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THE LONESOME DARK EPILOGUE


The interrogation room looks so much smaller on the monitor. The camera looking down on them, recording every question, lie, reaction. Even the slightest gesture can sway a jury, especially when an expert in body language testifies that the movement correlates with deceit. A heavy silence lingers as we each consider our hand and which card to play next.  
Rocha has just shared Kenneth Tait’s version of events with Pearl and her exasperated attorney, Ed Manetti. Her swollen red eyes match her face. She’s stretched out in a metal folding chair, staring at her feet, arms crossed like she’s gone somewhere else and may never return.  
I’ve been watching the monitor, listening carefully and waiting. When Rocha finally looks up at the camera and scratches the side of his nose, I make my move. 
The metal door buzzes and clicks open. I walk in with a soy chai latte and a warm slice of pumpkin bread from Starbucks, setting them on the table in front of Pearl. The last time I brought her comfort food she trusted me. I betrayed her, set her up, and I’d do it all again if it helps to find Bodie.
The drink is lukewarm. If Pearl decides to give me a latte facial, I’ll be fine. “Can we have a moment?” I ask Rocha. 
“Yeah, I could use a break.” He slides his chair away from the table and stands. “What about you, Ed?” He looks at Pearl’s attorney. The guy looks like he hasn’t slept in days.
“I’m not leaving my client alone during questioning.” Ed runs a hand through his hair as I take a seat across from Pearl.  
“Don’t let it get cold.” I push the latte and the bread closer to her. “I know you could use a coffee, and you must be hungry.” 
“Fuck you, Maggie. You phony bitch,[DG1] ” Pearl says without looking up.
“I’m sorry, Pearl. I really am. I know you’re suffering, but not eating doesn’t only hurt you—it hurts your baby.”
“Like you care.” Pearl finally looks at me.
“I do. I care about your baby. And I care about Bodie.”
“If you cared about Bodie, you’d be looking for him instead of accusing me.” She sounds exhausted. Weak. 
“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” I steeple my fingers under my chin. “I think I believe you.”
“Why?” Pearl asks as Ed straights in his chair.
“After what Kenny Tait explained, I have a clearer picture of the entire situation.”
Pearl reaches her hand out across the table toward me and opens it. I don’t reciprocate. 
 “I just want my son back safe. I’ll do anything.” She presses her palms on the table.[DG2] 
“I want that too. I want that more than anything. But you have to tell us what really happened before we can find him.”
Tears run down Pearl’s face into her stitched lip, carrying blood down her chin. It must be painful, and I catch myself feeling a little less hateful toward her. Ed hands her a tissue, and she dabs her face. With her eyes closed, she nods. “Okay.” It comes out as a whisper. “Okay.”
Pearl sighs, opens her eyes, and looks at Ed. “I’m ready—to tell you everything.”
“We need to speak in private,” Ed says with a newfound vigor.
“No.” Pearl stands. “I killed—” 
“Whoa!” Ed interrupts. “If you’re confessing to a crime, I need to negotiate a reduced sentence.” He raises both hands like he’s surrendering to something he really doesn’t care about. 
The door buzzes open as if on cue, and in walks Rocha. He hands Ed a two-page carbon copy. These are standard negotiating agreements. 
“The DA already signed off,” Rocha adds.
“Hmmm.” Ed scans the page. “Twenty years?”
“A jury will find her guilty whether or not she confesses. You know that’s twenty-five to life. Make everyone’s life easier, and agree to the fifteen. It’s a hell of a deal. Take it or leave it, but know that once we leave this room, the deal’s off.” 
Twenty years means she might do twelve or fifteen at most. Seems much too [DG3] lenient to me, but I keep quiet. It all depends on what crimes she’ll confess to. 
“I’ll take it. I don’t care.” Pearl takes the pen from Rocha, signs the agreement, and hands it back to him. “After Ken shot Tucker in the stomach, I shot Ken in the shoulder. That’s when he dropped his gun. Soon as he took the money and left the house, I picked it up. Then . . .” She pauses and shakes her head. 
“Tucker started screaming. Wanted me to call an ambulance. I reminded him of all the times he smacked me. Pushed me down. Kicked me in the ass in front of his friends, some of whom work here. I asked him if he remembered the times I said no, but he forced himself on me anyhow. He ignored me and just cried.” Pearl sniffs and uses the spent tissue to dab the snot. 
I look up at the camera to make sure it’s working. The camera’s green light glowing like some nocturnal creature. My heart pumping as my left leg bobs and weaves under the table.  
Pearl is visibly shaken, but she continues soft and slow. “I told him that what he did to me when I was just a girl made him a pedophile.” She wraps her arms around herself. “I just wanted him to apologize. To admit he was wrong to hurt me.” 
After a moment of silence, Pearl seems to gather her emotions. A darkness overtakes her. “He should have said sorry,” she snarls, unforgiving and unrepentant. “Then I shot him in the head. I don’t know how long it was before I finally called 911.” 
Holy shit. Rocha was right all along. I suspected, but I wasn’t convinced. Rocha glances at me, and I almost smile. I’d feel sorry for her if for one second, I bought into her formulaic abused wife narrative.  
Pearl lifts the latte and sips. Then she closes her eyes and sips again, smiling as if she hasn’t a care in the world.  
“What role did Jackson Davis Lejeune have in your husband’s murder?” Rocha asks.
“I’d rather not say. Do I have to?” Pearl looks to Ed for advice, but before he can answer, I jump in. 
“Mr. Lejeune says the entire scheme was your idea. That you planned the whole thing.” It’s not true, but it’s worth a shot.
“That’s a lie. He’s the one—” Pearl catches herself. 
“Why protect him? He couldn’t wait to throw you under the bus. He blamed you before we even asked.” I lie. He lawyered up and hasn’t said a word against her. 
Pearl shakes her head. “Wasn’t my idea. When Jacks showed up in Murphys, he saw the bruises on my arm and cheek. The very next day, he asked if Tucker had life insurance. I didn’t know if he did or not. Never really thought about it. Few days later, Jacks called Tucker and pretended like he was selling life insurance. Tuck said he already had a policy with Liberty Mutual. Jacks knows how to check these things. I’m not sure how, but he confirmed there was a policy. A million for me and Bodie.” 
“Plus the vineyard,” Rocha adds.
“Yes. And there was cash.”
“How much?” I ask.
“I don’t know exactly. A lot.” 
“Did you plan on killing Kenneth Tait?” Rocha asks.
“No. No, I did not. I swear it. Jacks wanted to—especially after watching us the first night we were together on Ken’s birthday. Jacks pretended to be Tucker. Acted like he was crazy jealous and scared the shit out of Ken.”
“What about the pregnancy? Kenneth Tait believed you were pregnant with his child, correct?” I ask.
“No. I mean—yes. But it wasn’t true. It was just part of it. I showed him an old sonogram from when I was pregnant with Bodie. Did Ken say where Bodie is?”
“Not yet,” Rocha says. “Kenneth Tait claims you tried to kill him.”
“I shot him in the shoulder so I could tell Jacks I tried. I’m a pretty decent shot—if I wanted to kill him, I could have. I knew Ken couldn’t go to the hospital after I reported the robbery and murder. He’d have gotten arrested the minute he walked in. Jacks said Ken had a criminal record of some sort and would have gone down for a long time. When Ken went missing, I just figured he ran off and died, or Jacks found him maybe and wasn’t sayin’.”
“That would have been another homicide.” Rocha says. 
Pearl wipes the corners of her mouth. 
“I think that’s enough for now.” Ed says.  
“What did Ken say when you asked him about Bodie?” Pearl presses again.
“Not much,” Rocha says, smiling without using his mouth.
“I’d like to interview Mr. Tait.” Ed stands, stuffing a copy of the agreement into his file folder. 
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” Rocha stands as well. 
“He’s a witness. I have every right,” Ed says, and we all wait for Rocha to respond. 
“I’m afraid Kenneth Tait is deceased. Has been for nearly a year.” The detective gathers his signed agreement as his words linger.
“What?” Pearl asks. “What?” She looks at me to help her make sense of what she just heard. “That’s—that’s a lie.” 
The door buzzes, and Rocha exits.
“Holy mother fuck me.” Ed slaps his hands on his head. “You motherfucking counterfeit cocksucker!” The lawyer turns, walking with his hands pressed on top of his head like he’s trying to keep it from flying off. “This is beyond unethical. First the toe, now this. You can’t pull this shit and get away with it. This entire confession is inadmissible,” he says to me as if I have any say so. I shrug. 
“Rocha never lied. He merely withheld information and repeated statements from Kenneth Tait’s journal. It’s all in there. And it matches Pearl’s explanation and timeline.”
“I want a copy. Right fucking now.”
“Sure.”
“If Ken’s dead, then who stole my son? Who has my Bodie?”
“I’ll escort you back to your cell,” I say, fully expecting Pearl to have a complete meltdown at any second.
Ed takes her by her shoulders. “Just know they will not get away with this. I won’t let them. You just keep quiet and let me handle it. Understand?”
Pearl’s shaking her head like a disobedient child. “No. No more. You’re fired. You’re so fucking fired.” 
“Pearl. Just calm down. Let me—” Ed says.
“Get the fuck out!” Pearl screams at the top of her lungs. “Go. I’m done playing.”
“I’ll come back tomorrow. When you’ve calmed down.” Ed holds his hands out in surrender.
“Don’t bother. Maggie, I want to talk to you in private.” Pearl glares at me. 
“Okay. Bye, Ed,” I say.
“You’d better cuff her,” he warns.
“I can handle her.” I look down at Pearl. There’s something odd about her behavior. She’s smiling up at me. 
Ed presses a button next to the door, and it instantly buzzes. He opens it and stomps out, the door closing behind him.
“You know they’re watching us. You try anything, and they’ll have your face smeared across the floor in less than a second. And you won’t like your new cellmate.”
“How much do you make risking your life every day?” Pearl sounds confident. I suspect she’s up to something. 
“My income is absolutely none of your business,” I say, a little too defensively, maybe because after three years with the department, I still can’t afford to buy a house. 
“That’s what I thought. You don’t make shit. I’ll hire you to find Bodie.” 
“You don’t have to hire me. I’m going to find him.”
The door buzzes open. A female corrections officer I haven’t seen before enters. “Time to go.” 
“I’ll give you everything. All of it. The vineyard’s worth millions. I’ll sign it over to you as soon as you bring Bodie back.
“Back to what?” I ask. “Back to you?”
A tear falls from the corner of Pearl’s eye as the officer cuffs her. “I just want to know he’s okay. I can’t survive not knowing.” 
Then the woman leads her away.
***
On the way to my cubicle, I pass Rocha at his desk.
“We got her.” He smiles. “Good work, Mags.”
“You heard that, right?”
He pushes himself away from his desk and stands. “A vineyard seems like a nice place to retire. Maybe you could rent me a room?”
I laugh, then swallow. “I’m not as sure about Pearl’s involvement in Bodie’s disappearance as I was. I mean, it’s not adding up.”
“Oh, yeah.” Rocha clasps his hands behind his back. “Go on.”
“I found something—something that led to someone I like a lot better for it.” 
“Who?”
I cock my head, then shake it. “Need to dig a little deeper first. Waiting on the cell site location report. Should have it tomorrow. To be honest, I kind of wonder why you didn’t ask me to look into it.”
Rocha nods like he knows exactly who I’m talking about as he pulls his jacket off the back of his chair. “Mags . . .” He hesitates, but I wait. “When you’re all done digging, just remember one thing—law enforcement and justice are not always the same thing.” He pats my shoulder, turns, and walks out the front door. 
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