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        For Zella,

        who reminds me that a name is only as good
as the truth we build behind it.

    


    
        “Identity is not an immutable brand or an algorithmic search result; it is a moral debt. Deflecting ancestral trauma through reflexive irony only hollows out the self, making it hospitable to monsters.”

        — The Barking Ceases

    


    Act I: The Inherited Mugshot

    Chapter 1

    Fifth Avenue Collect Call

    
    The rain over 21st Street tasted faintly of exhaust and pulverized limestone, the kind of Manhattan October drizzle that misted eyeglasses without offering the courtesy of a downpour. David Berkowitz stepped out from under the scaffolding of an artisanal coffee counter, balancing two oat milk cortados in cardboard trays with the precarious precision of an air traffic controller.

    
    His phone buzzed against his thigh—an unfamiliar 330 area code from Canton, Ohio.

    
    Normally, David ignored unrecognized out-of-state digits. But on a Tuesday afternoon when quarterly client invoices were pending clearance, curious optimism won. He wedged the drink tray into the crook of his left elbow and swiped accept with his thumb.

    
    “David? Am I speaking with author David Berkowitz?”

    
    The voice on the line was brisk, breathless, and humming with Midwestern sales efficiency. There was the rustle of laminated sheets and the unmistakable click of a headset microphone being nudged back into alignment.

    
    “Speaking,” David said, sidestepping an electric delivery bike that slashed through a puddle near the curb. “Though if this is about the B2B content marketing summit in Cleveland, our agency passed on the booth package.”

    
    “Oh, heavens no, David. This is Lane from Apex International Publishing. I’m an acquisitions coordinator for our regional legacy and spiritual catalog. We’ve been conducting an audit of high-impact out-of-print testimonies, and our team flagged your seminal work as an urgent candidate for our 2024 global rights revitalization roster.”

    
    David paused under the striped awning of a dry cleaner. “My... seminal work?”

    
    “Yes! Your inspirational personal account. We understand rights management has been complicated given your institutional residency, but with our automated print-on-demand syndication and direct church outreach pipelines, we can put your voice in front of hundreds of thousands of seekers.”

    
    David blinked. He looked down at his Italian wool-blend topcoat, his Chelsea boots, his two nine-dollar cortados. “Lane. Exactly which David Berkowitz do you believe you have reached on this cellular line?”

    
    “David Berkowitz! Author of the prison testimonial, Inmate Number 78-A-1976. We pulled this direct mobile clearance through our enterprise aggregator tool.”

    
    David stared into the window of the dry cleaner, where rows of laundered white dress shirts drifted along a mechanical carousel like pale ghosts in purgatory. For thirty-eight years, the name had been an inherited cross—a punchline at high school roll calls, an awkward pause at airport security kiosks, a dark, self-deprecating party trick he hauled out at brand strategy mixers. He had spent his adult life turning the cultural horror of his namesake into irony, wrapping the syllables in cynical armor before anyone else could use them as a weapon.

    
    He could have cleared it up in five seconds. He could have told her he was born in August 1985 in Livingston, New Jersey, eight years after the sirens stopped. He could have told her he ran a boutique marketing consultancy in the Flatiron District.

    
    Instead, he stepped deeper under the awning, lowered his voice to a dry, raspy baritone, and leaned into the receiver.

    
    “Lane,” he murmured. “Do you have any idea how much a pack of Newport 100s costs in Cell Block D?”

    
    A sharp, audible intake of air whistled through Lane’s headset.

    
    “Oh... oh gosh,” she whispered, her voice dropping into conspiratorial panic. “Mr. Berkowitz? Are you... is this an unmonitored device? Are you on recreation time?”

    
    “Ten commissary stamps for an envelope,” David whispered darkly. “The chaplain took the electric typewriter in ninety-four. If you want the testimony, Lane, you talk to Briggs.”

    
    “Briggs? Who is Briggs?”

    
    “Warden Briggs,” David said smoothly, improvising the name out of thin air. “He runs the third shift mess hall and the outgoing mail chute. You send the prospectus to his secure drop. And Lane? No phone calls during count.”

    
    “Of course, Mr. Berkowitz! What’s the electronic transmission address?”

    
    David rattled off a burner email he had created six months earlier for competitive market research: briggs.cellblock3@protonmail.com.

    
    “We’ll expedite the onboarding kit immediately,” Lane whispered eagerly. “Bless you, David. May grace meet you in the quiet places.”

    
    She hung up.

    
    David stood on the damp sidewalk, staring at his darkened screen. He let out a low, breathy laugh that dissipated into the autumn air. It was ridiculous. An automated database blunder, an overworked cubicle captive in Ohio, and an absurd five-minute prank. It was harmless.

    
    Ten minutes later, sitting at his walnut desk at Serial Marketers with a cool cortado in hand, his laptop chimed with an incoming message:

    
    
        APEX INTERNATIONAL ACQUISITIONS — SECURE ONBOARDING

        TO: briggs.cellblock3@protonmail.com

        FROM: lane.m@apex-publishing-syndicate.com

        SUBJECT: Author Authorization Packet: D. Berkowitz (Inmate #78A1976)

        Dear Warden Briggs / Mr. Berkowitz,

        Please find attached our standard Rights Acquisition Protocol, Global POD Terms, and Commissary Remittance Voucher for the forthcoming manuscript project tentatively titled: SON OF HOPE: BLOOD, BARKING, AND THE LONG WALK TO GRACE.

        We await your initial chapter transmission.

    

    
    David leaned back in his leather chair, the glow of the dual monitors illuminating his face. The joke had landed. But as he looked at the attached electronic contract, an uneasy chill prickled along the back of his neck.
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