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      WILL ROBIE CROUCHED shadowlike at a window in a deserted building, inside a country that was currently an ally of the United States.

    Tomorrow that could change.

    Robie had been alone in many vacant buildings in foreign lands over the years, tactically positioned at windows while holding a weapon. One did not normally kill from long distance with a sniper rifle chambered with brain-busting ordnance fired with the aid of world-class optics while people stood around and watched you do it.

    Robie was and always would be a tactical weapon. Longer-term strategies were the professional domain of others, mostly political types. These folks made good assassins, too. Only instead of bullets, they were basically bribed to enact laws by other folks with more money than was good for them. And they harmed a lot more people than Robie ever could.

    He eyed the street four stories below.

    Quiet.

    Well, that won’t last. Not after I do what I came here to do.

    A voice spoke in his ear mic. It was a slew of last-minute intelligence, and a verification of all details of the “execution plan,” which was quite aptly named. Robie absorbed all of it, just as he had so many times in the past. He processed the information, asked a few pertinent questions, and received a standby command. It was all part of the professional equation, all normal, if such things could be in a situation where the end result was someone’s dying violently.
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      HIS ESCAPE ROUTE took Robie out the fourth-floor window opposite where he had fired the shot that had killed one male adult and one female child. With his duffel over his shoulder he jumped and his booted feet landed on the gravel roof of the adjacent three-story building. He heard gunshots and then the breaking of glass.

    The bodyguards had just fired their salvos at the building he’d been in.

    Then he heard two more rapid-fire shots: bang-bang.
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      ROBIE WALKED DOWN the metal steps, and his feet hit American soil for the first time in a month. He looked straight ahead and saw the man in a rumpled trench coat standing next to the rear door of the black Suburban. It was as though a Cold War-era movie was unspooling in front of him in clickety-clack black-and-white film.

    The vehicles were always black, and they always seemed to be Suburbans. And the people were always wearing rumpled trench coats, as though they felt inclined to confirm the stereotype.

    He walked over to the SUV and climbed inside. The door closed, the trench coat got in the driver’s seat, and the Suburban pulled off.

    Only then did Robie look to his right.

    Blue Man gazed back at him.

    His real name was Roger Walton.

    But to Robie he would always be Blue Man, which had to do with his color level of leadership at the Agency. Not the highest there was, but plenty high enough for Blue Man to know all, or at least nearly all, that was going on.

    As usual he wore an off-the-rack blue suit with a red tie and a collar tab. His silver hair was neatly combed, his face freshly shaved. Blue Man was old school, professional every second of his life. Nothing rattled him. Nothing altered the ingrained habits of a long career that frequently involved killing the few to keep safe the many.

    By comparison, after an eleven-hour flight in the back of an air freighter piled high with cardboard boxes filled with products made by penny labor in faraway lands, Robie looked like a corpse. He didn’t feel professional. He really didn’t feel anything.

    Robie didn’t break the silence. He had nothing to say. Yet. He wanted to hear it from Blue Man first.

    The other man cleared his throat and said, “Obviously, it did not all go according to plan.”

    Robie still didn’t speak.

    Blue Man continued, “The intelligence was flawed. It often is over there, as you well know. But we have to work with what we have. The child was supposed to be with her mother. There was apparently a last-minute snafu. The mother abruptly changed her plans. The daughter was left at home. There was no time to abort without suspicion falling on our inside operative.”

    Everything that Blue Man had just uttered was perfectly reasonable and, Robie knew, perfectly true. And it didn’t make him feel better in the least.

    They drove for a while longer in silence.

    Finally, Robie said, “How old was she?”

    “Robie, you had no way of—”

    “How old!”

    Robie had kept his gaze on the back of the driver’s head and he saw the man’s neck muscles tighten.

    “Four,” replied Blue Man. “And her name was Sasha.”

    Robie knew she was young. So this should have come as no surprise. But the waves of nausea, of an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia, hit him like the round he’d fired around twelve hours ago. The round that had killed four-year-old Sasha.

    “Stop the car.”

    “What?” This came from the driver.

    “Stop the car.” Robie didn’t say this in a raised voice. His tone was level and calm yet managed to sound more deadly than if he had screamed his guts out and pulled an MP5.

    The driver’s gaze hit the rearview mirror and he saw Blue Man nod.

    The driver eased off the road and put the SUV in park.

    Robie had opened the door before the truck had even stopped rolling. He got out on the side of the highway and started walking along the shoulder.

    Blue Man reached over and closed the door. He eyed the driver, who was still watching him in the rearview obviously waiting for an order, perhaps to speed up and run over Robie.

    “Just follow on the shoulder, Bennett. Put your flashers on. We don’t want any accidents.”

    Bennett did so and the vehicle slowly followed Robie down the shoulder as cars and trucks whizzed by.

    “Let’s hope a cop doesn’t stop us,” muttered Bennett.

    “If one does I will handle it,” said Blue Man impassively.


      
        ———

      


      Robie walked slowly, his muscles tight, the torn skin on his arm aching like he’d been slashed with a Ka-Bar knife. He had been told sometime ago that he would need a skin graft. It looked as if that prediction had been right.

    A stiff wind pummeled him as he lumbered on; his feet felt clumsy, his senses slow. But then he hadn’t slept in nearly twenty-six hours. He had just crossed quite a few time zones and was also jet-lagged.

    And he’d killed a kid.

    He looked neither right nor left. He didn’t react when eighty-thousand-pound semis blew past him at seventy miles an hour, whipping his coat around him.

    The SUV followed Robie for a quarter of a mile before he walked back to it and climbed into the truck, and Bennett pulled onto the highway.

    “Where’s Jessica?” Robie asked.

    “She’s on assignment out of the country,” said Blue Man.

    “When will she be back?”

    “Not for a while.”

    Robie looked out the window. He needed to talk this out with Jessica Reel. She alone would be able to understand what was going on inside his head. Not even Blue Man could get all the way there.

    But there was something else. Something that needed doing as soon as possible. He could feel it in every pore of his skin, in every fired synapse of his brain.

    He blurted, “I need to get out in the field again. Fast. Whatever you have, let me do it.”

    “I’m not sure that is advisable.”

    “I need to pull the trigger again,” said Robie, his gaze now dead on Blue Man. “I need to. You must have something ready to go.”

    Blue Man cleared his throat again. “We actually have a mission that we thought would be scrubbed, but is now back on.”

    “I’ll take it.”

    “You don’t know what it is yet.”

    “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take it.”

    Blue Man let out a shallow breath and straightened his tie. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better to—”

    Robie held up his hand and his trigger finger made the pull. “This is what I do, sir. If I can’t do this, then I am nothing. I need to know that I still can.”

    “Then you’ll get the briefing papers tomorrow.” Blue Man paused. “While what happened was terribly tragic, that was not the only reason I wanted to meet with you.”

    Robie turned to look at him. “What was the other reason?”

    “It’s personal.” He glanced at the driver. “Bennett? The glass, please.”

    Bennett hit a button on the console and an inch-thick sheet of glass slid into place, sealing off the front compartment from the back.

    “Personal?” said Robie. He had nothing personal if Jessica Reel was okay.

    But no, that was wrong.

    He stiffened. “Julie? Is it Julie?”

    Julie Getty was a fifteen-year-old girl who had been catapulted into Robie’s life sometime ago in the most violent way possible. They had both nearly died in a bus explosion. Julie’s life had been put in danger more than once because of her connection to Robie. And also to Jessica Reel.

    If anything had happened to her…

    But Blue Man was already holding up his hand.

    “Ms. Getty is perfectly fine. It has nothing to do with her.”

    “Then I don’t understand what you mean by personal. Beyond them I—”
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      ROBIE SWAYED WITH the motion of the truck in which he was riding. Dust caught at his throat. The heat of the day seared through the canvas top. He felt like an egg about to be overcooked in a skillet.

    He rode with one other man. His spotter. Robie didn’t usually use a spotter, but Blue Man had insisted on one for this mission. And Robie had not felt up to challenging him.

    In the military, snipers were almost always deployed in two-person teams. A spotter added security and firepower, set up and calculated shots, kept on top of elements like wind that could vary shots. When the shooter got tired, which often happened because waiting to kill was an exhausting exercise, the team would switch roles and spotter would become sniper.

    But in Robie’s line of work, spotters were rarely used. The reasons were many, but mainly it was because he was not being sent into combat zones with other soldiers, where the two-person team made tactical sense. Rather, he was acting in a clandestine manner, dropped behind enemy lines with a cover story and localized assets. It was hard enough to do that with one person, much less two, particularly when you were going to parts of the world where no one else looked like you.

    Robie looked over at his spotter. Randy Gathers was in his early thirties with sandy hair and a freckled complexion. He was lean and compact, with a wiry build. He was also former military, as almost all of them were. He had met Robie and gone over the assignment in excruciating detail beforehand. It was in some ways like a golfer and his caddy, except the hole-in-one had a vastly different meaning in Robie’s world than it did on the PGA tour.

    Their plan was set, their cover story intact. They had arrived here on a freighter with a Turkish provenance, had left the harbor on a rickety bus and then switched to this truck while it was still dark.

    Now it was light and they would be at their next location in twenty minutes.

    Robie inched up the tent flap and peered out. His gaze went to the sky where it was partially clear, but a troublesome storm front was approaching.

    He looked at Gathers, who had his iPad out.

    “Supposed to hit tonight,” Gathers said. “Wind, rain, thunder.”

    “How much wind?” asked Robie.

    “Enough. Do we scrap it?”

    Robie shook his head. “Not our call. At least not yet.”

    The truck rumbled along and then deposited them at their next stop. They climbed into a car that was waiting for them. The trunk held the items they would need to perform the mission.

    Robie took the wheel and drove along routes he’d memorized as part of the mission brief. If they were stopped, which was a possibility, they had the necessary papers to get them through most roadblocks, without the trunk’s being searched. If that didn’t work, they had one option. To kill the people who had stopped them.

    Two roadblocks and no trunk searches later, they arrived at their destination.

    It was now growing dark, and the wind was picking up even more.

    Robie drove up to the overhead door of a large warehouse situated next to a river. Gathers jumped out, keyed in a code on a panel next to the door, and the overhead lumbered up. Robie pulled the car inside while Gathers closed the overhead door and secured it by sliding a locking arm through the roller track. They pulled out their equipment from the car’s trunk, and then Robie and Gathers scrubbed the vehicle down, removing all traces of their presence.

    After that Robie looked around the two-story warehouse. The place was cavernous and, except for them, empty. And most important, they were completely hidden from view.

    Rain started to ping off the warehouse’s metal roof.

    Robie looked up and his gaze seemed to pierce the roof and venture to the outside. He glanced over at Gathers, who was checking their equipment, his manner subdued probably by the prospect of having to perform in such adverse conditions.

    Robie glanced at his watch and then sent off a secure communication from his phone. The answer came back as he was halfway up a ladder that led to a catwalk on the warehouse’s second story.

    IT’S A GO.

    He put his phone away and continued his climb, reaching the catwalk and skirting down the narrow metal path until he reached the front side of the facility.

    Gathers followed him up with the gear, two duffel bags’ worth. They both sat down and started to assemble the tools they would need tonight to accomplish the mission.

    Spotting scope, weather and wind analyzers, and, of course, the sniper rifle.

    There was one other tool required. There were no windows up here, so Robie had to make one.

    He used the battery-powered saw to cut two holes of different sizes in the side of the metal. He used a suction cup to grip the metal, and when the cut was complete, he pulled the metal toward him and deposited it in his duffel.

    One hole was large enough for his muzzle and his scope to fit through simultaneously. The other hole was for the spotting scope to be used by Gathers.

    Each picked up their respective “weapons” and inserted them through the holes. Robie did a sweep of the street while Gathers did the same with his spotting scope. This was going to be a far longer shot than Robie’s last mission, nearly twenty-two hundred meters.

    A British soldier currently held the world record for the longest sniper shot. In 2009, he had killed two Afghan insurgents at a distance of nearly 2,500 meters. The shots were so far away that it had taken the .338 Lapua Magnum rounds nearly five seconds to reach and kill their targets.

    Robie’s shot would be almost three hundred meters less in distance. But the conditions were far from ideal, and he would be shooting in between a pair of buildings that could create a wind tunnel that might foul the shot. That was another reason that Gathers was here as the spotter. He would feed Robie all the information that he needed. All Robie had to focus on was making the kill when he pulled the trigger.

    The good thing about this shot was that the target’s security forces had never even considered the abandoned warehouse a potential threat. It was simply too far away from the event that would be taking place over a mile from here.

    Well, Robie hoped to prove them wrong about that tonight.

    Robie checked and rechecked his ammo, and then made sure his weapon was pristine and in perfect working order. While he did that, Gathers was soaking up every bit of data that would have an impact on the shot Robie had to make.

    When that was done both men sat back. They each ate a power bar, downing it with some G2.

    Gathers said, “Heard about your last mission.”

    Robie folded up the plastic wrapper from the power bar and stuck it in his duffel along with the empty plastic bottle. Plastic wrappers held fingerprints and used beverage bottles contained DNA. Though his were on no database anywhere, the key principle was that no detail was too small to be overlooked.

    “After the shot we have thirty seconds to get out of here,” Robie said. “They’ll be waiting for us with the RIB,” he added, referring to a rigid inflatable boat. “Ten-minute ride on the water, then we load onto a chopper. That’ll carry us to the harbor. We board the freighter, which leaves three minutes after we get there.”

    Gathers nodded. He knew all this, but it never hurt to run through it multiple times.

    Over the next few minutes Robie caught Gathers glancing at him and decided to just get it over with.

    “You have an issue?” he asked, staring across at the other man.

    Gathers shrugged. “You know why I’m here.”

    “To be my spotter.”

    “You work alone, Robie, everybody knows that.”

    “Not always.”

    “Almost always. You accidentally killed a kid. Could have happened to any of us.”

    “But it didn’t happen to you.”

    “I’m here because they have—”

    “Doubts? Do you have doubts that I can make this shot?”

    “Not if you’re the same Will Robie, no.”

    “But if I’m not the same Will Robie?”

    “Then I’ve been instructed to make the shot.”

    Robie sat back on his haunches. This he had not been told.

    Gathers obviously read this on his face and said, “I thought you should know. In fact, we can reverse roles now, if you want. No one will know the difference.”

    “Have you even made a shot from over two thousand meters, Gathers?”

    “Nearly so. On the practice range.”

    “Nearly so. On the practice range, where conditions are ideal.” Robie pointed upward where rain was still pinging off the roof. “These conditions are not ideal. In fact, they’re horrendous for a long-range shot. Do you still think you can make the kill here and now?”

    Gathers drew a long breath. “Yes, I think I can.”

    “Well, let’s hope we don’t have to find out because ‘I think I can’ doesn’t cut it.”
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      TWO HOURS LATER Robie got another communication.

    “It’s a final go,” he said to Gathers.

    Gathers nodded and started reading his weather instruments again and taking looks through his scope.

    Robie picked up his rifle and edged the muzzle out through the hole he’d cut. The barrel was hit by rain, but his scope was still under the roof and dry. He placed his cheek against the synthetic stock and took a look through his scope. This piece of optics was the best in the world, an engineering marvel that allowed one to see great distances with superhuman accuracy.

    “Feed me,” said Robie.

    Gathers started giving him the weather and distance information. Robie took all of this in and made corresponding and necessary adjustments to his optics. Calibrating against the weather was critical here. With the long distance that the ordnance needed to travel, the elements would have a terrific opportunity to screw the shot. And then there was gravity, which while undeniably present at every spot on earth, was also, unlike the weather, highly predictable. He sighted through it again and the glass atrium came into view.

    “It’s helpful they have a flag on top of the building,” said Gathers. “Makes the wind call easier, like a wind sock at an airport.”

    “That was why our people had it put there,” replied Robie curtly.

    He looked at his watch and adjusted his ear mic. The voice came on and updated Robie. He gazed through his scope again and people came into view.

    The party was just getting started. The man of honor would arrive in about twenty minutes. He was incredibly wealthy in the way only a man who had plundered an entire country could become. Had he remained content with that, he would not have been targeted. But he had committed the cardinal sin of deciding to fund terrorist activities that had struck directly at America and her allies. For this, Robie had been dialed up to put a stop to his heartbeat and along with it his ambitions.

    The event tonight was the man’s fifty-eighth birthday. He would not celebrate another.

    In an impoverished nation the limos gliding down the street might as well have been figments of a country’s collective imagination—or nightmare, rather. But the country had a wealthy few and they were all coming out tonight because not to do so would probably ensure their deaths.

    Since these folks had a lot more to lose than their bedraggled fellow citizens, they came, like the obedient pets they were. What good was it to be rich, if you were dead?

    “Wind call,” said Robie.

    Gathers checked his instruments and gave him the required data. Robie made the necessary adjustment on his optics. The biggest problem, he felt, was the gap between the buildings. The funneled wind there could do things that it wasn’t doing here or at the other end where the bullet would strike. He would have to penetrate glass, and unlike his last mission, at this far greater distance, the glass would have a profound impact on a bullet that had already traveled nearly a mile and a third.

    And the drop of the ordnance had to be carefully calculated. That was what the spotter, range finder, and weather conditions would determine.

    If Robie had placed his crosshairs on the target’s chest and fired, by the time the bullet had arrived nearly five seconds later, it would have struck the floor. The calculations involved were complex and there was no margin of error. It involved Newtonian dynamics, gravitational pull, and mathematical formulas that might well have confounded Einstein.

    As the time drew closer for the shot, Gathers slid over to squat to the right and slightly behind Robie. That way, using the same opening Robie was firing through, he could follow the trace of the bullet through his scope. This was necessary if the first shot did not accomplish the kill. In a combat zone there were usually opportunities for follow-up shots. In this scenario there probably wouldn’t be. If the first shot missed, people would scatter, and the target would be surrounded and pulled to safety.

    But since the bullet would take nearly five seconds to get to its target, Gathers might have the opportunity to call out adjustments to a second shot, if needed, before the first shot had even struck. If they were lucky the second shot would find its target. If they were really lucky they wouldn’t need the second shot.

    The target arrived and swept into the room. He was a big man whose appetite for food and drink neatly matched that of his desire for wealth and power. He sat down in his chair at the head of the table.

    “Vee one,” came over Robie’s ear mic.

    “Last call,” said Robie immediately.

    Gathers made his final calculations, focusing on the wind tunnel and the flag between the two buildings. He fed this information to Robie, who made the slight, nearly imperceptible changes to his optics.

    “Dialed in and locked,” said Robie. He would make no more changes. With his naked eye he looked once more at the flag. Then he settled down with his scope. From this point until the shot fired, his optics were his only eyes. He had to trust in them, like a pilot did his navigation instruments while flying through fog.

    His finger slid to the trigger guard.

    In his mind he mouthed the term, True Vee One.

    The target had picked up a glass of red wine. He was raising it up, as though to toast himself. He wore a tuxedo. The white shirt with the silver studs represented a huge bull’s-eye for Robie, but he would not be aiming there. Because ordnance dropped over distance, he was actually aiming at a spot above the target’s head. Everything was dialed in. Everything was ready to go. Gathers would tell him if the man moved from this spot.

    Everything about Robie began to relax: his blood pressure dropped, his heartbeat slowed, his respiration grew even and deep as he reached cold zero.

    Or rather all of those things should have happened.

    But they didn’t. Not a single one.

    His blood pressure was amped, his heart raced, and his breaths were more like gasps. He was stunned when, despite the coolness of the air, a drop of sweat slid down his forehead and leached into his left eye.

    He could not rub it away. Not now. He refocused. His finger moved to the trigger. Right before he touched the thinnest and most important piece of metal on his weapon—

    He saw the child.

    The little boy ran across the room and held his arms up to the man. He wanted to be picked up. The man did so, cradling the little boy against his chest.

    “Fire, Robie. Fire.”

    He thought the voice was coming from his head. But it wasn’t. It was coming from his ear mic.

    “Fire, now!”

    This order was not coming from his head or his ear mic.

    It was coming from Gathers, who squatted next to him.

    But the little boy was in his daddy’s arms. To kill him, Robie would have to kill the child.

    “Fire, Robie, fire!”

    Robie’s finger was frozen, a millimeter from the trigger.

    The shot rang out.

    Seconds later the glass tinkled and the man fell out of his chair, mortally wounded.

    Robie took his eye away from the optics and looked down at his finger. It had never touched the trigger.

    “Egress, egress!” the voice in his ear mic called out.

    Gathers was already pulling Robie to his feet.

    “Move, Robie, move.”

    In a daze Robie still managed to follow Gathers down the metal steps, their duffels over their shoulders. The next moment they were running pell-mell down narrow, dark streets toward the water.

    Robie remembered getting in the RIB.

    It took off fast and shot through the darkened water at a furious clip.

    Then came the ride in the chopper. It was brief and turbulent as hell as the storm kicked it up a notch higher.

    Ten minutes later they were hustling up the gangplank of the freighter.

    Three minutes after that the huge ship moved away from the pier and gathered speed as it headed across the bay and into vast and open ocean waters.

    Robie looked over at Gathers, who sat opposite him on the bunk in their cramped quarters.

    “The shot?”

    Gathers said, “They had a backup team in place. Just in case.”

    “You told me you would take the shot if I didn’t.”

    Gathers looked nervous. “I was under strict orders, Robie. I’m sorry.”

    Robie looked away.

    “But why didn’t you take the shot?” asked Gathers. “It was all lined up.”

    Robie looked at him incredulously. “Why didn’t I take the shot? The little boy, that’s why. He jumped right into the target’s arms an instant before I was going to fire. If I had, he’d be dead.”

    Gathers stared across at him, his features full of concern. “There was no little boy there, Robie.”

    On hearing this Robie simply stared at Gathers. But he wasn’t actually seeing the other man. He was seeing a little boy. A little boy who looked familiar, but he just couldn’t place him.

    Robie lay back on his bunk and didn’t move the rest of the trip.

    One question kept beating into his brain.

    Am I losing my mind?
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      LATE AT NIGHT.

    Washington, DC.

    A place filled with more acronym agencies than any other city on earth.

    When ordinary folks were asleep, others from these acronym platforms stayed awake keeping them safe.

    Or else spying on their fellow citizens.

    Robie walked the familiar path to the Arlington Memorial Bridge, which took him past the Lincoln Memorial. He didn’t look at the seated sixteenth president as he walked by. He had a lot to think about. And the darkness, with a bit of rain thrown in, had always been a good place for him to think.

    He reached the bridge, walked halfway across it, and then stopped and gazed down at the white-capped Potomac. No jets flew overhead following the river to their final destination, because Reagan National was closed due to nighttime sound ordinances.

    The wind-swept swirling waters far below neatly matched what he was thinking. It was all a mess inside his head.

    He had royally screwed up a mission. He had seen a child where there was no child. He had apparently hallucinated in the middle of a mission—a first for him. Hell, probably a first in Agency history.

    And, inexplicably, cold zero had never materialized for him. He stared down at his hands. They were trembling. He touched his forehead where the sweat bead had meandered before hitting him in the eye. Unless he figured this out, he was done. He couldn’t do his job. Which meant he was nothing.

    Officially, he had been placed on leave. Until he got things straightened out in his head, if he ever did, Robie would not be going back into the field.

    He stared down at the waters, and in their murky depths he once more saw the face. Only now he realized he had taken Sasha and, in his mind, changed her gender, moved her a thousand miles away, and given her another father, and along with it a reason for him not to take the shot.

    He should have known something was wrong. How could he have seen a little boy in his father’s arms if his scope was aimed at a spot above the man’s head?

    His mouth dried up and his hands shook with the thought of it. He couldn’t imagine his mind playing a trick like that on him. Never. But now that it had, Robie could never be sure that it wouldn’t do so again. And because of that, he could never again completely rely on the one person he always thought he could:

    Me.

    “Have you reached any conclusions?”

    Robie turned to see Blue Man standing on the other side of the bridge.

    He had stepped out from the shadow of the pedestal upon which sat a large sculpture of a horse and rider. There were actually two of these Arts of War sculptures, one on each side of the bridge entrance on the DC side, called Valor and Sacrifice. These were fitting subjects for a bridge that led directly to the nation’s most hallowed military burial grounds at Arlington National Cemetery. There was a lot of valor and ultimate sacrifice in that place.
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      ROBIE ENDED UP taking a flight to Atlanta and then made a connection to Jackson, Mississippi.

    From there Robie could have taken a puddle jumper to Biloxi, but decided to rent a car at the Jackson airport and drive the nearly three hours due south to Cantrell. It was a journey that would stop only a few miles before he would plunge into the Gulf of Mexico. He figured he could use the drive to get acclimated to where he was now. And it wasn’t like his father was going anywhere.

    He drove along State Route 49, which cut a diagonal path toward Gulfport.

    The state was comprised mostly of lowlands, its highest point under a thousand feet, and nearly 70 percent of it still covered in forested lands. He passed by farmland filled not with cotton or soybeans but rather with sweet potatoes, the state’s most valuable crop by acre. And then there were the chickens. There were nearly forty times more chickens in Mississippi than people. And Robie saw a few thousand of them on his drive down.

    And Lord knows he smelled them, too!

    Mississippi was a strange amalgam of vital statistics ranking near the bottom of all fifty states in many important categories. Yet while it was the poorest of the states, its citizens gave more per capita to charities than their wealthier sister states. And they also were the most religious of all Americans. Indeed, Mississippi’s constitution prohibited anyone who denied the existence of a supreme being from holding public office. Although this article was technically rendered unenforceable by federal law, the good folks of the Magnolia State apparently did not believe in the separation of church and state, and they most assuredly did not want to be led by a nonbeliever.

    But not long before Robie had left home, this same overtly God-fearing state had authorized offshore casino gambling, and the gaming industry was flourishing. Apparently, one could believe in a supreme being and yet not feel too badly about relieving folks of their hard-earned money at the craps table.

    Blacks had constituted the majority of the population until the commencement of two mass migrations, first north and then west over the course of sixty years starting in 1910. This exodus was largely to get away from the oppressive effects of the Jim Crow laws passed after the Civil War. These laws effectively kept freed blacks as downtrodden as when they were slaves. Jim Crow laws went on for over a century, and the pernicious reprecussions were still clearly felt today.

    Robie kept driving and looking around at a place that in many ways seemed exactly the same as when he had left. More than half the residents here still lived in rural areas. He passed many a small town that was gone before you could blink five times. His trip for the most part paralleled the course of the Pearl River, one of the major waterways in the state. The last section of the Pearl River split Mississippi from Louisiana.

    As a boy Robie had become very familiar with the Pearl: swimming in it despite its sometimes dangerous and unpredictable currents, pulling fish from its depths, and gliding in an old wooden skiff over its mossy-green backwater surface.

    Nice memories.

    Nice but faded.

    At least they used to be.

    He turned off Route 49 and headed southwest. He saw a “Dummy Line” road sign. Dummy Lines were abandoned railroad tracks, not for passenger trains, but to carry lumber when the boom was going on. The boom was long gone, but the signs remained because no one had bothered to take them down. It was just how it was here.

    A half hour later he hit the town limits of Cantrell at exactly one in the afternoon. Interstate 10 was to the north of him and Highway 59 to the west. He was closer to the Louisiana border than he was to Gulfport. The weather was warm and the air full of moisture as befitting a state with a subtropical climate, which accommodated short, mild winters and long, humid summers. Growing up here Robie had seen snow fall twice. The first time, not knowing what it was, four-year-old Robie had run screaming into the house to escape its effects. He had survived hurricanes, F5 tornados, and intense flooding, as had all southern Mississippians.

    He had survived all sorts of things that had arisen in the small town, the population of which had been 2,367 when he had left. The population now stood at three short of 2,000, or so the town’s welcome sign had proclaimed.

    To Robie, it was a wonder the place was even still here. Perhaps those remaining had no way to get out.

    Or lacked the will even to try.

    His shiny rental stood out in a sea of dusty pickup trucks as well as old Lincolns, Furys, and wide-trunked Impalas, although there was a cherry-red late-model Beemer parked at the curb in front of a storefront advertising the best deep-sea fishing known to man.

    It had been twenty-two years since he had left this place, and he swore that nothing he could see had changed much. But of course it had.

    For one, his father was in jail for murder.

    Unless it had been moved, Robie knew exactly where the town’s stockade was. He drove in that direction, ignoring folks staring at the newcomer. He imagined there weren’t many of those. Who would travel all this way to get to a place like Cantrell?

    Well, I did.
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      THE TOWN JAIL was in its old location, though it had been spruced up some and fortified with more bars and steel doors. Robie parked his car, got out, and stared up at the brick front with the heavy metal door and barred windows. He had on jeans, a short-sleeved shirt with the tail out, and a pair of scuffed loafers. He slipped his sunglasses into his front shirt pocket.

    The sign next to the door required visitors to hit the white button. He did. A few seconds later, the voice came out of the squawk box that was bolted to the doorjamb. The words were spoken slowly and each seemed to be drawn out to the absolute limit of their pronounceable length. Growing up here Robie sometimes felt he had never heard a consonant, certainly never an r. And while n’s and g’s at the ends of words were clearly seen on paper they were—like children and lunatic relations—never, ever heard.
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      ROBIE HAD A few hours to kill before meeting Taggert at Momma Lulu’s on Little Choctaw, a place he knew was three streets over from the jail. He decided to spend the time exploring his old hometown.

    He pointed his rental back the way he had come, conscious again of the faces peering at him from all corners. He might as well have been driving in a lunar rover for all the attention he was getting. Tourism apparently wasn’t a thriving industry here, not that he had expected it to be.

    Robie quickly left the tiny downtown area of Cantrell. A half hour later he turned down a narrow dirt lane that ended at the rim of a small homestead.

    He had not chosen this place by chance. This had been his home growing up.

    The house was old and small, about nine hundred square feet, and directly behind it was a two-story barn topped by a hayloft. It was set on twenty mostly treed acres, though the Robies had raised their own vegetables in a large kitchen garden, grew some corn for sale, and also kept a few horses and cows. And of course chickens.

    The front yard was dirt; the bushes and other minimal landscaping had gone to seed. The front porch was sagging. And if that wasn’t enough evidence for Robie that his ramrod-straight father no longer called this place home, three little shirtless black boys were running in circles in the front yard, while their twenty-something mother in cutoff jean shorts and a white tank top hustled after them.

    The woman stopped running when Robie pulled up and got out of the car. The three children crowded next to their mother’s broad hips and warily watched his approach, their eyes big as bottle caps.

    “Can I help you?” asked the woman, taking a step back and drawing her kids with her. “My husband’s right inside cleanin’ his gun,” she added, in the form of a clear warning. “He just done him some huntin’,” she added. “Kilt him some things.”

    Robie looked over her shoulder. “I used to live here a long time ago. My father Dan Robie owned the place. How long have you been here?”

    She looked a bit confused and then, as he expected, realization spread over her features. “Robie? Dan Robie is your daddy?”

    Robie nodded and again looked toward the house. “So did you buy this place from him?”

    “Uh-uh. We moved in two years ago, but we bought it from the Harpers. They headed on up to Chattanooga.”

    Robie nodded. “Okay, thanks.” He turned and walked back to his car.

    The woman called after him, “Your daddy done kilt a man.”

    He turned back around. “So I heard.”

    He drove off in a swirl of dust. In the rearview he saw the woman hustle inside, no doubt to tell her hunter husband all about it.

    He headed back to Cantrell thinking that he should have asked the woman if she knew where his father now lived. But he hadn’t, so he would have to gain that information some other way. He could ask people in town. It was small enough that someone would know. But he didn’t want to do that, either. After Taggert and then the young mom, he had grown weary of seeing the looks on people’s faces when he identified himself as the son of a murderer.

    Alleged murderer, he mentally corrected.
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      WILLOW HALL HAD been aptly named nearly two centuries ago, because there had been a line of willow oaks on both sides of the long drive heading up to the house. Or so Robie had been told—the trees had died away many decades before he had been born. The cause had been the drying up of an underground spring that fed the willows’ thirsty roots.

    In their place had been planted longleaf pines that could tolerate drier conditions and were a native species. They ran in columns eighty feet high on both sides of the pebbled drive that curved in several stretches before straightening as one approached the house.

    THE WILLOWS.

    Robie saw that name on the mailbox.

    And then below that the name ROBIE was painted in neat white letters. He could envision his perfectionist father painting every one of them using a ruler to get the spacing exactly right.

    He turned his rental down the drive bracketed by the majestic longleaf pines that had canopies enormous enough to block out the sun.

    As he turned into the straightaway he could see it.

    Willow Hall was a majestic antebellum mansion built when James Monroe was president of the United States. Six columns supported the high, long front porch as well as the upper porch. That same architectural feature ran down both sides of the manor and also on the back verandah. Chimney brick stacks rose from the slate roof, and black shutters bracketed the five front windows, three up and two down with the lower ones on either side of the front door.

    Parked in the circle in front of the mansion was a dark blue late-model Volvo station wagon with a booster seat in the back.

    Robie stopped his car and climbed out.

    A few moments later a woman about Robie’s age rushed out of the house, a small boy on her right hip. She wore high heels and nearly tripped going down the plank front steps before regaining her balance. She was tall, and though probably normally lean, still carried some of the baby weight in her torso. Her swirl of blonde hair just touched her clavicle. She had sunglasses on and a large bag slung over her left shoulder. She fumbled in the bag for her car keys.

    “You need some help?” he asked.

    She froze and looked over at him. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

    She had found her keys and he could see that she gripped them so that one was protruding between her fingers, as a weapon. His father had probably taught her that, because he had showed Robie how to do the very same thing.

    Her speech and lack of an accent told him that she was not native to Cantrell, and probably not even Mississippi.

    He looked over her shoulder at the house. “This place brings back memories.”

    “Why?”

    “I dated a girl who lived here once. Laura Barksdale.”

    She used her free hand to nudge her sunglasses down a bit to get a better look at him.

    Robie was not as tall as his father, but the two did resemble each other. Everyone had always said the son took after the father.

    His personality more closely tracked his mother. At least he thought so.

    “Who are you?” she said again, but Robie could tell in her look that she had noticed the resemblance to his father.

    “Will Robie,” he said. “Who are you?”

    “Well, I guess technically I’m your stepmother, Victoria.”

    Robie took a step forward and looked at the child who hadn’t said a word, but was staring at Robie with one of his fingers in his mouth. As he gazed at the boy Robie saw features that were very familiar. He saw his father. He saw himself. And he also saw some of the woman in the little face.

    “Yours?” he asked, indicating the child, though he thought the answer plain enough.

    “Yes, and your father’s, which means he’s your stepbrother.”

    “Technically,” added Robie. “How old is he?”

    “Ty is two, but he’ll turn three in just a couple of months.”

    Robie stiffened a bit. “Ty?”

    “His full name is Tyler. But we call him Ty.”

    Robie flinched again. Tyler was his middle name.

    She noted this apparently, because she said, “Will Tyler Robie. That’s your full name.”

    “Did my father tell you that?”

    She suddenly looked uncertain. “No…I saw it somewhere.”

    So Dad never talked about me. Robie was not surprised by this. But he named his son Tyler.

    It wasn’t a family name. His mother, he’d learned, had named him Will, after her beloved uncle. But Robie’s father had selected the middle name. He told his son it was the name of a man he’d served with in Vietnam. He said he’d been the toughest sonofabitch he’d ever known. He later told his son he wanted him to be just as tough. Robie had obviously failed at that. At least in his father’s eyes.

    “We didn’t know you were coming here,” she said, interrupting Robie’s thoughts.

    “That’s because I didn’t tell anyone.”

    “You know about your father, then?”

    “I went over to the jail and waited. Apparently, he didn’t want to see me. Is that where you’re going? The jail?”

    “I’ve already been this morning. I’m taking Tyler to the doctor and I’m running late.” She looked uncertain again. “You look like your father, but can I see something to prove you are who you say?”

    He took out his driver’s license and showed it to her.

    He said, “My dad has a scar on his back. Shrapnel wound from Vietnam. It’s in the shape of a backwards J. He has one gold tooth in the back, bottom row. And he’d take two fingers of Glenlivet over a beer any day.”

    She smiled. “He got the scar fixed with plastic surgery and the gold tooth with a synthetic implant. But he’d still take the scotch over the beer.”

    “Good to know.”

    Victoria glanced over her shoulder. “Look, you’re welcome to stay here until I get back. Priscilla is our housekeeper. She can see to you if you’re hungry or anything.”

    “That’s okay. I would like to take a look around. I have someplace to be at five, but after that I’d like to meet with you if that’s okay.”

    “Where have you been all this time, Will?” she blurted out.

    He didn’t answer right away. “Living my life.”

    She looked down at the pebbled drive. “I guess you’re surprised he has a wife and young child.”

    “No, not really. He was obviously living his life, too.”

    “He never said what happened between you two.”

    “I would imagine not. He’s a private person.”

    “I have to go, but I’ll call Priscilla from the car and let her know you’ll be around. And after your five o’clock thing, why don’t you come back here for dinner?”

    “You don’t have to do that.”

    “I never do anything I don’t want to do, you’ll see that about me soon enough. Say seven thirty? I’m not from around here, but I can cook a damn good southern meal if I choose to.”

    Robie nodded. “Okay, I’ll see you then.” He looked at Tyler. “You said you’re taking him to the doctor. Is he okay? He doesn’t look sick.”

    “Ty has some…challenges,” she said, gently pressing down a cowlick on the boy’s head and giving the spot a kiss. Then she strapped her son in the booster, climbed into the driver’s seat, and kicked up some pebbles as she sped off.

    Robie watched them go for a bit and then walked the grounds of the Willows. He remembered the place as being meticulously maintained, because the Barksdales had come from money and Henry Barksdale had worked hard at maintaining his ancestral home.

    Robie’s father had obviously kept the grounds in excellent condition. A few features had been added, like a swimming pool, a stone pavilion, and a fenced-in kitchen garden.

    Whether the Barksdales had done this after Robie left Cantrell, or his father had, or some owner in between, he didn’t know. He still couldn’t understand how his father had come to own such a place. Even in Cantrell, where the cost of land and living were preposterously low, this place would not come cheap to own or maintain.

    He stood at a spot near a stacked rock wall at the rear of the property. He took in a lungful of air, and the briny smells from the nearby Gulf filled his nostrils. Growing up here he hadn’t thought there was any other kind of air.

    It had been at this spot that Laura Barksdale and he had made their plans. He had already reached his full height and his shoulders were broad and his muscles hard from year-round sports. In addition to football, Robie had played basketball and run track. You could do that back then, especially in a small town like this where there weren’t enough young men to fill the various teams.

    Laura was a brunette who wore her hair short. She was slender and of average height. They both had been popular in high school, he for his athletics and good looks, and she for her intelligence, kindness, and beauty, and in spite of her prestigious family, which some at Cantrell High held against her. She had been nice to everyone, but Robie had always felt there was something she was not telling him. He caught it in a look, in something she said. Sometimes, simply in her silence. But then she would push away whatever seemed to be bothering her and come back to him. He had asked her many times to confide in him. But she would only smile, shake her head, and say that she had told him everything. And then they would kiss and the teenage Robie would forget about everything else.

    Yes, they had made plans for their future. Together. Only they would never come to pass.

    As he finished his exploration of the rear grounds and headed back toward the house, he caught a glimpse of a face at one of the upstairs windows before it was gone.

    The face was lined and the skin the same color as Deputy Taggert’s eyes.

    Priscilla.
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      ROBIE STEPPED UP onto the porch and knocked on the door. The heat of the day was bearing down on him; it was a humid heat, unlike the desert kind he’d recently been in. He’d take dry over wet. The humidity just sucked everything right out of you. He remembered how his mother would take a bath in the morning and then again in the afternoon for that very reason.

    He heard feet coming down the set of grand stairs he remembered that flared out at the bottom, and that he also remembered were set right in the center of the substantial foyer.

    The door opened and there was the face he had glimpsed a minute ago. Priscilla was in her early sixties, about five feet four inches tall, thickset, with straight graying black hair tied back in a severe bun. She had on a maid’s outfit, and her feet were encased in worn, soft-soled shoes, the kind that nurses wore, only black.

    “You Will Robie?” she said immediately, almost fiercely.

    “I am.”

    “I’m Priscilla. I take care’a your daddy’s home.”

    “Nice to meet you.”

    “Nice to meet you. Ms. Victoria said you was around. Liked to knock me over when she said so.”

    “How long have you been helping my father?”

    “Four years now.”

    “Do you mind if I come in and look around a bit?”

    She opened the door wider and moved aside, shutting the door after he entered the foyer.

    She stared up at him. “You handsome, like your daddy. Though not as big. But you not too scrawny. You look like you can take care’a yourself.”

    Robie was gazing around at the rooms bleeding off the entrance hall. The furnishings were tasteful, solid, everything situated just so. His father’s doing, most certainly. But he could see a bit of Victoria, perhaps, in the fresh-cut flowers and colorful drapes and throw pillows. And the artwork that ranged from simple to substantial carried a whimsical feel that he just didn’t see his Marine father possessing.

    His gaze dropped to Priscilla. “Can you tell me what happened? Why my father’s in jail for killing Sherman Clancy?”

    “I just made a pitcher’a tea. You want some?”

    “Is it sweet tea?”

    She looked at him funny. “Is there any other kind?”

    She led him into the large, sunny kitchen with blackened beams across the ceiling. Priscilla poured out two glasses of sweet tea, and they sat at a round cedar table in front of a bay window overlooking the rear grounds.

    Robie took a sip of his drink and couldn’t keep his face from puckering as the truckload of sugar walloped his taste buds.

    Priscilla took a long drink of her tea and smacked her lips before saying slyly, “You been gone from Mississippi a long time?”

    “Yes, I have,” said Robie, putting the glass down.

    “Sherman Clancy,” said Priscilla, watching him closely.

    Robie leaned in a bit and met her gaze directly. “I’d appreciate all that you can tell me.”

    “Sherman Clancy wasn’t a good man. But truth is, I ain’t see him as no killer, neither.”

    “Why not?”

    She took another gulp of tea. “You want something to eat?”

    “No, I’m good.” He watched her expectantly.

    “Clancy was in with those casino boys. Those junkyard dogs drain every cent from you and laugh all the way to the bank while they givin’ you another watered-down glass of whiskey cost ’em ten cents and they sell for ten dollahs.”

    “But he wasn’t a killer?”

    “What he mostly was, was fat and drunk. Doubt he’d have the energy or what you need upstairs to kill nobody and then get away with it.”

    “And Janet Chisum?”

    “Didn’t know her. Her family ain’t here too long. Seem nice ’nuff. Saw ’em drivin’ to church on Sundays. That’s all they got to keep ’em now. God’s love. He’ll see those poor folks through this, yes he will. When I lost my baby, God was with me all the way.”

    Robie’s mind went back to the tragic image of Sasha toppling dead to the floor. “How’d your child die?” he asked a moment later.

    “Was livin’ up near Hattiesburg back then. Big old rattler done got my Earl when he was just a little boy. Went over to the county hospital but the man there said there was nothin’ they could do and I’d best take him over the clinic near where we lived. So’s I took him there, but they told me the county hospital was the only place ’round got the serum for the rattler. Earl died in my arms in the car on the way back to the county hospital. I walked into that place holdin’ my dead son and you know what that same man done told me?”

    “What?”

    “That he ain’t remember me comin’ in. That I must’ve made some mistake. That I must not be right in the head. And that I needed to take my boy’s body outta there right that very second, ’cause it was upsettin’ his staff.” She shook her head. “Upsettin’ his staff? Hear them words till I breathe my last.”

    “Why wouldn’t they treat your son?”

    She glanced up at him. “What planet you livin’ on? White hospital, black boy. You from Mississippi. You forget how it is down here? And this was over forty years back.”

    “You could’ve taken the hospital and the man to court. Hell, had him tried for criminal negligence or something.”

    “Oh, thank you for tellin’ me, Mr. Will Robie,” she replied in feigned astonishment. “You mean all I got to do was get me a lawyer and go to court and then they got to get to work on savin’ my baby? Why ain’t I think’a that? Oh, but he was already dead.”

    “The point is the man should have been punished for what he did.”

    “Oh, he was. You ain’t let me get to that part. He died sudden like just a few weeks later.”

    “How?”

    “Somebody done shot him.”

    “Who?”

    “My husband, Carl. That why I ain’t got no more husband. They executed him over at the state penitentiary. I was there watchin’ him when he went. Had a smile on his face.”

    “I’m sorry, Priscilla. None of that should have happened.”

    Priscilla finished her tea and said, “Water under the bridge. Can’t do nothin’ ’bout it now ’cept pray to God the next life is better’n this one. So they say your daddy done killed Sherman Clancy, but I don’t believe that for one little minute.”

    “How was Clancy killed?”

    Priscilla pointed to her neck. “Slit from ear to ear. Newspaper say it was a knife like the military use.”

    “And my dad was in the Marines.”

    “Well, lots of folks down here served in the military. And lots of folks got them knives like that.”

    “Where was he found?”

    “In his car, down by the Pearl. He got himself one’a them Bentley cars. Only one hereabouts, I can tell you that. ’Bout a half mile from his house. Lonely old swamp road. Hell, what other kind’a swamp road is there?”

    “TOD?”

    “What?” she said looking confused.

    “Time of death,” said Robie quickly, while Priscilla continued to stare at him suspiciously.

    “’Bout one in the mornin’, paper said.”

    “No other suspects? What about his family? Lots of time family members kill each other.”

    “Well, he ain’t got no family in Cantrell ’cept for Pete. His children from his first marriage are all grown and moved off.”

    “First marriage?”

    She nodded. “He divorced his first wife, married another lady, and they had Pete. Then Clancy divorced her too, but Pete still lived with his daddy.”

    “And the ‘junkyard dogs’ he did business with in the casinos? Could they have killed Clancy?”

    She pointed a stubby finger at him. “‘Now that’s ’xactly what I done said. What ’bout them? But I guess the police checked that out. And maybe they got themselves alibis. But they could’a hired somebody to do it. Maybe Clancy and them had a fallin’-out, or he was caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Or they was doing somethin’ criminal-like, and he found out. Could be anythin’.”
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      ROBIE WALKED BACK to his car, glancing once at the house where he, again, caught Priscilla eyeing him from an upstairs window. She didn’t look pleased, and he knew she was not happy with him. But then again, she seemed loyal to his father. And though he didn’t think much of the man, she apparently did.

    He looked past the house to the rear grounds, where he had held Laura Barksdale in his arms on that hot, humid night in June.

    They had sworn their undying love to each other in a way only the teenage heart could apparently manage. Robie had always intended to leave Cantrell, and when he shared his plan with Laura she had immediately asked Robie to take her with him. Everything seemed perfect.

    Robie had his rusty Chevrolet packed with his few belongings. He had gone to the prearranged spot the next night. He had waited for Laura to come. He had waited for three hours. She never showed up.

    Afraid that something had happened to her, he had driven his old clunker to this very place, parking well out of sight. He had snuck up to the front of the house, his eyes lifting to the second floor of the well-lighted façade till they came to the third window on the left—Laura’s bedroom. The light was on. Her silhouette was clear against that backdrop.

    She was not coming. Her undying love had apparently lasted fewer than twenty-four hours.

    Robie had gone back to his car, and—once more with the shortsightedness and accompanying stubbornness that came with being only eighteen years old—he got in his car and started driving. And he didn’t stop until the next morning. Then he ate, slept in his car, and kept driving until the Atlantic Ocean came into view.

    He had written her over the next couple years imploring her to join him but had never received a reply. He had called the house, but no one had ever answered. He had left messages, but she had never called him back. Despite all that, he told himself that he would come back and get her. That they would be together.

    But life had gotten in the way, and the love he held for her had slowly faded. The years had zipped by. And he had never returned to Mississippi.

    Until now.


      
        ———

      


      He started his rental and drove down the pebbled drive.

    His father had remarried, and his new wife was Robie’s age.

    And they have a young son named after me who doesn’t talk.

    The one person he had not thought of while he had been here was his mother. He had come to believe that he had no reason to think of her. She had abandoned him. She had made a choice that had not included him, and had left him with the near-mad Marine turned country lawyer who fervently believed that boys were meant to be tough. And whatever method you used to make them tough was just fine. And if it came close to killing the boy, well, then even better.

    Laura had her own family problems, though she had never made Robie privy to exactly what they were despite his pleading with her to confide in him. Her natural positivism had been often tempered by painful bouts of melancholy. Hence the plan to leave Cantrell and start their lives over somewhere else.

    Only Robie had never envisioned driving halfway across the country alone.

    In many ways he had been alone ever since.

    He drove back into town on roads that had heat rising off them like mist from a warm pond on a cool morning. He cranked up the air-conditioning and let the cold air pound away at the sweat beads on his face.

    There was still so much he didn’t know.

    How Victoria had met his father and then married him. What her background was.

    How his father had become the judge here.

    How he could afford a place like the Willows.

    He had no idea why Sherman Clancy had not been convicted. He didn’t know anything about the case against his father beyond the sketchy details Blue Man had provided. But he was hoping that Sheila Taggert would fill him in when they met at five o’clock.

    He kept his car pointed back toward town and was there thirty minutes later. It wasn’t that far as the crow flew, but the roads here did not take the crow’s route. They were in poor condition and tended to ramble rather than run straight and true back to downtown Cantrell, as though the folks around here had all the time in the world.

    And maybe they did.

    He parked near Momma Lulu’s on Little Choctaw and started walking. He had a little time before he would meet Taggert and he needed a place to stay.

    There had been a small hotel on Dubois Street when he was growing up here. He walked that way, his duffel slung over his shoulder. Dubois Street was still there, but the hotel wasn’t. In its place was a large hole in the dirt with a corresponding gap like a missing tooth in the establishments that ran the length of Dubois on both sides.

    Robie stood in front of this gap studying the empty space and wondering what had happened.

    “Burnt to the damn ground,” said a man’s voice.

    He turned around and saw a stooped, elderly couple standing there. He was dressed like a farmer with coveralls, a denim shirt, and old brogans on his feet, but in an odd juxtaposition, a tweed cap was perched jauntily on his head. She wore a polka-dot dress with sandals and the thickest pair of eyeglasses Robie had ever seen. They looked to be in their eighties, or nineties. Or hundreds. Robie couldn’t be sure.

    The woman looked at her companion severely. “Cussing is trashy, Monroe Tussle.”

    Monroe looked at Robie and grinned, showing off finely sculpted veneers. “Sixty-nine years we’ve been married and she still calls me by both my names.”

    “Got to, if I want to get your attention, like most men of a certain age,” she shot back. “Meanin’ any man that’s been married mor’n a year.”

    “Why, you’ve had my attention ever since you accepted my proposal of marriage, Eugenia.”

    Eugenia said, “Sweet-talkin’ men, nothin’ but poison!” But she patted his arm and looked pleased at his words.

    Robie figured they had been making this same exchange for the last thirty years, maybe longer. They were evidently practiced at it. He pointed to the gap.

    “So it burned to the ground. When?”

    “Oh, ’bout, what Eugenia, say ten years ago?”

    “’Bout that, yes. Lightnin’, they say.” She let her voice sink. “But I always said it was mor’n that.”

    “Insurance money,” added Monroe with a knowing look.

    She jabbed him in the arm with her finger. “I was tellin’ the story.”

    “And they didn’t rebuild it?” asked Robie.

    The couple looked surprised by this. Monroe said, “Never saw the point, son. If they had mor’n two paying guests at any one time, they’d be considered full up and hang out the NO VACANCY sign.”

    Eugenia eyed Robie’s duffel. “You lookin’ for a place to stay, hon?”

    “I am.”

    “Rooms overtop’a Danby’s Tavern on Muley Road, you know where that is?”

    “I do.”

    Monroe squinted at him. “You from ’round here, son?”

    “Not anymore,” said Robie. He thanked them and headed to Muley Road.

    He reached it five minutes later.

    Eugenia Tussle had not been entirely accurate. There weren’t rooms above Danby’s Tavern; there was just one room. It was empty until Robie rented it, paying in cash so he did not have to reveal his name. However, he was sure that by now pretty much everyone in Cantrell knew who he was. The owner of Danby’s, a large man with a rough beard and thick, muscular hands, passed him the key.

    “Stayin’ long?” he asked.

    Robie shrugged. “Not sure.”

    He took his duffel up to the room, unpacked his few items into a rickety bureau, sat on the bed, and gazed out the window onto the street below.

    Part of Robie, perhaps most of him, wanted to drive to Jackson and climb on a plane and fly back to DC. His father didn’t want to see him. Robie didn’t see any reason to be here. Yet he wasn’t going to leave.

    He checked his watch. Nearly five.

    He washed up in the small bathroom, changed his clothes, and left his room, locking the door behind him. He hurried down the steps, and his shoes hit the planks of the first floor of Danby’s Tavern.

    There were three customers in the tavern now. They were all young men. And they were all looking at him from behind reddened eyes as their thick hands clasped nearly empty beer bottles. Behind the counter, a young woman glanced once at the men and then over at Robie. Her look told him all he needed to know.

    She was afraid. For him.

    Danby’s owner was nowhere to be seen.

    That figured.

    When he headed to the door, the three men rose as one and blocked his way.

    They were all Robie’s size or bigger. Youngish, in their early twenties. He would have been gone from Cantrell probably before they were born. They wore jeans and T-shirts and were broadly muscular, smelling of sweat and beer. And testosterone about to be unleashed.

    Robie looked at the one in the middle. His arrogant features and his positioning slightly forward of his two companions told Robie he was the designated leader, like the head wolf in a pack.

    “Can I help you?” he said.

    The man replied, “Will Robie?”

    Robie said nothing but he answered with a slight nod.

    “Your daddy is a killah.”

    “Not until the court says he is,” replied Robie.

    He had already positioned himself so that his angled silhouette provided less of a target and his weight was forward on the balls of his feet but still balanced enough to ward off an attack. As his gaze took in all three of his opponents, his hands and arms relaxed but his quads and calves were tightened, like a spring about to be released. If it came to it, he knew exactly how he would do this. The plan had formed in his mind without his really having to think about it.

    He could tell they were amateurs, with no time even in the military. Otherwise, they would not be lined up in front of him like tenpins.

    “He killed my daddy!” said the leader.

    “You’re Sherman Clancy’s son?” Robie replied in a calm, level tone. He never chose to fight, and if he could defuse the situation he would.

    “Damn right I am.”

    “I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

    The man snorted. “That’s right good comin’ from family of the man who killed him.”

    “I’ve been gone a long time. I knew nothing about this until recently. But we need to let the court decide what happens to my father. It’s just better all around. It’s how it has to be.”

    The man pointed a finger in Robie’s face. “You bein’ here ain’t welcome.”

    Robie felt his patience start to slip a bit. At this rate, he might be here all night.

    “I go to lots of places I’m not welcome.” This was one of the most honest statements Robie had uttered since being in the bar.

    This comment seemed to befuddle all three of them. And once the brain was taken aback, that left only one alternative for punks like these: They would try to accomplish with their fists what they couldn’t with their brains. And Robie had actually intended this, because he had an appointment to keep and just wanted to get this over with.

    Clancy’s son broke off his beer bottle against a table edge and brandished it in front of Robie.

    Only Robie was no longer there.

    He had moved to his right, knelt, gripped the inside leg of the man next to Clancy’s son, ripped it off the floor, and then propelled him sideways into the other two. As they were all going down to the floor Robie reached over and snagged the hand holding the beer bottle. He bent it backward until Clancy’s son screamed and let go. He threw the bottle to the side, stepped back, and prepared for what was coming next.

    Clancy’s son pushed off the floor and came at Robie. Another mistake. They should have regrouped and attacked him together from different flanks. But they were stupid and they couldn’t really fight.

    Robie was now sure he would not be late for his meeting with Taggert.

    One punch to the face, a shot drilled right into his nose with the base of Robie’s rigid palm torqued off a V-shaped arm for max power, followed by an elbow strike delivered directly to the right kidney sent the man to the floor. He did not get back up, because the blow to the face had knocked him out. The busted face and bruised kidney would be pains he would suffer later when he came to.

    The second man bull-charged Robie and managed to get his thick arms around Robie’s waist. His plan, no doubt, was to lift his opponent off the floor and smash him against the wall. The flaw in his strategy was leaving Robie’s arms free. Robie slammed both palms against the man’s ears, which are quite sensitive appendages of the body. The man screamed, let Robie go, and dropped to all fours. Robie gripped the back of the man’s neck and jerked the head down at the same time he delivered a brutal knee strike upward to the chin, which cost his opponent two teeth, and knocked him flat on his ass and out for the count.

    The third man did the smart thing—he ran for it. Robie could hear his boots clattering on the plank porch before they hit pavement and were gone.

    Robie looked down at the two unconscious, bleeding men and then over at the girl behind the bar. She was staring at him openmouthed, the glass-rag and beer mug clutched in her hand, but neither touching the other.

    He pointed to the leader. “It that Pete Clancy?”

    “Y-yes, s-sir,” she said in a trembling voice.

    “If they press charges will you be able to tell the truth?”

    She looked like she might faint. “I…Mister, I…”

    “Don’t worry about it.” He turned and walked out. He would have to hurry now to make his meeting.
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      ROBIE WALKED INTO Momma Lulu’s on Little Choctaw at one minute past five. The place was only a quarter full, and Robie recalled that most folks who ate out in Cantrell ate out late. This was usually because they labored long, and their labor was often outside in a hot, humid climate, which required at least a shower and major amounts of deodorant before heading out to a public place.

    He looked around but did not see Taggert among the tables. He noticed a man at the cash register who was staring at him. With a slight movement of his head he motioned Robie over.

    “Go out the way you come in, turn right. There’s an alley there. Walk down it. She’ll be there.”

    “And who are you?” asked Robie.

    “A friend of hers, Mr. Robie. Just a friend.”

    Robie did as the man said, though part of him expected an ambush as he walked into the darkened alley. But it was a straight shot with no place for concealment. He exited the narrow path, again ready for someone to jump him, but he saw Taggert sitting in what he assumed was her private vehicle, though she still had on her police uniform.

    She pointed to the passenger door and he climbed in. As he belted up she put the rusty Ford Taurus in reverse, backed out, and sped off heading east. At the next intersection, she turned to go south.

    Robie looked around the interior of the car and noted the booster seat in the back. On the floorboard were discarded fast-food containers and polystyrene coffee cups. Robie could see the pavement below through a hole in the floorboard.

    The inside of the car smelled musty, layered by the stench of a fouled diaper.

    “How many kids do you have?”

    “Four.”

    He eyed the booster seat. Her gaze followed his.

    “My grandson, Sammy,” she said.

    He said incredulously, “You’re a grandmother? You’re only, what, forty-one?”

    “Had my first at nineteen. She had her first at eighteen. You do the math.”

    “Okay.”

    “You have any kids, Robie?”

    “No.”

    “Married?”

    “No.”

    “Ever been?”

    “No.”

    She shot him a glance. “You of the homosexual persuasion?”

    “Not that I’m aware.”

    Once they were clear of the small downtown she spoke again. “Heard you had some trouble at Danby’s.”

    “That just happened a few minutes ago. How’d you hear already?”

    “Small-town livin’ is faster’n Twitter ever thought’a bein’. Got me two calls probably before the last fellow hit the planks.”

    “Just for the record, they attacked me.”

    “Not disputin’ that. Pete Clancy is a royal a-hole.”

    “I understand he was from a second marriage?”

    “Shortly after Sherm came into money, he divorced Cassandra, married some bimbo he met in Biloxi when he was probably drunk outta his mind, and wham, bam, thank you ma’am, there was Pete. Then he divorced the bimbo and she’s long gone, but there’s still Pete.”

    “So with his father gone, won’t Pete be inheriting?”

    “Old Sherm liked the good life and spent his money—doubt there’ll be much left once the kids from his first marriage try to get their pound’a flesh. Seems Sherm didn’t leave a will, so he died intestate. Which makes it all a little trickier.”

    “Since you wanted to meet, I guess the riot act you read me at the jail was just that, an act?”

    “Only partly. It did piss me off to see you walk in that door. But you got outta Cantrell. Most of us didn’t. Guess I was jealous.”

    “And the other part?”

    “You’re persona non grata here, Robie. Won’t do me no good cozyin’ up to you. Folks don’t come into Cantrell all that often. Hell, almost never. And your daddy is an accused murderer of one of the citizens of this humble place. Not an esteemed citizen by any stretch, but still he was one of us.”

    Robie settled back in his seat. “So what did you want to meet for?”

    “Some things you ought’a know. And I suppose you got yourself some questions.”

    “I have nothing but questions.”

    “Let me ask you one.”

    “Okay.”

    “You took on three big guys at Danby’s and licked ’em. How? What you been doin’ with yourself all these years?”

    “Well, the last guy ran off, so it was only two really.”

    “You play cute with me, you can get your butt outta my car right now.”

    “I learned self-defense after I left here. Just a few moves, and those guys were drunk.”

    “Uh-huh,” she said, clearly not believing him but apparently unwilling to push it.

    Robie looked up ahead. “Where are we going?”

    “Got a spot on the Gulf. Like to go there. Nice place to have a conversation.”

    “Why are you doing this, Deputy Taggert?”

    “Call me Sheila, for Chrissakes, Robie. I’m not on duty.”

    “You can call me Will, if you want.”

    “No. Don’t cut both ways. Can’t get too personal with you.”

    “Okay, so, Sheila, why are you doing this?”
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      YOU WANT TO explain that to me?” said a stunned Robie.

    “Pretty simple. She was his alibi on the night that Janet Chisum was murdered.”

    “If that was the case, why was Clancy even tried?”

    “Well, initially there was lots of evidence against him. They were seen together earlier that day. And her body was dumped in the Pearl where it crosses Clancy’s land.”

    “What was the alleged motive?”

    “That was the other bit of evidence. Clancy liked his girls young and hot. Chisum fit both criteria. Chisum suddenly had money to buy stuff. They’d been seen together before. It was obvious that Clancy was giving her money. For what? Well, I always had my suspicions.”

    “You mean he was paying her for sex?”

    “Hell yes he was. And he admitted it, too. Now the prosecution figured that Clancy wanted somethin’ that Chisum was unwillin’ to give, and he got ticked off and he killed her. Probably while he was drunk, which he pretty much always was after three in the afternoon.”

    “That doesn’t explain the alibi.”

    “Well, that came later, while the trial was goin’ on. Victoria came forward and testified that she was with Clancy from eight that night till six the next mornin’.”

    Robie stared wide-eyed at her. “You mean she spent the night with him?”

    “Well, she said she was with him durin’ the night, so I guess one could read it that way.”

    “Doing what?”

    “She said they were just talkin’. And drinkin’. And that that was all.”

    “Why did she wait so long to come forward?”

    “Well, your daddy was a jealous man for one. And he was also the judge in the case. Pretty damn dicey. She was probably scared, but then she decided to come forward ’cause it looked like Clancy was gonna be convicted. Now he was pure scum, but if he was innocent of killin’ the gal he shouldn’t go to prison for it.”

    “But if Clancy had been with Victoria, why didn’t he tell his lawyers or the police that? Then they would have brought Victoria in for questioning.”

    “Apparently he did. And they did ask her. And she denied all of it. Then she changed her story and admitted she was with him. They could’a got her for lyin’ to the police, but they just dropped it. Figured she’d suffered enough by comin’ forward like she did.”

    “Didn’t the prosecution object?”

    “Oh, they sure as hell did. Screamed till the cows come home. Thin’ is, your daddy had to recuse himself the minute she said she was with Clancy. No way could he still be the judge then.”

    “I guess not.”

    “But in the end the new judge let in the testimony. And your stepmother was real good on the stand, though it was clear she didn’t want to be there. I watched her. Looked like she was goin’ to be sick. The jury believed her, though. And since the police said that Janet Chisum died around two o’clock in the mornin’, they found Clancy not guilty.” She paused. “And I think some of the jury felt good ’bout givin’ it to your daddy like that. His wife? And Clancy? Holy hell!”

    “Why would they want to give it to him? Didn’t he help families here get compensation from the oil company for what they did?”

    “Yes sir. And that very same oil company shut down their platform and upped and left the area. Two hundred men lost their jobs, over half of them from Cantrell. And they were good-payin’ jobs, too. Nothin’ to replace ’em. Hell, over half those boys are still on the government handout. So you see, your daddy is none too popular in Cantrell, at least with certain folks.”

    “And so the motivation for his killing Clancy was—”

    She finished the sentence for him. “He thought his wife was sleepin’ with the man, o’course.”

    “And was she?”

    Taggert shrugged. “Who the hell knows? Sherm is a bigger a-hole than his son. Drunk, sloppy, fat, and crude. All the things your daddy ain’t. Why would Victoria want to sleep with hamburger when she’s got filet at home? But then again, no tellin’ what’s in a woman’s mind when it comes to men. We women all got that stupid gene from time to time ’round the boys. Maybe that night was hers.”

    “How did my father react when she came forward?”

    “Well, he wasn’t exactly happy ’bout it, was he?”

    “Did he become violent towards her?”

    Taggert studied him. “You mean like he did with you when you was livin’ here?”

    Robie had never told anyone about the beatings. No one. He looked away.

    Taggert said, “Small town, Robie. Folks see stuff. Even if a man hits where it don’t show.” She paused. “All I can say, and I’m not defendin’ or excusin’ him for what he did, but it seems to me that the man has changed.”

    “Good for him. So he didn’t become violent? And she’s still living at the Willows. And she told me she’s been visiting him in jail.”

    “No, he didn’t kick her out. And she has been visitin’ him. I don’t know how your daddy feels ’bout all this. He don’t show his emotions. Sort’a like you. But the fact is Clancy’s dead and your daddy has a damn good motive for doin’ it.”

    “Where was he when Victoria was spending the night with Clancy?”

    “At a judges’ seminar in Jackson.”

    “What did she do with Tyler?”

    “Priscilla lives with ’em. She takes good care’a that boy.”

    “I understand that Clancy was found in his car with a slit throat? Maybe from a Ka-Bar knife?”

    “You heard right. Found in his damn Bentley down near the Pearl River. Not that far from where they pulled Janet Chisum’s body out.”

    “And my father presumably had no alibi?”

    “Home alone. Victoria was in Biloxi with Priscilla and Tyler.”

    “Why where they there?”

    “Some medical treatment for the boy.”

    “Any forensics tying my father to the crime?”

    “I can’t get into that. Ongoin’ case. Shouldn’t ’a told you what I did, but I figured you needed to know how things stand. Only fair.”

    “I appreciate that, but I still don’t know why you’re helping me. And it’s not just because I got out of Cantrell.”

    “You busted up my eye and I close to broke your nose. I figure that makes us blood somethin’s.”

    “Is that really why?”

    “Works for me. So now you in the loop. What you gonna do?”

    What am I going to do? thought Robie. “I’m going to hang around a few days, see what happens.”

    “Well, the boys you beat up won’t let that lie. They might come back with more boys.”

    “So do I call the police when they do?”

    “You call me.” She handed him a card. “Got my personal cell on it. You call 911, I’m not sure you’ll get a speedy response.”

    “Is that how it works here?”

    “That’s how it works in a lot of places, Robie. Now look, I ain’t tellin’ you to go out and shoot nobody, but do you know how to use a gun?”

    He looked out toward the Gulf. On the horizon all he could see were storm clouds, though the sky was clear.

    “I know how to use a gun,” said Robie.
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      ROBIE TURNED BACK from the Gulf and said, “Can you show me where Clancy’s and Chisum’s bodies were found?”

    Taggert looked at him sharply. “Why?”

    “Just curious. Is that a problem?”

    “Not if you don’t intend on insertin’ yourself into an ongoin’ criminal investigation.”

    “Investigation? Or investigations?”

    “Does it matter?”

    “It might.”

    “I’m not talkin’ ’bout a connection between the two. There might be. I’m talkin’ ’bout you insertin’ yourself.”

    “I do not intend to do that.”

    She looked at him skeptically. “That’s about the most half-ass statement I’ve ever heard.”

    “It’s the only one I’ve got, Sheila.”

    She studied him for one long moment, her gaze like his long-range optics scope, missing nothing. “C’mon then.”


      
        ———

      


      She drove them to the end of a gravel road, where they got out of the car.

    “Clancy’s place is over that way,” she said, pointing to her right. “Big-ass place. Behind gates.”

    “Who lives there now?”

    “Just Pete and whatever stupid, drunk gal he’s shacking up with for the night.”

    “But you said the other kids might come calling over Sherm’s assets.”

    “Yep. And I wouldn’t be surprised if his second wife didn’t show back up, too. They’ll be lookin’ to suck every last penny they can outta dead Clancy, like buzzards over roadkill.”

    “So he was found in his Bentley?”

    She nodded and led him down a dirt road that twisted and turned deeper into the trees that lined the river.

    “Watch where you step,” she said. “Snakes out hot’n heavy this time of year.”

    Robie saw one rattler skirt away through some underbrush and then spotted a puffy moccasin gliding on the smooth, brackish surface of the Pearl as they drew close to the water.

    Taggert stopped in a clearing and pointed. “Right over there. Bentley was parked next to that tree. He was inside. Front seat, driver’s side. Dead.”

    “Do you have pictures of the wounds on his neck?”

    She put her hands on her hips. “What the hell part’a not insertin’ yourself did you not understand, son?”

    “What, because I want to look at crime scene photos?” he said back.

    She gazed at him shrewdly. “Your daddy was in the Marines.”

    “I know he was.”

    “Purple Heart and Bronze Star in Vietnam. War hero.”

    “My father never talked about his time over there.”

    “Sayin’ goes, those who did the most talk the least and vice versa. I find that holds true ’bout ninety-nine percent’a the time.” She paused. “Point is, Marines teach you how to kill. They teach you how to slit necks clean.”

    “Is that what the police think?”

    She looked away. “You want to see where they pulled out Janet Chisum? Not too far from here.”

    They got back in her car and drove about a quarter mile farther down a road paralleling the Pearl.

    A few minutes’ walk through some woods brought them to the spot. Taggert showed him where the body had snagged on the branch of a downed tree.

    Robie gazed at the spot and then looked up and down the length of the river, which was fairly narrow at this point.

    “The body was probably put in the water upriver, then came down here and hooked on the tree.”

    “Way we see it, yeah. Forensics showed she’d been dead about twelve hours when her body was discovered. Gator had taken a nibble on her.”

    “Have you run a river current analysis to see where she might have gone in the water?”

    “How do you know about things like that?” she snapped.

    “I watch a lot of crime shows on TV.”

    “Uh-huh. Matter of fact, we have. With the currents, time she was in the water and so on appears she was put in close to where we found Clancy’s body.”

    “I heard she was killed by a gunshot wound to the head.”

    “That’s right.”

    “You find the gun?”

    “No, but our folks said it was a forty-caliber fired from a Smith & Wesson. And Clancy had one of those, only he said he lost it when we came to collect it for ballistics.”

    “What was the time period between their deaths?”

    “Well, Chisum’s was much earlier. Had to be, o’course. Clancy was arrested and went to trial. That don’t happen overnight. I’d say ’bout three months, all told.”

    “How long between his acquittal and his murder?”

    “Only five days.”

    “So it was probably connected.”

    “One reason your daddy’s sittin’ in jail for the crime.”

    “If Clancy didn’t kill Chisum, who did?”

    “We’re followin’ that up, Robie, never you mind ’bout that.”

    “What has my father said to the police?”

    She sighed and shook her head. “You lose all your manners when you moved from Cantrell?”

    “Can’t blame a guy for trying, Sheila. Who’s the prosecutor on the case?”

    “I guess there’s no harm in tellin’ you that. Aubrey Davis.”

    “Aubrey Davis? The one we went to high school with?”

    “The same,” she said resignedly.

    “He was the most arrogant son of a bitch around here mainly because his parents had money and his father was a state legislator.”

    “I would say he ain’t changed a bit. And he’s got a thin’ for your daddy, let me tell you. Mor’n once he got his nuts handed to him in a courtroom by Judge Robie.”

    “Why?”

    “Let’s just say the good prosecutor ain’t above cuttin’ corners gettin’ a conviction. He’s got ambition, see. He’s a prosecutor now with a run for Congress in his future. All he’s got to do is get the nomination and he’s as good as punched his ticket to Dee-Cee. Takin’ down what some folks see as a judge soft on crime would be a right good sellin’ point for his campaign.”

    “And with that sort of personal animus against my father he’s allowed to prosecute him?”

    “Hell, there’s only two prosecutors in Cantrell and the other one just had a stroke. Leaves Aubrey.”

    “And my father’s lawyer?”

    “He don’t have one yet.”

    “But you said his arraignment was tomorrow?”

    “At ten o’clock.”

    “He’s been in custody awhile. Why so long before his arraignment?”

    “Well, they had to find another judge to preside over it. And they don’t grow ’em on trees down here. They’re bringin’ in a judge from Biloxi to do it. Her schedule just got freed up.”

    “I intend to be there.”

    “Along with just about everybody else in Cantrell.”

    “Anything else you can tell me?”

    “Told you too much already. And you forget the insertin’ part, Will Robie, you’ll find yourself sittin’ in a jail cell like your daddy. You hear me?”

    “I hear you,” replied Robie.
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      PETE CLANCY AND his buddy had woken up and were gone when Robie returned to Danby’s Tavern.

    The girl behind the bar wouldn’t meet his eye when he walked in. The tavern area was pretty full, and all eyes turned to him when he came through the door. Robie was sure that every person in the room knew exactly what had happened here.

    He reached his room and unlocked the door, bracing for what he might find. But his room had been untouched. For now. He didn’t intend to give anyone a second shot.

    The manager at Danby’s had followed him up the stairs.

    “I think you need to leave here. Don’t want no trouble.”

    He handed Robie back the cash he had paid for the room.

    Robie gave him no argument, because he had already decided to go. He carried his duffel out to the car. He would find another place to stay, preferably outside of town.

    He climbed into the driver’s seat and slipped his hand under the dashboard. Using Velcro he had brought with him, he had attached a pair of Glock nine-millimeters there. He patted each weapon to make sure it was secured in place and then set off.

    The ride to the Willows took about a half hour as he drove along winding macadam, gravel, and sometimes dirt roads to get there.

    He reached the house and turned down the pebbled drive, passing under the mingled canopies of the longleaf pines. The sun was heading down now but its glare was still intense, and the tree canopies provided welcome relief. After his fight with Pete Clancy and his walk through the woods with Taggert, his shirt was sticking to his skin. He felt like he was sitting inside a steam shower.

    Good old Mississippi.

    The Volvo was parked in front of the house. As Robie pulled to a stop next to it and got out, he could see that a table and chairs had been arranged on the porch. Set on the table was a pitcher full of reddish liquid and some glasses. The overhead fans that were aligned along the wraparound porch were whirling away. When Robie stepped up on the planks he could feel the breeze; it wicked away some of the sweat on his face.

    The front door opened before he could knock. He expected to see Priscilla there, but it was Victoria. She was wearing a long, colorful sundress and low-heeled sandals that showed off red toenail polish. A bandana matching her dress was around her head.

    “Are you all right?” she asked, looking over his face and body apparently for injuries.

    “Who told you about it?”

    “Priscilla. Pete Clancy is a bully, just like his father.”

    “So you know Sherman Clancy?” he asked.

    She didn’t answer right away, but led him over to the table and poured them out two glasses from the pitcher.

    “Sangria,” she said. “A wonderful antidote to the heat and humidity. Actually, any alcohol will do.”

    He took a sip. It tasted both sweet and salty.

    Victoria sat down and so did he. He glanced at the window behind them in time to see Priscilla scurry away, with Tyler in her arms.

    “Everybody in Cantrell, maybe on the whole Gulf Coast, knows Sherman Clancy. Knew Sherman Clancy,” she corrected. “He got around, made himself quite ubiquitous.”

    Robie had pondered on the way over how to approach this. He decided the direct way was preferable.

    “And you apparently enjoyed his company at some point.”

    She took another sip of the sangria, set her glass down, and took a few moments to wipe her mouth with a cloth napkin on the table. She leaned back in the white wicker chair and studied him.

    “So I see you’ve made the rounds of gossip in Cantrell. Busy day for you.”

    “I’ve made some rounds. But that statement didn’t come from gossip. It was from your court testimony. Wasn’t it?”

    “I spent one drunken night with Sherman Clancy. And no, we did not sleep together. We just drank together. He fell asleep halfway through. I had to keep waking him up.”

    “Why drink with him at all? You apparently don’t think much of him. And while I haven’t known you very long, you don’t strike me as being, well, that sort.”

    “If you must know, I had a little problem, and I needed Clancy’s help in order to solve it.”

    ‘What was that little problem?”

    “That is none of your business,” she said sharply.

    “Did you testify about it in court?”

    “No. That was also none of their business. They just needed to know that I was with Clancy when Janet Chisum was killed. They didn’t need to know why.”

    “You took a long time to come forward, I understand?”

    “Of course I did. It was eating me up inside. My husband was the judge. I would have to testify that I was with another man that night. A man that Dan didn’t get along with in the first place. And though I know I didn’t sleep with him I was well aware that everyone in Cantrell, and that probably includes my husband, would assume that Sherman Clancy had screwed my brains out.”

    “But you did come forward?”

    “Yes, I did. They were seeking the death penalty against Clancy. I didn’t care for the man, but I couldn’t let the state of Mississippi execute him for a crime I know he couldn’t have committed. I admit that I lied to the police when they initially questioned me about it. But later I knew I had to tell the truth. And the real killer was still out there. If they convicted Clancy, they’d never catch the person who really did it.”

    Obviously agitated, she drank down her glass of sangria and poured another. “Maybe I should have just kept quiet,” she said. “Then Clancy would be in prison and my husband wouldn’t be.”

    “How did my father take the news about you and Clancy?”

    “Not well,” she said tersely. “He…sometimes he doesn’t know his own strength.”

    “So he beat you?”

    “I wasn’t talking about his physical strength, though he has plenty of that. No, I was talking up here.” She tapped her forehead. “He can be quite cruel with words.”

    Don’t I know that, thought Robie. “Do you think he killed Clancy?”
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      THE DINNER WAS finely cooked and graciously served by both Priscilla and Victoria. Chicken-fried steak, green beans with salted pork, fat roasted tomatoes, seasoned squash, soft-as-butter bread, and banana pudding with a cinnamon crust for dessert.

    Robie finally put his fork down and said, “One of the best meals I’ve ever had. Thank you.”

    Victoria looked pleased by his compliment. “It was a joint effort between Priscilla and me. She does all the foundation work and I add a bit here and there as the finish. The woman can cook. All I have to do is try to keep the fat and sodium levels down. The state of Mississippi is not exactly known for healthy eating.”

    “But you get to die happy then,” interjected Priscilla as she walked in and started clearing the table. “I put Ty in bed, Ms. Victoria, if you want to go up and say good night. Boy won’t go to sleep till you kiss ’im on the head.”

    Robie followed her up the stairs. He expected that his father had fallen for Victoria quite as fast as she had for him. Robie’s mother had been petite and pretty, and in her son’s eyes, nothing less than perfect, right up until the moment she had abandoned him. But Victoria’s beauty was exceptional. He wondered, and not for the first time, whether she had allowed herself to be bedded by Sherman Clancy. And if so, why? Was all not right in her marriage?

    Tyler was sitting up in bed waiting for his mother. When he saw Robie, his expression changed slightly. It was not a fearful one, just curious. While still staring at Robie he reached out his arms for his mother. She sat down on the bed and swallowed the little boy up in her arms.

    She put Tyler on her lap and pointed at Robie. “Ty, this is Will. He’s family. Your brother. Your big brother.”

    Robie could see the little boy mouth the word brother, but no sound came out. But then he touched his chest and pointed at Robie. Robie didn’t understand, and looked at Victoria.
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      IT WAS THE darkest point of the night immediately before the growing lightness in the eastern sky.

    Robie rose from his bed in his comfortable guest room on the second floor of the Willows, slipped on his jeans, and padded out onto the rear upper-story verandah. There was a breeze that carried the salt air of the Gulf to the south and mixed it with that of the freshwater Pearl from the west. The comingled smells had been natural ones for Robie growing up. Indeed, he could hardly remember a morning here when he had not been greeted by that confluence of sea and river air.

    Robie was a man well used to seeing everything around him, even if some things (and people) did their best to remain unseen. The slight movement to the left of the rear of the house immediately caught his attention. There was wildlife here, to be sure. But wildlife never walked upright on two feet.

    It was a man.

    Robie’s gun was under his pillow. He retrieved it, placed it in the back of his waistband, and clambered down the verandah column, alighting softly on the ground.

    He squatted down, his eyes roaming from the point where he had last seen the movement and then to the left and right. He didn’t pick up on it again. And he heard no noise after that, neither feet running nor a car starting up.

    He stood and tried to reconstruct what he had seen in his head.

    Male. Six feet tall or maybe taller. Dark hair, dark clothing. Face partially obscured. About two hundred pounds.

    It could have been Pete Clancy, who was around that size. He might have figured that Robie would be staying here after getting kicked out of Danby’s. It was a small town. Everyone knew everyone else’s business.

    But had he come here on foot? Doubtful. It was a long walk from anywhere. But he’d heard no car start up. A bike? In the silence of the night he would have heard the wheels on the pebbled drive.

    He hustled to the front of the house. His rental and the Volvo were parked there. He checked the Volvo. The doors were unlocked. He opened it and peered inside.

    It had been searched. Things were strewn all over the place. He tidied up the mess and closed the door.

    He looked at his car. It was still locked. It also had an alarm. He would have known if someone had tried to break in.

    He turned to look back at the house. There was a light on in an upper window. He watched as she passed back and forth in front of it.

    His stepmother was up early. Perhaps to check on Ty? Or was it something else? Did it have something to do with the guy in the bushes?

    He reversed his path, clambered up the column to the second floor, and reentered his room. He checked his watch. Nearly five a.m. It would be an hour later in DC. He picked up his phone and made the call.

    Blue Man said, “I was surprised you hadn’t communicated yet.”

    Robie told him what he had learned thus far. “Is there any way you can get me more information on what the police know? Autopsy report on Clancy? Anything on Janet Chisum? Stuff they have on my father? Anything else at all?”

    “That would of course breach all professional decorum. On top of that we do not operate domestically.”

    “And I have two heads. Can you?”

    “I’ll see what we can find out. In the meantime, keep your only head down and watch your back. The last thing I need is for you to get killed down there.”

    “I recall you being the one who suggested that I come here.”

    “Still, watch your six.”

    “Jessica?” he asked.

    “Still out.”

    Robie put his phone down and listened as feet padded down the hall. He rose and opened his door in time to see Victoria open her bedroom door. Her room was next to his. She had on a bathrobe that ended mid-thigh. Her long legs were pale and her feet bare.

    “Everything okay?” Robie asked.

    “Ty was restless. Are you okay? It’s still pretty early.”

    “Just adjusting to the time zone.” He thought of telling Victoria about the man in the bushes and that her car had been searched, but then decided against it. He needed to think that through a little more. And he didn’t want to alarm her unnecessarily.

    She said, “Okay, I’m going to catch a little more sleep. I’ll see you later.”

    He went back to his room and sat on the bed.

    Victoria was right about one thing. It was still early. And he had time before the arraignment. He dressed, left the house, got in his car, and drove off.
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      THE DUST FROM the roads kicked up and swirled around the windows of Robie’s car as he drove along. The sun was starting to rise and burn off the fog that had lifted from the warmer ground. He passed the spot where Clancy and his slit neck had been found in his Bentley and continued on.

    Using the general directions Taggert had given him earlier, he reached Clancy’s place about three minutes later. It was unmistakably the man’s residence because, as Taggert had said, it was big-ass and behind gates. He figured this was the only big-ass place behind gates in all of Cantrell.

    Only the gates were open. Robie parked his car across the road and behind some bushes before slipping through the entrance and heading up the drive to the house.

    The mansion was a jumble of stone and siding with slanted bricks thrown in apparently for good, architectural measure. He eyeballed it at about twelve thousand square feet, rising up three full stories to the sky.

    The house looked dark from here. There was one car parked in front. A Porsche with plates that read: PETE.

    Well, Sherman Clancy’s son certainly wasn’t subtle, which wasn’t surprising. Robie had seen this very same car parked in front of Danby’s when Pete and his boys had tried to jump him.

    As he passed the Porsche he felt the rear hood where the engine was located.

    It was cold to the touch. If Pete had been the one lurking in the bushes at the Willows, it was doubtful he had driven there and back here in his sports car.

    He took a minute to walk the perimeter of the property and came away with the conclusion that the estate, while obviously initially costing a ton of money, was in seriously bad shape. The grass was high and struck liberally through with weeds. The pool and numerous fountains on the property were in poor shape and dirty. The wood siding was chipped and peeling, and the stone steps and pavers were uneven and in numerous places crumbling. The air of neglect was evident in the outbuildings as well, including the five-car garage. One of the rollup doors was off its tracks, and three of the five inside bays were filled with garbage and piles of junk resting next to the Bentley and a dark blue Range Rover.

    Robie stepped inside the garage and walked over to the Bentley. The engine was cool to the touch. He checked the Range Rover with the same result.

    He went back to the Bentley. It was unlocked. He opened the driver’s-side door and looked around the interior. There was nothing much there, although faded red splotches on the front seatback were probably blood. The jugular and carotid arteries were superhighways of blood circulation. The entire front interior of the Bentley had probably been doused until the heart stopped pumping after Clancy had rapidly bled out and died.

    A sound from nearby made him crouch down and then scuttle over to the open garage bay door. He peered out, well aware that he was trespassing and that Pete Clancy would well be within his rights to shoot him. Robie did not intend to give the punk the opportunity.

    Clancy stumbled out of the back door, a beer bottle in one hand and a cigarette in the other. With a bit of satisfaction, Robie could see that the man’s nose was bandaged, and that he moved with a limp from the kidney punch. Clancy looked around, took a deep breath, turned to the side, and threw up on the back steps.

    He plopped down, finished his beer, flicked away his cigarette, and then lay back. A minute later Robie could hear the man snoring.

    Robie retraced his steps and was soon back at his car. He drove off as the dawn broke cleanly. He doubted Pete was the man in the bushes. He’d obviously been drunk and here all this time.

    He had one more place to visit.

    A few minutes later he had wended his way down the dirt road and pulled to a stop. He first eyed the place where the Bentley had been parked near the Pearl River. Then, when he continued to gaze around, he saw it, leaning against a tree.

    An old bike. He got out of his car, walked over to it, and looked around. And listened.

    He thought he could hear footsteps moving through the trees.

    He followed the sounds into the woods. A few minutes later he cleared the trees and reached another open space. A moment later, and for the second time this morning, he glimpsed movement. But this time he didn’t lose track of it.

    It was a young woman, very young. She could barely be eighteen.

    When she looked over and saw him, she gave a little cry of panic.

    He held up his hand. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m sorry.” He made no move toward her.

    “Who are you?” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”

    “My name is Will Robie. And I might be here for the same reason you are. To see where Sherman Clancy was killed.”

    She was petite with strawberry blonde hair and an upturned nose sprinkled with freckles. She had on loose-fitting jeans, sneakers, and a tight pink T-shirt that emphasized her large breasts. There was a leather bag slung over her shoulder.

    “I’m not here because of that jerk!” she exclaimed.

    “Why then?”

    “Wait a minute. Robie? Are you related to—”

    “He’s my father.”

    “Well, he did us all a good service by killin’ that bastard.”

    “If he killed him. But why do you say that?”

    “I’m Sara Chisum. Janet was my older sister.”

    “I’m sorry,” said Robie. “But then I don’t understand why you’re here. Back there on the dirt road is where they found Clancy’s body in his car.”

    She looked around, her face twisted in confusion. “I…I didn’t know that. This spot was where Janet and me would come.”

    Robie leaned against a tree and folded his arms over his chest. “Why would you come here?”

    Sara Chisum looked uncertain for a moment. The next second she stared defiantly at him and said, “What the hell business is it of yours?”

    Robie said, “I was young once. And I had spots along the Pearl where I came to drink beer. And do other…things.”
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      ROBIE HEADED BACK to the Willows, showered, and changed his clothes. As he was heading downstairs Victoria came out of Tyler’s room, carrying the little boy. She was still wearing her robe.

    “Are you heading out already?” she said in surprise. “It’s early yet.”

    “I thought I’d get into town, have some coffee, and get over to the courthouse. I doubt there’ll be many seats left.” He studied her. “You decided whether to go or not?”

    “Not yet,” she admitted, averting her gaze and taking the opportunity to rub a smudge of dirt off Tyler’s cheek. “Priscilla can make you some breakfast.”

    “That’s okay. I’m good.”

    He headed out to his car, got in, and started it up. He glanced at the house and saw Victoria and Tyler staring at him from an upstairs window and Priscilla doing the same from a lower one.

    He drove into town, found a diner, sat at the counter where he had two cups of coffee and a bowl of buttery grits and a fat biscuit, and checked his messages. Nothing from Blue Man, but Robie had asked him to look into things only a few hours ago. And even Blue Man needed a little bit of time to work his magic.

    He gazed around at the others in the diner. Every eye had ventured to him when he walked in, and most were still casting him furtive, curious glances. The folks were more diverse than Robie would have thought—whites, blacks, and a sprinkling of Latinos. Most were men. All but a handful of them were dressed in work clothes. Those in suits, Robie assumed, might have something to do over at the courthouse, or maybe labored in a bank or a medical practice.

    He didn’t see Pete Clancy and his buddies, which was a good thing. They might bring a gun to the next fight and Robie had left his in the car, since he was going to the courthouse later.

    One of the gents in a suit rose from a table in the back. Robie watched him in the mirror hung on the rear wall of the diner as he made his way slowly toward the counter. He was about five-ten and flabby, with his short, grayish-brown hair precisely parted and cemented down with hair spray. His suit was a three-piece seersucker with a bright red tie over his starched collared white shirt, which made it look like his chest had been slashed open. He stopped along the way to pat backs, shake hands, and chitchat with the other folks there. Not many looked happy to be pressing the flesh with the man.

    When he came to a stop next to Robie and put a hand on his shoulder, Robie knew who it was. In fact he had known who it was from the man’s swaggering walk. It hadn’t changed since high school.

    “Hello, Aubrey,” he said.

    “Damn, Will, sight for sore eyes, man, sight for sooorrre eyes,” replied Aubrey Davis, his twangy speech so exaggerated that Robie felt sure the man was doing it in front of the locals simply to increase his potential vote count when he ran for Congress.

    He sat on the stool next to Robie and unbuttoned his jacket. He flicked a finger at the waitress, and a few moments later a cup of black coffee was set in front of him.

    “Thank you, darlin’,” said Davis before turning sideways on his stool and eyeing Robie.

    “What the hell you been doin’ with yourself, Will?”

    “This and that.”

    “You got outta here right after high school, didn’t you?”

    “Something like that.”

    “Guess you know what I do for a livin’,” Davis said, not really trying to sound modest.

    “I heard.”

    “And I guess it’s no secret why you’re back here. Sad day for the Robie family. Sad day. I’ll be the first to say it.”

    Robie sipped his coffee and stared straight ahead. “I guess that depends on how it turns out.”

    “O’course, o’course. Justice will have its day and say, yes sir it will. Leastways while I’m the prosecutor for Cantrell, Mississippi.”

    “Must be difficult for you to do this, I mean with a judge you’ve appeared in front of so many times. Hope you don’t feel conflicted.”
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      THE COURTROOM WAS small, plainly furnished, warm as an oven but still buzzing with suppressed excitement. Robie’s intuition that seats would be hard to come by had proven correct. The place was almost full by the time he stepped inside, nearly a half hour before the arraignment was scheduled to take place.

    He wedged himself into a seat on the aisle near the middle of the courtroom. After he sat his gaze swept the space. Pete Clancy was here minus his entourage. He had cleaned up his face and his bandages were gone. But the beating Robie had given him was still quite evident.

    Sheila Taggert, in her uniform, stood near a door leading into what Robie assumed must be the holding cell for prisoners waiting their turn before the judge.

    Little Bill Faulconer was sitting across the aisle from Robie. He motioned for him to join him.

    Faulconer made room and Robie settled down next to him.

    Robie said, “I plan to visit your dad today if he’s up to it.”

    “He’ll be real glad to hear that, Mr. Robie. I’ll be sure to let him know.”

    Robie looked around at some of the people. “Is any of the other Clancy family here?”

    Faulconer pointed at a group near the front. “His three boys and one daughter from his marriage before. And damn if his two exes ain’t sitting right next to each other.”

    Robie took in the four grown children, who all looked miserable. Then his gaze fell on the two women. One was Sherman Clancy’s age. She must be Cassandra Clancy, deduced Robie. The other was about twenty years younger.

    The bimbo.

    “I’m surprised they’re sitting together,” said Robie.

    “Well with Sherm gone it’s all about the money, ain’t it? They probably figger it’s better to work together than fight it out and let the lawyers get it all.”

    “You’re probably right.”

    Little Bill grinned. “But if it does get ugly over the dollars, we might have another murder trial on our hands, too.”

    Robie spotted Sara Chisum sitting with another group of people, a man and woman who were probably her parents. The younger girl next to Sara was no doubt her remaining sister, Emma.

    Little Bill confirmed that this was indeed correct when Robie asked him.

    “I’ve listened to Chisum’s sermons,” said Little Bill. “And I walked out feelin’ like I’m on a straight line to Hell no matter what I do while I’m still drawin’ breath.”

    Mr. Chisum was dressed in black with a white shirt. He did have a stern, pious look to him, thought Robie. His wife was small and mousey, and while her husband simply looked angry, her flickering gazes showed a woman utterly defeated in body and spirit. Sara looked at the back of the person in front of her. Her sister Emma kept her gaze on her lap.

    Twenty minutes later Aubrey Davis made his appearance. He walked in with the same swagger he had shown in the diner. He carried a bulky briefcase and set it down next to the counsel table. He turned and put his hands on the railing separating the audience from this section of the courtroom and surveyed the crowd. As they all stared back at him, Robie could easily tell, from the man’s satisfied look, that Davis was enjoying every second of this spotlight.

    Davis sat down at the table, opened his briefcase, took out some papers, and started riffling through them, looking both focused and important.

    Robie glanced over to see Pete Clancy shooting daggers at him. The young man lifted his hand, pointed his index finger at Robie, and, using his thumb as an imaginary gun hammer, shot Robie in the head.

    Unconcerned, Robie looked away. From what he had seen of the man, he doubted Clancy could hit anything farther than a foot away, with either gun or fist.

    He next saw Sara Chisum staring at him. Her look was worried and somewhat pleading. Robie guessed that she was fearful that what she had told him would end up as public knowledge. He inclined his head slightly at her, trying to be reassuring. As he lifted it back up her father was staring dead at him. He looked from Sara to Robie and then at his daughter once more. He said something to her. She went pale and immediately looked down.

    Mr. Chisum turned back to Robie and gave him an expression that was, politely put, uncharitable, particularly given he was a man of the cloth.

    Robie looked away when Taggert opened the door she was standing guard by, and there he was.

    Dan Robie was dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit, the same outfit he had no doubt seen other prisoners wear many times in his courtroom. His white hair was neatly combed, his chin shaved, his physique still formidable, and his posture bolt upright, even as he shuffled along in the shiny shackles binding his waist, hands, and feet.

    Taggert and another uniform escorted Robie to the counsel table, unshackled him, and he sat there alone. He had on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. His hands were tanned, big, veiny, and balled into fists as he rested them on the worn wood of the table.

    Robie watched as Davis cocked his head and glanced at the man he would shortly be prosecuting across the width of the space between the tables.

    Robie could not see Davis’s expression but supposed it was one of barely contained glee.

    Taggert looked at her watch, took a step back, and announced, “All rise for the Honorable Judith Benson.”

    They all did as the back door to the courtroom opened and out stepped a woman, tall and big shouldered, with short, graying hair. She had on thick glasses and carried herself with assuredness as she climbed the steps to the raised bench and sank down in her chair.

    “Be seated,” said Taggert as soon as the woman’s butt had hit the leather.

    “Call the case, please,” said Benson, her tone no-nonsense.

    Taggert picked up a clipboard and called out, “State of Mississippi versus Daniel Robie. Charged with murder in the first degree for the willful killing of Sherman Clancy. This here is the arraignment hearing.”

    She put the clipboard down and stepped back.

    Judge Benson ran her gaze first over the courtroom and then she eyed Davis and then Dan Robie. She came away puzzled.

    “Does the defendant not have counsel?” she asked.

    Davis rose. “Your Honor, over the state’s heated objections, defendant has waived the right to counsel and desires to represent himself.”

    Benson did not look pleased by this. Her gaze swiveled to Dan Robie.

    “Mr. Robie, you understand that the charges leveled against you could result in your imprisonment for the remainder of your life or even bein’ put to death?”

    Robie stood. “I do.”

    “And with that in mind you still do not desire counsel?”

    “I believe that I am my own best counsel, Your Honor.”

    “I have no doubts as to your legal abilities, but I want you to understand that I strongly recommend that you seek independent legal counsel. As you well know if you cannot afford one, counsel will be appointed for you.”

    “I understand that, but I stand by my decision.”

    “We will revisit this question, Mr. Robie, at a later date. How do you plead, sir?”

    “Not guilty,” Robie said immediately.

    She turned to Davis.

    “Counsel?”

    Davis strode out in front of the table to let everyone get a better look at him. Hands in his pockets he said, “Your Honor, everybody hereabouts knows Dan Robie. He’s been a member of the Mississippi bar for a long time. And as you well know, for many a year he sat in the very seat you are now currently occupyin’.”

    Benson looked annoyed. “We can forgo the history lesson, Mr. Davis. We are only here for an arraignment. Defendant has pleaded not guilty. Let me hear your position on bail.”

    “We request that no bail be set, Your Honor. Instead we ask that the defendant be remanded into the custody of the Cantrell jail until his trial.”

    She looked askance at him. “I realize that the charge is a serious one, but do I understand that you’re not proposin’ any bail whatsoever?”

    “No, Your Honor, we are not.”

    She looked at Dan Robie.

    “Mr. Robie, you care to respond?”

    Robie cleared his throat and said, “I’ve lived in Cantrell for the better part of my life, Your Honor. I have substantial ties here. My wife and young child are here. I own a home here, and I have a job here. I have no criminal history whatsoever. I’ve never even been cited for speedin’. I do not represent a flight risk and thus I argue that reasonable bail is appropriate and should be set, regardless of the seriousness of the charges, to which I have, this day, emphatically pleaded not guilty.”

    “Mr. Davis?” said Benson. “Care to rebut that?”

    “I agree on all points with the defendant, Your Honor. Perhaps I did not explain myself adequately.”

    “Apparently you did not,” said Benson in a chiding tone.

    “I do not necessarily consider the defendant a flight risk. But it has come to our attention that it would be safer for the defendant to remain in jail pendin’ his trial.”

    Benson hiked her eyebrows. “Safer? Can you explain that?”

    “To come to the point, Your Honor, we have received threats against the defendant’s life.” He pulled some pieces of paper from his briefcase and asked permission to approach the bench. It was granted and he showed her the pages.

    She read over them slowly and then handed them back.

    “You consider these credible?”

    “We do.”

    “You understand that simply because the defendant has been threatened does not necessarily mean he should be kept locked up? The state does have a duty to protect him from such illegal threats regardless of the charges against him.”

    “Of course we do, Your Honor, but we must be practical, too. We’re not a big city with lots of deputies available to watch over the defendant twenty-four hours a day. I sincerely want him to remain safe so that he may be tried for the crimes he’s charged with. And I don’t want his bein’ free on bail to serve as an incitement for others to commit the very same act with which he’s charged. I hope you can understand my dilemma.”

    Benson looked uncertain for the first time. She glanced at Dan Robie.

    “Mr. Robie, do you have anything else to say?”

    “Only that I can take care of myself, Your Honor. And anyone seekin’ to harm me or those connected to me would do well to rethink such action because it will end in a way other than what they intend.”

    As he said this Dan Robie turned and looked over the entire courtroom.

    When his gaze hit upon his son he stopped, but only for an instant. Then he kept going and turned back around.

    Benson nodded. “I will take the arguments under consideration. Until such time as I render a decision the defendant will be remanded into the custody of the State of Mississippi.”

    She smacked her gavel, rose, and left the way she came in, not even giving Taggert a chance to say “All rise.”

    Dan Robie was being removed from the courtroom right at the moment that the main door opened and Victoria appeared there. She was dressed all in black, with a skirt that hit right at her knees. Her high-heeled shoes matched the color of her clothes.

    All heads turned to her, including Dan Robie’s.

    Husband and wife locked gazes for a moment and then he turned and was led away. The door closed behind him.

    Davis stuffed his papers back in his briefcase, then turned and glanced at Victoria, who still stood framed in the doorway, looking surprised that the hearing was already concluded.

    Davis flicked a gaze at Robie and smiled.

    Right before folks got up and started heading out, Victoria fled.

    As everyone quickly filed out, Davis came up to Robie.

    “Well, that was interestin’,” said Cantrell’s sole remaining prosecutor.

    “What credible threats?” asked Robie.

    “Can’t really say. We’re investigatin’ them, o’course. But I think your daddy will be a lot safer in jail than out.”

    “He should have a lawyer,” said Robie. His mind, though, was on the expression in his father’s eyes when he had seen his son. It had not been what Robie had expected.

    Indifference.

    It was more painful to him than anger would have been. And here he had convinced himself that he didn’t care what his father felt toward him.

    Davis said, “I’m not disagreein’ with you. He sure as hell needs a lawyer. Right now he’s got a fool for one, if you believe the old adage. Which I happen to. You got any influence, you should talk him into hirin’ one. Sure as hell got the money for it. Now I’ll be seein’ you. And let’s not forget ’bout that drink sometime, man.”

    Davis walked off, leaving Robie alone in the courtroom.
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      BASED ON THE man’s threatening gesture in the courtroom, Robie had thought that Pete Clancy and a group of his cronies would be waiting for him outside.

    He wasn’t.

    But someone else was.

    Sara Chisum’s father was leaning against the handrail on the courthouse front steps.

    He pushed off when Robie appeared at the doorway.

    “I’m Lester Chisum,” he said, holding out his hand. The men shook. “I understand that you’re Will Robie, Judge Robie’s son.”

    “I am.”

    “As a man of God I can’t condone what he did.”

    “Allegedly did,” said Robie.

    “Allegedly did. But as a father I can’t say I’m unhappy.”

    “But it’s clear now that Sherman Clancy didn’t murder your daughter,” countered Robie.

    “Is it?”

    Robie looked at him curiously. “He has an alibi.”

    “And people lie all the time, Mr. Robie. I see it in my work. Humans are frail. They seek the easy way out too often. Lyin’ as opposed to tellin’ the truth. Tellin’ the truth is hard.”

    “And why would Victoria lie? It had to have been embarrassing for her. She had every reason not to come forward. She could have just let Clancy be convicted. Telling the truth was hard for her.”

    “Unless there was somethin’ compellin’ her to do so. That was stronger than her natural inclination not to come forward, as you say.”

    “And what might that be?”

    “I have no idea. I’m just pointin’ it out as a possibility.”

    “I understand that your daughter knew Clancy.”

    “My daughter was a sinner. A slut, if you will. As is her younger sister. That is all clear to me now. I don’t blame them. I blame myself. I have obviously failed them as a father. Sometimes I spend too much time on my congregation. Perhaps I have been too restrictive with them. So while they fell down, I also fell down. I have prayed over it ever since Janet was killed. I prayed over it even harder when certain facts came to light showin’ that my daughter was…complicit in certain things of a depraved nature. If your father or someone else hadn’t killed Clancy, I might have.”

    “Don’t let Aubrey Davis hear you say that.”

    “I know that it’s unbecomin’ of a man of the cloth to say such things. But I’m only human, too. And losin’ your child goes against nature. Children are supposed to bury their parents, not the other way around.”

    Robie’s thoughts turned for a moment to the dead Sasha, whose mother would have had to bury her. “No argument there.”

    Chisum looked at him closely. “I suppose you came back because of your father’s situation?”

    “Yes.”

    “We only came here three years ago. From Mobile, though I was born and raised in Mississippi.”

    Robie was about to say that he knew some of this from Sara, but caught himself.

    “Mobile is a nice town,” he said.

    “Well, it’s certainly bigger than Cantrell. With far more to do. But I was offered my own church here. In Mobile I would have been an associate pastor my whole career.”

    “So you made the choice to come here for your career?”

    “I did. When I should have been thinkin’ of my family.”

    “Life is complicated,” said Robie.

    “Life shouldn’t be so complicated if you listen to the Lord.”

    “Well, maybe sometimes he wants us to make mistakes so we learn for the future.”

    Chisum took a moment to respond to this. “Maybe that’s what he did for me.”

    “Will you stay in Cantrell?” asked Robie.

    “Highly doubtful. We’ll wait to find out what happened to Janet, of course. After that, I think we’ll move on. To a bigger city. Even if I have to be an associate pastor. I’ve got two daughters left. I do not intend to bury another.”

    “Big cities have big temptations,” cautioned Robie.

    “And associate pastors have more time to spend with their families.”

    He nodded at Robie, turned, and left.

    Robie reached the street and saw it.

    The prison van was coming around the corner. The sole passenger was Dan Robie.

    He was shackled to the last seat. He looked out the window as the van slowed to make the turn.

    Father and son were eye to eye, at least physically if not in any other way.

    This time Robie looked away while his father still stared at him, his look inscrutable.

    Then the van and his father were gone.

    Robie stood there on the street gazing at the place where his father’s face had been moments before. A part of him felt he was living someone else’s life. This couldn’t possibly be him back here in Mississippi. He had been gone for twenty-two years. It might seem to some that no family rift could be so bad that the son would have made no contact with the father.

    After Robie had arrived on the East Coast, his life had changed drastically. He had hoped to start a new life with Laura Barksdale. That had not happened. He had arrived at his new life alone, and both confused and angry.

    His life and future had been saved by a confluence of events that had propelled him into the beginnings of the career he now had. He had thought of his father several times over the years. But his work involved a level of secrecy that had prohibited him from contacting his father or thinking of going back to his old home.

    But things had changed. His father’s being charged with murder had been the catalyst for him to deal with a past that he probably should have confronted long ago. And he had been unable to complete his last assignment. His finger couldn’t pull the trigger. And it hadn’t been the face of the little girl that had held him back.

    So now, to go forward, it looks like I have to go back.

    And so here I am.

    I’ve executed many missions over the years. But I always went in with a plan.

    Now, I have no idea how the hell I’m going to do this.
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      TIARA STREET.

    It was full of tiny, ramshackle houses with dirt patches for yards and not a trace of hope in sight.

    Robie had always thought the name of the road had to have been somebody’s idea of a very bad joke.

    Billy Faulconer’s house was just as small and run-down as all the others. Robie didn’t know what his former teammate had done after high school, but it apparently didn’t pay much money.

    And then the cancer hitting him probably meant he could no longer work. He might be drowning in medical debt. It was a sad situation for anyone, but even more so for a man in his early forties.

    Robie knocked on the front screen door. There was movement inside, and a black woman appeared in the doorway. She was tall, thin, and worn. Her long hands were veined, her nails short, and her forearms wiry. Her dark, curly hair was rapidly spreading to gray. The lines in her face spoke of a hardscrabble existence on this little patch of Mississippi soil.

    “What can I do for you?” she asked, wiping her hands on a not-overly-clean cloth.

    “I’m here to see Billy Faulconer.”

    “He’s not seein’ nobody right now. He’s not well.”

    “I know. His son told me. I’m Will Robie.”

    She clapped a hand to her mouth and dropped the towel. Tears sprang to her eyes and she gripped Robie by the hand.

    “Oh my God, Little Bill told me you were in town and might come by, but I never thought you would.”

    “I’d really like to talk to Billy.”

    “Come on in, Mr. Robie, please.”

    “Just call me Will.”

    “I’m Angie.”

    “Did we go to school together?”

    “No. I’m not from Cantrell. Billy and me met up in Oxford. He was a trucker and was passin’ through and had some lunch at the diner where I worked. Then he came by again and again. Pretty soon we was married. And then I come to live here.”

    “You had kids early.”

    “Well, we just got the one. I was twenty when Little Bill was born. We wanted more, but God had other plans for us.”

    While they chatted, she led him through the tiny house and out the back.

    “When did Billy get sick?”

    “A year ago. Lung cancer. Too many cigarettes, I guess.”

    “He’s been seen by doctors?”

    “The one here, yes. He said there was nothin’ to be done for Billy.”

    “Did you get a second opinion?”

    Angie stopped and looked at him. “No. I mean, the doctor here said the cancer had spread and that was that.”

    “Did he go through an operation? Is he on chemo or did he undergo radiation?”

    “None of that stuff. Billy said he’ll die like a man. He won’t hang on and suffer, and give us pain by watchin’ him suffer. And all that costs a lot of money. Money we don’t have.”

    “Do you have insurance?”

    “No. When Billy lost his job the insurance went too.”

    “You could get a policy. They can’t refuse him now for a preexisting condition.”

    Her face tightened and she said stiffly, “I think we’re okay on that score, Will. But thanks for your concern.”

    They had by now passed through the backyard and turned a corner.

    There stood a battered, old Airstream trailer.

    When Robie looked at her, Angie averted her gaze and said quietly, “Billy likes bein’ out here. He got that old trailer from a friend of a friend. Fixed it up and now he lives out there. Says he’ll die there. We can just close it up and leave him there when he does. Least that’s what he says.”

    Her words were said lightly, but Robie could see the undeniable pain in the woman’s face at this terrible thought.

    She led him up to the Airstream and rapped her knuckles on the door. “Billy, I got a surprise for you.” She turned and smiled at Robie. “Got me somebody you used to know real good.”

    Then she opened the door and motioned Robie to pass by her. “Thank you for comin’, Will, know it’ll mean the world to him.” She turned and hurried back to the house.

    Robie stepped up into the Airstream and looked first right then left.

    Right was a small table with dirty plates and cups on it.

    Left was in shadows, but as he moved toward the darkness, it lifted a bit.

    “Son of a bitch, Will Robie,” came the weak voice.

    Robie moved closer and the man came into full view.

    Billy Faulconer had been one of the biggest human beings Robie had ever known growing up. Now he looked like someone had deflated him to barely a third of his former size. His skin was far darker than his son’s or wife’s. Back when they were teenagers, folks in Cantrell would come to cheer the team on, every game. They treated all the players the same, black or white. But when football season was over, things went back to the old ways, meaning that Billy became simply black and thus shunned by white society.

    He was lying on an old, raggedy couch, his head propped up by a trash bag that was filled with something. Robie hoped it was soft.

    He had on an old, tattered robe and his bare calves and long feet stuck out from below the hem. His short hair was filled with gray. His face was gaunt, his sunken chest drawing in and out in slow, elongated movements. There was sweat on his skin and not much life in the eyes. An oxygen tank on a little rusted roller sat next to him, its attached lines running up to his nostrils. He seemed to suck greedily on the air.

    Robie looked around. He found a little stool covered in junk. He set the items on the floor, pulled it up next to Billy, and sat down.

    Wheezing, Billy said, “Shit, man, you look like you could still suit up for Cantrell High.”

    “We both did our bit there.”

    “You ’member that goal line play in the second quarter of the state championship?”

    Robie thought for a moment. “Read option right, faked the handoff to Kenny Miller on the A-gap, faked the pitch to Junior Deacon on the end-around. I ran left, you crashed down on the end and then had enough gas left to pancake the OLB, and I scored standing up. Just like Coach drew it up on the board.”

    Billy smiled big and wide. “That was so sweet. And then in the third quarter? ’Member that play?” he said. “’Member? Tell me you do, man.”

    Robie cracked a smile, thinking back, way back. “Your moment of glory. On the sidelines you told me they were overcommitting to stopping the run, and the O-backer and the strong safety kept cheating up to the box. So when we went back on the field you checked in receiver eligible. I ran a fake sweep to Donny Jenkins on the weak side, pulled the ball back outta his gut, turned and lofted you the prettiest pass in the end zone on the other side. And you caught it in those big mitts of yours. And then you fell on your ass!”

    A crooked grin spread over Billy’s features. “Ain’t a defender within five miles’a me. All I could think was ‘Don’t drop the damn ball.’”

    “I met Little Bill. Nice young man. You obviously raised him right.”

    Billy shifted his withered body a bit so he could look more directly at his old teammate. His glee fell away and his features turned somber.

    “He done okay. But what he needs to do is get outta this here place.”

    “Think he can?”

    Billy nodded. “Got me a life insurance policy. Premium’s all paid so’s they can’t screw me now. Get him some money. Angie too. They be good.” Billy touched his forehead. “Little Bill’s smart. Good with computer shit. Ain’t nothin’ he don’t know ’bout computers. Don’t know where he got that from. I don’t even know how to turn one on.”

    “Same with me.”

    Billy looked him over. “You look like you done good for yourself. Where you livin’?”

    “East Coast. Job’s okay. Nothing special. I go to an office, push paper around. Pays the bills.”

    “You lit outta here right fast after high school.”

    “Just wanted something different.”

    Billy looked around the Airstream. “Ain’t we all?” He picked up a plastic bucket and spit mucus into it. He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his robe and looked back at Robie.

    “Know why you come back. Your daddy.” He pointed to a pile of newspapers on the floor. “Been keepin’ track of it. Ain’t got much else to do.”

    “I guess not. Angie seems very nice.”

    Billy nodded and looked away. “She wants me to come live in the house.”

    “Why don’t you?”

    “So she can look at my big beautiful face every day?” He swiped a hand through his hair and said, “Man, you think I want her to ’member me like I am now?” He started to cough so hard that Robie helped him sit up some more and poured out a glass of water from a pitcher on the small kitchen sink.

    After Billy drank the water and had settled back down Robie said, “I think if you don’t have long to live you should spend it with people who love you.”

    Billy shook his head. “I’m a drain on ’em, Will. Soon as I kick off they can get on with their lives.” Before Robie could respond he added, “How’s your daddy doin’?”

    “Well since he’s in jail for murder, not too good.”

    “You ’member Sherm Clancy?”

    “Yeah, when he was a dirt-poor farmer.”

    “He got him a good ride, all right.”

    “Gas on his property?”

    “Oil, gas. Somethin’ like that. But then he really hit it big with the casinos when they come in.”

    “How did he get in with people like that?”

    Billy shrugged. “Don’t know nothin’ ’bout that. But he done it. Then he was rollin’ in money. Built that house. Bought himself that car. One he died in.”

    “With a neck slit maybe by a Ka-Bar blade.”

    “Like your daddy had. I ’member seeing it when we was kids.”

    “Good memory.”

    “But I got me one of them knives, too.”

    Robie studied him. “How?”

    “My uncle was in the Marines over in Nam. He left it to me when he died.”

    Robie nodded. “They find the actual knife that killed Clancy?”

    “Not so’s anybody done said. And I been readin’ ’bout it every day. Like I said, all I got to do now.”

    “What about Janet Chisum?”

    Billy struggled to sit up more. Robie rose and helped him, adjusting the trash bag pillow to support him.

    “What ’bout her?”

    “If Clancy didn’t kill her, who did?”

    “He was screwin’ her. Paid her to do it. What the papers say. That come out at his trial. Disgustin’. He was old enough to be her damn granddaddy.”

    “And my stepmother provided the alibi.”

    Billy nodded. “And your daddy maybe killed him ’cause of that.”

    “You know Victoria?”

    “Naw. Seen her around and all. But after you left I never spoke to your daddy no mo’. He just sort of curled up on life, so to speak. Didn’t see nobody. Just worked. He won that big case. Then he come back with Victoria and they bought the Willows. Like to knock everybody in town over with a stick when they done that.”

    “And they have a little boy.”

    “He ain’t talk none, so’s folks say.”

    “I know. He doesn’t.”

    “So you talked to your daddy yet?”

    “Don’t think he wants to see me.”

    “You left a long time ago. You ever talked to him over the years?”

    “No.”

    Billy fell silent and looked at his old friend. “Hell, Will, my daddy done beat me, too. Lots of daddies do that shit. I swatted Little Bill on the ass couple times is all when he was small. But I never hit him with my fist. Never took a switch or a tree branch to him. Never busted no beer bottle over his head. My daddy did that to me. And mo’. Lot mo’. Told myself I ain’t never doin’ that to my kids.”

    “That’s good to hear, Billy. Kids have enough shit to deal with without somebody who is supposed to love them beating the crap out of them.”

    “So was there somethin’ else then, Will? What made you leave?”

    Robie ran his eye over the oxygen tank.

    “Who’s the doctor that diagnosed your cancer?”

    “Doc Holloway.”

    “Is he an oncologist?”

    Billy made a face. “A what?”

    “A cancer specialist.”

    “Oh, naw, he ain’t that. But he a good doctor. Took care’a all of us over the years. Everythin’ from a broken arm to some of Angie’s female problems. Kind’a jack’a all trades.”

    And master of none, thought Robie.
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      IT WASN’T HARD to spot them. In fact, Robie was sure they had wanted him to see that they were back there. It was three men inside the car. It wasn’t Pete Clancy and his buddies. It looked to be a far more formidable force.

    They were all about his age and wearing suits and carrying hardened expressions. And if Robie had to guess, they had guns under their jackets.

    Robie kept his speed steady and also kept gazing in the rearview. The road he was on was macadam sprinkled over dirt and wound in and out of tree lines. It was also empty except for the two cars.

    The sedan sped up and passed him, then pulled over and slowed to a stop.

    Robie could have whipped around it and kept going, but he decided not to. He pulled over, too, right behind the other car.

    The three men climbed out of the sedan and walked back to him. One on the driver’s side, the others on the passenger.

    Robie rolled down his window when the man on his side reached into his jacket pocket.

    Robie said, “Isn’t the FBI field office in Jackson? You guys are a long way from home.”

    The man took his hand away from his jacket but Robie climbed out of the car and said, “No, go ahead and show me your credentials. It’ll make me feel better.”

    The man did so.

    “Special Agent Jon Wurtzburger,” read off Robie.

    “How’d you ID us?” asked Wurtzburger while the other two men warily watched Robie.

    Robie pointed to the car. “If you really want to go clandestine, take off the government plates.” He next pointed to Wurtzburger’s suit and tie. “Standard Bureau dress down to the tie pin. And if you were bad guys you would have rammed me when you passed. But you get a ding on your car, you have a month’s worth of paperwork to fill out.”

    Wurtzburger put his ID pack away. “And how do you know so much about the FBI?”

    “I have some buddies in the Bureau back in DC. We go out for beers together, shoot the shit.”

    “We ran your background, Mr. Robie. There’s not a lot there.”

    “Well, I haven’t done a lot, so I guess that makes sense. What can I do for you?”

    “Your father is accused of murdering Sherman Clancy.”

    “I know he is.”

    “We’re interested in Clancy.”

    “Why?”

    “He has ties to some casinos.”

    “And why is that a problem? Gambling is legal here.”

    “You’re an outsider, Mr. Robie. We checked. You haven’t been back here for over two decades. Which is one of the reasons we’re contacting you like this.”

    Robie leaned against the fender of his rental and studied them. “And why is that important?”

    “Do you believe that your father killed Mr. Clancy?”

    “I don’t know. Like you said, I just got here.”

    “Well, if he didn’t, there might be another explanation.”

    “Clancy’s casino partners, you mean?”

    Wurtzburger looked intrigued. “Why do you say that?”

    “Well, you brought up the ties to the casinos. And they’ve been described to me as junkyard dogs who may have had a reason to kill him.”

    “Who told you that?”

    “Can’t remember exactly. But I think pretty much everyone in Cantrell will tell you the same thing if you ask.”

    “So local scuttlebutt?”

    “Which often turns out to be spot-on.”

    Wurtzburger looked at him curiously. “And you’re here because of your father?”

    “I am.”

    “But you think he could have killed Clancy?”

    “I’ve found that given the right circumstances, people are capable of pretty much anything.”

    “Based on your experience in a life where, to quote you, you haven’t done a lot?”

    “I like to observe people, Agent Wurtzburger. You can learn a lot by keeping your mouth shut and your eyes and ears open.”

    Wurtzburger nodded and then handed Robie a card. “Well, if you see or hear anything, will you give me a call?”

    Robie took the card. “You haven’t really told me why the FBI’s interested in this case.”

    “You’re right, I haven’t. Have a good day.”

    Wurtzburger and his men returned to their car and drove off in a swirl of fine Mississippi dust.

    Robie got back in his car and headed on.


      
        ———

      


      He pulled to a stop later in front of the Willows. Victoria’s Volvo was parked in front. He went inside.

    Priscilla met him at the door.

    “Where’s Victoria?”

    “Upstairs with Ty. How’d it go at the courthouse? She didn’t say.”

    “Not much happened. He pled not guilty, and the judge wants him to get a lawyer.” Robie didn’t mention the threats against his father.

    He headed up the steps and got to the top landing in time to see Victoria come out of Tyler’s room.

    “I see you made up your mind about the hearing today,” he noted.

    She stood there, seemingly frozen in the doorway. “I almost didn’t go. That’s why I was late. I sat out in my car.” She came forward. “What happened?”

    “He acted as his own lawyer, pled not guilty, and asked for reasonable bail to be set.”

    “And was it?”

    “It might have been except that Aubrey Davis said there have been credible threats against him and he would be safer in jail. The judge has taken it all under advisement. So for now he stays in jail.”

    Victoria placed a hand against her throat. “What credible t