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Chapter 1
Monday 15 March

It was a helluva welcome to a town. More a raw wound on the landscape than a sign—with
large red letters weeping down the front of muddy plywood: Cape Unity, Home of Real
Americans! Developers and Other Devils Turn Back Now! Scott Drayco hoped to take in some
sights near the waters of the Chesapeake Bay, but this wasn’t what he had in mind.

The overlook next to the sign was deserted except for Drayco in his vintage Oldsmobile
Starfire, its indigo paint coordinating like bruised skin with the amber sky. He climbed out and
looked toward the Bay. The Atlantic Ocean on the opposite side of the Peninsula lay hidden from
view by barrier islands, but it wasn’t hard to imagine long-ago European immigrants in fragile
ships catching sight of these shores. Perhaps he shared more in common with those exhausted
pilgrims than he cared to admit.

The cold wind blew stinging sprays of saltwater into his eyes, but it felt good. One way to
know he was no longer hemmed in by an urban metropolis. Not to mention that unmistakable
shore aroma, Eau de Seaweed with a pinch of fish market. He had to keep pushing wind-swept
hair out of his eyes, his fingers pulling away dark strands. His barber said mid-thirties was a bit
early to go bald, just lay off the stress and “you’ll be fine.” Maybe next lifetime.

Looking at his watch, Drayco heaved a deep sigh and slid back into the driver’s seat. The
rumble of the engine’s eight cylinders probably sounded like a sea monster to the native wildlife.
He followed the scribbled instructions on the piece of paper on his passenger seat and finally
pulled in front of his destination. Snippets of Beethoven’s “Pathétique” sonata flashed through
his mind—dark, moody, rueful—as he stared at the Opera House in front of him. He was in
unfamiliar territory, in more ways than one.

Drayco climbed out of the car to get a better look at the Opera House building, a fading
snapshot of better days as it loomed in the flash of morning twilight. He studied the facade, a
true stylistic schizophrenic. Patterned shingles and weathered copper rosettes flanked the gables
above. The orange brick walls sported contrasting white stone highlights. Dingy windows
remained intact, but cracks crept along the front steps, and peeling paint resembled a pox,
fallout from the sea air he could almost taste.

A gust of the unsettled March winds startled him. He jumped back when a piece of cornice
blew off the Opera House roof line, landing at his feet. An omen? Drayco squinted up at what
remained of the cornice, hoping it held together.

He had two reasons for being here and hadn’t asked for either. One of those reasons, the
potential client he’d agreed to meet here, was nowhere in sight. Was this all just a huge joke at
Drayco’s expense? If so, the mystery client was a great actor, his voice on the phone agitated,
insistent. No, likely just late.

Deciding to take a look inside and using the key his attorney gave him, Drayco paced down
the hallway over the faded carpet. Once likely a brilliant-red color, it was now more a salmon
pink. Two shuttered box office windows stood as mute sentinels questioning who dared disturb
their musical mausoleum.



As he approached the auditorium, Drayco stopped short, listening. The building hadn’t been
used in years, yet it was as if he heard faint strains of piano music and applause. He reached out
to open the door, but his feet felt glued to the carpet. He’d moved past all that, hadn’t he? What’s
done was done? Standing up straight, he pushed into the pitch-black hall, his flashlight
revealing row after row of ghostly seats and the faint silhouette of the piano on the stage.

He picked his way down the aisle to the front and fumbled around for a light switch. When
his fingers landed on one next to the stage, he flipped it on. The lone bulb cast a dim, amber
glow, but it was enough for him to see something there that didn’t belong.

With a knot forming in his stomach, Drayco was grateful for his long legs as he hoisted
himself over the apron’s footlights, strode to center stage, and stopped. If this was the mystery
man he was supposed to meet, the man wasn’t just late for his appointment.

The body lying on the stage had a gunshot wound to the head and a pattern carved on the
chest where the shirt was cut away. A wilting red carnation was pinned to the lapel of the man’s
coat, the blood and carnation forming a grotesque collage. But it was the man’s wide-open eyes
that were the most disturbing. Eyes frozen in surprise? Terror?

From the dried condition of the blood, he was murdered a few hours ago. Just in case,
Drayco listened for sounds the killer was lurking nearby. Not hearing anything, he dialed 9-1-1
on his cellphone, the unfortunate dead man and the piano his only company.

As Drayco waited, his breathing formed vapor tempests in the cold and silent space, the
swirling breath-clouds echoing back to him. He resisted an overwhelming urge to touch the
piano, to play it before the spotless keyboard got covered in black fingerprint powder. Instead,
he blew on his hands, trying to warm them up. If only he could reach down and close the dead
man’s staring eyes.

Drayco knew anyone else would balk at arranging a meeting with a stranger at a dilapidated
Opera House at seven in the morning. But in his line of work that passed for normal. So did the
unsmiling face of the man in a sheriff’s uniform who strode down the aisle only eight minutes
after Drayco’s call.

“You're Drayco,” the sheriff stated, tilting his head up.

The quarter-moon paunch and balding pate of this particular sheriff didn’t make the man
appear threatening, until one noted the piercing brown eyes and hulking shoulders worthy of an
offensive lineman. Drayco nodded down at the officer and looked at his nametag, “Sheriff
Sailor.” No deputies, just the head guy himself. The scale of everything was different in a small
town.

Sailor took one look at the body and uttered, “Jeez,” then joined Drayco in studying the
deceased. A pair of pince-nez eyeglasses like those favored by Teddy Roosevelt lay beside the
body. The glasses were intact but smeared with blood from the bullet hole in the man’s forehead,
the likely cause of death despite the pattern slashed into the flesh.

Drayco said, “I doubt the victim carved up his own body before he shot himself. And no gun
or knife in sight.”

“Or did you hide them?” Sailor wasn’t joking, watching Drayco’s reactions closely.

Rather than take offense, tendrils of sympathy wrapped around Drayco’s brain. He’d walked
in the other man’s shoes far too many times. He replied, “As I said, murder by a person or
persons unknown, not suicide.”



The sheriff said, “The victim’s wife, Nanette, would agree with you about suicide. Fifteen
minutes before you called, she phoned to say her husband was missing. Didn’t leave a note,
suicidal or otherwise.”

“Would that be Mrs. Nanette Keys? Assuming our victim over there is Oakley Keys.”

“That’s him. You never met him before?”

“I’'d never heard of him until he called yesterday and said he wanted to hire me.”

“So you know of absolutely no reason he’d want to hire a detective right before he’s found
murdered—on said detective’s own property?”

Drayco sucked in his breath and chose his words carefully. “Keys arranged a meeting early
this morning but wouldn’t give details. I'd planned on coming to town soon, anyway.”

It was supposed to be so easy. Quick trip over to the Eastern Shore, quick trip out, just long
enough to decide what to do with the Opera House. Drayco’s Opera House. He would never get
used to the sound of that. It had to be a world record for unusual bequests by grateful clients.
When his attorney called to say Horatio Rockingham had left Drayco the place in his Will, he’d
looked at the calendar to make sure it wasn’t April 1st. “How did you know I'm the new owner?”

“It’s my business to know. Little surprised to see you in person. Kinda expected a realtor to
handle everything. The boys and I laid wagers as to how fast a ‘For Sale’ sign would go up.”

“Are you that sure I'm going to sell?”

“You’d be insane if you didn’t.” Sailor looked over at the body again. “Only half past seven.
Yet it looks like Keys has been on the floor for some time. Doesn’t make sense he’d schedule a
meeting with you then sneak in hours beforehand.” Sailor examined the blood spatter. “But he
wasn’t dragged here from somewhere else. He died here.”

Drayco pointed to the victim’s chest. “What’s with the carving? Resembles a letter of the
alphabet. ‘G,’ I think. There are even serifs.”

“G’ for gruesome. Strangest damn thing I've seen. Maybe the M.E. in the state’s Norfolk
Office will pin down more. Along with an approximate time of death.” The sheriff locked eyes
with Drayco again. “Can anyone vouch for your whereabouts last night and this morning?”

“Fellow drivers held prisoner on the Bay Bridge, thanks to a chain-reaction crash. I left the
District at eight last night but didn’t arrive here until fifteen minutes ago. Spent the night in my
car on the bridge.”

“Any corroboration?”

“The emergency crews working the crash didn’t take down license info if that’s what you're
asking.”

“Where were you before eight last night?”

“At home alone, but my nosy neighbor and unofficial biographer can give you a detailed
account of everything I did.” For a microsecond, Drayco thought he saw a flicker of amusement
on the sheriff’s face. If so, it was gone as quickly as it came.

Drayco weighed his options. As the sheriff guessed, he’d secretly hoped for a quick Opera
House sale before heading off on his first real vacation in five years. Although if he were honest
with himself, it wasn’t so much a vacation as an escape, a chance to banish the nightmares from
his last case. Nightmares that left him wondering if it was time to retire from investigative work
altogether.

Instead, here he was, trapped in the middle of a legal minefield.



At home, his answer would be to dig into a Bach fugue, sinking into the composer’s complex
counterpoint for inspiration. Investigations were Drayco’s counterpoint, and once a “theme” like
Oakley Keys’ murder appeared, Drayco’s analysis gears kicked in, looking for motifs, patterns,
layers.

He eyed Oakley’s mutilated body. The congealed, dried blood spread out on the stage like a
demonic child’s fingerpainting. Why couldn’t the man wait until the time they agreed to meet?
And how had he gotten in?

“Are you willing to spot a suspect a few questions, Sheriff?”

Sailor strolled over to the piano, a position that placed him at equal distances from Drayco
and the corpse. “Depends on what you ask.”

“For starters, have there been similar mutilations?”

“Makes it sound like we’ve got aliens removing cows’ lips.” Sailor flicked a piece of
imaginary lint off his hat before depositing the hat on top of the piano. “But the answer is no.
Although this is my first murder case.” He quickly added, “In this town.”

“So what would make Oakley Keys a target?”

“Possibly a land dispute. He was David versus a development company Goliath that wants
to build condos. No specific threats.”

Drayco read about that in the Washington Post. A brief article about Eastern Shore
development, buried on an inside page. No direct mentions of controversy, but some hints about
pollution in estuaries. The awkward, eternal dance between progress and entropy, waltzing onto
the shores of Cape Unity.

“Was Oakley Keys wealthy?”

“Not yet.” The sheriff pulled plastic gloves out of his pocket and walked over to the body.

Drayco stepped back to allow him to pass. “Not robbery, then.”

“His wife said nothing was missing from the house. Except a mask of some kind.” Sailor
picked up a wallet filled with money and a credit card. “And there’s this.”

Two deputies burst through the front of the hall and marched down the same aisle the
sheriff had taken. With a tilt of the head from Sailor, they went straight to work. It got brighter,
and Drayco scanned the stage. Where had he missed a light switch? One of the deputies wore a
camera draped around his neck, had a sketchpad in hand, and an evidence kit and some brown-
paper collection bags lay at his feet. Everyone must do triple duty in this department.

The triple-duty deputy knocked over an aluminum case, and Drayco winced at the jagged
magenta spikes the sound set off in his head. He realized he must have identified them out loud
when Sailor tilted his head and asked, “Jagged magenta spikes?”

Drayco started to wave off the question, but he didn’t want the sheriff to think he was losing
his mind. Or a psychopath. He could see the newspaper headline now: Deranged Detective
Swaps Sleuthing for Slicing.

He replied, “Chromesthesia. It’s a type of synesthesia where people hear sounds as colors,
shapes, and textures.”

Sailor tilted his head. “Is that so?”

Drayco glanced at the deputy with the aluminum case, the man oblivious to the symphony
of fireworks he’d set in motion. Sometimes Drayco envied people who only experienced the
world in flat, 2D sound. “My attorney mentioned a caretaker. Is he here?”



The sheriff called out, “Tyler, find Seth Bakely for me. Closest house in back.”

The second deputy, a young woman, disappeared out the back stage door for a few minutes
and returned with a man in denim coveralls, who lumbered onto the stage. With sepia hair,
snowy eyebrows, and furrows of wrinkles, his age was hard to guess: anywhere from sixty to
eighty.

Bakely stared at Drayco, who was between Seth and the body. “Who’s he?” he growled in a
liquid sandpaper voice.

“This is Scott Drayco, Seth. The new owner.”

Seth Bakely didn’t shake Drayco’s outstretched hand. “Heard about you. Thought you’d be
older.” He coughed. “Guess Mr. Rockingham’s heirs are glad he dumped this thing. Don’t think I
saw the man twice. Don’t know why he paid me to stay.” Seth’s forehead crinkled into tighter
rows. “Suppose you’ll be wanting to hire other people to take over.”

“Did you know that man over there?” Drayco moved aside so Seth could see the body.

Bakely blinked his eyes several times and stared at the corpse, then turned away to wipe his
mouth on his sleeve. “In this town, you know everybody a bit. What happened? He dead?”

“Very.”

“You kill him?”

Funny that Seth voiced the question Drayco expected the sheriff to ask outright. “Do you
have any idea how he got in, Seth?”

“Hain’t seen him in here. Don’t get visitors. Just mice and spiders. Must have come in the
stage door. Lock’s temperamental. Don’t always work.” Seth kept shifting his feet in place. “Told
you Rockingham never spent a dime on this place.”

“Any signs of someone else who didn’t belong? Anything out of the ordinary?”

“Just you. And him.” Seth wiped his sweating face, which was a shade or two paler than
when he arrived.

Sheriff Sailor, leaning on the piano and mostly silent, grabbed that moment to chime in.
“What time did you leave the Opera House last night, Seth?”

“Bout six. Went home and watched TV. With Paddy. Don’t start my morning rounds ’til
nine.”

“And did you hear anything? A gunshot?”

“Ears don’t work like they used to. Was watching an old war movie. And there was some
rain, pretty heavy. Almost sounded like hail.”

Sailor said, “All right. That’s it for now, Seth. And don’t clean in here until we give the
okay.”

Bakely swayed on his feet, then righted himself and jerked his thumb at Drayco, “My house
is on the street behind. If you need anything, holler.” He shambled down the hall and out of
sight.

Drayco said, “Garrulous type, isn’t he?”

“Man of a thousand words. Just not in the same lifetime. Keeping his son Paddy out of jail
doesn’t help his attitude.”

Surprisingly, the sheriff didn’t stop Drayco as he bent down to study Oakley’s skin, being
careful not to touch the body. “Grayish, signs of advanced rigor in the upper body. With the cold



temps in here, it’s harder to tell, but likely dead eight to twelve hours, give or take. Which means
he arrived, and was killed, before midnight.”

He examined the wound on the forehead. “Irregular hole, some powder tattooing and
lesions but no searing. An intermediate-range shot.”

Drayco did a quick three-sixty view. Lots of clear sight lines, with the wings of the stage and
curtains perfect for a stealthy approach. “From the blood patterns, there may be an exit wound.
Wonder if the bullet went through?”

The triple-duty deputy called out from the side. “It lodged in a post over here. Only one I've
found.”

At least that was one tiny piece of good news. Drayco said, “No damage to the lands and
grooves on that bullet, if we're lucky. And it’ll be easier to remove a piece of post than a whole
wall.” He got as close to the red carnation as possible without handling it. “I don’t see any blood
on the pin, which means our carver didn’t handle it with his bloody hands or gloves. Keys wore it
here.”

Sailor folded his arms across his chest. “You act more like a CI than a PI. Was the
newspaper wrong? Not that it’d be the first time.”

Drayco was surprised. “Newspaper?”

“We do have those around here. And an out-of-town detective becoming the new owner of a
historic building is big.”

“Not a CI. Not exactly a PI. Call me a crime consultant. Or crime guru, like someone did
once. I think it was an insult.” Drayco pointed to the victim’s jacket. “Strange for him to be
wearing lightweight seersucker. It was only a degree or two above freezing last night.”

The sheriff shrugged. “Oakley had money problems and wasn’t the GQ type.”

“The wife didn’t report him missing until this morning?”

“He was an odd bird. Been on the straight and narrow for a while, but had a history of
drinking. And a few other indiscretions. This was old hat to Nanette, who, by the way, is a fine
lady. Does a lot for this community.” He paused. “It’s unfortunate she doesn’t have an alibi.”

“How do you know?”

“She told me she was alone all last night.”

Drayco chewed on that for a minute “Were Oakley’s ‘indiscretions’ arrest-worthy?”

“Last I heard, extramarital affairs aren’t illegal.”

An affair would increase the odds this was nothing more than a simple domestic dispute
case. Drayco should be relieved by that. But he’d learned never to trust a coincidence—like
having a would-be client murdered before he can talk to you.

The sheriff’s voice cut through Drayco’s reverie. “Crime guru or no, my deputies and I have
work to do. I've spotted you a half-dozen questions. More than I ordinarily would.” His tone of
dismissal came through loud and clear. “I suppose you’ll be staying in town a while?”

Drayco saw where this was headed and envisioned his last chance of a quick exit flying out
the window. He thought briefly of the nonrefundable plane ticket to Cancun back at his
townhouse. “The Opera House has me chained here, anyway. What’s a few more days?”

“Plenty of time for the grand tour of Cape Unity. Come to think of it, that might only take a
half-day.” Sailor’s expressions ranged the gamut from A to Blank. The man must be a good
poker player, if he were the gambling type. Right now, Drayco hoped he was.



Sailor added, “What the hell, if this thing has us stumped, maybe we’ll hire you. We're down
a deputy to the mumps. Keep you in town longer. Especially if you get the mumps.”

“For you, Sheriff, I'll waive expenses.” Drayco worked with law enforcement officials of all
stripes, and it was always a crap shoot. At its worst, it degenerated into a competition. Egos, one;
justice, zero. “Does this mean I have your blessing to leave now?”

“As long as you don’t touch anything on your way out. But as a big-city professional crime
consultant, that should be SOP for you, right?”

With one last look at the remains of Oakley Keys, Drayco left the building and sat in his car
with the engine off, staring at a jagged line of cracked bricks on the Opera House fagade. One
decaying and unwanted Opera House, one murdered potential client, one wary sheriff, and he’d
been in town less than an hour.

Opening up his car window to let in a blast of cold, salty air, Drayco watched the scud
clouds swallow up the last traces of the sunrise. He fingered the remains of his breakfast, a
PayDay candy bar wrapper. What did their old jingle say? “The nuttiest bar in town.” Why stop
at just one town? Why not the whole damn universe?

When the universe handed out karmas, Oakley Keys was standing in the wrong line. It was
all so easy for people who explained every evil in the world as “God’s will,” or predestination or
whatever credo they subscribed to, comfortable in the belief there is a purpose for everything.
Even murder.

He watched the ambulance pull up to the rear door of the Opera House, ready to ferry the
newly deceased off to its autopsy. Too early to tell until results came back, but Keys was likely
killed a few hours before Drayco arrived. A brutal ending for one in this town, and an uneasy
beginning for another.

He replayed the mental image of the body formerly known as Oakley Keys, waiting for his
date with the medical examiner. Why did Keys want to hire Drayco? Why did he break into the
Opera House, only to be shot and carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey? And why the devil was
Keys wearing a red carnation?



Chapter 2

Armed with tongue-scalding Ethiopian Sidamo brew from a place called the Novel Café,
Drayco navigated Cape Unity’s appropriately named Main Street. There wasn’t a building
younger than mid-twentieth century. Some were in good shape, but others were crumbling
shells with roofs partially caved in. They were forgotten monuments with holes in the front like
staring eyes. Eyes pleading for help. He tried not to think of Oakley Keys’ eyes, frozen wide open
in rigor.

Drayco continued past a virtual roll call of small-town Americana—courthouse, library, post
office, and church. Dogwood trees stripped bare surrounded the town square, with tufts of
dormant fescue grass in the middle. The few planters were meant to showcase flowers but held
only brown Mid-Atlantic dirt, like miniature graves.

He parked in front of his target, the courthouse. If he was stuck in town for a few days, he
might as well make good use of the time. Look up records, make copies of documents, whatever
would help in selling the Opera House. This part of his trip, at least, should be trouble-free.

The courthouse for Prince of Wales County shared some of the same construction as the
Opera House, but grimmer and more institutional. Why did architects seem determined to make
government buildings uncontroversial bland boxes? A misguided attempt to prove government
wasn’t frivolous? The interior matched in tone—standard beige concrete walls, beige stone trim
throughout, and a wooden reception window, also painted beige.

It would be a relief to get this chore over with.

A receptionist with a turquoise hummingbird tattoo on her neck reached for a form and
asked his name. He’d barely replied “Scott Drayco,” when out of the corner of his eye, he spied a
figure lunging in his direction.

Drayco jumped out of reach of his would-be attacker, a gaunt-faced man with a jagged white
scar over one eyebrow and thin, scraggly hair draped over his shoulders—a living, breathing
scarecrow. The man’s arms flailed, punctuating his rambling epithets like exclamation marks.

“You goddamn uppity maggot. My daddy earned that building. Cared for it when nobody
else gave a rat’s ass. Go back where you came from. Or better yet, you go straight to hell.”

Drayco kept the man at arm’s length. But with the man’s face an apoplectic red, Drayco
wasn’t as concerned the stranger might deck him, as keel over from a heart attack. Two bailiffs
jumped on the writhing scarecrow-man, dragging him off into the bowels of the courthouse.

As they manhandled him away, he yelled, “Keys deserved what he got, that maggot. Make
sure it don’t happen to you.”

Drayco debated whether to follow the bailiffs, but was halted by another man whose voice
dripped with a surprisingly ugly caramel-colored drawl. “Won’t you come this way?” A hand
pressed down on Drayco’s arm, pushing him toward an empty meeting room. Just big enough
for an eight-person table, the space had the sweet chemical smell of fake-lemon polish.

“I overheard your name, Mr. Drayco. Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Councilman
Randolph Squier. So terribly sorry about that little incident. Paddy Bakely is not one of our more
exemplary citizens, tending heavy toward the drinking.”



So that unfortunate scarecrow was the Opera House caretaker’s son. The sheriff’'s comment
about Seth Bakely made more sense. Drayco said, “I think I understand.”

“In fact, Paddy is due in court on a charge of assault. I hope you won’t unfairly judge our
town because of him.”

Because of him alone? That was doubtful. Cape Unity was no Mayberry. “Every town has its
lost souls.”

Squier dipped his hands in the pockets of his cream-colored suit and rocked back on his
feet. He’d be perfect as the Southern-dandy token in a board game of Stereotypical Politicians.
“Lost soul is a good moniker for Paddy, Mr. Drayco. He and his father have been down on their
luck most of their lives. Paddy’s mother died in childbirth. Seth was never the same, nor did he
know what to do about his son.”

“I met Seth Bakely earlier. Aloof, but sane.”

“He’s tended the Opera House since he first came to Cape Unity. I'm not certain he intended
on settling in town this long. But he married a local beauty, Angel Quillin. And then there was
Paddy to take care of, so he’s become part of our community.”

“Paddy feels Rockingham should have left the Opera House to the Bakelys?”

“A faint dream of theirs, perhaps. But really, though they can do the odd job here and there,
what would they know of running and restoring an Opera House?”

Squier arched one eyebrow into an upside-down V. “You’re here with a purpose toward that
end, perhaps?”

Running and restoring wasn’t quite what Drayco had in mind, but he’d play along.
“Whatever may help.”

“I considered purchasing the Opera House myself at one time. I concluded it was not a wise
business investment.”

Drayco almost said, “Tell me about it,” but held his tongue. “You weren’t surprised when
Paddy mentioned the murder of Oakley Keys.”

“Paddy likely heard it from one of the bailiffs. The sheriff informed the mayor, who in turn,
called the councilmen. It’s been the talk of the courthouse this morning. We pride ourselves in
Cape Unity on our low crime rate, so such incidents get the tongues wagging. It may make the
Washington papers.”

Squier seemed gleeful at the idea. Or he subscribed to the philosophy there’s no such thing
as bad publicity. Murder drew cold-blooded sharks to whatever profitable chum they found, be
they ambulance chasers, authors of tell-all books—or someone wanting a marketing gimmick to
use in a Cape Unity travel brochure.

Squier added, “People will try to pin this on Oakley’s neighbor, Earl Yaegle. He’s one of our
finer citizens, who owns several businesses in town. Plenty of old-timers might rush to
judgment. I fear a symbolic lynching.”

The councilman angled his head forward. Drayco thought at first he was bowing. “Is there a
way we can make your visit smoother, Mr. Drayco?”

“Access to any Opera House files the courthouse has.”

“We don’t have much, I fear. But I will get my secretary to make copies for you. And to make

up for this unpleasantness, you must join me for dinner at my home.”



Drayco hesitated a moment before accepting. Making the rounds of the Cape Unity social
set was apparently another burden of his immediate job description. No neckties. He’d
intentionally not brought any.

As they re-entered the lobby, a female voice startled him with a “Hello, darling.” Drayco
swung around, his mouth open, then realized the woman was looking at Squier.

Squier beamed. “I invited Mr. Drayco to dinner with us. Mr. Scott Drayco, this is my wife,
Darcie.”

For a brief moment, Drayco’s heartbeat was loud in his ears, and the walls around him
faded into a blurred time warp. Except for being a decade older, Darcie was the twin of Drayco’s
former fiancée, Tatiana. Darcie wasn’t airbrushed perfect, but not for lack of trying. Her plump
ruby lips surrounded snow-white teeth that hinted of veneers.

He forced himself to focus on her ring finger.

Darcie grabbed his hand and held onto it for a few seconds longer than necessary, rubbing
her thumb over his palm as she pulled her hand away. “How nice,” she said. “We haven’t had a
dinner party in—I don’t remember the last time. I hope you said yes, Mr. Drayco. Ugh. That’s too
formal. Can I call you Scott?”

“I ... of course.” Drayco got a whiff of her perfume, a hint of something familiar. He also
didn’t miss Squier’s lurch closer to Darcie and the brief clenching and unclenching of his jaw. It
would appear that the councilman’s dinner invitation just got a lot more complicated.

Squier draped his arm around his wife, corralling her back toward his office in much the
same way he had with Drayco. Before Darcie disappeared from view, she turned to give Drayco
one last megawatt smile.

Realizing he was still staring at the spot where the councilman’s wife stood, Drayco
switched his focus to a circular Scales of Justice mosaic on the floor. The choice of red and green
tile made it look like more like a tacky Christmas ornament. A waste of good tile.

Speaking of a waste—what had he gained from his visit to the courthouse? Nada. And
apparently, he’d gotten on the bad side of two more townspeople, Paddy Bakely and Councilman
Squier. It was a shame Squier didn’t go through with his plan to buy the Opera House. If
Rockingham had sold the building a few years ago, it would be easier for everyone involved.
Except the Bakelys.

Paddy Bakely’s anti-Oakley diatribe, now that was intriguing. Drayco frowned at the
thought, trying again to nip his investigative curiosity in the bud. He had plenty to keep him
busy, preparing to sell the Opera House. Until the time he was cleared as a suspect—assuming
he was cleared as a suspect—he doubted the sheriff would want him kicking up grass on his
home turf.

Besides, Drayco needed to refocus on his own practice, no more turning away clients like
the last two. He wasn’t sure why he’d agreed to meet Oakley when he wasn’t ready to take on
another case so soon. Had it only been three weeks since the little Cadden twins were buried?

He sank down on a bench in a corner and watched people passing through the courthouse
door, wondering what brought those people here today—property tax disputes? Birth
Certificates? Marriage? Divorce? Death certificates? The paper-cycle of life.

His thoughts roamed back to the murder scene with the body, the blood spatter, the “G”
carved into Oakley’s chest. This was no Opera House special-effect dreamed up by a props



coordinator, with the actor bounding up from the floor after the curtain came down. Drayco felt
like an audience member watching a drama by an anonymous playwright or librettist. He just
hoped the murderer wasn’t working on a second act.



Chapter 3

Earl Yaegle ducked into a back entrance next to the dumpster. He’d hoped to avoid dealing
with his businesses for a few days, but this new manager was greener than the others and prone
to what Earl called “flailure.” He wondered what earth-shattering crisis it was this time. It better
be good enough to leave his refuge, the one place he didn’t feel stares burning holes in his head.
It had only been half a day since the news of Oakley’s death, but word had spread like a
pneumonic plague. People had been calling him all morning.

“Earl! So glad to see you,” Randy said. As usual, he was red-faced and sweating, even in the
middle of March. A little weight loss wouldn’t hurt, but Randy was addicted to cheeseburgers
and fried oyster sandwiches and wasn’t about to give them up.

“Our supplier for the Winchester 12-gauges lost our latest shipment and said they haven’t
received our payment. I know I paid them, Earl. Squier’s been bugging me about it for the past
two days, wanting to get his hands on his new shotgun. If you call the supplier, I know they’ll
listen to you.”

“T'll call them.” It was partly Earl’s fault, after all. He’d bragged on those guns to the hunt
club, and Squier had salivated all over himself at the thought. They weren’t cheap, over a
thousand dollars, but Squier didn’t care.

Randy genuflected in Earl’s direction. “Thank you, fearless leader.” Then his expression
changed to one of concern, eyes big and dewy. He was definitely a heart-on-your-sleeve kind of
guy. “How are you holding up, Earl? You know that any talk about you having something to do
with Oakley’s murder is nonsense, right? It'll blow away. You’'ll see. Soon as people find some
other flavor of the month to gossip about.”

Earl looked around for Joel but didn’t see signs of the lanky employee until a voice piped up
over his shoulder. “But those words you said the other day, Earl. What about that?” Joel’s eyes
were narrowed, accusing.

Earl promoted Randy over Joel, and Joel hadn’t forgiven him. Joel added, “Didn’t I hear
you say you wished Oakley Keys would disappear? That Oakley needed someone to teach him a
good lesson?”

Earl remembered. He was angry with Oakley, sure, but he’d also gotten angry that same day
with a truck driver who made a wrong delivery, a utility crew that cut off power to the shop, and
a customer who accused him of lying about an order. And none of them was dead. He said,
“Words, Joel. Just words.”

Randy pointed his finger at Joel. “Maybe you’re jealous because you aren’t sitting on a
property gold mine like Earl is.”

Joel threw up a hand dismissively. “Bah. Like it matters. The whole town’s going to be
overrun soon by artsy-fartsy types. Drive up fuckin’ property values so none of us working stiffs
can afford so much as a pine shack. That is if the illegals don’t bring the values back down. Ride
the land roller-coaster while you can before the price of admission is too steep, I say.”

Earl had hoped to do just that. It all seemed so easy. But that was before Oakley went
berserk and dug in his heels. Now he was dead, and Nanette would likely sell, so the deal would



go through after all. Blood money, that’s what they’d call it. And Earl had it all over his hands
whether he liked it or not.

Randy looked determined to be cheerful. “Things aren’t all bad. You've got your health, your
businesses. Say—did you read in the paper about the new owner of the Opera House? Said he’s a
detective. Maybe you should hire him. The sheriff’s a nice enough guy, but this is big-city stuff.”

“No detectives. I don’t need one.” No matter how desperate things might seem, Earl wasn’t
about to trust some dog-jowled sleazy operator who profited off the misfortunes of others for a
living, taking pictures of wayward housewives or snooping through people’s dirty laundry.
Although Oakley would be prime fodder for that, he had to admit.

Joel countered, “You should listen to him, Earl. You might find yourself in deep slag.”

“I can take care of myself.” Earl hoped that those weren’t just words. That he would feel
them, mean them, as much as he wanted to. And soon.

Joel scowled. “Whatever you say, man. It’s your neck.”



Chapter 4

Drayco made another quick stop at the Novel Café. He needed to buy a thermos while he
was in town, or else spend all his time looking for coffee shops. The clerk refilled his cup for free,
rare back in D.C. He took a sip and wrinkled his nose. Good, but a bit sour. Spying a salt shaker
near the counter, he sprinkled grains into the coffee. Much better.

The clerk suggested he talk with Reece Wable, president of the Cape Unity Historical
Society, which had documents on everything—and perhaps everyone—in town. Hopefully, more
than the “we don’t have much” Squier hinted about the courthouse archives. If Drayco were
lucky, the society’s documents might help him decide how to proceed with his Opera Leviathan.

He entered a Victorian house with blue siding, noting the lavish care on pristine displays in
velvet-lined glass cases. But an air of the bizarre permeated the place. Loud ticking like a time
bomb from a lighthouse-shaped grandfather clock. And a dinosaur skull grinned at him.

“Calhoun is a traitor. Calhoun is a traitor.” Drayco followed the source of the voice, which
had an unusual pattern to Drayco’s ears, a greenish cloud with star-like borders. He spied the
culprit in a small cage on a stand, a bird with charcoal feathers and a maroon tail.

“That’s an African Gray parrot. Name’s Andrew Jackson,” a human voice said from behind
Drayco’s back, before coming around to face Drayco. “The parrot’s, not mine. President Jackson
hated Vice-President John Calhoun. Called him a traitor. Unlike his namesake, this Andrew
Jackson likes Moroccan olives and the NASCAR channel.”

“I'm more a fan of Sicilian olives.” Drayco stuck out his hand. “And my name is Scott
Drayco.”

Reece Wable was not what Drayco expected. Most historians wore bland, Smithsonian-
friendly suits. Wable could have popped out of a vintage clothing store in his gold paisley vest
and black swallowtail coat.

Apparently, they had mutual assumptions. “You're that investigator fellow. Guess I thought
you’d be wearing a trench coat and fedora, not an aviator jacket. Younger than I expected, too.
Longer hair, no buzz cut.” Wable leaned in closer, “Are those purple eyes?”

“In certain light, maybe.” Presumably from his mother’s side, or at least the one picture of
her indicated as much. Wable, on the other hand, had a gaze most unsettling. His left eye didn’t
move in tandem with the right, with subtle color differences between the two. A glass eye.

Wable’s good eye inspected Drayco. “The only detective type I ever met was a horrid man
who smelled of cheap grape cigars and five-day-old sweat. And he almost got me arrested for a
crime I didn’t commit. In short, a jackass.”

“I'm not fond of cigars, and I showered last night. What crime were you charged with?”

“All a misunderstanding.” Reece waved his hand in the air. “So you’re the new owner of the
Opera House. We have materials dating back to the founding. It has a more interesting history
than people realize.”

“Is that a fact?” Drayco tried not to sound skeptical.

“Famous musicians performed in its heyday, which ended mid-20th century around the
war. God knows it’s a Podunk town now. Back then, genteel resorts in these parts drew folks
during the summer months. That is, when the railroad still carried passengers down from New



York. They wanted culture with their sea oats, and the Opera House was born. Violinist Ivan
Ostremsky played here, Ginnie Geddie sang here. And there was poor Konstantina Klucze. You
familiar with her?”

“The Polish pianist who fled the Nazis?”

“The same. The last stop on her American tour was right here in Cape Unity. As it turned
out, it was also her last concert. Ever. And the last concert in the Opera House before
Rockingham closed it down. She died young, after she returned to Britain. Oakley Keys started
to do some research for us on the subject, but pickings are scarce—there’s only one biography—
and Oakley and I haven’t spoken in a while.”

“Oakley worked here?”

“Oakley volunteered here. We had a disagreement and, well, I shouldn’t discuss it.
Especially with recent developments. But I guess you've heard since he was murdered in your
building.”

Drayco looked at his watch. Two o’clock. Only six hours since he’d left the Opera House. He
was amazed how news of tragedy spread in a small town, like crabgrass in a neglected yard. Such
misfortunes in D.C. barely registered a blip on a more jaded populace. Hardly surprising, when
every newscast led off with violence. The Eastern Shore might only be eighty miles from
Washington, but in some ways, it was a world apart.

Drayco didn’t let on that he’d seen the body. “Word gets around fast.”

“STS—Small Town Syndrome. The murder doesn’t surprise me. Oakley hasn’t made many
friends lately.”

What had the sheriff said? David versus a developer Goliath? “Because of the condos, you
mean.”

Reece shuddered. “Ghastly, isn’t it? We don’t have a single national chain store in Cape
Unity. But when those condos go up, in come the chains and out go the Mom-and-Pops. Oakley
and I did agree on that issue. It’s all Councilman Squier’s doing, spearheading the development
thing. Made it part of his reelection platform. Got a lot riding on its success.”

Reece hunched over and lowered his voice. “Oakley drank. And those affairs, too, including
that notorious one with Councilman Squier’s wife, Darcie.”

So that explained the councilman’s cavalier attitude toward Oakley’s death. And Darcie’s
flirtatious behavior. Reasons to cancel his dinner with the Squiers? Drayco wasn’t sure he liked
that notion or not. “I heard rumors of affairs. No names.”

Reece rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t take much stock in rumors. Rumors will fly that
you’re a murderer, and I'll bat those away, too. I could have forgiven Oakley his philandering,
but theft—that’s beyond the pale.”

Andrew Jackson flapped his wings and squawked. Drayco said, “Your feathered sidekick
agrees with you. But theft? You have proof?”

“Oakley denied it. But when the mantle clock went missing, I knew it was him. We were the
only two with keys to the building. No one had broken in. Who else would it be? Some say that
clock belonged to President James Monroe. I've searched several auction houses, and it’s never
turned up. An item like it went for sixty grand at Sotheby’s.”

Reece’s arms were stiff at his side, his hands gripping the hem of the swallowtail coat.
Injustice, large and small, was like sour, moldy bread. Consumed often enough, it brought on



hunger for the meat of revenge. But murder over a clock stolen years ago? That was one
ravenous grudge.

The more people Drayco talked to, the stronger his curiosity about Oakley Keys grew,
despite his best efforts to stifle it. But it was documents he’d come here seeking. “You mentioned
historic materials?”

Reece nodded. “Oakley organized our Opera House files. One of his pet projects. In addition
to being an unsuccessful writer, he was a history buff.”

“Did his wife Nanette also volunteer here?”

“I wish, but no.” Reece rubbed his chin. “Sadly, I never got to know Nanette as intimately as
I'd like. Maybe I'll pay her a call.”

Reece led Drayco to a reading room and lugged in a box filled with a stack of Opera House
pamphlets, letters, and clippings. “Here you are. Oakley had more he was going to add. I have no
idea what happened to it all. A shame.”

Drayco settled down with the documents, trying not to sneeze from the dust particles the
papers released, the freed spores of history. As he flipped through the pages, his mind wandered
until he recognized why. He was looking more for nodes of connection between Oakley and the
Opera House than the building’s past.

He forced his attention back to his original research mission and stopped to read a society
column. It detailed lavish parties in Konstantina Klucze’s honor at the homes of prominent
townspeople. Among them, Maxwell Chambliss, a former town councilman. And Marshall
Rockingham, father of Drayco’s deceased client, who owned the Opera House before his son.

Reece was right. The Opera House, with its rich musical history, shared a unique synergy
with the community. If Drayco sold it, it might be torn down for more condos. But maybe no one
cared about history or culture anymore. Perhaps people were content to spend all their free time
watching pet videos on YouTube. The Opera House lay unused for all this time, so would it really
be missed?

After spending another hour immersed in reading, he found more reasons not in favor of
selling the Opera House than for it. Unable to get the stolen clock off his mind, he hunted down
Wable. “If Oakley was behind the theft, what was his motive?”

Reece wrinkled his forehead and pursed his lips, forming puffs of air as if making smoke
rings. “His writing career was running on empty. And he had a high bar tab.”

“Was his wife aware of your suspicions?”

“I'd never do anything to hurt Nanette. That includes letting her know her husband was a
cad. His death may be a blessing.”

Drayco filed away Reece’s worship of Nanette for future reference. “Anything else go AWOL
from the Historical Society while Oakley volunteered?”

“Only that. But when I accused him, he stopped coming.”

Oakley Keys was no choirboy, but why steal a clock? The sheriff alluded to Oakley’s financial
problems, and this might be a one-time event—if it happened at all. It was Reece’s word alone
since Oakley wasn’t around to defend himself. If Reece wanted to poison Oakley’s reputation
postmortem, that said more about Reece than Oakley.

Drayco said, “It’s hard to believe Oakley didn’t miss the friendships he lost, one feud at a
time. Like yours.”



Reece stood still, his good eye glazing over, then cleared his throat. “Everyone has regrets
when a former friend bites the bullet. Even a bastard like Oakley. Don’t they?”

Finding it difficult to separate the murdered Oakley Keys from the Opera House, the
impotent failings of the man’s life enveloped Drayco in a cloak of gloom. Another statistic for the
records, like the yellowed, crumbling clippings in Reece’s files. As Drayco was leaving, he heard
Andrew Jackson squawking in the background, “Oakley is a madman. Oakley is a madman. Bye-
bye.”



