched back to life. I felt the 

re-emergence of my heart pounding my core. I was mentally alive, and the organ was still 

pumping blood into my brain. 

“Daddy! Daddy!”  

I jerked my head left, my eyes praying I wouldn’t see a mirage. Out of the cluster of people 

and debris, a little girl holding her ragged, brown stuffed animal named Woofies was thirty yards 

away, running as fast she could, right for me. I blinked to make sure it was her. Jumping off my 

knees, I ran even faster toward her, and she leaped into my arms, her head and arms locked 

around my neck harder than she’d ever hugged me.  

I had my Samantha. She was alive. Somehow, she was alive and well. I hadn’t cried since 

the day she was born, and then it was only a single tear of joy. Now water flushed out of my 

eyes, and an uncontrollable surge of emotion overtook me. She cried too. 

“I love you, Daddy. I love you!” 

Hope had returned. 
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“One more, Daddy, and then I can go to sleep.” My little girl touched a finger to her dimpled 

cheek and turned her head. 

I kissed her cheek and then the top of her head, my eyes closing for a brief moment. I made 

sure Woofies was tucked under the sheet, nestled against Samantha’s ear. 

“Love you, Daddy.” She settled in and closed her chestnut-brown eyes as I walked to her 

door. 

“Love you, mittens.” I’d given her that nickname when she was just a baby, her chubby little 

hands reminding me of hand-sewn mittens, for some reason. 

I entered the kitchen, and Eva was holding up a glass of something. 

“Jack Daniels?” Samantha’s mom, my ex-fiancée, ex-girlfriend, was showing her 

appreciation for me in her own way. 

“Uh, yeah, thanks.” I took a sip, paused, then followed with a bigger gulp, wiping my sleeve 

across my mouth. “That should help.” The burn in my belly, along with the heart-warming 

bedtime good night with my daughter, had calmed my emotions just a tad. 

My body ached from head to toe. I noted torn fabric on my arms and legs, dried blood 

staining holey knees, and my right shoulder felt like it had popped out of joint—a possible 

recurrence from one of my plethora of never-ending football injuries. How did I manage that? 

Maybe when I tripped, racing for the burning bus? I stretched my back and released a breath, 

forcing out as much tension as I could muster.  

We both sat at Eva’s 1950s dinner table, each of us toying with our glasses on the red veneer 

tabletop. She fit into her tight jeans perfectly, and wore a simple, green V-neck sweater—if 

anything could look simple on her Latin curves. She ran her fingers through her mane of thick, 

brown hair, waves of it sloping down her back and across her chest, falling into her face. I took 

notice of the beauty mole on her right cheek. It helped set her apart in a crowd, as if her sheer 

beauty and drop-dead body wasn’t already enough.  

“So, how was your day?” Lame, I know, but I had to break the silence somehow. 

She shook her head, but a smile crossed her lips.  

“Booker. Jesus. I can’t imagine what you were thinking, feeling.” 

I swallowed back tears as she stared right at me, her eyes hot chocolate with flecks of gold 

that made them appear to have an inner fire.  

I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything for what seemed like a few minutes, but 

was probably just seconds. “Your eyes. That’s how we got into this…this situation.”  

She winked at me as she splayed her arms wide. 

This situation was code for us co-parenting Samantha while never being married. I’d gotten 

cold feet just five hours before the ceremony, as doubts about everything I could think of 

steamrolled through my mind. I figured out later it was more of a doubt in myself, but when I 



broke the news to Eva, she wasn’t too keen about my self-awareness. She was eight months 

pregnant and wondered if I’d already cheated on her, then she told me to go to hell…quickly. 

We didn’t speak until her sister called on the way to the hospital. That night, I held my 

daughter for the first time and realized what love was all about. But my time around Samantha 

was brief when she was a baby. Eva hoarded our little girl, and I only got brief moments with 

her. Eva’s resentment was only eclipsed by her sharp tongue. To make matters more volatile, I 

wasn’t exactly subdued. I was sarcastic, a bit cocky, and didn’t like being put in my place—even 

if I deserved it. 

“You never told me. Why wasn’t Samantha at the club?”  

“I ended my shift early, picked her up, and we both got our nails done. Girls day out.”  

Just to make life even spicier, my Latina ex-everything-except-wife was a fellow Dallas cop. 

She worked out of the Northeast Division, and I out of Central. Complications had been a 

hallmark of our relationship since the day we met. We had two things in common, our dual love 

for little Sam, and how in our own way we’d both grown to love our jobs—at least until my 

recent run-in with my redneck colleague, so-called decorated Corporal Ernie Sims. 

I nodded. “Ah. I’m glad you took the initiative of turning our five-year-old into a teen. 

Today, anyway.”  

Eva opened her mouth to retort, but she held back, no doubt cutting me some slack, 

considering what I’d been through. 

Instead, she said, “I heard on the radio what was going on, and I texted you. Obviously, you 

didn’t get it.”  

I looked away and recalled feeling my phone vibrate in the middle of the melee. Must have 

been Eva. Dammit! Why couldn’t I have glanced at my phone? 

I took out said phone and thumbed through a multitude of text messages and Facebook 

posts, all who had seen my ugly mug on the evening news and were thankful Samantha was alive 

and okay. I thumbed through several posts of still images, including one where I was holding 

Samantha with the burning carnage behind me. I stopped and chuckled at one note from a long-

time friend. 

“What’s that one say?” Eva asked. 

“You know Justin. He’s jaded. That little prick.” I meant that in the most caring way. “He 

said: Glad to see Booker finally showing a little emotion. Maybe he is human after all. Then 

again, can Superman be human?” 

Eva smacked the table and let out a loud hoot. She loved seeing me eat a piece of humble 

pie, even if she knew it was a joke.  

I smiled and shook my head, then opened a news app. Headlines flashed across the screen: 

Murder and Mayhem. Another said. Aryan Nation Denies Association with Bloodbath. 

“Thirteen kids and two adults died,” I said. 

Eva’s slinky fingers touched the back of my hand, and I embraced her hand and looked 

toward her brown eyes. 

“It could have been Samantha.” A lump invaded the back of my throat. 



“But it wasn’t. Thank God. But those parents, those families. I can’t imagine what they’re 

experiencing right now.” She looked away and then got up and walked to the counter. I heard the 

clink of her glass against the bottle. “Want another?” she asked without looking my way. 

Within seconds, I was right behind her, my body pressed against hers. I took in a tropical 

smell, everything Eva. I wanted her. I needed to rid my mind of all the horrific images polluting 

my mind. I needed to feel human. I needed to feel love. She turned and rested her hands on my 

chest. Our lips met, and we held the kiss for ten seconds. My hands gripped her hips, and our 

heads dipped in perfect rhythm. I took a breath, opened my eyes, and saw a single tear escape the 

corner of her eye. 

I stepped back, realizing I shouldn’t put Eva through another roller coaster for my own 

selfish reason. 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone there.” 

She nodded and curled a layer of locks around her ear. “Join me?” she asked, holding up my 

glass. 

“I’ll pass.” 

I drove home and took a cold shower instead. 
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He slurped another heaping bite of Fruit Loops and kept his gaze on the flashing screen. 

“Once again, our top story today comes from Dallas. A horrific tragedy at a Boys & Girls Club, 

where a bomb exploded on a bus. As a warning, for any kids who may be watching, some of 

these images are disturbing and should be supervised by adults,” the talking head said. 

“Ha!” the man said to no one in his six-hundred-square-foot apartment, and then shoveled in 

another bite before he’d completely swallowed the previous one. He savored the sweet, fruity 

taste, a reward for breaking his routine. But the ultimate reward was playing out before him on 

the TV screen. 

“Pure pandemonium out here today,” a haggard reporter shouted over gas-powered 

generators, twisting his body to observe the bustling crime scene that was lit up like a stage at 

almost midnight. “Thirteen kids ranging in age from four to fourteen left home today, went to 

school, and then went to one of the safest places in the city, a place to play, grow, and learn. 

Those thirteen kids never made it back home. They were brutally murdered, devoured by an 

explosive device. And because of a gutless bigot carrying some kind of political torch, their 

families are left with a grief so dark and agonizing that their lives surely will never be the same.” 

The reporter glared at the concrete and put his hand to his mouth, apparently getting choked 

up by his own description of what had taken place. 

“Well done, Mr. Reporter. You’re probably so torn up, you’ll get off the air and go grab a 

couple of beers with your press buddies. You don’t care about those colored kids any more 

than…well, than I do. At least I have a good excuse. You have no point to your existence.” 

The man realized his pulse was racing as his back arched on the edge of his discolored sofa. 

He took in three deep breaths, his eyes rolling to the back of his head. The man adjusted his 

round, metal-rimmed glasses and glanced back down at the bowl. A rainbow of distinct colors 

had now disintegrated into nothing more than a stained moat. His stomach grew tight. Disgusted 

at his own weakness, he vowed to not be drawn into an emotional reaction with every completed 

task.  

He closed his eyes, focused on the rhythmic thumping of his own heartbeat, gradually 

silencing his conscious mind. He took in a deep breath, held it for a few seconds then forced out 

air, releasing a bit of anxiety with it. He repeated the routine ten times, then imagined himself in 

an elevator, watching the lights blink as the weightless floor dropped beneath him. Coming to a 

peaceful, easy stop at the tenth level, he heard a bing, and the doors opened. A warm light 

cradled his body, almost like a baby nestled against his mother’s bosom. 

Slowly returning to the conscious world, he allowed himself to reflect about his mission. A 

knowing calm settled his mind, simplified his thoughts. Thin lips drew a straight line, 

anticipation of control and dominance uncorking a steady flow of adrenaline. Goose bumps 

tingled off his forearms.  



The world, and all of its actors, would invariably figure out a way to self-destruct. But as a 

master puppeteer, it was his destiny to dictate when and how society would disintegrate. 
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He looked like a gyrating walrus who’d just finished a marathon binge-eating session. A frog-

like belch escaped KY’s sun-drenched face, and moments later, an invisible fog of stench 

invaded my personal space. I almost cried for the second time in two days. Instead, I held my 

breath, leaned back, and swatted the foul air. 

He never raised his eyes from his computer screen.  

Damn, he has bushy eyebrows. 

I forced out a breath, an audible signal that the daylong evaluation process—countless 

questions about the incident and every other aspect of my life—had evaporated all but a drop or 

two of my patience tank. I leaned on my knees and pinched the ends of my fingers to keep the 

blood flowing. A sting emanated at my elbow, reminding me of the sickening scene at the Boys 

& Girls Club twenty-four hours earlier, the anguished shrieks of onlookers who had just watched 

thirteen kids and two adults get blown to bits. A haze of smoke screened a million memories—

articles of clothing, notebooks, splintered pieces of metal and vinyl, rubber and plastic, even 

pieces of human, chopped up like a diced onion.  

And my Samantha could have been sprayed across the parking lot just like the fifteen other 

people. A thunderous pain engulfed my chest plate, and I could feel a burning sensation crawling 

up my esophagus into the back of my throat. I popped my chest twice, hoping the oddly placed 

ache would dissipate and the images seared in my brain would retreat into a box I’d never find. 

Dropping my head, I noticed a tiny, brown spider scurrying across gray tweed carpet 

squares. It paused in between my chair and KY’s desk, as if it sensed my presence, pondering if 

I’d lift my boot and snuff out another life.  

“You finally thinking through the consequences of your actions?” KY’s gravelly voice cut 

through stagnant air. 

Attempting to swallow, it felt like gritty sand lined my throat. My mouth was parched, my 

last drink coming almost nine hours earlier, a god-awful cup of burned coffee. I released two dry 

coughs and eyed the man who held my career in his hands. 

“You and your minions have asked me the same questions over and over again, a hundred 

different ways. I can’t change my answer now,” I said, energy fading. “I won’t change my 

answer. It’s the goddamn truth.” 

KY snickered and shook his head. “You’re really going to do this?” 

“Consider it done.” 

“You’re one defiant son of a bitch,” he said, shuffling two file folders from one corner of his 

desk to the other. “Not sure that will get you anywhere in life, though. It could have been a lot 

different. Your arrow was pointed up. Detective was in your future. Did you hear me? Detective. 

Men work twenty-five years around this place and never sniff that side of the building. You’ve 

been here, what, seven years? . . . and it’s within reach.” 



The ass wipe was still trying to convince me to change my story about that night, to 

somehow twist the truth into allowing an assault to be pushed under a very shady rug, which 

happened to be about as thin as KY’s lips. 

“Don’t tell me, it’s true?” A rigid posture and hands gripping the armrests, my voice was full 

of deadpanned anticipation—a hint of sarcasm he’d yet to detect. 

The smirk was gone, and the folders stopped shuffling. All five neurons in his bigoted brain 

were bouncing off each other, but nothing was firing. “What are you talking about?” 

Sounds like there might be a few more skeletons in the sergeant’s closet of secrets.  

“Well…” I looked away, stringing this along as best I could. What did I have to lose? 

“Is there something you know?” He blinked twice. “Something you think you know?” 

“I guess it wasn’t rumor.” 

“What? Tell me, Booker. Now.” 

Forceful prick.  

“You and Sims are, uh, you know…playing baseball. You the pitcher or catcher?” 

KY nearly spit up, a red screen masking his white face in just seconds, two Frankensteinian 

purple veins snaking down either temple.  

“I saw you checking out Sims’ ass the other day during a pre-shift meeting. He’s got to be 

the catcher.” 

KY’s red-rimmed eyes didn’t leave mine as he jerked open a water bottle and chugged it dry. 

It made me even more thirsty. I was ready for the game to end, to get the hell out of his office 

and his life. 

“Don’t need to say a word. Just give me my marching papers,” I said. 

Swiping his sleeve across his mouth, he hurled a string of cuss words that would have put 

my Little League football coach to shame—and that was saying something. The last five 

coincided with his fist pounding the desk. 

“You done with your little hissy fit?” 

He just stared at me. Whatever. 

“I was going to give you a second opportunity.” 

Was he serious? My insides twisted like a pretzel. 

“Not a fuckin’ chance anymore.” He reached over, grabbed a folder, and tossed it in the 

trashcan next to his desk. Then he tapped his keyboard with the grace of a T-rex, and paper spit 

out of the printer to his right. 

Five minutes later, I walked out of the office, minus my badge, firearm, and a bit of pride. 
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“Need any help behind the bar?” The last thing I wanted to do was paint a fake smile on my face, 

serving up Cosmos and vodka martinis just to solicit a two-dollar tip. But after driving around 

the last two hours, a plume of smoke trailing my rusty Impala, I’d realized I didn’t know where 

to take my life.  

“Four weeks paid leave?” Knowing me almost as well as I knew myself, Justin, an old 

running buddy since before we shared the same backfield for James Madison High School in 

southeast Dallas, had ignored my question, realizing it was rhetorical, and responded with one of 

his own. 

He rested one hand on the bar’s wooden frame, the other arm draped over a curved brass 

railing.  

“Four.” A frustrated tone carried the word as I held up the same number of fingers. My 

shoulders slumped a bit, and I wondered if I’d just talked myself out of my job, the only career 

I’d truly envisioned, at least as a pseudo-responsible adult. KY had dangled the detective carrot, 

but I still couldn’t tell if he did it just to taunt me.  

I sipped my drink, Sprite on ice. The hard stuff would eventually flow. 

“They kept you there all day?” 

Four or five inches shorter than me and no more than a hundred seventy pounds, Justin’s 

dirty-blond hair parted in the middle, thinning some on the top now, but long enough in the back 

to pull into a ponytail.  

“Tried to break me like I was third in command for the mafia.” I shook my head. “KY must 

have pictures on a few folks in Internal Affairs.” 

“With other women…or each other?” 

I let out a hearty laugh. He circled the bar and we smacked hands, just like every other time 

over the last two decades of knowing each other. I watched him check on a couple sitting at a 

small round table, a fake candle splitting the pair, illuminating a scarred, white brick wall full of 

motifs and pictures of everyone Justin had wrangled into visiting The Jewel, his pride and joy for 

the last ten years. Just a bit after seven on a Wednesday night, the scene was beginning to pick up 

a bit with a few college kids starting their weekend party on hump day. A handful of suits sat in 

the lounge full of leather chairs, ties loosened, legs crossed, and beers attached to hands. And that 

one couple huddled close over the tiny table, one nodding and the other smiling. Their 

relationship arrow appeared to be pointing up. But what the hell did I know. 

A quick image of Eva from the previous night flashed through my thoughts, her strawberry 

scent filling my senses, hands resting on her Latin hips, our heat and passion so easily ignited by 

the slightest of signals. Yet, our relationship was complicated. I’d call it a push-pull affair. When 

she pulled, I generally pushed her away. And the same for the other direction.  

Occasionally over the years even after I’d chickened out of the marriage, when the stars 



were aligned and cosmic gods coexisted harmoniously, we’d danced in the sheets like wild 

animals. At times, I pondered if we were actually in love. Then, real life would come knocking—

in the form of a cute little girl—and we’d inevitably either find ourselves arguing or Eva would 

unleash her resentment claws. All it did was make it more difficult for me to see Samantha, 

which is why last night I’d somehow managed to peel myself away from Eva’s magnetic 

pheromones.  

I needed a real date, a woman with no baggage, at least none ready to be dropped at my feet. 

But first, I needed a real job. In four weeks, the Dallas Police Department would be listed as my 

former employer. It might as well have been etched on my police career gravestone. 

“Time for the hard stuff.” I wiggled my glass toward Justin. He held up a finger as he 

gabbed like a suburban soccer mom to a couple of the suits. “Alisa, can you take over behind the 

bar?” He waved a hand toward his longest-running employee, a thirty-something lady, nice 

enough, even ditzy at times, and, yes, blond—Texas style. 

“Whaddya having, Booker?” I noticed crow’s feet forming on either side of her eyes, but she 

was still quite the looker, always had been, ever since our hook-up in Austin over a decade 

earlier. But that remained our dirty little secret. 

I crunched ice. “Started off with just a Sprite, but it’s time to turn it up a notch.” 

“Jack and Coke?” she asked. 

The one TV monitor to the left of the mirrored backdrop got my attention. My police 

chief—actually soon-to-be-former police chief—Scott Ligon, adorned in full blues and 

surrounded by his leadership team, was giving a statement. Wait…Sergeant Kenny Young and 

his weasel-like face peered just over Ligon’s shoulder. I could feel my muscles tense, heat 

radiating through my eyes. 

“Hey, Alisa, turn that up.”  

She picked up the remote and punched the volume button. I still couldn’t hear much, but I 

read the monitor: DPD Police Chief shares content from call. 

Channel 8, the local TV station carrying the news conference, displayed the verbiage from 

the lunatic who called in the bomb warning: 

We fight to safeguard the existence of our race, the purity of our blood and the sustenance of 

our children. Heil Hitler. 

I’d heard KY’s boyish assistant say the words out loud, but to read them on the screen 

reminded me this wasn’t just a crime that had taken place. It was an act of pure terror. 

Suddenly the screen blinked, and a nameless college football game appeared. Normally, I’d 

be stoked. I looked left and gave Justin the eye. 

“Dude, this isn’t your living room. I’ve got a business to run. I don’t want to be scaring 

anyone.” 

He had a point. Alisa slid my drink across the bar, a bit of it sloshing over the top. I reached 

in my back pocket, pulled out a few bills. 

“No need, Booker. This one’s on the house. I may not have any kids, but I’ve got a niece and 

nephew. What you experienced, I can’t imagine.” Alisa touched her expansive chest and gave me 



an assuring half-smile. 

I held up my drink. “Thank you, Alisa.” She poured herself a shot of whiskey, glanced over 

at Justin who’d been drawn into another surface-level conversation, and clinked my glass. 

“To the good life,” I said. 

“The good life.” 

She downed the shot, and I took a strong gulp of my drink. 

“Did I hear someone say good wife?” Justin appeared stage left. 

Alisa held out an arm, an explanation pressing against her lips. 

“No big deal. I know I’ve been acting more like a business owner than just a friend who 

owns a bar lately, but yesterday changed everything. Which is why I’m really working the room 

now. I need people to know this is the place to let go, forget about the hell outside of the walls, 

even if a terrorist struck just a couple of miles from this bar.” 

Our eyes traded stares, all of us likely realizing that the bomb could have been placed 

anywhere, even at an obscure bar on lower Greenville called The Jewel. 

Business picked up, and I ordered my second drink. I finally took a bit of interest in the 

game, a Big 12 matchup between Kansas and Oklahoma. With my mind still swirling from 

witnessing a gruesome act of terror and essentially losing my job, I pondered what type of work I 

could do, even a job that could pad my pockets and jazz me a bit. I knew I had to start saving for 

Samantha’s college one day soon.  

Referee? They earn six figures if you ever make it in the NFL, or any other professional 

league. Wouldn’t fit my win-at-all-cost disposition. When push came to shove—even if I was the 

one shoving—I couldn’t sit around and be an impartial watchdog.  

“Maybe you can find a sugar mama to pick up your bills.” Justin appeared again, flapping 

his towel against the side of the bar. 

“Funny.” I raised an eyebrow, keeping my attention on the game. OU was on top, 28-10, in 

the third quarter. 

“You are the ladies man.” 

“If that’s the case, then where’s my legion of lovely ladies?” I asked, a hint of pity in my 

voice. 

“Life’s a bitch…then you marry one. Except for you, that is.” Justin laughed out loud, his 

shoulders shaking so hard I thought he might lose his balance, topple over. 

“You’ve been married, what, going on four times now…right, One Nut?” 

Justin’s face flipped upside down. 

“One Nut, seriously? You’re going to go there?” His face twisted into a painful knot. 

Now I was the one laughing so hard I nearly knocked over my drink.  

“You worried about future Mrs. Grabowskis finding out you lost a testicle playing football?” 

For the first seven years I knew Justin, everyone jokingly called him grab ass…for obvious 

reasons. Since he never did much in the classroom, but still was known as our own version of 

white lightning, he played one year at Tyler Junior College. In one game late in his freshman 

season, he injured a knee in the first quarter. He returned in the second half wearing a brace. Like 



a cheetah roaming the grassy African wild, Justin with two healthy legs could take your breath 

away. With one and a half legs, he was nothing more than bait for every other predator on the 

field. I recall watching the fuzzy tape of the last football play in Justin’s career when I was 

toiling away on the fourth team down in Austin. He’d caught the kickoff at the goal line, cut 

right, and hobbled past one slow-footed defender, then made his signature spin move, but his 

timing was way off. He spun his crotch right into the lunging helmet of a two-hundred fifty-

pound bruiser, who crushed Justin’s sac. Everyone who’d ever witnessed the blow or even the 

recording—at least the men—let out an audible groan. 

“I don’t want them questioning my, ahem, manliness.” A sardonic smile crossed his lips, and 

he leaned in and smacked my hand in that special way again. 

“If they don’t question your manliness, they’ll question everything else.”  

“I hear you,” he said. 

Alisa rolled her eyes. “Boys. Sheesh.” She flapped her wrists and padded off to bus a table. 

I gnawed on ice and looked around the joint, still searching for what I might do when I woke 

up tomorrow. Maybe I’d take some time away, unwind from the work drama, the explosion, and 

travel down to the coast, traipse through the sand, search for beached turtles, chase after tiny 

crabs, and enjoy Gulf Coast seafood. If a shapely mermaid pulled me into the sea, all the better, 

given my latest conviction to halt the yo-yo relationship with Eva.  

Damn, her lips were supple. 

But something inside of me felt like I couldn’t leave…not with so much undecided. Part of it 

was the job situation, especially the related personal finances, and the other part was the bomb 

that killed innocent people. I’d never escape those screams and images.  

I chewed the inside of my cheek, pondering how many detectives might have been assigned 

to the case. The FBI had probably taken lead on the investigation, but I’m sure the force, at least 

the privileged side of the house, was on twenty-four-hour call to find the nut job who’d 

referenced Hitler and had the balls to blow up a bus full of people in the bowels of Dallas. 

Wasn’t my case to solve anymore, despite seeing the tragedy unfold right before my eyes. I took 

in a breath and for a quick moment, allowed a trickle of what could have been enter my 

bloodstream—a shattering reality for fifteen families. 

A couple of yelps off to my left, guys cheering on the Sooners who’d just scored again, 

jarred my thoughts back to my current top issue: finding a paying job. 

I reached to my right, scooped up a couple of cashews, and popped them in my mouth, 

reviewing career opportunities I might want to pursue: 

 

♦ Fireman: a similar bond with your colleagues, but I’d have to go back to training and start 

at the bottom of the…ladder. 

♦  Retail: standing on my feet all day, tagging and hanging clothes, being forced to play nice 

with snobs. I’d rather have a Brazilian wax. Almost. 

♦  Security: the first and only image that entered my mind was Mall Cop. My body was the 

polar opposite of Kevin James. I had mostly lean, respectable muscle mass, and I could still 



move at a decent clip when I had to. And, I wasn’t a buffoon. I laughed my ass off at the movie, 

but I’d be damned if anyone ever caught me calling in for backup while two old ladies fought 

over the same Kate Spade purse. 

♦  Referee: already thought that one through, but I took another trip down Envision Lane. I’d 

have to start off working Pee Wee games, pulling in a paltry ten bucks an hour. As an officer, I’d 

been called in to break up parent fights countless times at Youth sporting events. One fool 

actually got so pissed at a basketball referee that he went out to his car and came back with a 

loaded pistol. It scared the hell out of everyone in the gym, especially a seven-year-old girls’ 

team standing no more than twenty feet from the lunatic. Once I subdued the asshole, I enjoyed 

grinding his face into the hardwood while I waited for backup. Thankfully, he was convicted and 

is taking an extended vacation in Huntsville. 

 

I reached for the bowl of nuts and found it mostly empty. I’d been stuffing them into my 

empty stomach for the last ten minutes. Only shavings and salt coated the bottom. 

A high-pitched voice got my attention. It was Justin. “She’s lost twenty-five thousand 

dollars, and the asshole has gone off the reservation. Disappeared into thin air,” he said to Alisa.  

My ears perked up. 

“Who’s this?” 

“Jenna, my sister, got swindled by an ‘investment consultant.’” He used air quotes and 

rolled his bug eyes back so far within his sinewy frame that he appeared zombie-like in the 

muted lighting. “She’s not destitute, but twenty-five grand is twenty-five grand.” 

An idea popped into my head. Ten minutes later, I booked my first appointment in my new 

career.  
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I’d ignored the puddle of green ooze when I first pulled out of my parking space this morning, 

but as I sat in front of the heavily treed lot serving as the home for Jenna Grabowski Parsons, the 

Impala regurgitated for a good five minutes. The putrid-green car with more Texas-sized hail 

dents than dimples on a golf ball had intended to be my transition car—ten years ago. One month 

into my junior year at the University of Texas, a double shot of humble pie was shoved down my 

throat, courtesy of my All-American girlfriend and my All-American head coach, lifelong 

Orange Bloods. They both dropped me like I was five-time felon. Actually, it was more like a 

quick one-two punch—Coach Nelson kicked me off the team, then Tiffany, the runner-up in the 

Miss Texas pageant, dumped me two hours later.  

I blinked and tried to ignore a surge of resentment entering the back of my throat. 

Admittedly, I had committed one felony, although it was later dropped to a third-degree 

misdemeanor. The incident was nothing more than me taking up for a whiz kid I’d met in a 

geography course—he just happened to be wearing Urkel-like glasses and weighed about a 

hundred thirty pounds. The bully, unfortunately, was the Longhorns’ starting left tackle, whose 

sole mission on the field was to protect a quarterback’s blind side. I played quarterback and had 

just worked my way up to second team, but I couldn’t turn a blind eye to a senseless, 

unwarranted beating. In one punch, the South Dallas kid who didn’t take shit from anyone 

chopped down the steroid-laden man-beast.  

After spending the night being booked, charged with a crime, and tossed into a jail cell that 

smelled like urine, the course of my life changed forever. Gone was my privileged life as an 

athlete, my sweet BMW 3 Series that Tiffany’s dad had allowed me to drive, the promise he’d 

made for me to join his oil business in Houston after I graduated—possibly after I’d spent a few 

years in the NFL—and my scholarship, my only chip to guarantee me a college degree.  

As I looked back at the incident, I think that’s when I realized I had this odd streak of 

protectionism flowing through my bloodstream.  

I checked my phone and the time read 7:58 a.m. Still had a couple of moments for the grand 

finale. Glancing around to see if a morning jogger would spot my hunk of metal and wonder if 

their neighborhood was being invaded by a bunch of gangbangers, I waited for the final belch. 

The fifteen-year-old piece of crap didn’t disappoint. At least I avoided the revolting stench that 

usually accompanied such a symphony.  

The damn thing wasn’t just unsafe, it was embarrassing. 

I slurped down a gulp of coffee, a Dunkin’ Donuts special—they still believed I was an 

active cop so it was free of charge—and pinched the inner corners of my eyes. With no more 

than four hours of sleep under my belt, I wasn’t kicking off my new career at peak physical or 

mental condition.  

Vividly realistic dreams jarred me from an uneasy sleep, a cold, clammy sweat coating my 



body. A weakened subconscious had turned my mind against me, mental self-mutilation as it 

were. A cycle of tortuous thoughts played endlessly, and I found myself running around that 

burning bus for hours, searching for signs of my daughter. It scared the shit out of me, again and 

again. The bomb that had rocked Dallas, focusing domestic and international press on our city 

for all the wrong reasons, was haunting me.  

While I listened to crickets chirping outside my cracked window—it never completely 

closed thanks to a tow truck grazing the driver’s side door panel—I took the opportunity to think 

through my new business of choice, private investigations. Once again, my mind became my 

worst enemy, wrapping myself around an axle on countless facets of this vocation: what I should 

charge clients, what type of work I’d accept or not, marketing, keeping the books, cash flow, and 

so on. And this is before I’d ever spoken to my first client.  

I took in a deep breath. This type of anxiety and self-doubt wasn’t something I was 

accustomed to. It usually took a lot to rattle me. Maybe the incident, followed by KY and his 

goon squad trying to break me, did rock my foundation. Add to that the gut-wrenching bus 

explosion that for a few minutes I thought might have taken the life of my little Samantha. Yep, 

at age thirty-one, I knew my weak spots, which forced me to realize I was as human as the next 

guy.  

I rattled the Impala door shut and part of me pumped to start anew, only relying on my brain, 

my instincts. The other part of me was scared shitless, feeling the weight of relying on only my 

brain and instincts. I’d dreamed of being awarded a job as a detective with the DPD. Some of the 

bums who had scooted by for years in that role…I knew I’d be more effective than those 

blowhards. 

But shit happens, and here I was taking a slightly different approach—from the private 

sector—to achieve the same goal. Booker T. Adams could finally show the whole fucking world 

what he was made of.  

I let the taste of those words linger, which added more swagger to my step as I approached 

the front door. I rang the bell of the Lake Highlands home. Dark brick, upper middle class, older 

home, probably three thousand square feet or so, and a lawn so pristine it looked like a postcard. 

Never see that in my old neighborhood, Southeast Dallas. 

“Booker.” Her southern lilt brought me back in time. I swung my head back around to see 

Jenna Grabowski Parsons standing there in black spandex shorts, a pink sports bra, and a trendy 

headband holding back waves of full hair. 

She reached her arms toward my shoulders.  

“Jenna, it’s great to see you. It’s been a long time.”  

We completed our hug, and I tried not to look down her bra. She’d graduated a couple of 

years after Justin and me, which made her twenty-nine years old. Time had been good to Jenna. 

She asked me in and ushered me to an oversized chair in the living room. She sat on the 

matching sofa only three feet from me. 

“Thank you for coming over so quickly.” 

“Not a problem. Anything for…family.” I gave her a wink. I guess I was a bit of a charmer, 



even if I wasn’t trying. 

She grabbed a clear thermos of something green and slimy and took a sip, and I noticed her 

perfect manicure, her soft-looking hands. 

Jenna had married her high school sweetheart. From what Justin had reminded me last night, 

his deceased brother-in-law, Benny Parsons, had carved out a nice living running a set of 

pawnshops mostly placed in the lower income areas, south and east of Dallas. He smoked too 

much, drank too much, ate way too much chicken fried steak, and eventually his ticker couldn’t 

keep the pace. He died last year of a heart attack. Apparently, he had a decent life insurance 

policy, given Jenna’s so-called Thursday morning uniform. 

“This is just my weekly cleanse. Can I get you something?” 

“Oh, no thanks.” I held up both hands, ensuring I wouldn’t be force-fed. 

“Not this crap. I can’t stand the taste of this. I have coffee, juice, tea, water.” 

She got up and turned to the kitchen, light from the window glancing off her face. Her blue 

eyes sparkled.  

Dammit, Booker, get your head in the game.  

“I’ll take some water, thanks.” I followed her into the kitchen, trying like hell to keep my 

eyes off her magnetic ass. It was a state of the art—the kitchen, of course. Stainless steel 

appliances, stone countertops, colors matching like it was the HGTV dream home.  

“What can you tell me about this deal you signed with the financial consultant?” 

Jenna opened a drawer and pulled out a manila folder.  

“Here’s the so-called contract.” She held a wad of papers, some stapled, others clipped 

together. Her lips had turned down at the corners. “I was such a fool. What do they say? ‘If it’s 

too good to be true, it usually is.’” 

I nodded. “Jenna, I’m sure this guy was convincing as hell. Do you have his name?” 

She handed me his business card, and I thumbed the name: Bradley David. It listed an 

address on Commerce, a local phone number, and a website: 

www.bradleydavidinvestments.com.  

I lifted the card, but she jumped in before I could ask the question. 

“Phone number is dead. The website isn’t registered. I drove by the address a dozen times. 

At first it was boarded up, now it’s a ladies shoe shop.” 

“Did you get any?” 

“Excuse me?” 

I think she took that the wrong way. 

“Shoes, ladies shoes.” 

A bit of pink speckled her neck. I think I embarrassed her. 

She coughed out a feminine chuckle. “I know what you must be thinking.” Her blue eyes 

met mine. “Ditzy blonde watches her sugar-daddy husband die, then in a desperate attempt to 

keep her same lifestyle she naively allows herself to fall prey to a scam artist who wears bowler 

shoes and has a comb-over.” 

“Did he?” 



She looked puzzled. 

“Have a comb-over?” 

Her lips formed a warm smile. “Hardly. He looked more like Harvey Specter. The lawyer in 

that show Suits.” 

My eyes crinkled, and I think she could see my struggle to match her TV prowess. 

“I guess I do have extra time these days.” She popped a shapely eyebrow and held out her 

fingers, ready to count off. “Let’s see, I’ve seen every episode of Boardwalk Empire, Downton 

Abbey…” 

I was transfixed on her long fingers.  

“Veep, Suits of course, and Breaking Bad.” 

“Breaking Bad. I’ve seen a couple of those episodes up at The Jewel when Justin was in one 

of his marathon TV binges. Crazy how such a sick bastard can become a quasi-hero.” 

“Heisenberg.” 

I nodded, realizing it was good to establish a relationship with the client, but I needed to 

veer us back to the reason I was there. 

“So, we’ve concluded that Mr. Bradley David didn’t look like Better Call Saul, and I’d 

assume he didn’t match the bald head and spiked goatee of Heisenberg.” 

Jenna smiled and nodded. I think I saw her eyes checking me out.  

I can’t go there, not on my first case. 

“Seriously, is there anything about his appearance that stands out?” 

I knew I had a couple of other angles to take to find this guy, but you always had to capture 

the basic information and build your way up from there. At least that’s what I’d gleaned by 

listening to detectives on cases where I was one of the working pawns. 

Jenna raised a hand to her chin, then scrunched her lips. I tried not to notice their smooth 

texture and full shape. And then I did. 

“I could stand here and try to describe this guy from Suits. Seriously, they look like twins. 

Perfect hair, coiffed appearance, fancy clothes, confident but not cocky demeanor. This guy, 

Bradley David, looked and spoke every bit the part of a legitimate business man, a financial 

consultant who had a plan for my twenty-five thousand dollars.” 

I nodded, chewing the inside of my cheek, a bad habit I’d picked up from my mom, who 

was off saving the world again, I think down in Guatemala this year. 

“I’ll make sure I check out a couple of episodes from Suits.” 

“I have Netflix. We can watch one right now.” This time two eyebrows reached for the stars. 

I paused, almost taken aback by her attempt to get me to…What did she expect? 

I ignored my natural urges and glanced down at the earth-toned tile flooring. 

“References?” 

“What?” 

“Did he give you any other references? People you could speak with to vouch for his 

legitimacy and how he’d made them money.” 

She leaned forward and riffled through stacks of papers. She licked her fingers, very slowly 



I might add, to get a better grip on the papers. Man, she was almost too much. I could feel my 

pulse quicken just a tad. 

“Got it.” She flipped the paper around on the counter and popped it with her forefinger. 

“I guess you called each person and they vouched for this Bradley character?” 

She scrunched her lips. I couldn’t help but release a light chuckle.  

“What? He was very convincing. He really understood the investment world, Wall Street, 

how the average person just can’t make any money off investments these days. He showed me all 

these charts and projections. It was good, but not too good.” 

Sounded like Bradley had likely figured out how to present his material to a certain target 

audience, possibly preying on those who’d recently experienced a spousal death. It wasn’t fact, 

but given the vibe I was getting from Jenna, it was a strong running theory, one that would stir up 

a mental dust storm. If I knew myself at all, I’d be able to distinguish meaningful evidence from 

the other garbage flying around me.  

Essentially, I was betting on my instincts. 

“I’ll need copies of all these papers. I’ll probably try to reach out to these references.” 

“Try?” 

“I question everything. I’m not convinced these references are real people. At least not real 

people with whom Bradley David has a working relationship as their financial consultant.” 

Jenna shifted her head toward the window above the sink, her blue eyes twinkling from the 

morning sun. I could sense a bit of self-regret. 

“Looking back on it, I feel like such an idiot. Like some grandmother who let one of those 

TV Bible bangers guilt them into emptying their bank accounts to save a farm of goats in 

Ethiopia.” 

Her eyes looked watery, and part of me wanted to walk around the counter, put my arm 

around her shoulder, console her. But I knew better. Keeping three feet of granite between us was 

better for everyone involved, especially my fledgling startup business. 

“There’s nothing to feel guilty about. We all have times when we’re a bit vulnerable. This 

Bradley character happened to catch you at a tough time.” 

She released a breath, gave me a sincere smile. 

“That’s the main reason I didn’t go to the cops. I didn’t want to become a laughingstock. 

Well, that and something told me the DPD had more important cases on their hands.” 

A quick image of the burning bus streaked through my mind, and then I recalled the 

ominous, in-your-face message called into precinct: We fight to safeguard the existence of our 

race, the purity of our blood and the sustenance of our children. 

The words gnawed at my gut and I could feel an emotional sting at the base of my skull. I 

still had my Samantha, but so many other parents lost their souls that day. What kind of sick, 

twisted maggot does that just to prove some political point? I heard myself breathe and I dug a 

fingernail into my palm to break me out of my funk. 

Jenna must have sensed my distance. 

“I understand you were there, saw the explosion, thought your daughter had been…killed.” 



“Yep.” I pressed my lips together. 

Jenna took two steps away from the sink, but she stopped, still on the other side of the 

granite barrier. 

“I guess it’s not something you want to relive.” 

“The sounds, the fragments of people’s lives scattered everywhere, the smell of…death, it’s 

not something I’ll ever forget. I’m trying like hell just to separate Samantha out of the recurring 

thoughts, nightmares. It’s still a work in progress.” 

I lowered my eyes back to the counter, catching Jenna nodding, swiping a wayward tear off 

her cheek when she thought I wasn’t looking. 

I turned the file around, studied a few of the papers, forcing my mind to hit another gear; 

Bradley David must have known Jenna’s husband had died and that she had money to burn. 

How, I had no idea. But first, I had to find this Bradley character, or at least a trail of the hustler. 

“I don’t see a copy of the check. Can you provide that for me? Following the breadcrumbs 

of the money will be essential in finding the perpetrator.” I still spoke too much like a cop. 

No words, but I did see Jenna’s chest heave, like she’d taken a tough breath. 

Again, she looked away, this time into the corner of the kitchen. I didn’t think she was 

inspecting for cracks. 

“What’s wrong? You can look it up online, or even call the bank to get a copy of the check, 

you know.”  

I continued sifting through mounds of paperwork, some of it nothing more than marketing 

material and charts. I found four stapled pages that appeared to be an amortization chart, 

projecting the value of the initial investment each year, up to thirty years. On the row marked as 

twenty-five thousand dollars, I ran my forefinger across the chart horizontally, then back to the 

top. I worked my way down the paper to the intersection of both axes at ten years: forty-five 

thousand. Ten years later, the value read seventy-five thousand. 

Just believable enough. 

“Did he guarantee, verbally and in writing, that you couldn’t lose money, citing some crap 

about a law or a special type of investment?” 

Jenna moved her eyes back to me, then brought her hand to her face. She let out a shaky 

breath. 

“Did I say something that upset you?” 

She dropped her head and said, “I never wrote him a check.” 

“Can I ask how he has your twenty-five thousand dollars?” 

“I gave it to him in cash,” she said, her hands now moving fast and furious. “I know I was a 

fucking idiot. What can I say? He had the whole package, and I fell for it.” 

I think my chin just hit the granite counter. I felt numbness in my jaw set in, and I know I l 

closed my eyes for a few seconds. “More promises by Mr. Suit?” 

She took a glass, filled it from the sink, and swallowed until it spilled down her face. She 

dabbed her face using a kitchen towel, obviously trying to regain her composure. 

“Bradley was going to let me write a check. In fact, I started writing him a check. But then 



he said the initial five-percent upfront fee would be waived if I paid him in cash. He said he 

usually didn’t like to do business that way because some people might get the wrong impression. 

He seemed authentic, like he trusted me enough to offer this discount to me.” 

I had so much I could say, wanted to say, but a new filter had been lodged inside my mind—

the one that couldn’t outwardly judge people if I wanted this new PI business to work. 

“Well, unless you had the bank prepare wads of cash in a black bag that would explode once 

opened, splattering ink all over Bradley Davis, that twenty-five thousand might be hard to trace.” 

I smiled, she giggled through a few tears, and the tension immediately dropped a few 

degrees. 

I was quickly realizing that playing the part of a PI meant sometimes being that person’s 

sounding board, a friend who doesn’t throw crap back in his client’s face. Besides, if it wasn’t for 

Jenna and her falling head over heels for the beguiling Bradley David, then I wouldn’t have my 

first paying gig.  

Come to think of it, that was one detail we’d yet to address: payment for services. I knew it 

would be a touchy subject. As a cop, I never had to woo clients and convince them to pay for my 

work, although I was offered a bribe more times than I have fingers, usually from a drunk driver 

begging me for mercy when I had none. 

I gathered the loose papers and began organizing them in the folder.  

“Feel free to take the originals,” she said. 

“Good. That makes it easier. I’ll make sure everything is returned once the case is closed.” I 

stood the papers upright and popped them off the counter, biding myself a few seconds to 

finalize a fee structure. 

“So, before I leave I’d like for us to come to an agreement for my services.” 

“Look, Booker, you’re Justin’s best friend, have been for years. I remember you running 

around our dirt yard playing football, giggling every time one of you uttered a cuss word. Given 

what I experienced, I probably shouldn’t, but I trust you. I know you probably don’t have a 

private investigator’s license, at least not yet, and that’s fine. Whatever you want to charge, I’m 

good with it.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I’m not homeless. While I’d love to get my money back, more than anything I want this 

gigolo to not steal from anyone else, especially anyone in my situation. That bastard,” she said. 

“Promise me.” 

“I’ll do my best. But given what you experienced, I think it’s best if we both got in the habit 

of putting something down on paper. From what one of my lawyer buddies tells me, a signed 

contract on the back of a napkin is still binding.” 

I removed a pen from my ten-year-old sports coat and clicked the cheap Bic. I searched the 

room for a blank piece of paper, even a white napkin, as numbers darted around in my head.  

“I’m thinking forty dollars an hour. I’ll send a weekly invoice of hours and a description of 

my work. You never know, I might have this wrapped up in a—” 

“Come with me.” 



Jenna took my hand in hers and walked me through the other side of the kitchen. Her touch 

was smooth, and her hand fit inside my massive mitt almost too easily. 

She opened the garage door, then walked to the far side where a vehicle was covered in a 

large cloth. 

“This was Benny’s pride and joy.” She tapped the top of the hood. 

“He rebuilt it from the ground up?” 

“No. Benny wasn’t much of a mechanic. It was just his fun car.” 

“Cool.” 

“Look, I saw you drive up in your…car.” 

I think my face went flush, if she could tell on my light brown skin, and I shuffled my feet, 

one hand stuck in my pocket. 

Jenna grabbed the red cloth and flung it off like a Spanish bullfighter. 

“Damn.” 

Ten minutes later, I was backing out of Jenna’s driveway, the proud owner of my new used 

car, certain this ride wasn’t a temporary transition. It marked the beginning of my revamped life 

as a small business owner: Booker, Private Investigations. 
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It had been a few years since I’d driven a stick shift. Taking off from the first stop sign in 

Jenna’s neighborhood reminded me how long. Easing my heavy boot off the clutch, I gently 

pressed the gas pedal. And then my spotless, silver, five-year-old sedan with less than forty 

thousand miles on it lurched and sputtered to a clumsy halt. I glanced left, and an attractive 

woman wearing a tennis skort, who was walking her white poodle down the tree-lined road, 

shrugged her shoulders and smiled like she was looking at a rookie teenage driver. 

Smooth and debonair, I was not—at least not while at the helm of my new five-speed Saab 

9-3. I’d essentially bartered the services for my first case, trading my private investigative work 

for a used set of wheels, the classiest set I’d ever owned. Just before we consummated the deal 

on the back of a health food store receipt, I’d paused, hearing Eva’s voice in the back of my 

conscious: “Does the car have four doors, allowing Samantha to ride safely in the back seat?” I 

smiled, signing next to the X  I’d sketched, then reminded myself that drawing up a PI services 

contract had to be on my short list of things to get done—which, of course, assumed I would 

have another client.  

One of my best friends in the world practiced law and had saved my ass from dropping out 

of the University of Texas. I thumbed the words “call Henry” on my phone and sent the text to 

myself, then carefully re-attempted my takeoff. The car surged liked a graceful gazelle as I 

released the clutch at the perfect moment and shifted into second gear. I felt more like a 

lightweight tap dancer than a former football player with a size fourteen clodhopper.  

I patted the dash. “Good boy.” It wouldn’t take me long before I’d think of a catchy 

nickname for the…Gray Goose? I think that’s a vodka company, so that one wouldn’t work. 

Maybe I’d ask Samantha, since kids seem to have the most straight-forward, yet creative minds 

around—at least mine did. I chuckled, thinking about all the names I’d bestowed upon my 

former cars: Green Goblin, Impotent Impala, The Ooze. 

I’d considered myself lucky. Jenna’s offer came just at the right time for my old Impala, 

which might be releasing colored fluid as this very moment. I’d get the piece of shit towed later, 

sell off the parts, and hopefully stash enough away to cover my new, upgraded insurance bill.  

Some might say I was winging it, but I’d like to think I was taking advantage of an 

opportunity when I saw one. And, for the sake of my new business, that opportunity didn’t 

include sleeping with Justin’s older sister. All these years Alisa and I had kept our little secret to 

ourselves. Justin would give us hell if he found out about Alisa and me, and would probably 

lather on a nice coat of guilt. But if he found out I’d slept with Jenna, he’d lose it on me. Initially, 

he might first try to stick up for his sister, like there was anything to protect, and then he’d swear 

me out of his life. I didn’t want to have to deal with either scenario. Justin was a good friend. 

We’d had each other’s backs for years. You can’t ask any more from a friend. Certainly not out 

of our neighborhood, where every third or fourth person seemed to succumb to the temptations 



all around us—drugs, crime, or both. 

Sitting at a light, facing the gradual rise of buildings from the northeast side of Dallas, I 

dialed an old buddy from the force, a guy who’d recently moved from Central, my division, to 

the Southeast Division. “Yo, Tyrone. It’s Booker. What’s hanging, my man?” 

“About twelve inches, a little to the left.” 

The guy’s ego was as big as his…well, everything about him, from what I’d been told, 

including his brain. Cops’ form of camaraderie often scraped the bottom of the barrel, and 

razzing between the boys, and even the girls, was like a high school athletic locker room—

immature and unforgiving. But ultimately, we all knew it was how we dealt with the daily stress 

of putting our lives at risk, and most of my cohorts—soon-to-be ex-colleagues—knew where to 

the draw the line.  

Most.  

A highlight reel of images flashed before my eyes: Sims cracking George’s skull, my sac 

feeling the impact of Sims’ thick boot, and my right fist bludgeoning his pockmarked, ugly nose. 

Asshole. 

“You not on patrol today?” Tyrone asked. 

Good, the news hadn’t traveled across divisions. Not yet. The brotherhood among cops ran 

deep, but I knew that once my forced resignation became official in four weeks, if not sooner, 

asking favors would likely go unanswered, even if I had known Tyrone since we both went 

through the academy eight years ago. 

“Got a day off. Running around, doing my thing.” 

“Hey, dude, everything cool with your little girl?” He sounded sincere, just as I’d expected. 

“Yeah, Tyrone. Thanks for asking.” The slick phone slid off my shoulder just as I’d 

downshifted into second while turning left. I snapped my elbow upward, bounced the phone off 

my forearm, snatched it inside the webbing of my thumb and forefinger, and then smoothly 

pushed the stick into third. I was heading south on Abrams, about five miles north of downtown, 

feeling more confident in my juggling and driving skills. 

“Hey, you there, Booker? What the hell’s going on? Sounded like you crashed and burned.” 

“I got it under control. Is your boy still rewriting the record books on his Pee Wee football 

team? The Broncos, right?” 

“Nah, man, Chargers.” 

Oops. 

“He’s the next L.T.” You could feel Tyrone’s pride for his son a mile away.  

“Right, all the moves, like number twenty-one.” The phone nearly slipped away again, a 

sting shooting through my shoulder, reminding me for the umpteenth that any farfetched dreams 

I still had at being invited to an NFL training camp were just that, dreams. “Speaking of 

numbers, they still got you crunching numbers for the forgery unit?” 

Tyrone’s memory was flawless, and he was almost a savant with numbers. But he had never 

strived to climb the often-political management ladder and, more surprisingly, avoided the path 

toward a detective’s job. 



“Oh yeah. They say they can’t find anyone to do what I do. I’m working a couple of 

counterfeit cases right now, alongside the Secret Service.” 

Tyrone was as genuine of a guy as I knew, so he didn’t understand that he’d just teased my 

career senses. In my former life, I’d toyed with the idea of joining the CIA, FBI, even the Secret 

Service. But after a little research and careful thought in my mid-twenties, I concluded that a 

formal union with a branch of Homeland Security wouldn’t work—they had far too many rules, 

and I carried too much of an attitude. A former academy buddy of mine had made the leap into 

the CIA, but it took almost three years of his life, and he couldn’t tell a soul about his real gig. I 

knew myself, and I simply didn’t have the patience. 

The more I thought about it, my personality and approach to life was probably better suited 

to going solo, on the private side. 

“Can you do me a quick favor?” 

“Anything for the Central Division’s baddest motherfucker working the streets.” Tyrone’s 

voice cracked from his laughter, and I could picture his pudgy eyelids shutting at that moment.  

For Tyrone, my reputation as a straight-shooting, take-no-shit-from-anyone, blunt but honest 

cop was probably a bit overblown. Then I thought about my scuffle with Sims, and I cringed a 

bit, hoping Sims wouldn’t purposely divide the force based on skin color, especially mine.  

For the most part, the city was a patchwork quilt of shades and races. Even if I was leaving 

the force, I didn’t want to leave with racial divide among the rank and file, or a noose of guilt 

tied around my neck. Knowing Sims, he’d take great satisfaction in being the one who found the 

strongest tree branch and kicked the chair out from under me. Was I over thinking this? Perhaps, 

but if I ever ran into Sims again, my defensive nature and stature would be on high alert. 

“I think you’ve seen too many Quentin Tarantino movies, Tyrone.” 

He cackled again and finished with a long wheeze. I joined in with a respectful chuckle as I 

hung a right onto Gaston, the heart of old East Dallas, Mexican food restaurants on every other 

corner, and colorful Spanish signs for a grocery store, pharmacy, even a fitness center.  

“Hey, can you run a check on someone for me?” 

“No problem. Let me log into our system.” 

I heard what sounded like fingers pounding an ancient, sticky keyboard. 

“The city’s still refusing to upgrade workstations, huh?” 

“You know it. They’d rather pay out a million two to fill potholes at Victory Park than give 

us tools that actually help us do our jobs.” He emphasized the last five words. 

“Ain’t that the truth.” I still sided with the men and women in blue. 

“Name?” 

“Bradley David.” 

“Can’t think of a whiter name that Bradley David,” he said, then chuckled at his own joke. 

“The system is clocking. Damn, it gets slower and slower every day.”  

“Just remember you’re saving a Lexus chassis every day you use your old computer. What is 

it, a Compaq? Pre-HP merger, right?” 

“Don’t get me started on mergers, Booker. I got all the numbers on those frauds.” 



“Anything come up yet?” I curled around the massive Baylor University Medical Center and 

drove south into the heart of the city, approaching Elm. Stabs of pain now shot through my 

shoulder every ten seconds or so, and I pondered pulling into a vacant parking lot. I’d either have 

to spring for a Bluetooth or at least remember to bring my earbuds from home. 

“Hmm.” 

“What you got?” 

He ignored my question. “Why’d you say you were looking for this cat?” 

“I didn’t. He might have swindled a friend out of twenty-five thousand dollars.” 

“I got two results showing up for Bradley David. One served six months for a DUI back in 

2007. Told his parole officer back in 2009 he was joining the Peace Corps and heading to Africa. 

The other one was born in 1939 and he—”  

“No need to go any further.” 

I took the phone away from my face and curled my shoulder back and forth, then I scratched 

my chin. 

“You ever heard of this show called Suits?” 

“Shit yeah. My wife, Lucinda, loves that Jessica Pearson, the black bitch who runs the firm. 

Man, you don’t fuck with Jessica. Then again, you don’t fuck with Lucinda either. My ass has 

learned that the hard way.” 

Another Tyrone gut-buster and an even longer wheeze. I was beginning to laugh at him, not 

just with him. 

I envisioned the computer screen…David, Bradley. That made me think, what if… 

“Hey Tyrone, switch the names around. Try David Bradley.” It was a long shot, but with my 

access to this database now limited, I didn’t have time to ponder too many logical theories on the 

whereabouts of the slick man with Hollywood looks who apparently carried a completely bogus 

business card. 

“Two more popped up, but I think we struck out again.” 

“Hit me.” 

“Our first David Bradley is a schoolteacher in the Dallas Independent School District, and 

coaches track over at South Oak Cliff.” 

“Not white?” 

“Not any more than me.”  

Tyrone cracked up again.  

“Second, David Bradley has a single speeding ticket on his record from two years ago. He’s 

thirty-nine as of last month.”  

I twisted my sizable lips. “He might be my best shot at this point. What’s his address?” 

He ignored my question again. 

“By the way, I clicked on a link that opened an article from the Morning News. It says here 

that he co-owns a restaurant off Lemon. Hosted a benefit there six months ago for the family of a 

Dallas fireman whose own house was burned to the ground.” 

I think I grunted, and Tyrone kept feeding me information. 



“I’m staring at his mug shot.” 

“And?” I asked. 

“Think Harry Specter.” 

“Suits. Damn.”  
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All hell is breaking loose. Get yo ass back to the hood. 

I read Uncle Charlie’s text aloud, then quickly downshifted and hooked a U-turn on Routh 

Street, redlining the engine before sliding the stick into the next gear. Damn, the silver fox was 

smooth. I pondered a nickname for my new set of wheels as I weaved around slower traffic, 

momentarily forgetting I wasn’t behind the wheel of a black and white. This sucker hugged the 

road like nothing I’d ever felt.  

Part of me wanted to be annoyed at Uncle Charlie for interrupting my work on my first case 

as a PI. But my mom’s brother typically wasn’t one to overdramatize situations. I’d try to run by 

David Bradley’s restaurant later. 

While Momma was always a bit more idealistic, Uncle Charlie seemed to appreciate all that 

life had to offer, but he wasn’t oblivious to reality either. Still in his mid-sixties, he always had a 

story to tell, a wise phrase to offer. Didn’t mean much when I was a little dirt rat running around 

the neighborhood creating grief for whomever I had in my sights. But as I entered high school 

the stories started to stick a bit more, and honestly, they helped motivate me to work harder, to 

focus on making something out of my life, and not let my surrounding environment define what 

kind of man I’d be. With my dad essentially nonexistent, Uncle Charlie became my male role 

model. 

“If you don’t try, then you’ll never succeed. So get off yo ass and try again and again and 

again.” I’ll never forget that phrase, the last part of a speech he gave me one night when I came 

home from practice and I did nothing but complain about my life—too much schoolwork, 

coaches chewing me out in the middle of one-hundred-degree workouts, and too many 

temptations staring me in the face.  

I wanted to be like Mike. Mike Hampton, the coolest cat in the hood, who somehow got a 

hardship driver’s license at age fifteen and was rolling in a Hoopty Monte Carlo SS, while the 

rest of us were still using our legs, or at best, a hand-me-down bicycle to hoof it across the 

neighborhood. I knew Mike smoked a little weed, maybe even did a little dealing on the side. 

But, like so many teens who thought they deserved a free pass down Easy Street, I justified 

Mike’s proclivity for all things illegal, only noticing his cool ride and a good-looking girl on his 

arm. The wisest man I’d ever known, Uncle Charlie had never gone to college or worked his way 

into a prominent position at some Fortune 500 company. I’d once asked Momma about that and 

she said he’d once gone through a “dark” period in his life and came out of it a different person. 

Later, I’d overheard other family members say that Uncle Charlie became addicted to cocaine, 

started dealing, got arrested three times in six months, and then had to spend two years in 

Huntsville. 

He’d always wanted me to have a better life, had dreams of me going to college, graduating 

even. The first in our family. I owed him a lot, and the only thing he asked for in return was to 



make him proud…day in and day out. To not only be there for my family, my little girl, and my 

friends, but also my community.  

The day I graduated from the police academy, the badge pinned to my chest, I saluted the 

police chief while Uncle Charlie stood and saluted me. At first, it was a tad embarrassing, then 

the crowd started clapping, and I could feel an instant gush of pride and accomplishment. I 

marched over and hugged him, and he whispered in my ear, “You’ve only started the journey, 

Booker. Remember what got you here, and make us proud every day.” 

Catching the lights just perfect for a change—driving about ten miles per hour over the 

speed limit will do that—I found myself crossing the unofficial border into South Dallas, I-30, in 

no time. Instinctively, my car and I were drawn to Fair Park, home of the Cotton Bowl—a 

stadium I once played in during a high school playoff game—the state fair, and Music Hall, the 

best arts venue south of downtown Dallas. 

I could hear my phone clicking and clacking in the passenger’s seat, but as I drove down 

Grand Avenue, my eyes were fixated on the scene at the upcoming cross street, Cullum 

Boulevard. The whole flipping intersection was shut down, as protestors marched in a circle, 

holding up homemade signs. Even through my windows, I could hear blaring voices over three 

or four bullhorns. 

“No justice for our kids, no peace for black America,” they chanted, mostly in unison, 

rocking back and forth, some pounding their signs to the concrete, others raising a defiant fist to 

the sky.  

I felt my chest constrict, my breath shorten. This had to be a response to the bomb that killed 

the innocent people, mostly black kids, a few days earlier. The black community wanted 

answers, and given the insidious message called into the division just minutes before the bomb 

exploded, it appeared that old wounds had split open. 

Finding a safe zone for my car in a grocery parking lot across the street, I felt my phone 

vibrating. I answered it as I strutted toward the crowd of people determined to make a statement, 

and cops who hoped that’s all they wanted. 

“Booker, why didn’t you pick up your phone?” Uncle Charlie sounded agitated. 

“I got your message. I’m here now.” 

Scanning the scene, I saw the typical folks leading the charge when anything sniffed like 

racial injustice. But I knew this wasn’t typical. And neither was the crowd. Five, maybe six 

hundred folks cut a huge swath in the six-lane intersection, their volume and sentiment more 

apparent with each step that I took closer. 

“This group is pissed. The community is pissed,” Uncle Charlie said, his voice filled with 

more emotion than usual. “Kids, black kids mostly, were blown up, sent to heaven way too soon. 

It’s just not right. Now that the message the bomber left at your division was made public, we 

know who was behind it. Whether they are neo-Nazis, members of the Ku Klux Klan, or some 

other radical white group, they didn’t just march around and preach hatred. They acted on it.” 

I bit into my lip, knowing Uncle Charlie’s assessment made sense, especially if you lived on 

this side of I-30. He used the term “they.” I hadn’t thought about it much…whether it was a lone 



nut job or a group. 

“I know it’s only been a couple of days, but everyone in our community wants answers. 

They want the bomber found, taken off the street, and put to trial. I get it. But everyone wants 

this person caught, black and white alike,” I said. 

“White people didn’t see their kids blown up on TV.” 

I wasn’t going to argue the point. Emotions, even from the most even-keeled folks, were 

hovering near the boiling point. 

“Where are you?” I stretched my neck, trying to locate Uncle Charlie’s mostly silver head of 

hair. 

“I’m on the outskirts, down south of the main group, on the sidewalk. With my cane and all, 

I can’t risk getting knocked over. That would embarrass the whole cause.” 

“I don’t see you.” 

He ignored my comment.  

“But you know I don’t blame every man and woman dressed in blue around here. You guys 

got a helluva job. Helluva job.” 

“I think I see my partner, Paco. I’m going to try get the scoop from him, ensure we can keep 

this peaceful.” 

“Hey, why aren’t you in uniform today? Don’t tell me they finally woke up and promoted 

you to detective?”  

I could feel pride and hope in his voice, but it wasn’t the time to relay what happened with 

Sims and my new career path in the private sector. Even in a normal setting, I wasn’t prepared to 

have this conversation, at least not until I’d notched a couple of victories as a PI. 

“Just got the day off, that’s all.” 

We ended the conversation, and Uncle Charlie said he’d continue to observe and let me 

know if he saw anyone getting out of hand, regardless of color. 

There looked to be about twenty officers on the scene. I swept by the side of the protestors 

and waved toward Paco. He nodded and walked to the side of his squad car. Just as I extended 

my hand, I heard a voice from the crowd call out: “You’re nothing more than an Uncle Tom. Ass-

kissin’ traitor.” 

I must have turned my head or paused slightly.  

Paco knew me. “Ignore them, Booker. They’re just all riled up about this bomb. They’re 

angry, and they’re trying to get under our skin.” 

I couldn’t see Paco’s eyes behind his mirrored sunglasses, but his face twisted in a way that 

showed his concern for me, his soon-to-be former partner. Skin color had everything to do with 

this. There were other black officers on the scene, but at least a few of the protestors had singled 

me out because I wasn’t black enough. I put a hand on Paco’s shoulder; we shook hands, and I 

tried to dismiss the cutting slur. 

“What’s the status of the situation?” I asked, the smell of sweat and Paco’s pungent cologne 

invading my senses. 

“This suspension thing…I know you’re still one of us.” Paco smacked my arm and released 



a chuckle, like he had to remember that it was still okay to share information with me. Instantly, I 

felt an awkward stiffness in my neck, but I didn’t reveal my thoughts. In the next few weeks my 

suspension would turn into a forced resignation, and pulling information even out of the 

strongest of cop friends, including my former partner, apparently would be nearly impossible. 

“Protest started about two hours ago, about twenty or thirty folks walking the sidewalk over 

there.”  

He pointed toward the side where Uncle Charlie was supposedly standing, but as I scanned 

the crowd, I still couldn’t spot him. I did see four news vans, each representing the local network 

affiliates. 

“We’ve learned that some of the younger protestors posted pictures of the protest on 

Instagram, and the crowd grew quickly. They became more agitated, defiant. They walked into 

the intersection, daring a car to hit them. We showed up, re-routed traffic, and we’re trying to 

keep things contained and calm.” 

“Shit.” I shook my head, knowing the last thing we needed was another death, any type of 

violence. 

“They’re mad, and they want action,” Paco added. 

I counted four cameramen roaming through the crowd. This would make the local newscast 

without a doubt. Given the bombing, I wondered if this protest story would be carried nationally. 

“We know some of them just like to protest,” I said, turning my head from Paco to the 

crowd. “But I think a lot of them are scared. Scared of the past.” 

Paco nodded. “Frankly, they’ve got good reason. A freakin’ psycho blew up that bus.” He 

crossed himself then raised his head upward. He’d always worn his emotions and Catholic faith 

on his sleeve. 

I continued his thought. “And that psycho spewed out racial hatred like it was 1964. He 

taunted us by leaving that message. It wasn’t good enough to kill those kids anonymously. He 

wanted to make a statement.” 

I found myself trying to think like the killer, as if it was my job to understand his motivation, 

develop a profile, piece together evidence, and hunt him down. Dozens, if not hundreds of men 

and women were working this case, I was certain. Yet, whether it was because for a few 

anguishing moments I thought my daughter had perished, or I felt protective of my city and my 

people, I felt completely involved in this case.  

Glancing at my attire reminded me I wasn’t one of the men in blue. A burgundy-striped 

Hugo Boss shirt clung to my chest, the sleeves rolled up just below my elbows. I’d left my black 

leather jacket in the Saab. Again, I felt like an outsider. But could I use that to my advantage?  

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a few of the protestors break from the formation and 

approach the cops who had on riot gear, standing just in front of red and white sawhorses. Three 

cops stood shoulder to shoulder, dark masks covering their faces, both hands gripping what 

looked like tear gas grenade launchers. I couldn’t tell if the cops were saying a word, but their 

uniform and intimidating posture seemed to stoke the fire from the ten or fifteen folks yelling at 

them. 



A person with a camera on his shoulder was catching every word and response. It probably 

played out like a reality TV show.  

“This isn’t good,” I said out loud, realizing if I stepped in, it would only incite resentment on 

one side and outright anger on the other. 

My phone vibrated again in my pocket. Keeping one eye on the escalating confrontation, I 

read the latest text from Uncle Charlie. 

Lady wearing all black lost son in bomb xplosion. 

Nudging Paco, I had him read the text. He turned away from me, swung his head toward his 

shoulder, and relayed the information to the officer in charge of the scene.  

Suddenly, the woman in black raised her wooden sign and swung it at the head of the cop 

just in front of her. He partially blocked it with his elbow, but his protective mode kicked in and 

he took a step forward, thrust his arms against her, and she fell to the ground. Within seconds, 

protestors ran over and surrounded the woman, who appeared to be crying uncontrollably, not 

from the fall, but more likely from the gut-wrenching loss she was trying to cope with. 

I took two steps in that direction, but Paco quickly grabbed the back of my shirt. 

“Booker, you can’t get in the middle of this. It wouldn’t help, not at this stage.” 

I stopped moving, knowing my partner spoke the truth. My gut twisted into a prickly ball of 

anxiety as I prayed for cooler heads to prevail. 

But they didn’t. Protestors of all ages jumped up and down, shouting expletives at the cops, 

jabbing fingers in their direction. A spark had just ignited a brush fire, and it was impossible to 

stop. Two more protestors, both younger men, moved closer to the riot police, now about ten 

strong. You could see the cops lower their knees, appearing like linebackers ready to take on a 

blocker. 

I just hoped they remembered their training, to maintain a calm, defensive mindset. We’d all 

been taught that most of these situations stayed violence-free if the cops didn’t respond to the 

taunting verbal threats, even if the protestors tried to make it personal, like the Uncle Tom 

comment earlier. 

A rhythmic thumping fluttered in my gut. I glanced left, and a low-flying helicopter cleared 

the trees and buildings at the Music Hall, headed in our direction. I read “Fox 4 News” on the 

white veneer of the helicopter. The press now attacked from the air; might as well douse the hot 

stove with gasoline.  

“Dammit,” I said. 

“Freakin’ press thinks their presence doesn’t impact a situation like this, they’re full of shit.” 

Paco and others dressed in blue barked into their shoulder radios, then he disappeared into the 

crowd of blue uniforms. 

Not a single head from the unruly crowd looked skyward, although the noise made it 

difficult to hear specific words. I scanned the area, noticing a general wave of locals heading this 

way to join the rally. The protestors numbered at least a thousand now. Off to the right, three 

more black and whites pulled up, and six cops emerged already dressed in riot gear. They moved 

into position next to their comrades. A show of force. That was the last thing this event needed.  



More skyward thumping, and I twisted my head and saw two more helicopters nearly on top 

of us. One had blue stripes. The DPD had brought in its own helicopter, likely nothing more than 

providing a bird’s-eye view to help the cops on the ground somehow not let this raging, 

passionate fire break containment. 

Through it all, I felt completely helpless, with comrades and friends on one side, my 

community, old friends, and family on the other. Both sides had every right to take these 

positions, and despite my roots, street skills, college education, and years of experience, I 

couldn’t do a damn thing to stop this. 

Over my seven years on the beat, I’d been in similar situations, but on a much smaller scale, 

where people could see my sincere concern for their well-being and typically would back off. 

There had been rare exceptions, cases where drugs and alcohol were major players, and when 

dirty cops got involved—like Sims beating up George. 

Long shadows danced all over the street as sun rays pierced openings of a few tall red oaks. 

Swirling wind kicked up sand and small pebbles, peppering us with prickly stabs on exposed 

skin. A few folks covered their eyes, but it only incited more agitation. This wasn’t going to last 

much longer…someone was bound to pull out a weapon, or at least throw a punch. I hoped for 

the punch. 

The next few seconds came at me in slow motion. First, a low-pitched thump from behind 

me, then a hissing sound of something sailing overhead. Just before impact, I knew what it was, 

and I wanted to leap like Superman and fall on it before it went off. But I couldn’t get to it, and a 

cloud of smoke burst from the canister.  

A tear gas grenade had been shot right in the middle of the crowd. Slow motion turned into 

utter chaos. People screamed and raced away from the smoke; the wind blew it away from me, 

but I could still feel a sting in my eyes. Protestors ran in every direction, then I heard a loud 

splintering glass crash to the concrete. I jerked left and realized it was a Molotov cocktail as 

flames spewed out, scattering officers.  

A hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw Paco, sweat rolling down his forehead. 

“Call just came in to Central Division. Someone called in a bomb threat at the Old Red 

Courthouse.” 

My heart nearly popped out of my chest. I flipped around and raced toward my Saab. 
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“Wake up, wake up, wake up. It’s time to wakie up, ohhh, wake up, ohhhh, wake up, ohhhh, 

wake up, up, up!” 

Using a masterful Mister Roger’s voice, the man sang one of the most precious tunes he’d 

ever heard his mother recite when he was a young boy. Every morning he could recall, his mom 

would walk down the hall whistling away, an uplifting spirit if there ever was one. Timed 

perfectly with opening his bedroom door, she’d vocalize her entrance with the opening words of 

her authentic tune. He always pretended to be dead asleep, unaffected by her playful, loving 

serenade. But just before the last couple of words, he couldn’t help but curve his lips upward in 

anticipation of…the tickle box. Laughter filled the room as he kicked and flailed, happiness 

pouring through every pore in his skin. He laughed so hard he often shed tears. 

Everyone should wake up to such euphoria. 

He wondered if the man he was watching through a handy pair of nighttime binoculars 

would wake up just as exhilarated, albeit feeling the opposite end of the excitement spectrum. 

The final shades of purple faded into a dark, nighttime sky, and the man with all the voices 

anchored his elbow on the stone edifice behind the grassy knoll—the same location where many 

wondered if a mystical figure stood and shot John F. Kennedy more than fifty years before. 

Peering through his binoculars, he regained his sights on the unconscious, bare-chested man 

dangling from the clock tower at the Old Red Courthouse, across Dealey Plaza, just a block away 

from where the thirty-fifth president was assassinated.  

“Hmmm,” he said to no one other than himself. 

The irony of these Dallas milestone events wasn’t lost on the man, who stood about the 

same height as Lee Harvey Oswald. But this man carried no weapon other than his God-given 

brain, had never traveled outside of the United States, and had no interest in Communism or any 

other “ism” for that matter.  

He knew the deathly Dallas events both symbolized a rude awakening to the average person 

roaming the streets: no one was safe, regardless of their location, their place in society, or the 

color of their skin. This news shouldn’t be a surprise, but people tended to get far too 

comfortable in their tiny bubbles, virtual or otherwise.  

Blood gushed through his veins, and he felt a renewed sense of pride that his name would 

eventually be associated with Oswald’s, only because how it dramatically and unequivocally 

altered people’s perception of trust…especially in each other.  

But the man with so many voices couldn’t have cared less about conspiracy theories and 

governments. He believed political activism was passé, better suited for times when people 

actually had a voice, not drowned out by hundreds of millions of babbling idiots. He shrugged 

and realized that he was doing his part to help control the population. He was simply going about 

it a little differently than Bill Gates and his silver-spooned foundations. 



A distant electronic whoop sounded off three times, followed by a longer whaling echoing 

off the downtown buildings. 

“Ah, the Calvary is on the way.”  

He tapped the speaker button on his smart phone app, which connected to the wireless 

receiver/microphone placed in the man’s ear. The man was tied to the face of the enormous 

clock. 

“Big bear, big bear, what do I see? I see a cross on my chest, I see.” Sitting like a catcher, the 

man howled out loud and nearly rocked off the balls of his feet. 

A flinch, then a twist of the head from the clock tower. 

The man behind the stone wall felt his pulse sprint, because he knew the show would 

continue as planned.  

“Ashtonnnn.”  

Eyes popped open, then his mouth. Within seconds, the man could see Ashton realizing his 

arms were bound, his torso wrapped with a strong rope, his neck surrounded by a noose—still 

hanging loosely, however. Yes, the noose was one of those old-fashioned, coiled types, which 

provided the most strength. It was possible that years ago one of Ashton’s family members might 

have hanged a black man off a tree with a similar contraption.  

Bigots. 

The man’s mission had far greater meaning. 

To pull off such a performance, it took tremendous planning, dubious research, and a kick-

ass final act, accentuated by the ultimate climatic moment. A brief tremor shook his body, and he 

felt the most wonderful tingling sensation permeate his core. 

“Ashton, I need for you to stay calm and listen to me,” the man said, as if he was sitting on 

the back porch, drinking lemonade, and watching lightning bugs with his mother many moons 

ago. 

“What? Who the fuck is this?” Ashton twirled left and right, his feet banging off the big 

hand on the clock. He screamed in intermittent, high-pitched yelps. 

“Ashton, there’s no reason to get upset. I recommend you stay calm, and I can explain 

everything. I promise.” His voice was as cool as a summer breeze. 

“Ahh, ahh, ahh!” Ashton belted three quick shrills, then released tears like he had no control 

over himself.  

That wasn’t far from the truth. 

“Ashton, it’s okay to cry, but it’s not going to get you anywhere,” the man said. 

Sirens whooped from all directions now, as police, fire, SWAT, bomb squad, paramedics, 

and even the Feds would converge on the new epicenter of the universe—100 South Houston 

Street in downtown Dallas. The man knew this would be the lead story tonight, not just locally or 

nationally, but across the globe. A warm, settled feeling calmed his soul. 

He lowered his binoculars and watched cars screech to a stop in front of the building that 

previously served as Dallas’ courthouse. “Lookie here, our first responders.” 

He put down his tools, then clapped. “Way to go, guys. You get today’s gold ribbon! 



Weeeeee.” With his eyes peering into the sky, the man turned around and around, like he was 

dangling a streamer from his hand.  

An alarm sounded on his smart phone, which happened to be a playful trolley jingle.  

“The time has arrived, Ashtonnnn,” he said. 

“Look, my dad can pay you any amount of money you want. Any.” Ashton’s voice cracked. 

“Do you hear me?” 

More uncontrollable crying. 

“Ashton, before you go, I’m going to need for you put on a little performance. It’s all about 

timing, so I’m giving you the five-minute warning.” 

“Go? Where? What? What the fuck are you talking about, you crazy fuck? Get me off this 

tower. Now, motherfucker!”  

“Ashton, you must have been a real pill for your mother growing up.” 

More screaming, sobbing, and flailing.  

The man’s teeth clenched a bit.  

“Ashton, there’s no need to blow your wad. It’s all about timing.”  

The man snorted at his own joke, proud for introducing a bit of humor into what he knew 

was a serious topic. “Mother always said you had to find the good in everything you do,” he said 

to himself. 

Red, blue, and white lights splashed across downtown, including the bed of grass in Dealey 

Plaza. Center stage, however, was the courthouse, with its sconces accentuating the red 

sandstone exterior and now, the patriotic light show highlighting the man hanging from the clock 

tower. 

“Please, please, pleassssse,” the man wailed. 

“Ashton, you need to listen carefully. I’m going to give you a count of three. When I hit 

three, I want you to dance like you’ve never danced before.” 

No answer, just more crying. “I don’t want to die,” he heaved, as liquid poured out of every 

orifice. 

The man huffed. “Some people just can’t put their own personal drama aside. It’s all about 

me, me, me.” 

Suddenly, tires squealed nearby, and the man shifted his eyes left. Two . . . no, three black 

and whites rocked to a stop in front of the infamous Book Depository building. More squealing 

tires, and the man twisted his torso and found lights bouncing off the back of the same building.  

Do these idiots think the person, or group, behind this act is hiding in the building where 

Oswald fired his rifle? How cliché. 

He certainly wouldn’t want the FBI writing his script. It was obvious they were involved 

now, their Ivy League-educated analysts and million-dollar software programs spitting out one 

absurd theory after another. Not a single grain of imagination. Zilch. 

The man’s eye twitched, fearing that once the search ended inside the building that now 

housed the Sixth Floor Museum, the cops would fan out to the surrounding area. Eventually, 

they’d stumble upon him—“stumble” being the operative word.  



But like he told Ashton, it was all about timing.  

“Ashton, we’re about ready for your grand swan song. Are you ready?” 

Ashton’s head hung down, most of his energy wiped from his body apparently. He only 

responded with a weepy moan. 

The man swiped his finger across the phone screen and opened another app, one he’d 

custom developed. Damn, he was good. He licked his lips, preparing to savor the taste of 

redemption. 
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As I motored down Griffin toward the Old Red Courthouse, curling around a bend in the road, 

my progress was halted thanks to a car crash. I downshifted while applying the brakes, my speed 

down to a crawl in mere seconds. 

A man with a bushy mustache wearing a pilot’s uniform had already exited his vehicle and 

was surveying the damage while rubbing the back of his neck. He drove an older Mercedes. The 

other driver, a woman, emerged from her monster-sized SUV with a designer handbag in tow, 

wearing a green, sparkling dress with a V-neck that must have dropped to just above her belly 

button. But it was the red lipstick smeared across her face that got my attention. She looked like 

a drunken clown.  

“Suburban soccer mom,” I said to myself. I could spot them a mile away. There were other 

parts of her I could also detect from my distance, about fifty feet, but right now I didn’t care to 

ogle. 

I’d been surrounded by other rubberneckers, onlookers who couldn’t take their eyes off the 

accident. What were they hoping to see? Detached limbs scattered across the concrete? Or maybe 

some had stopped just to check out the woman’s boobs?  

A week ago, I would have flipped on my lights, called in for backup, set up flares to keep 

other drivers from crashing into these folks, and then taken their statements. Given the woman’s 

painted face, I could have written the statement for her, if she was telling the truth. But that 

whole he-said she-said act had grown tiresome.  

I twisted around and saw nothing but cars surrounding my Saab. I was trapped, unable to 

reach ground zero, the Old Red Courthouse. Knowing my tools were limited, I had to figure out 

a way to get around this roadblock. A quick thought popped into my mind, and I jumped out of 

my car. 

Pulling out my thin wallet, I flashed it open, holding out my other arm. 

“Please back your car up. This is official business with the FBI.” 

One driver squinted through his windshield at my wallet, which I knew didn’t show a metal 

badge. I diverted his attention and popped his hood with the palm of my hand. 

“Sir, sir, do you hear me? This is urgent. I’m with the FBI and I need to get out of this jam. 

Please back up behind the blue sedan.”  

Other cars moved, but the one right behind me, driving a new Lexus, just stared at my wallet 

as I walked toward his door.  

“Sir, can you hear me?” 

He lowered his tinted window. 

“I demand to see your badge. It’s my God-given right to see your badge,” he said, thumping 

the steering wheel for emphasis, but his eyes stuck with my wallet. 

I lowered my body closer to the window, and his eyes followed my wallet as I stuffed it into 



my jacket. 

“You’re no FBI agent. I’m not moving my car.” He crossed his arms and rolled his droopy 

eyes. 

“Move you damn car back,” I said between clenched teeth. 

He stuck out his chin. “What are you going to do, put me on the FBI blacklist, tap into my 

phones, hack into my home computer? Damn country has gone to hell. I’ve got no rights, I tell 

you.”  

I’d dealt with many assholes like this guy, but the power of the shield had usually allowed 

me to emphasize the need for his cooperation.  

I had no shield. I had no power. But I had chugged a liter of water since I’d left the protest 

back in my old hood. 

“If you don’t move your shiny new car right now, I’m going to piss all over it.” I twisted my 

head inside his window, just so he could feel the steam pouring from my nose. 

His eyes crinkled together. “You wouldn’t dare.” 

I took a step back and unzipped my pants, then huddled up next to the hood of his LS 460. 

“You’ve got three seconds. One, two—” 

“Okay, okay, you fuckin’ psycho.” The man shifted into reverse, turned his head, and slowly 

backed up. 

I ran and jumped into my Saab, popped the clutch, leaving a little rubber, and weaved 

around four cars to escape the entrapment. I turned the car right, but not before the old man stood 

outside of his car and flipped me off. I chuckled, thankful I was unofficially on my way out the 

door of the DPD.  

Without much room left on the street, I had to jump the curb, the right side of my car six 

inches higher on the sidewalk. Moving about twenty miles per hour, I scooted by the accident. 

Once clear, I scrambled back onto Griffin and punched it, leaving even more rubber.  

Predicting where they had set up the central command center, I drove north two more lights, 

then swung a sharp left onto Main. I quickly spotted the downtown campus of El Centro 

Community College on the right and yanked the Saab into the front parking area. It appeared I 

needed a parking pass, but I didn’t have time to find another lot, so I hopped out, clicked the key 

once to lock my car and marched toward the flashing lights. I heard some guy in a security 

uniform shouting at me, but I just kept walking.  

I had more important things to worry about, starting with another bomb threat. I knew I 

shouldn’t get involved, and I knew, legally, there wasn’t much I could do to prevent another mass 

killing. But I cared too much about my city to not show up, offer assistance, try to figure out who 

was behind this. 

Just as I expected, the command center had been set up in a parking lot at Main and Market, 

about a block down from the Old Red Courthouse on the north side of the street. The whole area 

was blocked with yellow tape, cop cars, and makeshift barriers. No one was going through unless 

they had a badge or at least a uniform. 

I had neither.  



Onlookers gathered near the blockade, and I raised my neck above the crowd searching for 

any cop buddies. I saw a few familiar faces, but no one who would do me any favors.  

“Did you hear there’s a man hanging from the clock tower, half-naked with something 

written on this chest?” A young Hispanic woman was giving the scoop to her friend.  

I took a step closer but glanced away, trying not to be too obvious.  

“Freaky shit, girlfriend. After seeing the video of the bus exploding earlier this week, I don’t 

know what the hell is going on. Looking at all the cops around this place, I don’t think they’re 

looking at this as a bomb threat. They’re thinking this place is going to go boom.” Her hands 

jerked upward, forming the shape of mushroom cloud. 

She was right. I hadn’t seen this many uniforms in one place since I graduated from the 

academy. I pulled out my phone and started walking back to the college campus, typing a text to 

Paco as I hopped a curb and strutted past my car, thankfully still in the space I left it. 

Dude let me hear from u. Need to know the scoop. Thx. 

Swinging open a glass door, I entered the massive main college building.  

“Excuse me.” I tried to engage the receptionist whose eyes remained locked on her eBook. 

“Yes,” she said monotone, apparently oblivious to the turmoil down the street. 

“Can you point to the quickest way to get through to the north side of the building?” 

White eyeballs peered above black-rimmed glasses. 

“Why?” 

“Because my mother—” 

“I don’t care. Here’s a map.” She used a pen to sketch a path through the maze of hallways 

and corridors.  

“Thanks.”  

I raced off, holding the map up like there was a treasure at the other end. When I finally 

found windows and a door in the distance, my phoned dinged. A text, from Paco. 

Looking at front of courthouse. U wont believe it.  

I flew out of the door and jogged down Elm, past Market. I could see the command center 

off to my left, everyone’s focus looking the opposite direction toward the courthouse. Squinting 

my eyes, I could see something, maybe someone near the top. I texted again while moving. 

“Where u at?” 

Just as I tapped send, a hand grabbed my arm. 

“Booker.” It was Paco. Standing at the corner of Elm and Record, I stopped and focused on 

the shirtless man hanging by a rope of some kind from the clock tower, 

“What the—” I couldn’t finish my sentence. The entire scene was surreal. 

Four gargoyles surrounded the clock tower, hunched over, with wings and rippled backs. 

Lights sprayed across their mean faces, and it seemed like they might come to life and soar off 

the rooftop.  

“The guy who called in the threat, do you know what he said?” I asked, not taking my eyes 

off the man. 

“Nothing official, although another beat cop said the guy was pretty calm and said a bomb 



would go off in thirty minutes.” 

“That’s it? No threats or racial statements?” 

“Well…the cop did say he sounded like a black guy.” 

Flipping my head toward Paco, my face contorted. “And how does a black man talk, do tell 

me?” 

“I’m just the messenger, amigo. I know if you’re from the street, you talk like it; black, 

white, yellow, it don’t matter.” 

As biased as the officer’s perspective might have been, a prickle invaded my spine and 

started crawling upward. A motivation came to light: revenge. So many kids of color lost their 

lives just a few days earlier. Could a family member of one of the victims from the bus bombing 

be compelled to seek retribution against another race? It seemed almost too obvious. 

Sudden activity caught my eye. People scrambled out of the building, cops on all sides 

waving them on to move faster; all ages, including young kids. Everyone appeared to be wearing 

dress clothes. A few males had on black tuxedos. 

Standing just inside the tape, apparently stationed at this location to ensure non-officers 

didn’t invade the pristine command center, Paco spoke into his shoulder radio, then turned to me. 

“Evacuating the building. They were getting ready to start a wedding.” 

An older woman ambled down the steps with the help of an officer, a large white flower 

hanging off her dress. The door swung open, and two cops had another woman in a white dress 

by either arm. She was fighting and screaming, trying to break free.  

I shook my head. “What is she doing, trying to get back in?” 

Paco wasn’t listening. Two other cops had joined him, exchanging information. Just beyond 

them, another cluster of ranking officers stood behind a van. Is that KY? Whatever. 

“That guy up there. It’s the groom.” Paco crossed himself again. 

“Holy shit. Oh, sorry.”  

He ignored me. 

“It’s not just any guy. It’s Ashton Cromwell, son of Fulton Cromwell.” 

Blinking lights sparked a rush of theories pinging my brain, and I tried to understand what 

this meant. 

“This Ashton fellow had to be the target. Maybe the whole wedding party.” I made the 

statement, then quickly realized I’d drawn a quick logical conclusion, maybe too quick. 

“Maybe,” Paco raised his arms. “Fulton Cromwell’s got his name on everything around 

here. He’s worth, what, a gazillion dollars?”  

Paco asked a buddy for his binoculars while I pondered motivations for this setup. Someone 

or some group wanted to create a production out of this. Hanging that poor guy from the clock 

tower, waiting for the cops and press to show up…this wasn’t just about committing a violent 

act. 

“Take these.” Paco handed me the binoculars, then turned and covered his mouth. 

I brought the specs up to my eyes, focused on the tower, then found the man.  

I’d never seen such sheer terror on a person’s face, snot and tears smeared everywhere, and 



although he probably wasn’t thirty years old, he looked sixty-five. His triple-bagged eyes 

matched those of a raccoon. Water found wide crevices that snaked across his face. He swayed 

left and right. I noticed the noose around his neck, but it wasn’t tight.  

I moved my vision downward, his shirt tattered and torn off his chest. 

“Shit.” 

I blinked, not wanting to believe what I saw was of this world, in the twenty-first century. 

“Is that a cross etched on his chest?” 

“Damn straight,” Paco said, his lips white from being pressed together so tightly. “I just 

don’t know how—” 

“Looks like a blowtorch was used.” I closed my eyes ever so briefly, my heart smacking my 

chest. I wanted to save this guy, to help in some way.  

“Those are police binoculars, hand them over. Now.” A hand snatched the set out of my grip. 

Sims. 

A blank stare morphed into a cynical, toothy grin. 

I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t cause a scene, not here, not now. 

He raised up the specs. “Like I said, only real cops use these.” 

My eyes narrowed, as resentment curled my fists into bowling balls. 

“Booker, he ain’t worth it.” Paco knew where I was heading, even if I didn’t. 

Technically, I was a cop, suspended without pay. 

“So, I’m on the outside looking in, but he’s still gainfully employed? He’s not even sitting 

behind a desk.” My voice carried a wave of resentment and I stared off to the side to ensure I 

kept my composure. 

Seconds later, a brush of wind slapped my face, knocking me out of a hypnotic trance, and I 

saw that man, Ashton, dangling, squirming. Someone tapped my shoulder. 

“You want to use mine?” A short, balding man with gold, round glasses offered me his 

binoculars. 

“Uh, sure. Thanks.” I found the man on the tower again. I couldn’t imagine what his fiancée 

was thinking, let alone his parents, and all the people likely watching the streaming video off 

some website.  

From the command center, I heard someone yell, “We spotted wire. We spotted wire. Get 

your men down. Now! Do you hear me? Get your men down!” 

With the short, balding man tugging at my arm, I lifted the specs to my eyes. Ashton’s eyes 

suddenly bugged out, and his body lurched, almost like he’d been zapped by a Taser. Strangely, 

he started kicking his legs all around, like he was running in place, or possibly dancing. His brain 

must have been fried. It looked silly, if it wasn’t so twisted. He didn’t seem to be in control of his 

body, and he screamed and sobbed at the same time. What was happening here?  

Without warning, Ashton dropped three feet, the noose taut around his neck. Seconds later… 

Boom. 

Bricks and pavestone exploded, and Ashton disappeared from my vision. 
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Crouching down, everything stopped for a single moment, all my senses taking a snapshot at the 

same time. Red and gray dust mixed with chunks of pavestone arced across the street, and 

mangled metal and steel protruded from a gaping hole at the top of the clock tower. I took in an 

odd mixture of car exhaust and tangy barbeque—until a thunderous reverberation echoed off 

buildings in the distance, as if someone had hit the replay button on YouTube. 

Bewildered, shocked faces surrounded me, including some in blue uniform. Startled people 

backpedaled, arms, purses even a couple of broken umbrellas covering their heads. 

I moved forward, dodging civilians and uniforms alike. A few ran like their lives depended 

on it, one ramming my right shoulder just before he tripped over a curb and skidded face first on 

dust-covered concrete. I couldn’t blame them. I kept moving forward.  

“Booker, where you going? You can’t go there.” I knew Paco was looking out for my best 

interest, but no one was listening to any instructions, me included. I kept moving forward. 

A fireman wearing a hard hat with bits of red crumbles on top blew his whistle like it would 

cure everything. Even in the coolness of the night, the man’s pink face glowed, and he darted 

around like a chicken with its head cut off. Maybe he’d been too close to the explosion, and he 

couldn’t hear the whistle. I spun around him and marched forward. 

I reached the littered street directly in front of the old courthouse, a throng of first 

responders whizzing by me, paramedics carrying an empty stretcher, cops in protective gear, 

even a handful of plainclothes men, more sirens, car alarms firing off all around the scene. I 

noticed one of the detectives lagging behind, an older, heavyset guy who couldn’t keep up, his 

heels pounding the pavement, veins snaking across the side of his face and neck, looking like his 

heart might split open. More cops running all over the scene, arms extended as if they couldn’t 

see two feet in front of them. It was a colony of chaotic ants. 

I closed my eyes, recalling the day that turned black, the bus explosion, scattering bits and 

pieces of people’s lives…and the people themselves. 

Through the haze of dust and confusion, my eyes locked in on white—the bride. Huddled on 

the patch of lawn adjacent to the courthouse, surrounded by debris, the blond bride pushed up 

with both arms just as I reached her. Lifting her head like it weighed a hundred pounds, 

anguished, bloodshot eyes stared at me, a trickle of blood coming out of her nose, her face 

smeared with green grass stains. 

“I’m, I’m, I’m…” 

Her voice quivered, and her arms wobbled a bit. I put both of my hands on either shoulder 

and waited for her voice. 

“I’m okay. Go help others.” My heart sank for this woman who had almost became Mrs. 

Ashton Cromwell. On her wedding day, she’d just seen her fiancé tortured and blown up. Come 

to think of it, I hadn’t seen any evidence of Ashton, no body or appendages, on my way up to the 



building. I glanced all around me, hoping I’d spot anything around us before she found parts of 

her fiancé. 

“Get the hell out of here, it’s not safe,” someone yelled in my ear and kept moving. 

Twenty feet away, I spotted a blue uniform blending in with the grass. It moved. The person 

in the blue uniform moved, exposing a person under her. The older lady in the long dress. Must 

be the mom of the bride or groom. 

Gently releasing the bride, I darted toward the officer and woman. Halfway there, my heart 

dropped to my feet. Eva. 

I ran closer, low to the ground, as Eva rolled off the older woman, who was mumbling about 

something. I put a hand on each woman. Eva seemed a bit woozy. 

“Eva, my God, are you okay?” 

Moving her arms away from her head, her eyes squinted shut, she knew it was me. 

“Booker?” 

She had a nasty gash just above her left eyebrow, dirt and tiny remnants of pavestone 

sprinkled in her bloody cut and all over her pretty face. 

Just then, I spotted a four-foot piece of rusted rebar stuck in the turf just a couple of feet 

from the ladies. For just a moment, my mind imagined what could have happened—a piece of 

steel piercing Eva like a skewer—and a tidal wave of emotion flooded my senses. Just as 

quickly, I snapped out of it. 

I swiftly touched her arms, shoulders, inspected her body, her head with its thick mane of 

coarse, brown hair. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” 

Slowly, she rolled onto an elbow and touched her cut, then winced. “No, I think I’m okay. 

Just this cut. Well, my eyes sting like shit from that fucking dust.”  

Just hearing her spirited reply brought warmness to my heart. 

“Keep your eyes closed until we get you to an—” 

Thwack. 

Something hit my arm. 

“Can you two lovebirds help this woman up?” The older lady to our right flailed her legs 

liked a beached tortoise, upside down, one of her heeled shoes smacking my dusty leather jacket. 

Eva nodded, and I scooted over to the woman, who I knew would be distraught. Silver-

rimmed glasses were bent across her nose and face, but I didn’t see any blood. 

“Are you hurting anywhere, Miss?” I noticed most of her white corsage on the ground a few 

feet away, smashed. I gathered up five pieces and handed it to her, knowing the grieving process 

would start any moment. 

“Hurt? I was fine until this Mexican bitch jumped me from behind.” 

I blinked, wondering if somehow the words had originated from another person. I glanced at 

Eva, my eyes now wide as saucers. She only squinted, and I hoped the noisy whistles and yelling 

had drowned out the old woman’s biting comment, as bizarre as it was. 

I reached for the woman’s hand. She paused, then took hold, while tossing the flower petals 

off to the side. She had the grip of a bodybuilder. I eased her up to her feet, and she dusted off 



her arms and hair. 

“I told that granddaughter of mine to stay away from the likes of Ashton Cromwell. All his 

money, his daddy’s money, it can only lead to trouble with a capital T,” she spouted off with a 

thick, country accent. I tried to place it, possibly West Texas. 

Was this woman for real? Her granddaughter had just watched her husband-to-be killed, and 

she had zero sympathy. 

“Putting my little Britney through this disgusting ordeal. Their engagement was a joke, that 

asshole, Ashton, putting his little rich dick into everything that moves, and my Britney now has 

to endure all of this.” She threw up her arms, disgusted. 

But so was I, wondering how the hell this brash woman had the balls to speak so derisively 

about Ashton. I leaned closer, sniffing for alcohol on her breath. She tilted back and twisted her 

face. 

“You trying to kiss me, boy?” 

I didn’t know what to do. Eva was now on her feet, one eye partially open, her hand braced 

against my shoulder. 

“Did she—” 

“We’ll talk about it later.” 

The last thing I needed—anyone needed—was my feisty ex-fiancée punching the lights out 

of Grandma. I swirled around and noticed cameras on shoulders pointed in our direction, at least 

a half dozen, and a few more with still cameras. 

Suddenly, two young men in tuxedos ran up, their eyes darting between the old woman, Eva, 

and me. 

“Grammy, are you okay?” the curly-headed one said. 

“Of course I am.” She wiped more dust out of her hair. “I’d be perfectly fine it if wasn’t for 

this two-bit—” 

“Grammy, Grammy,” they said in tandem, obviously aware of her trash mouth. They turned 

her around and escorted her away, and I could still hear her mouthing off. The curly-headed one 

looked over his shoulder and mouthed to me, “Thank you.” 

I waved and nodded at the same time. 

Five minutes later, Eva sat on the back of an ambulance, an oxygen mask over her face, as a 

paramedic continued cleaning the wound on her forehead. Her neck twitched. She thought she 

was tough, but I could tell when she hurt, at least physically. 

“Do you need to go to the emergency room and let a doctor sew you up?” 

She lifted her mask, and gave me a cute half-roll of her eyes. “You know I’ve been a cop as 

long as you, right? I’ve been in my share of scrapes.” 

“I thought you might have added another one to your resume a while ago.” I chuckled at the 

thought of Eva going postal on the foul-mouthed grandma, and I could feel a release of tension 

from my body. 

Eva smirked in her special way, the one that reminded me of Samantha. 

“Didn’t know you were working this shift,” I said nonchalantly, noticing the scene had 



become more controlled, the uniforms going about their jobs and trying to put the horrific images 

in the back of their minds, at least for the time being. 

“I didn’t know you’d just show up. I’m not used to running into you at crime scenes with 

you in your civvies.” 

I think she winked at me.  

Taking in a deep breath, I knew that drama could bring people closer or tear them apart. For 

the second time this week, I could feel myself drawn to my daughter’s gorgeous mama.  

The same woman who swore she never wanted to see my face again. The same woman I left 

at the altar. 

“You want to take me home in that new, fancy car of yours?” 

I recalled how I’d procured the Saab, seeing Jenna for the first time in years, her obvious 

flirtation and my reciprocal mutual feeling—but no action. No way in hell was I was sharing that 

with Eva. 

I’d enjoy being on her good side, at least for one night. 



14 
 

 

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole. Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

The squawking sound of my…roommate, and his peculiar fixation with the word asshole 

reminded me that I’d slept in my own bed, minus my ex-fiancée, minus my current client, 

probably best on both accounts. 

Slowly, I opened one eye, then the next, the morning glare seeping through cracks in the 

blinds out in the living room. I rolled out of bed and noticed the time, just a shade after nine. 

Considering I didn’t get home until almost three in the morning—then stared at the ceiling 

pondering the protest-turned-riot, the second bombing in the last week, and if, or how, I could 

somehow make a difference—surprisingly, my brain wasn’t running through sludge. 

Leaning over the bathroom sink, I cupped water in my hands and splashed my face. I looked 

into the mirror, noticing the cut of my fro. If I let it grow out at all, with my loose curls, I looked 

more like one of those cross-dressing prostitutes on Harry Hines. I touched my head, then 

scratched the equally well-kept goatee.  

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.”  

Rolling my tired eyes, I slipped on a T-shirt, ambled into the living room, and put my hands 

on my hips. “Can’t you let a man sleep?”  

“Wake up, asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

I watched my colorful macaw, both in terms of feathers and mouth, shove his black beak 

through his cage, then twist his head and chomp down on the metal frame. 

“Big Al, you’re going to cut open your cage, you little shit. Hold your horses, I’ll feed you.” 

I released a disgusted breath as I opened the cabinet, pulled out his special food, and filled his 

bowl. He’d once had a urinary tract infection and they said if I didn’t give him this food, he’d get 

crystals in his bladder and die. 

“Yummy, yummy, yummy.”  

As predictable as a…macaw, Big Al picked up that phrase from Samantha, who thought he 

was the coolest pet of all time. He’d snapped at just about anyone who dared to stick a finger in 

his cage. Everyone except little Samantha. Maybe he knew where the line was drawn, because if 

he ever drew blood on my little girl, he’d be testing his survival instincts outside and alone as 

fast as I could open the window. 

Was I looking for an excuse to throw out the only roommate I’d had since college? Perhaps. 

Then again, Big Al was a nice diversion whenever I brought home a date and awkward silence 

filled the room. To me, he served a better purpose than a human roommate did. He required 

minimal cleanup, a small monetary investment in food, and he actually served as a colorful 

decoration with his sky-blue feathers, an almost neon-yellow underbelly, a black beard that 

reminded me of Pirates of the Caribbean, eyes outlined in black and white, and a little green tuff 

on top of his head that bobbed constantly. 



In my sparse, small-sized condominium, any decoration was good, even if I did have to grit 

my teeth through his incessant talking and repeating the same phrases over and over.  

I made myself some coffee, flipped on the TV, and propped up my feet on an old crate 

serving as a coffee table and ottoman. Momma said it had come from Africa, and she wanted me 

to always keep it in the family.  

Losing myself in the fake laughter and corny jokes of morning TV, I thought more about last 

night. The view from those binoculars had been too vivid. Watching a human being die will stick 

with you forever; seeing him toyed with…it’s just fucked up. I could feel my pulse tap a bit 

faster as pictures came to life in my mind—his eyes bulging, him snapping to attention and 

dancing like a crazy puppet while yelling and crying. Then, almost as if a chair had been kicked 

out from underneath him, Ashton dropped and hanged himself. Immediately thereafter came the 

explosion and ensuing pandemonium. Cause and effect. 

Pinching the corners of my eyes, I wished like hell I was on point as the lead detective on 

this case. I’d have access to all the data, starting with what the crime scene investigation team 

found.  

Questions peppered my brain: Was the bomb somehow triggered by Ashton’s weight? Was 

there any evidence to show Ashton was being forced to dance, causing the bomb to go off? With 

everything being controlled wirelessly these days, I wondered if someone, maybe the man who 

made the call to the division, might have been watching the whole scene. He wasn’t just toying 

with Ashton, he was toying with everyone in attendance. Part of me knew this bombing had to be 

connected to the one at the Boys & Girls Club, but could it have been a racially-motivated 

revenge killing? The target, Ashton Cromwell and his wedding party, were some of the most 

well-known public figures in the DFW Metroplex. Another piece of me wondered if the first 

bombing could have been set up just to throw officials a curveball.  

But I’d never seen a curveball cut like that before. 

I thought more about the bride, Britney. The emptiness she felt this morning wouldn’t be 

replenished. Ever. But her crazy, off-the-wall grandmother just made the night. Throwing out 

racial slurs left and right, talking shit about Ashton just minutes after watching his horrific 

death…what the hell was she thinking? 

She wasn’t. The old bag was probably suffering from Alzheimer’s or some personality 

disorder. The family needed to keep her away from the public. Her mouth was a walking 

weapon, a riot in the making. 

Sipping my coffee, I picked up my smart phone and thumbed through my contacts, 

searching for someone who might offer a snippet of information. The blur of my virtual Rolodex 

caused me to drift away, and I wondered if my effort in this bombing case could make a 

difference.  

Scanning the F’s in my contacts, I pulled up F-U: Felix Upton. Twisting my lips, I recalled 

the guys razzing Felix a fair amount at the academy. We’d kept in touch just in passing over the 

years. There had been a memo a couple of months back stating Felix had just recently made the 

jump to the CSI team as a junior member. 



“What the hell, I’ve got nothing to lose,” I said out loud as I tapped the green button and 

brought the phone to my ear. 

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

The phone rang three times. “Hush, Big Al, this is important.” 

“Yummy, yummy, yummy.” 

I wiped my face, wondering what I’d say on Felix’s voicemail. 

“Hey, Booker.” 

Scooting up on my couch, I nearly spilled my coffee. “Uh, hey, Felix.” 

“Didn’t think I had you as a contact, I guess?” 

I recalled his sardonic wit.  

“Yep, you got me there.” 

“What can I do you for?”  

The sounds of a buzz saw emanated through the receiver. “Are they finally giving the CSI 

team more space? Congrats, by the way.” 

I heard mumbling; Felix was instructing someone on…where to install the sconces in his 

media room. I must have misunderstood. 

“Uh, thanks, man. I’ve actually got the day off. Working with contractors, spicing up the 

homestead a bit,” he said with a humble tone. It had the opposite effect. 

I turned to Big Al, a confused look on my face, pondering how much of a bump in pay Felix 

must have received when he got the new CSI gig. 

“Is your wife in charge of design, and you’re just making sure the contractors don’t break 

the china?” 

A pause. 

“No, it isn’t like that.”  

He sounded defensive, or offended, maybe both. 

“I didn’t mean anything. Just, you know, some women like to be in control of the house. Is 

your wife…uh…” 

“Sara.” 

I wasn’t winning any brownie points. 

“Right, Sara, she still teaching at my old school, James Madison?” 

More muffled discussion. He did a better job in covering the phone this time, and I only 

heard every other word, something about timely cleanup, Sara getting home. Hmmm. Maybe the 

wife had assumed control.  

“Nah, she quit over the summer.” 

I leaned forward, expecting to hear the word “and,” followed by a substantive response of 

some kind. It just fell flat, somewhat like my attempt to bond with Felix. 

“Hey, I’ve got something pretty important I’d like to discuss with you. I’ll buy you a coffee 

when you have a few minutes to spare.” 

I pressed my lips, wondering if he’d take the carrot. 

“You don’t need to buy me anything.”  



Stated with a mocking tone, I could see his hand waving in front of his body, and I could 

feel blood rising up my neck. 

“The guys here are taking an early lunch.” 

I heard someone in the background yell out, “Vamanos, andale!” 

“We can meet for lunch at—” 

I jumped in, just in case he suggested some place expensive, given his new tax bracket. 

“Angry Dog. Red brick building in Deep Ellum. Heard of it?” 

We agreed to meet in one hour, although Felix’s responses sounded more pretentious with 

each word that left his mouth. I knew he was an odd duck, maybe insecure from the hazing he’d 

received over the years, but I never pegged him as a snob. Just didn’t fit him. 

Without much time for a formal workout at the condo’s gymnasium, I improvised. Sliding 

my phone into its charger/speaker, I tapped the start of my playlist, just to get me in the groove. 

First up was a trio of Jay-Z hits, all with different female performers. He teamed with Alicia 

Keys a few years back on “Empire State of Mind.” Next, I listened to Jay-Z and Rihanna on 

“Umbrella,” and then it ended with Jay-Z sharing the mic with Beyonce over a decade ago on 

“Crazy in Love.” 

Damn, that rapper was one lucky son of a bitch. 

Having just knocked out two hundred sit-ups, I flipped over, put my feet on the couch, and 

started a set of push-ups. I hit fifty, then paused as perspiration dripped off my sideburns to the 

floor. I pressed out another twenty-five. Approaching the makeshift bar I’d bolted at the top of 

my bedroom door opening, I thought I heard a knock on my door, but I didn’t bother checking. 

The new song from U2, “Invisible,” had just kicked off, and I was feeling it. Curling my fingers 

around the metal bar, I raised myself up. On my way down, I lifted my knees to avoid dragging 

my feet—no cheating for Booker T. Adams. I cranked out thirty chin-ups and was then 

interrupted with a flurry of door knocks. 

Grabbing a towel, I wiped my face and jogged to the door. 

“Yo.” I swung open the door and spotted a female, one eye checking the clock over by the 

TV. I had twenty minutes to get to Angry Dog. 

“I knew you were in here, rocking out, doing your muscle thing.” Wearing a pink cloth robe 

that extended just below her rear end, Cindy, who shared a condo with four cats three doors 

down, waltzed into my apartment like she owned the place. We’d been through this routine way 

too many times, some when she was sober, and many times when you could smell the booze on 

her breath before I opened the door. Nearly every time, she had some excuse to bug me; I think it 

was with the sole purpose of strapping me to the bed and banging the shit out of me. But I wasn’t 

in college, and I wasn’t looking for a booty call, especially not from Desperately Seeking Cindy.  

She flipped around, the bow in her robe belt accidentally/purposely sliding apart. Her body 

wasn’t bad, but this was just not where I wanted to go. 

“Hold on, Cindy.” I took two steps forward, closing my eyes. “You need to close up shop 

before you expose yourself.” 

When I stopped, she had both hands on my chest, flexing my inflamed pecs. I opened both 



eyes and looked at the second biggest problem with Cindy. Her face bunched up like a ball of 

aluminum foil. I tried not to outwardly wince. Meanwhile, perhaps by plan, while her face had 

distracted me, she’d slid her hand down inside my sweats. 

“Whoa!” I jumped back. 

She tapped her finger to her chin. “You’re not a boxer or briefs guy. You’re wearing the 

hybrid version, trunks.” 

She proceeded to laugh, or what I call it, cackle. Fingernails on a chalkboard. 

“Look, Cindy, I’ve got somewhere to be.” I tapped my wrist, eyed the microwave clock just 

over her shoulder. I only had fifteen minutes to get to the burger joint. 

Her face drew a blank, but then a focused stare. She took one step back, her eyes shooting 

lasers into mine. Awkward. 

“Cindy, can’t this wait…” 

She threw her head forward, flipping her sopping-wet locks right at me, then flipped them 

back behind her head like she’d just holstered her weapon. 

“Really?” I said with a purposeful annoyed tone as I wiped splattered water off my face, 

neck, and arms.  

Still penetrating my core with her disturbing glare, she twirled around, executing, as best I 

could tell, a perfect pirouette, which only resulted in her hair jutting out water like a sprinkler in 

my direction. 

Two quick steps and she was leaning on my chest. She was wet Velcro. 

“I just thought you wanted to be as wet as I was.” She raised both eyebrows and attempted 

to lick her lips in a seductive manner. 

It just didn’t work. Not today, not any day, not anywhere. 

I put my hands on both shoulders. “Cindy,” I said in a direct, but gentle tone. “This is not 

going to happen. You’re a nice girl. You’re a good friend.” 

I stretched it a bit. I didn’t need a vindictive stalker in my life, especially one who lived just 

three doors down. 

“So, let’s cover ourselves up and go on home.” I put my hand on her back to guide her back 

to the front door. 

She took two steps then spun like a running back, making a beeline toward the kitchen area. 

“What now?” Raising my hands, I smacked the side of my sweats. I was getting pissed. 

“Cindy Valentino, you need to leave.” 

She got to the counter and rested her ample rear end against the edge of the concrete counter 

top. She crossed her arms, a smirk taking over her face.  

Was she negotiating with me through her body language? 

“Okay. Maybe one day we can meet at the gym, work out at the same time.” I had to throw 

her a bone, just not the one she was hoping for. 

“That will work. Plus, I need two cups of sugar. Got any?” 

She winked on her way out the door, knowing she’d gotten the best of me in this little duel. 

I took a quick shower and dressed in jeans, a gray V-neck T-shirt, and a pair of boots, black 



Doc Martens with a silver buckle. They fit my size fourteens perfectly without sacrificing 

comfort. On a cop’s salary, I generally watched every penny I spent and had been able to avoid 

credit card debt. But I did splurge a bit on shoes—Eva said that’s one thing we had in common. 

As I shut the door behind me, I prepared myself for a conversation that I knew would not be 

easy. 
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Sitting in my Saab in the parking lot next to Angry Dog, I touched the warm leather seats. The 

shiny, gray leather crinkled a bit near the curve of the seat, but that was to be expected in a five-

year-old car.  

I felt the last of the onion rings slinking its way up my throat, and I lurched just a bit. Sliding 

back the center console, I riffled through CDs, business cards, even my receipt contract with 

Jenna. No sign of my Tums. I flipped open the glove compartment and found every Saab manual 

and maintenance proof of payment, but not the colorful, chalky tablets that tamed my indigestion 

on a regular basis.  

I could hear Eva now. “When are you going to learn? We all have our limits, even you, 

Superman.” 

Friends and most of my family would never let me forget the nickname or the headlines 

written about me over a decade earlier. Ever since the world went digital, old newspaper 

clippings never wilted away in a closet. A colleague would find one online, take a snippet, and 

email it to the whole division, management included. Worse yet, they’d print off copies and put 

one under the windshield wipers of every car in the lot. 

Superman Saves the Day.  

That headline followed one of my biggest games as a Trojan. I passed for three hundred 

yards and three touchdowns, all in the second half, in a 24-21 comeback victory over our 

archrival, South Oak Cliff. Most had forgotten that I threw three interceptions in the first half and 

one was a pick six. At halftime, my coach didn’t say a word to me. On our way out of the locker 

room, I told the team if we didn’t win the game, I was going to give up football. Everyone played 

their asses off, and I got the headline.  

It was part of being a quarterback, I learned. Too much praise when we won, and at times 

too much finger-pointing when we lost. 

I glanced in my rearview mirror and shook my head. Two bearded hippies were arguing with 

a tow truck driver about their Harleys being loaded onto his rig. They looked like members of ZZ 

Top: dark shades, sleeveless leather jackets, and faded peace sign tattoos all over their hairy 

arms. Blocked in initially by the motorcycles and now by the tow truck, I gave them five more 

minutes to figure it out. 

I released a belch, easing the surge of reflux moving up my throat for the time being, and I 

thought back on my bacon double cheeseburger, my lunch with Felix. It might have been the 

strangest conversation I’d had in a long while, Cindy Valentino notwithstanding. 

“Okay, Booker, I heard about your suspension. Don’t know how or why, but you reaching 

out to me only means you want something from me,” he’d said as soon as I’d plopped into my 

seat. 

We sat across from each other in a booth, brown vinyl. Felix leaned back, one arm draped 



over the seat, crossing his legs. He felt in control. 

“Do you mind if I order a drink first?” I asked. 

He flipped his head and opened the menu.  

The waitress brought Felix a bottled light beer. I considered this part of my working day, and 

I drank tea, allowing me another jolt of caffeine. I took my first sip. 

“The bombings. I need information,” I said. 

He looked away and chuckled. “You and every other uniform west of the Mississippi.” 

I stared into his eyes, wondering if he’d recently gone through special sensitivity training 

given by Sims. 

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to make you feel awkward,” he said monotone, which meant he had 

purposely tossed me a zinger. 

Wow, old FU had learned to give as much as he’d taken over the years. Good for him. Given 

what I needed, he could be “the man” for now. 

“You’ve been in the CSI unit for what, two months?” 

“About ten weeks, why?” 

I glanced at his clothes. Very green, very preppy, even a collar turned up. I think he might 

have had his hair permed. Very GQ. 

“No reason. Just jealous.” I aimed to build him up as much as possible. “I thought my 

daughter, Samantha, was on that bus.” I raised my eyes. Even saying the words made my heart 

thump with more velocity. 

Curling his lips inward, he glanced down at the table. Perhaps I’d just melted some of his icy 

bravado. 

“Right. I forgot you were on the scene.” His intensity had dropped a couple of notches. 

“Sara and I have tried to have kids the last two years. She’d do anything to have a daughter.” 

“I’d do anything for my daughter.” 

“Samantha, she’s okay?” 

I nodded, and felt a lump in my throat. 

We both ordered our food, sipped our drinks, chatted about general rumors flying around the 

rank and file. 

“With the Feds hoarding office space, taking resources at will, if any other cases get 

attention, it’s sheer luck,” Felix said, then tipped his head back to finish beer number one. He 

raised his arm and wiggled the empty bottle until the waitress acknowledged him.  

“I would have thought that days off would be hard to come by, given all the attention on 

crime scene evidence,” I said. 

“The FBI has a world-class CSI team. Everyone on the DPD team, including myself, can 

learn a lot—when they want to keep us in the loop,” he said. 

“Outside looking in?” 

“We’re on the periphery, there to take them coffee, wipe their asses when needed.” 

We both shared a chuckle.  

“A couple of my colleagues, twenty-year vets, have actually sat in on a couple of meetings. 



But I’ve been told we’re to be seen, not heard.” 

“Hey, my granddaddy used to say that.” 

“Mine too.”  

We both finished off our burgers, and I ate half my onion rings. I couldn’t do enough sit-ups 

to offset this fat fest. But it sure tasted good. 

His entire aura much more relaxed and approachable, Felix didn’t wait for my next lead-in 

question. 

“Technically, everyone on the team has access to all the evidence from both crime scenes.” 

A spark of excitement shot up my spine, but I played it calm and cool. 

“Oh yeah, any theories thus far, at least from a CSI perspective?” 

“I really haven’t studied it enough to draw any conclusions. They have me working every 

other case that’s not related to the bombings.” 

I nodded, wiped my mouth, and put the napkin on the table. 

“You want me to take a look and let you know what I think?” he asked. 

I paused, ensuring I was speaking to the Felix in the second part of our conversation, the one 

who’d let down his guard and exposed a mostly normal personality. 

“I just want to find out who’s behind this and make sure they stop before they do any more 

damage,” I said. “Terrorism isn’t just about how many fatalities, it’s about scaring people into 

doing crazy things. I can feel the city tearing apart, but not at the seams. In the middle of the 

fabric.” 

He raised his beer. “Here’s to stopping the bomber.” We clinked glasses and downed the rest 

of our perspective drinks.   

We both walked to the door. “I need to run to the restroom. But I almost forgot to ask what 

they’re doing to your house.” 

He grabbed a toothpick and chewed on it. “Media room, back porch, and…” He mumbled 

the last word. 

“Did you say pool?” 

“Yeah, pool?” 

“Kick ass, Felix. Up top.” I raised my hand, and he stood on his toes and smacked my hand. 

I didn’t want to show him that I had to pick my jaw up off the floor. 

Felix left, saying he’d be in touch. After a trip to the john, I’d waltzed outside to find the 

Harley convention set up behind my Saab. That’s when I put a call into Tows R Us. 

“Hey, can you guys take your argument and your two Harleys down about twenty feet?” I 

pointed away from my car. Both members of ZZ Top turned and glared. They were either high or 

from another planet.  

I got back in my car, made a couple of calls. Just when I decided to assert myself into the 

process, I noticed the three men exchanging fistfuls of something—drugs, money, who knows? 

Who cares? 

It got them the hell out of my way, and I zoomed off in my rotary rocket. 
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“Scotch?”  

Given the flurry of theories and prognostications about the bombings that had managed to 

scramble my thoughts over the last couple of hours, I seriously considered Justin’s offer. And it 

was free. 

As tempting as it appeared flowing from the bottle, I’d told myself working a job that didn’t 

have a shift name associated with it, one that allowed me a certain amount of personal freedom 

on how I conducted my work, shouldn’t revert my discipline or work ethic back to a ninth-grade 

level. At least not in daytime hours. 

I held up a hand, then laced my fingers behind my head and propped my boots on the block 

of wood serving as an ottoman in the lounge section at The Jewel. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. For 

now.” 

Justin shook his head, twisting his lips while he poured one for himself. “Not sure that offer 

will hold up when darkness settles in, adults come out and play, and the moon shines high in the 

sky.” He held up a hand, dramatizing his description in that cheesy, Justin way. Then he let out a 

Justin laugh, the cadence of his chortle matching his thin shoulders jostling up and down. He’d 

been the same since we met on the football field in middle school. 

I smirked, my body settling into the soft, brown, over-stuffed, leather chair, which was 

flanked by three others, all facing a flat screen TV, forty-eight inches, it appeared. 

“Speaking of moons, remember that spring break trip we made back in…oh, I don’t know 

the year, maybe after high school graduation. We were hauling ass down I-35 just outside of 

Waco, and that car of bowheads from Baylor drove up next to us and waved.” 

“I remember,” rolling my eyes at the visual coming to mind. But Justin wasn’t about to let 

that stop him from reaching the climax of his story. 

“I rolled down the window, dropped my drawers, and stuck my ass out the window, 

spreading my cheeks as much as I could.” 

I turned my head, trying to sort out all the Justin-mooning stories, which had started to turn 

into folklore. 

“Hey, I think you forgot the second part of that story.” Justin had set down his drink and was 

now fidgeting with the wires snaking out of the wall and into the back of the silver-framed flat 

screen. 

No answer. Now I was the one who couldn’t let it drop. 

“I was trying to keep your mom’s Chevy Cavalier on the road while laughing my ass off 

looking at your red face, while you were laughing your ass off.”  

He nodded but didn’t turn around. 

“And then we both know what happened.” I laughed out the last few words, then coughed 

on my own saliva. 



He turned and held up a finger. “You’re going to make me hear this?” he said half-seriously. 

Scratching my chin, I looked to the corner of the room. “Apparently, the girls were so 

enamored with your lily-white ass, that one of those bowheads hurled a cup full of hot coffee, 

connecting with both cheeks.” 

I smacked my leg and leaned over, laughing like I was back in the car, coffee splattered 

everywhere, Justin’s high-pitched shrill nearly popping an eardrum.  

“Dude, the expression on your face was priceless. It was like the grim reaper had invaded 

your body.” I roared with laughter, then coughed again out of sheer lack of control. 

“Hey, that coffee burned my ass. I had welts,” he claimed. “Come to think of it, I should 

have sued that bowhead and her rich daddy, and the chain store that serves coffee at over two 

hundred degrees.” 

“They could have sued you for indecent exposure.” 

Justin crinkled his eyes as if suddenly the scene was too fuzzy for him.  

“You don’t remember? 

A blank stare. 

“You were rolling around, rubbing your ass on the seat like a dog with fleas,” I laughed as I 

spoke. I wiped away watering eyes. “Then…” I could hardly get it out, and Justin put his hand to 

his face, shaking his head, a fireplug red. “Still yelping like a wounded puppy, you tried to flip 

around and stick your ass against the air-conditioning vents. But just as you turned to the 

window, you must have forgotten they were still there.” 

He rolled his eyes and nodded. 

“Just as you turned, I rolled up the window, catching your junk on the way up.” 

I howled and attempted to keep myself upright. 

“You almost tore my sac from my body.” Justin’s long arms spread out about eight feet, tip 

to tip. 

I heaved with laughter, replaying the scene again and again in my juvenile mind. When I 

finally caught my breath, I grabbed a napkin and wiped perspiration from my forehead. 

“The absolute best part was then you finally got unhooked, sat down, and zipped up. You 

tried covering your face. They kept waving and waving, and when they finally got our attention, 

three of the girls held up their little pinkies, which meant that—” 

“I know what it means. They were fucking clueless, just like you. Prick.” 

Justin walked out of my vision behind me. I thought he was going to retrieve tools from 

behind the bar, but instead he tried putting me in a headlock. 

“You need a good ass kickin’,” he said with one arm locked around my neck, his right 

scrubbing the top of my thin fro. 

I pulled his arm, but he was locked in pretty good. I didn’t want to break his arm, so I chose 

a better option. With visions of Bruiser Brody and the Hulk, I twisted to sit on my knees, leaned 

over, and picked his ass up in my arms. 

“Whoa!” he said. 

I swung him around and just as I was about to drop him on my knee—a classic pro wrestling 



move—the front door opened. 

“Seriously?” Alisa crossed her arms, the strap from a white purse pulled tight across her 

chest. 

Justin released his grip, and I released him. Busted. Horsing around like a couple of 

teenagers.  

“I have a child, so wrestling around in a playful way comes with the territory,” I explained to 

Alisa for some reason, then turned my head toward Justin. 

“Uh…I’ve got nothing. No excuse, other than trying to keep this a-hole from thinking he’s 

got all this dirt on me.” Justin leaned over to the bar, grabbed his white towel, spun both ends, 

then snapped it against my leg. 

“You boys. Will you ever grow up?” 

“She’s right,” I said. 

“I have the need.” Justin lifted up his arm.  

I couldn’t leave him hanging, so I reciprocated and we completed our roundhouse high five 

as we both said, “The need for speed.” We laughed again, but by this time, Alisa had already 

disappeared.  

I took the liberty of pouring myself a glass of water and plopped back in my seat. Setting my 

drink on a small glass table that had soft, green lights shining from the inside, I realized how 

much I admired Justin, for being a loyal friend, and just now thinking about what he’d done with 

this old bar. When he first bought the building, the place was a mess, being a former car parts 

business that had been shut down for ten years or so. It was nothing more than four brick walls, a 

back room, bathroom, and an upstairs closet. He had a vision…and the drive to make it 

something special.  

Without thinking much about it back then, I realized he’d found his passion, which might be 

why he put so much thought into the name. “The bar’s name is like a book’s cover,” he said. 

“You win or lose the customers before they ever enter the bar, just with the name.” 

A die-hard fan of the Michael Douglas-Kathleen Turner romantic, suspense movies from the 

1980s, Justin knew every line, every bit of trivia from Romancing the Stone and The Jewel of the 

Nile. He considered naming his bar The Stone, or some variation of it. But he said people would 

think of the ancient rock band, the Rolling Stones. Plus, as much as he wanted to provide a cool 

place for people to hang out, occasionally listen to some live music and imbibe, he wasn’t keen 

on people thinking this was a stoner’s bar.  

Then it hit him one night when he was watching The Jewel of the Nile for the hundredth 

time, which is why he added the accent green lights in various places around the bar. It was 

artfully subtle. Words I would normally never associate with Justin. The Jewel.  

Justin had returned to the TV, following red and black cables between wall and plastic box, 

trying to figure out why it wasn’t working. I spotted the remote on the chunk of wood and 

clicked the input button, scrolled down and… 

“Voila!” I said. 

“Smart ass.” 



A few minutes later, Justin had one leg over the arm of his chair, his hand shoveling in 

popcorn. He had popped some in the microwave, and even gave me a bowl.  

“This episode of Suits is from season two. I think it’s the best season. Has the most tension, 

the best dialogue,” he said through a mouthful of popcorn, his eyes not leaving the screen. 

“Which one is Harvey?” I asked. 

He turned to me. “After the way my sister described this financial consultant, you really 

gotta ask?” 

I shook my head. “I just see a lot of white lawyers walking around in…suits. Well, there is 

that redhead, Brenda, his admin. She’s kind of hot, in a don’t-fuck-with-me-or-my-boss kind of 

way.” 

Justin chuckled once and continued shoveling popcorn. 

I studied the screen. “Okay, it can’t be this guy. He’s round, has a neck like Jabba the Hutt, 

and is way too hairy, in the wrong places.” 

Justin chuckled again. “That’s Louis Litt. Now you’re getting into it.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alisa flipping chairs to the ground, lighting votive 

candles at each table. Then she disappeared upstairs. 

“Who’s this Mike guy?” I asked, mildly interested. 

“He’s the smartest guy in the building, but because he got caught cheating, he never went to 

law school. Harvey is constantly saving his ass, in a New York lawyer kind of way,” Justin said. 

I nodded, further observing the awesomeness that was Harvey Specter. I could also see why 

women melted around him—or the real version of him, David Bradley, if I had the name right. 

“Hey, check this out, a classic one-liner from Harvey,” Justin said. I was worried about my 

friend. He was like a savant with TV shows and movies.  

“Something told me you’d need it, and by something, I mean common sense. And by need it, 

I mean you’re an idiot.”  

We both chuckled, and I could see the ever-present power play between Harvey and Mike, 

Harvey and Louis, Harvey and…whoever. It was all about who had the upper hand. 

All the lawyer talk reminded me about my old college buddy Henry Cho, and my brief 

cameo at law school. It sparked another thought about the bombing case. I sent myself a quick 

text, slid the phone back in my pocket, and wondered if I was approaching my new small 

business with the same focus and entrepreneurial spirit that Justin had with The Jewel all these 

years.  

I heard Alisa trotting down the wooden stairs, emerging from behind the wall with a box. 

“Need any help?” I asked, obviously not as into the show as Justin. 

“I got three more upstairs. I’ll take help when I can get it, especially when Justin’s gone into 

his catatonic state staring at the boob tube.” 

Taking the stairs two at a time, I reached the top in seven Booker strides. A partially open 

door was straight ahead, about six feet from the landing. Inside, I found cans of paint, old 

pictures that hung from the walls in the early days of The Jewel, and an old sign that had been 

attached over the door out front. A smaller wooden bar sat to the right. I ran my finger across it 



and scooped up a thick layer of dust.  

“If you find anything you like, I’m sure Justin would let you have it, for a nominal fee.” 

Alisa’s voice had caught me off guard. I turned and she winked at me. 

“Uh, sorry. I got distracted.” I looked around the room, an idea peppering my mind. 

“Too bad this place doesn’t have any natural light.” 

“Not now, but that piece of plywood actually hides a cool stained glass window.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recall ever seeing that.” 

“Justin didn’t want anyone breaking in through this one upstairs window, so he boarded it up 

on both sides. Since it faces the back alley, no ever sees the boarded window anyway.” 

One Nut did have a brain, maybe not one meant for school, but I never realized how much 

he had his shit together. 

I picked up two of the three boxes and went downstairs, then I ambled over to the lounge 

area where Justin was licking his fingers, the popcorn long gone. 

“Getting your Suits fix in?” 

“Dude, you’ve missed a ton. Can I fill you in?” 

“That’s cool. I have an appointment.”  

Justin had not taken his eyes off the screen. “Check out this line,” he said. 

“So the ball’s in your court, but the truth is your balls are in my fist. Now I apologize if that 

image is too pansy for you, but I’m comfortable enough with my manhood to put it out there.” 

With both a strong visual and verbal image planted in my mind, I left The Jewel, on the hunt 

for the financial consultant version of Harvey Specter. 
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If Justin’s hole-in-the-ground bar was a jewel, David Bradley’s restaurant looked like a diamond 

by Cartier. 

I’d driven up and down Lemon Avenue a half dozen times, even searched the side streets 

looking for a parking spot, the free variety. With the time now approaching almost five thirty in 

the evening, I huffed out a breath and decided I had no other choice: I had to valet my new pride 

and joy.  

“Damn.” I watched a zit-faced teenager scoot away in my car, then turned and gazed upon 

the white stone building that housed Marvel. “Wonder how much he paid just for the lighting.” 

It wasn’t Vegas ostentatious, but David Bradley had invested heavily into the structure, 

perfectly-placed lighting, the fine detailed work along the window frames, a rusted steel structure 

built into the façade above the entryway. Everywhere I looked, I was impressed, at least on the 

outside. 

I strode through what looked like European, handcrafted wooden doors, my head on swivel, 

wondering how the guy would react once I pinned him down, verbally of course—if he was who 

I thought he was. I couldn’t declare him guilty just yet. The cop in me still existed. I’d expect 

some of that to have been infused in my DNA by now.  

“Can I help you?” A twenty-something man with sandy-blond hair that he swished to one 

side, wearing dark-rimmed glasses and a dapper black suit and blue tie, took two steps my 

direction. 

“Yeah, what do you serve?” 

It was obvious he wasn’t accustomed to pointed questions. He shifted his glasses and 

casually stuffed his right hand in his pocket. 

“We’re the number one spot in Dallas for Asian Fusion. Critics have already put us in the top 

ten of restaurants in the country.” He smirked. 

I finally took in the ambiance. It was comical, literally. Unlike the outside, the interior 

architecture was straight out of a comic book—odd-angled walls, huge curves and spikes, shades 

of purple in one area, red, white and blue in another. I looked closer and realized there were 

themed areas of the restaurant, each one honoring a superhero from the land of Marvel comics. 

“Did I step into Disney World?” 

“Excuse me?” 

He didn’t care for that comment. 

I shuffled left, moving within a couple of feet of what I guessed was a statue of Hulk. I 

reached a finger toward a lifelike shoulder. 

“Uh, please don’t touch the artwork, sir. They are one-of-a-kind pieces. I assure you, each 

piece is worth more money than you make in a year.” 

I just lost my comedic appetite. But I also realized getting into hand-to-hand combat with 



the JCPenney cover boy would only distract me further from why I was there. 

I ignored him and his smugness. “I’d like to speak with David Bradley.” 

I watched his eyes. I thought I noticed a slight twitch. He walked back behind his little 

lectern. 

“Mr. Bradley is busy with the staff in the back, preparing for tonight’s dinner crowd,” he 

said while pretending to scan a book of reservations, I guessed. 

I glanced around the themed areas, each one at a different level, a few steps up or down. 

Ingenious. 

“I can wait. How long will he be?” 

The theme to recent Iron Man movies sounded off just behind the maître d’, who turned and 

picked up a sleek black phone. “Good evening, Marvel restaurant, this is Dax.”  

Dax adjusted those fake glasses again while looking right at me, acting like he was finally 

able to move on to important business. 

Drowning him out momentarily, I decided to browse a bit. I spotted patrons at two tables, 

both situated in the Wolverine section, so I walked left into the Captain America section. Red, 

white, and blue costumes hung from the ceiling, the signature shield on the backs of all the 

leather chairs. I shook my head, nearly in awe how this guy was able to pull off a five-star adult 

restaurant with a kid theme.  

Maybe the food was that good…or bat good. I chuckled at my own pun, then spun around to 

find the sharp-dressed boy standing an inch from my chest. 

“You can’t just roam the restaurant. This isn’t a tourist attraction.” 

“Could have fooled me.” 

“Not a free one.” 

I sauntered back to the front with my bodyguard nestled to my side. “How much would a 

nice dinner at Marvel cost me and my date?” 

He eyed my wardrobe, head to toe. I thought I had a cool vibe working, but the only time I’d 

stepped into Neiman Marcus was to take a piss on my way out of NorthPark Center. 

“Do you really want to know?”  

Another adjustment of his glasses.  

“Sure. Hit me.”  

I held up two fingers. 

He shook his head. 

Three fingers. 

Another shake. 

Four fingers. 

“Nope,” he said, then turned to open the menu. 

An authentic question came to mind. “How does Mr. Bradley own this without infringing on 

the copyright of the comic book characters?” 

“We have an arrangement,” Dax said through squinting eyes. 

I think I mouthed the word “an arrangement,” wondering what the hell that really meant. 



“Don’t forget, I’m still waiting on Mr. Bradley.”  

He released an annoyed breath. 

“Okay. Fine. Stay here.” He held out a finger. If it had been any closer, I would have been 

tempted to snap it in two. But I restrained. 

Walking through the fantasy worlds of Iron Man, Spiderman, and Hulk, Dax finally reached 

the bar area. He leaned into the ear of a person cinching an apron around his waist. They both 

looked my way. I waved like I was addressing two little girls. Perhaps Dax thought I was about 

to break out a can of paint and scrawl graffiti all over the Hulk statue. 

The person in the apron walked by twice, nodding politely. Ten minutes later, Dax finally 

scooted in behind the lectern. 

“Can you tell me the nature of your business?” 

He adjusted those damn glasses again, his go-to move for every response, it seemed. Too 

predictable. 

“The nature of my business is that I need to speak with him.” 

I could feel heat invade my neck. But I couldn’t be too pushy until I knew David Bradley 

was indeed the fake Harvey Specter and likely the fake investment consultant. 

“I assure you Mr. Bradley is quite busy. How about I make you an appointment for some 

time next week when his focus is not on preparing our kitchen? You do know he is executive 

chef?” 

I looked over at Hulk’s green skin and tattered trousers, and self-doubt crept into my 

thoughts. 

“I don’t need much of his time. Five minutes,” I said with a nicer tone. 

Pressing his lips together as if he was contemplating calling the cops, Dax picked up his cell 

phone and turned away. A few hushed words, his hand somewhat animated, he then turned back 

around and set the phone down. “He’ll be right out.” 

“Thanks.” That was easy. Maybe the low-key, nice approach worked, but only after he’d 

seen my more assertive nature. Whatever, it worked. 

Not thirty seconds later, David Bradley rounded the corner from the bar and walked the 

obstacle course that was his restaurant. Almost immediately, even from a distance, I was in 

observation mode. He walked in short steps, his toes lifting his body on each and every stride. He 

really put his whole body into the walking routine—his arms swayed extra high and his head 

rocked from shoulder to shoulder. Wearing the traditional all-white chefs’ garb, David strolled up 

like he hadn’t a care in the world.  

My first up-close, visual impression was mixed, at best. His hair was more blond than 

brown, parted in the middle, feathered back. He was a little more height-challenged than I 

expected, and he wore a gold hoop earring. Jenna never mentioned an earring.  

He stuck out his hand, and I shook it. Not very firm, but he didn’t seem to mind. 

“Thank you for giving me a few minutes,” I said. 

“Sure,” he said happily, hands resting comfortably on his hips. 

“So, how is business?” I got straight to the point, without stating my exact purpose. 



“Oh, well, we’re doing quite well.” Sounding a bit nasal, he acted like he had nothing to 

hide. “Hey, Dax, we’re booked for the night, six o’clock on, right?” 

Dax appeared a bit nervous but responded anyway. “Yes sir. Booked on Friday night as 

usual.” 

I wanted to keep Dax out of this, so I shifted left a couple of steps, and David followed my 

eyes. 

“If you’re doing so well, can you tell me why you need a side business as an investment 

consultant?” I flipped out the card, and he fluttered his eyes. 

“What are you talking about?” David turned back to Dax, rocking side to side like the 

waddle of another comic character that came to mind, the Penguin. Come to think of it, they had 

a similar appearance. Frankly, I couldn’t imagine this dude as a lady killer. Perhaps, when he’s 

talking numbers, his pheromones send women into a sexual frenzy.  

“Sir, you don’t need to look at Dax. I’m asking you the question.” 

Dax’s eyes glanced at me, and I returned the glare.  

“Who are you?” David asked me directly. 

I wondered when their inquisition would truly begin. “I’m Booker Adams. I represent Jenna 

Parsons, who believes you’ve stolen a large sum of her money.” I flapped the business card, then 

watched David’s face contort like he was receiving a rectal exam. 

“I’m sorry, but I haven’t stolen a penny from anyone, and I resent your accusations.” His 

hands were now planted firmly on his hips, sweat bubbling at his hairline.  

Was that a sign of guilt? Or was he pissed for being accused of something he didn’t do? 

Just then, I noticed Dax quietly shuffling away from his mini desk. 

Before I could call out Dax for leaving the scene of an accident waiting to happen, Bradley 

stepped in. 

“Dax.” 

The kid didn’t turn around. 

“Dax, you hear me. I was told a patron wanted to discuss the menu, and now I have to 

endure these outrageous allegations. Tell me what’s going on,” he demanded. 

Dax stopped. 

“Yeah, Dax, tell us what’s going on.” 

Dax turned around, his neck and face a splotchy red. “Gordon, I’m sorry if you 

misunderstood, but—” 

“Misunderstood? I understood perfectly when David said you called and would like for me 

to come to the front and review our menu with one of our patrons.” 

“Wait a second. You just used David in the third person. That’s not you?” I pointed, one 

eyebrow lifted, my heart shifting into overdrive. 

He jerked his neck backward. “What are you talking about? I’m Gordon, the sous-chef.” 

Taking two big strides, I stood in between Dax and Gordon. 

“Where is David Bradley? The real David Bradley.” 

Dax opened his mouth, but words failed to formulate.  



“He told me not to be surprised if he was gone when I got back from this conversation. He 

wanted to run down to the Farmer’s Market for some last-minute shopping,” Gordon offered. 

“Dammit!” I’d been duped by Dax the JCPenney cover boy. 

“Take me to the kitchen, quickly.” 

Gordon led the way, Dax not far behind me. “I assure you, he has no business with you, no 

knowledge of this alleged financial crime,” Dax said. 

“Who said anything about crimes, financial or otherwise?” I asked as I thumped the swivel 

door heading into the kitchen. 

Heads popped up from whatever they were doing, and I stopped in my tracks, scanning the 

crowd of faces. Think Harvey Specter.  

No matches. 

“Where’s his office?” I asked Gordon. 

He held out his arm and guided us around ovens, food preparation tables, cabinets, and 

shelves filled with dishes and flatware, and finally to the office. A slender, vertical window 

showed darkness on the other side. I grabbed the doorknob. 

“Locked.” 

I put my face against the glass. Not too big, but I could make out pictures on the wall, two 

chairs facing a contemporary desk. 

“Any way for him to hide under the desk?” 

“Might be tight,” Gordon said.  

“Where does he park?” 

Ten more strides, and I toed the metal back door open, a small ten-car lot to my right, 

splitting a curved alley on both sides. I looked left then right. Nothing. Then I looked left again, 

Rear brake lights fifty yards away. 

I started running as Dax yelled, “He’s not going to talk to you. You’ve got nothing on him.” 

Dax’s loyalty would have been admirable, if it wasn’t so damn annoying. But why was he so 

protective? Add that to my list of things to pull from David and Dax.  

Still feeling a brick of burger grease sloshing around in my stomach, I didn’t feel very swift. 

The cadence of my Doc Martens crunching pebbled concrete seemed slower than usual. I hadn’t 

played defense since the eighth grade, but I eyed the three red lights like they were the prey, and 

I the hunter.  

I’d failed to ask Gordon and Dax what type of car David drives. Didn’t matter right now, I 

only wanted to catch my dinner. I was closing fast, under fifty yards. Darkness blanketed the city, 

and I squinted to see the outline of the car. 

I swooped left around a small shed and lost my visual. Just as I came out of the curve, a 

hollow can clanged off the concrete and my heart skipped a beat, my pace reduced in half, my 

eyes darting around. A hiss, then a high-pitched, animal-like squeal. Twisting my upper torso left, 

I saw white fangs and arched claws just before impact.  

“Fuck!” 

A wild cat punctured my shirt, then my skin, clinging like Spiderman to my chest. Hopping 



around while trying to pull him off, I looked down, his green eyes shooting evil rays. 

“You little shit, get the hell off me!” 

He wouldn’t let go, and the harder I pulled, the more he dug in. The sensation of dagger-like 

claws plying under my skin felt like being awake during surgery. It just wasn’t right, especially 

from a cat.  

He snapped at my forearms every time I tried to touch him. Nothing was going to keep this 

cat from tearing my flesh into spaghetti. 

Beyond the tree line, a dog barked. The cat’s head turned in that direction, and I finally 

stopped, my chest heaving from exhaustion. Three more barks, but these were much closer. I 

couldn’t see the animal, but the cat didn’t care. He dropped from my chest with his legs already 

in full run motion. Skidding out of the starting gate, the devil cat darted for the dark trees, 

leaping through an opening, ready to pounce on his next victim. That cat was either fearless or 

possessed.  

Turning back to my prey, the car was turning right onto Oak Lawn. “Fucking cat!” I yelled.  

I realized I was chasing down a large sedan, perhaps a Cadillac. The car turned slowly, then 

I saw more lights. There must be traffic. That thought gave me a burst of energy. The inside of 

my shredded shirt rubbed my chest, the puncture wounds feeling like sixteen African bee stings, 

each carrying a wicked venom. Ignoring the pain, I pumped my arms, picked up my knees, and 

gained ground. 

I zipped out of the alley at near-maximum speed and immediately spotted three sets of brake 

lights up ahead at a stoplight, all three four-door sedans. I hoofed it another twenty-five yards. As 

I approached the first vehicle, one person sat in front, head facing forward. Huffing like I’d just 

run a marathon as opposed to the quarter-mile, I skidded to a stop at the front passenger door and 

looked in. The middle-aged black woman glanced my way, smiled, and waved by rolling her 

fingers. 

What? How that didn’t elicit a scream, I had no idea.  

I waved back, then scooted up another fifteen feet up behind a Buick. One person. Again, it 

was an older man who could barely see over the steering wheel. I ran past him and spotted a 

black Cadillac XTS. But there were two people inside, including a tall person in the back seat. I 

didn’t move. I must have lost the car when it turned. 

Leaning over, I put my hands on my knees. I could feel oozing blood sticking to my shirt, 

and I flapped the shirt thinking that would help. It didn’t. 

Looking up and down Oak Lawn, I only saw an early model Toyota Celica and a limousine. 

I glanced up at the stoplight for the other direction, which turned yellow then flipped to red. The 

light on Oak Lawn finally turned green. The Caddy exploded from the light, the person in the 

back flopping back in a stiff way.  

Something about that didn’t feel right. 

I leaped back into running mode, thinking I could chase down a car. Every step I took, the 

Caddy’s distance grew another ten yards. Almost a full block ahead of me, I saw two blurs 

moving in from the right. The Caddy slammed its brakes, the back end lurching upward. 



I’d finally caught a break. Ten yards away, off to the left I spotted a dog sprinting away from 

the road, the cat from hell ten feet behind. For some reason, the Caddy didn’t move, allowing me 

to close the last few steps, slamming my hands on the front passenger door. I looked inside and a 

man was slouched over, his head against the wheel. Not sure if he was faking it, I rounded the 

car, crouched over, ready to evade vehicle if the man decided to use it as a weapon against me. I 

noticed his hair…it was thick with gel, like Harvey’s, and my pulse spiked a bit higher. 

Just as I got to the driver’s door, I looked in the back seat. A giant blow up doll. I’d seen this 

prank before, where drivers used fake blow up dolls to drive in HOV lanes, hoping that cops 

couldn’t tell the difference. People like that usually thought they were anointed, able to live by a 

different set of rules than the rest of society. 

I pulled the door handle, but it was locked. 

“Hey, open the door.” 

He shifted in his seat but stayed leaning forward, his hand clutching his shirt. 

“I can’t help you if you don’t unlock the door.” I banged on the window. 

Finally, he fell back against the seat. Then I knew who it was and what was going on. The 

fake Harvey Specter was having a heart attack. 
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“We call ourselves the Double Ds.” A humbled, frightened Dax thumbed an escaping tear, as he 

scrolled through his phone’s picture roll. He paused, staring at a shot of him and David, arm in 

arm while wearing T-shirts that had fingers pointing toward each other with a phrase printed on 

the front that said: “I’m with him.” 

Sitting on cold, hard, plastic chairs down a long, busy hall from where David was lying in a 

bed at the emergency room inside Parkland Hospital, Dax had dropped the pretentious bullshit 

attitude, and for the last hour, had been spilling his guts about everything. I practically knew his 

entire life story, which apparently didn’t amount to much until he and David met while strolling 

through Needless Markup…rather, Neiman Marcus. 

“We had the same interests, same goals. We had fun together. He made me a better person,” 

Dax said, acting as if David had just left Planet Earth for good. 

I stretched my legs and sat back, propped my chin on my hand, still processing the last 

couple of hours. The fake Harvey Specter, a.k.a. David Bradley, had apparently wooed more 

widowers than Alex Rodriguez had girlfriends. But learning that David hit from the other side of 

the plate was nothing less than shocking, and I’m sure Jenna and a gaggle of other duped women 

would agree, maybe sadly so. 

I’d already tried to ask Dax a few questions about David’s financial consulting business. He 

turned mum, saying, “What David does in his spare time is really none of my business. I just 

know that he has a natural way with people. Everyone loves him because he’s a great guy.” 

He probably knew more about David’s investment business than he let on, but he was an 

emotional mess, and I wasn’t in the mood to console the guy who was trying to cover up for his 

scheming boyfriend.  

“Are you the friend of David Bradley?” I thought the short doctor was looking at me. I 

pointed left, and Dax raised a feeble hand. 

I read his nametag: Dr. Farooq. He shook hands with Dax. 

“David is resting comfortably right now. He’s is no pain, just a little weakened.” 

Holding up a hand as if he was bracing for bad news, Dax’s eyes appeared glassy. “Is he 

going to die?” 

I twisted my neck his way, surprised at the morbid perspective, although I just wanted to 

hear that David would live long enough for me to interrogate him, learn about his financial 

investment business and, ideally, retrieve Jenna’s stolen twenty-five grand. 

“He’s suffered what we call a myocardial infarction, which is a result of the narrowing of an 

artery. Coronary arteries bring blood into the heart,” the doctor explained using his hands against 

his own chest. Dax was following his hand like a cat follows a red pointer—obsessively.  

“I believe his MI was mild, impacting a very minute portion of the heart muscle. We’ve 

found a partial blockage in a small artery. It’s a buildup of a fatty plaque on the artery walls.” 



“How could this have happened? David takes care of himself, and I make sure he stays in 

peak physical condition.” 

“Has he been under any recent stress lately?” Dr. Farooq asked, his hands gripping a metal 

clipboard against blue scrubs and white coat. 

Dax swallowed hard, and I could see his eyes glance in my direction. “David has had to deal 

with a fair amount of professional strain lately.” He coughed once. “He is one of the city’s finest 

chefs.” 

“Well, he needs to find a way to drastically reduce the stress.” Dr. Farooq pointed a finger, 

providing more of an order than a recommendation. 

Words pressed my lips, but I withheld the urge to speak my thoughts that admitting his guilt 

and paying off his debts might release David from a boatload of stress. 

Dax bit his lip and nodded. 

“From what he told me—and this is very common—heart disease runs in his family. His 

father died of a heart attack at age forty,” the doctor said. 

Taking in a deep breath, Dax brought a hand to his chest. I couldn’t deal with another heart 

attack. 

Dax eyed the white and gray tiled floor. “David is thirty-nine,” he appeared to say to 

himself. He looked into the doctor’s eyes. “Is he going to need surgery?” he asked timidly. 

Dr. Farooq shook his head and put his hand to Dax’s shoulder, calming him. “He should be 

fine with rest, relaxation, and medication. Through an IV, we currently have him on a beta 

blocker and what is called an ACE inhibitor.” 

Dax seemed confused, and I wasn’t far behind.  

“ACE stands for angiotensin-converting enzyme. It lowers the blood pressure, which means 

the heart muscle doesn’t have to work as hard. He’ll stay the night and should be able to go home 

tomorrow.” 

“When can we see him?” I asked, my eagerness splitting the aura of goodwill hanging in the 

hallway. 

The good doctor shot a look of indignation my way, then re-engaged with Dax. 

“He’ll need to start a regular exercise regimen, eat healthy, and have regular checkups, 

starting here in about two weeks.” 

“I’ll make sure he follows the instructions to the T. When can I see him?” Dax asked. 

“If you can maintain a calming environment, you can stay by his side all night, accompany 

him up to his room.”  

The doctor looked at me then back at Dax. “I’m glad we found this blockage now, before it 

got worse. A few months later, and we might have had a serious situation. All should be okay, 

though.” 

Dax stepped toward David’s curtain. For some reason, I didn’t trust either one of these guys. 

If I didn’t pull the information out of them tonight, something told me they might vanish by the 

time I waited for David to fully heal.  

Once the doctor disappeared around the corner, I followed Dax, soft-shoeing it about twenty 



feet behind him. 

Using a nice behind-the-back move, Dax zipped the curtain shut, the eight-foot-high cloth 

still fluttering as I approached the flimsy barrier. I took in a breath, thinking through how I might 

be received on the other side. 

I slowly peeled back the curtain. 

“You’re going to live until you’re a hundred thirty-nine, do you hear me?” Dax uttered while 

holding David’s hand. 

David noticed my entrance, his blue eyes shifting in my direction, dark circles lurking under 

those eyes. 

A rhythmic beeping sound turned my head toward the portable heart monitor machine in the 

corner, as fluorescent light bulbs hummed overhead, serving as white noise. 

“What do you want?” Dax’s protective side had returned. 

Holding up a hand as a peace offering, I spoke quietly. “Dr. Farooq just wanted me to tell 

you that he’d drop by to check on David tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.” I relayed this 

information completely based upon my knowledge of a typical doctor’s schedule. I hoped I was 

right, but its main purpose was to serve as an icebreaker. 

“Thank you,” David said, his voice a bit weak. He motioned Dax for his water, then sipped 

from a straw. 

I padded to the left of the bed, thinking I was being inconspicuous, as much as a six three, 

two hundred ten pound guy can be. 

“Oh, don’t think you can sweet-talk your way in here and start peppering my David with all 

of your false accusations.” Dax swung his finger left and right. 

I backed up a step, held up my hands. “Dax, let’s not get all worked up. The doctor said 

David has to keep it on the down low.” 

Shifting a bit in his bed while trying not to move the arm attached to an IV needle and 

bandages, David glanced at Dax. “It’s okay. I can talk for a moment.”  

Getting a better look, I could see David’s strong features, and his resemblance to that Harvey 

Specter character from Suits. Prominent cheekbones and chin, clean-shaven, and a confident 

gaze, even if he was wearing a throwaway nightgown. He even had a skin-toned mole just above 

his lip. The resemblance was uncanny, if not for the hair. David’s thick, brown locks with streaks 

of blond were parted on one side. Not the same look or vibe as Harvey’s tower of gel, a pyramid 

of well-coiffed hair that told everyone around him to admire and not to touch. 

David’s younger half relaxed his posture but kept a hand on David’s arm. 

“I represent Jenna Parsons,” I said calmly. 

“Represent? You’re an attorney?” David asked. 

“I’m a private investigator.” I paused, but David didn’t flinch. Whether it was the drugs, or 

his natural disposition, he appeared unruffled. 

“I’m actually a cop, and I do this on the side.” Dammit. For some reason, I felt like I had to 

add punch to my presence. That wouldn’t work much longer. 

David remained resolute, although Dax licked his lips and swallowed. 



“I have evidence that shows you talked Jenna into giving you twenty-five thousand dollars 

for purposes of investing into a REIT, one that doesn’t exist, from what I’ve researched.” 

Dax’s eyes slowly morphed into crumpled confusion. 

David turned his head. “It’s a real estate investment trust. Just another tool in the tool box of 

a financial advisor.” 

“But you don’t have a license to sell REITs, do you, David?” 

Reaching left, he grabbed the Styrofoam cup and sipped water until we heard a slurping 

sound. He removed the straw, shook the cup, and chewed a mouthful of ice. My eyes never left 

his. 

“Booker…” 

“Adams.” I think he made a mental note to look me up. Touché. 

“Mr. Adams, do you know how much capital it takes to open a restaurant like Marvel?” 

By answering a question with another question, he was essentially providing me the answer: 

no. 

I responded, “Given what I saw, the lighting, architecture, the incredible detail outside and 

in, the pieces of art apparently created just for your restaurant, I’m sure I’ve never seen that 

amount of money in one place. But I bet you have.” I sent a direct shot across the bow. 

David took in a deep breath. Was he debating whether to free his conscious and tell me the 

truth, or just bide more time to dig a new tunnel, hoping it would eventually lead to freedom? 

“I’ve got a saying that I live by, because everyone who has money in this world lives by it, 

whether they do it consciously or not.” 

“What is that?” I crossed my arms and immediately felt biting stings across my chest and 

abdomen. Given my audience, I didn’t flinch, and I didn’t move my arms. 

“Image…is everything.” Tilting his head, he splayed his arms and held them in that position 

far too long not to be considered a cocky move. Come to think of it, that was a perfect 

impersonation of his look-alike, Harvey. 

“Have you ever seen the show Suits?” It was slightly off-topic, but I had the time, and the 

curiosity. 

“I’m not a lawyer, if that’s why you’re asking me about that TV show. I’m a chef, and a 

damn good one.” 

David answered like the Harvey character, telling his version of the truth but not the entire 

story, I was almost certain. 

“By the way, what happened all up in there?” Dax flung his wrist in the direction of my 

tattered shirt. “I don’t recall this new fashion statement back at Marvel.” 

I looked down at my torso, where frayed edgings of gray cotton outlined countless holes, 

some almost an inch in length. Dark spots of blood had soaked into my T-shirt, which, up until a 

couple of hours ago, was one of my better looks.  

I wonder if I could write that off as a business expense. Mentally, I added “find a competent 

accountant” to my growing list of small business tasks.  

Metal rings strummed across the hanging bar as a sixty-something nurse entered the space, 



thumbing through papers on a clipboard, a pen wedged between long fingers. 

“Okay, which one of you is scheduled for the proctology exam?” Her scrubs were purple, 

her hair closer to blue, as best I could tell under the poor lighting. 

All three of us went silent. 

Lifting her head, she removed her reading glasses, eyeing Dax, then David. She stopped and 

pointed at me. “You.” 

“Me? I’m just a—” 

“You’re the man for the proctology exam. Grab a gown out of the closet over there, strip off 

those clothes, and don’t forget to tie the back. Or not.” She looked me up and down.  

Did she just wink at me? 

“I’m kidding,” she said, then seemingly out of thin air, pulled a folded piece of cloth from 

under her arm and tossed it right at me, most of it hitting my face. “I’m not going to make you 

rummage through a closet. There it is, so put it on. The doctor will be back in at ten. He gets a 

little aggressive when people aren’t on schedule.” 

I tensed up all over, although I kept telling myself it wasn’t necessary. They had the wrong 

man. I think my mouth hung open, unsure how to handle this woman. I looked at Dax and David. 

“You picked a strange time to get a proctology exam,” Dax said. 

“I didn’t pick this time, or any other time,” I said with my voice pitching higher. 

I glanced around the enlarged area, half expecting armed guards wearing full riot gear and 

dark shades to march down the corridor and force me to put on the damn gown with the gap in 

the back. 

“You can’t be serious about this. Are you?” Leaning forward to plead my case, I narrowed 

my eyes at the nurse. 

“Serious as a heart attack.” She paused, then put her hand to her mouth and started to giggle. 

A few seconds later, it had erupted into a convulsing, howling laughter. 

Glancing back at the Double Ds, I recalled a few fellow cops sharing stories about a nurse at 

Parkland who loved playing practical jokes on unsuspecting patients and anyone associated with 

them. It was her way of keeping everyone lighthearted. 

“You’re that nurse?” I squinted, searching for her nametag. 

“Nurse Ratched at your service,” she said, obviously paying homage to the crazy nurse 

running the asylum in Jack Nicholson’s break-out movie, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. 

“Ratched, right.” 

We all had a good laugh, and it reminded me that twenty-five thousand dollars wasn’t worth 

a person’s life. I could wait a couple of days for David to rest up. And then we’d have to get 

down to serious business.  

Ten minutes later, two orderlies and the nurse with the wicked sense of humor unlocked the 

wheels on David’s bed and pushed him out of the bay, Dax clinging to his side.  

David noticed that I’d observed Dax’s attentiveness. 

“Who needs a Brenda, when you have a Dax?” he asked.  

David was full of one-liners, but he finally acknowledged the ironic similarities between his 



life and that of his straight look-alike, Harvey Specter. 

“Two days, we’ll talk again. If I don’t get real answers, authorities will be contacted,” I said. 

“I’ll be at Marvel. I’m not running away.” 

I wondered if that was Harry Specter talking, or the elusive David Bradley. 
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I pulled out of a bustling Parkland parking lot and took a right on Maple. It didn’t matter the time 

of day, even if it was a holiday, the biggest hospital in Dallas attracted the most desperate and, at 

times, demented patients on a regular basis. I admired everyone who sacrificed their lives to 

work at Parkland, including the legendary crackpot herself, Nurse Ratched.  

Come to think of it, I never actually saw her real name. And the myth continues. 

Dealing with the chef shell game in the middle of superhero fantasy world at Marvel, the 

green-eyed, possessed cat shredding my chest, the pursuit of Bradley, his heart attack, a fun-

filled evening conversing with the JCPenney cover boy, Dax, and the interaction with Parkland’s 

legendary figure—I was tired as hell.  

Glancing at the digital clock in my dash, it read 1:25 a.m. If I were working a normal night 

shift, it would be starting in about a half hour. But my life hadn’t been normal in days, which felt 

more like weeks  given everything I’d experienced…and everything the people of Dallas had 

endured. 

I cruised under a green light, the streets mostly empty, and cracked the window, a cool 

stream of air whipping across my forehead. I wondered how I’d deal with not being part of the 

DPD down the road. In a few weeks, maybe six months, would I regret all of my decisions? 

Decisions that would change the course of my life forever. I’d always been part of a team, our 

camaraderie and ability to always have each other’s backs was our glue. United by our collective 

focus to make this city better, I’d formed a bond with my fellow officers and many of the 

citizens. One that I believed would never be broken. 

Until it was. If I’d shown a bit more patience with the system, would I be dealing with the 

Double Ds, driving in an unmarked, civilian car in the middle of the night contemplating whether 

I’d made a hasty, emotional choice? It wasn’t about the right career move; it was more about 

where to focus my passion. After Samantha, and on some days Eva, my heart was with the 

people of Dallas. With all of its exposed abrasions and flaws, the city had grown into a place of 

relevance in the country, the world. I’d like to think I helped bring that about in a small way; at 

least I did when I wore the blue uniform each day.  

I passed one of Dallas’ swanky hotels and noticed a few revelers outside, a group in burnt 

orange, the other in crimson red. Texas-Oklahoma University weekend. The big game was 

tomorrow, but the whole weekend was a party. Good to see something normal for a change. 

I hit a stoplight at Oak Lawn, my stomach still twisted in a knot as I mentally walked the 

fence about my decision. The blue uniform—I’ve never been so proud to wear a uniform, even 

more so than when I wore the green and gold while starring at James Madison or rode the bench 

at UT. The DPD uniform represented civility and our pursuit of making lives better. 

Uniform or not, I knew the current community felt fractured, or at least strained. And I think 

my sensation of helplessness, of watching the city splinter apart as I watched from the other side 



of the fence, had allowed an acid of regret to grip my gut. I could taste it in the back of my 

throat. 

Perhaps I was afraid of the unknown. But that wasn’t like me. Pulling the seatbelt away from 

the wounds on my chest for a moment, I recalled the incident that led to my career move—Sims 

beating up George in the most brutal manner. Was that racially motivated? With Sims trying to 

craft that imaginary story, then nearly blindsiding me with a baton punch, I couldn’t help but 

feel…betrayed. That was it. Sims was a cop, not my favorite of all time, but we’d all taken the 

oath to serve and protect the community, and the unspoken oath to be there for each other. But I 

knew he would have literally stuck a knife in my back, if given the chance.  

Fuck Sims. If I’d told the lie about what I’d seen and kept my badge, how would I be feeling 

right now? Like a low-life traitor to the people, the ones who paid our salaries, who relied on us 

to maintain civility.  

I didn’t need a uniform or a badge to carry on my journey. I could already see the additional 

challenges I’d have to overcome in certain areas, but I was also getting used to having a certain 

amount of freedom. I could make this work…for me, for the people.  

I would make this work. 

Two long horn beeps, and I jerked my attention back to the road and eased away from the 

light. A convertible full of Oklahoma University students screamed by, the guys flipping me off, 

and one girl lifting her shirt, flashing her boobs. I chuckled, and she blew me a kiss as they 

zoomed away. 

With my senses a bit sharpened, I noticed a midsize dog dragging a leash while running 

across patches of grass into a cluster of trees off to the right. Reverchon Park. At almost two in 

the morning, dogs don’t usually run wild across the city, even in a park, with a leash attached.  

Where was the owner? 

Downshifting to second gear, I made a sharp turn onto Turtle Creek, which fed into the park. 

Rolling down my window as I cruised by at about ten miles per hour, I squinted to where I’d last 

seen the dog, light-colored, a decent gait, possibly a Labrador retriever. For years, nearby 

residents had asked for better lighting in and around the park, one of the gems on the north side 

of the city. With Katy Trail, one of the most well-known walking, jogging, and biking trails in all 

of Dallas flanking the south side of the park, wannabe athletes would often use Reverchon Park 

as a resting place, given the huge canopy of trees and general aesthetic beauty. 

I considered whistling for the dog, but something told me to hold off, not wanting to spook 

whatever had caused the dog to run. Pulling to the side, I parked, shut the door with minimal 

noise, and walked across the lawn. Not ten steps into my trek, two squirrels darted just across my 

path and scurried up another live oak off to my left. That must be it. The Lab probably saw some 

squirrels, and the owner couldn’t hold the dog back from chasing after a possible snack. 

Given the direction from where the dog was running, the owner may not even be in the park. 

A bit more relaxed, I thought about letting rip on a finger whistle; that would wake up every 

creature in a three-block radius. Instead, I took a laid-back approach and decided to walk the 

park until I found him, or until I ran out of patience. 



Striding up an incline, I arched my neck and found the nighttime sky, a sprinkling of stars 

glowing just above treetops. A smattering of small clouds were illuminated by a full moon so 

bright that one chunk of the perfect circle, right at the five o’clock mark, was filtered but still 

visible through a spotty cloud. I took in a casual breath and caught a waft of sweet tree sap and 

fresh grass clippings. 

A bark. It sounded just like the Lab. The dog probably just spotted another squirrel that had 

escaped his clutches. I veered right about sixty degrees to follow the direction of the sound, and 

my hand instinctively reached for my sidearm. 

But I had nothing to grab. Old training must have kicked in. 

I made another mental note to Booker, the business owner. Once I got my PI license, I 

needed a handgun—not that I needed one tonight. Telling myself to chill a bit, I continued 

searching for the dog, or any other living creature on two legs. 

I took three more steps, then I heard a series of barks, five or six quick woofs. Quickening 

my pace, I moved up a ridge and stopped. The shaking of a dog’s collar, shoes shuffling on a 

sidewalk, other rustling sounds. 

Was that a person’s voice? A moan? 

Hunkering down, I took cautious steps, part of me wishing this was three weeks from now 

when I’d have a licensed weapon at my disposal, for my protection and anyone else’s who 

needed my protection. My risk gauge had gradually shifted into the orange area; I was on high 

alert, although I’d yet to confirm anything other than a dog and squirrels. 

My instincts hinted otherwise. 

Looking over my shoulder, I took in the angle of the moonlight. Not waiting for man or 

beast to spot me before I spotted them, I banked right of where I’d heard the last set of barks and 

shuffling.  

Just as I reached a line of trees, I caught a visual. Three, no…four people, I think all men. 

The dog standing off to the side, tail wagging, quiet for now. Continuing to shift right through 

the tree line, I maintained my focus on the cluster of people, one of which must be the dog’s 

owner. 

Again, I reached for my side and felt belt loops on my jeans. Dammit. I had to stop relying 

on training from my previous life. The training wasn’t all a throw-away, but this situation 

resembled more of my life prior to the seven years on the beat, prior to attending police academy.  

It relied more on a survival instinct, for me and for the people involved.  

I then felt my pocket for my phone. Fuck! I must have left it sitting in the Saab’s cup holder. 

Licking my lips, I kept one eye on the silhouette of people, while also ensuring each step 

stayed clear of any noisemaker. A reverberating thump sounded in my ears, and I could feel the 

same cadence in my neck.  

Palming each tree that passed, I slowly angled behind their setting and a tad closer.  

Suddenly, a person fell to the ground. Or was he shoved? Someone stood over him, jumping 

up and down. I could now hear voices; they were young, spirited, angry even. It appeared to be 

three guys dressed in dark attire, and an older man wearing loose-fitting clothes, now sitting up, 



one hand extended in fear.  

While all of my training told me to wait for backup, to ensure I knew if the perps had 

weapons and what kind, I couldn’t wait and watch another beating like I had with George. Plus, 

there was no backup coming. I briefly second-guessed myself for at least not texting Paco, but I 

realized no one would have done any differently. I couldn’t see through darkness, read the minds 

of pets, or fly across the sky.  

But I was no wilting butterfly either. 

“Get yo punk-ass bitch self up and fight like a real man,” a voice said.  

A figure, the tallest of the group, paraded around like a boxer, punching air, but coming ever 

so close to striking the man on the ground. “I’m sick of playing games with this bitch. Let’s 

shred his clothes, take his money, and leave the dog hanging from a branch on the tree. Come to 

think of it, let’s hang this motherfucker right next to his dog.” 

Inching forward, I could feel a coat of perspiration cling to my back. I glanced at the man on 

the ground. He was bearded, a bit stiff. Seeing his reflexes, he was either ill or over eighty, 

maybe older than that. 

I picked up two rocks and hurled one fifty feet away, off to the left, and it ricocheted off two 

trees. 

Three heads turned that direction. Moonlight bounced off their heads—they were bald and 

very white. Could they be skinheads?  

“Did you guys hear that? Let’s get out of here, man.” The one farthest from the old man 

grabbed the two thugs by a shirt and started pulling. 

“Fuck that. It’s either a squirrel or some asshole too afraid to show his mug.” The shadow 

puncher danced on his toes like Muhammad Ali and began firing rapid-fire combinations. 

Looked like he might have had some training, Golden Gloves possibly.  

But I saw no visual weapons, which was the point of my exercise. Keeping my breathing 

even, I thought through my options: scare them with a sudden attack, hoping they’d run off, or 

take a calm approach and let them see it was in their best interest to move on and not hurt 

anyone. 

Just then, I noticed the tall one snatch something off the head of the old man. He proceeded 

to skip around the old man, holding it on his own head. I think it was a yarmulke.  

“You don’t think we see through your bullshit? You walk around with your dog, wearing 

your little beanie, praying to whatever God you think you have, and then you Jew me every time 

you leave a tip. Cheap ass prick.” 

“Yeah, man, fucking Jews are like slave owners. What do they got that I don’t have?” The 

second one screamed in the man’s face. 

“Money,” the third one deadpanned.  

“Fuck you, and fuck this Jew.” 

Did he just kick him? 

I quickly picked up three, four rocks. I tossed them in the same direction as the first one I’d 

thrown and took three steps forward. 



“Hi, everyone. Can anyone tell me the name of this dog?” I kneeled on one knee and 

snapped my fingers. The golden Lab padded in my direction. 

One balding guy took at least two steps backward, but the taller, aggressive one tossed the 

yarmulke to the side and yelled at me, “Where did you come from?”  

The older man’s face looked worn, liked a crinkled refuse bag, as ringlets of curls hung 

around his face. He was Hasidic. I nodded ever so slightly, my lips tight, trying to signal I was 

there to help, to keep him from being harmed further. 

“I was just taking a nice evening walk down the Katy Trail. I got to the park, and it just drew 

me in, you know what I mean? It’s a gorgeous night, don’t you think?” 

I scratched the dog’s ears and jowls, and he wagged his tail in response, his panting breaths 

enough to peel paint. But to everyone around me, the air was fresh and the world full of 

goodness. As a first measure, I was attempting to kill them with kindness, or at least have them 

question my sanity. 

“I don’t give a shit where you came from, but you need to get your nigger ass back to 

wherever you live.”  

I wondered if they would go there. I used to count to ten backward, now I just take in a deep 

breath, forcing oxygen to reach my brain, so that I wouldn’t act on pure impulse. 

Cool as a cucumber, I rose out of my crouch and made sure they understood I wasn’t feeble 

or ninety years old. I slowly pulled up my sleeves, revealing forearms that could squeeze their 

tiny necks like aluminum cans. 

“Do you think it’s a good idea to be calling each other names? I could think of a few for 

you.” 

I heard a slight chuckle from the far one, and the other two shot him a mean eye. 

“Who are you telling us what to say or how to act?” The tall one actually had the balls to 

move closer to me. Keep it coming, I thought. 

I felt my inner temperature rise, and I flapped my shirt. 

“Look at that asshole’s shirt? What the fuck happened to you, get in a cat fight?” They 

chuckled, and two smacked hands.  

I paused and looked directly at the most obnoxious one. “Yeah, a cat did this to me, just 

before I ripped off his head and had him for dinner. Cat meat, the new American white meat.” I 

smiled. 

One started to gag and bent over, hands on knees. The taller one said, “Are you serious? 

You’re fucking psycho.” 

I took the high road, ignored the question, and walked to the older man. “Hey there, let me 

help you up, sir.” 

He nodded as I lifted him up to his feet with one arm, his eyes wide with fear…or some 

emotion. “What’s your name?” I asked him. 

He put a finger to his chest, and I nodded. “I’m Yosef,” he said with a modest accent. 

I stuck out my hand and he shook it, a bewildered look on his face.  

“And your dog. What do we call this cute fella?” I asked as the Lab rubbed against my leg. I 



kneeled down again, sensing the taller one stepping closer. I put my hand on the dog’s collar. 

“He’s named Sandy.” 

“Well, I can see why,” I said, rubbing his thick, golden coat. 

“No, it’s not what you think,” the man said, holding up a single finger. “I’m paying homage 

to the greatest pitcher in Dodgers history. A Jew named Sandy Koufax.” 

I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle. 

“So, Yosef, Sandy and I are going to keep walking. And you guys are going to go home 

before your mommies see that you’ve snuck out tonight.” 

“Fucking Jews, that’s all they care about are other Jews. You’re black, but I guess you’re a 

Jew too? Jews are mating like rabbits now, huh, guys?” The tall one turned to the others, and 

three bald stooges had a nice laugh. 

“You have heard of a black Jew named Jesus?” 

You would have thought I’d suggested that Adolf Hitler was a drag queen. They looked at 

each other trying to decipher what I’d said, and why I was continuing to ignore their questions. 

Putting a hand on Yosef’s back, we began taking small steps across the grass, headed 

directly toward my car, my eyes still on the three guys standing off to our left. The calm 

approach, mixed in with a smidge of psychotic craziness—perhaps inspired by my interaction 

with the mythical Nurse Ratched—appeared to have worked. 

I glanced down at Sandy, then out of nowhere a dark object flew toward me. Pushing Yosef 

off to the side, an elbow connected with my jaw, sending me to the ground, lights blinking all 

around me. Nothing I hated more than a cheating fighter, especially one who’d used the “n” 

word on me. 

As my eyes focused, I saw a huge boot one foot in front of my face. I flipped right just 

before impact, and it bounced off my shoulder, the one I’d injured so many times. The pain 

gripped me, and I held my arm against my body and rolled onto one knee.  

Swiveling my head, I captured instant data on my enemy. Three bald guys about ten feet 

apart, all with their arms out, ready for a fight. The vocal one, the tall skinhead, had taken the 

first shots. If I took him out, the others might not have the balls to continue.  

Like a bull eyeing his target, I patted the surface and took a handful of dirt. I exploded out of 

my stance, hurled dirt toward the eyes of the other two, and then bull rushed the tall one. Just 

before I crushed him, a thin chain looped around my neck and a steel ball smacked my face. 

Glancing left, one of the skinheads had used a chain like Indiana Jones used his whip. 

“Don’t let him slip away,” one said. “Jump his ass. That fucker’s going to pay for fucking 

with our little playtime.”  

Thumping footsteps approached from the back and I braced for impact. With the chain still 

taut around my throat, I could feel my Adam’s apple squeezing from pressure. Unable to peel my 

fingers under the chain, I grabbed three feet up the chain with both hands, leaned back to gain 

more leverage, and with every ounce of strength swung the guy who held the other end. Instead 

of letting go, he held on for dear life, and that cost him. He crashed into the guy who’d been 

rushing me from behind, and both of them toppled over like two bowling pins. 



As it turned out, I’d executed my defense strategy the opposite of how I’d planned. But as I 

looped the chain off my neck, ignoring the stinging lesions, I eyed the leader. 

“No one to help you right now,” I said walking right at him, my fingers fiddling thin metal 

links. 

He didn’t respond, but he didn’t back down either. His eyes narrowed, looking at me like I 

was meat. I came at him low, but in control. I tried to grab his wrist and arm, but he was agile, 

and he slipped out of my grip. While he eluded my attack, I grabbed another fist of dirt.  

I attacked again, moving in for a punch with my left arm. He ducked and swung his leg, 

aiming his thick boot toward my nuts. Jerking left, I tossed dirt at his face, and the boot hit my 

thigh muscle—virtually no connection. I then took the chain and did my best Indy Jones, 

snapping it around his ankle. 

It caught. I yanked on the chain, and the guy tumbled to the ground. Giving him no time to 

recover, I jumped on him, flipped him over, grabbed his hand, and twisted it behind his back 

until I heard a scream. Digging my knee into his kidney, he knew I’d won. 

“Okay, you little shithead, it’s time to end this game.” 

He wrestled and tugged, trying to escape my grip.  

“You’re not going anywhere. Well, maybe jail.” I put more of my weight into my right knee. 

“Ahh!” His scream sounded juvenile. “Okay, okay, just ease up, dude!” 

“What are you guys doing out here?” 

“Nothing, just having some fun, dude,” he grunted through clenched teeth. 

“Fun, my ass. Are you connected to the group that blew up that bus full of kids?” 

He paused just for a second, his head moving ever so slightly. “I got no idea what you’re 

talking about.” 

“I think you’re lying.” I pulled his leg behind him to where it nearly touched the back of his 

head.  

Another scream, this one even higher-pitched. “Dude, I’m telling you the truth. We’re not 

skinheads. We’re just a bunch of college kids out to have a good time.” 

“How is assaulting an older man having a good time? Tell me that, you piece of shit.” 

Another pause, like he was searching for an acceptable answer. “I don’t know. It was wrong. 

Look, my stepsister is Jewish. I got nothing against them. We just got drunk and decided to get a 

little rowdy.” 

I sniffed, and the air around me smelled like cheap beer. A college rite of passage. 

I’d been in a few scraps in my younger years, some that changed my life, but I never took 

the first punch, and every one that I did take had been necessary to protect another person.  

“Your translation of rowdy is messed up.” 

“I know, I know,” he said, his voice straining. “Can you ease up a little?” 

I didn’t budge, and he continued. 

“We don’t normally dress like this. We just shaved our heads to be stupid. What can I say? 

We’re just three punks. But we got nothing against any race or religion. My girlfriend is 

Colombian.” 



I paused, wondering if the kid was playing me. “What’s her name?” 

“Adrianna,” he said quickly.  

“What’s her phone number?” 

“214-227-2004.” 

Kids are really messed up these days. If they’re not bullying people online just for fun, 

they’re harassing, assaulting defenseless men late at night. 

Releasing his foot, I flipped him over, but I kept one arm on his chest. A necklace popped 

out of his black T-shirt, finding its way into my hand, silver. Looked like a dog tag, but I couldn’t 

make out the inscription. “You do know you could have gotten yourselves shot.”  

He nodded, and it was easy to see he had no more fight left in him.  

“Can I ask where you got moves like that?” he asked. 

I thought about the hand-to-hand training I’d received through the police academy. 

“The street.” 

Yosef and Sandy stood off to the right, taking all of this in. Interestingly, the pair had not run 

off.  

“Okay, we’re going to get up, walk to my car, and I’m going to call the cops. If you don’t 

pull any more shit, I’ll recommend that they go light on you. If you try to get away or fight back, 

I’ll break two of your ribs, and then you’ll get to play rock, paper, scissors with the jailhouse 

bullies. Understood?” 

He opened his mouth to answer, then his eyes shifted to look over my shoulder. I turned my 

head and saw a blur flying at my head. I lunged left and a metal bar hit the meaty part of my 

right shoulder. I rolled away, holding my arm, then a knee slammed into the side of my skull, as 

pain points flickered in my brain. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I heard one say. 

“But he was going to tell the cops to go light on us.” 

“I don’t give a shit. He can rot in hell for all I care.” 

Shoes shuffled all around me, then I felt a yank at my hand. One of them had pulled the 

chain out of my grip. Trying to get to my knees, I watched the three disappear out of the park. I 

touched the point of impact and a ripple of pain exploded in my shoulder and down my arm. 

“Are you okay? You saved my life,” Yosef said. 

I doubted the skinheads, or troubled college kids, or whatever they were, would have killed 

anyone, but they certainly enjoyed playing the fear game with Yosef. Feeling the shiner on my 

cheek, I contemplated if the leader was telling the truth about not being connected to the bus 

bombing.  

Sandy strolled up and licked my face. 

“I’ll be fine. Just need a little ice, that’s all.”  
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Tossing and turning on a spongy mattress and squeaky frame, the man yanked the covers off his 

sweaty body, his flinging hand catching a tray of metal objects that clanged to the floor. The 

sound pounded his battered brain. 

“Dammit!”  

A splinter of light shone directly on one of his prized possessions, and the plastic smile 

soothed his core. Finally, he succumbed to the tug of sleep, his conscious pulled under like it was 

tied to a five-hundred-pound weight. Clinging to a dreamlike state, he replayed another moment 

from his youth. 

Carrying an army of puppets into his bedroom, the boy’s feet nearly tripped over the footed 

pajamas, a size too big for his chunky feet. He’d heard his parents walk in the back door 

moments before, and at a few minutes after midnight, he’d have to fake being asleep in a hurry. 

A yelp. The nine-year-old boy stopped arranging his puppets on the dresser. A voice, a shrill 

from his babysitter. He padded over to his door, pressing his face against the crack. His eyes 

grew wide at the sight—his dad with his pants down to his knees, his flabby butt cheeks moving 

back and forth. The boy couldn’t see the babysitter except for her flailing arms.  

The boy swallowed, his throat scratchy like a dry toothbrush. He wanted to look away but 

simply could not.  

His mom appeared, her face strained but unflinching. She moved next to his dad, looking 

straight ahead, her hands clasped in front of her brown suede dress. 

The boy sniffed, wrinkled his nose. Something smelled funny. 

His dad stopped moving, put his clothes on. The babysitter sat up, tears rolling down her 

face, and pulled up her pants. His mom took two steps, brought a finger to her mouth, then 

glanced toward her son’s bedroom. A moment later, the front door opened and shut. 

Bickering, then a slap, could be heard in the living room; the boy had to remember to 

breathe. He heard clomping steps, then his dad appeared in the hallway. His flapping silver-

plated belt buckle clinked with each step and shuffle, a finger wiping blood off his lip. 

The boy took a careful step back then stopped, stock-still.  

A white eye appeared in the crack of the door, looming larger than the moon. The boy nearly 

swallowed his tongue. Moving backward, he tripped, his eyes riveted to the eye. 

The door smacked his bedroom wall, the knob buried inside crumbling sheetrock. 

“You got something you wanna say, boy?” Fingers digging deep inside his arms, the boy 

was lifted off the floor, the height almost as frightening as his dad’s fuming scowl, a smell of 

booze nearly causing him to choke. 

Words pressed at his lips—so much he wanted to say, needed to say—but he couldn’t escape 

the fear. He only managed a stiff turn of the head. 

“I haven’t taught you how to be a real man? If you got something to say, you better fuckin’ 



say it now. You hear me? Say it!” Barking so loud it hurt his ears, the boy’s dad shook him like a 

five-pound rag doll, his face nothing more than jagged teeth and wild animal eyes. 

Then the shaking stopped, and the boy felt warmth sliding down his legs. Relief. Then he 

looked down, a surge of emotion swelling with the rise of his dad’s eyes. 

“You fuckin’ peed on me, you little maggot!” His dad threw him to the floor, his own knee 

smacking his nose, blood flowing instantly. 

“I thought you’d grow to be a man. Playing with those dolls of yours, you’ll never be a real 

man.” His father paused, choking on his own spit. “You’re just a perverted little bastard!”  

Without warning, a thunderous wallop sounded on the dresser just behind the boy’s head. 

His dad flapped his loose belt in his hand. “It’s time to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget boy. 

Ha-ha!” 

The belt drew back and the boy closed his eyes, draping an arm over his face, bracing for 

more pain than he could imagine. Out of nowhere his dresser shook, his puppets falling to the 

floor next to him. He peeked open an eye; his mom held his dad with both arms, whispering in 

his ear. His dad’s crazy eyes slowly calmed, though his chest still heaved, saliva spraying 

between his fangs. 

“You want to take his place, fine. This little pussy isn’t worth my sweat.” He marched out of 

the boy’s room, smacking the two-pound belt buckle against the door, one hand grasping his 

wife’s dark locks. “Come on, bitch. Let’s get it on.”  

The boy sat up, his mom stumbling behind the drunken beast. She brought a finger to her 

lips, smiled, and mouthed, “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.” 

A moment later, the boy could hear welts being delivered one grunt at a time. Gritting his 

teeth, he gripped one of his prized puppets and gradually pulled each limb from its core, then 

chewed each piece until there was nothing more than tattered remains scattered on the floor. 

His mother believed she’d saved at least one soul. But the boy knew it was already too late. 
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Cupping water in my hands, I soaked my face, but that little motion created a twinge of pain in 

my right shoulder.  

After spending a good couple of hours at the Northeast Division with Yosef and Sandy 

filling out a police report, I didn’t get home until almost four o’clock a.m. Now approaching ten 

in the morning, I’d slept the last few hours with my shoulder wrapped in ice. One of my high 

school trainers had taught me years ago that the great healer in medicine was not a magic pill; it 

was ice.  

Looking down at my chest, I noticed scratches and puncture wounds. I thought the devil cat 

had gotten the best of me, but that just got the night started—a night from hell.  

I tried swinging my arm around like a swimmer. I couldn’t make a full rotation without the 

joint feeling like it was being crushed through a pasta maker. I guessed it was more of a deep 

bruise than a torn tendon or rotator cuff. I could see a shade of dark purple starting to form. I’d 

stretch some later and continue with the ice regimen. I took a step, then glanced back at the 

mirror. I would have chuckled if I didn’t look so pathetic. Red marks circled my neck, and every 

time I swallowed, I could feel a lump, a reminder of the chain crushing my airwaves. Touching 

my left cheek, I had a nice bump to go along with the crimson color.  

Crimson and cream. The colors of the archenemy across the Red River—Oklahoma 

University. Today was the annual Texas-OU showdown at the Cotton Bowl. I’d been able to put 

aside any bitterness I had about my dismissal from the Longhorns football team. I was young, a 

little immature, yet still felt justified for what I’d done to get kicked off the team. 

Water off a duck’s back, Uncle Charlie would say.  

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

Big Al.  

Ambling into the kitchen, I pulled open a cabinet and scooped out his food. I fed him, 

changed his newspaper, and tossed it in the trash. The door to my trash can cabinet never closed 

properly. I needed to get that fixed…then I realized that task landed at about ninety-three on my 

list of priorities.  

Prying open my laptop, I clicked the power button for it to boot up, then I fixed my coffee. 

While I waited for both to percolate, I glanced around my place. A wooden support beam split 

the living room, and exposed metal ductwork lined the high ceiling, giving it a bit of a loft feel. I 

guess that some would say I was crazy for going out on my own, starting a business when I had a 

monthly mortgage to pay.  

But most of the time I also had a crazy sense of confidence. I’d learned that while ignorance 

might be bliss, it can allow you the opportunity to dive into something and not worry too much 

about screwing up. Unsure if I would ever follow any books written on how to start up a PI 

business, I still felt confident I could make this work. 



The purchase of my condo at just under eight hundred square feet had been a huge source of 

pride. The entire complex was under renovation when I stumbled upon this foreclosure. I paid 

fifty cents on the dollar and laughed my way through the purchase process, wondering if anyone 

would ever pinch me and say I couldn’t do it. 

No one said a word. Perhaps, it was the timing. The economy had been in the crapper, and 

sellers were begging for offers.  

Sipping hot coffee while munching on a power bar, I opened a browser and began searching 

for racially charged websites and chat rooms. It had hit me last night. The way both of the 

bombings were carried out, whether they were connected or not, was all very public. Typically, 

those types of perps felt compelled to share their triumphs with others of similar beliefs. It was 

how the world worked, at least on the sick side of the ledger. 

I visited two sites and pretty quickly felt my appetite dissipate. Even without mentioning the 

bombings, the number of nasty, racist comments was disturbing. One of them read:  

“The great country has been polluted by non-Americans for years. Whether it’s by a bomb or 

epidemic, God has a way to cleanse the river. Let it be written. Let it be done.” 

Was he quoting the epic movie Momma made me watch every Easter as a kid, The Ten 

Commandments? I think that quote was made by a pharaoh from Egypt. I glanced at the topic 

title of this chat room: Go Home Commies. I guess that summed it up. 

Scanning a few more comments, a few sane folks tried to step in front of the runaway, racist 

eighteen-wheeler, but they were mauled and discarded like yesterday’s trash. Interestingly, no 

one pointed out the second bombing had targeted one of the wealthiest Anglo families in the 

state, the Cromwells. I guess I should use the word “allegedly,” since that was one of my 

theories. I snatched my phone off the counter and sent myself a text:  

Find bride and question motives 4 Ashton killing 

Stretching out my shoulder socket every few minutes, I guzzled down another two cups of 

coffee as I perused three more sites, the jolt of caffeine acting as a personal fuel enhancer. While 

I’d read through more ignorant comments in thirty minutes than the previous thirty-one years of 

my life, I’d yet to spot a single person or group take responsibility.  

I reminded myself how many websites existed in the virtual world. A billion, two billion? 

Perhaps I’d gone about this all wrong. Though the nature of the bombings could be 

characterized as deliberately hateful, they were essentially giving society the middle finger. My 

body, shoulder included, tensed up, thinking this person or group could be blending in with the 

world around us. Hiding in plain sight.  

I wasn’t sure whether to feel sorry for them or wish they’d all take a one-way scientific trip 

to Mars. The Titanic wouldn’t be large enough to hold this clan.  

I rubbed my face, then winced a bit when I brushed the contusion on my cheekbone. 

Snippets of data pinged my brain, and I wondered how I could narrow down the list of possible 

suspects. Two over-arching questions nibbled at me and needed to be answered before I could 

make any substantive progress. Was the second bombing at the Old Red Courthouse a revenge of 

the first, where my little girl could have been—? I could hardly piece together the words without 



a gush of emotion. I slurped another gulp of lukewarm coffee and asked the second question out 

loud: “Are we talking about a group of people with similar beliefs and values, or could this have 

somehow been pulled off by a lone nut job?” 

“Kick him in the nuts. Kick him in the nuts. Woo-hoo.” Big Al had nothing if not timing.  

Determined to pump blood through my brain the old-fashioned way to hopefully elicit ideas 

on my next steps in the bombing case, I sat on the floor, stretched a few leg muscles, and counted 

out my sit-ups. I didn’t have to overcome much pain on this exercise, although two of my claw 

marks opened up, dots of glossy-red shining off my abs.  

If I was in an unlit closet, would I glow in the dark?  

I chuckled at myself, glad to see I still had a wry sense of humor. Come to think of it, a few 

of the abrasions could have been attributed to fangs, a vampire maybe? Perhaps I could find a 

mate for Big Al and call her Bella. Nah. I’d rather invite the devil cat over for dinner than hear 

Big Al and any living creature going at it every night. 

Shuddering from the thought, I found the zone again and propped my feet on the sofa, 

extending my arms to the floor. Did I really want to test my shoulder this soon? Pawing my 

hands on the blue and red woven rug, I forced out a breath. Down…and one. Keeping my arms 

locked, I assessed the pain level. I surmised it was at a six or seven, then wondered which way 

the pain needle would move. I could just stop at one and rest it another twenty-four hours? 

That wasn’t me. Down…and two. Down…and three. My pace picked up and decided to 

strive for twenty. Just as I pushed up at fifteen, veins popping from each shoulder and forearm, 

my phone rattled and buzzed across the coffee table.  

Whoever it was could wait.  

I grunted out five more push-ups, then fell to my knees, oxygen intake lifting my chest much 

more than usual.  

It was a text from Felix:  

Trace evidence found at both scenes; fbi to confirm if same person. Out. 

Gripping the phone, I pumped my arm, hoping the evidence would quickly bring an end to 

this nightmare. I texted back to Felix:  

Appreciate the info. Eager for results. Later. 

I clicked the TV remote and muted the sound, curious if CNN had a twenty-four-hour news 

vigil set up in downtown Dallas. Coming out of commercial, a breaking news bulletin splashed 

across the screen. I turned up the volume. 

“Sources have told CNN that officials now believe they have relevant evidence in custody 

from both bombing scenes, and this evidence could, emphasis on could, help them tie the crime 

scenes together.” 

Sounded like someone was hedging his bets, but it’s still not the kind of press any city 

wanted. People, and authorities, want results, not hyperbole.  

I bit the inside of my cheek, temporarily quieting a murmur of shoulder pain, and brought 

myself back to reality. On the surface, Felix’s news about the CSI team finding trace evidence 

that could connect both bombings and help us—the local and federal authorities—identify and 



arrest the perps was music to my ears. But I’d seen this act before. Evidence is found, leaked to 

the press even, but nothing comes of it for a myriad of reasons: evidence, human or otherwise, 

wasn’t clean enough to provide pertinent data; the volume of evidence collected was inadequate 

to provide a good enough sample; the evidence identified was not associated to the criminal act, 

but was instead found to be attributed to other people or items at the crime scene. 

If the FBI had purposely leaked that information to the media, it was playing a dangerous 

game. Its credibility was on the line with the victim’s families, the public in general, even the 

perps. 

I for one couldn’t rely on this trail to lead us to the doorstep of the killers. I still had a couple 

of other ideas in my back pocket. 

Stripping off my remaining clothes as I walked across the living room, I tossed my sweats 

on top of Big Al’s cage. 

“Yummy, yummy, yummy,” he squawked for the millionth time. 

I took a hot shower and wondered if Big Al was better suited to live with the Double Ds. 
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Cannons exploded, and I thought I could feel the echo in my gut. While the thunderous boom 

had gone off two miles away at the Cotton Bowl, I couldn’t help but recall the bomb blasts over 

the last week. I’d been front and center for both, knowing that in a nanosecond, lives had been 

lost, families shredded. And that doesn’t account for the disbelief and terror of watching it again 

and again on TV, courtesy of our overzealous press corp.  

Thankful that the cannon sounds only signaled another Texas touchdown, putting the 

Longhorns up 14-3 in the second quarter, I clinked longnecks with my old college buddy, Henry. 

“Let’s send the Boomer Sooner crowd back across the Red River, crying in their melted 

crimson and cream painted faces.” I raised my beer and took a long swig, then shoveled in some 

salty nuts out of a glass bowl at The Jewel. The place was nearly packed on an early Saturday 

afternoon, both sides in the seventy plus year rivalry equally represented.  

I felt a snap and brush of air against my back. Quickly reaching behind me, I caught nothing, 

but noticed One Nut dashing toward a group of hell-raisers chanting something about nachos and 

beer. Justin was in hog heaven, although he never chose sides in this rivalry—it was bad for 

business. 

“They say the ratio of girls to guys at OU is much higher, you know,” Henry added above 

the cheers and boos of an OU first down. 

“You’re not supposed to say that. You’re supposed to provide quantifiable proof that Texas 

women are hotter than any girls in the country. I’m sure there’s been some type of unscientific 

poll conducted.” 

“I should have clarified,” he said. “Girls really mean cows, heifers. OU has the market on 

heifers. UT grads, we swing bullish balls like…Bevo.” 

We both released a loud, obnoxious laugh as TV cameras focused on the Texas Longhorn 

mascot grazing on wheat, while about eight handlers gripped ropes attached to his neck and 

prayed he didn’t get annoyed at the flies zipping around his head. 

Using a rag to clean up behind the grown-up boys, including Henry and myself, Alisa 

scooted down the bar and nodded. 

“You boys got enough to drink?” 

“Well—” Henry started to say. 

“I just heard your last comments. I think I know the answer.” Alisa winked and kept moving. 

Henry leaned in closer. “Has Alisa, you know, ever found anyone to settle down with?” 

Grinning more than I should have, I recalled my first interaction with Alisa, a voluptuous 

blonde who earned her graduate degree in partying down in Austin, not at the university, but all 

around the college town. 

Five years my senior, she’d visited some friends when I attended the University of Texas. 

My group ran into her group at a club, and about ten drinks later, we were sharing our life stories 



while eating burgers at the legendary late-night joint, Players.  

She’d dropped out of TCU only twelve hours shy of graduating, to marry her assistant 

soccer coach. The two lovebirds had a spontaneous destination wedding in Las Vegas, full of 

decadence and excess.  

The morning after their wedding, which featured topless showgirls and male exotic dancers, 

Alisa found her new husband in the lobby having a drink with one of the showgirls. Apparently, 

he’d stayed up all night drinking and gambling with his new friend, celebrating his recent 

marriage in a very odd manner.  

Alisa attempted to see beyond his extreme habits to make their marriage work. The attempt 

lasted four arduous years. Finally, she caught him having phone sex with a high school player 

he’d been recruiting. As beautiful as Alisa was, the whole sordid mess turned her life upside 

down. She began to think she was an ugly cow, not intelligent, her confidence as a woman 

shattered. 

On the one night we spent together, I recall her whispering in my ear, “I’m five years older 

than you, so this thing, us, will never work. But you’ve given me something I didn’t think I’ve 

ever find again—self-confidence that I’m worthy of being wanted by someone normal, a good-

looking guy who treats me right.” 

We woke up staring at each other’s crotch. Wrapping herself in a sheet, she disappeared into 

the bathroom. I heard her say something like, “Dear God, what have I done to this boy?”  

Alisa’s comments made me chuckle back then, and again now. I’d seen her around town a 

few times, and about five years ago she took a job working for Justin. To this day, we’ve never 

spoken about that night, and it was obvious neither of us wanted to share it with Justin. 

We exchanged a few emails after that night, although we had periods when we lost touch. 

But each time we reconnected, that same thread of kinship existed, like the first night we met.  

A roar from the crowd brought me back to Henry’s question. “Alisa’s one of those girls who 

may never settle down with someone.” 

I’m not sure Henry heard me above the raucous back-and-forth cheers, his eyes now riveted 

to the TV. At no more than five nine, a hundred fifty pounds, what he didn’t have in body mass, 

he made up with guile. He, more than anyone, saved my ass from dropping out of school. I’d 

probably be living back in my old hood with no degree and not much hope. Hell, I might be in 

prison by now, given all the seedy enticements I would have been exposed to.  

When Henry learned about my sudden football demise, he took it personally. So much so, 

that he immediately dove into researching my “case,” as he called it. He poured over NCAA 

regulations, school policies, how former players had been handled in similar situations, and 

various court cases. A week later, he called a meeting with the athletic director, head coach, and 

the university’s legal counsel. Henry provided a sweeping portrayal of how athletes were used 

and tossed aside like tissues at UT, naming case after case.  

Henry also mentioned that he had evidence of an “institutional” steroid program in the 

football department. He then proceeded to give them a take-it-or-leave-it ultimatum. They had to 

give me back my full scholarship until I graduated—even if it took me an extra semester—and 



reinstate me to the team. After a three-hour wait, the UT power team gave us the answer, 

specifically Coach Nelson. 

“I’ll gladly give up one of my football scholarships to keep you off the street,” he snarled, 

foam oozing off his fat lips. “But I’ll be damned if I let you back on this football team. You’re a 

lazy, no-good-of-an-excuse human being.” 

They’d halved our take-it-or-leave-it offer, but I didn’t push it. And Henry’s steroid evidence 

turned out to be a single accusation made by a former student who played ten years earlier.  

But after the exchange with Coach Nelson, I had no desire to play for that asshole anyway.  

Following the meeting, I squeezed the crap out of Henry, amazed at his determination and 

lawyerly skills. Turns out, it was an omen. Following his dad’s footsteps, Henry got accepted at 

Texas Tech University School of Law. But that wasn’t the astonishing part—somehow Henry’s 

dad called in a favor with the Board of Regents, and after stumbling through the LSATs, I was 

accepted into law school. Yes, Booker T. Adams, graduate of James Madison High School, 

trotted off to the dusty prairie in West Texas to study law. 

My false sense of academic excellence lasted one semester. Debt started mounting and I 

didn’t have the patience to read such dry material. It literally bored me to sleep every night I was 

there. Six months later, I enrolled in the police academy. 

Henry, who worked as a Dallas County assistant district attorney for the last four years, 

stood on the foot rail of his barstool, chanting with the UT crowd as a Longhorn defensive back 

ran back an interception. “He’s at the thirty, the twenty, the ten…touchdown!” 

If there ever was a day to reclaim our youth, even for just a few hours, today was it. After a 

hellish week of bombs, death, cat fights, and skinhead skirmishes, I was happy as hell the big 

game had gone on without a hitch.  

“Looks like the new coach might have brought the magic back to Austin,” Henry said. 

I nodded, realizing this was the third head coach since Nelson had been let go a year after I 

graduated. Apparently, his 0-5 record against the Sooners didn’t win him many friends from the 

rich alumni base. I think I last heard he was coaching a girls’ volleyball team in New Mexico. 

With the game midway through the fourth quarter and the Horns up by thirty-one points, the 

burnt orange and white fans mocked their counterparts as they walked out of the bar. I knew 

Justin was hoping for overtime, anything to keep the money faucet running.  

“It’s been great catching up, Henry.” 

He slapped my good shoulder, then put a hand on his computer. “I know why you called, 

Booker. The game was great, but we need to talk business.” 

Glancing around the bar, it was still on the raucous side with intermittent whoops and hollers 

bouncing off the worn, brick walls. Justin slipped by on the other side of the bar, pouring two 

martinis with olives.  

“Is the door locked to your closet?” 

He padded his pockets, then pulled out a gold and brown key chain that doubled as a bottle 

opener etched with the name “One Nut.” He tossed it right at my face, but I snatched it with my 

left hand before impact. 



“What’s up with that?” 

“Oh, just something I got from one of my ex-wives.” 

Motioning to Henry, he grabbed his laptop, we dodged a few inebriated patrons, and then 

ascended one flight of stairs. At the top, somewhat surprisingly, the sound had dropped to an 

acceptable level. I opened the door, flipped on the overhead light, wiped dust off the top of the 

old bar, and he set down his laptop. 

“I heard about your suspension,” Henry said with a subdued tone. 

“Damn, I guess news travels fast, especially when it’s bad news.” 

“You know they’re spreading all sorts of rumors about you?” 

Sticking out my jaw, I shouldn’t have been surprised. But that didn’t mean the reminder of 

their betrayal felt any better than Bevo kicking me in the gonads. 

“I hadn’t heard specifics, but I knew it was coming. It’s part of their smear campaign while 

I’m on suspension so that when I go back for one day, they’ll have plenty of backing to officially 

end my career at the DPD.” 

My voice carried a pitch of sadness, and I could still feel their disloyalty churning inside. I 

guess I knew how Eva felt the day I left her at the altar.  

“Screw the DPD, at least the assholes who are making you take the fall.” Henry scratched 

his chin and paced the room. He was in rescue mode, I could see. “Look, I think I can find a way 

to get the DA to open an inquiry into how Internal Affairs handled this investigation. Then I 

can—” 

“Henry, it’s not worth it.” 

“What do you mean? It’s your career, your reputation.” He emphasized each word like he 

was giving a closing argument. 

“Dude, you’re a helluva good friend.” I put a hand on the diminutive shoulder of my Asian 

buddy. “But this isn’t college, and we’re not going to be able to march into the Northeast 

Division and demand my job back. At best, they’d turn everything public and string me along for 

months, if not years. And it wouldn’t help your name at the same time.” 

His mouth opened, ready to make another push for justice. 

“It’s okay. Seriously. I think…check that, I know I’m beginning to carve out a new career,” I 

said with a hint of pride. 

“You’re going to become a trainer, or one of those famous personal quarterback coaches 

who take kids when they’re thirteen and train them into a triple threat Division I beast?” 

“Hardly. You know me. I’ve always wanted to make detective. Now I get my chance, just on 

my own terms.” 

The usually astute Henry pulled his eyes together. 

“I’m starting my own PI business. And I already have my first client.” 

I provided a brief summary of the case and my progress to date.  

“So you’ve essentially solved your first case?” He smacked my good shoulder again. 

“Eh. Yes and no. I found the Harvey Specter look-alike, but he hasn’t really admitted 

anything yet, and I think getting the money back might be iffy. I should know more tomorrow.” 



“Harvey Specter? Suits? I never miss it. This guy must be a real charmer.” Henry lifted an 

eyebrow. 

“Unofficially, I’m also working this bombing case.” 

Henry didn’t respond, but he opened his computer and hit the power button. “I had no idea 

about your PI business, but I knew you’d be restless while on suspension. And the fact that 

Samantha could have been on that bus…finding the asshole who’s turning our city into a terrorist 

playground is probably your number one priority.” 

“Outside of hearing that the CSI team might have found trace evidence that could link the 

bombings—” 

“I heard that on CNN myself,” Henry said. 

“So you didn’t hear it officially, as part of the investigation?” I queried. 

“The Feds have taken over every aspect of this case. We mostly work on the peripheral, 

helping out when they ask. But I have tried to keep my ears open,” he said, then turned to his 

computer. “How’s the Wi-Fi in here?”  

“Never tried it from the second-floor closet.” 

Henry glanced around, unfazed by the setting of our meeting space. He clicked on two 

windows and opened a browser, then turned to face me. “What I’m about to show you, it can’t go 

any further than the two of us.” 

Moving a step closer, I nodded, my stomach tight with anticipation. 

“Let me cue it up,” he said. “It’s only about thirty seconds.” 

He clicked the start button and I saw a grainy picture of a school bus, at least the back third 

of it, in the lower left part of the screen. At the Boys & Girls Club. 

“The cameras at the facility had been destroyed,” I said. 

Henry kept his eyes on the screen. “It’s from down the street at a car wash. It’s grainy 

because we zoomed in, losing some of the resolution.” He pointed at the screen and said, 

“There!” 

A man, bald, darted around the bus, then another just behind him. I didn’t blink. Squinting, 

through the backdoor window I was able to detect arms and bodies jostling around. Restless kids. 

Innocent kids. A bald man came back around, stopped at the backdoor, looping a chain through 

the handle. Wearing dark clothes and boots, he turned his face toward the camera, then he tugged 

on the chain to ensure it was locked and jogged away.  

“That’s it.” Henry said, reaching to close his laptop. 

“Go back.” 

I could see Henry’s eyes crinkle at the corners. He hit play again. Twenty seconds into it, the 

man moved to the back of the bus and secured the chain. 

“Pause it.” Moving my face within a foot of the screen, I saw something shining off the top 

of his chest, at least I thought I did. “There. Do you see the sun reflecting off his chain?” 

“Could be,” Henry said. “Nice catch. I’m not sure anyone noticed.” 

“I think I know this guy.” 

“What? How?” Henry’s voice jumped an octave. 



I pointed at the shiner on my cheek, and scooted a finger across my neck. “On top of that, 

one of them did a number on my shoulder.” I tried twisting it around and felt the same level of 

pain I did when I finished my twentieth push-up earlier that morning. 

“Where?” 

“Coming back from Parkland when I was working my other case with the Double Ds, I 

spotted a dog running across Reverchon Park without a leash. I found the owner, an older Jewish 

fella who was being pushed around by three punks. Dressed like skinheads.” 

After I explained how the skirmish played out, we replayed the video three more times. 

“Same body type, same height.” My heart started pumping. “Did I have the group that 

bombed the bus literally in my hands?” I scratched the top of my head and turned away, 

disgusted at myself. 

Suddenly, heels hammered the wooden steps just outside our door. 

“Booker, Henry. Another bomb’s gone off,” Alisa said, catching her breath. 

“Where?” I asked. 

“Hindu Temple off Ross and Fitzhugh. News just broke into the post-game show.” 

I scampered down the stairs and out of the bar, fearing I’d see more dead bodies in just 

minutes.  
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“Are you fuckin’ blind?” 

His flapping jowls nearly scraping the moist concrete under his boots, a burly man pointed 

at an orange sign: Construction Zone Speed Limit 10 mph—when workers present. 

I’d just slammed on my breaks, my computer flying off the front seat into the dash. The man 

with four chins and a basketball hidden under his shirt, as well as three colleagues, had been 

walking—strolling was more like it—across lower Greenville, just next to a section of road that 

was being reconstructed. Perhaps they were headed for break. Or maybe they were in the mood 

to window shop. I didn’t give a shit, until they got in my way, nearly creating a domino car crash 

about ten deep. 

“Police business!” I yelled out my window. 

Still loitering in the middle of the one lane that went south, the head dick scratched just that, 

then waddled closer. 

“Where’s your fuckin’ siren and shit?” 

Must be a transplant. New Jersey was my guess. 

“Left it at home; now can you and your men clear the way?”  

He either coughed or chuckled. I only know phlegm was clearly involved.  

“You hear this guy, he thinks he’s a fuckin’ cop. Sheesh,” he said, turning to his lap dog 

buddies, who grunted, words possibly, and smiled back. 

Looking in my rearview, an F-350 dually hugged my bumper, probably no more than a 

couple of inches away.  

“Get out of the way or I run them over,” I warned the big man. My heart hammered my 

chest, and I tried like hell to keep my breathing in check…and my temper. Blinking my eyes, my 

subconscious heard screams, cries for help at the temple only five or six blocks away.  

Leaning down while arching my neck, I peered above the old two- and three-story buildings 

bordering the road. No sign of smoke…yet.  

“Don’t they call that vehicular manslaughter?” The man bobbed his head like he was hot 

shit, jowls jiggling long after he’d stopped.  

“Ever heard of obstruction of justice?” I leered at the man, whose puzzled eyes told me he 

couldn’t define obstruction.  

“A bomb went off at a Hindu Temple five blocks from here. I need to get to the scene.” I 

pounded the steering wheel, which I figured was a better alternative than wasting my time on the 

fat man from Jersey. 

“I didn’t hear no bomb.” I think he ingested one of his chins. “Frankie, you hear a bomb?” 

“No way, Marv. No bomb in these parts,” said the anointed second-in-charge. 

“Do you want blood on your hands?” 

“Where’s your badge then? I know my rights.” 



You and every other asshole think they have rights over everyone in every situation.  

Nudging the car forward another foot or so, the four men milled about, apparently talking 

about options. Then one pushed the second-in-charge out of the way—was there a coup taking 

place?—palmed his thermos and slammed it on the hood of the shiny Saab. 

Squeezing the leather steering wheel until my knuckles turned an almond color, I quickly ran 

through my alternatives. Jump out of the car, throw five solid punches, then roll over the big lugs 

like speed bumps; call nine-one-one, get the non-suspended cops over here, and watch these 

fuckers get taken away for vandalism, or… 

I slipped out my wallet and opened it, ignoring numerous other comments and rants by the 

four jugheads as other drivers started honking horns. I counted out two tens, three fives and 

about eight or nine ones. Balling them in my fist, I held it out the window. 

“You want a little incentive to get out of the way?” 

“Some cop you are, trying to buy us off. I oughta take you in on citizen’s arrest.” He poked a 

sausage-like finger a foot from my face.  

“Okay,” I said, bringing my fistful of cash back into the car. 

“Wait, wait, hold on. I didn’t say it couldn’t help the situation.” He looked at his buddies, 

then rubbed his paws together like they were warming over a fire. 

Slowly, the blind mice moved toward the fat leader. Rearing back my arm, I flung the cash 

over their heads, the wind taking hold of the green bills. They’d probably not moved that fast in 

years, certainly not on the job. I punched it, leaving a little rubber in my memory. 

Moving at about forty-five, winding and weaving around slower vehicles, a grandma 

walking her dog across the street, and a man carrying four bags of groceries, I made good time. 

The light at Greenville and Ross turned yellow, but I gunned the four banger and tires squealed, 

drawing looks from every onlooker around. 

Passing the John F, Kennedy Learning Center on the right, a catholic church on the left, I 

finally noticed smoke, an iron gray, coiling into the sky. Just over a small hill, I entered another 

scene of chaos.  

Turning left into a gas station, I yanked the Saab parking brake behind a Honda with no 

wheels propped on four cinder blocks, got out, and ran. Twenty steps into the intersection 

helplessness nearly overwhelmed me; gray smoke pumped through the left side of the Temple, 

and at least six uniformed cops ran around to bodies on the ground. I saw one put a hand on a 

neck, then call for a paramedic. Another one just a few feet left of him performed the same test, 

but then turned to his buddy and shook his head. His head dropped, and he pinched his eyes.  

A fifty-something man with a gash across his nose and face carried a woman across the 

lawn. She dangled off his arms, her colorful outfit looking as lifeless as she did.  

The Temple’s front door slammed open and two paramedics rushed toward a fireman, who 

was carrying a little girl, maybe Samantha’s age. Was she alive? I ran toward them. Just as I got 

there, the little girl came alive, coughing like she was attempting to extricate an alien buried in 

her chest. 

I knew the person or group of people who did this couldn’t be human. 



She reached back toward the door, shouting “My baby, my baby.” Poor thing. 

Another body came out of the smoky building, two paramedics in masks carrying another 

woman. She was unconscious, her clothes torn to expose most of her skin, and a fork was 

jammed into her chest.  

I held back the urge to pull it out and instead asked, “Do you need help?”  

“We got it,” one said. 

Just then, an Indian man ran up and covered the scantily-clad woman with a towel. “She 

must maintain her dignity, even in death.”  

My eyebrow twitched, as my brain and eyes tried to process the scene before me. Terror had 

struck again. 

“Is there anyone else still in there?” I yelled above sirens and wails of anguish. 

One fireman flipped his head and muffled something I couldn’t understand under his oxygen 

mask. 

Not thinking, I pulled open the front door, first noticing lights bobbing in the dark haze. 

Crouching lower while covering my mouth with my shirt, I shuffled through a foyer and found a 

bank of stairs to the right. Two fireman rushed down with no bodies; I guessed they had upstairs 

covered. I moved forward, turned left down a hallway, then right, and found ground zero. A room 

had been gutted, first by the explosion and apparent fire. Four firefighters held a dripping hose, 

and one gave the others a thumbs up. 

“We’re good, we’re good,” I thought I heard him say to his comrades. 

Passing several rooms on both sides, I stuck in my head, searching for more victims, but 

finding none. My eyes burned, but my pulse finally dropped under a buck fifty, realizing that the 

first responders had done a remarkable job in clearing the building and putting out the fire.  

Smoke tickled the lining of my throat and I began to cough. One more room. I jogged in, my 

eyes beginning to water. Through the crib railings, I spotted a lump, swaddled like a baby. It 

wasn’t making any noise. 

“No, no,” I pleaded. Leaning over, I cradled my arms under the blanket. It felt light, and I 

brought it to my face. It was a plastic doll. What remaining breath I had emptied from my lungs. 

Tucking the doll under my arm, I retraced my steps and emerged from the building. 

“How many are verified fatalities?” I heard a cop ask. He looked familiar, an older guy, thin 

white hair, a small tire around his waist. But he was all business. Three other officers ran up to 

him and they started talking, one guy using his fingers. Was he counting the dead? 

The scene had calmed a bit, every victim either being addressed by a person in a white shirt 

or ambulance doors closing, transporting injured people to the hospital, likely Parkland, one of 

the busiest ER units in the country. 

Darting my eyes in every direction, I searched for the little girl. I stopped and let out another 

deep cough, which went on for about ten seconds.  

“You need some oxygen, pal?” a firefighter asked as he walked by. 

Ignoring him, I turned my body around. There she was, perched against the trunk of a tree, 

possibly a parent kneeling next to the little girl who appeared to be crying and reaching for 



something. 

I jogged over, slowing my pace as I got closer.  

“Navya, there is nothing we can do. We must pray for our friends, but crying will not help,” 

a woman said. I guessed it was her mother. 

The young girl wiped her face and her voice stopped making noise, but tears still rolled 

down her little cheeks. Crouching to one knee, I pulled out the doll and slowly offered it to her. 

“Is this yours?” 

She grabbed it out of my hands and clutched it against her shoulder, her eyes squeezing shut. 

She rocked back and forth. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Her voice was tiny. 

Looking at the mom, she nodded and put a single hand on the girl’s shoulder. 

“Booker!” 

Paco. I turned, and he ran wildly toward me. “Another bomb just went off. The Mosque off 

Live Oak and Skillman.” 

Without saying a word, I ran to my car, wondering if the war on terror had finally hit our 

homeland. 
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Stabbing the window button, the glass couldn’t lower fast enough. Leaning my head out the 

opening, I unleashed hacking coughs as wind whipped my diluted eyes, tears turning chilled 

against my face.  

I rubbed my eyes for the umpteenth time, thankful I hadn’t been in the smoky building for 

any longer than I was. 

Now I headed toward another battle zone. It’s like we’d been transported to Kabul or 

Baghdad. Or warring insurgents had decided to wage a war in Dallas. 

Catching a series of green lights, I raced back up Ross, my speedometer climbing past sixty. 

Part of me thought this couldn’t be real, two bombs going off in a matter of minutes. Who the 

hell would conceive such a plan? 

Cars, people, buildings zipped by, just as images flashed through my mind. The skinheads at 

the park accosting the old man, the silver dog tag, then Henry playing the video of three bald, 

white guys locking the kids in the school bus. 

That lying piece of shit skinhead who claimed he and his buddies were drunk, just out to 

make a little trouble, but they meant no harm to anyone, any race. He claimed they were college 

kids. He claimed he had a Hispanic girlfriend, even reciting her name and number. 

Swallowing down another cough and a shot of anger for allowing the punks to outsmart me, 

I glanced at the digital car clock: 5:09. Two bombs in what, an hour? Was this a sign of a copycat 

bomber? Or a revenge bombing? Was it one person or a group? Maybe warring groups? I knew 

in some parts of the world Hindus and Muslims were less than friendly with each other. In our 

city, I’d never heard of any threats. 

It was all just a cluster, no evidence or logic pointing toward a path of resolution, or even a 

general direction. 

Approaching Greenville, I slowed to about ten miles an hour as crowds of people with rigid 

faces crossed the street. They’d likely heard about the bombing at the Hindu Temple, but had 

they learned about the second at a mosque? Waiting impatiently for the last of them to clear the 

road, I glanced left and spotted my favorite collection of construction workers, huddled together 

no more than twenty yards away, all looking over the shoulder of their fearless leader. Were they 

counting the cash I’d tossed into the wind? A bill, maybe two fell to the ground, and he bent over.  

“Whoa! Lunar eclipse alert,” I said, as I drove by the loser. His butt crack was nearing 

exposure. I grimaced.  

Dodging a strolling couple holding hands, I headed due east on Ross, shooting past Matilda 

and Mary Streets, then Hubert. Another half mile, then I saw it, and I took my foot off the gas. 

The all-too-familiar sight of terror. Horrified expressions, outstretched arms reaching for loved 

ones, chaos.  

I jammed my brakes, parking in the middle of a liquor store parking lot. At first glance, I 



spotted far fewer first responders than at the Temple bombing: one fire truck, one ambulance, 

two police cars. Then again, I’d shown up at this scene much quicker. 

Racing across the street, I noticed dozens of onlookers just standing there, people of all 

colors. Shock was apparent, but no one was doing a thing to help the poor people trapped in the 

building who were perhaps choking to death at this very moment. 

A small amount of smoke surged out of a broken window on the first floor toward the back. 

Scooting around the side of the building, I stopped at each window, searching for people, 

survivors, or victims. No sign of civilians, and I could feel my chest relax just a bit.  

Two firefighters were hosing down what looked like the remnants of a kitchen. I saw a sink, 

a charred oven, flatware scattered all over the room coated in soot. I took in a waft, the same 

pungent burning smell from the temple only minutes earlier. I would never get used to that. 

Brushing by a row of red tip photinias, I found the back lot, three officers talking to two 

women, both wearing headscarves.  

“Any victims still left inside?” I asked like I was still one of them, a uniformed officer. 

One shook his head, then went back to his interview. 

“Booker!” 

Turning around, my heart skipped a beat when I saw her. Eva. She ran up and bear-hugged 

me. 

“You feel good,” she said. 

Shocked to see her affection, let alone while in uniform, I braced her head against my chest, 

happy to feel life and a caring soul amidst the backdrop of hatred. 

“My partner and I were first on the scene,” she said, taking a step back, her eyes glistening.  

I nodded.  

“We were lucky this time, Booker.” She took in a deep breath, and I wondered if she might 

break down. “No one was hurt. Well, one of these ladies suffered slight smoke inhalation, but 

she’ll be fine. From what she said, after the catered food had arrived for the evening meal, she 

and her friend had gone to her car to bring in boxes of clothes and shoes for a collection they had 

organized. The bomb went off while they were outside.” 

“No one else in the building?” 

Shaking her head, she said, “Worship services and the celebration were supposed to start an 

hour from now.” 

I put an arm on her shoulder. “You’re a good cop, Eva. And a better mom.” 

“Hush. Don’t make me think about my Samantha.” She cracked a grin, her bronze skin 

lighting up the morose surroundings.  

“She’s mine too.” I gave her a wink. 

“Hold on, let me check in with the officer in charge,” she said, holding up a finger. 

I practically hacked up a lung with a relentless cough. “No…problem,” I sputtered.  

Flipping her head to look at me, she stopped and scrunched her eyes.  

“I was at the other crime scene, a Hindu Temple off Ross and Fitzhugh. They weren’t so 

lucky.”  



She gripped my good shoulder and I dropped my eyes to the ground, my mind searching for 

a thread of data that would open the door just a crack to finding out who was behind all of this 

crazy shit. That’s all I needed.  

Looking up, I asked, “Did anyone call in a bomb warning?” Another cough escaped, then 

another. I couldn’t stop, heat searing my chest, veins bulging in my neck and face. I doubled over 

and didn’t stop until Eva guided me to the back of an ambulance and a paramedic stuck an 

oxygen mask over my face. 

Lifting my chest with a slow breath, I could feel sweat sticking to my shirt. “That’s better. 

Thanks,” I said in a muffled tone to the paramedic. 

Eva spoke to two other officers and into her shoulder radio, a vein twitching at her temple. 

That was her serious side, a telltale sign of her gritty focus. Jogging back toward me, I could feel 

my pulse pick up before words were spoken. 

“Your question, about the bombers calling the department with some kind of warning struck 

a chord. I called it in, and they checked each division across the city. No calls of any kind, no 

warnings, no threats.” 

Standing up from the back of the truck, I felt a cold patch forming on the back of my neck.  

Eva could sense my concern, and she touched my chest with her hand. I didn’t say a word 

about the cat attack.  

“I know what you’re thinking. Sergeant said they’re sending out bomb units to every place 

of worship in the city limits,” she said. 

Shifting my eyes to her, my brain was on overdrive. “There’s too many.” 

She nodded slowly, her heavy eyelids expressing concession. “He said it could take days. 

There are literally hundreds.” 

I tapped my pocket. I’d left my phone in the Saab. “What’s the time?” 

“I got five forty-eight. Why?” 

I scratched my face and felt the lump from the skinhead scrap the night before. Spinning on 

my toes, I got my bearings again, reminding myself of our location and the location of other 

worship buildings. Possible targets. 

“Give me your phone.” 

“Why?” 

“Give me your phone, quick.” 

As she pulled her phone out of her pocket, I said, “Do whatever you can to send a bomb unit 

to the synagogue on Bryan and Skillman. Got it?” 

“That’s just two or three blocks that way.” She pointed east, her voice fraught with 

trepidation. 

“I’m headed there now. Call it in, then say a prayer that we don’t have a third bombing in 

three hours.” 

Flipping on my heels, I scooted around the ambulance and hauled ass. Leaping off a cracked 

sidewalk in the middle of traffic, horns blaring, I dodged two cars, regained my stride and cut 

through a fast-food parking lot, then climbed over a chain-link fence into an apartment complex. 



Splitting between two buildings, I dropped off a retaining wall and onto the parking lot, aiming 

for the egress where an automatic, black, wrought iron gate was shutting behind an exiting car.  

My breathing all out of whack, I bore down, swinging my arms faster to propel me toward 

the narrow opening. Just in time, I got to the gate, turned sideways, and squeezed through.  

Looking left, the synagogue was positioned at ten o’clock, but no smoke and no commotion. 

All quiet—for now. But I couldn’t take a chance. I checked the time on Eva’s phone: 5:53. 

Picking up the pace, I shuffled across Skillman, a crazy busy street. I must have turned into a 

ghost, because drivers acted like I was invisible, road kill at best. Once safe on the east side of 

the road, I thought about my opening line once I opened the doors to the synagogue—on the 

Jewish day of Sabbath, nonetheless.  

A fragment of doubt poked at my instincts. I had no proof or logical reasoning why I thought 

another bombing was possibly only minutes away from shattering more lives and fracturing a 

city that was on the brink of self-destruction. The MOs for the bombings today didn’t fit in with 

the first two, which, because of their advanced warning, had essentially caused fear to bubble 

near boiling temperatures before the bombs finally went off.  

Unable to sort through who or what group could have planned this mass murder, and why, I 

raced to the front door of the synagogue, jogged through a foyer and into the sanctuary. All heads 

were bowed, a rabbi chanting a prayer or passage in Hebrew. A few sets of confused eyes turned 

my way. Pausing a brief moment, trying to decide how to communicate my message, I felt a 

familiar tickle in my throat. 

I coughed so loud the echo pinged vaulted ceilings and tiled floor for at least ten seconds. 

Shuffling in their seats, the entire congregation turned to look at me. 

“Uh, sorry to interrupt, but I have reason to believe there might be a bomb in this building 

somewhere.” 

Before I could get another word out, gasps filled the air, and there was shouting and finger 

pointing. 

“How do we know you’re telling the truth?” With a chiding tone, a young man in his 

twenties stood on the bench of his pew, speaking like an orator to his mass following. I could see 

his eyes narrowing from forty feet away. “You could be sending us to our death by asking us to 

walk out that door.” 

More people stood up, women and men moving their kids closer, as accusations hurled in 

my direction. I couldn’t decipher a single phrase. It was obvious that trust among the 

congregation had been corroded from the first two bombings. Whether that was the intent of the 

bombers or not, fear and loathing spewed out like a tanker oil spill. 

“Please listen. Please. Everyone. We may not have much time.” I attempted to be heard 

above the crowd, easily over a hundred folks, but I’m not sure anyone was listening as the 

intensity of their emotions grew each second. 

“Who are you, anyway?” Another man, short and round with high-waisted pants, stepped 

into the center aisle, his forefinger aimed directly at my head. “A cop, FBI?” 

Shaking my head, I brought both hands up, thumbs digging into my eyes. “No, I don’t carry 



a badge. I’m a PI.” Puzzled faces looked my way. 

Perhaps I should have kept my career change to myself. 

“Are you a member of Al-Qaeda?” the round man shouted, as hordes of other men crowed 

behind him. The expansive room immediately shushed to a whisper, all eyes awaiting my next 

move. 

I arched my neck out of anxious frustration and hesitated for a brief second, wondering how 

close to six o’clock we were, fearing the bomber had set detonators at one-hour increments. Not 

wanting to incite an all-out riot, I dared not to reach into my pocket for my phone. But we were 

running out of time, and part of me just wanted to start throwing people over my shoulder and 

hauling them to safety outside. 

“Please listen. I’m not with Al-Qaeda. I’m trying to stop another bombing, or at least anyone 

getting hurt. You must evacuate. Now!” 

People shouted and pointed fingers, chaos and our demise possibly just minutes away. 

Splintering the noise, I heard a crack, then another. Something smacked a wooden pew. They 

kept coming at the same cadence, the volume growing louder, and voices softened. The raucous 

crowd parted like the Red Sea, and my eyes blinked wildly. 

“Everyone, I know this man. His name is Booker Adams. He is a good man. He saved my 

life just last night.” 

Yosef, lifting a cane skyward, spoke with passion and purpose. 

I only knew to nod again and again, my feet moving like they were on hot coals. 

“We must leave this building now. Follow him outside, quickly.” 

Without another word from anyone, people slipped out of their pews and ran down the aisle 

directly at me. Shifting backward until I ran into the door, I propped it open. 

“Thank you. Please keep moving. Faster, yes. Keep moving.” I moved my arm back and 

forth, ushering throngs of women, children, and men, all ages, some wearing yarmulkes, a few 

older men sporting curly hair like my friend Yosef.  

The crowd began to thin, and I spotted Yosef and the rabbi at the end of the procession, 

urging people to move quickly. Pulling out my phone, I noted the time: five fifty-nine.  

“Quick. Move faster. Please!” I begged. 

The rabbi stepped through the door. When I turned my head back to the sanctuary, I only 

saw one more person, Yosef, but he was moving in the opposite direction, his body swaying left 

and right as his legs took tiny steps. 

“What are you doing? Where are you going?” My voice sounded impatient, angry even, as a 

foreboding, tingling sensation permeated my body.  

“I forgot someone very important,” he yelled with his back to me while holding his cane like 

a staff.  

Glancing back outside, I watched people clump together, and I noticed a black and white 

pull up. “Yosef, we’ve got to get out of here!” I yelled through cupped hands, my voice rumbling 

in the empty sanctuary. 

He mumbled something indecipherable.  



“Dammit!” Gritting my teeth, I pushed off one foot and ran up the aisle as Yosef disappeared 

beyond through a doorway to the right. A raised platform at the front of the sanctuary boasted 

something that resembled an ark, Indiana Jones style, a single beam from high above casting a 

cone of light below. The ark doors and curtains were decorated with crowns, Hebrew phrases, 

and other symbols.  

Rambling through the door, I tweaked my sore shoulder, then caught sight of Yosef rounding 

a corner.  

“Yosef!”  

My brain could feel each second tick away, and I wondered if we were playing Russian 

roulette with our lives. 

Twenty quick paces, and I caught up with the man who I thought couldn’t move quickly, just 

entering a room.  

“Sandy,” he called out, his arms splayed wide, just as I noticed the sign on the door: Rabbi’s 

Quarters. 

The golden Lab sat on top of a desk, his lively tail flapping loose papers off the surface. 

“I can’t go anywhere without Sandy,” Yosef declared while he rubbed her ears. 

Ignoring his untimely pet commitment, I raced over and unclipped Sandy’s leash from a 

drawer pull. 

“Let’s get out of here.” 

Out of the office in far too many seconds, I held Sandy’s leash and jogged next to Yosef, 

cajoling him to move faster than Usain Bolt. Who was I kidding? 

Without getting into a debate, I leaned over and picked up my new Yiddish friend; I just 

hoped, prayed even, the friendship would last a few more minutes. 

“What in the—” he said, which caught me off guard. 

Pushing out audible breaths, I kicked open the door into the sanctuary, not a soul in sight. 

Sandy trotted next to me like a good soldier, unfazed and perhaps unknowing of the tragedy that 

could consume us at any moment. Pain throbbed in my shoulder, and Yosef bounced against my 

sensitive chest wounds, but none of it mattered. I had to get us outside before the explosion—

unless I’d been wrong about all of this. 

Fifty feet and closing, I could see a splinter of light between the slightly opened door just 

ahead.  

At twenty-five feet, for some unknown reason I saw images of Samantha and Eva, each one 

in their own way the love of my life. My two girls. I loved them, even if I didn’t want to admit 

that type of bond with Eva. I could hear Samantha’s infectious laughter, her baby teeth looking 

like a carved pumpkin. Another memory of Christmas morning with little Samantha plowing 

through wrapping paper with limitless excitement, her voice carrying pure joy that a fat man in a 

red suit thought she was the cutest, nicest girl in the world. My next recollection: Eva’s deep-

brown eyes, long eyelashes, constantly teasing me with lasers of love. Or something close to it.  

Rejecting the notion that I wouldn’t see my two girls again, I felt a ball of emotion building 

in my chest just before contacting the door handle. I wanted to scream out loud, shouting our 



survival.  

But just as I expected to hear my voice, the world as I know it ceased to exist. By some 

invisible force, my body lifted off the floor just as I hit the door. The next feeling I had was 

flying through the air, Sandy’s leash yanking my hand, the weight of Yosef non-existent. A blast 

of heat enveloped me. It felt like skin was being peeled off my face, and then I crashed to the 

hard ground, my body buckling from the unforgiving impact. 

A grunting breath escaped my lips, then a split-second later Yosef’s body slammed into my 

chest, bouncing left onto the ground. Then the leash pulled out of my hand. 

Twisting across the ground, I saw someone standing over me, a face, lips moving, but no 

sound. He disappeared. A piercing ring felt like it emanated from my inner core, and I covered 

my ears, thinking I could snuff it out. Blinking my eyes, I rolled over and saw Yosef on his side, 

facing the other direction, people running up to him. Sandy licked at his face, but his limbs only 

moved slightly. 

Flexing my jaw to try to regain my hearing, the scene finally became more real. Words were 

impossible to make sense of, but I heard voices. I felt my chest rise and fall, thankful I could hear 

anything besides the mind-numbing ring, which was still present, but not as prevalent.  

Attempting to sit up, I instinctively stretched my bad shoulder. Something wasn’t right. It 

felt like I’d been stabbed, or worse.  

Suddenly, a scream. I looked up and a woman was staring right at me, hands trembling then 

pointing.  

“Booker, can you hear me?”  

Shifting my eyes left, I saw Eva drop to one knee. 

I nodded, but I’m not sure of my facial expression. Murky clouds still hovered in my mind, 

as did the ever-present ringing. 

“You’ve been injured,” she said very slowly so I could understand her, and I nodded with 

each word. 

“I love you,” I said, not thinking, just recalling those final thoughts and pictures before the 

explosion blew us out the door. 

Pausing, she said, “I love you too.” 

We hadn’t uttered those words to each other in years. I wondered if she truly meant it, and 

then I wondered if I’d feel the same days for now. 

“Move your shoulder,” I thought she said. 

Following her orders, I shifted my arm in a circle.  

“No, no!” She wagged a finger six inches from my eyes, her other hand bracing my good 

shoulder. “I said don’t move your shoulder.” 

More oxygen reached my brain, allowing me to take in more information and assess my pain 

level. My shoulder hurt like hell, and I had a headache—the worst hangover ever. 

Eva was a pro, trying to remain calm, in control. Directing fellow officers as they arrived at 

the scene, the woman with the temper of a lion still exhibited a caring touch with each civilian, 

me included. And my heart pumped a little faster. 



Moments later, paramedics surrounded me, one providing a summary of my injury. “We 

can’t remove the shrapnel. Looks like at least one nail is stuck in your shoulder. We’ve stopped 

the bleeding, but you’re headed to Parkland to get checked out.” 

I’d be okay, I knew. Turning my head side to side, I leaned up on an elbow, flipping off an 

oxygen mask. 

“Yosef. Yosef, where are you?”  

Eyes moved, shoulders shrugged. Where did Eva go? She would know, she would find out. 

Eva appeared at my side as they loaded me onto a gurney. 

“Where’s Yosef?” 

“Who?” 

“The little Jewish man that I carried out. Is he okay?” 

Eva and the hordes of people surrounding me separated. I heard a bark, then Yosef appeared 

at my side, a bandage across his forehead, his arm in a sling. He had a big smile on his face. 

“I had a good idea we’d be okay. It’s called faith in you know who.” His eyes and a finger 

pointed toward the sky. 

Reaching out, he grabbed my hand and held it tight. I held his hand tighter. 
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“Give me three pulled porks with coleslaw, a chopped brisket with jalapenos, three sides of 

barbeque beans. No, make that four sides of barbeque beans, a side of barbeque sauce. Oh, take 

off the coleslaw on one of the pulled porks and add in some of those pickled onions.” 

He made his best attempt at drowning out the country twang of the blond bimbo rattling off 

her order just outside his metallic truck, parked across the street from the Dallas Convention 

Center. Her ample chest nestled against the side of his truck, obscuring his sign: Bobby’s 

Bombastic BBQ. If that sign were a living creature, it would have suffocated from her helium-

filled jugs. 

Wiping his brow with the arm of his grease-spotted white T-shirt, he returned to the small 

flat screen in the far corner, a satellite feed of the national news flashing a breaking news 

bulletin. He licked his lips with anticipation. 

Headline: 5 Dead, 32 Injured in Three Dallas Bomb Attacks. 

He jumped up and down, clapping his hands like he’d just won the lottery.  

Scrawling across the bottom of the screen, he read that the Dallas mayor and police chief 

assure the public that the city is safe. 

“Are they fucking crazy?” 

“Excuuuuse me?” 

He’d almost forgotten about the lady and her order. “Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you.” 

“Well, who on God’s green earth are you talking to then?” 

Huffing out an annoyed breath, he ignored her pestering questions and scrambled to 

assemble her order, uncertain if he’d get it right. Frankly, he didn’t care. This gig had only a 

minimal connection to his passion, or his fate. Scooping up a spoonful of jalapenos, he paused. 

Don’t they call that serendipity? 

“The jalapenos don’t go on the pulled pork!”  

Snapping out of his daze, his eyes lifted up to see her contorted face, as the truck’s spotlight 

bounced off her milky-white cleavage begging for a ladle of smoking hot barbeque sauce. He 

withheld the urge. 

“I hear you, miss.” Blindly tossing the soiled sandwich in the trash behind him, he started 

over, moving quickly to amass her order, but with little zest. 

Business had been sporadic all day, then it dropped to a near standstill following reports of 

not one, not two, but three bomb blasts. Despite working out of a heated metal box, he felt goose 

bumps form on his arms. 

Streets were nearly abandoned, outside of a few remaining football fans who falsely 

believed they were immune to crime, and people like… 

“What’s your name, miss?” 

“Uh, Morgan. Whyyyy?” 



Right, like Morgan. There were two thousand other “Morgans” in the one-million-square-

foot monstrosity across the street, who’d traveled from across the country to celebrate a new line 

of cosmetics to push through their pyramid structure. He could hear them oohing and ahhing 

about how this product instantly made women look more vivacious, dropping their appearance 

by ten years. It was simply the “best ever.” Their giggles and self-centered perspectives literally 

made him want to vomit.  

Maybe that would be another good use of Morgan’s cleavage—vomit trough. 

Briefly, he remembered a contingent of fake blond nurses huddled at their station, making 

crass jokes about patients while cramming their faces full of chocolate. And when he asked one 

to bring ice chips to the room, one nurse broke out in laughter, saying her shift had just ended. 

He might as well have asked her to give him a blow job in the middle of the hallway.  

“You have Alzheimer’s or somethin’?” Morgan blurted out. 

That clueless drawl made his eyes want to pop out, then he looked down and noticed his fist, 

white-knuckled, as brisket oozed between his fingers. 

“I, uh…” Wiping his greasy hands on his T-shirt and apron, his mind darted around, unable 

to focus on the task at hand. Fix the woman her food, he told himself over and over again. 

“That’s not sanitary,” she said, backing up a step like he had a disease. 

Maybe he did. 

“I’m not going to eat food that you squeezed like it’s Play-Doh. That’s disgusting! I want to 

see your health inspection certificate.” 

He looked straight at her, both of her hands planted on hips. She wasn’t going to budge until 

he rectified the situation.  

“Look, I’m putting your food together. It will take me just a couple of minutes, and then you 

can take your food across the street and share it with your other bimbos.” 

Did he just say that? 

“Well, I have never—” 

Fumbling with buns and plates, the man began to sweat, realizing he’d let his guard down, 

and he began to wonder if his thoughts and goals would be just as easily exposed. Did he trust 

himself to pull this off? 

“Here’s the first sandwich right here.” He attempted a cheery voice for a change. 

“I’m not touching that food until you wash your hands and show me your—” 

“Is there a problem here?” asked a uniformed cop, gun in holster, shades clinging to his 

forehead, even though the sun had set hours ago. 

“Well, Mister…”  

She leaned closer to the officer, whose jaw popped open while ogling the women’s chest 

from two feet away. 

“Mister K. Young,” she finished. 

He tipped his hat. “Officer Kenny Young at your service.” 

What a douche, the man thought but dared not say. 

“I think this man has some type of freaky fetish with the food he’s makin’,” she said, her 



country voice now cracking.  

Was she trying to make herself cry? What a pair. 

The officer plodded over, removed his hat, and leaned in toward the BBQ truck order 

window.  

“Mmm. That smells mighty tasty.” The officer winked at the man, whispering a question his 

way. “What’s your name?” 

“Bob, of course,” the man said, tapping the ladle on the metal sign. 

A delayed response, then the officer leaned back and noticed the sign. He gave the man an I-

got-this nod. 

Putting his hand on the woman’s arm, he said, “I can vouch for Bob here. His barbeque is 

some of the best I’ve ever tasted. He’s been around for years.” The officer glanced back at 

“Bob.” 

The woman frowned. “Well, okay. I didn’t know.” 

The man took the opportunity to close this one out. 

“Here you go, your full order. And just because I made you feel uncomfortable, it’s on the 

house.” 

“Why, thank you.” She pulled the bags off the miniature counter and put her nose in one, her 

eyes closing from the tangy aroma. “And thank you for coming to my rescue, Officer Young.” 

She tiptoed across the street, the officer watching every boob jiggle he could garner. Just as 

he turned around, the man held out a white bag, a grease mark already forming on the bottom. 

“I just wanted to tell you thanks, officer. I’m so glad we have a police force that exercises 

such calm under pressure.” 

“Uh, right. I wasn’t looking for a freebie or anything.” 

“I know,” the man said with a fake, grateful shake of his head. “It’s the least I can do for the 

men and women in blue.” 

“We need to build trust in our community, and I’m just trying to make that happen one 

person at a time, one day at a time. Not easy when there’s a bunch of crazy people out there 

blowing up buildings. The city has taken a few punches, but so far we’re holding up pretty well. 

I think some naysayers expected our fair city to turn into bedlam. Not Dallas.” 

“Indeed. Thanks again,” the man said. 

“Have a good day.” The officer tipped his hat and walked away, his hand already digging in 

the bag. 

The man looked both directions, then lowered a screen. Closed.  

Free and clear from the distraction of customers, something gnawed at the back of his mind 

as he turned his attention to the news. Calmly removing a box off a swivel chair, he sat down. 

“New video has just been obtained by CNN. Picking up the feed from local ABC station, 

WFAA, we have an amazing piece of footage that just came in from the site of the third bombing 

today.” 

The man sat up, his heart pounding for at least two reasons. 

“What you see here is a synagogue off Bryan and Skillman in East Dallas. People are 



running outside, everyone in fear of another explosion. It’s hard to detect, but a man is standing 

at the door, the one in the brown shirt, urging and ushering people out the door. But that’s not the 

amazing part.” 

A wedge formed between the man’s eyes. He bit his upper lip, then his tongue played with 

his thin mustache.  

“As you can see, the rabbi hurries out the door right here. But the man in the brown shirt 

disappears back into the building. People move farther away from the building, but you can hear 

voices asking where he went.” 

The anchor appeared on the monitor, the video paused in a small screen next to him. He held 

a pen in one hand, his other hand hovering over a laptop like he was launching a NASA rocket. 

“What you are about to see could be disturbing for some viewers. We encourage adults to be 

cautious in allowing their young kids to watch.” 

The video then took over the entire screen. “The crowd grows more worried as each second 

passes. A couple of folks start walking back to the door, but they’re pulled away by others. Keep 

your eyes on the door.” 

A sudden blast, the door flying off its hinges.  

The man’s head pops back, like he’s in the first row of a three-D movie. Where’s the 

popcorn? 

Through gray, lingering smoke, two men lay on the ground next to each other, shock and 

anguish washing over their faces. A dog appeared next to the older man and nudged him with his 

nose. People rushed to their sides, including a female officer.  

The camera honed in on the younger man who wore the brown shirt. Rolling on the ground, 

holding hands against the side of his head, the man appeared disoriented. 

“A foreign object is sticking out of his shoulder. According to people at the scene, this 

shrapnel from the explosion, at least one nail buried in the man’s skin.” 

Blood. 

Pain. 

The man felt his breathing pattern pick up. Mixing in past images of blood and pain, he was 

both thrilled and disgusted. Thrilled at watching his vision come to fruition, yet disgusted at the 

world for making him do it. 

He shrugged. There was no other way.  

The screen jumped to another set of footage, the older man, bandaged, beaten up, but 

looking remarkably strong. Defiant. 

“I had a good idea we’d be okay. It’s called faith in you know who,” the old man was 

saying, pointing a finger up to the sky. 

The man moved to the edge of his seat, his fingernails digging into the cushion. 

Another bystander. “We owe our lives to this man,” a woman said, crying. “My three kids, 

all of us, would be injured, dead even, if not for this man walking into our house of worship and 

urging us to leave. At first, we were cynical and believed the worst in him. But he didn’t leave us 

to die. He talked to us and helped us believe in him, trust in him. He has our respect for saving 



us, for risking his life to go find our friend, Yosef, and his dog. With so much hatred around us, 

this man showed us that it doesn’t matter what religion you are, or the color of your skin. He 

gives us hope for a better world, a peaceful world.” 

The man arched his stiff neck as bile stuck in his throat. “This world isn’t a peaceful world. 

It is a world full of hate, mockery, and death. Fucking bitch!” 

Taking the box off the floor, he raised it high above his head, paused a second, then crashed 

it on the metal floor. He jumped all over the contents, crushing, destroying every last piece that 

he’d created with his hands. 

Red-faced and chest swollen with fury, he turned to face the screen. 

“We’ve learned the man’s name is Booker Adams. We’re getting conflicting comments from 

the Dallas Police. One says Mr. Adams is a member of the force, while another says he is a 

former member. Regardless, tonight, over a hundred people owe him their lives. He is a modern-

day hero.” 

His head spinning, he fell to the floor next to the broken box—the instruments of his true 

passion in life—and the man’s chest heaved with emotion. He knew what he had to do. 

For now, his mind sought comfort and an inner resilience to follow through on his promise.  

“It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood, a beautiful day in the neighborhood, won’t you be 

my, won’t you be my, won’t you be my neighbor.”  

Piecing together his crushed toys with delicate tenderness, he thought of the Land of Make 

Believe and sang the familiar Mister Rogers tune for the next hour. 

He only wanted to make his mother proud. 
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Swirling gusts of wind took hold of her skirt, and it lifted in two or three places, as if a curious 

kid was playing a joke. Showing more leg than anyone around us, the slender woman with 

model-like looks and swagger, kept her head even, never breaking her rhythmic strut, and 

brought her free hand down upon her skirt, calmly taming the playful beast. 

Britney Love, who less than a week earlier had witnessed her almost-husband executed in 

the most cruel and brutal manner possible, looked absolutely striking, even from fifty feet away. 

Wearing a black-and-white-rose print, flare skirt with a form-fitted, black V-neck top that 

highlighted her lean body, she remained expressionless, stoic almost. 

Four-inch black heels clipped the brick inlay sidewalk en route to where I was sitting outside 

The Bistro, Uptown’s most chic lunch spot. Our table was situated just inside a natural border of 

small green pines positioned in a red planter, the tallest reaching four feet off the surface. Live 

oaks bordered the urban street, enhancing a cozier, private feeling.  

Truly, this was a place to forget the problems of the world, the ultimate escape within the 

city, despite a practical war zone existing south of our location. 

Momentarily distracted by a yellow exotic sports car purring down the street, two heels 

clipped to a stop just to my left. All I saw were legs, long, toned, smooth as silk. Arching my 

neck, rays of sun outlined Britney’s face, her natural blond hair pulled back. She was waiting for 

something. 

“Oh, sorry.” Scooting back my padded wicker chair with the back of my legs, I walked 

around the almost-bride-to-be and pulled out her chair.  

“Thank you.” She placed her purple bag on the table, then found a comfy spot in her chair, 

her hands folded in front, long fingers sporting a French manicure. When I’d last seen her, 

makeup had been smeared all over her face, blood had dripped from her nose, and her wedding 

day hairdo had been destroyed. Today, everything about her seemed graceful, elegant, and 

effortless. 

But I knew behind her leopard-rimmed sunglasses, her eyes would reveal the polar opposite, 

a woman ripped apart, her trust in a humane world forever jaded.  

“I appreciate you making the effort,” I said.  

The corners of her lips turned up slightly. “It’s quite all right. I need to get out, feel the sun, 

take in fresh air. The walls of our condo were starting to play tricks on my mind.” 

Lifting her head, she looked beyond me, the breeze catching her shoulder-length hair.  

Drinks appeared, ice water with wedges of lime. Reaching for the glass with my right arm, I 

made it halfway, then recalled that under my steely-blue sweater was a large bandage and glue 

bonding my stitches. I must have winced. 

“Did you hurt yourself that night?” 

I held up a finger while I sipped the tall glass from my left hand. She followed my lead and 



drank her water using a straw. 

“No, it’s really nothing. Just an old shoulder thing.” Not in the mood to replay my role in the 

last of three bombings four days earlier, I rotated my arm in a small circle to eliminate any 

concern. I was doing everything I could to make her feel comfortable, relaxed, as if that was 

remotely possible. 

Part of me felt guilty for reaching out to Britney, a grieving woman if there ever was one. 

But this had mushroomed into much more than a shattered wedding day. 

Arf, arf. 

A tiny little Chihuahua padded down the sidewalk, his head held high, checking out the 

scene like it was all about him. On the other end of a leash was a fifty-something woman, 

wearing a skirt that would have been too tight and too short at age twenty-five. Wearing platform 

shoes that would have put the rock group Kiss to shame, her ankles buckled with every step. I 

thought she might snap and crumble to the hard brick, although her giant rear end would bounce 

her right back up. 

Jogging up behind her, a much younger man with wild, curly hair and a nose ring, held a 

plastic bag. 

“Now pay attention, Vince. The vet told us to watch every time Paco goes poopie. We have 

to see if he’s struggling to release it, or if he’s nice and relaxed. And you must pick it up for our 

sample.” 

He nodded quickly, then shook back his hair. “Right. I’m on poopie patrol.” 

He looked at the woman, hoping she’d crack a smile, but she kept her nose pointed upward. 

Shifting my eyes to Britney, she caught my gaze then nodded toward the odd couple. 

“My partner’s name is Paco,” I said without thinking. 

Twisting her head slightly, she said, “Oh, I didn’t think you had a partner.” 

“It’s complicated. He’s my former partner with the DPD. Just a good friend now.” 

A long nod, then the woman stole our attention…again. 

“Vince, did you bring my coffee?” 

“Uh, no, I…well. Let me run back and get it.” He turned and jogged a handful of steps until 

the woman barked at him. 

“Vince, Vince, come quickly!”  

He flipped around and ran back toward the dog and its master. Just as he moved in closer to 

pick up poop, his face about three feet high, the woman bent over to pet the rat-like dog. Vince 

face-planted between her cheeks, then fell back on his ass. Losing her balance, the woman swung 

out her leg, only to have her enormous heel find an uneven break between the bricks. She 

teetered like a drunk flamingo, then crumbled on top of her male friend. 

A chuckle escaped my throat, then I quickly covered my mouth, almost embarrassed I 

couldn’t hold it in. Peering over at Britney, she slapped her lap and released a cute, quiet giggle. 

She had a genuine, pretty smile. Effortless, again. 

We glanced back over and saw the dog, Paco, hunkered down, squeezing one out. Then my 

eyes nearly bugged out. The woman was dry-humping her boy toy in the middle of the sidewalk. 



And they were making noises. 

“Oooh,” Britney said, her giggle morphing into full-blown laughter. She reached a finger 

under her glasses to presumably wipe away a laughing tear, then she finally removed the pair. 

I feared she’d present circles so dark and glum that people might think she’d been abused. I 

kept laughing, her ocean blue eyes nearly taking my breath away.  

“That’s better,” she said. 

“Much.” That didn’t sound right, I thought. 

We ordered our meal, making small talk about the area, Uptown. Carved into the north 

section of the city just above the business district, it had everything one needed to live a 

privileged life, from popcorn to Pilates.  

Slowly, as I’d hoped, our conversation seeped into her real life. She shared that Ashton and 

she had purchased their Uptown condo a full year ago, just a few days after their engagement, an 

engagement that took place at the top of the Eiffel Tower. They shared a full life together, hiking 

and skiing in the Colorado Rocky Mountains, taking a cruise down the Rhine River in Germany, 

scuba diving off Aruba. And that was all in the past year. A former fifth-grade schoolteacher, 

Britney had hit the mother lode…until the day her life partner perished. 

“Ashton was really my best friend, not just my lover,” she said with sadness but no tears.  

I was proud of her for some strange reason. My mind briefly drifted off to my relationship 

with Eva. I’d never described her in that manner—best friend. We had a thing, without a doubt, 

but it was hard to describe, even to myself. Smoking hot passion first came to mind. 

Britney slurped through her straw, then said, “I don’t think I’ve been hydrating well the last 

few days. This hits the spot, but I need to use the little girls’ room. Excuse me.” As graceful as a 

swan, she lifted from her chair. “Would you mind keeping an eye on my purse, keys, and 

glasses?” she asked with a playful smile.  

I just chuckled, and she turned to walk away, her hand touching my shoulder. I guessed she 

did that for comfort, or maybe balance. But the feel of her touch lingered, as did a waft of her 

perfume, a hint of vanilla and tangy fruit. 

A buzzing sensation inside my pocket, and I pulled out my phone. A text from Felix: 

Jewish bomb was diff than others. Shrapnel -> meant to kill  

Reaching across to touch the back of my shoulder, I felt the byproduct of the shrapnel all too 

well. That bit of news wasn’t a surprise. But hearing confirmation that this last bomb was created 

differently sent my mind into a whirlwind of confusion. I jiggled my goblet of ice water, theories 

as plentiful as there were ice cubes in my glass. Could we somehow be in the middle of a power 

play between two rival groups or gangs?  

I wondered if Henry and the authorities had been able to identify and pick up that skinhead 

from the video, the one who looked similar to the kid I’d grappled with at Reverchon Park. But I 

knew the mind often wanted to see things that actually weren’t real, so my certainty of 

connecting the two kids was less than a hundred percent, and was moving south the more that 

time passed. 

Something about this entire case seemed off. The three bombs in three hours pointed to a 



perpetrator who was bold and daring, trying to make a brash statement, or going through a huge 

emotional swing. Bipolar possibly? Drugs? All possible. Given my interaction with the skinhead 

the night before the three bomb blasts, it was hard for me to imagine that same kid—as cocky as 

he first seemed—was at the helm of pulling off such a plot. Blowing up houses of worship, a 

courthouse, even a school bus didn’t fit the behavior of a group of punks who were getting their 

jollies messing with an older man. Didn’t fit. 

I crunched ice and, despite the welcome lull in explosions in Dallas, I could feel intoxicating 

anxiety fill my bloodstream.  

Thanks to another favor from my buddy Tyrone, I’d spent the last two days pouring over a 

list of people convicted of hate crimes in the last three years, trying to narrow down the pool of 

possible suspects—if I’d taken the right angle. Researching online and making numerous phone 

calls, I’d been able to cross sixty-seven names off the spreadsheet. Only forty-three to go. 

“Miss me?” Britney’s voice surprised me, both in her timing as well as her tone. She 

sounded friendly and positive. 

I decided to play a bit. “That must have been an exciting trip to the restroom. Did you take 

the circuitous route, you know, I-30 West, loop around Fort Worth then back to downtown 

Dallas?” 

Opening her mouth, she gave me a lighthearted look of shock. “Well, Booker, I happened to 

run into an old friend from high school. Hadn’t seen him in years.” 

“Did you have to get into…?” 

“He’d heard, just like everyone else, but we just talked about old times growing up in West 

Texas.” 

I grinned, again feeling an odd sense of pride to see her maintain emotional stability. 

Our food arrived; mine a simple club sandwich, while Britney had a tomato quiche. 

Holding the fork in her mouth, I watched her eyelids shut for a couple of seconds.  

“You’re either repulsed or in heaven.” I cringed, pissed that I’d let that type of reference slip 

out. 

“No need to beat yourself up. I want people to be normal around me, and that was normal,” 

she said quietly, yet matter-of-factly.  

Britney gripped my forearm and gave me an encouraging smile. 

A light breeze carried more of her vanilla, fruity scent, and I could feel a slight connection. 

But it was probably all empathy. 

Another Britney bite and another pleasure-filled eye roll. I looked at my sandwich, 

wondering what I was missing. 

“That’s why I like to come here,” she said. “Every Sunday, Grammy used to cook something 

close to this exact recipe when I was younger. All types of tomatoes, eggplant, squash, zucchini. 

Just so scrumptious. Do you want a bite?” 

For real? A breath held in my throat, words not flowing smoothly.  

“If you don’t like vegetables, like a lot of guys, that’s okay. I’m not offended.” 

“It’s not that. I love vegetables, fruits. It’s just—” 



“Yeah, I had a feeling you ate healthy.” 

I think she’d just checked me out. In just a matter of seconds, I felt oddly conspicuous.  

Without me saying another word, she held a fork halfway between us. I leaned forward with 

open mouth, and she scooped in the quiche.  

“Damn, that is great.” I wiped my mouth. “Speaking of your grandmother—” 

I felt a tug on my shirt near my bandage, and I flinched a bit. 

Turning my head, I had to look down, even though I was sitting. It was a little boy, maybe 

six or seven, straight black hair sloping down his forehead, his eyes dark brown. 

“Aren’t you the guy who saved all the Jews?”  

I thought I felt awkward before. I literally patted him on his head, leaned toward him, and 

spoke quietly. “I guess so. No need to make a big deal. Have a good day.”  

Just as I faced Britney, another tug on my shirt. The boy opened his mouth to speak, but I 

got there first. 

“Where’s your mom or dad? It’s not safe to be away from your parents in public.” 

“My dad says you’re the Black Messiah.” 

Peering around, I wondered who had heard that. I think I caught Britney snicker. 

“I am black, yes sir, and I’m as human as you. I make mistakes every day of my life. I was 

just fortunate to be in the right place at a time when I could help.” 

I tried returning to my conversation again, but this time Britney held up a finger. “I’ve been 

so out of it. I heard about the bombings. I knew that man and his dog were saved by some 

person. But that was you?” 

Touching my napkin to my mouth, I set it on the table. Taking in a breath, I was interrupted 

again, this time from behind…again. 

“Sir, I’m so sorry about Ryan intruding into your private lunch.” The kid’s mom had finally 

appeared, wearing a tweed business suit.  

“Not a problem. Have a good—” 

“I’m sorry, but would you mind signing an autograph? There are so many athletes that Ryan 

has looked up to, but they all disappoint him, whether it’s because of drugs, steroids, assault. It’s 

all so sordid.” She extended a fancy pen and a notepad.  

If my pigmentation was white, you could have spotted my red face from outer space. As it 

was, I felt warm all over. I signed my name. 

“Can you write a little note to him?” She tilted her head like a begging dog. 

Lost for a second, glaring into the leaves of a nearby live oak, I recalled the advice Uncle 

Charlie had given me so many years ago. I wrote on the notepad: “If you don’t try, then you’ll 

never succeed.” I decided to leave out the last part about getting off your ass and doing 

something about it. That, most likely, would be driven home once he’s a teenager. 

The boy and his mom thanked me and walked off. The dose of flattery caught me off guard; 

I tried to remain as unassuming as possible. 

“That must make you feel good. I can see it in your eyes,” Britney said. “Is that why you do 

it?” 



Whether it was from raw emotion or self-assessment, this gorgeous, torn woman had hurled 

a probing question that no one had ever asked, one that I’d never really answered to myself. 

“By doing it, you mean being courteous to civilians, rather, people?” 

“No, why do put your life on the line for people you never met?” 

She wasn’t going to stop. I nibbled on a fancy potato chip. 

“I try to make the world a little less shitty, let’s put it that way. And since Dallas is my city, I 

consider this my home turf. I don’t like it when people fuck with my home turf.” 

My response had come across far rawer than I’d anticipated. “No offense with my 

language.” 

She shrugged one shoulder, easily brushing off my foul mouth. “You talk like you’re still on 

the force, to protect and to serve. You’re a PI now, a lone ranger, so to speak. You don’t carry a 

badge, wear a uniform, drive a black and white. You’re essentially one of the people, a civilian. 

Yet, you still nearly died saving that man. And I have a feeling you would have done the same 

for my Ashton, if given the opportunity.” 

Britney held her gaze. I tried matching it, but I looked away, felt my tongue stick to the back 

of my throat. I reached for my water. Quickly replaying her words, I sensed a subtle, dual 

message. Yes, her appreciation was pointedly flattering, yet why did I have the sense it was ever 

so slightly accusatory? I couldn’t pin down why that would be, though, and I pushed the negative 

thought to the back of my mind. 

“Honestly, I may not be sitting here, caring so much, if I didn’t think for a moment that my 

daughter was on that bus. I’m no Superman.” I chuckled, thinking about the high school football 

headlines, all of it seeming even more ridiculous right now.  

She released a giggle. “So, she’s your Kryptonite?”  

“Samantha is my everything. She’s not my weakness, she’s my strength.” Another memory 

from that day, a time when I thought I’d lost her, and my eyes bubbled a bit of water. 

We ate the last of our lunches, as a couple of cardinals either fought or played or both in the 

tree next to us.  

“Feisty,” I said, raising an eyebrow. 

“Spirited.” Britney might have been speaking of herself, but it reminded me that we’d yet to 

hit the one topic I wanted to discuss. 

“Your grandmother. She’s feisty…uh, rather, spirited.” 

“She’s always had a direct way about her. Living around a bunch of rugged men will do that 

to you, I suppose. I heard what she said that day. It’s rather embarrassing, and I’m sorry if she 

offended you. I think my brothers admitted that we all think she’s got Alzheimer’s, but she 

refuses to go to the doctor.” She shook her head and sipped from her straw. 

“Is it true?” She had been direct with me, and I felt like that allowed us to be transparent 

with each other. 

“By it, you mean, him cheating on me? No. Never. Quite frankly, after we got engaged we 

spent every moment with each other. Like I said, we were best friends.” She brought a finger to 

the corner of her eye, but I wasn’t sure if her eye simply itched or if she’d plugged another round 



of tears. 

“The Cromwells are a rich, powerful family. Fulton Cromwell started his gas business thirty-

odd years ago. You don’t make a billion dollars without making a few enemies.” 

She didn’t hesitate with this answer. “The police detectives and FBI asked me the same 

question, in ten different ways. Fulton is a giving person, a philanthropist. He and Muffin—” 

“Muffin?” 

“Her real name is Henrietta.” 

I nodded, grinning a bit. 

“Yes, Muffin. She and Fulton have put money toward several arts facilities, and many other 

causes. He sat on the Board of the UNCF, you know, the United Negro College Fund. So, 

they’ve also made a lot of friends.” 

“Still, though.” 

“Honestly, they are a loving family. I never once heard them talk despairingly about anyone. 

“ 

“So, you were looking forward to joining their family?” I crunched the inside of my cheek. I 

wasn’t trying to put her in the crosshairs, but I just did. 

She smirked, sat back in her chair. “I loved Ashton with all my heart, whether he came from 

the Cromwells or any other family. I got lucky, though, because his family is one in a million. 

They treated me so kindly. Still do.” 

“Sorry I went there.” 

“I understand.” 

I thought about continuing the line of questions, asking about possible prenuptial 

agreements, but frankly, I couldn’t see the point of prying further.  

Despite my opposition, Britney insisted on using her plastic to pay the bill. I put up a valiant 

fight, but she admitted money wasn’t a concern. “Muffin has ensured me that I shouldn’t worry 

about money, not now or in the future. So, this lunch is really nothing.” 

As she added in gratuity and signed the receipt, I had this strange feeling that I now owed 

her something. I just couldn’t figure out why…or what. 
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Keeping one eye on the front counter, I perused my options on row four of a 7-Eleven: a single 

roll of toilet paper, high-priced and over-packaged chewing gum, and ten different kinds of beef 

jerky. Glancing behind me, I noticed a rainbow of colors and suddenly developed a craving for 

their signature drink, a Slurpee.  

Recalling when Justin and I were fourteen and fifteen years old, after a hot football practice, 

if we’d saved up enough dimes, we’d ride our bikes to the local 7-Eleven and concoct the most 

unique Slurpees ever. Two years in row, the day when 7-Eleven celebrated their company 

anniversary and handed out free Slurpees, we hoarded ten or eleven cups and carried them out 

the door using our T-shirts as a pseudo bucket, laughing our asses off. On the anniversary date 

the following year, a new policy was posted on the door, ending our hope of cornering the 

Slurpee market. 

On my way to Marvel for a planned meeting with David Bradley, I’d stopped at this 

particular 7-Eleven to check out one of the suspects from the hate crimes list Tyrone had 

provided. His name was Zain Battier. 

Keeping it simple, I pulled the lever on Cherry and Coke, inhaled my first frozen mouthful 

and walked to the counter, where three employees milled about. One was female, so I 

immediately ruled her out. The other two were Caucasian, but I couldn’t spot nametags. 

“Would you like a hot dog, hot tamale, or any nachos to go with that?” A tall, thin man with 

a hook nose swayed his arm outward, leading my eyes to the glass encasing filled with prune-

like hot dogs and a pot of nacho cheese crusted at the top, a mustard yellow color. 

“Uh, not today, thanks.” 

I swiped my credit card and tried to create conversation out of thin air. 

“Too bad about the Rangers this year, huh?” 

The guy had already looked beyond me to the next customer in line. “The Rangers, right. 

Bad season altogether. Manager quit on the team, but I still blame the players. It’s just fucking 

baseball, man. They gotta trade that bum at shortstop, Andrus. Get rid of him and every one like 

him.” 

It wasn’t a stretch to associate those convicted of hate crimes with racism. Or maybe it was 

because they were rejected by their mommies when they were kids. Whatever. I’d heard 

numerous theories from various psychologists and sociologists who’d spoken to our department 

over the years, trying to find excuses for certain human behavior.  

“You got to hand it to Adrian Beltre,” I said with an overly positive tone. “Just became all-

time hits leader for every player from the Dominican Republic.” 

“Yeah, I guess. Frickin’ spics,” he said with his head down, facing the register. 

Just as my Spidey sense moved to full alert, the female shouted instructions. 

“Zain, the Slurpee station is a mess. Clean it up, refill the straws, cups, lids, the works. 



Customers are rolling in.” 

Looking at the charming guy in front of me, I saw that he didn’t twist his head in response. 

Then, at the far end of the employee area, the other employee replied. Zain was in a wheelchair. 

“I’m on it, Adriana. I’ll get the boxes from the backroom first.”  

Zain scooted around the corner and cut left into the backroom. My mind was still trying to 

figure out why Hook Nose had made such an inflammatory comment in front of a Latina woman.  

Seconds later, I stood at the doorway to the backroom. Zain whirled out, nearly clipping my 

knee. 

“Oops, sorry about that. I got shit to do,” he said zipping by with two boxes on his lap. 

Following behind the runaway train, I caught up to him at the Slurpee station. I noticed my 

cup was already half empty. Damn, that icy slush was addictive. 

He sensed my presence without looking my way. “Yes sir. How can I help you?” 

“Zain Battier?” 

“That’s what the nametag says.” He glanced down at his red jacket, then noticed his long 

brown hair covered it up. He flipped it behind his shoulders. “Now you can see it.” 

With his hair parted in the middle, he reminded me of Steve Perry from the old rock group, 

Journey. “Mind if I ask you a few questions?” 

Looking my way for a brief moment, Zain continued filling up the straw bins. 

“As long as you make it quick and don’t interrupt my work, ask me anything you want.” His 

voice now sounded slightly guarded. 

With no other customers around, I figured now was my only time to get to the point. 

“I’m following up with people who have been convicted of hate crimes. I’d like to know 

how you spend your free time, any groups that you’re associated with?” 

He released a breath, but he didn’t seem very agitated. “I can’t say I’m surprised. With all 

the bombings in the last ten days without a specific suspect, I knew authorities would eventually 

come and talk to me.” 

That told me he had yet to speak with the FBI. Interesting. 

“I finished up my probation last February, but nothing has changed since then. By the way, 

who did you say you’re with?” 

A shout from across the store. “Zain, after you’re done with the Slurpee station, we need to 

heat up another pot of nacho cheese, please.” 

“Sure thing, Adriana. Where was I?” Zain was a classic multitasker and never stopped 

moving. Tossing aside an empty box, he peeled open a smaller one crammed with packaged 

napkins and began tearing apart the wrappers. 

It appeared he’d forgotten about my credentials and that was fine by me. “You talked about 

probation ending in February.” 

He licked his lips, but kept his eyes focused on the task at hand. “Five years ago, I was lost 

in so many ways. It’s a miracle I’m alive, and not because of the car accident.” He shot me a 

quick glance, popping his hand on the side of his wheelchair. “I had developed some pretty 

extremes behaviors, and my opinions weren’t far behind. I’m the youngest of six kids. Catholic 



family, go figure.” 

I nodded. 

“I think my parents retired from parenting by the time I was ten. After that, they did a lot of 

traveling and I drifted off, hanging out with kids older than me, doing stupid shit, like stealing 

from places like this.” 

I think he was referring to 7-Eleven. 

“Eventually, I found myself hanging out with guys who didn’t give a crap about education, 

blamed the world on anyone who wasn’t just like them.” 

“Our environment can certainly influence how we turn out,” I added. 

“Thankfully, it wasn’t a lifelong thing. After I was arrested for beating up those kids and sent 

to prison, I actually was forced to get help. I found out I was bipolar; I’d used drugs and alcohol 

to cope. In prison, I was forced to deal with it, joined a support group. I know you never hear 

this, but prison was the best thing for me.” 

The system had actually worked for this guy, at least that’s what he wanted me to believe. 

“Glad it worked out for you.” 

He shrugged, but didn’t stop working. “More or less. Funny thing is once I was released 

from prison, not two weeks later, I got blindsided from a guy driving a Mercedes who was high 

on heroin.” 

I’d seen so many lives turned upside down by addiction and mental disease. My lips drew a 

straight line, one of empathy. 

I said, “Doesn’t look like you’re just feeling sorry for yourself. It’s good to deal with life and 

move forward.” 

“Yeah, I’m still going to counseling religiously. That’s my foundation. I got my GED, and 

now I’m taking two courses a semester at El Centro downtown.” 

“Got any major in mind?” 

“Yeah, I think I want to be a psychologist, focusing on teenage mental illness and 

addiction.” 

I was pretty certain this guy was legit. I patted his shoulder, and once again thought about 

the quote from my Uncle Charlie. “That’s really cool.” 

“I’m also rehabbing from this injury, getting stronger each week. By the time I graduate, I 

hope to walk across the stage to accept my diploma.” 

“Thanks for opening up,” I said. 

Zain lifted his head. 

“Booker,” I added. 

Zain cracked a grin. “Right, Booker.”  

“I think we’re good.” 

“By the way, I’m sure you heard Chase mumbling his crap about Hispanic people. He’s rude 

as hell, and we all know it, starting with Adriana. She once bitch slapped him in front of twenty 

customers. That’s probably why he mumbles now. But, all things considered, he’s pretty 

harmless. He’s an obnoxious asshole to everyone who walks through the door. If you’re looking 



for a hater, he’s the guy.” 

I raised an eyebrow. 

“I don’t mean he’s the guy who planted the bombs and killed all those innocent people. Let’s 

just say he needs some serious counseling. I’d pay to see Adriana bitch slap him once a week just 

to keep him in line.” 

Walking out the door, I crossed one more possible suspect off the list. Only forty-two 

remained. But part of me wondered if anyone among this group would have a connection to the 

bomb blasts. The person or group responsible could be from out of state, another country even. 

Or possibly someone who went over the edge because of a personal upheaval. Given that 

perspective, the true list of possible suspects probably stretched down to the Gulf of Mexico.  

Taking in a full breath, I tried to ignore the worst-case scenario.  

I turned the ignition on my silver Saab and dialed up Jenna to let her know about my 

pending meeting with David Bradley. While it had not been explicitly stated by David or Dax, I 

needed to advise her to not get her hopes up for seeing her money again. 

Driving to Routh Street, I prepared my psyche for the greatest con job ever. 
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“With great power comes great responsibility,” David said, a hand to his chin, appearing to stare 

into the intricate web just above our table. “That’s a quote from the Spiderman movie.” 

“I figured as much.” I hadn’t been sitting in the Spiderman section at Marvel restaurant for 

more than five minutes, and my instincts had already sensed an attempt to derail this 

conversation into something that had nothing to do with David admitting wrongdoing and 

writing a twenty-five thousand dollar check to Jenna Parsons.  

“I grew up reading Marvel comics. I lost myself in heroic stories about Iron Man, Captain 

America, Hulk. Want to know who my favorite was?” David asked, lifting a Marvel themed 

glass containing a chalky blue substance.  

“Hit me.” 

David turned out his hands, moving his head to the side. “Spiderman, of course.” 

Dax returned from the bar with my drink, tonic water on ice.  

“Thanks.” I took a small sip to ensure he hadn’t spiked it. I couldn’t afford to let my guard 

down around the Double Ds. They were like a vaudeville act from the 1920s—a song and dance 

routine, throw in a little comedy, a change of costumes. Unlike the typical acts of those days, I 

couldn’t envision either David or Dax acting as the straight man. 

I chuckled at my own mental play on words. 

“Did I miss a joke?” Dax asked. 

Ignoring him, I wiped condensation off the tumbler and took another drink. I wasn’t going to 

let David ramble on without addressing the purpose of our meeting. But I also didn’t want to 

induce a second heart attack, at least not until he returned the twenty-five thousand. 

“Does this world of heroes and villains allow you to think the real world is nothing more 

than a fantasy?” Leaning back, I crossed my legs and propped my elbow on the downslope of the 

asymmetrical blue booth. 

I looked for a facial twitch, any sign to show me he was one-hundred-percent con man. But 

he played it cool.  

“Life is really what you make of it. Through hard work and a little bit of luck, you hope to 

carve out a path of success,” he said with a remarkable calm. 

“I tried telling you before,” Dax said, leaning forward and poking a finger into the table. 

“David is not like every other person starting a restaurant. He’s a true visionary. His taste, his eye 

for what works…that’s what sets him apart from the rest of the culinary world. And no one can 

match his creativity with the menu, how he blends different spices and flavors. It’s a work of 

art.” 

I thought I noticed a tear bubbling in the corner of Dax’s eye. 

“If I was a food critic, you would have won me over with that description. Bravo,” I said, 

lifting a glass. 



The Double Ds clinked their glasses, then each took a mouthful of their respective drinks. 

David’s face coiled as he swallowed. 

“I know it’s not your favorite, but it’s good for you. You need to drink thirty-two ounces a 

day. It helps your blood flow,” Dax said with a wink. 

David chose not to respond. 

I jumped in, looking at David directly. “The luck thing you mentioned. I think your string of 

luck might have run out.”  

“Oh, that. I was talking about you, Booker.” A smug grin washed over his face. “From what 

I understand, your luck has run out.” 

The prick thought he had one on me. I chuckled and downed another swig. 

“If you’re referring to my new career, I don’t hide it. I’ve started a new business, joining the 

entrepreneurs of the world.” I extended a hand David’s direction, as Dax wedged himself closer 

to his boss-boyfriend. 

“I’m referring to your old career. Suspended from the DPD for lying about an internal 

investigation. If that was a court of law, you’d be guilty of perjury and would likely go to jail. In 

fact, I guess they still have that option, to bring you up on charges?” 

Blood surged through my veins, but I remained in control of my emotions. Then I wondered 

if he thought I was uneducated, gullible enough to believe I was actually going to prison. What’s 

the saying, the truth sets you free? 

“David, did you ever go to law school? Harvard possibly?” 

He paused, apparently puzzled by my line of questioning. 

“Your bullshit strategy of attempting to take the spotlight off of your deeds is…very Harvey 

Specter-like. I have to give it to you. Once your house of cards tumbles down and you’re out on 

the street begging for food, you might want to take your act to Hollywood. Maybe they’ll 

actually let you play Harvey’s stunt double.” 

David inched up in his seat, and Dax gripped his forearm. “We really can’t have David 

getting upset. His condition is stable, but the doctor warned us that he could not be exposed to 

people or situations that create stress.” 

“Oh, I thought David was cooler than the other side of the pillow. Nothing upsets the great 

Harvey Specter.” 

“I might be gay, but I watch SportsCenter too,” David said with a hint of pride.  

I gave him mock applause. “You’re gay and watch SportsCenter. You’re a master of your 

domain.” 

“You might be black, but you’re no Stuart Scott.” 

“Nice comeback. Well, you’re white. As for Dax, he’s all brown—from sticking his nose up 

your—.” 

“Gentlemen.” 

Three heads turned and faced Gordon, who again wore a gold hoop earring. Must be 

something sentimental. 

“Yes, Gordon,” David said a hint of annoyance in his voice. “What can we do for you?” 



Gordon’s eyes narrowed when he saw me, like I’d wounded him previously. But when he 

turned to look at David, I could see mistrust in those same eyes. 

“A delivery just arrived from the organic food farm. Do you want to check on the produce to 

ensure it meets your standards?”  

David pushed his chair back. 

“Are you expecting this to be a team event?” I asked, sliding right to lift from the booth. 

Rolling his eyes, he said, “Seriously? To keep this restaurant afloat, I must run the kitchen as 

I see fit. It’s the main reason I’m not sitting in a hospital bed.” 

“I think you need to be more concerned about your other gig.” 

Pursing his lips, David scooted back to the table. “Dax, can you go review the delivery with 

Gordon? You know just how I like it.” 

I bet he does, I thought. 

Dax nodded, then stuck a finger toward my face. “You might think you have every right to 

grill him like he’s a mass murderer. David would never hurt anyone, knowingly. Be nice, or I’ll 

come back here and claw your eyes out.” 

Flipping his head left with a fair amount of attitude, he accompanied Gordon through the 

throng of tables and chairs. More wait staff and bartenders filtered into the restaurant, which 

signaled that it was edging closer to show time. 

A moment of silence fell upon our table, and I let the awkwardness resonate. I wasn’t sure 

David had the same patience. 

He didn’t. “Dax is right, you know. I’ve never purposely tried to hurt another person.”  

He twisted his tall glass, his gaze piercing holes into the table, or maybe he was lost in his 

own thoughts. 

“Hurt comes in many forms. You don’t have to shoot a nail into someone’s shoulder to harm 

them.”  

David’s eyes lifted, a quizzical look on his face. Then he took a deep breath. “Do you know 

what a REIT is?” 

“Some type of investment, but I don’t know how it works.” 

“It’s a real estate investment trust. REITs are companies, sometimes set up like a mutual 

fund that operates income-producing real estate, anything from office buildings, apartments, 

hospitals, hotels—” 

“And restaurants?” I asked. 

“Yes, at times, depending on the value of their locations, restaurants.” 

I thought I saw a slight tremble in David’s hand, and it completely caught me off guard—

unless it was just another act in his drawn-out play. I just hoped he wasn’t about to face-plant 

onto the table. I peered around his shoulder looking for the human Velcro, Dax. 

“This restaurant, Marvel, is essentially owned and operated by something resembling a 

privately owned REIT.” 

I let his information bake for a moment to determine if that had any meaning. “So you don’t 

really own this restaurant?” 



Leaning his head toward a shoulder as if his balance was in question, he said, “Technically, 

lots of people own this restaurant. But to cut to the chase—” 

“I thought that’s what all of this was about…you loving the chase.” 

He dropped his chin and showed me the whites of his eyes. “It’s all about who’s doing the 

chasing. I’m not, so it’s not very fun.” 

I nodded and motioned for him to continue. 

“I’m part owner in the REIT.” 

“Good news. The rich get richer…off everyone else apparently.” 

“It’s not like that.” Biding more time, he drank from the blue chalky substance, then looked 

left and right. Maybe he thought Captain America would swoop in and save the day. 

“There is a majority owner of the REIT.” 

“Kind of like a majority owner of the Dallas Mavericks?” 

“Somewhat, yes. But this person if far less accessible and doesn’t try to draw a lot of 

attention to himself.” 

“That’s all fine and dandy. But why are you telling me all this?” 

David lunged forward, releasing a cough, then another, his face turning slightly red. Dax 

appeared faster than you could say Harvey Specter’s bitch, with a glass of water in tow. 

“Do I need to call nine-one-one?” Dax asked, six inches from David’s swollen face. 

His boss took in a breath, coughed once more, and drank from the water glass. “I’m fine, 

Dax. Thanks for the quick, caring thought. You really are one in a million.” 

Dax brought a hand to his own chest, and the pair exchanged a wink. Maybe it was true 

love. 

“I’m only halfway through the delivery. Holler if you need me.” Dax floated away. 

Clearing his throat, David sat back, crossed his legs, and put his arm around the chair where 

Dax would have been sitting. 

“What I’m trying to tell you is, your client, along with others like her, own a piece of this 

restaurant and the other assets in the REIT.” 

I paused for a second. “That should be good news. But why did you disappear into the thick 

of the night, and she hasn’t received one communication, not one financial statement, not one 

dividend check? Nada.” 

David pinched the corners of his eyes.  

I wasn’t sure which was more painful for him, telling the truth or having another heart 

attack. The way it appeared, if he had a vote, he would prefer lying on a stretcher with two 

overweight paramedics saying “clear” to then try to kick-start his heart.  

“I’m a…actually, I used to be a frequent visitor to Las Vegas.” 

What was up with this guy? He never finished a single story. There was always another 

thread. His whole life seemed like a shell game. 

“Okay…I used to go to 7-Eleven and buy Slurpees when I was kid.” I still tasted the cherry 

and Coke mixture from earlier in the afternoon. “Is this really going anywhere? Because if you 

aren’t going to start connecting these data points, I’m going to call my good friend at the DA’s 



office.” I placed my cell phone on the table, patted it twice, like I knew the code to unleash the 

weapon. 

Glancing at my phone for more than a couple of seconds, he scratched his chin, perhaps 

wondering if the foundation to my threat was nothing more than a harmless hoax. Part of me 

wanted David to call my bluff. I’d relish the call to Henry, who would likely start an 

investigation immediately, open a grand jury, bring David in for questioning, and then we’d see 

the empire around him crumble. 

But that may not be what my client wanted.  

“I got in over my head in Vegas and built up sizable debt.” David swallowed hard, and it 

appeared some of his pride was included. “The losing streak was actually preceded by a long 

winning streak. I’m pretty good with numbers, and people noticed.” 

“Doesn’t sound like it helped much,” I added. 

David turned his eyes to two waiters setting tables over in the Hulk section. “The casino has 

ties to the man who runs the REIT I was telling you about. And he appreciated my special skill 

set.” 

My whole body nodded, and I felt like I understood where he was taking this.  

“The man asked me to join his company as a minority partner. As part of my plan to repay 

my debt, I had to roll this restaurant into the fund. But he let me stay on as executive chef and 

general manager.” 

He’d just opened the door to so many questions my mind almost lost track. But I had to keep 

the priorities straight.  

“I’m glad you kept the restaurant. From what Dax said, you have a hit on your hands.” 

He nodded in a humble, prideful manner, with no arrogance lingering in the air. Where had 

Harvey Specter gone? 

“Thank you. It’s my first love.” He glanced over his shoulder, like he didn’t want Dax to 

hear those words. 

“My client would love to get her money back. Given the fact that you and your majority 

owner have caused her a great deal of stress by not communicating with her, I think a five 

percent return on six months is more than fair. So, we’ll need a check written to Jenna Parsons 

for twenty-six thousand, two hundred fifty dollars.” 

For once, he didn’t play the delay game or mince words. “I don’t have it.”  

I’m sure my face twisted into an exasperated look. “How can you not have it? You’re part 

owner of a REIT and this restaurant, one of the assets in that REIT, and it’s making a killing.” 

Licking his lips, he rested his forearms on the table. 

“That’s the reason I was looking for investors, your client being one of them.” 

“What’s the reason?” 

“How much money I owe the casino…which might as well have been the man.” 

More question about “the man” popped into my mind, but that could wait for now. 

“And how much money do you owe?” 

He played with a platinum ring on his right hand, then drank from the water glass. “The way 



I’ve calculated it, I’m down to about seven hundred fifty thousand.” 

Six digits before the decimal point. Now I was the one pinching the corners of my eyes. 

“You said that was based on your calculations. Is there another calculation that needs to be 

considered here?” 

“The man says I still owe nine hundred grand. He believes I shouldn’t be able to claim any 

of the profit or dividends until I pay off the original debt.” 

“I almost hate to ask. What was the original debt?” 

Another cough escaped David’s lungs, and his face turned red again, but he began drinking 

water before his human lap dog ran to the table. 

“One point five.” 

“One million, five hundred thousand dollars?” 

“Yeah, but look at how far I’ve come in just over a year,” he added, his hands wide open. 

The charming grin and excessive mannerisms had returned. 

“That’s all well and good, but think about all the people you’ve stolen from to make it this 

far.” 

“Like I said earlier, I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I really thought this investment would be 

solid, on the up and up, and that they would make a significant profit.” 

Biting my lip, I said, “You’re trying to tell me that, deep down inside, you thought this man, 

who somehow is tied to a casino in Vegas, would treat every one of those poor people you 

convinced to give you their money fairly?” My voiced pinged a half octave higher, and I could 

feel my pulse quicken with every line of bullshit that came out of David’s mouth. 

I pawed my goatee, thinking about options. I had none, and I reached for my phone. 

“So, you’re essentially cash poor, can’t sell this place because it’s owned by the REIT, and 

the REIT owner considers the investors’ money payback on your debt?” 

He huffed out a breath. “No one has summarized the situation in that manner. But I guess 

you’re right.” 

“I don’t care about being right, David. I just want the money.” 

“You and about fifty-seven others. Stand in line.” 

A quick adrenaline shot sent my pulse over one fifty. “I think they’ll all stand in line at your 

trial. With no hope for getting our money back, you’ve given me no option.” 

“There are always options,” he said, reaching out a hand. 

“Want to make a bet?” I raised an eyebrow. 

“No more betting. No more arguing.”  

I looked up and saw Dax standing there, his eyes moist. 

“I can’t see David go through this. You’re going to kill the man, don’t you see?” 

“Not my intention, but it’s also not my problem. He owes a lot of people a lot of money.” 

Dax didn’t flinch, which told me he was in on the ruse as well. 

Sliding my thumb across the cell phone screen, I scrolled through my contacts, looking for 

Cho, Henry. I tapped the screen once, then held it in the air. 

“I’m sure Henry will be reaching out to the US Attorney’s office regarding ‘the man’ and his 



business practices. This could launch Henry’s career to the next level.” 

David and Dax traded knowing glares. 

“We have to tell him what I heard,” David said without looking at me. 

Dax squeezed his eyes shut, his head shaking slightly. “But who is he? He’s not a cop. He’s 

a nobody.” 

“I’m right here you know,” I said, waving a hand. 

“No offense.” 

Wheels were turning, but I wasn’t sure this wasn’t another skit. I raised the phone higher. 

“I don’t know what you think you need to tell me, but I’m about to end this fiasco and call 

my assistant DA friend.” 

“Wait, please wait,” David said. “It might be our best chance.” 

Dax nodded. “Our only chance.” 

I whirled my hand in the air, urging them to get on with it. “At what?” 

“Staying alive,” David said meekly. 

I lowered the phone back to table height, as David rubbed his face like it was a wet sponge, 

then took a long drink of water. 

“Two months ago, a few of your colleagues came in for dinner,” David said, his eyes locking 

on mine. “They were throwing around the money pretty well. Lots of wine, champagne, full 

meals, after dinner drinks. They told the waiter the next time they came in they wanted to meet 

the chef.” 

Colleagues of mine? Perhaps he thought I was Harvey Specter. 

“Did they?” 

“Two weeks later they came back, even more brash and arrogant than the first time.” 

I couldn’t think of more than a handful of truly arrogant cops that I knew of. Certainly none 

that made Marvel kind of money. “And?” 

“And I indulged them and signed a couple of autographs for wives.” 

“I told you he was big,” Dax jumped in, pointing a finger at his partner. 

David chuckled through his nose, his posture showing signs of fatigue.  

“Dax, you want to run off and get him some more water?” 

David nodded and Dax ran off.  

“You want to keep me alive?” 

“At least a little longer, yes.”  

Dax hustled back, sliding back into his chair, practically spoon-feeding David his water. It 

would have been hilarious if it wasn’t so pathetic. 

“Maybe you can make some extra money by going to these autograph shows. Ten, twenty 

bucks a pop. You could be sitting next to Pete Rose. They could call it Gambler’s Row,” I said, 

then realized I’d come across as a bit harsh. 

“No offense,” I added with a bit of sarcasm. 

“None taken. It’s not far from the truth. The gambling, my lack of liquid money.” 

“David, you’re far too tough on yourself. This isn’t your fault,” Dax said, resting a hand on 



David’s shoulder. 

I raised my hand to protest that notion, but I relented and asked David to continue with his 

story about my “colleagues.” 

“Just like the previous time, the cops threw around their money. All of them got pretty 

wasted. A third of the staff was waiting on them, and I spent some time with them, just to give 

them the red-glove treatment.” 

“And?” I felt like a broken record…one of those old, round vinyl discs that magically 

produced music. 

David glanced at Dax one more time, dark circles forming under his eyes.  

“It wasn’t explicitly said, but in so many words and in reading signals, I think…” 

Dax nudged him, encouraging him to continue. . 

“I know they didn’t come by that money honestly.” 

It takes a thief to spot a thief, so they say. I was looking at two right in front of me, which 

made me immediately question their authenticity. 

“And I’m supposed to believe you because…?” 

“Because I have no reason to lie.” 

“I can think of seven hundred fifty thousand reasons.” 

Dax raised a finger. “It’s actually nine hundred thousand.” 

David rolled his eyes. 

“I’ve been holding this inside for a long time.” 

“Waiting for the right moment to use it?” 

“Maybe.” 

That was a yes. 

“But you still haven’t told me anything substantive yet.” 

Pressing his eyes together, David’s mouth hung open. He now looked worn out. I could tell 

he needed rest.  

“I first heard them talking about some deal that turned violent,” David said. “Then they 

talked about their conquests, how they’d turned dirty money into something that helped the 

‘good guys.’” He used finger quotes. 

“Conquests, money, good guys, bad guys. Substance?” 

“I think so. They talked about stealing drugs from the evidence room and selling it back on 

the street for a huge profit. One time, the deal went bad. They’d tried to swindle the drug dealer. 

A gunfight broke out. One of the cops was injured, but only slightly. The dealer and one of his 

guys were killed.” 

“I’m guessing you want to somehow barter this information for your freedom?” 

“Freedom and not getting killed are at the top of our list,” Dax added. 

I nodded, processing the information, my gut turning flip-flops thinking how just a handful 

of dirty cops could alter the public’s perception of the department, making everyone else’s job 

twice as difficult. The DPD had built a solid reputation, but every department included a few 

rotten apples—I knew that all too well. 



“Any names?” 

“I need a guarantee we won’t go to prison.” 

I reached for my glass, but noticed it was empty. The back of my throat felt like it was 

coated with one of Spiderman’s webs. 

Knowing I couldn’t make promises on behalf of the DA’s office, I contemplated my options, 

and various permutations of those options. Then I recalled Jenna’s story, the promise I’d made to 

a widower. How could David ever repay the money if he was behind bars? Then again, he was 

playing in a sandbox that had been used by a family of cats—shit was buried everywhere you 

stepped. His life, Dax’s life might be dangling by a single thread just from the casino-REIT 

owner—the man.  

“How do I know you’ll be able to repay Jenna’s investment? And the others?” 

Another knowing glare between the Double Ds. 

“I have an idea to filter off some money from the restaurant. It’s complicated, but I’m 

confident I can make it work.” 

A queasy feeling bubbled in my stomach. I was being asked to take David for his word, 

essentially.  

“For right now, as long as I don’t see a pending physical threat to anyone, even the two of 

you, I won’t go to the authorities,” I said, hedging my thoughts.  

David’s head almost collapsed to the table, and Dax put his hands together like it was 

answered prayer. 

“I’ll want more details on everything you’re proposing.” 

“You’ll have it. I’ll be an open book,” David said, a hint of confidence back in his voice. 

I motioned my hand for the requested information. “The names?” 

“I only have one. The leader of the group, Ernie Sims.” 

I felt a familiar rage building inside. I looked off into the distance and saw the Hulk in a 

nearby section, his eyes green and menacing.  
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My cell phone buzzed across on my nightstand. I rolled over and smacked the face before Big Al 

could chime in, blurry eyes noticing the time: 1:09 a.m. 

“Booker, get down here now,” Henry said like he was wired on four Monster drinks. “Need 

you for a lineup.” 

A half hour later, one of KY’s minions delivered to me a Styrofoam cup of piping hot coffee. 

Three FBI agents, two DPD detectives, the DA, Henry, and KY—my so-called ranking officer—

huddled around me in a dimly lit room of no more than a hundred square feet. 

“We have six possible suspects for the lineup room.” The senior FBI agent spoke with a 

raspy voice, likely from talking all day, every day for the last week. His paisley tie was 

unknotted and cloaked around his neck almost like a pontiff. No one questioned his authority. 

“No matter what you think right away, don’t say a word until all potential suspects have entered 

the room and we’ve given you both profiles to view. Understood?” 

“Got it,” I said, taking a sip. 

I thought back to the night when I came upon three punks shoving Yosef around, the taller 

kid being the most obnoxious. When I finally had the leader on the ground, I’d looked into his 

eyes…and I saw a scared boy. Ever since the three worship explosions—including one at Yosef’s 

synagogue—I wondered if that kid could have been the mastermind behind this entire spree of 

bombings. Every sign and feeling told me it just wasn’t possible, but in studying the history of 

killers at the academy, I knew that the brightest minds in law enforcement had been fooled by 

unassuming assassins. 

Recalling the video Henry showed me, a grainy, fuzzy picture of three skinheads chaining 

the bus at the Boys & Girls Club, I knew my identification in the next few minutes would lead to 

an intense interrogation. We would then be able to separate boys from men and hopefully force 

an admission of guilt.  

A side door opened and the convoy entered, accompanied by three blue uniforms.  

“Face forward, hands to your side,” a nameless voice piped through speakers in both rooms. 

“Hey, number two, get your hands out of your pockets, and stop fidgeting.” 

I quickly shifted my glare to number two. His jeans hung low, collapsing on tattered high 

tops with no laces. His height seemed about right, but his posture came across as paranoid, like 

he was a meth addict. Starting back at number one, I did a quick scan of all six guys. The only 

thing similar about the group was a bald head. Unfortunately, none was a quick match, not on the 

first pass. 

“I need everyone to turn to your right. Number four, that’s your left. I asked you to turn to 

your right,” the voice said. “Number two, stop squirming around. Patty, will you help out, 

please?” 

A blue uniform walked over, put a hand on his number two’s shoulder, and quietly spoke to 



him. He complied for the moment. 

This time I started at number six and worked my way back. Number six had the correct 

height, even work boots and black jeans. But his jawline was all wrong, his chin mimicking Jay 

Leno’s. And his eyes were farther apart from his nose. Kind of freaky looking. I ruled him out. 

After finishing this scan, I narrowed my list down to two guys. 

“Now, I need everyone to turn to their left. Yes, I said left, which is the opposite of right.” 

The voice threw in some late-night sarcasm. But no one laughed or even smirked. We all knew 

that lives hung in the balance of this identification. 

“Take your time, Booker.”  

Glancing behind me, the hoarse FBI agent put a hand to his chin and nodded, as if he had 

confidence in me. I thought briefly about the opposite thoughts most likely pinging KY’s mini-

brain. Taking another sip of coffee, I felt the heat soothe my chest wall. 

Numbers four and five both stood approximately the same height, a couple of inches shorter 

than me, maybe six one. Same basic physique and bone structure. Number four wore denim and 

a pair of Doc Martens like mine. His eyes blinked, but not in a nervous way. 

Number five’s attire was the most out of place, wearing a pink short-sleeve Polo with the 

collar turned up and flat-front khakis. I should have eliminated him on my first pass. 

Part of me wanted to ask if we could have them recite a few phrases I’d heard the other 

night, words I’d never forget: “You don’t think we see through your bullshit? You walk around 

with your dog, wearing your little beanie, praying to whatever god you think you have, and then 

you Jew me every time you leave a tip. Cheap-ass prick.” 

And later, these words: “Yeah man, fucking Jews are like slave owners. What do they got 

that I don’t have?” 

Adrenaline surged through my body and I focused for a moment on the smudged glass 

separating the two rooms, seeking a calmer state of mind. 

I looked closer at number four, and it appeared he had peach fuzz growing on the end of his 

chin. Number five looked down and shuffled his feet, then reached his hand inside his shirt, like 

he was scratching his chest. Was that some type of reflexive move? 

“Number five, hands to your side,” the voice said. 

Stepping closer to the glass, I peered at the kid in khakis, thinking back to the night in the 

park, the stench of beer hanging in the air, and the dog tag wrapped around the perp’s neck.  

His hand scratching his chest…was it actually searching for a chain? Looking closer into his 

eyes, I saw a kid, maybe college age. The other night that punk claimed he was just a college kid 

out for a rowdy time. Claimed he had a Jewish stepsister, a Latin girlfriend. I wished they’d 

given me a full dossier on each one—especially number five.  

But that would cloud my judgment, so they say, and I didn’t have the luxury of conducting a 

research project. 

“Booker?” 

Four or Five? It couldn’t be four, unless he’d grown his peach fuzz the last few days to 

throw people off.  



“Booker, what is your gut telling you?” 

“Five,” I said, touching my finger to the glass at the exact spot of his face. “It’s him. Without 

a doubt.” 

After a brief pause, people behind me darted around like they’d just hit the lotto. I was 

escorted into the hallway where I sat, leaning against a hard wall for two more hours, hoping to 

get word that this punk had admitted to setting off five bombs, finally allowing parents to feel 

comfortable sending their kids off to school. 

With my veins full of coffee, I wiggled my foot and my hands scraped at my thighs through 

my jeans. A door slammed shut, and I raised my head. Henry emerged from a room, his tie still 

knotted and pulled tight against his neck. 

“I can’t tell you much,” he said. “But after some serious threats, he finally admitted to 

chaining the bus.” 

Dropping my head, I could feel my lungs deflate. 

“How did you find…?” 

“James Tanner. Regular traffic stop, speeding around Highland Park. Cop checked the most 

wanted list, brought up a digital sketch of the guy you caught in the park, and arrested him on the 

spot. He didn’t put up a fight.” 

Another deep breath. 

“He’s denying he planted the bomb. In fact, he’s denying he had anything to do with the 

other bombs.” 

Nearly every perp said they were innocent in the beginning. But with the FBI and every 

federal and local agency spewing threats at him, I couldn’t imagine the kid would hold up under 

that pressure. 
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“Lower. Lower.” 

“How’s that?” Alisa asked. 

“A little harder.” 

“Now?” 

“A circular motion.” 

I groaned, as pressure in my head subsided, and my neck felt rubbery. “Perfect. Please don’t 

stop.” 

“I aim to please.” 

With hardly a wink of sleep under my belt, the melodic motion made me feel like I was 

lying on an air-filled float down in the Gulf, the ebb and flow of saltwater easing the weight I 

carried over the last two weeks. Exhaling, I attempted to release all the tension and drama from 

my memories: a fellow cop, Sims, assaulting an innocent man before he tried to punch my ticket 

to a funeral home, the ensuing so-called investigation that essentially put the crosshairs on me, 

my suspension that would only precede my dismissal, working my first case as a PI, locating 

David and his buddy Dax, only to find out the Double Ds have dirt on Sims but knowing I only 

got that name if I kept the pair out of jail, and the rash of bombs that have killed, injured, and 

scared the shit out of an entire city.  

The people of my fair city, friends and family and everyone I’d proudly served, had endured 

so much, and the fabric of our community had weathered protests, a few developing into riots, 

even vigilantism. Yet the threads were still intact. 

For now. 

I was physically worn, but my inner spirit had hope, a fighting chance to stop the assailants 

before another terrifying explosion. Overnight, we’d hopefully taken a giant leap for mankind. 

A splintering crash, and I jerked my head right, my heart leaping out of the leather chair, 

even if my body didn’t.  

“You guys are fucking sick.” With his head cocked to one side and a bar towel draped over 

one shoulder, Justin juggled four mugs in one hand, just three in the other. The last one had 

splattered into tiny pieces all over the rust-stained concrete floor. Lifting his legs inside faded 

jeans, I could hear glass crunch like shaved ice under his ancient loafers. 

“I could hear you back in the kitchen, moaning and telling each other how you like it. Do 

you know how disturbing that is, my best friend, and my employee?”  

He set the glasses on the bar, while I scooped the remnants of my heart back into my chest 

wall. 

“Dude, if you had the night I did, you’d be asking for more than a head massage,” I said, 

turning slightly to Alisa. I felt a sudden, sharp twinge in my neck. “Dammit.” 

Alisa glanced down at me, her eyes soft, but telling me something like, If Justin only knew 



the whole story, he might drop all the glasses and walk out. Or, kick us out. 

Jabbing my hand into my newly formed crick in my neck, I whispered to Alisa, “It will be 

fine. Nothing to worry about. Remember, it’s still just One Nut.” 

She giggled and swatted at my hand. 

“What are you two lovebirds whispering about over there?” Justin ducked his head behind 

the bar to fiddle with one of his bar gadgets.  

Alisa started walking away, but paused and looked back at me, carrying a shit-eating grin. 

“You’re delusional, Justin,” I said. 

“By the way, I thought I wasn’t just an employee. We are friends, aren’t we?” Alisa perched 

on the railing of a barstool, leaning over the bar. I admired her ability to maintain an hourglass 

shape.  

Having Alisa as a lifelong friend beat having her as a girlfriend for a few fun nights. But I 

had to admit she made the heart pump a little faster when she was around.  

The door swung open, and a man removed dark shades, a laptop tucked under his suit coat. 

“All three of you, get your hands on the bar and spread ’em. This is a Texas Alcoholic 

Beverage Commission raid. Now do as I say before I take you downtown.” 

“Are you going to cuff me and put me in naughty jail?” Alisa held two hands in front of the 

diminutive assistant DA, her derriere pooching out a bit. 

Thrusting myself out of the chair with my hand still kneading my neck, I glanced at my 

phone. “Henry, you’re thirty minutes late.” 

. Henry literally froze, although I’m not sure Alisa noticed. She did have real blond in those 

crazy curls of hers. Slowly, he turned toward me, his mouth open, and his gaze almost catatonic, 

searching for a suave response, any way out, I think. 

“Shit, Alisa, are you horny or something?” Justin whined while rearranging glasses behind 

the bar, his back to the rest of us. 

Henry’s stare never left me. Alisa looked at Justin, then me. I shrugged my shoulders, then 

motioned for Henry to attempt to walk in my direction. 

“Justin, is it that time of the month for you, darling? Can I get you two aspirin, perhaps a 

tampon for that ignorant mouth of yours?” Alisa asked with more than a bit of attitude. 

Alisa waved two hands in the air, and disappeared into the back as Justin came from behind 

the bar. “What did I say?” 

I shrugged my shoulders again, then turned my attention to Henry heading back toward the 

overstuffed leather chairs. “Cat got your tongue?” 

“There’s something about her. I just can’t get a word out. Usually I’m not like that with 

women,” Henry said, finding a seat next to mine and opening his laptop. 

I did a double take, but decided not to question his female dating prowess. If he thought he 

was a babe magnet, more power to him. 

“You’re opening your laptop, so I’m assuming Tanner didn’t break overnight?” 

“Not completely, no. But he did provide good information…after crying like a baby for an 

hour straight.” 



“How did the FBI handle that?” 

“They let him talk to his mommy,” Henry said with obvious attitude. “Whatever. He’s still a 

punk, even if he didn’t construct a bomb or detonate it.” 

“That’s what he’s claiming?” 

Pocketing his glasses while logging into his computer, Henry nodded, then drew in a deep 

breath. “Tanner said some guy paid him and his friends to chain the bus.” 

“Did he give you a name?” 

“Said he never got one.” 

I huffed a breath and rubbed my neck. “And the FBI believed him?” 

“For now. He told a pretty bizarre story. He and his punk friends apparently accosted a man 

a couple of weeks ago. Out of nowhere, the guy offered to pay them one thousand dollars each if 

they did him a favor.” 

“And they don’t know his name?” 

“They claim they never saw him again. He left them a bag of cash taped to the bottom of a 

bench down near the Perot Museum of Nature and Science with specific instructions on where 

the bus would be, the date and time.” 

“Son of a bitch.” Pacing over to the dartboard, I could feel a Hulk-like fury building 

inside…again. “And none of them actually thought about the implications? They didn’t question 

this guy’s motive? They’re either the dumbest guys around or they’re covering for this unknown 

person.” 

Henry tapped keys on his keyboard faster than a court reporter. “Believe me, all theories are 

still on the table. But it’s a lead. And before you ID’d Tanner, they didn’t have shit. At least that’s 

what I’ve heard.” 

“You still on the outside looking in?” I leaned my arms on the back of the chair. “I wouldn’t 

have much more information than One Nut over there if I didn’t know you.” 

We both looked toward the bar. “Go ahead, keep pushing it. I’ve got one nut, but I’ve also 

got one giant—” 

“Put a sock in it, will you, Justin?” Alisa scooted around the bar carrying a tray of candles, 

her legs motoring quickly. 

Henry and I let out matching gasps, and Justin reemerged from behind the bar. “What is it, 

Jump on Justin Day?” 

Alisa walked with a sense of purpose, her chin a tad higher, as she set out the candles and 

started cleaning drink menus. “None of us are jumping on you, Justin, least of all me, or any 

other two-legged female. Your best bet is to find a dog. Maybe you’ll find one that’s horny and 

will do more than hump your leg.” 

Reaching over, I high fived Henry, and we tried to contain ourselves, but guffaws escaped 

our mouths. 

Instantly, I recalled Momma raving about a silver-tongued, silver-haired Texas politician, 

who served as governor and used to give the Bush clan hell. She once showed me an old tape of 

one of Ann Richard’s speeches. It had more one-liners than you’d hear from a stand-up 



comedian. Her best was: “He can’t help it. He was born with a silver foot in his mouth.”  

Glancing over at Alisa, I realized she had the same fire as Ann Richards from yesteryear, a 

little bit of attitude, and a lot of nerve. The curvaceous blonde might be waiting tables and 

serving drinks in her mid-thirties, but I, more than most, could speak to her spirit and passion. 

It just hit me: I was surrounded by strong, prideful women who weren’t afraid to live their 

lives without allowing society to brand them as victims who needed saving. Alisa, Eva, and even 

Britney all exhibited vitality for life and a fortitude to overcome even the most egregious 

obstacles. Two separate visions flashed in my mind—a torn and broken bride-to-be Britney, 

draped on the grass with bricks and debris scattered around her, and the courageous, polished 

woman who’d joined me for lunch just a few days after seeing her fiancé tortured and killed. 

Henry caught me staring at an empty chair, and he snapped his fingers. “Earth to Booker. Do 

you hear me?” 

With my last thought still loitering in the back of my mind, I paused for a second, then said, 

“Loud and clear.” Turning back to Henry, I stood behind his chair, watching him log into another 

window. “What’s the deal?” 

“I’m going in through our office VPN to get to our secured database.” 

Rubbing my neck, I hoped he was offering me access. 

As he tapped the keys, he said, “I know you’ve been working through the list of people 

who’ve been convicted of hate crimes in the state. What did you say last night, you’re down to 

forty-something?” 

“Forty-two. I’m inching my way through it.” 

“Hand it over.” 

“What, my forty-two names?” 

He nodded with his hand extended.  

Pulling up the file on my phone, I said, “Dude, I don’t want you to lose your job too. 

Somebody has to keep paying Justin when we drink here.” 

“No more freebies,” Justin yelled from across the bar. 

Henry ran a hand across his face. “I’m sick of these bombings, tired of the whole city being 

held hostage. And I don’t know if this Tanner guy is telling the truth about anything.” 

“Did he give much of a description?” 

“It sucked. He couldn’t even provide the color of the man’s skin. First it was white, then 

brown. No clue about ethnicity. Height had a range of five six up to five ten. Nothing stood out. 

He did say the guy had a cheesy, thin mustache.” 

Twisting my lips, I could sense the prospect of Tanner leading us to the bomber drifting 

away like an early morning fog. 

“But at least we know it’s one guy, if Tanner is telling the truth.” Henry could see doubt 

wash over my face. 

“That one guy could still be representing a group or a cause.” 

Henry nodded. “True, but we won’t know until we do the legwork.” 

“We?” 



“The collective we, but not really me.” He chuckled at his own play on words. “The Feds 

are looking up every tree; we just have no idea which one. I think your angle makes as much 

sense as anything.” 

“I’m batting a thousand right now, on the negative side of the ledger.” 

“Which is why I’m risking my job. You give me the forty-two names and I’ll download the 

files with more information than your cop buddy gave you.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because I’m in the DA’s office. They give us a higher security clearance. Don’t ask. Now 

read me the names so I can send you the report and run back to the office.” 

Ten minutes later, Henry shook my hand, standing near the stained glass and wood door of 

The Jewel. 

“It’s a race, you and the Feds. I don’t care who gets there first, just someone needs to get to 

this guy fast. It’s been too long.” 

“Like we’re pushing our luck.” 

He nodded again. 

“Thanks, Henry. I owe you one.” 

“Given your new line of business, we’re going to have to figure something out. I can’t 

continue to play Russian roulette with my career.” 

Patting him on the shoulder, I replied. “Maybe I can get you a date with my neighbor?” 

Both eyebrows popped up. “Care to share more details?” 

“When we have more time,” I said, shifting my neck to see if my crick had disappeared. It 

hadn’t. 

“By the way, Tanner gave up the names of his two buddies almost too easily, like he wanted 

to share the burden a little bit. Authorities should start interrogating them today.” 

Having experienced a similar grilling a few days earlier, I could have felt sympathy for the 

guy. It wasn’t going to happen. But I felt certain life wouldn’t be the same tomorrow. 
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Pebbles popped under the tires of my Saab, leaving a small, dusty plume in my wake as I pulled 

into the parking lot at Uncle Charlie’s apartment building. A sweeping purple hue and brush 

strokes of pink clouds painted the sky. Kids of all ages darted around, as if the cover of nighttime 

added an element of excitement. Some played tag, others took turns bouncing a basketball on the 

uneven, rocky surface, and a few brave souls were playing a mean game of football on a small 

patch of weeds and dirt.  

Just as I yanked the parking brake under Uncle Charlie’s second-floor apartment, the 

smallest kid in the football game made two lightning-quick spin moves, stiff-armed another 

defender, and high-stepped it the last few yards into their makeshift end zone—Deion Sanders 

style. Looking more closely, I noticed he wasn’t wearing shoes. Not uncommon for kids who’d 

be lucky to have a decent meal on the table once their parents called them inside—if their parents 

called them inside. 

I’d dropped by Uncle Charlie’s to help him move out a few pieces of old furniture, hoping 

the crick in my neck wouldn’t impede me much. Considering he was a borderline hoarder, I 

couldn’t blow off this opportunity to extricate a wee bit of his six hundred foot junkyard. 

Splat! A basketball bounced off the hood of my precious little gem, and I winced, lowering 

my line of vision to see if I noticed a dent. Nothing obvious. 

“Sorry ’bout that. Lost control on my wraparound, no-look pass,” a little boy no more than 

ten years old said, the ball now wedged under his arm. 

“That’s cool,” I said through my open window. “Even Jordan turned the ball over 

occasionally.” I gave him a wink and motioned for the ball. 

“Who?” His face was blank, his eyes droopy and confused. 

“You mean to tell me, you don’t know Michael—” 

“If I could be like Mike. I’m just shitting ya,” he said, now grinning ear to ear. 

“No need to cuss now.” Leaning out the window, I spun the ball on a finger, shifting it to 

each finger on the same hand. Then I curled up my hand into a fist and popped the ball back at 

the kid, who caught it and ran off. 

Unscrewing bottled water, I tilted my head back and took a long drink. Alisa and I had just 

finished a marathon session of reviewing the reports Henry had sent. Five straight hours. She had 

volunteered to help me when she saw my frustration at the sheer volume of data in the reports. 

We made remarkable progress, mostly thanks to her ability to quickly understand the purpose of 

the exercise and the incredible efficiency in how she worked. Honestly, I think she felt sorry for 

me, yet I’d never seen her so excited about work. I never asked, but maybe she felt that similar 

feeling of wanting to do anything possible to protect our city, our home, our friends, even our 

enemies.  

Having another human being to bounce ideas off of, to test theories, and to gauge my 



intuitive thoughts was priceless. I witnessed Alisa work the Internet and its related search 

engines like a master violinist, matching the report data with current information, verifying home 

addresses, and in some cases identifying new facts. Without asking, on two separate instances 

she picked up the phone and dialed potential employers, pretending to be a customer service rep 

from Visa. She said they had detected possible fraud on an account and needed to verify the 

whereabouts of Xavier Melton, suspect number twenty-four. Once the employer’s name and 

address had been validated, she even knew to ask if Xavier had been traveling, telling the 

employer she had to ensure that charges coming in from Toronto, Canada were truly fraudulent. 

It was pure genius. 

Alisa and I tackled the mound of data and associated investigative work like we’d been 

partners for years, knocking off thirty-seven more names from the original list. For the remaining 

five potential suspects, nothing obvious stood out, but we also couldn’t verify their innocence 

either. 

Of the data we reviewed and attempted to hunt down on our own, there were no known 

affiliations with extreme or fringe groups, and all were believed to be employed, mostly at 

normal jobs. One report showed the possible suspect worked as the light bulb changer for the 

Bank of America building. Every night the structure’s green glow lit up the skyline.  

Another guy had his own lawn business. Two others worked retail jobs, and one owned a 

mobile food truck business. Checking my watch, I fully intended to personally visit each of the 

last five tonight, after creating additional personal space for Uncle Charlie, and after I 

accompanied the two main ladies in my life, Eva and Samantha, to a little friend’s birthday party.  

Locking my car and clicking the alarm button, my boot hit the first stair, and I heard a chirp. 

I stopped and pulled out my phone. A text from Felix: 

Best piece of trace evidence but still unknown origin. U never got this from me. Out. 

Tapping the tiny picture, it expanded into a larger window. I couldn’t make much sense of 

the jpeg, and I brought the phone closer. It looked like a mangled screw. Part of it was black, 

likely charred from the explosion, but it also appeared to be made of brass, maybe gold.  

Sliding the phone back in my pocket, I jogged up two flights of chipped metal and cracked 

concrete stairs, a little more juice flowing through my body, although I couldn’t pinpoint why 

exactly. Sounded like Felix was telling me that authorities had yet to identify what this object 

was…which baffled me. They had the resources of the federal government at their disposal. For 

a case of this magnitude, if they asked for it, they received it—access to information, bodies to 

do legwork, lawyers, suspect profilers, CSI techs, bomb techs—all of whom were most likely at 

or near the top of their field. If Uncle Sam wanted it bad enough, quickly enough, money wasn’t 

an impediment. 

But I could imagine infighting, or at least bureaucratic bullshit, slowing down progress. 

Perhaps someone, even unofficially, strongly suggested that Felix send me the text. I knew my 

cynical side had been inflamed from my recent experience with Internal Affairs and KY strongly 

encouraging me to tell a different story about the incident with Sims. Hell, they’d wanted me to 

lie. 



And now Sims had been implicated—albeit by a con artist—for stealing drugs from the 

department’s evidence room and turning around and selling those drugs back into the 

community. Damn, that asshole was a low-life. I had no idea how I could prove it, at least not 

while some lunatic was getting his jollies by setting off explosions, maiming, and killing dozens. 

I wrapped the hollow door three times and attempted to tame my inner fury.  

“About damn time you got here.” Uncle Charlie stood in the doorway, his forehead 

crumpled. 

“Sorry, we got buried in reports and data. I couldn’t leave until we made some serious 

progress,” I said, taking a step in his apartment, not believing what I was seeing. 

“We?” 

All I could see were stacks and stacks of papers, magazines, boxes, an occasional toaster, a 

shadeless lamp. Walls were hidden from view until you got close up to them. I saw two paths, 

one left, and one right. 

“We?” he asked again, his voice tilting higher. 

“Uh…sorry,” I said, still distracted. “Alisa and I.” 

“That girl you boinked back in college?” 

“What?” I literally shook my head. “How did you know about that?” 

“Because you told me. You used to tell me everything.” 

Putting my arm around his shoulder, I smiled and said, “Uncle Charlie, eventually we all 

grow up. It’s not about the conquests; it’s more about the journey.” 

Finally, an authentic Uncle Charlie smile, one that included three huge gaps, and one tooth 

larger than the rest. I always wondered how that was possible, but I never asked. 

“It’s kind of cool to know you listened to a little bit of what I told you over the years,” he 

said, jabbing my ribs like he was Muhammad Ali. 

“More than you think.” I stepped inside the maze and almost immediately felt boxed in, like 

the walls of crap might crumble on top of me. 

Taking in a deep breath, I scratched the back of my head. “Uncle Charlie, you know this 

isn’t very safe. I’m worried you’re going to get buried alive.” 

“Boy, you know I can take care of myself. Everything has a place.” 

I let out another exasperated breath, knowing it would be next to impossible to get him to 

change his ways. 

“Don’t fret now, Booker. We all get old eventually. We just take our own paths.” 

Another bit of wisdom, but I only saw two paths. I could have probed a bit more, but I didn’t 

have the time. I clapped my hands. “Okay, what did you need help with?” 

“Follow me to the West Wing.” 

Meandering through endless mounds of stuff he’d never use or look at, I had to withhold the 

urge of grabbing twenty garbage packs and hauling this shit to the dump.  

“It’s over there.” He arched his arm forward, angling it over the wall of crap.  

Peeking through legs of a circa 1960s wooden side table that had been placed on top of three 

boxes, I spotted an olive green sofa with a coat of dust so thick it looked like a glazed donut. 



“Jesus, Uncle Charlie.” I smacked my face, slowly stretching it. 

“It won’t take long. I’ll help,” he said, both arms at his waist like an eager little kid. 

We played Rubik’s Cube with the piles, sliding a stack in one direction, then a series of 

shifts and moves. We repeated that process a dozen times before we’d cleared enough space. 

I spit into my hands to get a better grip, then took hold of the dust muffin. A fog billowed off 

the arm, and it invaded my senses. I released a sneeze, then glared at Uncle Charlie. 

He shrugged his shoulders.  

Pulling out my phone, I realized I had fifteen minutes to finish this job and drive over to 

Eva’s place to pick her and Samantha up for the party.  

“Look out, I’m coming through,” I warned.  

Turning the sofa on one end, I scooted it along the path as it nudged both sides of the great 

wall of Uncle Charlie. Once at the door, I moved my body on the other side and let the sofa 

collapse on my back. 

“Clear the way down the stairs,” I grunted to Uncle Charlie. 

“Look out below,” he yelled. 

I didn’t say a word, but instead focused on each step, ensuring my shoes avoided the cracks. 

Finishing two flights of stairs, I eyed the dumpster across the lot. In the distance, I heard 

someone yell out, “Hey, look! Superman has returned. Where’s your cape, number twelve?” 

The voice sounded familiar, possibly an old teammate from our days as Trojans. Just before 

I was going to lift the couch into the green bin, I heard Uncle Charlie behind me. “No, don’t 

throw that in. That’s a perfectly good sofa. Just set it down. I’m sure someone who needs one 

will pick it up before daylight.” 

I knew he was right, especially in this neighborhood. Stretching my back, we walked back 

toward his apartment. 

“Got a cold one in the fridge just for you,” he said. 

“I’ll take a quick glass of ice water instead.” I pulled out my phone, hoping to see positive 

news coming in from Henry, or maybe Alisa letting me know she’d uncovered something about a 

suspect that would shift our focus to one person. What was I thinking? Undoubtedly, she was 

racing around the bar ensuring all of Justin’s customers were happy. Those tips paid her bills.  

“What you got there?” Uncle Charlie asked, glancing at my phone while handing me the 

water. 

Normally, in an official police matter, I wouldn’t share any component of a case. But this 

was far from official, and I’d obtained the image in a manner that was borderline illegal—at least 

on Felix’s part.  

“It’s a piece of trace evidence found at one of the bomb sites. Actually, they think—” 

“I know what that is,” Uncle Charlie said matter-of-factly, returning the water jug back into 

the fridge. 

I paused, letting myself replay his feedback. “What is it then?” 

Holding up a finger, Uncle Charlie shuffled into his East Wing. He took twelve paces, then 

stopped in front of another wall of crap. Leaning down like he was looking for a book in a 



library, the silver-haired man pulled open a flap on a box.  

“Just where I thought it was.”  

His eyes lit up as he reached an arm in, drawing out something that fit in his hand. He 

clicked the top, and it popped open. 

“A pocket watch,” I said. 

“Exactly. I got it from your great grandfather. Used to wear it when I was younger, with the 

chain sticking out of my pocket. Girls thought I was pretty cool. I can’t seem to find the chain 

though.” 

I held the phone near the brass pocket watch. “This picture…is that the top thing there?” I 

pointed. 

“It’s called a crown or a winder, yes. I’m guessing it’s from an old railroad pocket watch. It 

nearly matches mine, which was made by Waltham Company.” 

“How do you know all of that?” 

Shifting his neck back, he said, “How do I know anything? I asked questions, read a book. 

People could learn shit before Al Gore invented the Internet.” 

Uncle Charlie set the brass, family heirloom in my hand, then curled my fingers around it. 

“It’s yours. If it helps you find the bastard who’s terrorizing our city, all the better. But 

there’s history in that pocket watch. And someday, when we both have a few minutes, I’ll share it 

with you.” 

Fingering the engraving and the outer edge of the case, I shuffled to the door then turned 

back around. “This means a lot, Uncle Charlie.” 

“Come on now, it’s just a pocket watch. A damn nice one, though.” He rubbed his scruff. 

“What I meant to say is…Dad’s been a ghost most of my life. I’ve grown into the man I am 

because of you. Thank you.” 

I walked back and hugged the old guy, thumping his back twice.  

“Make us proud, Booker. That’s all I’ll say. Make us proud.” 

I planned on it. 
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A strum of a guitar, possibly U2, played in the background; glasses clinked, and sounds of 

talking, laughing, and an occasional shout all masked Alisa’s mild country accent. “I can’t really 

talk right now, Booker. Hold on,” she said. In a more muffled tone, I heard her say, “Six 

brewskis for your six bros. Got it.” 

Knowing Alisa, she just turned her back and rolled amber eyes into the back of her head. 

With the noise pollution cranked back up, her regular voice returned. “You still there?” 

“Loud and almost clear,” I said from the driver’s seat in my Saab. 

“It’s a crazy night for some reason.” 

“Full moon, it appears.” I lowered my head, peering through the Saab passenger window, 

and spotted the veiny moon hovering over a legendary, white Georgian mansion atop a majestic 

hill. 

“I have to run before the animals rebel and take over the zoo. I’ve got a break in ten minutes. 

I’ll take a look at the info you sent, do some quick research, bounce it off the remaining suspects, 

and call you back.” 

Tapping the red circle to end the call, I emerged from my car and joined about twenty others 

ambling up the hill on the ten acre property. Eva and Samantha had exited a couple of minutes 

earlier while I’d stayed back to speak with Alisa. In just the last few hours, the little blond 

waitress had completely altered my perception of her intellect and her drive to find the truth.  

I gripped the phone in my hand to ensure I didn’t miss her return call. 

My pace slowed as I took in the entire spectacle. With spotlights placed all over the property, 

it felt like I’d just entered the center ring of the circus. Clowns walked around juggling bowling 

pins, some plodded on stilts, others blew up balloons in every shape possible. I just noticed one 

kid bouncing on a green, alligator-shaped balloon across the lawn, his face beaming with 

excitement. The balloon withstood his onslaught, and the kid toppled headfirst into the pristine 

grass, Mom and Dad hovering nearby like helicopter parents. 

Glancing around, I finally spotted my two dates at the top of the crest. Samantha’s purple 

headband set against her thick, brown hair was easy to spot. I could see her cute, dimpled cheeks 

jiggling as she laughed at a clown just in front of her, performing magic tricks. He appeared to 

pull a bouquet of roses from his sleeve, then from the roses a dove fluttered its wings and flew 

off into the sky. Kids clapped and screamed, and my little Samantha giggled. Her smile and 

laughter were irreplaceable, forever etched in my memory.  

I headed in their direction, taking in more of the ambiance of a six-year-old’s birthday party. 

Ten bounce houses rimmed the expansive green pasture, each the shape of a different animal, in 

a bounce house kind of way. A miniature pony lugged around an obese boy eating an ice cream 

cone while thirty or more other kids waited in line. Enormous pink and green ribbons outlined 

six stately columns at the front porch. People milled about, drinks and food in hand, smiling 



faces everywhere. I ran across the occasional kid who’d either crashed from too much sugar or 

was in pure brat mode, thinking all of this was for them. 

“Hey there. It looks like she’s enjoying herself.” I set my head against Eva’s back.  

She smiled back at me. “She’s loving this magician. She can’t stop giggling.” 

Another twinkle in Eva’s eyes, just like our daughter. Maybe I was the one sparkling, 

watching both of my girls having fun, looking as lovely as possible. 

Eva had dressed to impress on this night, wearing a green and blue patterned dress that tied 

at the waist, accentuating her figure, showing off just enough leg and cleavage to get my 

attention, and a few wandering eyes from dads all around us. She’d even put her hair up, which 

in and of itself was a massive undertaking. Despite knowing the mom of the birthday girl for 

fifteen-odd years, I knew Eva was trying to fit in with the old money walking the property. To 

me, she looked like a million bucks, although a million to some of these families was a good 

valet tip. 

“Booker, you remember Rebecca, don’t you?” 

I nodded and shook her hand, which was stiff. “The last time I saw you was the day you 

guys were supposed to get married,” she said, looking at both of us. Obviously, with all the 

money she’d married into, she’d yet to acquire a muffler.  

Eva and I glanced at each other briefly. I stuck my hands in my pockets and kicked back on 

my heels.  

“Nice party,” I said, only to fill the awkward silence. 

“Well, little Gertrude turns five only once,” she said in her most playful voice. 

Put that on replay each year at this time, I thought. 

“Booker here has started his own private investigation business.”  

Eva’s smile had returned, but even more shocking was her bragging about me, in front of me 

no less. 

Rebecca nodded, smiled, her eyes shifting between the two of us again. But no comment, 

other than, “Not sure you’ve met Thomas. Dear, turn around and say hello to my old friend Eva, 

and her….uh, PI.” 

Covering her mouth, Rebecca laughed like a silly girl, or a tipsy adult. 

We shook hands and nodded, the raucous festivities providing enough distraction to avoid a 

conversation about Thomas and his epic homestead. 

Thomas looked like he’d just stepped off a golf course, the uppity Dallas National came to 

mind. His fashion sense reminded me of what Felix had worn out to lunch the other day. I 

glanced down and noticed blue and white shoes—I think the guy was wearing golf spikes. I 

knew of his reputation as a mass tort lawyer, cutthroat and very pricey.  

“Showtime in five minutes. All the kids need to find a seat.” A voice from hidden speakers 

created an instant rush of kids darting toward the backyard, including Samantha, who ended up 

finding a seat on the grass, third row back.  

The view behind the mansion was just as idyllic, a pool with colorful fountains showing off 

a beautiful rose garden, a guest house, and a twelve-car garage open for the world to take in 



Thomas’ vintage car collection. 

“That must be a three thousand square foot home,” I said, not believing my eyes. 

“It’s almost five thousand. The main house is over ten thousand square feet,” Eva said, her 

eyes expanding like she’s just seen the world’s largest diamond. Maybe Rebecca had one in a 

safe inside her home. 

“Behind the guest house is a bowling center.” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m not shittin’ ya 

either.” 

My phone buzzed, and I flipped it over to see at a text from Alisa. Before I could read it, Eva 

leaned closer to me and said, “Hey, before you take off tonight, I need to talk to you about 

something.” She smiled, but it seemed a tad forced. 

I glanced down at my phone and read Alisa’s text: 

Got slammed at bar, just now starting research. Will get back to u shortly. 

Shifting my feet, I wasn’t in a patient mood, given the number of days it had been since the 

last deathly explosion. I still couldn’t get a read on Tanner, an innocent kid wrapped up in a 

strange game of bullying and vandalism, or a maniacal killer who had masterminded this entire 

series of events. 

I took in a breath, realizing how strange it felt to be on this side of the driveway. I’d driven 

by this property countless times, looking at it as more of a destination than a home. Situated 

among a forest of live oak and pecan trees, the house was built by oil giant H.L. Hunt back in 

1938, just a couple hundred yards off White Rock Lake.  

“Ladies and gentleman, boys and girls of all ages, welcome to the magical world of Train 

Land. I’m Conductor Chris!” 

Kids and adults clapped, as a man with a bushy, blond mustache, wearing a conductor’s cap 

and red vest stood next to an eight-foot-wide partition, red curtains draped together in front. 

“Let’s follow Timmy into Train Land.” Conductor Chris waved his arm, then circled behind 

the partition. Music started playing, an accordion, and red curtains opened. Puppets emerged 

from below, draped in elaborate costumes, one with a king’s crown, another wearing a fireman’s 

uniform. The throng of kids apparently knew the characters because I quickly heard chants of 

“Chugga Chugga Joe, Chugga Chugga Joe,” as nearly every young person punched the sky. A 

horn tooted, mixing in with the playful music. 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I took in a waft of barbeque, and my stomach replied with an 

accepting growl. Following the scent, I meandered through the crowd, pondering what Eva 

wanted to talk to me about—the latest parenting tip on raising Samantha, discussing our next 

family day out. Who knew? My compass couldn’t find a bearing just yet. 

I spotted the source of my hunger, along with every other type of food imaginable. I zeroed 

in on the barbeque and filled my plate until it overflowed. I passed on an adult beverage, 

knowing I planned to make uninvited visits to the homes of five possible bombing suspects after 

the party. 

I spent the rest of the show chatting it up with one of the food servers about a sweet little 

ride in the garage. It looked like the original Aston Martin DB5 driven by the first James Bond. 



That even put my Saab 9-3 to shame. 

More music and a huge round of applause, then kids jumped up and searched for the next 

activity. I watched Eva follow behind Samantha and a few other girls toward a face painting 

station. One girl walked away with a face like a tuxedo cat. Another little boy had his face 

painted like an orange lion, mane and all. 

I dumped my plate in the trash, downed another bottled water, then turned to find Eva and 

Samantha, hoping to coax them into leaving. Some of the younger kids and parents were starting 

to say their goodbyes.  

Before I walked past the garage, my phone vibrated and rang. 

“What did you find out?” I asked, scooting closer to the garage, noticing spotless, bronze tile 

flooring under the tires of eight classic cars. 

“Well, hello to you, too, Booker,” Alisa responded. 

“Sorry. Hi, Alisa.” 

“Whatever. I went to two bomb-making sites. Get this…a pocket watch is sometimes used to 

detonate bombs.” 

“Damn, you’re good, Alisa.” 

“Don’t go there.” 

“What?” 

“Then I really started digging into the five guys left on our list.” 

“And?” My pulse thumped in my ear. 

“Hold on, I can’t hear much. Let me close the door,” she said. 

Glancing around, I couldn’t spot Eva or Samantha. The crowd had thinned a bit more, and I 

noticed some of the food tables being broken down. Flipping back around, I saw the opulent 

couple, Rebecca and Thomas, chatting and shaking hands with a guy near one of those food 

trucks.  

“You there?” she asked. 

“Hit me.” 

“I went through each of the suspect’s convictions, reviewing their cases. Everyone was 

either affiliated with some type of hate group or had committed an extremely violent act. All but 

one.” 

“Is this a queue for me to guess the number?” 

“This guy, an Andrew Plumlee, number four on our list, beat up an Indian valet, an eighteen-

year-old kid. Oddly enough, Plumlee’s ethnicity is stated as mixed, then in parenthesis it says 

part Native American, part black, part Hispanic, and part Caucasian.” she said.  

She paused, and the gears in my mind were cranking on the information, wondering if his 

race could have impacted his decisions, or not. 

“In the notes from the case, Plumlee said under testimony that he reacted poorly due to the 

stress of his mom’s illness. The incident occurred at Parkland Hospital.” 

I arched my back, my ears drowning out every sound around me. “This is good, Alisa. 

Thank you.” 



“There’s more. He served two years’ probation, never had any issues with his probation 

officer.” 

Tension in my core eased a bit. I looked down the driveway again and noticed the pony 

relieving himself. Maybe Sir Thomas will be so busy talking about his golf game that he’ll slip 

and fall on the dung. “Well, it won’t hurt to visit him tonight, along with the others.” 

“Not possible. His address is bogus. Doesn’t exist.” 

Adrenaline surged through my body. “Interesting.”  

“Plumlee used to manage one of those fast-food chicken joints. But I’ve found out he now 

has a food truck license. So it might be tough to hunt him down.” 

Shifting my eyes around, I felt a light breeze tickle my neck. I’d been perspiring. “I agree. 

Do you mind looking online to find a list of food truck businesses? It may not be perfect, but it’s 

a start. Try to contact each one, and dig for a name and location of where they store their trucks.” 

“Good idea,” she said. “But here’s the kicker. Plumlee’s dad disappeared seven years ago. 

His last known occupation—watch repairman.” 

“This might be the guy, Alisa.” I started moving around the grounds, searching for Eva and 

Samantha. I had to find this oddball suspect, but more than that, I wanted my girls close by. 

“Something even more strange about this guy, or maybe it’s his way of keeping himself 

from going postal. He’s a member of the Professional Puppeteers Association.” 

Twisting my head, I glanced around the corner of the house and noticed the puppet setup 

was gone. “Shit!” I jogged faster, my eyes darting from person to person. I heard an engine come 

to life, and I turned and watched that truck roll toward the end of the driveway, Rebecca and 

Thomas turning to make their way back to the house. 

“Stop that truck!” I yelled, running toward them. 

Plodding up the driveway, Thomas put a hand to his ear. 

“Stop that truck!” 

The van turned right, bouncing out of the driveway onto the street.  

“Booker, I didn’t hear you over this insane circus music. What were you saying?” 

Ignoring Thomas, I cut back to the house. “Everyone get out. Now!” 

I had no idea if Plumlee was in that truck or not, but I couldn’t take a chance. A few people 

looked at me like I’d downed one too many adult beverages. A handful didn’t wait for further 

instructions. 

“There might be a bomb on the property. Everyone go to your car. Now!” 

Screams rippled through the remaining crowd. “Eva, Samantha! Eva, Samantha!” I cupped 

my hands, yelling so loudly my voice cracked. I tried stopping one of the clowns to ask if he’d 

seen either, but he slipped through my grip.  

Racing to the backyard, I searched the area near where the puppet station had been set up for 

any sign of a bomb. Nothing. 

Fuck! 

“Eva, Samantha!” 

“What do you know, Booker?” Rebecca tugged on my shirt, a look of horror covering her 



face. 

“Get the hell out of here now. Get everyone out. Run, dammit.” 

Flipping my head, I saw food servers closing up tables. “What are you doing?” 

“But Mr. and Mrs. Yates asked us—” 

“Screw them. Get out of here.” I jumped up and down, waving at everyone, still searching 

for my little girl and her mother.  

Peering across the pool, I spotted daughter and mother emerging from another building, the 

bowling center perhaps.  

“Hey!” They finally looked my direction. Samantha started running at me, a wide grin 

covering her face. 

Suddenly, a double thrust of energy smacked my back, then I heard a deafening sound as I 

flew through the air. 

Samantha’s smile was the last image I saw. 
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A frog croaked twice from a nearby pond, the illumination of a full moon stretching across the 

body of water.  

Kneeling down next to his mother’s gravesite, Andrew Plumlee interlocked his hands and 

rested them on his lap. “I hope I have made you proud.” 

Then the man with infinite voices unlatched a red velvet box, pulled out six colorful 

puppets, all with different faces and costumes made from the finest cloth, with embedded 

gems—garnet, his mother’s birthstone. Then he thought more about the sad irony, her January 

birthday, the same month she perished, a cold, blustery day with endless gray skies and one 

lonely soul. 

He swallowed back his emotions. “Some people give flowers. I give my most treasured 

possessions, my family of puppets.” 

He kissed each one, then gently placed the dolls against his mother’s tombstone. “My 

passion,” he said, nodding his head. 

Sweating profusely, Plumlee wiped his forehead, but kept his weighted coat over his 

shoulders. He closed his eyes and envisioned devastation at the brat’s birthday party, a historic 

mansion ripped apart, and faces unable to grasp the sight of glass jabbing out of an eye socket, a 

head sliced off at the neck, body parts scattered across the lawn like play toys. He could hear 

their desperate cries for help. Pathetic. Every last one of them. 

He inhaled a deep breath and he picked up the aroma of burned plastic, sweet black powder, 

charred flesh. 

The smell of death.  

The night his mother died, the scent of ammonia, urine, and dried sweat coated the back of 

his throat, and he could still taste it even today. It would never leave him. He was all alone in the 

hospital room, just he, the droning hum of those damn machines, and his mother. No one rushed 

in to help save her when she’d stopped breathing. To every nurse, doctor, and orderly, she was 

just another body, breathing long enough for them to collect the insurance, then swatting her 

aside like a pesky fly.  

Does anyone mourn the death of a fly? Hell no. Some people even cheered the insect’s 

death, just as he was savoring his victories—sweet vindication for every race, religion, and creed 

killing the only person who ever loved him. 

He recalled sitting at this same spot the afternoon of her funeral nine months earlier, fresh 

dirt scattered across green grass. A bird chirped in a nearby tree. A tidal wave of memories 

flooded his mind, ending with a slide show of each face that had a hand in his mother’s death. 

America, the home of the free, the brave, and a patchwork quilt of maggots. He had vowed to 

seek revenge, and he nurtured a seed of hatred like it was his only child. Finally, it matured into a 

full-blown organism, thinking and feeling all on its own, laying out a path of devastation and 



panic for the people of this fucked-up nation. 

Dropping his head for the last time, he allowed his mother’s voice to enter his mind, 

carrying her joyful tune down to his bedroom, playfully waking him from sleep. It soothed his 

heart—if it still existed. 

Soon it would be over. Carefully raising his arm, his fingers touched the etching on the gray 

tombstone. Fatima Gujarati Plumlee. 

“Have I made you proud?” 

<><><> 

An ensemble of crickets chirped out of sight, a rhythmic harmony piercing the stillness of 

Paulson Cemetery. I could still feel the timpani of my heart hammering my chest wall. 

Shuffling forward with a noticeable limp, I ignored the wedge of glass embedded in my calf. 

Black soot coated my neck and face, and my back, slick with sweat, stung from the explosion 

burns. 

I was lucky to be alive.  

Everyone at the party escaped sure death, all because a faithful food server cleaned up trash 

even as I was yelling for people to vacate the premise. He’d stuffed the bomb—apparently 

contained in a barbeque box—into a garbage bag and then deposited it in a plastic garbage bin 

next to the garage. That man, Ricardo, and I were the only two with noticeable injuries. Ricardo 

had cuts and abrasions, and paramedics patched one of his eyes, unsure if his vision would be 

lost.  

Eva and Samantha had been blown into the pool. Wet and scared, they emerged to see my 

back smoldering like hot coals. I was just glad as hell to see their faces. When I realized all my 

body parts were still intact, I hauled my ass to the Saab, punched up Alisa, and eventually found 

the resting place for one Fatima Gujarati Plumlee. 

Unsure what type of booby trap I might come across, every step I took was careful, precise.  

Up ahead, in between two other gravesites, I spotted a silhouette, unmoving, leaning over 

like he was in prayer. Or already dead. 

Ten more paces, then I stopped, my boot cracking a twig. 

“You survived.” I recognized the voice of Conductor Chris. It sent a jolt of disgust up my 

spine. 

“I survived. Everyone survived,” I said calmly. I couldn’t mask the pride I felt for the people 

of my community, survivors. 

Plumlee’s head twitched slightly. “You’re awfully smug for someone who let dozens die and 

more be injured in five other bomb explosions.” His torso rose upward, and I could see his body 

covered with an enormous blanket or jacket.  

I took two steps then paused, not wanting to spook him. 

“There’s no joy in anyone dying, regardless of how they go, is there, Andrew?” 

A slow nod. “You’ve done your research. Bravo. I knew that eventually someone would 

stumble upon me. Even a broken clock is right twice a day. Get it, Booker?” 



He knew my name. 

“The pocket watch.” 

“Yes siree, all six explosions were detonated using my father’s pocket watch collection. He 

tortured us, left my mom years ago, running off with some teenage girl. He couldn’t keep his 

dick in his pants. I imagined his spineless ass splintering into a thousand pieces with each 

explosion.” 

“So all of this was to get back at your dad? You could have sent him a nasty email and not 

killed dozens of people. Did that thought ever enter your pea brain?” Sharp pain shot through my 

leg. 

His head moved slightly. I had no idea why he wore such a heavy coat on a night with the 

temperature near seventy degrees. 

A loud chuckle. “This wasn’t about my dad. It was about vindication, all the people who had 

a hand in killing my mom.” 

Alisa had learned that Fatima had suffered from complications from diabetes and died in her 

sleep at Parkland. The lead doctor went to Yosef’s synagogue. 

“More than just nurses and doctors died in these bombings,” I said with anger in my voice. 

“That was the idea. It wasn’t who they were, but who they represented. Blacks, whites, 

spics, Muslims, Hindus, and those damn Jews. I saved the best for them, using nails and 

flechettes. Did you like the personal touch?” He laughed again. 

“You really think they had anything to do with your mother dying? That’s fucking nuts.” 

“You can think what you want, but I know. I was there every day for six months. I witnessed 

her pain, and none of them gave a damn. They might as well have been carving out her heart 

with a pair of tweezers.” 

Another shot of pain zipped up my leg, and I winced a bit. I had no gun to threaten Plumlee, 

and the official cops had yet to arrive on the scene. 

“None of the people you killed hurt anyone. You’re worse than a fucking animal.” 

I thought I heard him panting, or seething. 

“That last one was meant for you, your friends, your girlfriend, and especially your little 

daughter, Samantha. Maybe next time, though.” 

My ears burned from fury racing through my veins. “There won’t be a next time.” 

“True,” he said. 

I was confused. 

Slowly he lifted his arm out of his coat pocket. A cell phone filled his right hand. 

“Have you ever heard of C4, Booker?” 

“Yes.”  

“Well, we’re both going to hell at the exact same time. Do you want to hold hands?” 

Eyeing the back of his coat, I could see darker patches illuminated by the glow of the moon. 

He must have lined his coat with the explosive material. But it needed a detonator.  

I didn’t think. I just raced toward him, screaming at the top of my lungs. As I’d hoped, he 

turned around, fear and confusion contorting his face and that puny little mustache. Two steps 



later, I tackled his arm, smacking the phone against a neighboring tombstone. He turned over on 

his back and rubbed his thick coat against the grass, like a dog with hives. 

“This explosive must go off. I have to die this way. It was meant to be!” His screams 

morphed into whimpers, and then he clutched the grass above his mother’s grave between his 

fingers and began to sob. 

As sirens echoed nearby, I kneeled and watched Plumlee crawl into a pathetic ball of hate. 
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“So KY had the balls to dangle a detective job out there on the same day he was officially firing 

you? Is he bipolar?” 

Justin’s face scrunched into a set of deep trenches, and I began to see what he’d look like 

when he got older. It wasn’t pretty. 

I sipped a draft beer while sitting among friends at The Jewel, just hours after my final 

official police meeting. “Apparently, Chief Ligon had gotten wind of my suspension, only after 

he’d seen the news following the synagogue bombing. KY’s voice sounded like someone had a 

gun to his head.” 

“Wished someone would shove a gun up his ass.” Justin howled, then leaned over, and we 

smacked hands. 

Crossing her legs, Alisa released a knowing giggle and sipped her wine. “You didn’t take it, 

did you?” 

Henry chimed in. “This guy, the ultimate rebel?” 

“I actually told him that I appreciated the consideration, but I felt like I’d be more fulfilled if 

I went a different direction in my career. Then I reached over, shook his hand, and thanked him 

for everything he’d ever done for me.” 

Outside of low music and a few patrons in conversation, a hushed silence engulfed our 

space. Looking at my three friends, I noticed three jaws wide open. I took another long swig and 

enjoyed the cool beer hitting my throat. 

Henry held up a finger. “Booker, did you really say that? I’ve got to hand it to you. Not 

many men—” 

“Or women,” Alisa added. 

“Man, woman, or child, would not have responded in such a controlled, mature way. Good 

for you.” 

I set my beer down on the little doily that had a picture of the Dallas skyline on it, then 

grabbed a handful of cashews and popped them in my mouth. 

“Are you kidding? I told him to shove it up his ass, then I flipped him off and walked out of 

his office, strutting the whole way down the hall.” 

“That’s the Booker I know.” Justin reached across, and we smacked hands again. 

Henry got a call on his cell, while Alisa and Justin ran a round of drinks to two tables. A few 

minutes later, they gathered back at the bar. Henry leaned in closer. “Everything cool since Eva, 

you know, shared her news?” 

A day after Plumlee was arrested and my wounds addressed by a medical doctor, my almost-

wife dropped by my place, sat me down on the couch, and said, “Booker, I’ll always love you for 

so many things, starting with our little Samantha. But I’ve known for a long time we weren’t 

right for each other. We share a passion, but there’s a lot more to love and a relationship than 



sheer passion.” 

Putting a hand on her knee, I’d said, “I understand.” 

“There’s more. I wanted you to know that I’m dating someone.” 

“Yeah?”  

“He’s a cop, one of the good ones. You don’t know him, but he’s out of the Northwest 

Division.” 

I hadn’t expected that news. I brooded for a couple of days, but I knew she was right. I’d let 

my emotions for Samantha cloud my ability to separate admiration, respect, and a little bit of 

passion from true love. 

Frankly, I appreciated her ripping the bandage off. Someone had to do it, and my lack of 

willpower had always served as an impediment to taking that step. 

Justin popped his towel two inches from my shoulder. “You off in la la land, Booker?” 

“I’m cool. I actually went on a real date the other night.” Lots of ooh and ahhs, followed by 

a chorus of, “When can we meet her?” 

“It’s been one date. Give me some time before I bring her home to meet my twisted 

parents.” I glanced at Justin, my serious gaze morphing into a wide grin. 

“Did you hear about the latest internal investigation?” Henry asked, sipping a Cosmo from a 

red straw. “Apparently, they believe someone had been taking drugs from the evidence room and 

selling it on the streets. Can you believe that shit?” 

Without me saying a word, justice would finally be served, exposing Sims and his cronies. 

“Unbelievable.” 

Henry said, “Word is it’s a solo operation, and they’ve got their man. Felix Upton, that CSI 

guy who fed you the inside information.” 

I felt my stomach form its first knot in almost three weeks. I signaled Justin for another beer. 

“Jenna says you’ve got that restaurant owner paying her back on a monthly plan,” Justin 

said while filling my mug. 

“It’s complicated, but for now, he’s got a side restaurant business, and he’s able to siphon 

some off and pay her back. He knows if he misses a payment, I’ll hunt him down.” 

I thought about David’s connections to organized crime, his information about Sims, and I 

wondered if we’d ever be able to find evidence and put those fuckers behind bars. It gnawed at 

me, while Alisa whispered something to Justin. 

“Care to fill me in?” I popped in a few more cashews, then sipped my beer. “Have you guys 

thought about my offer?” 

“So, you can get a sign on the closet upstairs,” Alisa said, looking at Justin. 

I jumped in. “Let’s call it an office. What about a small sign outside?” 

“As long as it doesn’t hurt my brand, and I get final say on placement,” Justin said. 

“Deal.” 

“And…” 

“Now what?” 

“Your rent will be helping me with security on nights whenever we expect a big crowd, host 



a live band. Agreed?” 

I figured that might happen one or two times a month, at most. “I’m good with that.” I raised 

my beer toward Alisa. “And what about you?” 

She tried to hold back, but her cheeks lit up like a little girl. “I’m in.” She gave me a fist 

bump. 

We all brought our glasses together, and Justin raised a fist like he was the symbol for black 

power. “Here’s to Booker, PI.” 

I winked at Alisa, saying, “And Associates. Our little startup business.” 

“Cheers,” we all said in unison. 

Alisa immediately started rattling off a list of supplies we needed, and a task list to prepare 

the office and create our website, and to determine our go to sources for information, online and 

otherwise. Damn, she was sharp. 

I sat back and soaked up the camaraderie that I thought I’d never regain after leaving the 

force. This PI gig was what I was meant to do all along. I could feel it. 

And if my first few weeks were any indication, it was going to be a hell of a ride. 
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Tracking a hairline crack up the side of the concrete jail wall, a single finger reached over and 

touched the epicenter of the spider web. The tiny spot of impact where thousands, no, hundreds 

of thousands of cells had been redirected to alter their course for eternity. 

Andrew Plumlee used a sliver of light cutting through a distant window to outline one 

crevice after another. Each and every one found its way back to the single source. 

Releasing a choppy breath, Plumlee turned on his back, draped an arm overhead, and 

wondered if was possible to pinpoint the distinct moment in time when his life had forever 

changed its path. Was it truly the day his mother passed away? Anger swelled each time he 

thought of that moment when the machines went monotone, but he now questioned everything 

he’d ever known about himself.  

Happiness, in all reality, had been an elusive goal, slipping through his sweaty palms every 

time he thought he’d had it in his grasp. Maybe it was never there, only a mirage that his mind 

used to trick him into keep trying, keep fooling himself that another job, another deed would 

uncover a gold mine of joy and contentment.  

A soft howl carried throughout the North Tower Jail at Lew Sterrett Justice Center just west 

of downtown Dallas. Plumlee secured the gray, thin blanket against his neck, preparing for the 

nightly onslaught of threats. It had been two weeks since his arrest, and Plumlee had met with his 

lawyer five times. He could already tell she’d put less energy into his defense than any of the 

doctors had made in saving his mom. 

One howl grew into three, then six. In the middle of the coyote choir, he heard the sound of 

a fleshy hiss, so wet it made his skin crawl. 

Gauging the growing number of lurid cat calls, he guessed it was close to two a.m. Each 

night seemed longer; he counted to sixty repeatedly as long as he could keep it up, trying to 

drown out the pathetic losers who were attempting to get into his mind, to break him. 

He knew it was working. 

Plumlee’s story had been sensationalized and dramatized across every news outlet in the 

country, and even in jail, his cellmates mocked him  

“Does little Andy want to come out and pwwway?” a familiar voice asked.  

Suddenly, he felt a fingernail slithering up his foot, and he jerked his leg to his chest, a 

fearful grunt escaping his lungs. He squinted and could see white eyes through iron bars, a 

shadowy figure smacking his lips, then a smooching sound. 

Blame and guilt. He’d learned to survive based upon those principles. To avoid any guilt, he 

was quicker than a biting snake to blame a person, or race, or religion. Anything to avoid the 

guilt.  

Forcing his mind away from the suggestive, intimidating sounds, he thought about dear old 

dad, his nemesis as long as he could remember breathing. He’d watched his dad use the utmost 



care and precision every time he fit the monocle in his eye and tinkered with one of his watches. 

But every time he interacted with his mother or him, his dad’s concern and compassion were null 

and void. Absent. Slowly, he watched his dad drink his life away, turn abusive. Then, when Mom 

got sick, he left both of them for a young bimbo, and he never came back or called.  

Fuck him. 

Was that when his life changed? 

He thought through his recent conquests, and a sense of accomplishment filled his body. But 

one thing didn’t sit right. The bitch had coerced him into creating that spectacle at the Old Red 

Courthouse, putting the crosshairs of death on that Cromwell kid. That rich prick’s life didn’t 

mean shit to him, but in looking back, it had changed his focus, altered his mindset. 

Maybe that was when his life was bumped off course. 

Grinding his teeth, he wished he had one more opportunity to fill a room with people he 

loathed and blow them all to hell. Booker would lead the way, that smug former cop, and his 

prissy little daughter. He would make sure he had the whole thing on video. Using high-

definition, he’d replay the snippet hundreds of times just to watch the precise moment when 

shrapnel ripped flesh from her scrawny ass, her eyes knowing she only had seconds to live. 

Plumlee found himself smiling. Maybe he’d found happiness, at least for a few, brief 

seconds. He touched the cracks again. 

Metal clanged, and he felt his heart erupt. His jail door opened, and he heard bare feet 

shuffle along the concrete floor. But Plumlee didn’t jump out of his bed. He closed his eyes and 

used his finger to feel the trail of cracks, taking his mind on a new journey.  

Gasping breaths drew closer, but Plumlee lay there, realizing it would soon end.  

Suddenly, the subhuman pounded his chest with a sharp instrument, and Plumlee felt a warm 

spray of blood across his face. His assailant grunted with each thrust, sounding like one of those 

apes from those movies. 

Darkness engulfed Plumlee’s mind, but he took solace in the fact that he’d finally 

experienced true happiness for those precious seconds. 

And that’s all a man could ever hope for. 
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A timpani roared to life, and I could feel the reverberation in my chest just as she took 

off…leaping like she wore angel’s wings, hanging in midair with effortless grace.  

The art of ballet. Who would have ever thought that I, Booker T. Adams, the South Dallas 

kid who grew up with a poster of Jordan defying gravity on his wall, would even have an opinion 

about the artistry on display this evening. I’d just watched two hours of a ballet and had not even 

thought about shutting my eyelids. It might have something to do with our vantage point. 

Platinum seats. But observing female ballet dancers, how they soar through the air with such 

power and elegance, their ability to evoke emotion while not saying a word, was stirring. On the 

other hand, watching male dancers, their packages accentuated like the top of a Christmas tree, 

was like being forced to view an hour of male enhancement commercials sitting next to Momma 

on the couch. 

Casting a gaze across the auditorium at Winspear Opera House in the heart of the Arts 

District in downtown Dallas, a sea of eyes riveted on the stage, I knew I wasn’t alone in my 

assessment. I’m sure about half the crowd—check that, maybe two-thirds—appreciated the 

glorification of the male anatomy.  

Long, soft fingers interlocked my hand, and I glanced at Britney, her eyes so blue they 

twinkled, even in muted lighting. She gave me a brief wink, gripped her free hand around my 

bicep, and returned her focus to the stage, a mesmerizing version of Sleeping Beauty. She 

shuddered briefly. Cold? Moved by the production? Moved by my presence?  

Perhaps her laying claim to me, my arm, had as much to do with her subconscious need to 

feel secure and safe as it did with warming up her body temperature. I couldn’t help but sneak 

another look at her purple and black lace knit dress, by Alexander McQueen, which hugged her 

lean, taut body. 

An arrow shot into my skull, reminding me that Momma was due back in town in a couple 

of days, if I recalled correctly. I found the timing of the two connecting thoughts perplexing, and 

I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason. Besides the fact that Momma had never met Britney and that 

Britney’s lifestyle mimicked that of a princess from a magical kingdom, I couldn’t figure it out. 

Or had I? 

Cupping my hands around her fingers that felt as soft as cotton balls, I wanted Britney to 

feel protected, warm, and cared for. We’d yet to use the “L” word, but our mutual appreciation 

was rather obvious, especially after she’d whisked me away on a surprise trip to Cancun on 

Christmas Day. 

Britney had experienced a hell few of us could ever comprehend. Just hours before walking 



down the wedding aisle at the Old Red Courthouse last October, she’d observed her fiancé strung 

up and tied to the face of the clock tower. With onlookers and first responders gawking, and 

others ogling through the magic of cell phone technology, Ashton Cromwell suffered humiliation 

of the highest order, up until the exact moment when a black powder bomb detonated, blowing 

bricks, rebar, and debris skyward, ending his life. I think a piece of Britney went with him. 

Recalling her grief—I was the first person to reach her on the lawn that day—and now 

seeing how she’d willed herself to live a vibrant life, she had my lifelong admiration, my respect, 

and a small piece of my heart, growing by the day. 

Just weeks after six bombs splintered our community, including two that nearly took the life 

of my precious daughter, Samantha, I remembered watching the local news. Andrew Plumlee, a 

demented puppeteer who’d held some bizarre vendetta against the nurses and doctors who cared 

for his sick mother before she perished, had been killed in his sleep by a fellow cellmate.  

The details sounded sketchy—how the perp got access to Plumlee’s cell—but it really didn’t 

matter. Like Oswald’s death so many years ago, Plumlee’s repulsive, selfish acts of terrorism 

were buried with his remains, allowing the people of our fair city to slowly replenish their trust 

in each other. Old wounds, some dating back to the turbulent 1960s, had been ripped apart, and 

skepticism in our justice system quickly evolved into neighbors fighting neighbors. The city’s 

melting pot had become murky in the last fifty years, which unknowingly had enabled a quicker 

healing process, a rekindling of friendships, and forgiveness. 

Rousing applause jolted my senses back into the expansive auditorium as Britney pulled my 

arm upward, and we joined every other person standing to express our admiration for the 

performance. 

“Just brilliant, don’t you think?” Britney’s lips touched my ear, creating a spontaneous 

quiver and an emergence of goose bumps. 

Those supple lips. 

Five rows back, center, our view was akin to sitting in a fifty-yard-line luxury suite at the 

facility often referred to as the Death Star, twenty miles west where the Dallas Cowboys played. 

As much as Britney—and Momma before her—had endeared me to the world of the performing 

arts, I couldn’t go long without my sports fix. After Sunday’s conference championship games, 

we’d know who was going to play in the Super Bowl in two weeks. I chuckled inwardly, 

acknowledging Britney probably wouldn’t have the same enthusiasm for the big game that I did. 

Following throngs of Dallas A-listers into the lobby, Britney threw hand-kisses to people she 

knew, some possibly friends. I’d been introduced to a few couples, and only occasionally did we 

receive awkward or leery looks. 

Britney was a perfect swan, her shoulder-length blond hair pulled back just so, always 

current and fashionable in a way that wasn’t forced or thrown in your face. Her graceful, 

confident gait never crossed the boundary into snobbery. She had an authenticity about her, and 

even with people she’d never met, especially kids, I’d witnessed her kindness. She was a former 

fifth grade teacher, too, which just made sense. The job would have fit her to a tee. Kindness was 

a part of who she was, part of her DNA. 



If Britney displayed the grace and elegance of a swan, I’d probably be described as a black 

panther with a pigmentation issue. Born to a southern black woman with limitless energy and a 

zest to help those less fortunate, and a nomadic, Irish-blooded sales guy who used masterful 

manipulation skills to achieve anything in his life, I’d developed thicker skin than the black 

Gucci alligator purse Britney was carrying this evening—except my skin color resembled that of 

a deer. 

My former routine included wearing navy blue every day as a beat cop for the Dallas Police 

Department. With dreams of making detective some day in the near future, my seven-year career 

abruptly ended because I refused to turn a blind eye to a fellow cop assaulting an innocent man. 

Loyalty was pretty high on my list of personal traits, but it finally became clear that blind loyalty 

put me in the category of being someone’s “boy,” which I’d been called too many times to count. 

Through it all, I came to realize my allegiance and bond was with the city and people of Dallas, 

and all the warts that we shared. I left the police department, unwilling to turn a blind eye, but 

stayed with my community as a private investigator.  

“I understand the Sleeping Beauty performances are sold out for the next six months solid.” 

Ann, a thirty-something brunette and a new friend of Britney’s through their mutual fondness of 

the arts world, had stopped us mid-stride, her fishlike eyes never blinking once. 

Britney reached out a hand and touched Ann’s arm, a shawl draped over it. “Not surprising. 

That was one of the most moving, exciting ballets I’ve seen since I was a little girl.” She brought 

her hand to her chest, and I could feel Britney’s emotional connection. 

Damn, she was the real deal.  

With my arm wrapped solidly around her taut waist, we turned and nearly ran directly into 

an older couple. Britney recognized them immediately.  

Her eyes softened, and her demeanor less bold. “Booker, I’m not sure you’ve met the 

Cromwells, Fulton and Muffin?” 

Ashton’s parents.  

Suddenly self-conscious by the placement of my arm, I didn’t move it, but I could feel my 

breathing pattern pause. A brief awkwardness carried through our small space like a foul odor. 

“It’s nice to meet you.” Muffin’s lips tried to turn upward, but they never made it…as if 

sadness still wrapped her heart. She shook my hand and nodded, and I noticed her fingers and 

wrist draped with clusters of diamonds. 

Muffin’s husband put on a braver face. “Booker, nice to meet you.” His handshake equaled 

my firmness, and he looked me straight in the eye.  

“If you enjoyed the performance half as much as Britney, I’m sure you’ve had a great 

evening.” I kept the conversation light, focused on the ballet. 

“The setting, choreography… it was all wonderful, wasn’t it?” Muffin shifted her gaze to 

Britney, then back to me. I wondered what she was thinking, feeling.  

I opened my mouth, trying to continue the small talk, but Fulton jumped in. 

“Britney, Booker, I want you to know it’s perfectly fine, what you’re doing, We’ve told you 

before, Britney, we wanted you to move on with your life. It’s still painful for us, almost daily.” 



He paused, inhaled a breath, took his wife’s hand. “But you don’t deserve to live a life of regret 

or shame.” 

“Thank you, thank you both,” Britney said, her hand resting against Fulton’s arm. “It means 

a lot. Happiness isn’t something you can plan or predict. I guess you just have to be open to it.” 

I was taken aback with the ease of Britney’s wisdom, and pride oozed from my heart. 

Waving goodbye to the Cromwells, Britney gripped my waist this time, nestling her head to 

my shoulder. Then she kissed it and peered up to me, holding her gaze, a warm, settled smile 

permeating her face.  

“What?” I asked. 

“You’re awesome, that’s what.”  

“Me? You’re the one with Yoda-like phrases.” 

“Excuse me. I’m not a three-foot, green troll, am I?” She winked ever so slowly, adding a 

hint of sensuality. 

I laughed, bringing a fist to my trimmed goatee. “Strong, compassionate, courageous, wise. 

Princess Leia,” I said, nodding with some authority. 

“Was that a subconscious Freudian slip?” she whispered, her breath tickling my neck.  

It actually took me a second to connect the dots. “Ahh.” I smiled, leaned in and kissed her, 

ignoring people shuffling by us in all directions. 

“I want you,” she said. She kissed me, then bit my lip. 

I think my jaw dropped. I looked around for an exit, wondering if she meant now.  

“You think we’re going to throw down in the bathroom or something?” Her face twisted, but 

wrinkles were still hard to find.  

I think she enjoyed seeing me squirm, losing my mental equilibrium. 

“I…uh. Well, no. You just surprised me, that’s all.” 

She goosed me in the ribs. “Later, Booker. Something to look forward to. First, we have the 

meet-and-greet with the cast.” 

Pressing me against her side, we glided through doors to a large lounge area named after 

some millionaire from the private sector. Contemporary art was splashed on the walls—orange, 

chrome, and muted grays surrounding us. Bars anchored each end of the trapezoid-shaped room, 

an array of beveled glass mixed with polished metal. Sandwiched in between were small round 

tables with decorations in the middle, and white leather studio chairs. Themed Sleeping Beauty 

music piped through hidden speakers, the whole place abuzz waiting for the cast to show up. 

“White wine, chardonnay?”  

“You read my mind, thank you. I need to rest my puppies,” she said through gritted teeth, 

glancing down at her feet standing on top of four-inch, leather-strapped heels. She wiggled her 

toes. 

I scooted in line behind two guys wearing tuxedos, and I suddenly felt underdressed. Then 

again, I thought I had a sharp look going on. Britney had convinced me to drop my vintage black 

leather jacket and instead wear a Hugo Boss blazer she’d bought for me, gray houndstooth, 

which played well with my blue shirt and black, flat-front slacks. I’d even traded my Doc Marten 



boots for a pair of Cole Haan loafers, complete with a buckle strap. 

“Picking the right whiskey is like picking the right girl. It has to be aged perfectly,” said 

Tuxedo One, jabbing his buddy while checking out a waitress walking by. He snapped his thumb 

and forefingers together like an alligator jaw, and I thought he might reach over and pinch her 

ass. 

I suddenly caught a waft of an overbearing musky cologne. Bringing a hand to my nose, I 

stopped all airflow. I couldn’t determine which of the pair was committing the first-degree 

odorous felony. 

“Yeah, dude, we’ve got to ditch our women tonight, I’m telling you. There’s just too much 

poon in this high-class opera house for us not to walk out of here with a piece for each of us.” 

Tuxedo Two slithered his tongue at the next waitress. She noticed, then diverted her eyes, a look 

of revulsion covering her face. Perhaps she wondered how such trash had been able to afford 

platinum seats, a chance to meet the cast.  

One more obnoxious act out of the Tuxedo twins, and I’d personally toss them out of the 

building. For now, I gave them stern looks, the kind that said, “Stop acting like juvenile 

douchebags, or this black man is going to kick your ass.” 

Tuxedo Two caught my coach-like glare, nudged his buddy, and like two immature middle 

school kids, they quickly straightened their posture and shut their traps before taking their drinks 

back to their dates. 

My cop gig had ended months ago, but it seemed like part of me would always feel the need 

to protect the innocent—or at least attempt to reign in those who insulted our intelligence, or 

assaulted our senses, in this case. 

While I waited on the chardonnay and my whiskey sour, I took in the scene from that end of 

the lounge, sweeping downtown views through fifty-foot glass windows, polished metal 

strategically placed to compliment the vignette. A red and gold glow from the center dome of the 

complex outlined walls and bounced off glass. 

Scratching my chin, I chuckled, thinking about my old buddies from the hood. I could just 

hear them razzing me for rubbing elbows with so much money and culture, not just once, but on 

a rather repetitive cycle, all thanks to Britney dragging me into the land of the privileged—not 

that it took a great deal of convincing for me to accompany her.  

“Ebony and Ivory are punkin’ everyone livin’ in their bullshit harmony world,” one of my 

high school buddies would say. 

Removing a set of keys from my pocket, I recalled my first paying case as a private 

investigator, locating a so-called investment consultant who’d swindled my best friend’s sister, 

Jenna Parsons. She’d watched her husband die of heart disease, put me out of my travel misery at 

the time, offering to pay for my investigative services with a five-year-old Saab 9-3 that her late 

husband kept under a tarp in the garage. It was the best present I’d ever given myself, if the 

result of hard work and putting my life on the line was indeed an act of giving. 

I thumbed the logo on the black leather Coach key ring, which Britney had given me in a 

spur-of-the-moment purchase, coasting through a local high-end mall.  



How could a former fifth grade school teacher wear designer clothes, own season tickets to 

every cultural event in Dallas, swipe her plastic on anything that caught her eye, and generally 

look like a million bucks every time I saw her? For starters, through my special “undercover” 

work, I’d learned her million-dollar look was au naturel, even right out of bed in the morning.  

She’d also confided in me that she’d signed a prenuptial agreement with Ashton—I’m 

certain it was to protect his family fortune in case their romance was more of a fling and not a 

lifetime achievement award. Apparently, the prenup kicked in upon the signature of the marriage 

license. Thus, when Ashton died, Britney received a six-figure, one-time payment, and another 

twenty-five thousand a month until she died or was married.  

While those numbers astounded me, she reminded me that Ashton’s family was worth one 

point four billion dollars, and Ashton was set to inherit at least half, since he had just one 

younger brother. She’d agreed to never speak poorly of the family, which she said was the easy 

part—they’d always treated her with kindness and respect. And, in meeting the Cromwell 

patriarch and matriarch, I had just seen that for myself. 

Britney’s gifts were always thoughtful and, as she’d stated more than once, needed. We’d 

already had a couple of discussions about her throwing so much money around, especially on 

me. I didn’t feel comfortable with the constant monetary attention, and I had to admit I was a bit 

old-fashioned when it came to dating. Generally, I expected to pay.  

Guilt wasn’t a word in her vocabulary, and she certainly wasn’t skilled in throwing it in my 

face—another reason why I’d allowed myself to open up and feel close to her. But I knew on a 

couple of occasions I’d felt more like her gigolo than her equal. We’d joked about it, and after 

one particular evening when she’d taken me to the Meyerson Symphony to see Steve Martin’s 

band, which followed dinner at the five-star restaurant, The French Room, Britney glided off to 

my condo bathroom and emerged looking like a female version of David Lee Roth. An 

incredibly hot, sexy version that is: her hair moussed to the max, wearing nothing more than 

heels, a push-up bra, pink lace panties, melon-sized sunglasses, and a pink boa. She bopped to 

the cheesy video, “Just a Gigolo,” mimicking Roth’s zany dance with high leg kicks, like she 

was a member of the Rockettes. 

We laughed our asses and clothes right off, ending the night connected at the hip. 

“Here you go.” Handing Britney her wine, I nuzzled my nose against her fruity hair, softer 

than puffy clouds. I think my eyes shut for a moment. 

She placed a gentle hand on the side of my face; then out of nowhere, trumpets blared. 

All heads turned to the main entrance and in walked the cast members from the ballet, 

waltzing toe to heel, as smoothly as if they were sashaying across the stage in slippers. I’d 

experienced my first-ever formal meet-and-greet a couple of weeks prior, following the musical 

performance of Wicked. I think it won some type of Tony Award, and it was pretty obvious why. 

The female lead, Courtney Johnson, who played Elphaba, reset the standard for a witch of the 

wicked persuasion, in both raw talent and the way she carried herself. When she finally got 

around to meeting us, she had this aura about her that said she was a star, and the musical was 

her launching pad to megastardom. She had that kind of talent. 



Spontaneous applause echoed off steel and glass, as cast members did their best to nod and 

try to blend in with those who’d paid for the opportunity to mingle. 

“Our names aren’t on the side of the building, or on any other door, wall, or piece of tile, so 

we might be last in line again tonight,” I said to Britney, adding a playful roll of my eyes. 

Just as Britney turned to me, a face appeared at our table. It was the female lead, although 

she looked more mature than on stage, with light brown, wavy locks sloping to her shoulder 

blades, set against ashen skin. 

“I want to thank you for coming to see us tonight.” Her voice was pleasant, as if this whole 

social gathering wasn’t a beat down for her. “Olivia Dunham, nice to meet both you.” She 

smiled, shook our hands, her manner poised and polished. 

“You guys did an amazing job. Just wonderful,” Britney said. 

“Thank you. It’s a lot of hard work, but I guess it’s paying off. This is my first lead role.” 

“Wow. How’d you get your big break?” I was genuinely intrigued. 

Bringing tiny fingers to her mouth, she glanced toward the expansive array of windows, 

lights glistening across the city. “I actually owe it to one of my old instructors just down the 

street. Booker T. Washington, the performing arts high school. Are you familiar with it?” 

Britney shifted her eyes to me, releasing a giggle.  

Nodding to Britney, I smiled and said, “You could say that. My name is Booker. Booker T. 

Adams. No relation, of course.” 

Exposing starch-white teeth, Olivia’s round face lit up. 

“I’m a South Dallas guy, and my mom named me after Booker T. Washington. Different 

middle name, though. My dad picked that one out. He had some fascination with presidents. He 

liked Truman.” 

Britney shifted her head. I did a quick double take, then focused on Olivia, who was 

extending a wayward finger while her eyes appeared to search her memory banks. 

“Wait a second,” she said more to herself than us, her hand now pressing against her 

forehead. “I know it’s been almost ten years for me, but I vaguely recall a teacher or instructor 

having a son named Booker. I thought it was Booker T. Washington, though.” Round, brown 

eyes narrowed a bit. 

“I can probably fill in some holes for you. My mom worked at the high school, first in the 

cafeteria, then later in the library.” 

Olivia nodded; Britney swirled her wine and took a sip. 

“While my dad’s last name was…is, obviously Adams, my mom’s full name is Vera 

Washington. If she had her way, my full name would duplicate the original, the man who sought 

to peacefully unite our country, founded a university, and used education to build a bridge of 

equality.” 

For a brief second, both ladies ceased movement. 

“What?” I almost smelled my armpits. 

“Wow, that was quite eloquent. The original Booker T. was an inspirational speaker. Maybe 

you’ll carry on the tradition,” Olivia said, her tone suddenly more serious. 



Britney patted my shoulder, then looped her arm around mine. “Yep, my boyfriend here is 

one of a kind.” She winked at me. 

Glancing at her, I made a mental pause—I’d never heard her utter that term: boyfriend. I 

guess we’d never formalized any aspect of our relationship. It just happened, and that’s what 

made it feel so authentic.  

“I think I remember a Ms. Washington working in the library.” Olivia nodded while forming 

another smile. “Small world, huh?” 

“Amazing, isn’t it?” I knew of many well-known performers who’d graduated from BTW. 

Olivia was now on that list. 

“Your mom still there, helping to educate the next line of great performers?” Olivia twisted a 

curl in her hair. It was playful, while also a bit flirtatious, or so it seemed. 

“Actually, Vera—” 

“First name? She’s your mom,” Britney smacked my shoulder in a humorous manner. 

Smirking, I said, “Momma actually studied to get her RN degree while working at BTW. 

She travels the world now, responding to natural disasters, taking care of orphaned kids from 

civil wars, famine, poverty. I have to admit, she’s a pretty incredible woman.” 

I felt a hand on my left arm, not claimed by Britney at the moment, and realized that Olivia 

had slid around the small table and was now huddled next to me. It felt a bit awkward. 

“She sounds special. I feel like I need to meet her all over again.” 

I felt a buzz against my leg and reached for my cell phone. I held up a hand and stepped 

away from the girls, who continued their conversation like they were besties.  

I’d received a text from Justin, my longest friend, current landlord of my PI office just above 

his bar, The Jewel, and the brother of my first client. 

“Sis tells me the chef has not sent payment last 2 months. Might be time to pay him a visit.” 

Huffing out an annoyed breath, I knew I couldn’t ignore my core business longer than just a 

few hours, and this message related to my first case.  

I made a mental note to hunt down the chef tomorrow, then thumbed a response to Justin.  

“Im on it.” 

“Ahhh!” 

A horrific shrill pierced the pleasant buzz of conversation and dance music. I swung my 

body to a side door, where a thin girl in jeans and a pink striped button-down shirt bounced up 

and down, her face fire-engine red, hands trembling. 

A fifty-something woman, maybe a producer of some kind, ran up to the terrified girl. 

“What, what is wrong?” 

“I…I…I.” She couldn’t speak in between gasps of despair and crying. 

“Yes, spit it out, Kirsten.”  

“Girl, dressing roommmm.” Her voice shook like she was attached to a jackhammer. 

“Girl in a dressing room. What about her?” The woman, with gray highlights and blue veins 

snaking down her hands, gripped the younger girl.  

Instinctively, I edged closer. 



“Not…not…moving.” Her skin had turned ghost white. 

I think she was in shock, unable to communicate. 

“What are you trying to tell us, dear child?”  

“I…found…” 

Now just two steps in front of them, I couldn’t help but speak up. “Kirsten, can you take us 

to this girl in the dressing room?” 

Slowly her eyes shifted to mine, and she nodded twice. Then, turning her gaze back to the 

producer, she ripped away her arms and sprinted back through the door. Glancing at the 

producer, I darted out of my stance, wondering if Kirsten was having some type of nervous 

breakdown. The producer and others were on my heels, but I kept my eyes on the pink-striped 

shirt, whose body moved far quicker than her ability to communicate words. 

“Hey, slow down,” I yelled out. 

She pushed off a wall, and I noticed her penny loafers sliding a bit on the slick carpeting. 

She disappeared around a corner, and when I reached the same point and turned my head, I 

caught a blur of pink scooting left around another bend. 

Was she now trying to evade us? Racing down the hall, I wondered if her hysteria could 

have been self-induced, connected to some act she had committed, and her only way of dealing 

with it was to run away as fast as she could. 

I hung a left and the hallway was empty, not even the remnants of a shadow. I paused and 

held my breath. I didn’t hear any footsteps in front of me. Extending both arms out, I moved 

quickly down the corridor, red walls with black-framed pictures of dancers, singers, performers 

of all ages. A door on the right was open. I jumped inside and found fresh flowers, an open can 

of soda, and countless makeup tubes and canisters. Back in the hallway, I found a closed door, 

jiggled the handle. It was locked.  

“Hi…” I knocked, unsure if I’d find Kristen or someone else. 

I put an ear to the door. I heard nothing. Scooting down to the end of the hall, I hit a T, 

another hallway with numerous doors left and a single door on my right. I went right twenty feet, 

then turned into a partially-open door. 

I only saw the back of the pink striped shirt, Kirsten down on the ground, knees under her, 

rocking back and forth. I heard a whimper. 

“Are you okay?” I could feel a reverberating thump in my ear. 

Moving around her, I saw a body, a motionless girl lying on her back. 

“What happened?” I asked, kneeling down next Kirsten, looking into her eyes, tears welling 

up. She only shook her head, staring down at the girl. 

I glanced back at the girl, her eyes closed and mouth slightly open.  

“Holy Mother of Jesus.” I spotted a small hole in the girl’s forehead, just a smidge of dried 

blood around the edges.  

Suddenly, a throng of people clamored into the doorway. 

“Oh my God!” the producer exclaimed between deep breaths, at least a dozen people behind 

her stretching their necks. 



“We have a dead body. Gunshot to the head.” I looked down at the girl no longer breathing. 

My heart jumped. I knew this girl…from last week. 

“Dear God, it’s Courtney,” an accented man’s voice said. 

The musical star had suffered a wicked death. 
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