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ABSTRACT 

Samantha DeLuna is a Dade-County Homicide Detective who watches her 

own body enter an ambulance on a stretcher. While she fights for her life in the 

present time, Hell Is a Strip with Neon Lights recounts the three and a half days 

that pushed Samantha to confront the facade of lies inside and outside the 

Department. The bright lights and festive atmosphere of Miami hide more secrets 

than they expose. The psychological intensity escalates as Samantha gets closer to 

solving the case. She must learn how to trust herself before she can see the 

dangerous truth threatening to consume her. 
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The first rule of living is learning to repeatedly die. The phrase repeats 

itself as I realize I’m not conscious of my movements, but I’m sharply aware of 

my surroundings. The mob gathers and first responders buzz by as the spectacle 

unfolds. 

  The medics roll my body into the ambulance. The Ambu bag expands my 

thorax with forced air against the fists of another medic who pumps my heart 

unaware she is breaking the three ribs that eventually puncture my right lung. The 

worried, rubbernecking neighbors do not see me walk through them as I follow 

my body onto the cab of the ambulance. The familiar taste of blood lingers in my 

mouth. I caress my lower lip with my tongue; it’s not from my over-chewed 
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hidden birthmark. I enter the cab with them. The ambulance doors close. I can’t 

hear the clinking of their handles. The ringing is loud inside my head. We rush 

westward. The ocean of strobing red and blue lights gets smaller until it is a 

flickering red drop through the plexiglass.  

  The Ambu bag medic listens for spontaneous breathing. He then says 

something with his moving lips to the other one who reaches for a sterile bag and 

a tray. They cut me free from my clothes and then lift my limp right arm above 

my head. Space is tight for all this work. They struggle to get into position while 

the driver makes sharp careful turns towards the destination. The medic to the 

right of my body squirts the area below my underarm, adjacent to my breast with 

iodine. It drips to the floor, and it runs all the way from her boots to the doors. She 

then counts down and stands up to slice the flesh in between my ribs deep into the 

deflated lung. Blood squirts out of the incision into the chest tube that is shoved 

inside me. If finally oozes out of the tube into a bag hanging on the metal rail of 

the stretcher. The medic looks satisfied. I feel nothing from where I stand.  

  After several blinks, I see two pairs of purple gloves working around me, 

on me. A needle pricks the vein on my right arm. My entire left side throbs with 

excruciating pain. I reach and grab Ambu medic’s arm. He stops whatever he is 

mechanically doing, “Can you nod your head if you know what happened to 

you?” I move my head side to side. “Hang tight, ok? We’re taking good care of 

you. We’re pulling up in a few seconds…” I pull on his hand. The pain ceases. I 

tighten my grip on his wrist that’s above my stomach. I try to speak. Blood clogs 
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up my airway. The hissing of the pressurized air and the beeping of my cardiac 

monitor clashes with the bellowing of the sirens coming from behind the 

ambulance. Someone is following us.
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Pen for a Sword, Tongue for a Spear 
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January 11, Wednesday Morning 

  Contrary to collective belief, the most important people to kiss up to, in 

Homicide, were the transcribers. They were the ones who ran the show. If I 

wanted my reports typed in a timely manner so that my cases moved forward, 

keeping the State Attorney’s Office off my back, they were the ones to impress. 

Before cozying up to them, I learned all I could about their private lives and made 

sure I had not fucked any of their husbands who also worked in various positions 

throughout the Department. I hadn’t.  

  The three women who took office in a room that once stored Cold Case 

files warmed up to me as well. They unleashed information I already knew on 

almost every floozy detective in the bureau. I only knew about their sleazy double 

lives, because once in a while I had partaken in them — I still acted surprised and 

faked revolt when hearing it from the foxes’ mouths, however. In return, I had to 

release secrets about other badge wearers I’d crossed paths with, in the sack.  

 It was a game of quid-pro-quo we all mastered soon after I had started our 

pastellitos and coffee tradition. The three civilians who’d married into the badge 

and the right to hashtag ‘the thin blue line’ in their social media posts, preferred to 

be called ‘stenographers’. They scrambled for relevance in typical civilian style. 

They fished for details about my personal life mostly because my cubicle was as 

bare as one of their husband’s heads. I kept it gray and mysterious — no pictures, 

no team slogans, and no sold-my-soul-to-the-badge bullshit.  I intrigued them.  
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Their curious, gossipy atrophied brains smoked after any slip-up of mine about 

my non-involvement with Willie during our cafecito time.  

 Willie was not only a childhood friend but also my Lieutenant. If the 

Department had its newspaper, speculations about my affair with Willie would 

make the first page by its most annoying investigative reporter — Rosa Espinosa, 

the senior transcriber, and her sidekick Reyna Limon, alpha-bitch number two. 

Willie and I not only kept each other at arm’s length at work but also addressed 

each other formally — he was my boss’s boss. His eyes were always on me — 

sometimes the eyes belonged to other people who reported to him. His father, 

A.J., was the Bureau’s Commander. Rumor was, according to Rosa, that Willie 

and I were hiding our sexual relationship so that my assignments to high-profile 

cases didn’t look like nepotism. She’d stand in the middle of her small and 

crammed foxhole with her right hand on the bulge of her hip asking me, “Are you 

ready to come clean with us now, Samantha?” I had nothing to hide about Willie. 

I may have even been the one who insinuated something to the regards of the 

rumor Rosa speculated.  

 It wouldn’t be nepotism, you fat bitch; it’d be me fucking my way to the 

cases. I often wanted to answer that way, but with a hair flip, a head tilt and a 

half-grinned gaze to the floor I denied, denied, denied the rumors with Willie 

without much conviction. The truth was that I wanted the stories to continue so 

that the other detectives stayed off him. Our friendship had remained strong even 

when he’d left me to go to college, and I had to live my last three years at home 
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with my opioid addict mother and an absent, drunken father who was too busy 

fucking other whores and smearing commissioners’ shit all over his nose to rise to 

the top of the blue line totem pole.  

 Since my return from vacation in the second week of January, Willie’s 

disposition towards me had changed. It didn’t happen in the office, but he avoided 

me whenever possible, outside of it. I hadn’t a clue why he pushed me away, and I 

didn’t show the pain I felt. Perhaps walking in on me in bed with his college 

roommate when I was still a senior in high school was finally catching up to him 

-- he'd never said anything about it before. All and all, Rosa wasn’t wrong to 

speculate. During my first six months, I had already been the lead investigator on 

three high-profile cases, one involving a missing child that later showed up 

floating in a canal near his house — the stepfather arrested on foul-play. The 

second implicated a celebrity basketball player shooting into the air on New 

Year’s Eve; one of his stray bullets lodged inside his next door neighbor's skull 

who was roasting a pork in the yard. And the third case I was the lead detective on 

incriminated two of our officers who shot and killed an unarmed man during a 

traffic stop before I handed the investigation over to FDLE. As warm as they were 

to figuring out my connection with Willie, they had no idea it was AJ who took 

care of me; the father I’d wished for most of my life. They also had never shown 

any inkling of connecting me to Simon Brava. I’d dropped the Brava from my 

name the day after I turned eighteen. The reputation of being my father’s spawn 

outweighed the one of another female cop who fucked her way to the top. 
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  My hair flips, floor gazes and half-grins worked on women as well as 

they worked on men. I couldn’t deny my father’s DNA through my dimples and 

strong jaw line. I kept the suspicion of Willie and me being "a thing" alive and 

well while hiding the Simon Brava blood connection. I also never used sick or 

vacation days. As Art Louis’s acting Sergeant, I took care of his payroll; handled 

my caseload as well as help the moronic, drunkard, cheaters who I avoided by 

hanging out in the fox hole with their cases. I was committed never to give 

anyone in that office a reason to speculate about my abilities. I let my waist long 

curly hair brush the other detectives’ cheeks when a strand escaped the loose grip 

of my twist as I hunched over their shoulders, explaining my goddamn 

contribution to their fucking work. When they stood over me, inside my cubicle, I 

used the “absent-minded” hair flip while going over some other save on my part. I 

knew that my words fell on deaf ears since most of their blood was not pulsating 

inside the head above their shoulders. That’s how I kept the mutts in the office 

gentle. I fed them possibilities of fantasy before petting them. Losing my focus on 

the cases under Art was not worth the three-second bathroom shenanigans with 

the common men. It was a gradual conquering, but reminding myself that if I had 

earned Art’s blessing to call him Art while still a diapered PPO, then I’d be able to 

convince anyone of my merits to lead in those cases. The foxes were harder to 

tame. 

 Rosa had taken her usual stance, but instead of jiggling the fat under her 

arm in my direction, she turned to Veronica Leal, the youngest of the transcribers, 
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also the one I liked the most, and said, “Vero, Sam’s story checks out. The road is 

clear to Willie.” Rosa’s head turned to me looking for a reaction. You, 

menopausal, cunt. 

 I managed to keep chewing my last piece of pastelllito without missing a 

beat, and once I’d swallowed it, I said, “Go for it, Vero. The only thing Lieutenant 

Briggs likes more than pussy is watching himself on TV while having some 

pussy.” Veronica shook her head, wide-eyed. 

 “No, Sam. I don’t want sleep with Lieutenant Briggs.” She wiggled her 

ring finger to me as if it meant anything to me, who’d had threesomes with many 

husbands and wives throughout my career. “Rosa is tryi…” Willie’s phone call 

interrupted her mid-sentence, and I ran out of the foxhole without letting her 

defend herself.  
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07:27 

  The swarm of marked and unmarked police cars from several departments 

nearby had South Shore Drive blocked off. Three of the four horsemen stood 

outside with long faces, and Willie Briggs stood in for A.J. As if he was in 

training. Willie’s mannerisms mirrored his father's, even though they looked 

nothing alike. Willie faced west and recognized my car. He walked up to the 

guardians of the yellow tape, and within a few seconds they let me through. He 

hadn’t said much on the phone, just urged me to meet him at his father’s house. 

Once I spotted the Medical Examiner’s wagon on the east end of the perimeter, I 

understood the cause of the tumult; it made me want to vomit. I ignored the three 

older horsemen as Willie led the way to the back of the house.   

 The walk from the black iron gate on the west side of the house all the 

way to the backyard felt like slow motion. Each stride towards the double patio 

doors that led into the family room shortened as my legs felt heavier and my 

stomach boiled. The Prophet swayed with the tide. Its hull hit the buoys. I was 

surprised A.J. hadn’t lifted her from the water after our last cruise on it. Willie 

guided me with his hand on my bicep. We made a right into the house’s family 

room. A.J.’s body practically melted off of him inside his favorite chair.  

  His skin had turned purple-black, and the elastic from the mask that was 

attached to two tanks near the chair dug into his bloated face. I walked in enough 

to whiff the rotten meat decaying into the fabric of the yellow chair. Dr. Emma 

Mao and two interns examined his body while a gurney sat near. Miami Beach 
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Crime Scene worked his place like busy ants gathering up for a winter storm. I 

projectile vomited the two bites of bagel from forty minutes earlier before I’d 

completed my about-face.  

 “Get her some water.” I heard Emma yell at one of her interns. For a five-

foot-three, one-hundred pound woman, she had the authority of Goliath. “I’m 

very sorry, Sam.” Emma had walked down the three steps from the house down to 

the back patio. We met during my second year in the department; she was still a 

resident at the Medical Examiner. She moved up to Chief quickly after her 

residency, and if we both were the type of women who hung out with other 

women outside of work, we’d probably be best friends. I remained hunched over 

in case of any more bile uprises.  

 “We’re taking him for an autopsy.” Willie stood not far behind us. I 

assumed her lack of details was to spare him of any uncomfortable news. She 

didn’t know Willie and his father had been estranged for many years. She shifted 

around and went back inside when the trembling intern handed me a glass of 

water still wearing his examination gloves. “For god’s sake…” I heard her 

whisper under her breath before turning around and following the young man 

inside the house. Three employees from Emma’s office arrived carrying a large 

moving cart. A.J. had become one with his favorite chair. They were taking the 

entire fusion downtown. Willie guided me back to the front through the same way 

we came in. It had started to drizzle. Even the sky was sad. 
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 My father, Art Louis and David McKinney stopped their conversation as if 

their topic was approaching. The wind traveled westbound and the drops of rain 

felt like small scratches on my face. Nothing compared to the slicing I felt inside 

my heart. David McKinney was the first to break the few seconds long silence.  

 “It is so nice to see you, Sammie, too bad it’s under these circumstances.” 

He stepped forwards to meet me and hugged me tightly. David McKinney and his 

wife Nancy lived two houses down from Willie and me when we still lived on 

Alton Road. He’d retired from Miami-Dade PD and joined Miami Beach PD the 

same year as my father. While my Simon Brava was appointed Miami Beach’s 

Chief of Police, David McKinney was content with the job of Homicide Captain. 

The Miami sun hadn’t been kind to Dave’s face. Then again, Miami was not kind 

to anyone. Brown spots and premature lines stole the handsomeness of his oval 

jaw and strawberry blond hair. David McKinney was the kind of cop who knew 

the effect he had on women, especially after he started wearing the uniform and 

badge, but he never seemed to have a problem keeping his fidelity intact. It was 

an inherent part of his make-up. I envied him for that. My father and A.J. had 

always made fun of him when Willie and I were barely pre-teens, saying how 

Nancy had him on a tight leash.  

 I was embarrassed to have wet his uniform shirt with my tears. He made 

no insinuation of annoyance as we let go of each other.  

 While crying on Dave’s shoulder, I had missed Art leaving the circle. He 

waved at us from the driver’s seat open window. I nodded to him. Art and A.J. had 
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stayed with Miami-Dade PD  to finish off their last five extra years in the DROP. 

Art had been my Field Training Officer when I was fresh off the Academy. After 

ten years, Art was, once again, my immediate supervisor. We’d caught a Jane Doe 

case a month prior and were still milking all the overtime we could, exhausting all 

the inexistent leads on it.  

 My father made no attempt to console me. He avoided any contact with 

me in public to save face from my sharp tongue. Being that close to him made my 

stomach cramp up again. I chewed on the birthmark hidden inside my lower lip to 

keep my bile from coming up again. I glanced at Dave’s navy blue shirt, but the 

wet spot I left had already blended with the rain drops.  

 “How did you find him?” I asked Dave. 

 “Anonymous 911 call,” he answered and pulled out his phone. He pressed 

his screen a couple of times and handed it to me.  

 I put the phone’s speaker close to my ear.  

Operator: 

 Miami Beach Police, 9-1-1, what’s your emergency? 

Woman: 

 655 South… Shore Drive… Rush. 

Operator (annoyed): 

 Ma’am, what’s the emergency? 

Woman: 

 Just rush. He’s…(busy signal). 
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Operator: 

 Ma’am? Hello?  

  The operator attempted several callbacks on the same line; they were 

useless. The caller’s voice was hoarse. I listened to it again. Distinct noises didn’t 

stand out. The connection was faulty. The phone was untraceable, Dave had told 

me.   

 “Can you send me this?” I asked Dave expecting a hard no from the man I 

wished had died in place of A.J., but he stayed quiet. 

 “Absolutely,” Dave answered, “as soon as my team and I get a timeline…” 

His voice trailed off. I smiled at him mostly with my eyes. Something about the 

caller bothered me.  

 Emma walked out of the black iron gate. A couple of Crime Scene techs 

followed her and rushed to move their cars. She announced to us that they were 

rolling A.J.’s remnants out of there. I wasn’t squeamish of dead bodies. In fact, I 

preferred them than the talking ones. Except for A.J.’s body. I preferred him 

talking. Alive and talking, forever.   

 “I’m going back to the office,” I’d turned to Willie. I just needed to move 

away from the house’s entrance, so I didn’t have to see A.J.’s white skin turned 

purple hanging off the arm of his yellow chair. 

 “Come on,” Willie said to me pointing at his unmarked. “I’ll stop by 

later,” he had turned his head to address one of the two horsemen behind us. We 

walked to his car with his right hand in the middle of my back.  
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  His car smelled like he did, Cool Water and Trident gum. I slammed the 

passenger door shut and from the side mirror, I caught a glimpse of the black tarp 

covering the last of Willie’s dad. I couldn’t play it tough anymore. I gave in and 

sobbed into my hands. By the time I’d run out of tears, the front of the house had 

been cleared and Willie and I were the only ones left a few houses west.  

  Along with a small package of tissues, Willie handed me a large envelope. 

My name printed on the outside of it.  

 “Don’t open it now,” he said, “I got one too.” He lifted his opened 

envelope from the driver’s door compartment.  

 “Are you okay?” I said and caressed the back of his head. 

 “No.” He shook his head and darted his green eyes away from my gaze.  

 “See you at the office?” 

 “No,” he said. He’d turned back to look at me. He took my hand from 

behind his head and put it back on my lap. His tone was firm and it prevented me 

from prying the way I would have many moons ago. “Go home, Sam. Take the 

day.”  

 Willie drove away from his father’s house. I watched him from inside my 

car. I opened the envelope he’d handed me. A.J. had left me the house he’d died in 

and The Prophet. In the envelope, there was also a trust fund set up the day after 

my mother was committed. The amount was hefty. He knew I didn’t need the 

money. Her trust was entirely in my name and I pretty much allowed my father to 
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continue living in our old home. I wondered what A.J. had left his son. The house 

on Alton Road came to mind.  

 I took Willie’s advice and drove to Vicki’s apartment. Vicki’s condo was 

not far from the house that was now mine. I hadn’t been spending much time at 

home. As I closed the door behind me, not even the grand view of the Atlantic 

raging into the shore impacted me as it once did. I gathered some of my 

belongings -- enough to not make it so noticeable. I used black garbage bags 

remembering the cameras in the garage. I called Art to clear my day off with him. 

It was weird to me that Willie was Art’s boss. It didn’t feel right not notifying Art 

too. Art told me to come back on Monday. He wasn’t a person of many words, but 

he was intricately compassionate. I called a cleaning service on my drive back to 

the island — my new house. In less than three hours they had scrubbed A.J. off of 

the small area where the yellow chair sat. The rest of the house I tackled myself.   

 By the time I finished, I’d worked my way from the master bedroom to the 

office, the guest bedroom, bathrooms, dining room, kitchen and finally the living/

family room where A.J. suffocated on helium. His favorite chair had left a blatant 

void in the living room. The cleaning crew had cleared any signs of DNA in the 

grout between the beige marble tiles. They’d declared the area rug unrecoverable 

and had taken it with them. The microfiber sectional looked raw and uninviting in 

front of the custom made wall unit. My stomach growled. I’d boxed all of A.J.’s 

personal belongings in plastic bins that were stacked up in the garage. Except for 



!20

some of the mementos he displayed on the wall-to-wall-ceiling-to-floor wall unit, 

I wiped A.J. away as much as I could.   

 I sat in the middle of the floor facing our girl. She still swayed with the 

tide. The blood squirted from my over-chewed bottom lip. When I tasted the iron, 

I realized I had been rocking back and forth. No letter. No goodbye. Why couldn’t 

it have been you? On one of the shelves against the wall, there was a picture of 

my father, A.J., David McKinney and Art Louis graduating the academy decades 

earlier. All four wore the brown hat and a smile that held thousands of broken 

promises. The burning in my stomach traveled up to my throat. The fire I felt was 

step two of the Kübler-Ross model. I sprawled my body across the cold floor. My 

left ear lay on the spot the chair once took. The smell of strong cleaners traveled 

up my nostrils. The spot between my eyes right on the bridge of my nose hurt. I 

got myself up, instead of taking the horsemen picture to one of the bins like I had 

planned, I went into the freezer and pulled out the blue bottle of Cîroc AJ kept 

around for me. I pushed open one of the French patio doors, Cîroc in hand, and 

walked to The Prophet.  

 I climbed onto her. The spots from the Mahi I had caught with him off of 

the Venetian were barely visible. He hadn’t taken her for a detailed cleaning as he 

usually did. It was like he knew it wouldn’t matter. I lay on the back seat. It wasn't 

long before I couldn't differentiate the tide's oscillation from the Cîroc in my head. 

I tried, despite the buzz, to remember to take her for a good wash. The smell of 

old blood lingered inside her.  
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  My phone vibrated inside my bra.  

 “Hi,” I said to Vicki. 

 “How are you doing? I’ve tried you several times.” 

 “I know.” I didn’t care to elaborate further. She waited quietly on the other 

end. Her silent game was stronger than mine. “It’d do me good to see you,” I said 

knowing that would please her. I couldn’t deal with more drama between us.  

 “I understand you’re grieving,” Vicki said. “Please don’t take it out on the 

women tonight. See you soon,” she said at last and hung up.  

 I walked back into my new house and decided I was going to tell her I was 

moving out.
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 I’ve been walking in circles semi-recognizing the abandoned properties 

around me. My body is stiff from pain and shock. I spot my old house up ahead 

and it looks undisturbed. There are no boards on the windows and even though I 

try to speed up towards it, my body is stubborn. The cry is stagnant inside my 

chest and it stays there until I reach the front door. It’s ajar. The colorful vases my 

mother keeps at each side of the entrance have been smashed into pieces and dirt 

spills from both of them while the daisies we planted together have dried up to 

fertilizers for new flowers. Except there are no flowers at all in the front yard. 

There is no color. I look at the number on the door, forty-seven thirteen. It is my 

house. It used to be my home. The light posts outside fizzle in distress. The light 
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flickering’s buzz punctures the otherwise howling silent until they go out one by 

one as I turn the corner to Alton Road. Another sound perturbs the heavy silent. 

Quiet murmurs travel with the gusts of winds. I see no one in sight. I am lost in 

the maze of my childhood. I can’t feel my body obey my commands to turn 

around and head back to the house I just left.  

  As I complete my turn, the smell of dead fish and decomposing meat hit 

me like a warning wall. I push through the discomfort of the putrid density and 

spot my childhood home once again. On the other side of the hazy wall of dead 

flesh, I can see red and white strobe lights circling on top of a red Miami Beach 

rescue truck. A fire engine is parked in front of it. A spotlight shines upon the 

house only. My eyes hurt from the overwhelming brightness. The musky green 

color of the outside walls is different from the color I saw moments prior. I watch 

behind the solid invisible barrier. I decide to take a seat and wait for the scenes to 

unfold from a distance. Far enough without stirring any more pain from the past.  

  The leaves behind me rustle. Feet pitter-patter their way through the 

asphalt. Wings flap and circle my side of the hazy wall as well. With much strain, 

I turn my neck back before taking a seat. The street is as dark and lonely as I last 

saw it moments before. The two luminescent shadows are unable to conceal 

themselves behind the thick trunks of leafless oak trees in front of the abandoned 

houses. I push my way through the wall of death and drag my bare feet back all 

the way inside the green house.  
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 The red entry door is wide open. My white Jeep Wrangler is parked on the 

common grass area. I struggle to focus inside the Jeep. It’s me. I’m sixteen. Willie 

Briggs pulls up in his black RX7 and leaves his driver’s door open as he crosses 

the street in three broad steps to help me out of my car. I watch as younger Willie 

and I enter through the red door. I follow them. AJ is inside commanding the 

scene. Paramedics are rolling my mother’s unconscious body out of her bedroom 

through the hallway. AJ hugs my sixteen-year-old self. The words that come out 

of his mouth echo in my head as I watch his lips move, “She’s just taking a ride, 

Sam. She needs help.” Just taking a ride. My father walks into the living room. 

The scene takes him by surprise. I can’t recall ever seeing the vulnerability and 

impotence pour out of his eyes. His posture is curved forward. Young Willie 

walks up to him and speaks something I still can’t hear. The Simon Brava I know 

pulls himself together. He walks to AJ and taps him on the shoulder. AJ lets go of 

sixteen-year-old Sam after seeing my father standing behind him. They walk 

outside. My father does not acknowledge young me at all.  

 I leave younger me in the house. Enthralled with the developments that 

resemble a fabrication of my psyche, I forget about my physical limitations. The 

two men are standing across the street in front of AJ’s house. Their exchange is 

not friendly. They speak calmly through tense and distorted facial expressions. 

The stench of alcohol emanates from my father’s jerky hand movements. They 

collect themselves once Willie walks through me towards them. I look behind me 
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and my younger self is watching from the doorstep as they roll my mother into the 

rescue for the quick ride she never returned from.  

  In three blinks, the spotlight above my house vanishes. The red trucks are 

gone. I stand on the street in the cruddy clothes I left the hospital. The two shiny 

stalkers who make it a point not to be fully seen remain nearby. AJ and my father 

lean against AJ’s green and white police car.  

 “What did he say?” My father asks AJ. He faces north on the street not 

able to look at the man next to him. 

 “He wants to talk to you,” AJ answers assuringly. 

 My father’s head turns to AJ. “Get out of it,” he says, “There’s time still.”  

 This time, AJ is the one who breaks their gaze and turns his head 

northward. “He’s inside waiting for you.”  

 Behind them, I see The Prophet propped up on a trailer. She looks brand 

new.
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Wednesday Dusk 

 The layering hues of blue and orange in the sky clashed against the 

dilapidated Victorian style building across from the Old Omni Hotel. The shiny 

windows of the now Hilton across the street accentuated the old pain and uneven 

pavement of the building’s parking lot. Vicki had spent her money to recover the 

building interior beauty, but she purposefully neglected its outside. I parked my 

black Charger as close to the front entrance as possible. I popped two peppermint 

gums to disguise the smell of alcohol. Vicki’s red Mercedes sat parallel to me in 

the last parking space on the north-end of the lot. Why she chose to play obstacle 

course with the broken crack pipes, cigarette butts, beer bottles, used condoms 

and exposed parking rods from the lot baffled me.  

  Dried leaves and twigs piled up next to the rain gutter. Before turning the 

corner, I skipped around old food cartons near a pile of cardboard boxes leaning 

against the wall, holding up a few ratty blankets. The double front doors were 

heavy but intricately carved. They were my favorite part of the structure -- 

especially when I used them to leave.   

 I had arrived with plenty of time before the mob of the perpetually 

victimized group of women began to show up and take their seats around the 

circle. I’d sat in that circle since I had moved in with Vicki while in college: me, 

her student; her, my teacher. I’d become a staple on the Wednesday nights sappy-

specials even if I had never spoken in them. Most of the faces had aged horribly 

from the meth, the opioids, the methadone, the alcohol and the beating some of 
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them secretly enjoyed -- at least, that was my opinion, anyway. Their fetishized 

martyrdom increased my disdain for them more often than I let on. It was unlikely 

that first timers returned for a second meeting the following week. If they showed 

up again, it was due to a court order or a beating-gone-extremely-wrong that 

nudged them to show up. I made it a point to be present for her new Monday 

meetings as well. The women annoyed me; nevertheless, they served as great 

subjects for observation when I wrote my articles.  

 Vicki barely spoke to me as I helped her set up the room up in a circle of 

white chairs. She’d left me to unfold the chairs as she prepared the back area for 

snacks and refreshments. Her condolences didn't extend beyond our phone 

conversation. She’d stopped pretending she was one-hundred percent kosher with 

my loyalty to the job and personal involvement with some of my coworkers.    

  Once the usual suspects made their way in at almost half past six, Vicki 

paced around the circle for the first five minutes, explaining the rules of speaking, 

the turns, and treating each story heard with the utmost secrecy. She smiled at 

each one of the whiny women. Sometimes she even touched some of them on the 

shoulders.  The evening’s topic was how to recognize the warning signs before the 

abuse occurs. She carried herself during the support group meetings as she did 

when teaching a class. Her hand gestures, deliberate pauses and high and low 

tones hypnotized the women every single night at six-thirty. Vicki loved an 

audience.  
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 The first time I saw Vicki, she was still Dr. Victoria Laughton to me. I sat 

in the middle of the tiered lecture hall. I tapped the mechanic pencil and balanced 

the yellow notepad on my bare right thigh that sat on top of my left one. PSY 101 

was my science core credit class, Vicki, or Dr. Laughton back then, made me stick 

around for the major. Vicki’s reputation preceded her by miles on school grounds. 

 She was one of the most proficient and sought out expert witnesses in 

high-profile court cases. The hall filled up quickly and minutes after, her clicking 

high-heels entered through the double doors at the bottom of the room. Dr. 

Laughton wore an haute couture black skirt suit and carried her laptop inside her 

checkered briefcase. Her auburn hair was sleeked back and she wore red-rimmed 

eyeglasses. I moved in with her in my senior year of undergrad. I moved into her 

apartment and took over her second bedroom. I’d told her about my poor 

relationship with my father. Vicki selflessly gave me shelter and food. For two 

years, she was not only my teacher but also my caretaker.  

 On my graduation night, we emptied a case of Red Zinfandel exchanging 

secrets, past traumas, and future dreams. We spent hours on the balcony talking 

about our lives; exploring what-if’s and sharing dark corners of our childhood. I 

also told her about my mom’s addiction. She listened and placed her hand on top 

of mine. We stayed silent for a long time. It was the first time I mentioned my 

mother’s mental health in detail to anyone; even then, I felt no stirring of 

emotions from the vague memories I had. Vicki didn’t pressure me to keep 
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talking. It was the first time I touched on details of my mother which I hadn’t 

even shared with Willie or A.J.  

 Vicki told me about her childhood. She’d grown up on the outskirts of 

Stillwater, Minnesota with no father figure. Her mother worked hard to keep a 

roof over their heads: hers, Vicki’s and Vicki’s younger sister who was born with 

CP and died of pneumonia when Vicki was seventeen. Vicki spent her free time 

from school watching her sister, while her mother worked double shifts. She was 

relieved when her sister passed but she never forgot her mother’s grief. It was as 

if her mother had died with her sister. She picked up her grades in school and 

applied to every college that would take her out of her house. After two years of 

Community College, she moved to Tallahassee and graduated from FSU with 

Summa Cum Laude. She stayed for her Masters and then was offered a Ph.D. spot 

at University of Miami’s School of Psychology due to her outstanding thesis and 

published articles while in school.Underneath the summer sky that met the 

Atlantic Ocean, I lay next to her in her outdoor chaise and rested my head on her 

chest.  

 “Thank you,” I told her softly. My left arm hugged her thin waist. She 

kissed my forehead while her right hand caressed my back all the way down to 

the curvature of my sacral bone. I looked up at her with a smile feeling somewhat 

aroused by her dancing fingers. She stared out into the Atlantic. The moonlight 

reflected off of the waves forming near the horizon and I felt as if she’d gone 

somewhere else and left me behind.   
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 The buzzing under my leg echoed. I rushed out to the large hallway to 

answer the unidentified caller. 

 “DeLuna." 

 “We have a floater.” Art’s voice was flat, matter-of-factly. 

  My head spun from the sudden orthostatic change. "Where?”  

 “Government Cut.”  

 “Ours?” 

 Art’s response was unintelligible. I knew better than to question him on 

shit like that.  

 “On my way,” I said with the enthusiasm of passing kidney stones.  

 He just hung up. 

 I peeked my head in and waved for Vicki to come outside. One of the 

group’s old-timers had the floor and spoke about her most recent run-in with her 

ex. Vicki’s cheeks turned red and she pursed her lips after excusing herself. On 

the hallway, she stood holding on to the handle of the closed door.  

 I moved in to kiss her cheek good-bye, “I got a body.” She moved back 

away from me. 

 “Tonight?” 

 “Art wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t important.” I waved my phone but 

also wondered how important.  
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 She sighed and closed the door quietly behind her, leaving the expert 

victims to handle business in the group. Her hand reached for the clasp of my belt 

and she pulled me all the way forward towards her body. While her left hand slid 

down to the lining of my panties, her right one traveled upward underneath my 

camisole. She softly pinched my left nipple with her index and middle finger. 

“What about this, Samantha? When will this be important?” 

 She hardly ever called me by my first name. “I’ll make it up to you… 

Who knows?” I stumbled with my words not knowing whether to push her away 

and remind her of my reservations about our intimacy or whether I should push 

her into the maintenance closet next to the group’s room as her mouth made its 

way up and down my neck and landed on my ear lobe.  

 “Don’t make me wait too long,” she said. Low blow, Vics. 

 I moaned still feeling buzzed from all the Vodka.   

 “We wouldn’t have to wait that long to finish this if you’d just come out as 

Simon Brava’s daughter,” she said and continued her attempts to arouse me.  

 I pulled back from her. My kinship to my father had been the cause of 

many silent disagreements between us. Vicki wasn’t one to yell. Her silent 

treatment was always loud, clear and unbearable. After living together so many 

years, she knew all my cracks.    

  She got closer and kissed me harder. She moved her right hand to the back 

of my neck and held me still as she often did, but this time she pulled on my hair 

firmly. I awkwardly reached my hand inside her blouse, “I’ll come by your place 
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later,” I whispered in hopes she’d loosen a bit. She removed my hand away from 

her. I again fought the urge to take her into the maintenance closet after she 

pushed my hand away and slightly slid her teeth down my upper lip. She opened 

the door to the meeting and walked back in. Low blow, Vics.  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19:11 

 The current of flashing blue and red lights from several police and rescue 

units parked just south of First Street competed for attention with the neon 

colored hubbub of Ocean drive to the North. I lowered my window and flashed 

my badge to the blue-uniformed, yellow-tape keepers of the outer perimeter, 

Miami Beach rookie officers. I spotted Art’s symmetrically round figure whose tie 

hung just below his belly button already out and about on the scene. I parked my 

car next to his and walked up to him and David McKinney. It was as if we hadn’t 

seen each other earlier that morning under more dire circumstances. The 

conversation didn’t stop on my account. McKinney spewed all he knew about the 

scene, from the 9-1-1 call to seconds before Art’s arrival, Art responded with his 

monosyllabic vocabulary. He held small rectangular ripped pieces of whippet 

paper on one hand while taking his set of notes on his own whippet. When his 

nose sniffed my scent, he gave me the notes from other officers, and I knew to 

guard them with my life. I’d learned to carry a waterproof, zippered plastic binder 

with me to every scene I responded to with Art. Even when I was the lead 

Detective on other scenes, he’d insist on his methodology of note-taking and 

handling the body. His rodeo became my rodeo because other investigators who 

assisted me brought their own zippered, waterproof binder to my scenes. I chewed 

on my lip to keep my mouth shut. As I had approached the area of Jungle Island, I 

realized that the call was closer to Miami Beach than Art let on during the phone 

call. He knew I’d resist working a case that’d put me in constant contact with my 



!34

father. I kept south on MacArthur Causeway when I received his text. Meet me at 

South Pointe Park’s jetty. 

 Art’s reception was short of a red carpet welcoming and that annoyed me 

more than the fact that I still didn’t know why we were handling a case on the 

Beach.  “Are they always this nice to you or is this because you’re with their 

boss’s daughter?” I asked him knowing it’d push his button. 

 “Not always about you, Little Brava,” he answered knowing how to push 

mine. Art had been the only person my entire life who was never fazed by my 

kinship to Simon Brava — they’d grown up together in Liberty City, but Art was 

mute about their boyhood. I wondered how much of the brass on the scene knew I 

was MBPD Chief’s daughter. The new kids faked their oblivion if they had any 

notion as well. I walked by some of them and heard their voices turn to whispers 

as if the secret message of their game of telephone had materialized in front of 

their eyes. I straightened the ID hanging from my neck and made sure that 

Samantha DeLuna was visible.  

 We stopped next to the rock formation of the park’s jetty. Away from most 

of the crowd, David McKinney hugged me and patted my head as if he’d 

forgotten about the occasion for our encounter earlier. 

 “There she is,” David said looking at the dead flesh sitting on top of the 

rocks adjacent to the pier.  

  The moon gleamed off of her strapless jumpsuit, and it looked like it had 

fish scales. It was blue sequin. Oh, honey. Sequin? Art spoke to McKinney while I 
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stared at the body and the way it lay facing north. Hands crossed on her chest. Her 

head faced up. Upon McKinney’s orders, Crime Scene had started setting up the 

lights and moved into the area closest to the body. He had waited for us to arrive 

before disturbing the inner perimeter. 

 “Are we sure she is ours?” I asked to either one of them not able to contain 

my curiosity any longer.  

 “Art will put you up to speed,” Dave answered with his signature sweet 

smile. If I had a weak spot, David McKinney’s smile knew exactly where and 

how to hit it.  

 “I thought she was a floater,” I insisted.  

 “She was,” McKinney answered. And he didn’t offer anymore before he 

walked away so Art and I could do our thing.  

 “Let’s go,” Art said as the Halogen lights came on around the body. Not all 

of them were directed towards the body directly. Art noticed my flustered face and 

handed me his Lumen flashlight. Aviation circled the area and kept the curious 

drones away from the perimeter. The pier had also been cleared and just west of 

where our Jane Doe lay, the media staging area was being set up.  

 We climbed the rocks to get a different perspective of the girl. I walked to 

the part of the rocks closest to the shore while Art stayed back where the rocks 

dissipated into the sand and balanced his way towards me. “I got this, Art.” I 

thought I heard him sigh in relief. I doubted that his round symmetrical body 
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would balance itself on the black rocks. I’d played on top of them as a kid with 

Willie. It was like I was visiting an old grade school playground. 

 “The beach guys are taking the report from the couple of beach bums who 

found the… her in the water,” Art said to me as a thank you for keeping him from 

making a fool of himself. I didn’t press for anymore. I’d gotten close enough to 

the body. I expected that later rather than sooner, I’d get the entire 4-1-1 on the 

victim and call-out.  

  The high tide sprayed water on the two of us — Jane and me. I knew I had 

to work fast in finding anything out of the ordinary before Emma and her crew 

whisked her away for examination. I shone my light on all exposed areas of her 

body. Her feet lay sideways away from each other. Ghost crabs crawled in and out 

of her wet, sequin jumpsuit. Art slowly made his way to me and crouched next to 

her head and shone the light at the bullet hole between her eyes. He struggled to 

stay down too long. His knees cracked on his way back up. He moved to her right 

side and faced south.    

 I took my place next to him and started from the bottom up. “These bluish 

patches here. The victim died on her side,” I said examining the lower part of her 

right leg. “Both her feet are swollen and rigid. In between the bruisings and the 

lividity, she seems to have light skin.” I crouched up and down and walked back 

and forth around her body soaking my shoes and socks in the process. I called 

aloud the body position and the condition to one of them who was surely taking 

notes. Unlike Art’s, my legs pounded on the sand for at least ten miles every 
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chance I had — sometimes seven days a week — making them as sturdy as the 

rocks we stood on. I worked out my upper body only enough to maintain my 

twelve gauge steady during annual qualifications. Crime Scene techs hustled 

around me taking photographs of the young girl with a gaping hole in the center 

of her forehead. My eyes were immediately attracted to the shrapnel of skin that 

had exploded with the bullet. Slowly, my focus widened and I recognized the eyes 

behind the death glaze. I lost my balance and grabbed onto the girl’s rigid arm.  

  I remembered her from Vicki’s meetings. She’d walked in full of life, 

with impressive poise and dreamy eyed toward Vicki. I glanced around the 

illumined area for blood on the rocks or pieces of flesh scraped onto the rocks. I 

took a few glances at Art to see if he’d noticed my unusual reaction. He was 

taking his notes tenaciously. Miami Beach Crime Scene took pictures of 

everything. I palpated her stomach area. I pretended to look busy and let the techs 

do my job for me. I felt confident that if I had missed something in person, they’d 

reveal themselves in the photographs. Plus, I couldn’t move her body around as 

much as I needed to because of the lividity and altered marks the rough-edged 

rocks could cause to her bloated skin.  

 Art stopped writing and stared at me. “What?” I shrugged, feeling 

annoyed. He didn’t respond as usual, but I knew his stares were his way of giving 

me the heads up I’d missed something. I stood up and stared at her for a few 

seconds. Fuck. What did I miss? I walked back to where I had started. I lifted her 
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left leg to take a closer look. I saw the markings on her ankle. I shone my light on 

it.  

 “She has a tattoo of five stars; four shaded in,” I said to Art.  

 “What color?” he asked. 

 “White.” I watched his face for validation.  

 He moved his eyeballs towards the leg I’d lifted up and said nothing. He 

wrote some more on his whippet. 

  I felt my bare hands touching the dead girl’s cold, immutable body and 

before letting it go carefully back into the position I’d found her, I felt the rush 

come up from below my belly button. I stared into her eyes. Unlike other 

detectives, pity or compassion didn’t veil my eyes during an investigation. Vicki’s 

meetings helped me look at the Jane Does as one of the lucky ones, one less 

whiner with a fetish to be punched around, one less mouth to yap about her pimp 

beating her up. Not this one. The energy that surrounded this victim the first time I 

saw her in the meeting still lurked around her. She was a tough one. She didn’t 

seem like the type to go down without a fight.  

  Crime Scene resumed their jobs, unaffected by our stomping around, 

contaminating the scene.  

  David McKinney called out to us from outside the immediate perimeter. 

Emma had sent one of her most experienced residents to pick up the body. They 

made their way to us and we roamed down the path to meet up with McKinney. 

Once on firm sand, Dave looked at Art, “The divers found it,” he said. I had no 
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idea what 'it' was. I chewed on my bottom lip discreetly and fisted my hands to 

hide the panic. I needed to get the girl’s info from Vicki. 
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20:32 

 The scandalous festival of neon lights to the north of us socked me in the 

eye as it highlighted Willie’s flirtatious stares towards his girl-du-week. A 

spotlight shone over the spot we stood. Its origin was from the media stage on the 

pier. The north-easterly breeze brought the sounds of the commotion of the press 

and the officers fighting about the staging area. The media drowned out the post-

holiday messy crowd that invaded the Beach. 

 “Fucking clowns,” Art and Dave said together. I couldn’t help chortle at 

the irony of two people who looked the exact opposite responded the same way to 

circumstances. David and Art waited until the diving team docked their small boat 

and brought their “finding” to us. I had no choice to stay with them, so I let my 

eyes wander around impatiently trying to spot my father before he surprised us. 

What I zeroed in on instead was one of the reporters flirting with Willie. He 

giggled and stood way too close for comfort next to her.  His head bobbed, his 

eyes fixated on a woman with jet black, shoulder length hair. Fucking clown. She 

wore a denim pencil skirt and a red buttoned blouse. She touched her face up with 

powder. She wore heels while the others had on sneakers, given the location. Her 

body was shaped like an acoustic guitar — they type of observation A.J. would 

make of women he found dangerously irresistible. Her skirt’s stretchy fabric 

accentuated her small waist and curvy hips. The red blouse made her fair skin 

glow. Willie chortled and looked down at the papers in front of him. Their 

exchange fueled the fire that burned in my stomach through my lungs. “Never 



!41

trust anyone who says ‘off the record,'” A.J. used to say to us kids about reporters 

working for fickle local papers like The Miami Beach Times or Miami-Bitch 

News.  

 Your father just died. Let your dick rest for a night. I whiplashed my head 

away from them. I chewed softly on my already sensitive bottom lip and shifted 

my gaze from Willie and the reporter to the back of Art’s round body. 

  Art and Dave focused on the two men wearing wetsuits carrying a large 

suitcase in their hands. My head bounced between the extra large piece of 

evidence and the flair of satisfaction that oozed from the two horsemen in front of 

me.  

 “Tag it and don’t let them fuck this up. Babysit it if you need to,” Art said 

in a way that reminded me of our FTO phase.  

 Art had been my Field Training Officer when I first started out as a cop. I 

was twenty-three, straight out of college with a double major in Psychology and 

Criminology. I had been living with Vicki for a full year. After roll call, my first 

night on the job as a Probationary Police Officer, I followed Art outside towards 

his car in Station 6’s parking lot. Without hesitation, as he watched me perform 

the vehicle inspection required for evaluation, he said, “Little Brava couldn’t 

shake off the blue blood, could you?” I fished around the back seat sticking my 

hand in between the seats to check for any contraband the prisoners may have 
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stuck in there on their way to Dade County Jail. The blood had rushed to my face 

and I kept it hidden from him until I felt my cheeks cool off. 

 “Clear,” I said getting out of the back seat and entering the front passenger 

seat.  

 Art sat in the driver’s seat, adjusted the black belt underneath his round 

belly, “You don’t have to worry about me knowing. Worry about other people 

knowing.” 

 I asked, “Should I check us in?” 

 Art grunted.  

 I checked us in for the first time on the radio as a training unit. Police 

code, Dade County code, was my second language. My dad had been a cop for 

over thirty-five years. A.J., however, was the one who would let us listen to the 

radio’s main channel or TAC-channels when something important was going 

down when we were still kids. He made sure we knew how many regulations he 

was breaking by letting us eavesdrop on a SWAT takedown or a training 

simulation. I’d tell Willie how much I wished he was my dad instead of Simon, 

especially after my mother died. Arthur Louis had worked with both my father 

and A.J. on the road.  

 They continued examining the black Swiss Army suitcase the divers had 

recovered stuck under one of the pier’s poles. Dave signaled to the Crime Scene 
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Supervisor to take it to MDPD’s evidence along with everything else they had 

found.   

 The M.E.’s resident and the two interns struggled to push the black body 

bag on top of the gurney through the sand. Dave and Art stopped them midway, 

pulled the zipper of the black bag down and without a pause, turned Jane Doe on 

her left side. On her back, they spotted another entry wound. More like they found 

the other entry wound they’d been looking for. She’s so young. I noticed the girl’s 

baby face for the first time as if death had given her a final taste of childhood.  

 “You’re so good, aren’t you?” Art said and for an instant, I thought I had 

let the thought escape my mouth in high volume. Art wasn’t speaking to me, 

however. He was writing on his whippet; lost among his abnormal observations.  

 “What was that about?” I asked him. 

 Art just shook his head and kept writing down notes.  

  We followed the coroner's crew out of the beach into the park’s parking 

lot. Both Art and I stood on the paved sidewalk organizing all the notes we’d 

gathered. I’d pulled my phone out of my shirt pocket while I waited for Art to put 

the pieces of paper in chronological order. There were two missed calls from 

Vicki and the number fifteen on my text-message inbox. Fourteen were under 

Vicki’s name. The most recent text was on top of S.B. Tavie’s before you head to 

the M.E.’s office. I shuddered reading the first line. And, then I heard him.  

 “… We are doing everything we can. For now, all we know is that the 

dead body of an unknown young woman was left in our city. As soon as we can, 
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we will release her photograph along with any other personal information after 

notifying next of kin. We ask that anybody who has any information on this case 

call the Miami-Dade CrimeStopper hotline. From now on, Lieutenant William 

Briggs will handle your questions as Miami Dade’s Homicide Acting 

Commander. We have requested the assistance of Miami-Dade Police Detectives 

and our Homicide team led by Captain McKinney will assist them in any way 

they can. With my upcoming retirement…”  

 My father’s voice blasted from the dozens of camera’s TV screens. Willie 

had taken his father’s place standing there next to him. The sound of his voice and 

his powerful stance in front of the cameras made me empty the contents of my 

stomach all over my shoes. My throat burned from the straight-up bile. 

Retirement. The word hit me like a sledgehammer.  

 “Jesus Christ, DeLuna,” Art said with absolutely no mumbling in his 

voice.  

  I crouched for a few minutes waiting for all the contents to come up and 

finish up the vomiting. I was too embarrassed to look Art in the face. Semi-sure 

that I had nothing else left, I said, “I have a change of clothes in the car.” 

 “I’ll see you at the examiner’s.” 

 “I’ll be right behind you,” I lied.  

  I entered my car. Without reading the fourteen pending messages from 

Vicki, I sent one to her. On my way to you after I leave the ME’s Office. The read 

receipt showed a few seconds after I sent the message, but she didn’t reply.  
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  I drove north on Ocean Drive with my windows down. The mile-long 

street had lured the usual night-crawlers, trouble makers, and insomniacs. Bits of 

electronic thumping from the all-night bars entered my car. As I drove past The 

Clevelander Hotel, I pulled into an empty space across the street from it. I caught 

myself trying to call AJ to help ease my anxiety of meeting my father. I sucked on 

my bottom lip until the taste of blood ceased oozing in my mouth. I took three 

deep breaths. I recognized the tempo of one of the songs lingering in the air.   

…Heaven holds a sense of wonder, and I 

wanted to believe 

That I’d get caught up when the rage in me 

subsides… 

 I hit my steering wheel with the palm of my hand once the music switched 

to another tune. Flashbacks from the night at Portofino Towers rushed back with 

the same intensity as Sarah McClachlan hit the falsettos. I focused on the aroma 

of grilling meat from a restaurant still open in the lobby of one of the hotels that 

watered my mouth. I felt the rumbling growl inside my stomach. I remembered I 

hadn’t eaten at all since the pastellito that morning. I pulled out and headed west 

towards Purdy Avenue.  
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 The Prophet faces the Port of Miami. I look to my right and see fizzling 

signs from hotels and bars on Ocean Drive. The decaying building just north of 

me tells me the boat is anchored near 10th Street. Invisible jabs continue between 

my ribs; my breathing is as painful as my demand for air.  

 I see my hands drip red on the white deck of the boat while A.J. and I 

watch the greenish-yellow Mahi flap and gasp for a breath of salty water through 

its gills. He whistles. 

 “Is he ever going to die?” The flapping splatters life all over the white of 

The Prophet; time stops as the gills get wider with less frequency. I hear my own 

voice but am unsure if it’s merely a thought. 
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 “Want to throw him back in?” A.J. asks me with his brows furrowed. 

 “You can hear me?” 

 “Of course, kiddo,” he answers matter-of-factly. 

 My mind spins. My vision tunnels and I feel cold hands grabbing my arms 

through my thin shirt. 

 “Sit down,” A.J. says. 

 I sit on the white cushioned seat and rest my fatigued body. I can’t tell 

apart my dried brown blood from the Mahi’s on the boat’s cushion. The waning 

moon hides behind a cluster of clouds, but its light is enough to accent A.J.’s 

fatherly lines around the corner of each eye and the salt and pepper stubbles 

growing on his white skin. I watch the dead fish on the floor. The gouge on its 

bottom lip tears a good four inches downwards. The blood has stopped 

discharging from it. A.J.’s yellowish-green eyes stare at me.  

 “Can you see it?” He smiles and turns his head upwards. 

 Can you see me? I look up too. I feel the first hint of pain on my neck 

muscles and a sensation of tearing as if a hole of my own is opening up above my 

vocal cords. I can’t see anything else but the silver lining of the waning moon. 

I’m afraid to say so. Afraid that denying I see what he sees will make him go 

away. 

 “A.J…” I begin to vocalize the lingering questions that have followed me 

like ghouls in a cemetery at night. I, however, see him. For the first time on the 

boat, I notice the distorted image of the man who I loved like a father. The father 
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of the man I loved and hurt. His hair is greasy. His mustache and beard are 

smeared with dried patches of dark brown. His teeth are also covered with a thick 

layer of dead flesh. I know the foul odor. It is all around us. We are the same. 

Wondering lost beneath neon lights. Even at sea, their glimmer burns my eyes like 

holy water on vampire skin.  

 I bring my head down to stop the ripping feeling down my throat and the 

cramping behind my neck. I look for the fish. I see a girl. Naked. The gouge is in 

between her forehead. Her blonde hair is disheveled. Her body is voluptuous but 

stiff.  

 “Isn’t it beautiful?” A.J. asks me again mesmerized by the image he sees 

up above. He whistles to a tune I’ve heard it numerous times before. I can almost 

remember the melody of the song, but my mind is too busy piecing together 

what’s happening. I can’t utter a word. 

  I jump into the water and land into a deserted beach. I drag my wet body 

out of the coarse sand. I look back; there is no trace of me. I recognize the streets 

as pieces of a puzzle that scramble around in my mind. The rustling leaves from 

palm trees quiet my doubts that perhaps I’m the only animate being in the city. 

The pattering of rodent feet has dissipated and left a disconcerting silence in its 

place. The swishing sound of my heart near my ears gets stronger as I slowly 

make my way to the place I know I’m supposed to go to, my childhood home.  

 Although I want to wonder about its condition and whether or not the door 

will be open, I notice that my strength is limited to focusing on putting one foot 
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after the next. Do not fail me now. The chattering of my teeth mimic the shivers in 

my body even though the soles of my feet continue to burn and feel as if they are 

exploding in blisters. What is happening? Asking the question does not take away 

from the conscious effort of taking a breath, moving my tongue inside my dry 

mouth to create saliva and trekking through the now black asphalt.  

  The smell of stale sea air is still overwhelming. The moisture is palpable, 

and in some instances, I think I can see the salt suspended in the atmosphere, 

creating an even more difficult barrier to walk through. My eyes burn from the 

dryness. I swallow with difficulty, from involuntary habit. The familiar coppery 

taste lingers in my mouth. My lips have opened up in sores and split open from 

the icy stillness. 

 The brightness of the neon signs, although blinding, guide me towards the 

street. The Miami haze fogs the atmosphere.I can’t succumb to believe the mirage 

of strobing lights on top of the car a few blocks north of me.
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Wednesday Late Night 

 I pulled up in the back of Tavie’s. Ruben Tavares — its owner, nicknamed 

Tavie by his cadet friends — had graduated from the police academy the same 

year as the other four horsemen — AJ, Art, Dave and my father. Two months into 

FTO phase, a burglar's bullet made its way to Ruben's shoulder. He inherited his 

parents’ bakery and turned into one of the most trendy dive bars on Miami Beach. 

Due to Tavie’s incredibly short and dubiously courageous career, members of 

police departments in Dade County made the establishment their second office 

space. Soon, the patronage grew to politicians, celebrities, and their high-end 

escorts. Tavie kept two entrances: the front door on Purdy Avenue for civilians 

and the backdoor for his V.I.Ps. That night, the front line went around the corner 

of Dade Boulevard. The back alley was filled with marked and unmarked cars, but 

not enough to make the back area of the bar too crowded. I recognized a handful 

of them. I parked behind my father’s Crown Victoria.  

 Tavie’s shiny bald head turned my way when I entered the back door. The 

moldy wood-paneled walls made my nose twitch. Tavie acknowledged me with 

his head and reached behind him for a glass. My father looked at me in the bar’s 

mirror — which we all suspected was a filthy two-way mirror. Tavie tended on 

the back mostly, while his sons worked the front. Civilians appreciated the quaint 

ambiance, the jukebox set up by the dancing area adjacent to the front entrance on 

Purdy Avenue and enjoyed the occasional sighting of the NFL and NBA 

superheroes that hung out in the back with the likes of us.  
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  My father babysat his neat brown liquid. The remaining footstools on the 

back bar were empty. The tables around him filled. I went straight to the ladies’ 

room. I splashed cold water on my face and dried my hands off on my pulled back 

hair. The stuffy bathroom air filled my lungs three times before I felt composed 

enough to swallow Chief Simon Brava. 

  I took my time saying hi to the few men in uniform and plain clothes 

while I watched my father’s head turn the opposite way impatiently. Before I took 

my place on my stool, I spotted ‘Mr. Rosa Espinosa’ at a corner table with another 

officer I didn’t recognize. He looked better in person than he did on the pictures 

scattered all over his wife’s desk. The taste of revenge made my mouth salivate 

and alleviated some of the angst I had built on the drive there. I walked over to the 

table where the transcriber’s husband sat.  

 I pulled an empty chair from a table nearby. I sat down and realized I’d 

forgotten to change my shoes from earlier. My feet squished around on the bile 

inside them. Tavie had walked to the table with my vodka on ice.  

 “Just what I needed, Tavie,” I said taking a seat and raising the glass in 

cheers.  

 I introduced myself to Rosa’s husband. I knew he was a Lieutenant in 

Special Bureaus, but didn’t care to know the details he began to spill. I paid no 

attention to his friend’s identity. Still bitter from Rosa’s meddling in my life about 

Willie, I used the loudness of the music to get close to Jose Espinosa’s left ear 

when I spoke. I inched my way closer to it with every exchange. I enchanted him 
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with my famous or infamous hair flip — depended on who judged —  my fake 

laughter and the occasional grabbing of his arm. I knew my father would be 

watching us from the bar. Finally, I placed my left cheek on his right one and let 

my lips rub on his earlobe. I told him I'd wait for him in the back, a couple of 

minutes after he saw me walking out the door. He nodded and licked his lips. I 

excused myself and took my glass to the bar.  

 “What do you want?” I said to my father stone-faced. I took a seat on the 

stool next to him.  

 He scoffed as if he’d made a bet with himself on how I’d greet him. “How 

are you doing?”  

 Seriously? “Are you serious?”  

 “You’re welcome,” he said and sipped on his glass.  

 What. I stared at him. My whole body faced him. “For what?” I put the 

fake smile on since now I faced some of the subordinates behind us. I wondered if 

they thought I was Chief Brava’s thirty-three — our county code for Lewd and 

Lascivious behavior.  

 “The case,” he said as if he’d done me a favor.  

 “I don't follow." 

  He turned to look back at me and grinned. I repeated the question and 

found myself speaking louder than usual since the front of the pub was crawling 

with college kids lining up for the dollar shots of tequila.  
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 "I requested you handle tonight’s case,” he said. I chugged the remnants of 

my vodka.  

 "The County or me?" I spun towards the bar. We looked at each other in 

the mirror. 

  "That's not why I called you here," he said, "I'm sick." 

  Tavie had placed another full glass in front of me. I downed it in two 

gulps and then pushed the glass back and gestured enough to Tavie with my right 

hand. I had to go back to Art and Emma. “You pulled your Alpha-Chief-of-Police 

card to get me to one of your cases today? Out of all fucking days. Yes, you are 

sick all right.” 

 “McKinney and Willie…” he continued but stopped mid sentence when I 

chuckled.  

 “You don’t have to compete with AJ anymore. He’s dead. Remember?” I 

said and whipped my head to the right to look him in the eye. His mentioning of 

Willie stung more than Willie keeping his distance from me. 

 “I’ve been misplacing things. Forgetting where I put them. I wanted… I 

wanted to…” He stopped talking when he saw me staring at his glass unable to 

hide the disdain.  

 I turned my body one-hundred-eighty degrees on the stool and leaned my 

elbows on the counter. I smiled at the idiots who I caught staring shamelessly at 

mine and my father’s interaction. “You see the table on the corner there, near the 

rope?” I asked eyeing Rosa Espinosa’s husband. 
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 He turned his head half-heartedly to the right, “Yeah?” 

 “The moment I leave this stool, I want you to watch the bald one with the 

goatee follow me out the back," I said. “Then, I want you to know that I’ll be 

fucking his brains out right outside this door.” I swiveled back to face the bar and 

took a hard look at my father’s disconcerted face. “Please don’t come out until he 

comes back in. Wouldn't want to disappoint you." 

 He shook his head and lowered it towards his glass. 

 I laughed. “Don’t be hard on yourself, daddy dearest. I am my mother’s 

daughter, remember?” I whispered the last part in his ear.  

 “Samantha…” 

 “Don’t Samantha me. Am I like them, dad? Am I like your cheap whores? 

I fucking hope so.” I got up, left three twenty-dollar bills on the counter. “Thanks, 

Tavs,” I said as I watched Tavie struggle with a dish towel and beer mugs. He 

nodded to me with a half smile. My father grabbed my wrist and pulled me 

towards him. His eyes had a yellow tint to them.  

 His fingers tightened around my wrist and a fleeting look of anger 

overcame his chiseled face. The dark line between his brows crinkled; his lips 

moved, and his words were clear although his jaw had locked. I could see parts of 

me on his flawless, dark complexion. He pressed his lips together and licked them 

before saying. “You remember who you are talking to. Do you understand?” 
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“Rot in hell,” I said and yanked my arm away. His sudden loss of control and tight 

grip surprised me. That was unusual even for him. I tried to hide my 

bewilderment. 

 “You watch your mouth…” 

 “Have you gone by to see her? She hardly gets out of bed anymore. Don’t 

you worry, I’ll make sure to place you on the bed right next to her. You’ll get to 

soak in your piss and feces in front of each other.” Before walking away from the 

bar, I waved another twenty towards Tavie, “A couple of shots for the big man 

here, Tavs. You know, your cheapest stuff. Just how he likes them.”  

 I stopped at the corner table with the two men in black. When I turned 

around to exit the bar back into the alley, I caught my father’s eyes following me 

through the smudges on the bar’s mirror. Within a few minutes, I had straddled 

Lieutenant Espinosa’s lap inside the back seat of his unmarked SUV. By the time I 

finished my orgasm, with the help of my finger, Lt. Espinosa winced in pain from 

his premature ejaculation. I rolled off him; put up my pants and walked out of his 

car. His service to me wouldn’t be forgotten; I told him. It was just what I needed 

before facing the young Jane Doe on the table and pretending I didn’t know her.  

 Two snakes with one small stick. I hope you like how I taste, Rosa. I’d 

already changed into my extra set of clothes while I watched Lt. Espinosa re-enter 

Tavie’s with a dumb smile on his face.
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Scent of Attrition 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January 12, 00:16 

 The occasional use of the dashboard light to avoid traffic and red lights — 

“Blue and red make green,” Art used to say during FTO phase — helped me make 

it to the Medical Examiner’s Office a few moments after Art’s text, Emma is 

ready for us. Where are you? I pulled in between two yellow lines and left my car 

parked diagonally between them. The lot was empty except for a few sedans and 

the Medical Examiner’s wagons. Art was waiting for me in his car and walked 

briskly towards me with a large styrofoam cup of cafe con leche. He eyed my 

parking with a disapproving quietness.  

 “No sugar,” he said and handed me the large container. I examined the cup 

and eyed him underneath my lowered head. My body angled against his out of 

pure instinct and kept him at an arm’s distance. I chewed on my lip waiting for an 

explanation.  

 “What is this?” I asked when my patience ran out. 

 “I need you awake and on your toes.”  

 You mean after calling me out on the day of AJ’s death? I didn’t give him 

an explanation for taking so long. We were even; I could tell because he didn’t 

press on the subject of my tardiness. I still didn’t understand why he’d chosen me 

that particular day.  

 “I’m golden, Art," I said pulling back as if he could feel my heart beat its 

way out of my jugular. I’d pictured young Jane Doe in there waiting for us to 
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scavenge her body for more clues. Not that I was close to alive Jane Doe. I felt 

closer to dead Jane. We shared a secret — Vicki's meetings.  

   He grunted, but instead of mumbling something under his breath, he said 

loud and clear, “I’d forgotten about your infinite distaste for your father.” His 

voice was not judgmental or drenched with sarcasm. He stated his epiphany the 

same way he dictated his puzzle solving mysteries of a case.  

 I stopped walking midway towards the personnel entrance at the medical 

examiner’s building and turned to face him. Art bumped into me as I stopped. 

“Care to elaborate?” 

 He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. I assumed he’d immediately 

regretted bringing up my father. 

 “What does that mean? What does he have to do with anything?" I put 

emphasis on 'he.' 

  “Dr. Mao is waiting.” He walked past me and punched in the code to ring 

Emma’s office. The door rang open. 

 I sipped the cafe con leche and followed him inside. The liquid boiled on 

its way down through my esophagus.  

  Dr. Emma Mao finished a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on the corner 

of the examining room when Art and I entered. Her slanted dark brown eyes 

grinned at the both of us while a larger than a usual dollop of peanut butter glued 

her lips shut. She trashed the empty brown bag and wrapped the saran plastic 

around the leftover sandwich before putting it inside the mini fridge next to her.  
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  In the middle of the examining room, our Jane Doe lay naked on an 

aluminum table. A tag hung from her toe. The name Jane Doe written on top, the 

case number on the bottom. She looked like she was asleep. The silence inside the 

building was not unusual, yet I found it unsettling that Thursday morning. Emma 

and Art exchanged bureaucratic greetings. I tapped my feet on the ground without 

hiding the anxiety of getting to the reason of my being there in the first place.  

 Emma walked around the table to give me a hug. “Read your article on 

Psychology Today, Sam. Outstanding.” Emma said standing at my shoulders. 

 “Thanks,” I said. I used my time in Vicki’s meetings before transferring to 

Homicide to draw charts describing the women's symptoms, words used, body 

language and by the end of my study — it was a way to sit through the prattle of 

half-truths that’d become so transparent to me.  

 “It was brilliant,” She smiled and walked back to her side of the table and 

prepared her instruments for the autopsy. 

 “Psychology Today?” Art asked me confused. 

 “Detective Brava wrote a superb article about the pathology of victims and 

the types of predators they attract.” 

 I nodded to Art with my eye smile 

 “Tell me more,” Art asked me. 

 “Another time.” My eyes squinted harder the smile I inherited from my 

mom — without arching my mouth.  
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 “You ought to read it, Sergeant,” Emma bragged as if she’d written the 

article herself. “It goes beyond the job. My poor husband has been putting up with 

my sleuthing on the subject for weeks.”  

 “Can we get to her?” I nodded at our girl and shifted inside my clean 

shoes. Art adjusted his glasses. He also wanted to get on with the autopsy. Emma 

smiled, used to my bluntness.  

 “Take it away,” she said.  

 Art’s phone rang and when he glanced at the screen he excused himself to 

the hallway. I pulled two gloves out of the box above the trash can Emma had 

thrown her bitten half of the sandwich. We waited for Art to return. I carefully 

gloved up both hands. I grabbed Jane's left hand and felt nausea creep up inside 

me again. What was it about this girl? 

 “We’re waiting,” Art said. I had missed his return.  

 Emma hit the red circle on the recorder. I nodded to her and conceded to 

dictating every finding on Jane Doe’s body,  

 “This is Miami-Dade Police Department’s Homicide Detective Samantha 

Brava, accompanied by Sergeant Arthur Louis, MDPD and Dr. Emma Mao, 

Miami-Dade County’s Chief Medical Examiner…” I described every visible mark 

from supine to prone positions. My hands danced around the corpse as if they 

knew her intimately. I moved her from side to side, checked every orifice. I took 

her fingerprints, pictures and held off before sending them to x-ray.  
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 Art didn’t hide how impressed he was with my knack for detail — he 

always seemed to forget that particular talent of mine. As I finished my report, 

Emma looked inside her mouth with all her big doctor tools. She spoke into the 

recorder as she looked, but there was not much I’d left out. Two young men 

wearing dark-blue scrubs walked in. They handed Emma a piece of paper. She 

didn’t touch it and grimaced when she read it.  

 “She is pregnant,” she said shaking her head and removing her gloves. She 

pulled her smock back and showed me her small round belly.  

 The sound of the word and the sight of Emma’s belly took me back to the 

day the transcribers made me feel inadequate, unfit for a vagina. The vague 

memory of the new girl I’d seen walk in the last time I went to one of Vicki’s 

meetings resurfaced as well. Even a crackhead streetwalker fit the model of a 

perfect woman. My chest tightened, and my neck and jaw stiffened to the point of 

popping when I tried to speak. I pinched my bottom lip again with the tip of my 

teeth and realized that both Emma and Art were waiting for my reaction towards 

her news.  

 “Congratulations. You must be excited.” My enthusiasm wasn’t 

convincing. Emma smiled and turned around to wash her hands.   

 Art’s admiration for my pre-autopsy examination dictation vanished when 

a concoction of Ciîroc and cafe con leche covered Emma’s uneaten sandwich in 

the trash. The retching brought him back to my sad reality. ’"Are you sensitive to 

corpses now?" He asked.   



!62

 “It may be a virus,” I attempted to sound as humble and sad for the unborn 

fetus as I could as I wiped my mouth with my right forearm.  

 Art wrote on his whippet but looked up from behind his glasses when he 

heard me talk after my run to the garbage can.  

 “Want me to examine you?” Emma said.  

 “I’ll be okay. I’m going to wait outside until they bring her back.” 

 “I’ll come with you,” Emma said.  

 I opened my mouth to oppose her company but just nodded instead.  

 We sat in a row of chairs adjacent to the examination room near the 

vending machines. “Are you okay?” Emma asked. 

 No. I slightly shook my head. “Anything on A.J.?” I asked. It felt like it’d 

been weeks instead of a few hours since seeing him that way.  

 “We bumped him to first in line the moment we brought him in. Captain 

McKinney has the full report,” she said.  

 “Oh,” I paused because I didn’t remember McKinney mentioning it to me 

at the crime scene. “Do you know if they found a letter or something?” 

 “I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t.” Emma held my hand.  

 “Was it helium inside the tanks?” 

 Without turning to her, I saw her breaking all kinds of rules from the corner of 

my eyes as she nodded to my question. Goddamn it, AJ. Why? 

  The techs rolled by us with Jane on top of the stretcher and we followed 

them back to the examination room. Emma looked at the X-RAYS. She compared 
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the picture with the real hole on Jane’s back as the assistants held the body on its 

left side.  

 “This wound was caused post-mortem. It penetrated through her lung, but 

the victim was not breathing at the time. It’s jagged. I think it resulted from a drill 

bit long after she died. The cause of death is the gunshot wound. She’s been dead 

for more than forty-eight hours,” Emma said as she pulled the thermometer from 

Jane’s anus.  

 Emma continued about extracting the fetus to determine the length of 

pregnancy, but I’d bolted out of the room and jogged to the exit door towards the 

parking lot craving the chilly night air. Inside my car, I dialed Vicki several times. 

The calls went straight to voicemail.  
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Thursday Early Morning 

  I pulled into the garage of the St. Tropez Condominium on North Beach 

just past two in the morning. I avoided looking at myself in the mirrored elevator 

ride to the eighteenth floor since I still smelled the dried bile from my hair. Vicki’s 

heels announced their way from the bedroom towards the small foyer. The 

uncomfortable burning in my stomach that had started the week prior increased. I 

pretended I hadn’t heard her coming and took longer than necessary to lock the 

door and turn around to face her. 

  Her face glowed. She smiled. I understood then the relief the transcribers 

spoke of when they saw their husbands walking in the front door after a long shift 

or a sting operation. Vicki’s eyes mirrored the same look the three women 

displayed when they brought up their worries.   Vicki’s gaze helped 

me replace the flair of guilt from dismissing the three amigas’ woes with empathy. 

I also felt bad for the way I’d dismissed her earlier that night. The unexpected 

receptive welcome right in front of me relaxed the muscles in my shoulders and 

the base of my neck; they ached too. I exhaled and walked into her arms. I feared 

the smell of fish, ocean water and bile would prompt her to say something to 

trigger me.  

 She hugged me close and caressed the base of my neck while I rested my 

face on her shoulder. Her lavender smell made me feel like home. I decided to 

wait on the talk of moving out.  
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 “Were you waiting up for me?” I asked. I pushed back slightly realizing 

she was wearing her work clothes minus the jacket.  

 “Yes,” she said. She ran her hand under my shirt and caressed my bare 

skin. “Is that okay with you?”  

 A laundry list of behaviors I’d displayed in the past weeks played like a 

silent movie in my mind. My eyes squinted in a smile, and the corners of my 

mouth followed. I tried to say something but my lips stuck to my teeth. Vicki 

placed both hands on each side of my face and brought my forehead to her mouth. 

“Go freshen up,” she said.  

 I sat in the shower for longer than usual. The hot water felt good, and it 

relaxed the tense muscles in my shoulders and my neck. The water hit my neck 

and shoulders. I flinched when the soapy water ran down the sides of my chafed 

waist from the belt loop of the pants — all the heaving. I fought the urge to cry. 

And I felt stupid for even wanting to. More powerless for having the desperate 

need to explain myself like an irresponsible child. I walked out of the bathroom 

with my robe only.  

  Vicki handed me a cup of chamomile tea and a plate of papaya with yogurt 

on top. “You know me well,” I said and smiled at her. 

 “Very well,” she said. Her tone felt as if the belt around my chest had 

tightened on more notch.  
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  I ate little but chugged a one-liter bottle of electrolyte filled water while 

still in the kitchen. As I turned around, Vicki stood naked behind me. She pulled 

open the tie around my robe and helped it drop to the kitchen floor.  

 We walked to the dining room. She lay down on the table first and let me 

explore her body the same way I did with many women in my past. She'd won me 

over at last. I craved to taste all of Vicki. My previous resistance towards her 

advances felt stupid. Her moans of pleasure felt right. She tasted like honey and 

cinnamon. Her pale skin was flawless like a perfect pearl.    

 When I’d finished with her, she reciprocated. She handled me down to the 

polished gold marbled floor. She took her time eyeing the entirety of my naked 

body. The same way David McKinney’s smile knew how to dismantle my tight 

armor, Vicki’s eyes oozing with desire loosened my knees and made me curve my 

head and neck backward. I squeezed the birth mark on my lower lip with my front 

teeth in desperate anticipation. Her hair came loose on my bare belly, and her 

fingers went a half-inch deeper into me before her tongue followed. I bit my lips 

harder as my body trembled in waves. I lost my breath, and when I regained 

control, Vicki was already heading towards my mouth. 

  We lay in her bed together for the first time together. I nestled my head in 

between her shoulder and neck and braided my legs between hers. She tried for 

one more round. I pulled her hand to my mouth, kissed it softly and held it close 

to my face. She freed herself from our webbing and lay on her back.  
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 “One of your girls is being cut open by the ME right now.” I sat up on my 

side of the bed and crossed my legs facing Vicki.  

 “I don’t follow, darling.” Vicki propped her head up on her left hand.   

 “She’d been going to your meetings for a few weeks. One of the consistent 

ones. Never missed a meeting since she started.” 

 “Samantha,” she said and sat with her legs curled to her side. Her body 

was closer to mine. “Have you any idea how many women I help? How many 

I’ve seen come and go? I don’t keep track of their attendance,” she finished. The 

hallway light shone in her hazel eyes, and they looked straight into my brown 

ones.  

 “But, they all sign in, don’t they?” I paused to give her a chance to recall.  

 “Wait,” she said, “Is this girl the body they found on the Beach today?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Why are you handling it?” 

 “We handle anything the municipalities refuse to,” I said. Part true, part 

lie.  

 She straightened herself up on her pillows and folded her knees close to 

her chest. “I don’t buy it.”  

 “What do you mean? Buy what?” 

 “You know your father did it on purpose.” 

 I lay on my side facing her. “What’s that?” 
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 “Call out MDPD. He wants you to know he still has control over you. I 

just can’t understand what he gets out of it,” she said, piecing the puzzle out loud. 

 I watched her for a few seconds. “He’s the Chief of Police of Miami 

Beach, Vics.”  

 “Darling,” she scoffed, “Are we talking about the same man?” 

 She’d gotten my attention now. I sat up facing her, crossed my legs and 

leaned my elbows on the side of knees. I chewed on my lip  “If I solve the case, 

he’ll out me as his daughter; he takes partial credit. If I don’t, I’m back to 

“female” cop with special favors and he’ll probably still out me.” 

 “Either way, he’s the hero in everyone else’s eyes,” Vicki said. I hated that 

she was right. “It wouldn’t be all bad if someone outed you,” she continued. I lay 

back down on my side and pulled the comforters to my chest. I set my alarm for 

six o’clock. I wasn’t in a mood for that topic again. 

 “I need to sleep,” I said. “I need to question the women in the group. She 

was memorable.” Hell, I remembered her.  “Someone is bound to know her name. 

At least that way you don’t have to give me the sign-in-sheet without a warrant.” 

It worked for both of us. I didn’t want to explain how I easily got the information 

to anyone in the bureau.  

 “Honey, I don’t think I can let you do that,” Vicki said. She caressed my 

face and played with my hair making me a lot sleepier.  

 “Vicki… I’ll need to tell them I’ve seen the victim before.” I yawned, 

fighting to get a coherent sentence out.  
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 “It’s been a long day. You haven’t slept.” I closed my eyes as she 

spoke.“I’m sorry about A.J.,” she continued.  

  I turned away from her and felt her body spoon behind mine as she 

whispered something unintelligible onto the crease of my neck and shoulder. I hid 

the tears that dropped on the pillow from her. 

 I dreamt I was on The Prophet with A.J. My hands dripped blood on the 

boat’s white deck. A.J. looked at me with tears in his eyes. Between us was the 

body of Jane Doe. Maggots feasted inside her head through the gunshot wound. 
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 Gusts of sand and salt burn my eyes and scratch my skin as I make my 

way closer to the public safety car. The lights from the Art Deco buildings make 

sure that every smudge and rip in the clothing I have on is visible to anyone who 

cares to glance. I remember the silver badge in my hand. 

 A black convertible has stopped ahead. An unmarked police car is behind 

it. The strobes from the dashboard light make me squint. A man in plain clothes 

exits the dark vehicle with the strobe lighting. I try to get his attention. He writes 

something down. He watches the two women look back. They giggle. He doesn’t 

move. There is no breeze now, but I’m cold. Droplets of sweat run down my 

temples. The man walks towards the convertible. A whistle shatters the eery 

silence that follows. At last, I recognize the song I’d just heard moments before. I 
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see the agitation in the girls, but I can’t hear them over the loud, eardrum popping 

whistle of The Girl From Ipanema. I know that man. I have seen that walk a 

thousand times before. I don’t have to confirm his identity by looking into his 

captivating light eyes. I don’t know how, but I’m certain The Prophet sways off 

the shore behind me empty.  

 As he approaches the driver’s side, I move over to the left of his car. I see 

the faces of the two women driving. They both have the same marking on the 

bridge of their noses — a gaping bullet hole. My heart pumps fast. It muffles the 

sound of the conversation. I look for shadows around me. I try to run from the 

shadows inside me. I turn around and hope that I’m as inconspicuous as I believe 

I am with my grimy street clothes and still clutching on to the clip of folded fifty-

dollar bills, my driver’s license and the damned eagle shaped silver badge. 

 I make my way around the main corner. The sign says Española again. 

The entire alley strip is lit up with pink and red neon signs.  

 The pungent smell of burning skin lingers around me. I follow the 

murmurs and see a street lamp fizzling in the corner of Drexel and Española. I 

reach the intersection and see the line of men and women grouped together. The 

line goes west towards Pennsylvania Avenue. They all line up to enter a red-

walled building. I can’t see as far as the entrance with the fogginess from my 

dried up eyes, even though they have gotten used to the brightness; I can make out 

the bouncers guarding the entrance to the building on the west side. I suppose 

whatever this place may be, it may be warmer and safer than the ghost-town 
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version of the city. I wonder about my clothes and how much of an issue they 

possibly are. I have money and the badge. I have my identification. Brava is on it.  

 I endure the walk to the end of the line. The murmurs vanish although I 

can see people’s lips moving. The two white vultures are nearby, but still keeping 

their distance. I’m not afraid anymore. I can only think of the water that will 

refresh my thirst and a comfortable place to sit and rest for the night. I clutch 

tighter to the objects in my hand. I can’t lose those under no circumstances. I take 

as deep of breath my tight chest will allow me. I still feel the aches, but 

exhilaration conceals it for the moment. I look back. People line up behind me 

too. I try to smile at the couple less than a foot from me. They look through me; 

pretending I’m not there. I attempt a smile again with the people in front of me, a 

larger group that has been shuffling around as we inch our way forward to the 

front of the line. They ignore me as well. Nothing matters more at this moment 

than getting inside and wetting my lips with much-needed water. 

  On the curb, near the main entrance, a homeless man sits on bunched up, 

old, gritty blankets. I envy how many he has. He stretches out his hand to 

whoever takes the first place in line. Although everyone around us is wearing 

summer clothing, I feel the same cold as he does. The dread starts to grow when I 

think about having to face this man when I am first in line, all alone.  

 My legs begin to fail me; I doubt my ability to get up once I sit down. I 

fear to make the curb of this line a home -- being the homeless man’s neighbor. 

Across the street on Española, stands Vicki’s dilapidated building. 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09:43 

 I texted Art I was going to be late. I received an empty text bubble back as 

a reply. He’d discovered a way to mumble through text message.  

 I’d missed my six o’clock alarm and jumped out of bed when I saw 8:01 

on my phone. Vicki had already left for work. She’d left a note on her dining 

room table. I spoke to your Commander. Stay home today. She’d drawn a heart 

and put a V below it. Had Vicki talked to Willie? I tried my hardest never to cross 

my work life with my personal life. She only had the Bureau’s main phone 

number. She went on my phone. I checked the alarm setting. The six o’clock alarm 

I’d set up hours prior had been turned off. I crumpled the note and trashed it in the 

kitchen. I changed my phone’s numeric password. I packed four more black trash 

bags worth of clothes and toiletries before rushing out the door. I left the bags in 

the middle of my living room; eyed The Prophet for a second; and turned right 

back around. The rush hour traffic to Headquarters worked my last nerve.  

  The parking lot overflowed with unmarked cars. I found a parking space 

on the other side of the employee’s lot adjacent to the Quartermaster. Its door was 

visible from my parking space. It was Rosa Espinosa’s smoking spot. I walked in 

a fast pace toward the entrance. My I.D. failed to unlock the Personnel Only door, 

and while I brushed it against my leg to creating some friction, I spotted a Miami 

Beach PD SUV through the round security mirror above the door. The smell of 

cigarette smoke reached my nostrils, but I couldn’t locate Rosa around the corner 

of the wall I’d just come from. Both the sight of the black and white SUV and the 
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cigarette odor turned up my body heat and caused my stomach to act up once 

again.  

 I entered the Bureau with my head tilted back, wearing a playful grin to 

greet anyone I passed by on the way to my cubicle and swung my arms while 

squeezing my shoulder blades together. Behind my sunglasses, my eyes bounced 

through every new space I entered trying to find a semblance of my father’s body. 

Once I crossed the hallway that led to the foxhole, the smell of cafecito stole the 

smile from my face. I chewed on my lip until I felt the taste of iron. There was no 

telling if Rosa knew when her better half strayed. I erased the sorry image of him 

from my mind as I caressed my wounded birthmark with my tongue and recited 

the words my mom used to say to me when I got hurt as a child, “Sana, sana, 

colita de rana…” By the time I entered my cubicle, sweat was running down 

from my temples, back, and drenching my underarms. I leaned against the right 

corner of it, cursed the fact it didn’t have a door and took three deep breaths to get 

my shit together.  

 The red message light blinked on my phone. I made my way to my desk 

and chair, picked up the receiver and pressed the button to hear the message.  

 “Where are you?” Art’s voice said on the other end. I dialed his extension. 

 “Louis.” 

 “I’m at my desk,” I said.  

 “Did you jog here?” 
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 My breath was short and shallow making me sound tired. The three deep 

ones in the corner didn’t do shit to calm me down.  

 “Do you need me, Art?” He sounded like his curiosity of my whereabouts 

had nothing to do with my being late. 

 “We’ve been waiting on you, Brava. In ten, conference room.” Fuck. 

DeLuna, a-hole.  

  I pulled the bottom right drawer open and took two bottles of water from 

inside. I  drank them both while I turned on my computer, logged in and opened 

the file of the latest girl. Art had probably spent the night organizing it and left it 

on my desk for me. The inconsistencies in his acts of random kindness didn’t 

match up with the Art I knew. The Art who trained me. I assumed it was his way 

to atone calling me out to handle the case on the day of AJ’s death. Why call me at 

all though?  

 The pictures of her on the first few pages were the antidote to my foolishness 

from a few seconds before. A white film covered took over her eyes, and they 

possessed the death-gaze. I could spend hours staring at DOAs’ death-gazes. 

 A surge of serenity and clarity lowered my heart rate and slowed my 

breathing. I typed all of her information into the FBI Lab’s National Missing 

Person’s DNA database, NCIC, and ViCAP — except for her name. I scrolled 

through hundreds of pictures of women — actual pictures of time of 

disappearance and a computer simulated look of what they could look like today. 

Nobody missed Jane. I slouched a bit when I realized she was stuck with us 
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calling her Jane, but remained optimistic that a similar modus operandi had been 

used in the past.  

 Art startled me when he slammed a box of different sugar gels on top of 

the filing cabinet to my left.  

 “Jesus,” I yelled as my body fell back on my seat, “Aren’t you silent and 

sneaky for a big black guy?”  

 “Just in case you make not eating a habit,” he replied without an apology.  

 “I’m not a big eater,” I said without an apology too.  

 “Then, for when you run.” 

 “You run too.” And he did. Every day that he could at the Training Bureau, 

Art would wear out the treadmill belts with his body weight.  

 He grabbed his belly with both hands, “I’m good on the sugar.” I 

chuckled. “They’re waiting for us in the conference room,” he finished and 

watched my reaction.  

  I leaned back in my chair and took a seven-count in, seven-count hold, and 

seven-count out breath; logged off my computer and slammed Jane’s file shut. As 

we exited my cubicle toward the state of the art conference room we shared with 

Traffic Homicide, Art placed one of his hands on my right shoulder and from 

behind me said, “I’ll do the talking.” He couldn’t see my squinty smile, but he felt 

my shoulders drop.  

  The wooden panels in the front were sliding open exposing the large 

screen behind them. The projector hummed above the center of the room. Our 
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sister squad sat front and center. A lot of brass stood behind the podium and on the 

sidelines by the full windows. The buzz of the automatic shades coming down 

prompted some of them to move away from the glasses. A few seconds after the 

room was lit by LED lights only.  

 Art and I had entered through the back entrance, and that’s where I stayed 

while he walked to the front with the file in his hands. Our Director walked to 

meet him halfway. Director Paz had been voted one of the best Directors in the 

history of the department in an online “anonymous” survey on the department’s 

social media page. He made up for his five-foot-six stature and one-hundred-

sixty-pound figure by slamming his hands on the podium and letting tears run 

down his cheeks when speaking passionately about our safety and our 

responsibilities to the community. He didn’t impress me, and I suspected he'd 

spent a lot of money to learn his theatrics. On top of the cabinets adjacent to both 

doors, spreads, and beverages ranging from water to sodas to Gatorade to juice 

boxes sat untouched. What are we, five? Juice boxes? My legs shook up and 

down. The large room filled up; every chair was taken. Standing room only. Art 

spoke to the Director and two of the Assistant Directors. He adjusted his glasses 

whenever he read something from the file and nodded when they said something 

back. He was accustomed to the politics. My lips squeezed together since I still 

felt the swelling from my earlier bite. The air conditioner thermostat sat by the 

back door. The numbers six and zero displayed on it.  
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 Droplets of sweat formed in the back of my neck. I picked up my curly 

hair and tied it in a large bun on top of my head and then unbuttoned the top 

button of my silk blouse. I looked around from one corner to another, and it 

wasn’t until I saw the three of them walk in that I realized I was getting tunneled-

vision — about to pass out.  

  My father and McKinney walked in almost together and made their way 

straight to the brassed brown-gowns. Willie strutted behind them. My stare fixated 

on Chief Brava. He looked out to the packed room. I coiled inside the chair, in 

between the two men sitting next to me. Director Paz interrupted my father’s 

search, and they resumed their conversation facing each other, giving us their 

side. He stood in the cliched cop pose: square stance, arms hung in front of you, 

hands loosely interlaced and your weapon arm subtly bent covering your holster. 

His uniform was impeccable as was his face and smile. He didn’t look his age, 

and despite the possibility of his brain degenerating itself into loose pieces of 

cauliflower, I could see how his presence drew people in — the smile, the look of 

recognition when greeting someone he’d never met, the nodding and the 

mirroring of body language. My father was good at what he did. He’d had years 

to practice. Years practicing being absent at home, taking care of me. 

  Willie cleared his throat at the podium to grab our attention. The soft 

murmurs died down. All eyes were on him, exactly how he liked them. The 

detective next to me was from Robbery. He’d worked Homicide for thirteen years 

but had a panic attack in the middle of a notification of a four-year-old found dead 
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in a canal in the South District. After a six month sign-off on light duty, he 

transferred to Robbery. I acknowledged him when he took the seat closest to the 

door right before Willie signaled us to shut up. Panic attack detective scoffed at 

Willie’s throat clearing, “The only thing this prick likes more than pussy is 

watching himself on TV while having some pussy.” Ha! I’ve heard that before. 

My head aimed towards him. He had whispered it loud enough for me to hear. 

Panic attack guy looked a bit like Willie, I noticed. The faded black haircut, light 

eyes, the medium brown skin, even the same height and weight. The only 

difference was Willie had never panicked doing his job. Panic guy threw me a 

glance and a chuckle. I stared at him, impressed with his lack of fucks sneaking 

into our bureau’s briefing of a high-profile case, mostly for stealing my line 

verbatim; but also the serious cattiness towards another  “male” officer, a 

Lieutenant for that matter, who was rumored to have been sleeping with me of all 

people.  

 “Whatever it is they prescribed you, don’t ever stop taking it,” I said and 

patted him on the knee. The moment I turned forward, he got up and exited the 

Conference Room. Art’s voice on the speakers deterred me from running after 

him to explain myself.  

 Art explained the circumstances of the newest case, how we discovered 

Jane — actually how Miami Beach found her, the ME’s findings and he explained 

the similarities of the new case to the cold one. Cold case? My legs stopped 

bouncing. My tongue looked for the usual spot to caress; it still felt sore and 
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swollen. I brought my thumbnail to my mouth and bit away. Art warned the other 

guys that the FBI might ask for their collaboration on the case, in case they 

weren’t too busy to notice that it’d been flagged and decided to take over it. Some 

of the detectives shifted and grumbled in their chairs while others picked up on 

the quick snark Art had thrown in. The alpha-male display made the large, state of 

the art room inadequate to accommodate the excess ego. 

 The room became even smaller when in the middle of Art’s briefing I 

found Willie’s eyes fixed on me. I imagined him and Vicki speaking on the phone. 

I shot him back a dirty look and made sure he'd seen me before I squeezed myself 

between the two stout men standing by the door, back to my computer.    
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10:31 

 ViCAP shone on my computer’s screen. The office lacked the quiet 

laughter and the thrumming of small talk that permeated through our cubicles soft 

walls. A door would come in handy for sure. My cubicle’s minimalist statement 

gave me a false sense of invisibility. The absence of ringing phones, shuffling 

papers, printing beeps and shuffling of feet didn't last long. I'm relieved to hear 

the commotion as if my every move or noise was amplified to the hundredth 

degree. I noticed, however, that my body relaxed with the steady hum of 

nothingness. The fresh coffee aroma, stale odor of day-old colognes, cheap 

perfumes or Victoria Secret’s body sprays intensified my attention on finding a 

similar case in ViCAP. The ‘old case’ Art had mentioned. I thought of the myriad 

of ways it could have been inputted. I rushed through the FBI’s site as if any 

minute the oasis of aloneness was going to dissipate once the briefing finished. I 

searched diligently before the mob was let out from the conference room. 

 By the time I reached for my thesaurus and sat back down, I saw the flag 

on my page that I had missed before. I clicked on it.  

 The old case was from 1991 — The Pelican Mom case. The victim was 

also a Jane Doe (never identified or reported missing). ’91 Jane was a light-

skinned Latin female, about 20-24 years old. A clear abrasion ring from the 

weapon’s barrel circled the entry wound of the .38 caliber bullet that had left a 

ragged hole on the back of her head. ViCAP had all the pictures of the case 

scanned. Her race different from our current Jane, but not her overall looks. We 
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hadn’t gotten a definitive age range on our victim from the M.E.’s office, but I 

still pushed the image of her fresh young face away from my thoughts. I read the 

entire report which was handwritten and scanned into the system. She’d washed 

up inside a suitcase by the loading dock off Pelican Harbor. Local fishermen 

called the authorities. She wore a bright red sequin dress. Her nail color matched 

the dress. No signs of sexual assault were present, but she also had the round 

entry wound in the middle of her back. I returned to the pictures and studied her 

body and found the same similarities with the ligatures. Although she was more 

bloated than my current Jane, ’91 Jane had the same death-glaze. On the 

miscellaneous tab, the number one stood in parentheses. I clicked on it. An 

addendum report, written in a different handwriting, a right-slanted, nice print that 

I recognized, the top read: KEEP FROM THE MEDIA. The victim has five stars 

tattooed on left ankle. All stars filled in black ink. The victim was six months 

pregnant. There was no name on the addendum page. I clicked back to the main 

report to study her pictures.  

 The detectives on the case had been Simon Brava and David McKinney. 

In the Sergeant’s slot, I identified the scribbled signature of AJ Briggs. Jackpot.  

 The elevators took longer than I thought they would. Noises traveled down 

the hall from the other Bureaus and I opted for the stairs to the parking lot. The 

morning was cold and dry, a perfect day for South Florida. The crisp breeze 

helped me catch my breath without the fumes of vehicle motors that lingered in 

over-populated Doral. I dismantled the bun on top of my head to relieve the 
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pressure building on top of it. The parking lot was not as full. I recognized some 

of the leftover vehicles that belonged to the people in my bureau. I walked around 

the corner to my unmarked black Charger. I opened the trunk, and from the 

hidden space near the break light, I removed a pack of Marlboro Lights. I kept the 

trunk door open as my cover. I dragged on the stale cigarette like I’d seen plenty 

crack heads pull in the smoke from the pipes. I’d stopped closeted-smoking after 

the night at Portofino — I’d stopped it altogether.  

 The nicotine tingled its way down to my pinky toe. Hello there, old buddy. 

I paced within the width of my car while making smoke rings and sending wave 

thoughts of fuck you’s to the filled room on the second floor. The shades were still 

drawn. Before taking my last puff, I recalled Veronica Leal, Willie’s groupie, 

telling me they put all of the Cold Case Files before 2000 in a locked cage inside 

Records until they made room to bring it all back upstairs.  

  I moved the stuff inside my trunk to hide my cigarettes while making them 

more accessible. I pulled a white piece of fabric from underneath a file bin and the 

Valentino dress revealed itself in my hand. I put the dress on my face and could 

still smell the manufactured sea breeze smell from the penthouse on it. I dug 

further back and saw the two pointy heels with the red soles hiding behind the 

passenger seat. I shoved the dress in the back near the shoes. I reached behind the 

bin and felt the envelope with my fingertips. I shook the memory of receiving the 

money. I  placed the box of cigarettes above the file bin. Might as well own up to 

one sin. My I.D. unlocked the back door on the first try and I headed to the 
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bathroom first. I washed my hands, face and swished liquid soap in my mouth. I 

loved my hidden smokes but despised the lingering ashtray smell afterward.  

 Records was as dingy and claustrophobic as I remembered it. Since before 

graduating High School, A.J. would bring Willie and me to work with him on 

Saturdays to catch up on signing off closed cases. Sometimes, he’d let us go 

downstairs to Records with him and the cages and poor lighting felt more like a 

prison for misbehaved cops. And that’s what it was; I came to learn during my 

PPO phase. The dungeon workers often misplaced boxes and files. I signed in and 

the officer in charge, possibly placed there because of some on-the-job screw up 

that would eventually lead to an S.O.P. rewrite, escorted me to the back right 

corner of the warehouse. Homicide made sure that the Cold Case stuff would not 

fall into the hands of the misfits that were transferred in and out of there. They 

built a locked-in area in the northeast corner arranged the files in there 

themselves, so organized that it clashed with the rest of the outside shelves.  

 “Cold Cases already?” The slow, out-of-shape fellow officer asked and I 

wondered if his unfiltered remarks to the wrong people were the reason he found 

himself in the dungeon on a beautiful Thursday morning.  

 “I’m just the errand girl. We’re doing inventory. I’m here to look at the 

cases from 1989-1991.” I looked at a piece of paper I’d scribbled the case number 

of ’91 Jane before closing out ViCAP and darting out of the office pretending I 

was following some order. “Making sure everything is unperturbed as it should 

be. Isn’t it beautiful out today?” I flicked the white piece of paper. Dungeon 
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keeper either didn't understand my insult or he didn’t care. He looked like the type 

whose brain shut down when someone else’s lips moved and made noise.  

  The cage door closed behind me, his explanation of the filing system 

sounded like a monologue from Charlie Brown’s teacher. I had already grasped 

that the rows were lined up chronologically and guesstimated the location where I 

needed to go. I pretended to listen to Dungeon Keeper and realized he’d moved 

on to griping about the department’s conspiracy against some of us. He had 

stopped processing my rambling after ‘errand girl.’ My fake interest was in hopes 

to gain more uninterrupted time. After some nods and agreements, he left me the 

hell alone and it took all of my willpower not to sprint down the 1990’s row 

before he locked the door and went back to his desk.  

 The box sat in the middle of the isle, two shelves from the floor. Plain. 

Cardboard. The case number was written with a black marker. I grabbed it out of 

the shelf and was surprised at how light it felt. After placing it on the floor, I 

noticed the red tape had been sliced at the edge of the lid, on all four sides. Inside, 

there was one yellow folder with the 1991 case number written on the tab. The 

folder had a receipt of property and evidence transfer indicating the new case 

number of our Jane. My cheeks burned. I ground my teeth until my jaw hurt. 

Everything was gone. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. The transcribers’ faces popped in 

my mind. I felt like them — a couple of steps behind on the fun, on the 

excitement. At least that’s how I always perceived them during our bagels and 

coffee hours. It sucked balls being left out of the big secret.  
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 I’d sat on the floor and leaned against the shelf. Dungeon slob asked me if 

I needed any help. He’d stayed behind the locked door. His voice startled me and 

I said I was almost finished. His feet shuffled away from the Cold Case cage. I 

opened the yellow folder inside to put back the dumb receipt of transfer inside of 

it, and on the bottom, a folded piece of paper had gotten stuck in the glued 

folding. The paper was small, most likely from a whippet. It was yellowed with 

age and when I opened it I saw the same right slanted print from the addendum 

report page. The writing wasn’t as neat as it was on the report, it’d been written as 

if in a hurry. Patty L. Belle was written horizontally across the page. Nothing else. 

The small paper made its way to my front pocket and the box found its way to the 

empty slot on the second shelf from the floor.  

 Before walking out of the aisle, I held the small paper in my left hand and 

snapped a picture of it with my right. I walked back to the box and left the piece 

of evidence where I’d found it. It looked like it’d been conveniently forgotten. 

Who and why were the only questions in my mind. 
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 I leave my place in line and cross the street to the square, high arched 

property. Its exterior neglect fits in with the state of decay around us. I go up the 

three steps and pull open the wooden doors. Their weight is double what I 

remember. In the hallway, Vicki is standing.  Her back is to me, and two other 

women face her. I can’t hear their quiet whispers.  

 They move towards the meeting door. I rush to catch up with them 

ignoring my body's disobedience. I follow them inside the room I remember well. 

The white chairs are stacked against the wall, except for three. Vicki is not 

dressed in her usual skirt-suit. She wears a black, strapless jumpsuit and strap, 

high heeled sandals. She doesn't wear her glasses and has glitter above her 
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eyelids. Her lips are tinted nude. Her red hair is long, and the Auburn tips curl at 

the tip below the middle of her back.  

 “Do you remember the rules?” I hear the Brunette tell the blonde young 

woman as Vicki watches. I recognize them both at once.  

 “Yes,” Jane Doe responds. “I’m ready to have some fun.” 

 “It’s fun,” the Brunette says, “But, it’s work. Do you understand? You call 

the shots. But, you’re still under contract.” 

 “I’m ready, ma’am.”  

 “Please, sweetie. Don’t call me ‘ma’am.'" The Brunette shakes her head 

back to rid her face of a loose strand. She reaches for the young woman's hand 

and caresses Jane Doe under the chin with the other. Vicki watches with a smile 

on her face.  

 The halogen light above us hisses before burning out. I’m alone in the 

room. It smells of dead flesh and stale water. I turn to get out the door when the 

lights turn back on.  

 Vicki is in a skirt-suit, pacing in her Louboutins around the room as the 

young blonde girl, dressed in a purple blouse and white pants sits calmly in one of 

the chairs.  

 Vicki puffs on a cigarette. Jane Doe fans away any smoke that comes near 

her.  
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 “You, girls, who think you can get away with stuff like this. That is why 

we prep you and warn you,” Vicki speaks and stops facing the windows that give 

out to the parking lot. It looks like it’s sunny outside.  

 “Somethings we can’t prevent,” Jane Doe says. Her tone is patronizing, 

and Vicki picks up on it.  

  “And you’re sure you know whose it is?” Vicki says looking at Jane Doe 

with only a small twist of her head.  

 “I’ve been with the same one since I began,” she answers. “He whistles in 

the shower with me and hums the baby and me to sleep with the same tune. 

 He's happy." 

 "You told him?” Vicki says. She’s not amused at Jane Doe’s infatuation.  

 “He’s the one who took me to the clinic.” Vicki turned her entire body to 

face her now. “He told me not to mention anything to you. He was going to talk to 

you. But, you’ve been so good to me. I didn’t feel right keeping the secret.” 

 Vicki kneels down next to Jane. “You did the right thing, sweetie. It’ll be 

great.” She caresses the girl’s face. “Let’s go now. I need to get back to work to 

teach a class. I’ll see you later.” Vicki steps on her cigarette butt, and Jane holds 

her belly. They both walk out the door. Jane Doe looks at me and smiles. Then she 

bounces out of the building.  

 Outside the window, I see a black car. It’s backed into a spot right under 

the sill. The dark tinted rear window keeps me from seeing the driver. He has his 
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elbow hanging outside. Vicki opens the passenger car door, sits in the passenger 

seat and from the light going in from the sides, I see them kiss. She gets out, and 

Jane Doe enters.  

 For a split moment, I think I can hear Astrud Gilberto’s singing coming 

from the car. The building turns dark, and I head out the heavy wooden doors 

hoping that I won’t get out in the middle of Biscayne Boulevard, but exactly 

where I was.  

 I don’t.  

 I step into an elevator. I can see an older version of myself in a skin-tight 

dress staring anxiously at the door; the Brunette bombshell touches up her 

makeup in the mirrored walls. The doors open and I recognize the Penthouse. The 

memories from the night play out in front of my eyes. The glamor and glitz clash 

with my current state.  

 I'd left VITAS Hospice after the head nurse called me. My mother's 

condition had worsened. I drove straight to Tavie’s. On Monday nights, he closed 

the front door to the public and only let the likes of us in. I needed to drown my 

sorrows in a bottle of vodka and release the lactic acid built up in my groin. I 

ignored Vicki's calls, voicemails, and text messages. 

The bar was packed with commissioners, cops, firefighters, athletes and paid 

models to entertain the likes of everyone who fattened Tavie's pockets. 
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"Rough night?" she'd asked with a paid-to-look-like-she-cared smile.  

 I scoffed and nodded.  

    "Wanna get outta here?” 

 "Actually…" I started to lie saying I didn't swing for her team. 

 "There's a party. I’m sure you can do some damage out of those clothes." 

She smiled.  

   "Men, right?" I confirmed. 

     "All shapes and sizes," she assured me. 

  I paid Tavie, and by the time I stood on the sidewalk waiting for my car, 

I'd forgotten all about Willie. "Paulla." The brunette extended her hand to me.  

     "Sam." Her handshake was tight. A black Range Rover pulled up in front 

of us, and my black Charger arrived behind it.  

      "Follow me, Sam. We need to get you ready for it first." 

      We traveled south on West Avenue. She turned west into a cul-de-sac by 

Biscayne Bay and motioned for me to get in the car with her. I ignored all of my 

cop's instincts. I hopped into the passenger seat of her car.  

    "Take off your clothes and put this on." She held a white skin tight, halter 

top dress. Nothing abnormal about it until I saw its tag. Valentino. "What shoe 

size are you?" 

     "Seven," I said as I was already adjusting the expensive small piece of 

cloth around my waist. Paulla handed me nude, six-inched, peep-toe Louboutins. 
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Paulla's hand felt up my waist and stopped where my thong string lay above my 

hip.  

      "Get rid of them, too." As I wiggled the thongs down my legs, she 

consciously reached inside the halter opening and pulled each one of my breasts 

up, above the hidden stitching inside the dress to enhance cleavage. My groins 

throbbed in impatient anxiety, not because of my new friend's fondling, but the 

kind of sex I'd been craving for nearly a month. She loosened my hair from the 

black clip that kept it off my face. Her face glowed with a big smile. "I'm getting 

brownie points for bringing you over tonight." She sounded proud of her extreme 

makeover. I wasn't one bit offended. She decided to leave my face clear of layers 

of makeup. She said they hadn't had the exotic type in ages.  

     We left my unmarked on the cul-de-sac off of 16th and Bay Road and 

resumed our trip to the mysterious destination. We went up the ramp of Portofino 

Towers. The bellman/concierge/front door person knew her personally. She called 

him by name, Bryan, Bruno, Bryce. I just remembered his face.  

 The doors open inside the actual penthouse. The lights are dimmed, the 

travertine floors make the high-ceilings look extra taller. The entire living room 

has a wrap around balcony. Paulla takes white dress Samantha by the hand and 

shows where she can get food, drinks, drugs of choice.  Each of the stations 

carefully and elegantly set up for the guests to enjoy at their leisure.  
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     I follow them behind a drywall partition where a photographer stands 

waiting for his next model. I watch white dress Samantha stand in front of a black 

cloth wall while he snaps a dozen shots of me. 

     "They have the right to know who is waiting for them,"Paulla says, "And, 

don't worry about the badge. We have people who can clear you if you get tested." 

Her comment sends my head spinning wondering how many people with badges 

had walked through those sliding elevator doors. The same thing I ask myself the 

first time I hear her say it. White dress Samantha's face confirms it. Everything 

that comes out of Paulla's mouth is beyond anything white dress Samantha had 

ever experienced. I am intrigued with the feeling of rebellion I can sense from 

white dress Sam. White dress Sam had attended swing parties in private homes 

but always kept the sex inside the thin-blue-line-family -- like a twenty-first-

century incest cult. I could feel and hear the white dress version of me rationalize 

the choices I made that night. 

  Paula asks, "How do you like your partners?"  

     "Insatiable in wanting to please me. Mildly rough," white dress Sam 

responds. She is not lying about her taste. As I hear the other version of me speak 

those words. I feel pain in my chest, unlike the type I have been feeling thus far 

while trudging this shadowed version of my life.   

  "I knew you were special. Now, when we stop by the balcony door, place 

one of your hands on my waist and pretend to be into me," Paula instructs other 

me.  
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  The energy of the ample room shifts towards the two of them. I realize 

then how many men were sitting in the light colored chairs scattered all over the 

floor. I see other me whisper something to Paulla. She throws her head back in a 

loud laughter. Her long brown hair flies back when the breeze hits her in the face. 

"As many as you can handle. Go to town. In here, you're in total control." Her 

words had been music to my ears. The kind of break from my life with Vicki that 

I'd been searching. The ticket to remembering who I was.  

   It didn't take long before I walk into one of the many luxurious bedrooms 

of the Penthouse -- behind my other self. The ceiling to wall windows has no 

balcony access and no curtains. The man who escorts other me inside is tall with 

olive skin and silky black hair; his name is Eron. On top of both nightstands, there 

are crystal platters filled with condoms — for him and her. The light dims the 

moment we walked in, although not to complete darkness. I watch other me look 

around and can feel the relief of not finding S&M paraphernalia. 

   Eron and white dress Sam do not speak. She likes that he is quiet. He 

stands by the large window as she removes every piece of clothing from his body. 

He picks her up, straddling her legs around his body and takes her to the bed. He 

lies down; she stays on top -- dress still on. They play cat and mouse around the 

bed. Each time becomes more creative than the last. I follow white dress Sam to 

the doorless bathroom attached to the room. I wait there with her while she turns 

on the shower. She takes off the Valentino dress she's wearing.  

Another man approaches her from behind and starts kissing her neck.  
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     "You're ready for more?" she asks and turns around. She doesn't bother 

asking the new man's name. His skin was a shiny blue-black. He works his way 

down her body with intermittent small bites in between. The bathroom's marble 

floor turns into their playground. 

     After the nameless master of tongue and finger work leaves, three more 

men enter the room -- consecutively; I lose count of how many times she 

climaxes.   

     It's daytime, Paulla wakes up white dress Sam from a comfortable sleep. I 

watch behind a blurry screen. It's still night time where I stand. She drops off 

white dress Sam at our police car and told her to keep the dress and the shoes as a 

bonus. She hands white dress Sam an envelope. Once in our car, after changing 

into sleuth clothes, she takes a cigarette out of the glove box. I watch as she puffs 

away facing Biscayne Bay. I know what comes next when she opens the envelope 

and counts the two-hundred one hundred dollar bills inside of it. She examines the 

money. Her thoughts are my thoughts. Fuck, Samantha. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.  

 She dials A.J. She fills him in on everything that transpired. She blames 

her carelessness on Vicki's pressure to become intimate in the relationship. From 

where I stand, another screen appears, and A.J.'s sitting in his yellow chair, 

listening to frantic Samantha. He caresses his mustache. They both face the bay. 

From his speakers, Astrud Gilberto sings The Girl From Ipanema.  
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12:16  

 The four horsemen gathered the exit door to the parking lot. I had 

promoted Willie on behalf of his acting like a bastard. By the time I noticed them 

there, they’d noticed me turning the corner that way too and called me over. 

Lieutenant William Briggs called me over.  

 I slowed my pace towards them, stopped at the water fountain outside the 

women’s bathroom and from my peripheral I saw them all watching me. Art was 

the only one who tapped his foot on the ground. My ways annoyed him more 

often than not, I knew. I wiped my mouth clean with the back of my arm just to 

annoy my father. This time his voice was the one echoing in my head from when I 

was barely six years old and made the mistake of burping aloud next to him, “… 

Samantha, my entire life I’ve had to be twice as good just to get half as much. You 

will grow up by the same rules. Do you understand me?” He yelled in my face. I 

didn’t understand. I was a little kid.  

 Within less than a yard to go, Art couldn’t contain himself anymore. 

“Where have you been?” His tone disarmed me of a quick response and I’d 

suddenly lost the ability to lie like a pro on the spot.  

 “Bathroom,” I replied barely loud enough for them to hear when a Crime 

Scene Tech opened the door and the outside noise muffled my voice. I placed my 

hand on my stomach for dramatic emphasis and a reminder to Art. 

 “Still?” Art asked as if I knew better than let something pesky deter me 

from my job.  
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 My father stood to my left in his picture perfect stance. The gold stars in 

his dark-blue collar and the gold badge on his lapel clashed against the glow of 

his dark skin. If his habits hadn’t changed, he’d been in the same set of clothes 

since six-thirty that morning and not one part of him showed that. A nervous 

giggle escaped my mouth when Dungeon slob’s image came back in my mind.  

 “What’s so funny, Detective?” Willie asked me. I rolled my eyes in 

response.  

 “When did you leave the briefing?” Art interrupted the interaction with 

Willie from escalating. 

 “I got to the part about the old case you never told me about,” I snapped at 

Art.  

 “So you missed all the important parts,” Art replied without a flinch. “I’ll 

repeat myself to you privately, Detective.” 

 “Is that why you called me onto this case? Because they handled it? 

Making it a family tradition?" I pointed at both David McKinney and my father as 

if their rank did not matter inside those walls.  

 “Detective…” Willie tried to intervene. 

 “Samantha,” my father spoke in his Chief of Police voice, “David’s guys 

called him out to the scene and he remembered our case together. Yes, I wanted 

Art on the case. I knew AJ had put him in charge of Cold Cases until the next 

promotion round. So, yes, to answer your question.” 
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 I recalled our conversation at Tavie’s, his smug ‘You’re welcome.’ “How 

long until you’re full-blown bat shit crazy?” I asked him.  

 “Samantha, enough,” Willie took one step closer and I felt the heat off of 

his face and neck. I knew then that he knew about my father’s diagnosis too.  

 “Sammie,” McKinney took a turn, “I’ll spare Art some talking during your 

one-on-one private briefing." He smiled at me.  

 Fuck you, David. I crossed my arms and shifted my weight to my right 

leg.  

 “You’ve seen from the latest victim that the M.O. is pretty distinctive,” 

McKinney said. 

 I had seen the photographs moments earlier and I didn’t want to remember 

them.  

 “The type you never forget,” McKinney said as if reading my mind. 

“We’re hoping to keep the death toll at two. Your father and I would love for this 

to stay within the County. It’s personal to us. The ’91 victim was six months 

pregnant, Sam.”  

 I instinctively moved my hand to my stomach and remembered my Jane 

Doe doing the same when she introduced herself. I quickly tucked it into my 

pocket. I’d forgotten that detail — six months pregnant. It was a fully formed 

fetus inside the womb. McKinney and his wife had never had children but AJ had 

told me they unsuccessfully tried for many years. I wanted to tell him I was sorry. 

He might have made an excellent father — better than my own, that’s for sure. 
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 “All right,” I said to him, regaining my composure. “We’re all on the same 

page now.” 

 “Because of the pending promotions, I’m the interim P.I.O.,” Willie said in 

a much more collected state, “You’ll report directly to Art. Art will report to your 

father or Dave.” 

 “I’ll meet you upstairs,” Art said, already on his way to the elevators. 

Greetings and goodbyes were not formalities he followed. Unlike my father, his 

motto was not about outdoing anyone else for half-as-much of anything else.  

 “Are we done?” I asked Willie. 

  He nodded, but he left the gathering quicker than I could turn around. 

McKinney also exited the back door without saying goodbye. After a brief 

recognition of what had just transpired, I went full force on my sore bottom lip 

and turned my body to face Simon Brava.  

 The resemblance between the both of us was indeed uncanny. Besides our 

facial structure, we had the same naturally thick, high arched eyebrows and made 

the same expressions with our large dark brown eyes.  

 “You look just like your mother when you’re upset,” he said. 

 “Are you fucking serious right now?” My left palm faced his face, “Don’t 

mention my mother. Ever.” I said. He shuffled his weight to my response. He 

pressed his lips together and looked down momentarily.  

 “How much of what McKinney said is true?” 
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 “I don’t follow,” he said and his head tilted like mine usually did. Ugh.  

 “The whole song and dance about the old case being personal.” 

 “Everything,” he replied. “I was pleasantly surprised when Dave told me 

you were handling it with Art that evening.” 

 “Pleasantly surprised because of what really?” I threw my arms to my side 

after shrugging my shoulders.  

 “Because I know you are a good detective. Because I am still your father 

and I do keep tabs on you. I am proud of you despite you hating and blaming me 

as if I was the one who…” His voice broke off and his chin shook. He turned his 

face towards the exit door.  

 “You might as well have, dad. You weren’t there to stop her.” 

 The look in his eyes scared me a little. I had never said it out loud this 

way. Nevertheless, I stood my ground and didn’t break the stare back. 

 “You’re still A.J.’s surrogate rotten, spoiled teenager, aren’t you?” He 

shook his head. His hands came apart and he looked for something inside his 

pockets.  

 “Do you call Willie a rotten, spoiled teenager too?” 

 “Willie grew up, Samantha. You should try it.” 

 “Fuck yourself.” I took a half-step towards him. “Forget about me. I don’t 

need you or anyone keeping tabs on me. Whatever ghosts from the past haunt 

you, causing your brain to collapse on itself, that’s on you. I hope you have a 

slow, agonizing death in a pool of your piss and shit.” 
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 Both of his hands searched every pocket in his uniform. His eyes looked at 

me in sheer panic as if he’d lost something valuable. Nothing I’d said seconds 

before had gotten through to him. I watched him and he had transformed into a 

version of Simon Brava I’d never seen before. He mumbled something in between 

several sighs. He ran his hands up and down his pants, front and back. He pulled 

out his wallet, his phone. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God…” He repeated 

on a loop. This man was not my father.  

  McKinney peeked through the square piece of glass of the back door. I 

heard the knocking and saw his eyes looking worried at my father’s behavior. I 

walked to open the door for him. He rushed past me to my father’s side. “Simon. 

Simon,” he said holding my father by the elbow.  

 “David, I can’t find them. Don’t be mad. I think I lost them.” 

 This time I tilted my head to the side and bit my lip watching the scene 

unfold in front of my eyes. The back of my eyes burned and my temples throbbed. 

I hardly moved so not to miss a beat of this act. It’d take a lot more than 

pretending to freak out about some inexistent hidden object to gain any pity from 

me.  

 “Simon, I have them.” McKinney dangled the keys of the city’s car in 

front of my father, whose face lit up with relief.  

 “You have them, Dave. Oh, thank God.”  

 “Is he for real?” I didn’t realize David McKinney had heard me as I 

walked past them to go back upstairs.  
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 “Samantha,” McKinney yelled out to me. “Not a peep. Do you 

understand?” He paused briefly for my answer. “Keep this between us,” he 

continued without patience and pulling rank with his tone. He also answered my 

question. 

 “Yes, Captain,” I replied and kept walking towards the elevator. The back 

door slammed shut before I turned the corner. I didn’t look back. 
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13:04 

 A new box had been created to accommodate the three Jane Does — past 

and present. “Go at it,” Art said to me. I brought the heavy box to the empty desk 

that faced his and sat on the seat behind it. I pulled out the three packets with the 

information from the old and new cases. Everything I read matched to the 

information in VICAP.   

  I read everything on every page from top to bottom. There was no mention 

of Patty L. Belle anywhere. Patty L. Belle. The name was familiar. I took the files 

with me to my office. “I’ll be back,” I told Art. I needed my computer.  

  My stomach growled. Art heard it. “Me too,” he said getting up and 

grabbing his suit jacket from around his chair. “Let’s go eat first.”  

 We sat at the booth closest to the kitchen at the Chilli’s on 87th Avenue. 

Piper had been our waitress since we started working together again. She knew 

our usuals and with a wink and a wave she wrote on her pad and brought my Iced 

Tea and Art’s lemonade. The iced tea felt right at home once it hit my stomach. I 

used the bathroom and when I came back, Piper had brought our chips and salsa. 

Extra salsa. I hesitated from putting the mildly spicy tomato concoction in my 

mouth. Art watched me.  

 “You know Simon and I go way back, right?” he asked breaking the very 

comfortable silence between us.  

 “Sort of,” I said and picked up my phone as if I was waiting for an urgent 

call.  
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 We then sat quietly until our food came. The silence was only broken by 

the polite, tender thank yous to Piper and later the slurping of our drinks. I left all 

the chicken in my salad and only ate the greens around it. Art took a little longer 

to finish everything off his plate.  

 “We’re second cousins.” I could see some of the food he was still chewing 

when he spoke.  

 “What now, Art?” 

 “You and I are related, Little Brava.” 

 “Get the fuck out of here.” I dropped my fork in my plate. 

 “It’s the truth. Your dad and I, we, played ball together in High School and 

everything.” 

 “Is this a known fact? So known that no one cares? How is this the first 

time I hear about this?” 

 “Yeah. That’s a long story.” He nodded and continued chewing. “Your 

father is my family, Samantha. I won’t turn my back on family, you hear? This,” 

he said pointing at the badge clipped to his belt hidden under his round belly, 

“ain’t nothing if you don’t got someone to look out for you when you take it off.” 

 I chewed on my lip and processed the bomb Art had just dropped on my 

lap. “Why aren’t you as close now?” 

 “Your daddy and I used to be on the same page. It was always more 

important to him to be liked and patted on the back. We started out working 

Central." A smile sprung across his face from the memories. "We had a blast. 
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Good times. We worked with our people, you know? We protected our own. 

But…” Art stopped talking and asked Piper for the check.  

 We paid our discounted meal and left Piper a generous tip as always. I 

waited for him to finish his thought. He didn’t.  

 “You weren’t there when I was growing up. You don’t know the kind of 

person my father was at home.” I lost my patience and put in my two cents.  

 “I know. I regret that. I should have tried harder.” He opened the car doors 

for us and we headed back to the office. “He lost his way. Forgot why we joined 

the force. I think I could have talked some sense into him. But when he realized 

the damage he’d done, it was too late. Turned out to be a blessing later.” He drove 

on. I let the information permeate through my skeptical ears. 

 “As far as your assignment on the case, the day AJ died, I had nothing to 

do with that, Sam.” He looked straight forward through the windshield. I looked 

at him in profound gratitude, squeezing my lips together in a half-mooned smile. 

  “Thank you,” I murmured. He had never called me Sam. Even after I told 

him he could, right after he told me I could call him Art. After my big arrest 

during my last month of FTO. 

 Then, it hit me. Patty L. motherfucking Belle. 

On my fourth and last rotation in Field Training, Art had been assigned to 

sign me off of the training phase. We didn’t ride together anymore, but I reported 

to him before reporting to our Patrol Sergeant. We were working the southern 
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most area of the Northeast District. Before meeting him for dinner at the Denny’s 

on 121st Street and Biscayne, I finished catching up on my reports, hidden behind 

an abandoned church off of North East 113th Street. A dark Impala caught my 

eye. Its brake lights were pressed and it remained parked in front of a house 

longer than usual. I called Art’s phone, but it went straight to voicemail. He never 

carried his phone with him and only used it to call records to avoid bothering the 

Information Channel dispatchers. I ran the temporary tag; it was not on file. I 

flipped through my notes, looking for any BOLOs for a stolen vehicle, matching 

the description. Nothing. The brake lights went black and the driver parked. I 

burned some rubber peeling off from the church’s parking lot and pulled up 

behind the Impala with pitch black tints.  

 “India fifteen-oh-six, I have a maroon Impala stopped. One-one-three 

Street North East Fifth Avenue. Unknown how many occupants,” I announced on 

the main channel. I gave her the temporary tag number, but now closer to the car, 

I saw that the last digit had been modified to an eight. Three of the doors opened 

and I got out with my gun in hand.  

 “On the fucking ground, now,” I said. The dispatcher kept asking me for 

further information, but tunnel vision and selective hearing kicked in and I 

disregarded the further requests from her. Three figures exited the car. They 

ignored my commands and reached into their pockets; they emptied them of small 

packages.  
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 I had stopped my car almost perpendicular to the Impala. The three 

occupants walked towards me and I moved my index to the trigger. “My odds 

aren’t bad with the sixteen rounds. Get on the mother-fucking ground. Now.” The 

one closest to me, the backseat passenger, got on his knees and lay on the ground 

interlacing his fingers behind his head. I saw the white of his eyes looking up 

towards me, half scared, half mad. The front passenger followed suit. And at last, 

before the driver kneeled, Art Louis had pulled up east of me and blocked in the 

Impala perpendicularly from the front. Louis got out and shouted, “On the 

mother-fucking ground.” His shout startled me and I realized that the radio traffic 

was going haywire with the entire cavalry trying to get on running a three to my 

last known address.  

  The driver went down and Art got on the air to slow down the units 

coming our way to a routine backup. We both zip-tied the subjects and I was 

surprised to find out the passenger was a woman. We searched them for 

identification, weapons, and drugs. We were three for three. They had emptied 

their pockets of enough cocaine-baggies to let me coast on nothing but answering 

calls for the rest of my probation year. After searching the car, we found one-half 

a kilo of marijuana and two dildo-shaped packages of heroin.  

  While some of the backup officers helped me bag every piece of evidence. 

I ran the vehicle’s identification number. It had been reported stolen that morning. 

The three occupants had long lists of priors and outstanding warrants. One of 

them was wanted for questioning by the FBI for armed robberies committed in 
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Florida, Georgia and South Carolina, Patrick Louis — Art’s black sheep nephew 

and moonlight head hooker of 79th Street, aka Patti L. Belle.  

 On Friday evening, on my way home after clocking in several hours in 

overtime and sharing half of the glory with Art, my cell phone rang.  

 “Not bad, Little Brava,” Art greeted me on the line. 

 “It’s DeLuna,” I snapped. 

 “I apologize,” he said dismantling my edge. 

 “Sorry about your nephew.” 

 “He’ll be all right. You’ll be seeing him around.” 

 “Louis,” I hesitated. 

 “Hmmm,” he grunted. 

 “I prefer Sam.” 

  He grunted again before saying, “I prefer Art.” Then he hung up on me. 

 We waited for the elevators alone.  

 “How much does Willie know about the cases?” 

 “He was at the briefing,” Art answered. 

  We entered the middle elevator and once the doors closed, I continued, “I 

went down to Records.” Art didn’t say anything back and waited on me to go on. 

“I left the briefing because I went down to Records. VICAP came back with a hit 

once I inputted the information. I got the case number from there.” 
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 “I got everything out of the warehouse the first night,” he said as we 

reached our floor.  

 We entered the bureau quietly and walked in silence to his corner. I 

pondered whether I should bring up the whippet page left behind.  

 “Hear me out as if I’m not Simon’s daughter,” I waited for a grunt or an 

eye roll. I had his full attention, “Doesn’t it rub you the wrong way that as interim 

P.I.O., Willie was at the briefing?”  

 “Willie is a good cop, Brava,” Art shut me down. 

 There was no tip-toeing around Art. He wanted the information out of 

your mouth as straight as he gave it, “Don’t you think it’s weird the way he’s 

cozying up to my father? Especially on a cold case that used to be my father’s? 

Isn’t it too coincidental I was assigned to it too?” 

 “Now is when you become Simon Brava’s daughter again? You think 

there’s a conspiracy? Where is the rookie I trained? I think I liked her better.”  

 She hadn't lost herself along the way. I sighed and walked to my cubicle 

instead of following him to his office. The blinking red light on my phone was 

Emma’s message. She had called to let us know our Jane Doe was three months 

pregnant.  

 I plopped down my swiveling chair and touched my belly the way I’d 

remembered her do the first time she spoke in the meeting. Her image from that 

day started to come together in my head. I needed to make an effort to eat more. 

She’d been one of the last ones to walk in. Unlike the rest of the sisterhood of the 
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black left eye, she wore clean white trousers that hugged her wide hips and flared 

on top of her cork wedges, which showed off her perfectly pedicured toes. She 

moved without one drop of self-doubt the other women balanced like a load of 

dirty laundry on top of their heads. Her blonde hair was long and meticulously 

curled. Her skin glowed with the innocence of someone who shows up to a 

funeral expecting a celebration. The purple, off-the-shoulder blouse she wore, 

reached below her waist but hugged her then small belly. She’d sat next to the 

toothless chatty bunch. They reached for her hands as a form of welcome. She 

smiled at them cordially. So fearlessly cordial. She placed her beige purse under 

the seat, behind her legs. She sat tall with proper posture and her shoulders 

squared. She crossed her legs and as her white pant lifted up, I caught the tail end 

of what looked like a fresh tattoo plastic wrapper on the side of her ankle. Her 

eyes immersed in Vicki. The consistency of her attendance intrigued me more 

than the way she watched Vicki as if she was under a spell. We both were. Hawks 

of a feather.  

 I remembered her voice. She’d stammered between her first and last name. 

The same mistake many of the night walkers would do when I still worked patrol.  

 “What’s your name?” I’d say.  

 “Who, me?” No, fucker, the invisible friend behind you. Their not-so-slick 

way to buy time to come up with a name they hadn’t already used.  
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  I remembered her voice and the stammering but didn’t pick up her name. 

Very likely she wasn’t who she claimed she was that day. I needed to get a hold of 

Vicki’s sign in sheet. 

Veronica Leal peeked her head inside my cubicle, “Can I come in?” she 

asked as if there was a door I could slam on her face.  

 “What’s up?” 

 “How are you holding up?” She hugged a couple of envelopes close to her 

body.  

 “Come in, Vero,” I say, finally. “I’m keeping busy.” I pointed at the new 

file.  

 She saw I’d started typing my report.  

 “Sam, you can dictate it. Forget Rosa. It’s all an act. She pretends to be all 

tough and loud-mouthed. She’s jealous of you or anyone younger, skinnier, 

prettier.” She looked at me as if I should know better. Her droopy eyes, lashes 

loaded with mascara filled me with guilt when I remembered the few minutes 

with Rosa’s husband. Another one for the list of regrets.  

 “I can type it. I know you’re busy.” I faced my computer again trying to 

occupy my mind with dead people lingo.  

 “Dictate it. I’ll type it up personally.” She extended the envelopes to me. 

“Here, these are for you. Lt. Briggs asked me to bring them over before he left.” I 

scrunched my forehead in the surprise of her boldness to bring up her mingling 



!112

with Willie. “His secretary is sick. I filled in today,” she explained. I’d forgotten 

they also filled in for absent receptionists and secretaries.  

 I got up and took the contents of her hand placed them on my desk and 

hugged her. I liked Veronica. Unlike the two alpha-bitches, she didn’t participate 

in the gossips and kept her personal life as far away from work as I did.  

 “Thank you, Vero. I appreciate you checking on me.” 

 “Of course. I miss our morning coffees,” she said. I sat back down, and 

she walked out towards her temporary office.  

  A folded piece of paper lay on top of the two brown envelopes. Willie’s 

stationery had the words: Funeral tomorrow. A small group of us. The address was 

below it, and his name was printed at the bottom along with the bureau’s address 

and its main line. Not even a signature? No help from me?
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 I use my entire body to push the door half-way open. It is darker inside 

than it is outside. My eyes take a minute to get used to the darker shade of 

nothingness. The smell of decomposing flesh replaces the smell of stale sea air. 

The smell of the many bodies I had handled in a world where colors, sounds, and 

life were abundant and distracting. I’m scared to walk into this unusually familiar 

place with bare feet. The range of motion in my neck stops me from clearing 

every foot of nothingness that I step into. I decide to follow the smell. The living 

room is empty. With effort, I tilt my head a few centimeters back and recognize 

the crystal chandelier above the space a mahogany dining room set was under. 

The bulbs inside it are cracked and I hear a crackling sound coming from the 

wires in it. I avoid walking directly underneath it as I take in a few deep breaths 

towards the kitchen.  
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 The kitchen is behind an arched entry way. Cobwebs hang from the top of 

it all the way to the ground. They are thick and sturdy. I’m glad to see signs of 

something else with a heart or hearts. The cabinets that I remember being raw 

umber are a faint hint of black mold. They hang awkwardly by the last thread of 

fiber from the walls that have begun to expel the paper from them.  

 I walk to the sink. I turn the blue faucet clockwise. It turns endlessly. No 

water. No drip. I turn the red faucet counter-clockwise, the handle comes off in 

my hand. I rest against the unfazed black granite. The cold of it hurts my brittle 

lower back bones but I’m afraid to sit on the dirty floor and stay there. As, I think 

this, my legs give out and I drop on my butt, scraping my back against the rock 

and the rotten wood.  

  The pain recedes and the chills return. Sitting feels nice. I rest my head on 

the edge of a creaking cabinet door and let my eyelids close shut. The pummeling 

of my heart turn into a rhythmic lullaby and I drift off to sleep despite the effort to 

stay awake.  

  A little girl enters the double french doors into the kitchen. The sunlight 

illuminates the shiny vinyl floors and she carries dirt with her small feet. She 

holds a handful of weeds and walks to the woman who is humming to a tune I 

have heard before. Neither the woman nor the child sees me sitting there with my 

ripped clothes, intruding in their home. The little girl walks to the woman and my 

eyes adjust to the bright colors and it takes me longer to unscramble the images 

then than it did in the darkness. The small child can’t be older than seven. Her 
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braided pigtails curl up from underneath the ties. She has freckles and her 

eyebrows are one honey shade lighter than her hair. Her almond brown eyes are 

serene. She holds the weeds to the woman who turns to the girl, giving me her 

back. She wears a spaghetti-strapped violet and black dress with white flowers on 

it. I remember the dress. I see the oval birthmark on the woman’s upper left arm. 

The same birth mark I carry on my back, between my scapulas. The same 

birthmark the little girl has on her back.  

 Mom. She kisses my seven-year-old head and puts the weeds in a short 

whiskey glass. She is preparing dinner and she continues to hum after sending 

seven-year-old me to my room. Mom. I try to call out. There is no sound coming 

from me. I try to bang on the spotless cabinets behind me. She doesn’t flinch. I 

get up without much effort and walk to the room that used to be mine.  

 I see the seven-year-old me sitting on my pink bed. I’m surrounded by my 

Barbies and other stuffed animals. I pretend they can talk. I scold some and hug 

others. I’m their teacher. I remember that day. I sit on the cushioned seat in the 

corner watching myself play. I feel a warmth I haven’t felt in a long time. How 

long? I smile. There is a relief that follows and it makes me jump off the seat and 

rush towards the miniature version of myself to hug her. She doesn’t feel me. She 

continues to play. I’m a hologram. Invisible to myself. To my mom. Seven-year-

old me walks on the bed with her knees towards the window by her headboard. 

The sound of tires on the gravel outside come through and a car door slams. She 
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leaps from her bed and runs outside the bedroom towards the entry door in the 

living room. I follow.  

  Little me hugs my dad. He looks young. My little arms barely touch 

around his waist. He stands there. Still. He pats my head and asks me to let him in 

all the way. The warmth disappears instantly and I recognize the void it leaves. I 

follow little me to the bedroom. I want to hug her and give her the warmth back. 

She plays with her dolls and stuffed animals and wipes one tear away. 

“Samantha” comes from outside the window. I walk near it, and I see Willie 

standing below the sill. He looks young. His green eyes are wide in anticipation of 

me getting out to play. Young Samantha starts towards the door and I remember 

what follows next. No. No. NO. I try to tell her to stay put. She goes anyway.  

 “You treat her like she’s one of your cheap whores, Simon,” my mom tells 

my father from the circular entryway.  

 “Cheap whores?” he says with sarcasm. She slaps him.  

 “Don't patronize me,” she says wiping her hands on her apron. 

 “It’s your fault anyway. How can you sleep with him? You’ve destroyed 

this family and my reputation,” he says and walks out into the living room. 

 My mother slams the pot roast inside the sink. “There is your goddamn 

dinner, Sergeant Brava.” She stomps to her bedroom and doesn’t even see little 

me standing in the hallway right outside my bedroom door. My chin quivers like 

my younger version. We don’t cry though. I watch little Sam go outside and close 

the door behind her unnoticed. I go after my mother.  
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  She sits on her bed crying. She opens up her top drawer and pours a 

handful of her special candy in the palm of her hand. She puts them all in her 

mouth. From the second drawer, she takes out a small flask. She uses the liquid 

inside of it to gulp down the white tablets. She lies on her back and I watch her 

fall asleep. She has a grin on her face. 
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16:35 

 The recorder played back my voice. I made sure that it’d recorded the 

details thus far. I needed to stop by the Medical Examiner’s and update any other 

information on Jane. I added that to my to-do list. Submerging my thoughts with 

the details of the case helped me forget Willie’s insensitive note. I stretched my 

arms above my head and cracked a couple of bones in my back.  

 The box of sugar gels still lay on top of the cabinet Art had dropped them. 

I picked out two banana flavored ones. I couldn’t bring myself to walk down the 

foxhole and get my colada fix. I walked around my cubicle as I sucked on the 

packets. I moved my neck around and craved a run. I had a change of running 

clothes in my car and decided to use the Training Bureau’s track. After throwing 

the packets away, I noticed the top envelope’s sender’s information — Miami 

Beach Police’s Homicide Bureau, Captain David McKinney.  

 Inside the envelope, there was a black memory stick. I inserted it in my 

computer’s hard drive. The file was an MP3. I clicked play and heard the 9-1-1 

recording from AJ’s death. The adrenaline sucked the moisture from my mouth. I 

pulled a bottle from the case beneath my desk and drank while I replayed the call. 

There was something in the recording that begged me to recognize it. I emailed it 

to myself and listened to it with headphones from my phone, drowning out the 

excess noise.  

 My feet tapped on the floor. My butt sat halfway out of the chair while I 

inserted Patti L. Belle’s name in NCIC and FCIC as an A.K.A. If the people in 
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Records were on top of their game, then I’d have no problem finding an F.I. card 

on long, lost Patti. Except for Dungeon Keeper, Records personnel had their shit 

together. Over fifty F.I.s had been written on Patrick Louis. I jotted his ten last 

known addresses. They were all in the vicinity of 79th Street.  

  I closed shop in the office and headed out. The other envelope was thick, 

and I stuffed it into my purse. I’d decided to take a go at Patrick by myself 

without his uncle nearby shadowing me. The night of the big arrest, Patrick huffed 

and puffed but never mouthed off to Art. I wanted the both of us to not be 

intimidated by our particular tactics.  

 “I’m going to the M.E.’s,” I lied to Art before leaving the office. 

 He nodded without looking up. He was doing the job of two Sergeants and 

signed off on a pile of natural deaths while also supervising the progression of our 

Jane case. Hmm, probably ran out of grunts. I took the stairs and drove towards 

my neck of the woods while the 9-1-1 call played on repeat inside my ear.  

 I exited the 79th Street exit on I-95 and drove east towards Biscayne. I had 

missed three calls from Vicki. She’d left me three voice mails. I didn’t listen to 

any of them. She had a way to get me off my A game with her words — or lack of 

them. She was next on my list of stops anyway.  

 I slowed down after passing N. Miami Avenue. I knew that he hung out on 

the corners of 79th Street closest to Biscayne where there were more light and 

driving traffic.  
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 I had printed an old mugshot of Patrick Louis as Patty L. Belle. He wore a 

long-bobbed, red wig and had accentuated the look with bright red lipstick. He 

looked a little like Art out of drag. I would never mention that to Art though. I was 

sure he knew it and perhaps at one point was proud of the comparison when 

Patrick was still a kid. Patrick was my age, but the life made him look like the 

women in Vicki’s groups.  

  I circled the four-block radius of each last known address. Two girls 

recognized me once I opened my window, and before I asked them my question, 

they ran. Although the initial instinct to run after them and call a perimeter kicked 

in, Patti’s mugshot reminded me to focus on the big fish. Letting them go without 

a chase bugged me still. They’d gab to everyone they got away from Officer 

DeLuna. Patti’s face told me to pick my battles.  

 Night fell quick. I’d spent an hour and a half inhaling fumes from other 

cars and trucks in the Palmetto. I needed to get on to Vicki before she let out her 

meeting. On my last go round, I came across a marked unit and asked her to back 

me up in cornering one of the girls that were too enthralled in her phone 

conversation just north of 79th Street behind the alley. The unit had closed her off 

from the west end, I pulled up in front of her in my unmarked, and once she saw 

my face, her deer-in-the-headlight look screamed shit. She turned around to run 

and immediately let loose and started laughing.  
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  “You slick, Officer DeLuna,” she said. She was, in fact, also a he. He 

whom I had arrested at least three times for possession and mouthing off. I 

couldn’t remember his name.  

 “It’s Detective now,” I said closing the car door behind me. The marked 

unit stayed put while I talked to my long lost acquaintance.  

 “I’m not doing anything wrong,” he said in his deep scratchy voice and 

put his hands up. The call was still going on.  

 “Hang up,” I said. He did.  

 “I’m looking for Patty L. Belle,” I cut to the chase. 

 “What did he do now?” what’s his name asked me and put his left hand on 

his waist making him look entirely feminine.  

 Men fall for this shit. “He didn’t do anything. Just a talk.” 

 “Why isn’t Uncle Artie looking for him?” 

 Uncle Artie, ha. “Sergeant Louis is busy handling important matters. He 

sent me,” I said. 

 “Bullshit.” He called me out. “Patty’s uncle doesn’t send anyone to handle 

their matters.” 

 “What does that mean?” Fucker called my bluff.  

 “Sergeant Louis,” he said mimicking my voice and snapping his head, 

“came by a couple of nights ago. No, three nights ago. I can’t remember. He was 

looking for Patrick too. Told me to keep it between us since it was family 

business,” he finished. 
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 “Then why the fuck are you telling me?” I got closer to him and told him 

to get against the wall. The marked unit started to get out of her car, and I waved 

her to get back in. I began to pat my guy down, “Listen to me. The county is 

cracking down on us. They need more arrests for the quarter. It’s a brand new 

fiscal year and we have money galore to spend on overtime for bullshit arrests. 

You know what I’m saying, right?”  

 He nodded. 

 “Why are you telling me about Sergeant Louis was here?” 

 “He wasn’t the only one,” he replied looking down. 

 “Who else was here? What did they want?” 

 “They came for Patrick.” 

 “Who is they?” 

 “Uncle Artie was the last one. The other officer, the pretty one with the 

green eyes and brown skin, came before Uncle Artie. But he wasn’t in uniform or 

nothing. Just wearing regular clothes.” 

 “You talked to him? How do you know he was a cop?” 

 “His car, Officer DeLuna. Had the yellow tag. His badge was yellow too. I 

saw him. I know how y’all stand around protecting y’all’s guns. Come on, now.” 

 “He talked to you?” 

 “Not to me. To Greta. He was here during the day last week. And the other 

big man in the Department, too. You know, the one that be whistling all the time.”  
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 I loosened my grip on him. The plastic sleeve with his ID inside I’d found 

tucked to his panties almost fell from my hand. “You gotta give me more on this 

big man who whistles.” 

 “Officer Deluna, you know him. He’s your daddy’s friend.” I turned him 

around to face me and quickly glanced at his ID. 

 George. Goddamn, Georgia. “George.” I felt a wave of relief when I read 

his name, but the tightening in my chest made me lose my breath for a moment. 

 “How do you know my daddy?” I said mocking him. 

 “Whatcha mean? We all know Simon Brava ‘round here. He a good man. 

He’s family.” Family? 

 “Has he come around too?” 

 “Nah. Just the other three.” 

 “George,” I paused, “You better not be lying.” I chewed on my lip. “Art 

came by a few nights looking for Patrick. Pretty boy with green eyes came last 

week, for Greta?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “What about the other cop? How come you didn’t say anything about him 

before?” 

 “He was coming around all the time.” George’s face looked worried as if 

he wasn’t supposed to be saying none of that to anyone with a badge.  

 “All the time?” 
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 “Oh my God. Officer DeLuna. Detective, I’m sorry…” He started pacing 

around clutching his phone to his chest. 

 “Relax, relax. You just be honest with me with what you saw and nothing 

will happen to you. What was the last cop doing?” 

 “He was with Greta. She moved in with Patrick because of him. She 

needed protection.” Protection? From Patrick Louis? 

 “Did Uncle Art come by to check on Greta too?” 

 “Nah, she was long gone when he showed up.” 

 “How long, George?” I began to lose my patience. 

 “I dunno. She left in a fancy car. That bitch got her shit out of Patrick’s 

house and ain’t even say goodbye or thank you or nothing.” 

 “You clear this corner. Cross the street and hang out on the city side for a 

while. Make sure Patrick gets this.” I handed him my new card after writing my 

cell phone on it.  

 “She ain’t coming back is she?” George asked I. 

 I shrugged my shoulders and watched him cross the street holding onto my 

card. The marked unit flashed her strobes at me after I gave her a thumb down, 

clearing George. She backed out of the alley and left in search of someone else to 

harass. 

 Before continuing east on 79th Street, I pulled up next to George on the 

south bound lane. “What kind of fancy car picked up Greta?” 
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 “A black Range Rover, Officer DeLuna,” George said and turned to the 

wall to continue talking on his cell phone.  

 He may as well have kicked me in the jaw. 
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Thursday Evening 

 Vicki’s car was in its usual spot. There was ten minutes left for the support 

group meeting to finish.I parked on the south side of the lot since my usual one 

was filled with Valet vehicles from the Hilton. The south side parking lot was just 

as run-down as the north side. I walked around the back and peeked into the 

window where the meetings took place.   

 The circle was set up. It was a full house. Lots of new women. Vicki faced 

the window, but she didn’t catch me peeping. Some of the regulars shot me 

smiles. I acknowledged them with a stretch of my closed lips and stood at the 

corner. Directly across from me, however, there was a young white girl. Her long 

brown hair was pulled back and sprayed in place. Her face looked too innocent to 

carry the amount of makeup she had on. Her dress was short and black. She 

covered herself with a white, fringed pashmina. Underneath the pashmina, her 

short skirt shone through. It wasn’t hard picking out the ones who stuck out from 

that group. Like my Jane Doe, this one didn’t match the vibe of the room — 

especially with the way she was dressed.  

  The roster with the names of the attendees sat in the manilla folder near 

Vicki’s briefcase. They were both on top of the table I used to sit by, adjacent to 

the door. I thought about going in picking it up and doing a roll call. The wrath I’d 

get from Vicki, however, wasn’t worth it. Not to mention all the rules I’d be 

breaking. Nothing I’d get from the roll call would make the discovery admissible. 
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Vicki could also get in big trouble because of our relationship. I quickly scanned 

the new girl’s ankles. I couldn’t tell if they’d been tattooed or not.  

 The meeting ended. Vicki got up, and I ran to my car. Leaning on the hood, I 

could see the martyrs leave. I lit up a Marlboro Light; it helped ease the tension I 

felt building up in my neck. I engaged in the congested traffic on Biscayne: the 

alluring facades of new buildings and the expensive cars pulling into the Hilton’s 

circular entrance. 

 “What are you doing here?" 

 It wasn’t the question that caught me off guard but the hint of 

disappointment in her voice. "I wanted to surprise you,” I lied and felt the sting of 

guilt burn through my cheeks.  

 Vicki walked to me. The brown-haired girl followed her like a puppy dog 

behind its brand new owner. Vicki waved to her and said something in Spanish. 

She stopped by the stairs’ last step. Vicki blocked my view of her ankle.  

 “I’ve given up reaching you by phone. I am tired of being last on your list 

of priorities.” 

 “Vicki, that’s not fair. I’m working a brand new case. You know how this 

goes. And I will need to speak to some of the women. I remembered the first time 

my victim came in. You don’t have to be involved at all.” 

 “You didn’t come by to surprise me, then,” she said. Her tone was 

condescending, and I decided that Vicki needed my attention more than my 
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suspicion of a possible lead did. “You’re here to convince me to let you ambush 

these women.” 

 I stepped toward her and grabbed her wrist to pull her closer to me. She 

pulled away.   

 “Vics, the last victim could have been involved in a high-end sex-

scheme.” I'd remembered George telling me about the black Range Rover, but 

kept the detail out. “Maybe some of the women here may know something about 

it. Who knows? They may be the ones exploiting these young, newbies. You may 

be feeding their prey to them.” I nodded towards the girl behind her who now sat 

on the second step and leaned back holding herself up with her arms stretched. 

Her head bobbed back and forth as if she heard a strange song in her head. 

“What’s wrong with her?” 

 Vicki looked back at the girl. “Darling, I have plans tonight.” She let loose 

of my hand.  

 “What kind of plans?” 

 “A send-off party.” 

 “That’s the first I hear of it. Is it at The Standard Hotel?” I couldn’t hide 

the jealousy and sarcasm in my voice.  

 The door of 18-B had swung open and the glare from the sun about thirty 

degrees south in the horizon bounced all over the high-ceiling living room and its 

glossy walls. The assault of light hit me in the jaw. The pull from the tension of 
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grinding my teeth traveled upwards to my right ear as I slammed the door shut 

with more force than usual. We needed blinds stat. I’d left the envelope filled with 

the money hidden in the trunk of my car along with the white dress and the shoes. 

My car was the only placed I knew for sure no one had access to except for me. 

  Vicki’s humming traveled from the bedroom to the small foyer. My chest 

tightened and it took my breath away. I had lingered inside the kitchen before I’d 

collected myself enough to face her. Flashbacks from the night before came to 

mind. My fingers worked to loosen the knots forming on the sides of my jaw. I 

closed my eyes and focused on my breathing.  

 A pair of hands removed my sunglasses. Her shirt was still unbuttoned. She 

smiled at me.  

 “I spent the night with A.J. on The Prophet,” the words blurted out. I 

realized I sounded as guilty as I felt. I’d created the whole story of anchoring right 

off of Ocean Drive facing the traffic around 12th Street. We people watched from 

afar; had some drinks; later we cruised to Venetian before the Downtown Skyline 

turned off to sleep. The details were easy to convey since that was mine and A.J.’s 

routine when taking The Prophet out for a cruise. But, she didn’t press further for 

any more details.  

 “Come here,” she said. I walked around the high top counter. She sat me 

down on one of the dining room chairs and worked her strong hands under my 

buttoned blouse to loosen up my tight neck and shoulders. “How about a massage 

at the Standard?" she offered. 
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 I felt like ditching work. My playing hooky, however, involved me curling 

up in bed with the shades drawn. Alone.  

 “I’ll take a personal day too,” she said, “Come on, darling. We both need a 

break.” 

 “Okay,” I said lacking the enthusiasm I’d hoped to pair with it. Vicki ran 

her hand up and down my back and pressed hard on the knots she found with her 

quick fingers until she dissolved them. 

 “You don’t even need to miss work if you don’t want to. I’m sure A.J. 

won't mind you coming in late and catch up through afternoon shift.” I turned my 

whole body in the chair to face her behind me.  

 “You wouldn’t mind if I went to work after?” 

 “Not, at all,” she said as if I’d dreamed up our silent contests about my 

long hours at work for the past few months. The heavy feeling in my chest let off 

some. “Go change,” she said. It’s a beautiful day.” The sky was clear and the 

chilly breeze made it perfect to eat by the water. If only we had this weather all 

year round.  

 After sending a text to A.J. that I was not going to the office that morning, 

I pushed the side button downward and shoved the silenced phone in my purse. I 

stared out the full windows of the living room and tried to remember when was 

the last time I’d stopped to take in the vast blue I woke up to every morning.  

 Her hand on my lower back startled me, but also reminded me of the 

unspoken sexual tension that had triple folded when we were alone.  
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 We arrived at the Standard Hotel in South Beach and Vicki’s contact at the 

hotel had already set up the couples’ massage room for us and reserved a table 

seaside. Despite the high snowbird season, we walked into the spa as if our 

appointment had been standing for weeks like any other client. Our fingers 

interlaced like grade school friends as we entered the hotel lobby and her contact 

nodded us toward the Standard Spa. The young girl at the spa’s front desk 

towered over both of us and I assumed this was a part-time job for her in between 

modeling gigs. The girl smiled at Vicki as if she recognized her, yet we hadn’t 

been to the spa together for over one year and I had never seen her there before.  

 “Do you know her?” I snapped at Vicki and pulled on her arm so her body 

could face me. The last bit of exhalation remained stuck in my throat as I 

regretted the loss of control when I got a glimpse of Vicki’s face. I didn’t 

understand the bout of jealousy I felt. 

 She pursed her lips, removed her hand from mine and took a step away 

from me. She faked a smile, and in a sharp, low tone of voice, she said, “Don’t 

embarrass yourself, darling.” She turned around to face the spa’s front desk again. 

The baby-faced girl fidgeted with an unknown object under the counter. “We’re 

ready for you, Vicki,” she said in a raspy low voice.  My arms interlaced around 

Vicki’s trunk. I whispered a heartfelt apology near her lobe. She’d tilted her head 

away from mine. She brought my right hand to her lips and kissed it. I breathed 

easier as we walked hand in hand down the brown corridor to the last room — the 

couples’ massage room.  
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"Thank you, Sylvia. Here, darling," Vicki said and handed her a generous fifty-

dollar bill.  

  Two hours later, we sat by the water and feasted on the assorted plates of 

appetizers before us. Vicki spoke of a new article she was writing that explored 

the possibility of blocks in creativity being related to the artist’s sexual repression. 

I saw my reflection nodding absent-mindedly in her sunglasses’ lenses. I didn’t 

feel like discussing psychological pathologies, especially my disagreement with 

her hypothesis, mainly because my only contempt for it was the fact that it 

sounded like Freud had dictated the article himself. The tide was angry; it 

followed the pace of the breeze. The high sun in the light blue sky looked over the 

water and air’s interaction as if keeping an eye on the damage they could cause. 

 “We should go on vacation,” I said before putting a piece of octopus in my 

mouth. My eyes traveled from the people sitting near us, engaged in their 

conversations to the horizon. “We should go to your hometown. I’d love to see 

where you grew up.” The truth was that what I’d love to do was create enough 

space between my whereabouts the night before and my real life.  

 Her hand reached for mine across the table. She looked at me smiling and 

said, “I got a room for us for a few hours.”  

 Her proposition felt like a sucker punch in the middle of my stomach. I 

should have known. I chewed on my lip and drowned on the guilt of the pleasure 

of feeling free and in control the night before; also I felt like the massage and the 
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lunch was her way of wining and dining me before literally sixty-nine’ing me. “ I 

need to go to the office…” I reached for her hand. “I’m sorry.” 

 Her head faced me. I assumed she'd picked up on my squeamish body 

language behind her glasses. “I meant that I have a room for a few hours and you 

can get ready for work here. Rest, even, for a few hours, if you’d like.” 

 “Of course. I’d love that.” I squeezed her hand in gratitude and resumed 

eating. Of course, that’s what she meant.  

 I was sure she hadn’t mentioned any parties to me. The missed texts and 

voicemails came to my mind. I hadn’t read or listened to any of them. They may 

have been in there.  

 “I figured you’d be tied up with the case. I haven’t gotten one mere hello 

from you. I RSVPd for one only.” 

 I felt relieved I didn’t have to go to one of Vicki’s colleagues’ party. The 

first twenty minutes with them felt like three hours on top of hot coals. After their 

third or fourth drink, their guards came down and turned into the most gossipy 

group of people I had ever come across in my thirty-three years of life. They put 

the transcribers to shame. “Are you okay going alone then?” I asked, eyeing the 

girl in the short dressy outfit; and felt the same pang of jealousy I felt when Vicki 

was friendly with Sylvia from the Standard. 
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 “Of course. Get some rest.” She kissed the top of my forehead and from 

the corner of my eye, I saw the feeble figure staring at us from the stairs. The girl 

had gotten back up. She hugged her pashmina. 

 Vicki had walked up to me and placed herself in between my legs against 

the hot hood of my car. “Here,” she said and slid her hands down my pants. “Were 

you planning to move out without telling me?” She whispered in my ear. I bit my 

lip and stood still in shock.  

 “I was going to tell you,” I said barely.  

 “Will you still come by for late night surprises?” she asked. Her other 

hand had unbuttoned my pants and she discreetly made me weak in the knees in 

the middle of the parking lot. The traffic of women leaving the building had 

ceased. The girl’s eyes were wrapped up in Vicki’s ability to make my rigid body 

limp. 

 My legs weighed me down and I felt nausea coming back followed by 

shivers down my spine. The girl’s attire and overall look raised the hairs on my 

neck. Vicki mistook the bumps on my skin for excitement.  

 I waited for Vicki to finish her attempt to arouse me; telling her to stop 

would only piss her off and I needed her help to get the meeting rosters or a 

chance to speak to the veteran attendees of the meeting. Tonight. I’ll get her to 

agree tonight. I remembered her joy in seeing me come home late the night 

before.  
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 “What’s your name?” I yelled at the girl who waited patiently for Vicki to 

finish with me. 

 “Detective!” Vicki addressed me. She stopped the fondling at once. I 

buttoned up my pants.  

  Detective?  

 I eyed the girl up and down. “You’re going to a party, you said?” I asked 

Vicki.  

 “Yes, darling,” she said and walked up to me. She hooked her finger on 

one of my belt loops and pulled me close to her again. She kissed me and pulled 

on my top lip lightly before she let go. “I’m dropping her off and I won’t be long 

at the party,” she finished. 

 “Where does she live, Vicki?” I couldn’t hide the anger in my voice.  

 “She’ll tell me once we get in the car. You know how I am with 

directions.” 

 I looked past Vicki’s hair as her head tilted to the left. The girl looked at us 

unfazed. Her eyes startled me. They had the mile-long-stare. She looked at us, but 

I wasn’t sure she was entirely conscious of what she was seeing.  

 Vicki’s body hardened against mine one more time. The sexual tension 

created a solid dome around and between us. “Samantha…” she moaned a little in 

my ear and I felt the tingling of her breath travel down to my lower belly where it 

exploded into warm moisture inside my pants. “… Come by again tonight. I loved 

last night. Didn’t you?” She brought her face close to face mine. My stance had 
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softened and I felt like the virgin Samantha who lost her virginity to Willie’s 

roommate pretending it’d been Willie the whole time. She finished teasing me and 

popped me on the lips. “Don’t make me wait in vain,” she said before turning 

around. The juices that flowed out of me froze right after her last words. My 

stomach cramped as if it had been sucker punched. 

 “Let’s go, Grace,” Vicki said to the cute girl with the muddled look. 

Grace. I made it a point to scribble it in my palm. They walked away to the other 

parking lot. Before turning the corner toward Vicki’s car, Vicki winked and smiled 

at me before disappearing around the wall. Goddamn. I missed her ankle.  

 After jotting down Grace and the details of her clothes on a piece of paper, 

I picked up my phone and diligently read all the missed texts and voicemails she'd 

left. The last two mentioned her noticing my clothes missing, and that we needed 

to talk. The other was to tell me that a brown envelope had been couriered to me 

and left downstairs with the doorman. The call had been around 4 P.M. 

 I rummaged in my purse and finally removed the envelope from earlier. It 

was brown and thick. No sender information. Inside was filled with thick 

photograph papers. I pulled the pile out. On top of the pile, there was a note. 

There are plenty more where these came from.  

 The first 8”x10” picture was a perfect shot of me on top of Lieutenant 

Espinosa. The picture had been taken through his windshield. My long curly hair 
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gave me away and the three other pictures of me on top of him showed the side of 

my face.  

  The rest of the pile were pictures of me inside the penthouse in Portofino. 

The body shots. Headshots. My hugging Paulla by the balcony. Drinking. 

Snorting a line of cocaine. Inside the suite. All the men. All the compromising 

positions.  

  The sixty-two degrees outside still weren’t enough to keep my body heat 

down. My face flushed with heat and sweat drenched me everywhere, even 

between my toes. I looked at all the pictures one by one. I hadn’t been drunk or 

high enough not to notice a photographer inside the bedroom. The angles were 

different and I’d missed checking for cameras inside the room. The last seven or 

so pictures were of me inside my unmarked police car. ’They had been taken from 

the bay. A boat? Drones? Mother fucking drones. There was one of me changing; 

smoking; opening the envelope; finally counting the money that was inside of it. 

The last three showed me taking the package from Paulla’s hands still wearing the 

white Valentino dress the morning after. Me walking into her car the night prior. 

Paulla’s face had been conveniently cut off the frames. The last one was me 

crying into my cell phone; when I talked to A.J.  

 The slow dropping temperature outside was the only reminder I still felt 

something. The frigid wind sent chills up and down my body. I cupped my nose 

and mouth with both hands. The clamoring from guests arriving across the street 
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mixed with the Thursday night happy-hour traffic soured my taste for the 

knockoff Metropolis Miami tried to be. Fake and shady like its inhabitants.  

 The catatonia from the photos lying on my lap crippled my ability to think 

quickly. Who do I call now? The anger I had felt the night at the M.E.’s hardened 

in a ball inside my stomach. The type of ball that countless sessions of therapy 

could crack open. At that exact moment, I missed the fuck out of A.J. His 

collected way of reassuring me. The paternal nod when I rambled about 

something trivial like the women in the group. His patience when I spewed hatred 

towards my father. He was family. He’d been my only family for the past few 

years.  

 Art’s earlier lecture on family had made an imprint in my brain. I held my 

phone mustering the courage to press the call button under his contact. So, Art 

was family. But, Art was no A.J.  

 Hobos began to take over the parking lot and their drunken conversations 

startled me. I drove to my house on South Shore Drive. I knew the perfectly place 

to hide and think about what to do next.   
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 I leave my mom to watch seven-year-old Sam play with Willie. The street 

is empty. No dream-like memory projects outside of my mind. I have gotten used 

to the eeriness of loneliness. The inexplicable excursion around the city streets 

have at last reminded me that I am good at being alone. Despite my futile attempts 

to run from the void; it's always been part of me — an inherent part of my genes. 

Born faulty.  

  I keep on to Willie's house across the street. The landscape changes as I 

walk further into the property. The Prophet sits on a trailer. A.J.'s car is not out 

front. Willie's RX7 is in the circular driveway. There's a light on the second floor. 
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It comes from Willie's bedroom. I walk through the side. The backyard is well 

manicured, and the fresh smell of cut grass takes me by surprise. Before turning 

the corner, I come to a full stop and see the shiny stalkers across the street. They 

stand in front of my old house — fully exposed. Their glimmer is worse than the 

bright neons on strip joints.  

  The sliding glass door is ajar, but I don't bother walking through the 

opening. I walk right through the glass. The obvious has started to sink in. I know 

to go straight upstairs. The downstairs is quiet. The decor is modern traditional 

and pictures of Willie and A.J., at different ages, are everywhere. I follow the 

sound of voices that come from Willie's room. 

 His door is wide open. I can see him sitting on the floor. Music comes from the 

bedroom. I enter it and see myself again. Not so different from when my mother 

went for her ride. I recall the night. Why? Why this? My feet freeze in place. 

Sixteen-year-old Sam is in Willie's bed, turned to the side. The Cure plays on the 

stereo. I see sixteen-year-old me staring at Willie. I recognize the look on her face. 

I remember the plot she's scheming.  

 She quietly undresses. Willie has his eyes closed and is lip-synching 

Pictures of You. His mind, perhaps, many miles away when sixteen-year-old-me 

kneels on top of him completely nude. She starts to kiss his neck and pull up his 

shirt. He pushes younger me off of him. He climbs his bed in one swoop of his 

arm and throws her clothes at her. 

 "What the fuck is wrong with you?" He yells. He looks disturbed.  
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  I feel the utter embarrassment I felt at that moment, seventeen years ago. 

Younger me gets dressed and runs down. She can't hold back the tears. I know 

what happens the rest of the night to sixteen-year-old me. I stay and watch Willie. 

He paces back and forth around his small room.  

  "Fucking A, Samantha. Why?" He talks to no one.  

  He picks up the cordless phone and dials.  

  "We need to tell her." His voice trembles from the tears. "Well, she has a 

right to know." He pauses and listens to the voice on the other end. "She came on 

to me." He leaves out the horrifying details. His voice is calm. He sits down on 

his bed. "Okay. Soon, though."  

  He hangs up the phone. He walks to his window. He shakes his head. His 

hands rub his shaved head. "Damn it, Sam. I'm sorry."  

  The humiliation burns inside me as if it'd just happened. I cry in front of 

Willie; he can't see me anyway. I want to punch him for pushing me off; for 

making me feel unwanted, unloved. I melt to the floor losing control of my tears. I 

bury my face in my hands. I soak the wad of money and the other objects I'm 

holding. Fuck it all. The pain I feel now is nothing compared to the agonizing 

discomfort in my body.  

  The sound of moaning is disquieting. I can hear it through my sobbing. I 

lift my head from my hands. The smell of sweat and sex is prominent in the room. 

I get up with difficulty and recognize Willie's College dorm. The contouring under 



!142

the sheets shows two bodies pounding on each other savagely. The moans get 

louder — first his; then I hear my voice beneath the bundle of cloth.  

  "Don't you fucking stop now," I hear myself say.  

  The door to the dorm opens in front of me. Willie comes in. He quickly 

notices what he's walked in on. He repeatedly apologizes to Tom, his roommate. 

Tom peeks out from under the blue sheet. My face appears from underneath him. 

Willie stares for a moment in disbelief, confused. He groans. I can hear him. The 

other two in the room can't.   

  "Take your sweet time, dude," Willie says and walks out.  

  Other me pushes Tom off her. She gets dressed, and leaves before her tears 

betray her.  
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Thursday Night 

 A.J.'s Crown Victoria was gone from the front of the house. When did the 

County come by to get it? I parked my Charger next to his yellow Mustang.  

 I stuffed the envelope with the pictures inside my trunk near the rest of the 

evidence from that night. Since inheriting the house, for the first time, I entered 

through the front door, using my key. The smell inside is fresh. Despite the 

temperature outside, I expected the smell of mold and for the dust mites to flare 

up my allergies. The last four black garbage bags had been moved from the living 

room where I left them. I drew my gun and walked around the house clearing 

every room.  

 In the master bedroom, I found the bed made with clean sheets and a new 

duvet. A vase of flowers sat on the night table with a note under it. Ms. Samantha, 

I'm sorry for Mr. A.J. He was like my family. I came by today. Mr. Willie paid me 

already for the month. I put your clothes in the closet. I went to the market for 

you, too. Mari. A.J. was family to everyone.  

Mari had organized my clothes by color. In the bathroom, she'd gotten rid of all 

his left over masculine bathroom things and replaced them with mine. I took off 

my belt. Put my gun inside the empty drawer of the night table and went to the 

kitchen in search of food. I was famished.  

  The refrigerator is filled with fresh produce and the pantry with all types 

of snacks. Mari had shopped for a thirteen year old eating machine.I grabbed a 
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medium sized pot and all the ingredients for two egg drop soups. I drank the soup 

directly from the bowl; slurping until the pot was empty. 

 The Prophet looked happy to see me out on the dock. I’d missed her. It 

was a perfectly imperfect night for us to spend some quality time together -- me, 

my girl and the left over Ciîroc.  

 I cruised from the house to the open sea; crossed Government Cut and The 

Venetian bridge; stopped in between Downtown and Pelican Harbor. I poured the 

last of the blue bottle inside my red Dixie cup and rested my head on the back 

seat. I stared at the darkness of the sky.   

 The ringtone spooked me out of my comfortably numb trance. I fumbled 

with the phone, and it fell in between the seats. The call went to voicemail while I 

squeezed my hand attempting to pull the phone out with my index and middle 

finger.  

 I didn't recognize the man's voice in the message. The sound of vehicular 

traffic cut him out intermittently. A train warning alarm came on before he said, 

"Oh, this is Patrick." I played the message back four times before making out a 

partial address. 

 After my transfer to Homicide, I’d developed the superpower of willing 

myself sober; I turned the boat back on and cruised back to the house. As I 

maneuvered my way to Normandy Isles, I noticed the dry brown flaky scabs 

inside my fingernails. I smelled it. The smell of old blood made the soup gurgle in 

my stomach. She needed a wash stat. 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Dancing with the Dead and Dying 
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January 13, Friday Early Morning 

 I docked and secured The Prophet a couple of hours before sunrise. The 

living room patio doors were open inviting the crisp air. The southern breeze 

made the window sheers fly inward. The whistling reached my right ear — at first 

faintly. I held my breath. No way. I hadn't heard that tune since the last time I saw 

A.J., moments before I caught the miracle Mahi. With each movement of the 

window sheers, I knew I didn't imagine the whistle. What the fuck? My footsteps 

dragged as my feet felt glued to the ground. I made my way towards the open 

patio doors. Before I crossed the threshold, I dug my right thumbnail into my left 

forearm. A half-moon shaped mark stayed engraved -- it wasn't another dream 

with A.J.  I heard my heart beat through my jugular and I wished it would quiet 

down so I could keep hearing The Girl from Ipanema's melody. The sound lured 

me, and I walked towards the kitchen. My teeth worked double time on my lower 

lip. I didn't even think of getting my Glock from my night table.  

  I stood in front of the kitchen from the dining room opening; my stomach 

felt as if it had been shot with a rubber bullet. Willie stood in front of the stove 

scrambling eggs and carefully chopped scallions, mushrooms, and red onions. His 

ears were plugged with white earphones, and the chord went inside his runner's 

pocket. I glared at him while my cheeks burned with red disappointment.  

  "What the fuck is wrong with you?" I had walked up to him and yanked 

the left earbud from his ear. I immediately regretted not having the locks changed. 
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  He jumped back and faced me with the chopping knife in hand, ready to 

attack. "What the fuck is wrong with you?" His fucking green eyes opened under 

his furrowed thick brows. "I could have cut you." 

  "Why are you whistling that song?" 

  "I think I am allowed to fucking whistle any song I want."  

  "That's his song," I said. I walked away from Willie to close the patio 

doors. "What are you doing here anyway?" 

 He continued to cook. He'd heard my question and raised his index, telling 

me to hold on a minute. He flipped the omelet into a large flat lid. He turned off 

the gas stove and pushed the wok to the back.  

 "Hungry?" he asked. 

 I shook my head no. "What are you doing here, Willie?" 

 "I figured you had a fascinating story to explain these." He fished around 

his leather bag. Finally, he pulled a brown envelope. Oh, fuck. He blocked the 

hallway that led me to my gun, and I had just closed the French doors behind me. 

His holstered weapon lay on top of the counter a foot behind him.  

 George's account of the good-looking cop with green eyes came back 

verbatim. So many questions inundated my mind. My knees gave out. I collapsed 

into the farthest corner of the sectional, giving my side to Willie.  

 "Wanna take a look inside?" he continued. I shook my head no again. 

 "You should," he taunted me. 
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 "I got the same envelope in the afternoon." I stared at the spot where the 

picture of the four horsemen still stood. 

 "Sam..." he started. Sam? When was the last time he called me Sam? I 

turned my head to him. "I'm gonna need you to explain this." He'd made his way 

to the other end of the sectional and sat down too. His weapon stayed on top of 

the counter.  

 "Your dad knew about it." The moment I said it the hardened tears that 

caused my stomach to eject its contents since Wednesday morning choked me 

trying to get out at once.  

 "I proved them both right. I'm like one of the worthless whores he used to 

cheat on my mother with..." I spoke as if A.J. had been the one listening. He 

understood my woes and random references.  

 Willie sat closer to me but hesitated in putting his arm around me. "I 

fucked up, Willie. Royally screwed up." I recalled then that a package had arrived 

for me at Vicki's apartment too.  

 The weight on top of my stomach subsided. I wiped my tears with my 

dirty hands. They still smelled like old blood.  

 "How did you get these?" I stood up to face him.  

 "I stole them from somewhere," he said. 

 I walked backward and bumped into the shelves. "What were you doing 

by 79th a week ago? I have an eye witness that saw you speak to someone who 

possibly attended the same party." 
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 "That's correct. I was doing my job." 

 "What does that mean?" 

 "Samantha, I'm not the one you should be worried about." He walked back 

to his bag and pulled out a manilla folder. With the folder open at a photo line-up 

page facing me, he stood in front of me. "Can you recognize anyone on this 

page?" 

 I could. Not one. Two people.  

 My eyes found his. My mouth dried as I felt my heart rate climb to record 

highs. I nodded.  

 "Sit," he said. His voice was kind as if that was the response he’d hoped 

for. He left the folder on my lap while he fetched me water. "Sam, I'm not the 

enemy. I've never wanted this to get this far. I should have intervened when I first 

found out." He talked holding the glass of water in his hand near me. I stared at 

the pictures. I'd run her before in the system. She was clean, no past. How could I 

be staring at a mug shot?  

 "Is this photoshopped?" 

 "You sound like a battered wife." Willie began to lose his patience. His 

words cut me like a dull knife. I took the water from his hand and gulped it down. 

"No. She's wanted in three states. Fraud, grand theft, kidnapping, murder."  

 No fucking way. "Willie, she's a Professor at U.M. She's an expert witness 

in criminal cases. This is a mistake." I pushed the folder against his belly. Shaking 

my head, I chewed on my lip and cracked my knuckles. "You're wrong." 
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 "I got the envelope with the pictures from her apartment, Sam. We raided 

it this afternoon. Crime Scene is still working it. She emptied it out. Not a trace of 

her." He let me digest the information. I stopped fidgeting. He'd gotten my 

attention. "The envelope was on top of the kitchen counter. It wasn't sealed. No 

one else saw it." He mentioned the last part as a consolation prize. That’s how she 

knew I’d taken my stuff.  

 "What's her real name?" I needed to hear it and run it for myself. As if 

reading my mind, Willie turned to the page inside the manilla folder with 'Vicki's' 

criminal history.  

 At the age of eleven, she stabbed her father to death while he beat up her 

mother. She was acquitted on self-defense but forced to attend counseling. At 

seventeen, her sick sister died of respiratory failure -- exact cause unknown. She 

was a suspect in the murder of her best friend in High School, Victoria 

Flanderson. Rocelyn (Roxy) Laughton disappeared after High School. She'd been 

reported missing by her mother. As an adult, however, Rocelyn aka Vicki couldn't 

be forced to return home.  

 "There's more," Willie said. I sighed and waited for him to continue. 

"She's the one behind the cases you're working."  

 “No. That's insane." I knew Vicki. She couldn't kill like that.  

 “Sam, I know this is a lot of information to digest. I’m afraid there’s a lot 

more. We needed to make sure you didn't know anything about her past. We have 
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been following you and her for a long time and..." He paused. This time he got up 

and walked to the doors that gave out to the patio.  

 "What is it?" 

 "Simon and A.J. had a long history with her." Everything about that last 

revelation rattled my bones. Finally, the soup and Ciroc burned a hole somewhere 

in my digestive track. "I'm sorry," Willie repeated non-stop. His voice trembled 

and the two lines between his eyes deepened. I could tell he was disappointed. 

The same two lines I saw from underneath his roommate's hairy, sweaty body 

when he walked in on us years prior.  

 "Okay. What do you want to know about the pictures?" I offered him 

something. I couldn't deal looking at him and remembering the judgment in his 

eyes.  

 "Everything." I gave it to him. Everything. Even the cigarette in my car 

and the many others before that night.  

 "The other woman, the driver of the Range Rover, she's in the line-up 

too,” I said as an after-thought.  

 "Point to her," he said. He held the photo line-up between both of us. My 

finger went straight to Paulla. She was a red-head then. I didn't care to know her 

past or real name. "She picked up your Jane Doe, Sam. Greta; that's your victim's 

name." Goddamn it. I remembered her stumbling the name to us in the meeting.  

 "My guy told me you were speaking to Greta." 
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 "I did," Willie admitted. He continued, "A.J. and Simon got involved with 

some politicians that have since died. They provided security for their 'parties.'" 

Willie air-quoted parties. "The guys in charge took a liking to both and offered 

them a piece of the pie. In return, they had to provide them with fresh girls. 

Undocumented. Clean. Untraceable. Unreliable witnesses."  

 My bottom lip was raw, but I kept on chewing. A.J.'s involvement felt like 

a way for Willie to explain his distaste for his dad. I needed more than his hear-

say story.  

 “Early on, Simon got one of them pregnant. After she had the baby, she 

agreed to go back to her country of origin with a hefty dollar amount. Your 

mother found out when she was pregnant with you. She…”  

 I laughed nervously. My belly shook with the giggles. I couldn't stop it. 

Willie waited until I quieted down. I shook my head in disbelief.  

 “Vicki played them good, Sam. She’s a sociopath, a vixen. She was 

working on her P.hD. Your mom was in the way of her getting total control of 

both men..." And then she tried to kill herself because fuck her daughter. I finished 

the sentence in my head.  

 “Vicki took charge of the operation. When the last two women got 

pregnant, they weren’t as cooperative as the first one. They used the pregnancy to 

black mail Vicki and everyone involved. Vicki shot them.That’s not all…” He 

winced as he mustered up the courage to continue.  
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 “The hole in their backs. Vicki left them as a reminder to the both of 

them.” 

 “A reminder of what?” 

 “Your birthmarks. Yours and your mom’s.” 

 “Why the hole post-mortem? Her profile is violent.”  

 “Vicki didn’t drill them. A.J. did. Your father watched. She wanted them to 

know she had you.” Each revelation felt like quicksand pulling me under quicker 

than I realized. “They couldn’t fuck with her,” Willie finished. 

 I stared at the spot where the yellow chair had been a few days before with 

A.J.'s body melting into it, all over the floor. "Was it guilt?" Willie understood my 

question. The interaction he displayed with me reminded me of the times we were 

best buddies; before I fucked it all up. 

 "It was murder,” he said. Why A.J. only? 

 Willie’s phone rang. He caught up Art on everything. 

 “Patrick called Art saying that Greta was ditching our plan. Art had put her 

up with his nephew. She didn’t understand how much danger she was in.”  

 “Patrick! He called me,” I said and pulled my phone out of my pocket. I 

ran to the bedroom and brought the notes with the possible last known addresses 

for him. We heard the message a few times before matching the legible numbers 

with one of the addresses on the paper. Willie tried Art a few times when the 9-1-1 

recording played on my phone out loud. I’d remembered it but forgot how loud it 

was playing in my ear.  
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 “That’s Greta,” Willie said.  

 “Greta fucking Jones,” I said. The stumbling of her last name replayed as 

if it’d just happened.  

 “Yes, Jones,” Willie said. “Not her real name, though. But how do you 

know that?” 

 “She attended the meetings.” My hands shook with anger. I wanted to 

catch Vicki myself. I wanted to torture her; let her die a slow, agonizing death. 

She’d fooled me. She’d betrayed me. “Willie…” My eyes widened and my voice 

was hoarse from the realization. “She has another victim with her.” Traces of the 

girl’s name were still legible in my hand.  

 “Spill it out, Sam. We don’t have much time.” 

 “Grace. She was there tonight. At the meeting. Short black dress. White 

pashmina. She looked out of it. Like a lost puppy obeying her master.” 

 I went into the bedroom. Put my gun belt back on when we decided our 

next step was to see Patrick. 
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 Two bodies peek from behind the wall of dark buildings that have lost 

their familiar shape. They face me. They don't walk towards me. I can't talk. I 

can't yell for help. I stumble up and drop the contents I have in my hands. With a 

struggle, I pick each one up: my driver's license, a clipped wad of fifty-dollar 

bills, my silver badge. I turn towards the highlighted shapes by the buildings far to 

my right. They remain put. I try to wave. My muscles cramp. I whimper afraid of 

the white shadows. I firm my step on the cold floor and my soles sizzle in blisters. 

I sense them move with me. I lose the rhythm of my breath and feel a deep, 

penetrating sting between my left ribs. This is it. I welcome defeat in the hands of 

the unknown, shiny stalkers. My legs feel like cinder blocks. The shadows remain 
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still. Go to hell. The maniacal laughter doesn't faze the oblivious crowd around 

me. We are there already, aren't we? I look at the shadows. They appear to be 

closer.  

  The group in front of me rushes forward, and we turn the main corner to 

the alley. On the curb, near the entrance, a homeless man sits on bunched up, old 

gritty blankets. He stretches out his hand to whoever takes the first place in line. 

We are dressed the same. I envy, however, many blankets he has. I remember the 

teeth chattering cold I felt lurking around the different stops. My dread comes 

back when I think about my turn to face his empty hand. I have nothing. We are 

the same; I decide to tell him.  

  My turn to enter the black curtain arrives. I wait for the two well sculpted, 

muscular men to open the red rope. Their eyes look through me, though they 

acknowledge I'm there. The old man in his scrappy wear heads towards me. Just 

let me be. All I want is water and shelter for the night. It's been a long one.  

  When he stands next to me, I notice that even his clothes are better than 

mine. They are warmer. From my new spot, I can see his blankets more clearly. 

They are clean and neatly folded. The bouncers don't shoo him away. His 

presence is not an eye sore for this place. It's as if he's part of the program. The 

other two shadows continue to stand out even under the street lamps. Their glow 

is blinding. No one else behind me in line seems to notice them. We are invisible 

to them. Not to the man in the warm homeless clothes with the clean, welcoming 

blankets. His hand stretches out to me.  
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  His eyes fixate on mine — directly into mine. He sees me. His gaze sucks 

me in. In another mind-boggling trip, I find myself inside the man's head. He 

shows me what's behind the black curtains. I come back into my achy, rotting 

body. I remember.  

 I hand him the contents that have been cupped in my hands ever so tightly. I 

won't be needing any of this in there.  

  The whirlwind arrives with a whistle. It radiates a blazing warmth that 

floods my body from the top of my head. Invisible funnel clouds lift up dirt from 

the ground. The revolving dirty air grazes my already dried eyes. The film of 

illusion is brushed away with the dust. I cover my face from shrapnels of the 

dismantling scene. The light from inside the spiral wind tunnel turns everything 

back to life. Through the hazy, film wall, now, the crowd waiting in line are 

remnants of decaying bodies. The wretches march towards judgment hour. 

  A wolf howls. I see it from a distance. Its great white body curves towards 

the moon. The homeless man has shifted into his natural form. An eagle circles 

the area I stand. We stand. The blinding shadows are now one. A golden serpent 

coils up around the materialized body. It takes the shape of a woman. Her bluish 

incandescence makes it hard for me to make out her details. Her hair is long; wild 

and blowing with the whistling winds around us. She wears white garments that 

resemble a robe. I recognize her. She smiles. We are dressed the same. I raise my 

right hand, and she mirrors my movement. I am she. I have always been she. 
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  The girl's hand stretches out to me. My hand. I drop to the floor 

overwhelmed with unworthiness. The Earth comes alive. Its beating heart vibrates 

my entire body. I ache still. The constant whistle continues to grow loud. Soul 

winds surround the two of us. Silhouettes flicker behind a cloud of smog, outside 

the ring of the main whirlwind of light. The ground beats to the sound of 

electronic music. Release me from this pain. I reach for her hand.  

 Before we touch, I am on my feet and am standing inside the emergency 

waiting room. The automatic sliding doors open and close without rhythm or 

reason. Empty chairs line up in rows. The smell of vomit, alcohol and body odor 

invade my nostrils. I can't find their source or origin. Muffled murmurs and high 

pitched cries reach my eardrums from both sides, but no one is in sight. I walk by 

tables with half-filled coffee cups, piles of magazines clutter on the middle of the 

floor. Newspapers fly in circles with every whirlwind that enters the waiting area. 

I hear my wheezing. My right side burns between my ribs. I step inside the sliding 

doors that claim Personnel Only. The floor vibrates under my feet. A rhythmic 

vibration that gets stronger as I approach my destination. After a few steps, I stand 

at the foot of my hospital bed. 
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Friday Mid-Morning 

 Patrick's apartment was next to the one I used to catch the university kids 

who came by to score some opioids. The building was one story high; it looked 

more like a slum lord's paradise than an officially coded building by the county. 

We knocked on the white painted door with the number 7 filled in permanent 

marker.  

 Patrick looked a lot like his last mugshot. He also reminded me of Art. A 

rundown, took-the-wrong-turn-in-life version of his uncle. Pity. He rushed us into 

the stuffy one-room studio. I took my first whiff inside his place and held back the 

urge to pull my shirt over my face. He looked at me as if I was the one 

contagious.     

 "Don't be coming around here asking for me no more, you hear?" Good, 

cut to the chase. 

 "Patrick, we need to know more about Greta…" 

     "I know. I know what you want. You," he pointed to me, "Stop harassing 

my girls. Georgia ain't doing her rounds like she's supposed to because of your 

little talk. And you," he turned to Willie, "My uncle already told me to stay away 

from all Y'all in badges." 

     "Your uncle?" Willie asked. 

     "Yeah, he sent a note." Patrick went into his dresser's first drawer and 

pulled out a folded piece of paper. I yanked it out of his hand the moment he 

offered it to us. There are more of them involved than I thought. Keep your mouth 
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shut until you hear from me. There was no signature. I recognized the 

handwriting. Many notes had been left for me on top of the glass dining room 

table, telling me what to do or not to do, reminding me of my shortcomings, 

reprimanding me for enjoying my life. My notes came with a drawn heart and a V 

underneath it. 

 "Have you heard from him, Patrick?" 

 "Not since the note." 

 "When did you get this?" 

 "Yesterday afternoon." 

 "Your uncle didn't write this. The person who killed Greta did." I couldn't 

contain my impatience. My blood boiled through my skin. I felt the shower of 

sweat seeping through my pores. 

 "Killed Greta?" 

 "What she means, Patrick," Willie darted me a dirty look, "is that Greta is 

in trouble..." 

 "Does the name Grace ring a bell?" 

 "Yeah," he said and took a long pause before continuing -- an entirely 

alpha-mother-fucking-bitch maneuver. He stood by his small dinette set. After 

taking a puff of his black and mild, he faced Willie and me and blew the smoke 

towards us.  

 "Can I bum one from you?" Fuck it all. Both Patrick and Willie eyed me 

surprised. I lit the cigarette, pulled a chair and nodded for him to continue.  
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 "God damn, Uncle Arty was right. You're just like your daddy." 

 "Patrick," Willie cut in, "continue about Grace." 

 "She's the Latina girl who gave me the note. She knocked here. Told me 

she'd work for me. I got her dressed in my best stuff. Her body was hard. She was 

young. She left the apartment before sunset. Hasn't come back yet." 

 "Jesus Christ. You believe a note from a girl you've never met. You know 

Greta, or whatever the fuck her name is, is missing; but you still send another girl 

to work the corners for you?"  

 "You a judgmental bitch, aren't you?" Patrick answered me. 

 "From head to toe." I'd stood up and put out the cigarette. My clothes were 

getting sweat spots.   

 "Time is a son-of-a-cunt for all of us, sweetie. Money buys us all the 

beauty we need to keep afloat. As you can see, my business is going through a 

depression right now."  

 "Who dropped off Grace here? Did she say anything?" Willie asked. 

 "Nah. She was high as a kite. I looked around after she knocked, there was 

a red S550 two buildings down. I didn't even know they made those in red," 

Patrick said. 

 "What's an S550?" I asked annoyed. 

 "A Mercedez Benz," Willie clarified.  
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 "Patrick, has anyone, anyone at all, in these god-forsaken streets, seen this 

Grace leave with someone?" My question came out as a white flag. Please, let's 

stop the games. There's a fucking mantis on the loose inside that red fucking S550. 

 "I haven't asked," he accepted my peace offering tone. "But, I can make 

some calls," he said. 

 "Thank you." I smiled at him half-heartedly with my eyes only. Willie had 

already given him one of his cards with both of our cells on it. 

 "Call us the minute you hear something," he said to Patrick. 

 "I keep an eye out for them. There are worse people out there than me. 

You should know," Patrick said apologetically at us. 

 Oh, my God. "It's not your fault. Yes, there are horrible people out there." I 

said holding back the condescending tone and continued towards the way out. 

"One last thing, Patrick, do you or any of your girls ever get a tattoo?" I asked 

holding the door open. 

 "You mean the "Yelp" reviews for the clients? Ha. No, honey," he sounded 

like the drag version of himself, "No one can put a sticker on this Cadillac. I don’t 

like my girls full of marks on them either.” Hmm, standards.  

"How about the girls? Greta and Grace?"  

  He looked down and nodded. "Greta got it. She had it on her when Uncle 

Arty brought her to me. I was so pissed, but then I saw that the stars were in white 

ink and the regular Johns would hardly notice them. Grace showed up with them 

too." 
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 "Did they say anything to you about the tattoos?" 

 "Greta was a loud mouth. She gabbed about the tattoo being a good luck 

charm. She said she was leaving the life and settling down with her John. She'd 

found her Richard Gere. You know that old movie?" Patrick tried to school us on 

Blockbuster hits from the 90's. "Some of your people are into the crazy shit, huh?" 

He'd lit another Black & Mild. I nudged on Willie to move out of my way before 

the urge for another smoke got too overpowering. We left without thanking him.  

 “McKinney has a body,” Willie said once we were inside his car. He 

showed me Grace’s picture.  

 “She’s mocking us. Let’s go see Simon,” I said. 

 “I’ll have Dave meet us there.” Whatever. I had a shitload of questions for 

Simon. 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12:12 

  The trees created a canopy of leaves on my old street. The neighborhood 

had hardly changed despite the city’s upgrades and flashy high-rises going up by 

the second. Willie drove slow to Forty-Seventh Street. I wiggled in my seat and 

let the air conditioning vents blow directly on my face and underarms. 

 “I don’t think I can do it,” I heard what was supposed to be a thought 

escape my mouth.  

 “I’ll be right next to you,” Willie said and patted me on the knee like a 

little kid anxious about Disney World.  

 “Why have you gotten so close to him all of a sudden?” 

 “We’ve always been close. Just not in front of you,” he said without 

missing a beat. Wow. Another piece of the puzzle excluded from me.  

 “You know, it feels like all of you have been preparing for this grand 

surprise reveal to me. Is Vicki in on this too? Is she going to be drinking bourbon 

with my father when we arrive?” 

 “Samantha, stop it. It’s not a conspiracy against you. You’re a difficult 

person to…” 

 “To what, Willie? I’m difficult to what?” I regretted asking that question, 

afraid of what the answer may be. 

 “You turn everything about you. The sun doesn’t revolve around you, 

Sam. You seem to forget that. A lot.” He talked slow and mulled on the words 

before he said them.  
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 My father’s house had a fresh coat of sage green. The landscape was less 

maintenance than when my mother lived there. The red door remained. Across the 

street, Willie’s house hadn’t changed much. A for sale sign had been posted on his 

front lawn. 

 “You’re selling?” 

 “Too big for me. Ready?” 

 I nodded. 

 McKinney’s SUV was already parked behind my father’s Crown Victoria. 

The dread grew inside my chest, and a familiar nausea returned. I rubbed my 

stomach begging it to behave in front of these men. Willie pushed the door open 

without knocking. 

 I heard voices from the living room. My father and McKinney sat in the 

formal living room. From the entrance, I faced McKinney seated in the main sofa 

under the bay window. The back of my father’s head didn’t move to acknowledge 

us coming in. I’d unlocked my holster before entering.  

 Willie had kept up his manners and greeted both McKinney and my father. 

“She’s up to speed for the most part,” he said to them at last. 

 The inside hadn’t changed much. The walls were still a bright eggshell 

color. I looked towards the master bedroom at the end of the hallway before 

taking center stage in the living room. The bed was still in the same position. The 

door of my old room was closed.  
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 “Your stuff is still in there.” I heard my father’s voice. I turned around and 

saw that he was looking at me explore the house as if I had suffered from 

amnesia.  

 “What are the few parts I’m yet to find out about this shit-show of yours?” 

I stared at my father. 

 “Sammie…” David started speaking. 

 “No, Dave. You shut up. With all due respect,” I said quickly remembering 

he was way above me on the totem pole of ranks. Plus, he was always nice to me. 

“Let him talk.” I looked at Simon. I liked Willie’s way of referring to our fathers 

by their first name.  

 “What do you want to know?” Simon asked me.  

 I chewed on my lip. Decided whether or not to put a .9 mm hole in the 

middle of his head.  

 “Why did she kill A.J. and not you?” I blabbed out the burning question of 

the night. 

 “Sam,” Willie said, “before getting to that, don’t you want to know about 

your half-sibling?” No, I fucking don’t.  

 “Half-sibling?” I’d forgotten about the story. “The whore’s kid?” My 

hands felt awkward hanging by my side. My body overwhelmed me with the 

signals that’d make me draw out my gun by now.  
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 “Yes, Samantha, the whore’s kid,” Willie answered disapprovingly of my 

zero fucks for the unlucky bastard. A pang of guilt softened the edge towards my 

father. 

 “Sure, Willie. Enlighten me.” 

 “It’s him,” my father said. 

 I rubbed my hands upwards on my face towards my hair. My head shook 

from the zeroed out patience bank during the interaction with Patrick. 

 “Willie,” I said firmly, “You enlighten me, please.” The three men stood 

quietly. Willie looked at my dad in reprimand. “William Briggs, what in the fuck’s 

name is going on? Who is him?” Had they forgotten the clock on finding Vicki 

was running out? The image from the girl that’d washed up ashore earlier sent me 

in a downward spiral. “One of you fucking speak right now,” I yelled at the top of 

my lungs, and when I came to, my Glock was in my hands pointing at my father. 

  “Gun down, Samantha,” McKinney had drawn his weapon as well.  

 “Shoot me, Dave. Go ahead. Fucking put me out of my misery. Just 

looking at his pathetic face sickens me.” 

 “Sam, put it down. I’ll talk. I’ll tell you the rest of it,” Willie tried walked 

slowly towards me. 

 “Sit your fucking ass back down. Speak from over there.” I pointed him 

back to the sofa. My father remained calm from the same position in the love seat.  

 “Your father…” Willie began to talk. 
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 “No,” Simon spoke over him. “I was supposed to tell you a long time ago. 

When your mother got taken in.” He stood up and paced back and forth in front of 

the love seat. He stopped and looked out the window. “Willie is your brother, 

Samantha.”  

 I scoffed. They were full of jokes now.  

 “It’s true, Sam. When I found out, I asked for a paternity test,” Willie said. 

His house across the street appeared clearly in front of me. His old bedroom 

window shut. I fought back the raging tears from the night he pushed me off him. 

 “How long have you known?” I asked Willie. 

 “On my sixteenth birthday, A.J. told me.” 

 “Did you fuck Vicki too?” I asked my father. 

 He turned to face me. “Did you?” 

 “Yes. We fucked like female rabbits. Your turn." 

  “That woman,” my father looked at David McKinney now. “We need to 

find her. Put an all out BOLO for her. Alert the Feds…” 

 “It’s done, Simon, we’re on top of it.” Dave remained standing his gun 

drawn on me. Mine on my father.  

 “Why did she kill A.J. and not you?” 

 “We saw pictures of you and her together. Naked together at a spa. Hotel 

room,” Simon’s voice cracked as if my sex life was too much for the pimp-master 

himself to handle.  
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  “You have some nerve judging me. Mom was right, wasn’t she? It wasn’t 

all the booze and pills talking. You were fucking around with cheap whores.” The 

last two words made me bite my lower lip as hard as I could as punishment for the 

cheap shot at Willie’s mom.  

 “A.J. wanted out. He was going to retire with the girl he’d gotten 

pregnant,” Simon continued. 

 I looked at Willie. “Greta,” he clarified. 

 “He’d told Vicki he was out. The girl was out. Vicki came to me. She 

showed up here at the house.” He took a deep breath. “She had me convince A.J. 

that I was sick and was coming clean with everything. I called Dave and Willie 

after she left. Told them everything: from Pelican Mom case to the parties and the 

big names involved. Then I went to A.J.'s. We talked that entire night about the 

wrong turns we'd made. The girl was in his house; the one from South Pointe 

Park. Within a couple of hours, a couple of men delivered the helium to him. He 

didn’t want to feel a thing. He gave the girl some money. Had her practice what to 

say to 9-1-1. I’m surprised she even called…” 

 “You let him kill himself?” I interrupted my father. My line of sight was in 

place. “You knew who my Jane Doe was from the beginning? All of you knew?” 

 “We wanted you to catch her. Only then you’d believe who she truly was,” 

my father said. His chest deflated and his shoulders dropped as if he rid himself of 

this big, horrible secret.  
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 “You let him kill himself,” I repeated in disbelief; remembering his skin 

melting off him. 

 “She was going to hurt you. It was either him or me.” 

 “It should have been you. Always should have been you,” I yelled to him. 

  “But, A.J. wouldn’t see this through the end. He’d disappear with the girl. 

Vicki’d go free and probably still hurt you anyway. I couldn’t let that happen.” 

 “Stop. Stop fucking talking. You’re lying. That’s what you do. You’re a 

fake, a nobody. Trying to fit in with the good ole' boys that you even forgot about 

your cousin; about mom, about me…” My gun went off in his direction. The 

bullet grazed his head. I dropped the gun to the floor. 

 My father had jumped to David’s side and grabbed the gun from his hand. 

They struggled with it while it still faced me. Blood gushed out of my father’s 

skull.  

 The sound of McKinney’s gun discharging enhanced the ringing in my 

ears from my weapon. The burning of his bullet making its way through my left 

lung slowed the scene down for me as I flopped on my side. Willie had gotten up; 

his gun drawn by his hip. He shot our father twice.  

 I exhaled. 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Bells of the Mission 
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January 14, Saturday Afternoon 

 “You need to prove me wrong. I’ve been telling everyone this is just a 

show. You like the attention so much that you’re milking these excellent doctors’ 

and nurses’ time and resources,” he said, and I attempted to open my eyes but just 

managed to lift my eyebrows. “Ah, there you are. You know what they said 

today? You’ve been trying to communicate with your eyebrows for a few weeks 

even though they’ve pumped enough sedative in you that could put down three 

horses. I thought that’s Little Brava for you,” Art’s voice cracked once in a while. 

I raised my eyebrows. “Want me to keep on?” I opened up my right hand. He 

grabbed on to it. I gave him a hard squeeze. 

 “You know where you are?” I squeezed it once. I hoped he’d take it as a 

yes. “Wanna know what they call you around here?” Did I? I squeezed twice. He 

chortled. “You’re tougher than I thought. Probably tougher than you thought too.” 

He squeezed my hand. I waited for him to recompose himself.  

   “Do you know why you’re here?” I recalled some scenes that blurred 

together like negatives of different films that played at the same time on top of 

each other. I gave him two squeezes. He took a deep breath, drew his chair closer, 

“You want to know?” He asked in a lower voice. Yes.  

  He told me from the beginning how A.J. had had an affair with Vicki; that 

was the reason my mother was institutionalized. After every name that came out 

of his mouth, he’d ask me if I knew who he was talking about. I squeezed once 

every time. Vicki had been running a scheme with some small municipalities’ 
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officials and getting some of her support group girls to make money off of them. 

She’d take half of all proceedings. Once those officials retired or got tired of 

Vicki’s ways, she met A.J., seduced him and convinced him and my father to join 

in as her partners. A.J. would throw parties at his house across from my house on 

Alton Road.  My father quit the scheme once Willie found out he was a Brava, 

like me. Simon couldn’t bring himself to turn in A.J. even after finding out A.J. 

had slept with my mom.     

 The Pelican Mom had gotten pregnant by three different men and began to 

blackmail Vicki; the last man was A.J. She and A.J. killed her in The Prophet, and 

Vicki made A.J. drill the hole on the woman's body before he stuffed it into a 

suitcase and later dumped it near Pelican Harbor. My father and McKinney knew 

all about it, but never participated in the parties; they just covered up for A.J. out 

of loyalty. Greta remained unidentified, but Vicki Laughton confessed to killing 

her and A.J. too. Vicki had been caught by a Georgia State Trooper. She'd cut her 

hair short and drove ten miles above the speed limit. Her face had been flashing 

on NCIC all over the country -- wanted for murder. 

 Vicki had preyed on me. She’d known all along I was my mother’s 

daughter. The daughter of the woman who competed for her lover’s heart. I'd 

become the women I had despised for so long.  

  I squeezed Art’s hand frantically. How about Willie? Tell me about Willie? 

He couldn’t hear my question. He let go of me and ran to the station for help. 
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  An entrancing current, coming from the side Art was sitting, pulled my 

body. With every hit of the inviting wave, I heard a beating. Art’s hands had 

grabbed mine again, but I had become enthralled with the rhythmic beating that 

matched my own heart. I gave in to the sleepiness that took over me.  
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 Armageddon. Only I don’t know yet for which side I fight. It may end 

here. I may end here. How many times did I die in between? 

 The hole between my two upper ribs is facing the ceiling. A pool of blood 

drowns my left lung. My hand is on top of the hole, but it does no good. I caress 

my head instead. All I can hear is the faint chiming. Willie stands next to my 

body. He looks over to where my father stood.  Vestiges of Simon have 

splattered all over the white wall. Through the front door, Art enters with the red 

cavalry. The Paramedics are behind him. 

 Like a silent movie, I watched as a child. I can feel my body slipping into 

the point of no return. McKinney kneels down next to my body and alleviates the 
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pressure from the lung by moving me supine. I’m back inside myself. I can’t 

breathe. I’m choking on my collapsed lung. Medics surround me. I think I see 

Art’s eyes gloss up. He’s on my right. His hand holds my right hand. Everyone’s 

lips move with no sound. Even mine. No sound. From the floor, I move to a 

board, from the board upward to a stretcher. I catch my father’s body on another 

stretcher. They attempt to shock him back to life. His massive frame jolts with 

every push of the defibrillator’s button. My eyes fight to stay open. I tap out — 

done in. Let him win the immedicable warfare between us. 

 The stretcher stops before turning right to exit the front door. My body 

evicts me from inside. A body bag is on the floor. I watch beside Art. Willie still 

holds his gun. I remember him shooting two from the hip. Both bullets are lodged 

on the white wall along with my father’s blood. Two officers rush to his side; take 

away his gun. He sits down. A dove lands on the window sill, behind Willie’s 

head. His head is bowed down. His shoulders drop. We both drown in blood and 

regret. I don’t look to see the status on my father. They push my stretcher out the 

door. Before I catch up with it, Art runs through me back inside. A friend until the 

end. Family. 

 Vicki is gone. The real MVP, whose pathological playbook unfolds even 

when she is missing. My published articles rush to mind. I’ve described myself in 

all of them. I see myself in all of the women in the group therapy room. Unfit. 

Frightened. Insecure. Unloved. Alone. The women and I, we are the same. No. I 
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still dwell on from Step 1 of Kübler-Ross’s stages. They've passed the first step. I 

perpetually lived in it from the moment I laid eyes on Vicki/Rocelyn. 

 Outside we fight the fog of utter curiosity from neighbors. My body makes 

it to its ambulance. The sight of it reminds me of the many times I repeatedly 

raised back from my ashes — small, separate deaths that still blemished my soul. 

Art rides in the ambulance with my father. I ride with my body and two medics. 

Willie penetrates through the mob of onlookers and escorts my ambulance to 

Mount Sinai Hospital.  

********* 

 I observe my body fight the pain, the drugs, the odds. Four tubes come 

from each lung. Blood and pus ooze into four different containers. My lips are 

cracked and slightly open. A tube protrudes from my throat. It connects to a 

machine that pumps air into my chest. The more I stare at all that’s keeping me 

alive, the more I desire to return to the spiral whirlwind of light. A horizontal 

glow shines from underneath the covers in my upper abdomen. I get closer to the 

body and whisper in my ear, “You’ve done this before. But you don’t have to keep 

on.”  

 Art and Veronica Leal sit in uncomfortable plastic chairs. I begin to lose 

focus of the room. I struggle to stay a while longer. I am not ready to let go yet. A 

heart beats faintly nearby. Each beat pulls me further out of the room. I find its 

source.  
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 In a different area of the hospital, Willie stands by an opening with the 

number 5 on top of it. Other beds are in a semi-circle around the room. Each bed 

with their respective number on top. Blue curtains separate each patient. Willie 

watches as three nurses and two doctors work tirelessly to revive the patient in 

bed 5.  

 I approach the commotion. On the small table in front of the patient’s area, 

the chart is open. Simon Brava. The machine behind his body displays a flat line. 

The sound of the beating heart is louder as if it is coming from inside me. Willie’s 

face is distraught. He wears a protective yellow gown, a mask, and gloves. I 

glance at my father’s bed. I move closer to see his face. His eyes already have the 

death-glaze.  

 He slips out of his body. His eyes don’t carry the usual yellow tint to them. 

The clothes on his body resemble those of the medical staff working on him. They 

stop the hustle and bustle on his body unable to accept the defeat of his death. 

Some people need more practice. Simon pats his right shoulder. He walks towards 

Willie. After placing his lips near Willie’s ear, Willie buries his face in the latex 

gloves and sobs. I rush to Willie’s side. I feel his sadness. He is not angry; only 

sad, remorseful.  

 I am angry — again. The light of the ICU blinks in and out. The people in 

the large room flicker in front of my eyes. I’m losing connection. Relax. My 

father walks out the double doors of the ICU. I chase after him. The pain is back. 

It’s as if I have receded many steps. I can feel all the struggles my body is 
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undertaking to stay alive. Let me go. I call out to someone in the other place in 

hopes I get swooped away from the hell of being alive.  

 A jolt of electricity travels through me. I’ve returned to my room. Willie is 

in there as well. The pulsing of the heart blares through me. My body responds. 

Art and Willie get closer to the bed. Their eyes fixate on the numbers on the 

square screen. My father is behind them. His eyes are on me. 

 My feet tingle. Tunnel vision takes over. I can barely make out my 

silhouette in the bed.  

 “Don’t you die on me,” he says. Simon Brava is standing next to my body. 

I, then, hear two hearts beating. My hand reaches across my body to touch him. 

He looks at me. His eyes well up. He bows his head. He grabs my hand and puts it 

against his lips. He sees me.  

 “My Sammie. Loving you was the most frightening endeavor of my life. 

And, I failed. Being near you was an unbearable reminder of my vulnerability. 

You were my only weakness.” His face is in my hand. His hand is on top of mine. 

 No. No. You… So much time… I waited so long. My hand holds on to his 

tightly. Words scramble in my head. So many prepared speeches vanish at this 

moment. I hang on to him. The howls of stifled tears escape through the holes in 

my body. I can’t hear the sounds travel out of them, but I feel the relief of the 

weight gone.  
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 “You fight, Samantha. You fight,” he says. His body disappears into an 

undulating wall. No one else has witnessed the scene. Art and Willie continue to 

watch for any reaction from the Samantha in the bed. They both whimper quietly.  

  The sound of heartbeats has turned back into a feeble one. Near Art and 

Willie, I feel a warmth. The warmth is similar to the one from the vacuum of 

light. They don’t try to suck me in, however. Theirs pours out to me. The heat 

crashes on my body’s heart. It doesn’t cease until it breaches the walls I'd built to 

protect it. 

 “Fight,” I yell at my body. The light from the window behind me 

overtakes the private room.  

 I close my eyes. They are tired. I am tired. I’m here. I want to stay. Fight. 

Fight, Samantha. 

 The steady beep comes from behind me. My thorax expands and contracts 

with a swooshing noise. The air feels forced. My body screams in agony through 

the extra holes. The pain drips through the tubes that come out of me. My lips 

have dried shut. Parched. I fight the heaviness of my eyelids. I can’t make sense 

of the brightness that meets them. My eyes find the panel ceiling first. It has tiny 

holes. I blink a few times and start to count the rows. My chest burns with a 

fervor I haven’t felt since I was a child, jumping off the First Street Pier with 

Willie.  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THE END
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