
 
 

 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

I was with Thea when she was murdered. Thea was my 

mom’s first cousin and like an aunt to me. She had just given me a 

tour of her new weekend home on a farm in Delaware. I remember 

being halfway up the ladder to the attic when she told me to watch 

for snakes. 

“Snakes?” I looked at the trapdoor in the ceiling and then 

down at Thea, standing on the pristine oak hallway, a floor I 

suddenly wished I were standing on. 

“An electrician said a snake poked its head over a rafter.” 

She smiled, her short hair fluffy like mink and the same brown as 

her eyes, the same as my hair and eyes. “Oh, but Buddy, you’ll get 

your suit pants dirty, won’t you?” 

“If I see a snake, I will.” 

“Since we’re here,” she said, “one of us should see if it’s still 

there. And I believe, cousin dear, you know which one of us I have 

in mind.” 

CEO of a growing company, Thea made a formidable older 

sister to Mac, Maryland’s governor at the time. I climbed into the 

attic, glanced around and came down to report I hadn’t seen a snake. 

“Damn,” Thea said, “I’d hoped it would poke its head out so 

you could grab it.” 

I laughed out loud. “What makes you think I’m in the habit 

of grabbing snakes that poke their heads out at me?” 

“You’ve grown up to be the most manly man I know.” 

“I’m a manly man, huh? I drink tea and eat yogurt, you 

realize.” 

That was the last thing we did at her new place.  

In her car we savored a windstorm of air-conditioning after 

being in the house without power. She stopped for gas before we 



 

 

reached the highway. I started to get out. “Sit,” Thea said, “or if you 

want to do something, get us Cokes.” 

While she was filling her tank, I waited at the store register 

looking at baby’s names on my iPad. (Lynn and I planned to get 

pregnant as soon as we survived our wedding.) I glanced out at Thea 

holding the gas nozzle into her Acura, the only car on the lot. 

Suddenly she jerked forward. Her face bounced off the car’s 

back window, her small body twisted and she slumped to the 

asphalt. I flung myself out the door. She was leaning against a tire, 

eyes closed, as I stooped down. I thought she’d had a heart attack 

until blood oozed through her blouse. 

She died before the ambulance arrived. I felt the pavement 

jolt, an earthquake centered in me and radiating out to a world 

without Thea in it. At the moment I could only recognize my feeling 

as panic. 

* * * 

Mac lived in his own waterside home rather than the 

governor’s mansion. I was staying with him because a cracked toilet 

in the townhouse Lynn and I bought had flooded its third floor, 

which caved into its second (welcome to home ownership). I worked 

my way through the maze of security cars in front of Mac’s place 

and let myself in. His wife, Kat, sat on the living room couch in a 

tank dress the same powder blue as her eyes, her legs curled to her 

side, her blond hair up in a messy way I always found sexy without 

meaning to. We’d known each other since I was in first grade, she in 

second. She was twelve years younger than Mac. 

“Mac’s upstairs, lying down,” she said quietly. 

I settled into a rocking chair.  

“I gave him a tranquilizer.” Kat clutched a tissue. “But when 

tranquilizers wear off people sometimes get depressed, so I’m not 

sure I did the right thing.” She spoke with a trace of her 

grandparents’ North Carolina accent, although I think her customary 

slowness with words, her deliberation, flowed more from 



 

 

nervousness left after a traumatic childhood. “I heard about it on the 

news, Buddy. I didn’t know it was Thea.” 

We sat in shock while the grunts and groans of Kat’s little 

boy, upstairs, segued from the recognizable roars of his dinosaurs to 

irritable whimpers clearly his own. Rudy was half the size he should 

have been at seven and couldn’t talk. I offered to go up and try to 

keep him copacetic. 

“I should give him his bath so he’ll be ready for bed,” Kat 

said. 

She uncurled and rose from the couch. I watched her toes, 

each nail painted a different color—red, yellow, blue, orange, 

green—like Crayons. “I like your toenails,” I mumbled before I 

knew I was going to say it. 

“Rudy thinks they’re the greatest thing since M&Ms.” She 

smiled through her tears and moved toward the stairs.  

My rocker creaked on the wood floor as I listened to Kat’s 

murmurs overhead, along with Rudy’s alternating shrieks of glee 

and resistance. Despite my grief, or maybe for distraction from it, I 

lapsed into my habit of trying to figure the boy out. Mac had an old 

lab named Thomas and had thought acquiring a stepson would be 

like getting a pup; but Rudy was more like a fledgling, flying away 

whenever Mac grabbed for him. I had greater patience with Rudy 

than Mac. I felt ashamed of the fact that I was glad Kat noticed it, 

even though I knew I wasn’t being patient with Rudy so she would 

notice. I wasn’t as big a bastard as all that. But I always needed to be 

every woman’s favorite, especially Kat’s. 

When darkness fell and Kat hadn’t come back down, I made 

a sandwich and carried it up to my room. Arfie, my big gray cat, 

walked out of the closet yawning. I sat on the foot of the bed and 

found Baltimore news on TV, with Thea on the screen. Rubbing a 

hand over my buzz-cut head, I stared at her as though this were my 

last chance to see her alive. Her picture disappeared, and I felt a 

flash of fury at her unknown killer: I wanted him brought to justice. 



 

 

If I’d never wanted anything more complex than that, I 

wouldn’t have been shot myself, nearly killed, three months after 

her murder.  

* * * 

The lawn behind Mac and Kat’s home sloped toward the 

bay. Lynn squeezed my hand as we stood on the grass at the back of 

a crowd of reporters and security guards braving midday sun and 

humidity. In a lightweight suit, I felt like butter melting. Despite the 

occasion, Lynn looked radiant, her auburn hair falling below the 

shoulders of a gray dress she’d worn in a church fashion show. We 

had come outside rather than stay in the house and hover at Mac’s 

back as he made his remarks. The reporters talked among 

themselves, but Lynn and I silently stared up at the deck where Mac 

was to speak. I was thinking about my brother, Henry, missing for 

nine years, although I didn’t want to make today worse by thinking 

about him. At least we knew how Thea had died. 

The French doors opened and six bodyguards stepped out, a 

bigger show of protection than Mac normally would tolerate. The 

crowd hushed as his press secretary followed, a woman I had begun 

avoiding after she’d said to me, “You do know everyone resents you 

for being the pet into whose ear Mac whispers, don’t you?” Mac and 

Kat appeared, Mac in a dark suit, his trademark shock of black hair 

hanging to one eyebrow, and Kat in a somber dress and very high 

heels to boost her nearer his height. Holding hands they walked to 

the rail, where a microphone waited. 

“I want to thank everyone for your expressions of concern 

for Kat and myself, and for all of the beautiful flowers and cards and 

baskets of fruit that have arrived. We are deeply touched. The 

memorial service for my sister…” He stopped to regain his 

composure. “The memorial service tomorrow will be private. My 

sister was private by nature. There will be a few testimonials by 

friends. I, for once in my life”—he flashed the smile that had made 

him governor at thirty-six (four long years ago, Mac would say if he 



 

 

were telling this)—“for once I will stay seated, with my mouth shut, 

and let other people who loved Thea as I did speak for me. 

“As to the cause of my sister’s death, the latest information I 

have indicates that she was the third victim in what appear to be the 

acts of a single killer shooting people at random. Kat and I send our 

condolences to the loved ones of the earlier victims, and we join 

them and everyone else in our wonderful state of Maryland and 

throughout our country in hoping and praying for an end to such 

senseless acts of violence. Thank you for coming, and good 

afternoon.” 

I was surprised that Mac had spoken with such conviction 

about a single killer. A man had been gunned down at Hunt Valley 

Centre, on the edge of Baltimore, and three weeks later a woman 

jogger killed near BWI airport with the same gun. Two weeks after 

that, Thea had been shot seventy miles from the closer of the first 

two killings. So far as I knew, the police hadn’t said whether the 

same gun was used. 

But I figured Mac needed to feel justice was imminent. 

 



 
 

 
 

   CHAPTER TWO 

 

I let myself into my mom’s apartment. She was in the 

kitchen, still in the dress she had worn to Thea’s funeral. Ma was 

forty-six but looked young enough to be my sister. I brushed my lips 

to the top of her chestnut hair, pulled back into a bun. She was 

watering an African violet at the sink and kept her eyes on it. I took 

a beer from a case I’d put in the refrigerator a few days ago.  

“I was just thinking,” Ma said softly, “when Thea and I were 

girls, we didn’t care much for each other. I’m not sure we ever got 

past that. I might have seen more of her as an adult, but I always felt 

she looked down her nose at us.” 

Ma had been a waitress all her life, except when she was a 

stripper before I was five. I wasn’t supposed to know about that.  

“Thea didn’t look down at us, Ma.” 

I glanced into the living room and was surprised to see the 

movie Picnic playing quietly on the TV: troubled drifter William 

Holden dancing with festival queen Kim Novak. “Shouldn’t we shut 

that off?” I asked. 

“It came on after another movie went off. I didn’t go looking 

for it.” 

I couldn’t help staring at the screen. In my brother Henry’s 

senior class production of the play at our high school, he’d been cast 

in Holden’s anti-hero lead, a natural for Henry. Someone had told 

Henry that Brad Pitt dropped out of college, went to Hollywood and 

started his career by driving limousines. Henry decided he could 

become a star if a kid from Missouri could. But having never acted 

in his life, he panicked in front of the audience and forgot a line, 

then forgot his next and his next, until he walked off the stage. 

“That movie made me remember I still have a box of 

Henry’s things,” Ma said. “I went down to my storage area and 

brought it up.” She pointed at a cardboard box sealed with tape on 



 

 

the dining table. “He left it when he got his first apartment. I lugged 

it along when I moved over here but never opened it all these years.” 

I switched the TV to a Seinfeld rerun and grabbed a knife 

from a kitchen drawer. Rummaging, I found the sort of junk Henry 

and I had kept in our bedroom desk: car magazines, cigarette papers, 

Playboys, a battered Lord of the Flies, a comb missing teeth. 

A sheet of notebook paper in Henry’s handwriting said “Ma” 

at the top, and below: 

 

You are the sunshine of my life. 

You are also the clouds. 

Why are so many of my days dark? 

 

I wadded up the poem as Ma stepped around the counter 

from the kitchen. 

“What’s that?” she asked. 

“Nothing.” 

“Why’d you wad it up?” 

“It’s a joke—a cartoon.” 

She reached for it. “Let me see.” 

“It’s not for women. I don’t know where it came from.” 

“Give it to me.” Ma grabbed my fist holding the poem. 

“You wouldn’t like it, Ma. What are you doing?” She tried to 

pry my fingers open. I raised my hand above my head. 

“I want to see it—it was Henry’s.” 

“Nah, Ma. It was probably mine anyway.” 

“You never drew cartoons. You’re making me mad.” She 

jumped up in the air and jabbed at my fist. “Give it to me, damn it.” 

“Ma.” 

She tried to push me down on the couch. All I needed to do 

was plant my feet. 

“You’re gonna piss me off, young man.” 

“Ma, stop it. I’m not gonna give it to you.” 



 

 

“The hell you’re not!” 

She tried to tackle me. It might have been funny under 

another circumstance. 

When she stopped trying to push me over and started crying 

in her hands, I put an arm around her shoulders, keeping my fist out 

of reach because Ma could be tricky. 

“He was my first baby! Now I only have one baby.” 

I took her into the kitchen and with my free hand started tea 

water. Ma drank hot tea year-round. She gazed at the kettle as I 

locked myself into the bathroom to shred and flush Henry’s poem. 

When I came out she was on the balcony. I sat beside her in 

a hanging swing in the early nighttime that held the day’s heat. Her 

apartment complex was rundown, but her unit had a million-dollar 

view of Back Creek. Below us a lighted wood pier cut through reeds 

to reach water deep enough to dock sailboats. 

We rocked without talking, our swing chains chirping. I 

worried about Ma living alone. She had lived alone since I’d left for 

college, but I was more aware of it lately because I would be 

married soon. She’d had boyfriends, but never one she’d wanted to 

marry who’d wanted to marry her. 

“I stopped at the mall on my way back from Thea’s funeral,” 

Ma said quietly. “I saw a man from behind who, I swear, could have 

been Henry.” 

“Ma.” 

“I know. I knew it wasn’t Henry, but I had to make sure.” 

A shackle on an anchored boat clanged against its mast as a 

yacht motored by not far beyond the pier. 

“I’m so glad to see you happy, Buddy. Your brother had 

such trouble being happy. He always seemed to think a party was 

going on somewhere and he hadn’t been invited. Maybe he just 

needed a way to differentiate himself from you, and being envious 

was it—siblings do that, you know. Henry never meant to get into 

the trouble he did.” 



 

 

We’d had this conversation a thousand times; I figured she 

would always need to have it again. 

Henry had told Ma he was quitting his job at a tire shop 

because his boss wouldn’t give him the weekend off to go to Las 

Vegas. Ma had told him he wasn’t moving back in with her, if that’s 

what he was thinking—if he quit a good job to go off to Las Vegas 

for a weekend, he might as well not come back as far as she was 

concerned. 

Henry hadn’t come back. The bed in his Las Vegas hotel 

room had been slept in when housekeeping made it up on Saturday, 

but not on Sunday, and he hadn’t checked out on Monday. His 

things were there, including his ticket home. His pickup was waiting 

at the Baltimore airport. 

Overdosed? Robbed and murdered? Killed in a fight? His 

body disposed of to avoid criminal charges? He’d told Ma he was 

going to Vegas with friends, but no one we knew went with him. 

After nine years, I figured we’d never know what happened to him. 

 



 

 

 


