

  

    

      

    

  




		

					Dedicated to all those who asked questions
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			PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL


			Psychological Fitness Evaluation 19-409


			Subject: MT-051027-096N


			Date: Monday, August 4, 1958—15:38 p.m.


			Transcription by SA Paul Erickson


			


			Q. You understand why you are here, Special Agent Travis?


			A. I do, sir, yes.


			Q. Take a seat, or would you prefer the couch, perhaps?


			A. The chair is fine.


			Q. Very good. So let’s begin with some personal details. How old are you?


			A. Thirty-one.


			Q. Married?


			A. No.


			Q. Engaged?


			A. No.


			Q. Sexually or emotionally involved with a member of the opposite sex?


			A. No.


			Q. Very good. Tell me about your personal background, your childhood.


			A. The fact that my mother killed my father. Is that what you want me to talk about?


			Q. We need to address that area, of course, but we don’t need to start with that.


			A. Well, if we need to talk about it, then we should talk about it. I don’t think there’s anything else of great significance.


			Q. Very well. We shall begin there, then. You were fifteen at the time, correct?


			A. Yes, sir.


			Q. Tell me what happened, as best you can recall…


		


	

		

			


			SUMMARY


			


			From initial observation, subject is emotionally restricted. Where there should be significant emotional response and activity, there appears to be little. Such an affected disassociation is not uncommon in cases where severe mental and emotional trauma has been experienced in formative years. Subject’s answers appear somewhat practiced and formal, as if he has constructed a means by which he can deal with his emotions. Divergence from that construct is unsafe and would open the subject to alternate interpretations and unpredictable responses. That is unproven and untested territory, and therefore—to the subject—needs to be avoided. Conversely, he may simply have adopted a manner he believes best suited to such interviews, in this way presenting as professional a persona as possible. Travis evidences an inability to engage and empathize with others, though he does not see this as a failing, certainly not in his professional capacity. This is not uncommon in orphans, into which category the subject could be loosely placed.


			In light of his proposed promotion to lead field operative, I am erring toward the view that this sense of disassociation and emotional distance might not actually hinder his work, but rather simplify it. Emotional engagement with suspects under investigation has proven to be an obstacle in many instances, and I understand that Section Chief Gale is keen to avoid utilization of field operatives who demonstrate an inability to remain wholly objective.
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			1


			“This is an unusual case, Agent Travis, and we don’t quite know what we’re dealing with, to be honest.”


			FBI Supervisory Special Agent Tom Bishop stood just inside the doorway of his office. He leaned against the frame, an unlit cigarette in one hand, a plain manila folder in the other.


			“You’ve been in the club a little more than eight years now, Travis, and it’s time we threw you to the lions.”


			Bishop took a seat at his desk. He set the manila file down and then lit his cigarette.


			“Twenty-eight U.S.C. 540A0, Violent Crimes Against Interstate Travelers sort of covers it, we think… but we’re not so sure. We’re dealing with a murder; that much we know. However, all we have right now is a small-town sheriff with a dead body, and he’s in need of our help.”


			Michael Travis shifted in his chair. His neck was a little sore. Occasioned, perhaps, by the invasive nature of the previous day’s meeting with the Bureau psychologist, he had not slept well. He tried not to think of his own past, and he certainly did not care much to discuss it, especially with strangers. The conversation with the psychologist had required that he focus his attention toward things that he would have much preferred to remain dormant. However, his humorless, perhaps even human-less performance, had evidently satisfied the psychologist, for he knew he’d been given clearance for this assignment. Nevertheless, recollections of his mother’s execution, the death of Esther Faulkner, other such events from his past, had left him unsettled, and—in among all of the long-forgotten feelings and thoughts and conclusions—there had been one thing that had stayed with him. The fear that he was perhaps his father’s son, that the tendency to violence was in the blood, a hereditary relay, if you like, and that the baton had been passed.


			Also Travis had dreamed again, the same dream that had plagued him for years—the shadow of an unknown man, a cracked and arid field, the sound of a laughing crow. Nothing more nor less.


			Notwithstanding his current frame of mind, he also knew how far he had come. He was thirty-one years of age, he had an apartment in Olathe, just outside of Kansas City, eight years of dedicated and exemplary service in the Federal Bureau of Investigation behind him, and was about to be given his first lead assignment. Though he had known such a thing was inevitable, it was still both challenging and significant.


			“There is, literally, a carnival in town,” Tom Bishop said. “The town is called Seneca Falls, not to be confused with Seneca up on 63 near the state line. This is a small town at the edge of the Flint Hills, sits between El Dorado and Eureka, just to the east of I-35. You’ve heard of it?”


			“No, sir, I haven’t.”


			“Oh, by the way, you can skip the ‘sir’ business now, seeing as how they’ve seen fit to give you a senior special agent rank for this one.”


			Travis’s chest swelled. “Really?”


			“Oh, come on… You knew it was gonna happen any day now.” Bishop smiled, reached out his hand.


			Travis reached back and they shook.


			“Welcome to the executive washrooms, Senior Special Agent Travis.”


			Travis smiled. “Heard rumor you have real hand towels in there, sir.”


			Bishop laughed dryly. “Just a scurrilous rumor, Travis, I assure you. SSA is probationary, of course. You still have to earn your stripes on the frontline, but I don’t think anyone has any doubt in your ability to run an investigation of this nature, strange though it is.”


			“Strange?”


			“As I said, we are dealing with a carnival, Michael, and not figuratively speaking. We have a real-life honest-to-God traveling carnival with gypsies, sideshow freaks and the like, and right now it appears that someone within it may be responsible for the death of a man. From what little we have, the victim appears to be a non-national. We don’t know for sure. We have very sketchy information from the local police, but due to the simple fact that the travelers came in from Oklahoma, and as soon as they arrived, a dead guy happens to show up, we are treating it as a potential federal case. It might not be. It might be something else entirely. All we know is that the locals are out of their depth and that they’ve asked us for help.”


			“You said something about U.S.C. 540A0, Violent Crimes Against Interstate Travelers, but what you’re telling me suggests it might be a violent crime by an interstate traveler.”


			“Well, maybe, if this guy had nothing to do with the carnival itself, but the Seneca Falls sheriff says that there are a whole bunch of foreigners down there, and this guy might have been one of them. If he was killed by one of his own people, then it becomes a federal matter.”


			“I see. So it’s a fact-finding operation, first and foremost. If I conclude that neither the victim nor perpetrator had crossed state lines, then surely it would cease to be a federal concern?”


			Bishop shrugged his shoulders. “We shall make that adjudication as and when we have sufficient information. I know that Chief Gale works very much with a view that once the Bureau has begun something, it should not leave the matter unresolved. Sort of like the fire department going out to a fire and then deciding not to extinguish it, if you know what I mean. Even if it does turn out to be nonfederal, Chief Gale may just wish it closed up for public relations reasons.”


			“Yes, makes perfect sense.”


			“So, you better get your bags packed.”


			“When was the body found?”


			“That’s all in the file here,” Bishop said, sliding the manila folder across the desk.


			“And do I take a second?”


			“No. As you said, right now it’s nothing more than fact-finding. If it turns out to be a full-blown federal investigation, then we’ll send a second, but for the moment, you’re on your own.”


			“And when am I leaving?”


			“Oh, around about last Saturday, I should reckon.”


			“Which, presumably, was when the body was found,” Travis replied matter-of-factly.


			“That’s correct,” Bishop said, and made to rise from his desk. He paused then, as if struck by a secondary thought, and resumed his seat. “One other thing.”


			“Sir?”


			“When you get back, we need to talk about something else.”


			Travis frowned.


			“Mr. Hoover, as you know, is a dedicated Freemason.” Bishop smiled. “As am I, as is Chief Gale. In fact, it would be fair to say that there is a direct relationship between one’s active participation in the humanitarian and philanthropic activities of the Freemasonry fellowship and the speed and certainty with which one ascends the ranks in the Bureau. Did you know that George Washington was a Master Mason?”


			“No, sir, I did not.”


			“Well, Mr. Hoover has been a Master Mason since 1920. He has accumulated a vast collection of medals and awards for his work.” Bishop paused for a moment. “Do you know anything of the Freemasons?”


			“A little, sir, yes. I knew of Mr. Hoover’s devotion to the organization, of course. I understand that he was granted a very senior office just a few years ago.”


			“Well, this is something we will discuss in greater detail upon your return. Meanwhile, if you have a chance, do secure some literature on this. You might find it useful.”


			Bishop walked to the door and opened it for Travis.


			“Do us proud, Senior Special Agent Travis,” Bishop said.


			“Absolutely, sir.”


			


			Travis gathered together a few things from his office, took the car, and headed back to his apartment outside of Olathe. Here he studied what little information was available in the file that Bishop had given him, a photograph of the main drag of this Seneca Falls, photos of a somewhat disheveled carnival troupe, canvas tents and the like. There were pictures of vehicles, registration numbers, and then the dead man himself. As Bishop had said, the man was evidently a non-national. There was something Germanic, even Slavic about his features, a heaviness that belied mainland European influence. Beyond that, a few notes had been taken—names of people who were part of this traveling circus, but that was all. It was scant information, but then, the lack of information was the reason for Travis’s dispatch.


			He packed some clean clothes into an overnight bag—a second suit, a pair of shoes, three clean shirts, some heavy boots, a flashlight, other such things he considered needful. It was as he was packing that he glanced over at the bookcase. Somewhere, he had a volume on the Freemasons. Perhaps he should take it with him, study it somewhat. He could not find it, but what he did find was something else of significance. A copy of The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck. Travis had bought it for Esther, Christmas of 1943. She had loved the book, though Travis himself had never read it. It was the only thing he had kept from the Grand Island house they’d shared. There was the book, and—more important—there was the letter within. That letter, given to him by Esther with the entreaty that he not read it until after she was dead, had now remained unopened for more than eight years. He believed he would never open it, had in fact come close to just burning it several times, but had always stayed his hand. He knew what it would say, that she was sorry for everything, that perhaps it had all been a mistake, that she was to blame. But that was not true, and Travis knew it. It had not been a mistake, and she was not to blame. Between the lines of that letter would be his own unwritten confession, his own guilt, his own heartbreak. He was the one who’d betrayed her, he was the one who’d left her, and had he not done so, he knew she might still be alive. Perhaps she might have died anyway, but the ghost of what could have been still haunted him. No, he was not ready to relive those emotions. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.


			Travis returned the book to the shelf, Esther’s letter safely within it, and hurriedly packed the remainder of his things. He knew he was feeling such a weight of loss because of the interviews with the psychologist. Memories had been stirred up, memories that would have been better left just exactly where they’d been put to rest.


			Travis started out just a handful of minutes before midday. It was a dogleg run, southwest along 35 for a hundred miles to Emporia, then south-southwest for another fifty or so into Seneca Falls. He stopped for lunch at a roadside diner outside of Emporia, took a BLT, a cup of coffee, a slice of blueberry pie, and he was back on the road by quarter past two. Traffic was sparse and he made good time, reaching his destination close to half past three.


			Travis’s first impression of Seneca Falls was of a relatively nondescript and characterless town, much as had been indicated by the one photo in the file. The main drag, at the end of which he found the Sheriff’s Department office—itself a low-slung plain-looking building, just one story high, painted a kind of off-white that had not weathered well at all—was populated by a dozen or more of the regular outlets and establishments one would find in such a place. A barbershop, two saloons (the Tavern and the Travelers’ Rest), a drugstore, two hotels (the Seneca Falls Hotel and the McCaffrey Hotel), the Seneca Falls Bank, a general mercantile, a grain and seed store, a car showroom, a tractor and farm machinery franchise, a post office, and a small bus depot that appeared not to have seen a bus for some considerable time.


			Travis pulled up in front of the Sheriff’s Department office and got out of the car. He looked back along the street, feeling at once both anachronistic and strangely unwelcome, and yet he shrugged off the feeling. He did not need to like the place or the people; the people did not need to like him; he was here to do a job, and do the job he would. This was his first lead assignment, and it would be textbook, professional, flawless in its execution. This would be the first of a great many exemplary assignments, of that he was sure. He had no doubt that his reports would go through Bishop, Gale, and Warren, all the way to Mr. Tolson and Mr. Hoover. The director was keeping track of all that happened in the unit, and what happened here meant a great deal to Travis, not only for his career, but also personally.


			Before Travis had a chance to lock the car and make his way up the steps to the front door of the building, the sheriff appeared.


			Travis introduced himself, felt a certain pride in giving his new title of senior special agent.


			The sheriff’s greeting was at once welcoming and unaffected, almost at variance to the impression Travis had received upon arrival. Travis had suspected that there might be a degree of resistance to federal involvement, but there was certainly no indication of this in the sheriff’s manner.


			Sheriff Charles Rourke was—at a guess—in his late thirties or early forties. He was slim of build, but broad in the shoulders. He had the kind of open and uncomplicated features found so predominantly in the Midwest, at once trusting without being naive, perhaps believing that other folks should always be afforded the benefit of the doubt until there was reason enough to afford them something else.


			“Charles Rourke,” the sheriff said, “though everyone here knows me as Chas.”


			Travis shook hands with Rourke. “Here to assist you with your situation,” he said.


			“Well, that was fast. You guys are really on the ball, eh? Glad to have you, Agent Travis, and don’t let anyone else suggest otherwise,” Rourke said. “Folks around here can be a mite suspicious of strangers, and they sure as hell weren’t happy when this crowd of gypsies and freaks showed up, but they’re a good sort in the main.” Rourke nodded back and to the left as if indicating the location of the gypsies and freaks.


			“The carnival people,” Travis said.


			“Hell,” Rourke replied, “that’ll do for want of a better description. Looks like something from the end of last century if you ask me, kind of thing you’d see show up around the edges of the County Fair. Kind of thing we’d encourage to move on, if you know what I mean.”


			“When did they arrive, exactly?” Travis asked.


			“You come on in,” Rourke said. “Let’s get you a desk and a chair and a cup of coffee and whatever else you need, and then I can give you a full rundown of what’s been goin’ on.”


			“Appreciated, Sheriff,” Travis said.


			“Oh hell, just call me Chas like everyone else does.”


			“I think it’s better if we stay official,” Travis replied, smiling. “You’re the sheriff, and as such should be afforded the due respect of your position.”


			“Well, I ain’t never heard it put that-a-ways, but whatever you say. And what should I be callin’ you?”


			“Agent Travis, Mr. Travis, either one will do.”


			“Well, Mr. Travis, let me welcome you to Seneca Falls, and I can assure you that you are welcome, and the facilities and personnel of the Sheriff’s Department are at your disposal. We don’t make a habit of havin’ a murder here, and though some folks around here consider it’s exciting and scandalous, still the fact remains that someone got killed, and though that’s mighty bad news for him, it ain’t such good news for us either.”


			“Let’s go inside,” Travis said, “and you can get me up to speed.”


			Rourke led the way, introduced Travis to the deputy at the front desk with, “This here’s Lester McCaffrey. His brother, Danny, and his sister, Laura, run the hotel down the street, which is as good a place as any for you to stay.”


			Rourke told Deputy McCaffrey to call ahead, to arrange things for Travis at the hotel, and then Travis was shown through to the offices in the rear of the building.


			“This here’s the throbbing nerve center of the whole operation,” Rourke said, a sardonic grin on his face. He showed Travis his own office, nothing more than a plain-deal desk, a chair on either side, against the right-hand wall a half dozen file cabinets, the drawers labeled alphabetically—AA–CA, CE–FA, FE–KI, and so on. On the wall was a photograph of Rourke with another man.


			“That’s George Docking,” Rourke explained. “Governor of Kansas. Met him while he was doing his rounds before the election. Nice enough feller for a Democrat.”


			Rourke sat behind his desk, indicated the second chair for Travis.


			“You a political man, Mr. Travis?”


			“The Bureau operates in the same way regardless of who’s in the Oval Office,” Travis said. “The director’s answerable to the president, of course, but I think some of those conversations might be a little one-sided.”


			Rourke smiled knowingly. “Oh, I can imagine that would be the case. I think your Mr. Hoover there is a somewhat forceful and determined individual and not unused to getting his own way. People may know us out here for The Wizard of Oz, but we’ve had our fair share of G-men down here looking for the likes of Alvin Karpis and Ma Barker’s boys. You know Karpis?”


			“I know of him, of course,” Travis replied. “He’s been in Alcatraz since thirty-five or thirty-six, as far as I remember. I know that he was very much at the forefront of the director’s attentions in the early thirties.”


			“Well, your Mr. Hoover got him all right, and got him good.”


			Travis smiled. He didn’t understand why they were talking about Prohibition-era gangsters. Maybe such things were of interest to small-town sheriffs. Travis was interested only to hear the details of this most recent case.


			“So to our current situation,” Rourke said, as if prompted by Travis’s thoughts. “We had this crowd show up early on Thursday morning, like some sort of bizarre motorcade. Half a dozen trucks, a handful of pickups, three or four cars, even a couple of caravans.”


			Travis took his notebook from his jacket pocket and started to write down details.


			“I got everything you need to know already written down in a file,” Rourke said. “But there ain’t much.”


			“Just for my own recollection,” Travis said. “I find it easier if I make my own notes as well.”


			“Anyway, they show up, this troupe of strange-looking characters. At first I think they’re just on a layover for food, a night’s rest perhaps, but then they set themselves to erecting tents and Lord knows what else just on the outskirts of town.”


			“Whose land?”


			“Well, it isn’t land that belongs to anyone as such. It’s town land, I suppose. Just a few acres that run down to the edge of the river. It’s no use for farming, not big enough to build much of anything, and it kind of just sits there. It’s where we sometimes have a livestock market. One time we even tried to get a Christmas sort of festival thing going, but that flew like a dodo. So, like I said, it ain’t anyone’s.”


			“And a cease-and-desist warrant, an order to move on?”


			“Well, that was all in progress. Takes a few days to sort out that kind of thing, making sure it’s all legal and aboveboard, but before we even had a chance to discuss it, this thing happened, and now we got ourselves a crime scene. Until we figure out what the hell happened, the last thing in the world we want ’em to do is move on, right?”


			“Okay, so they showed up on Thursday,” Travis said, aware that Rourke would elaborate and head off course if he wasn’t corralled somewhat. Travis had taken an immediate liking to the man. There was something altogether unassuming in his manner. Travis, both personally and professionally, considered himself a good judge of character, even from initial impressions, and Rourke came across as an honest and decent man.


			“Yes, Thursday, sometime late morning, and then they’re working all day, all night, on into the middle of Friday, and then the late afternoon of Friday there’s about a dozen of them, some of them just the weirdest-looking folk you ever did see—”


			“How so?” Travis asked. “Weird-looking in what way?”


			“Too tall, too thin, too many fingers—”


			“Sorry?”


			“There’s a guy down there with too many fingers, Mr. Travis. I’ve seen some odd things in my time, but that wins a prize somewhere, I’ll tell you.”


			“So we are talking actual physical anomalies here… people who are—”


			“You’ll see for yourself soon enough,” Rourke said. “So, Friday afternoon, here they come, walking through town, handing out flyers, asking if they can post bills in store windows and whatever. The carnival is opening on Friday night and everyone is welcome, don’t you know? And you know what they call themselves?”


			Travis looked up.


			“The Carnival Diablo, of all things. That’s like Spanish for the devil or some such, and here you got a God-fearing, churchgoing little community, all about getting on with one another and minding each other’s business, and this motley crew of oddballs and misfits descends upon them. Of course, the kids are all electrified, running up and down, laughing and hollering and making a racket, and they all want to go down there and see this freak show. I got phone calls coming in every fifteen minutes. What am I going to do about this? Why haven’t I moved these people on already? I’m trying to explain that the law is the law, that you can’t just throw people out, that even crazies and weirdoes have rights too, but no one wants to hear that. They just want me to get these people out of here, and that’s that.”


			“No one wants to talk to you until there’s trouble, and then trouble arrives and you’re the best friend they ever had,” Travis said.


			“Oh, you can say that again, Mr. Travis.”


			“You didn’t understand it the first time?” Travis said, his expression deadpan.


			“No, Mr. Travis… that’s just an expression…” Rourke started, and then he saw Travis’s smile. “You’re jokin’ with me.”


			“Go on with what you were saying, Sheriff Rourke. So the carnival opened.”


			“Seven o’clock sharp, Friday evening. I went on down there. I’d seen them putting up the tents, erecting that carousel, and it all looked pretty rundown and shabby, to be honest. The tents were old, the stands and sideshows were pretty bashed up and the whole thing needed a scrubbing brush and a lick of paint, but I have to say that when nightfall came, when they had all those lights out around the field, they had that calliope music playing an’ all, well it was a very impressive sight.”


			“And the carnival ran smoothly that first night?”


			“No trouble at all. Even the adults seemed to take to it. They had all the usual things. Toss-the-hoop, a little shooting range, some guy doing that card-switch trick, a chicken in a cage that could tic-tac-toe like you never did see. There was the usual popcorn, cotton candy, hot dogs, root beer floats, all that kinda thing. There were a couple fellers doing fire-breathing tricks and an acrobatic troupe made up of five guys that looked exactly the same as one another. It was one busy place, even if I say so myself. I mean, I know about all that sort of thing from the County Fair, where they have the ten-in-one show and you get some guy with elastic skin and some woman with feet the size of suitcases, but this was kind of different. They had the old Bonnie and Clyde death car, you know? Now, if Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow had owned as many Fords as I have seen in my time, they’d be wealthier than old man Henry Ford himself, but this one they have here… I don’t know what it is, but it looks spooky as hell. You look in back there, through the broken window, and you expect to see Clyde himself taking his last dying breath. They had that over to one side, and then they had people coming on, like this human skeleton guy, and I have never seen anyone as much a skeleton as that. That was just disturbing. They had a giant rat, the Fiji mermaid, the skeleton of a two-headed dog, a midget guy, the guy with too many fingers who turned out to be the best darned magician I ever did see. The whole catalog was there, and they were good. This wasn’t no two-bit, flea-ridden ragtag collection of drunks and conmen. These people were good, Mr. Travis, real good. They entertained the townsfolk, I’ll give them that much, and when Saturday morning came, I never got one phone call of complaint. Not one.”


			“Not even from the Federal Surplus Fingers Department?”


			Rourke hesitated and then smiled again. “You know, Mr. Travis, you should probably go on down there and get yourself a job as resident comedian.”


			“So what happened on Saturday?”


			“Ah well, Saturday was even busier. We had folks comin’ in from Eureka, El Dorado, Augusta, Marion, even as far north as Emporia. Presumably, folks here were making calls, telling their friends and relatives that Seneca Falls had one fine show going on, and they came in like I ain’t never seen before. I mean, this town has a population somewheres in the region of four or five thousand, but Saturday night must have seen maybe a quarter as many again comin’ on by car and busload. Seems like half the state wanted to see what the Carnival Diablo had to say for itself.”


			“And when was the body found?”


			“That was late, maybe eleven o’clock or so. Most folks had gone. They were only the teenagers hangin’ around, some of the younger couples who ain’t got kids to get home to bed, and that’s when they found him.”


			“Where was he found?”


			“Seen, more than found, so to speak. He was sort of under the platform of the carousel. Neck was broken, but the coroner, Jack Farley, thinks that happened postmortem. Cause of death was a single knife wound to the back of the neck, sort of upward into the base of his brain. Jack said that death would have been instantaneous. Couple of people there said they saw the victim on the carousel itself, as if he were up there having a ride, but when I got to asking further, it looked like they was drunk enough to see Santa Claus and Popeye the Sailor Man up theres as well. So I don’t know what to make of it, to tell you the truth.”


			“Who found him?”


			“Well, he was just there, see? It wasn’t like he was hiding anyplace. It was a young woman called Frances Brady. Came up here the few miles from El Dorado. This Brady girl was walking back toward the carousel, says she was looking for her boyfriend who’d wandered off someplace, and she saw this guy under the carousel.”


			“And she saw nothing else… no one approaching, no one leaving, nothing at all?”


			“Not a thing. She just saw the guy down there, started hollering for them to stop the carousel, and then he was pulled out by a couple of the carnival people.”


			“And he has not been identified?”


			Rourke shook his head. “Not as yet. We’ve had him on ice, so to speak, since Saturday night, and no one has come forward. I got a picture and sent it to my contemporaries in half a dozen surrounding towns, see if anyone knew who he was, but nothing has come back as yet.”


			Rourke reached into the drawer of his desk and produced a photograph, no more than five-by-four. It was the same image as that which had been provided by Bishop. He also produced a fingerprint card from the same drawer.


			“And there’s his prints. Understand you boys have some kind of fingerprint archive or some such. Maybe you got him on record somewhere.”


			Travis took the card. “Do you have more copies of the picture?”


			“Sure do,” Rourke replied, and furnished Travis with another photograph of the dead man.


			“Anyway,” Rourke continued. “I have questioned everyone who works for the carnival to see if any of them recognize him, but there’s been nothing. We got ourselves a dead body, no name, no details, nothing in his pockets save a packet of playing cards, a pack of cigarettes, a lighter, and all of nine dollars and forty-two cents. I have all his personal effects and his clothes bagged and labeled down at the morgue.”


			Travis made a note on his book. “So, best we go take a look at him, then.”


			“Sure thing, Mr. Travis. You want a cup of coffee or anything before we go? You want us to take your stuff to the hotel?”


			“No, that’ll be fine, Sheriff. We’ll deal with all of that later. I just want to see the body. I want to get going on this thing as soon as possible.”


			“Good ’nough. Follow me,” Rourke said. He led the way out of his office to the front of the building.


			


			They took both cars, Travis following Rourke down the main drag, then left at the end and then a good half mile to a low building on the right-hand side of the highway. County Morgue the sign on the front said, and a tan-colored dog with one ear missing raised its head dolefully and watched them exit their respective vehicles and come on up to the front door.


			“That’s Wolf,” Rourke said. “Coroner’s dog.”


			“Hell of a wolf,” Travis said, smiling.


			“Animal less like a wolf you could never hope to meet, but that’s his given name,” Rourke replied. “Coroner’s name is Jack Farley, like I said. He’s a little deaf. Was a medic in the war, but they put his station next to an artillery position, and his ears got a hammering.”


			Rourke pushed open the screen and went on through the door.


			“Jack!” he called out. “Jack! It’s Chas Rourke. Got a federal feller here to see our John Doe!”


			There was no response from anywhere within the cool and silent building.


			“He’ll be in back,” Rourke said. “This way.”


			The corridor was painted off-white, the floor was tiled, and the smell of Lysol hung in the air. It reminded Travis of his first day of training at the FBI facility. Everything was sterile, neat, orderly, far more so than it had ever been in the army. There was a comforting element to such surroundings, as if in such a place there was serious work being undertaken.


			Rourke opened the door at the far end of the corridor, and there was music. Dramatic, dark even, perhaps Beethoven, but Travis was not sure. He was no classical aficionado.


			Jack Farley saw them then. He raised his hand and motioned for them to come on in. He took a moment to step back and lift the needle from a record on a small phonograph turntable in the corner of the room.


			Travis placed Farley in his midfifties. He was shorter than both Travis and Rourke by a head, and when he walked, he sort of rocked left to right slightly, as if one leg was rigid at the knee. Farley’s hair was ash gray and scalp short, his shoes were inspection clean, and when he stripped off his glove and came forward to greet Travis, Travis noticed that the fingers of his right hand were badly stained with nicotine.


			“Apologies for not welcoming you,” Farley said. “I’m Jack Farley, Greenwood County Coroner. Pleased to meet you, Mr.…?”


			“Travis. Special Agent Travis.”


			“So we got ourselves a federal drama, have we?”


			“Perhaps,” Travis replied. “For the moment this is just a fact-finder.” He glanced at the cadaver upon which Farley had been working.


			“That’s not your man,” Farley said, indicating the body. “That’s a-few-drinks-a-day-too-many Stanley Jarrett. Had it coming a long while, and I’m surprised he made it this far. Your man is out back on ice, but I can’t keep him for much longer as he’s gonna start reekin’ something terrible.”


			Jack Farley put his right glove back on and indicated a door at the back of the room. “Let’s go to the icebox.”


			It was as Michael Travis walked down the corridor to view the dead man that he remembered the death of his own father, the way he had looked as his body cooled and stiffened at the dinner table that evening so many years before.


			And the memory came, a memory he had tried ever harder to bury, and yet he knew now, as he’d always known, that they were memories from which he could never be free.


			The previous day had dredged these things to the surface, and there was nothing he could now do but face them.


		


	

		

			2


			Perhaps some people exist simply to remind the world that the devil is real.


			This, simply stated, was the thought that gave Michael Travis some small degree of comfort.


			Michael was merely fifteen years old when the Terrible Rage came to an end. It came to an end suddenly and unexpectedly and gave him barely sufficient time to catch his breath.


			It was a warm August evening, some last vestige of high summer present in the atmosphere. The day had stretched lazily from dawn to dusk and filled each hour between with a sense of strange anticipation. Insects gave up their buzzing and bothering, finding respite from insect business in the deep-shadowed eaves of barns and haylofts. It seemed as if the world and all it offered had come to some unspoken and tacit consent that no manner of work would be undertaken on a day such as this. It was still too darned hot, there was too darned little air, and a cool breeze was something so indistinctly remembered that it might have been a figment of universal imagination. Such was this day: quiet, slow, airless, and as dry as bones.


			And so the Terrible Rage came to its conclusion, yet had you asked Michael if such a thing was expected, he would have eyed you with an expression as revealing as a pail of milk. And had you told him that his mother would be the one to bring it to an end, he would have called you a barefaced liar.


			So, telling it as it occurred, so very different from the embellished narratives that would late be spun by those who had no business spinning such things, this was how it happened:


			Michael Travis was an only child, born on Tuesday, May 10, 1927, born of two people who should never have wed at all, but small-town Midwest farm life being what it was, there was a narrowness of view and an ever-present yearning to see the end of being alone in such a vast and wide-open flatness. There was the earth and the sky, merely two or three kinds of weather in between, and not a great deal else to discuss. People fell in together by default, by external determination, by the divisive collaboration of those possessed of vested interest and ulterior motive. This was Flatwater, Nebraska. It sat within a stone’s throw of the Howard County seat, St. Paul, and—as such—no different from a million other American towns where happiness found sparse and awkward welcome in the lives of its residents.


			So Michael’s mother-to-be, Janette Alice Cook, her simple cotton housedress decorated with a handful of self-embroidered flowers, married James “Jimmy” Franklin Travis on Wednesday, December 15, 1926, in St. Paul. Though Janette did not yet show her pregnancy to any great extent, the mere fact that her first and only child was born but five months later explained the actual necessity to marry, for neither the Cooks nor the Travises, presently or historically, had ever owned anything worth a hill of beans. Jimmy Travis was predictably drunk for the occasion and proceeded to drink so much afterward that he could not perform his husbandly duties on the marriage night. Janette sat in the bathroom of their apartment and cried for a little while, and then she steeled herself, told herself that all would be well, that Jimmy would change, that fatherhood would do him good, and she prayed that she was right.


			She was not.


			Fatherhood did not suit Jimmy well, and whatever Janette might have believed her husband to be, he was far worse.


			Jimmy Travis was a bullheaded, bigoted, misogynistic asshole of a man. His own father had described the teenage Travis as “a hundred pounds of raw hamburger with the charm and sense of a fence post.”


			Soon after they were married, Travis angled and maneuvered his way into a foreman’s position in a migrant labor camp out near Flatwater. He got the job because he could drink and tell dirty stories. He got the job because he had no problem kicking coloreds and Poles and Germans and Czechs. It was a hard decade, no question, and the camps that sprang up across the Midwest were merely depositories for those who could still heft an ax or swing a hammer despite the lethargy occasioned by broken dreams. Homes were nothing but makeshift sheds built from tar paper and roofing tin; everywhere there was the smell of oil-soaked timber, cheap liquor, sweat, shit, and failure. Travis’s camp was an offshoot of the Great Migration, the Germans and the Czechs thus outnumbered by the coloreds, and yet they’d all come in the sure belief that life just got better the farther north you walked. They soon learned that life was no different in the north, that the liquor tasted the same but cost a nickel more a quart, that work was hard and getting harder, that happiness was as rare as hummingbirds and hailstorms, that they were destined to spend their lives building railroad lines between nowhere special and someplace less so.


			Jimmy Travis didn’t care for much else but sufficient dollars to drink, a few hands of cards, and the feeling that here he was master of his own territory. He was sufficiently confident and expressive of his ill-founded opinions that those of less intelligence believed he knew best, but—in truth—he knew very little at all. Maybe Jimmy Travis was worth little more than his own weight in hamburger, and charmless to boot, but he had himself positioned as a boss, a leader of men, and he got them to work by threats and hollering and the promise of a good beating. When men are already broken, it doesn’t take a lot to subdue them completely. So Travis ran the camp, and the men laid the lines, and the Midwestern Standard Railroad Company paid Travis enough to get drunk and stay that way.


			It has to be said that meeting Janette Cook was the both high point of Jimmy Travis’s life and the low of Janette’s. Neither deserved the other. Janette deserved someone decent and kind, whereas Travis deserved a bitter and twisted harridan intent on making his life a misery. But love being what it is—so often misguided, misunderstood, misconceived—those who have no business falling for each other yet fall like stones. Janette had married someone who perhaps represented security, a replacement father, a strict uncle who would keep her in check but yet allow her to blossom. She married an idea viewed through rose-tinted glasses and then discovered that fine ideas and reality were never one and the same thing. In truth, Jimmy Travis was not even a handsome man. His skin was dark and leathery from sun exposure, his hands calloused and rough, his wrecked teeth like a mouthful of broken crockery, and his eyes were just too damned close together to make anyone feel at ease in his company. Plumb the depths of his personality and you discovered almost no personality at all.


			Janette, however, was a different arrangement altogether. She was a beautiful child grown into a beautiful woman, perhaps not sufficiently beautiful for every man who saw her to secretly wish his own wife were dead and deep-sixed, but she was something quite special nevertheless. Jimmy Travis didn’t see beauty the way others did; Jimmy Travis simply saw a cute brunette with a fine ass and a great rack, adequate decoration for his arm when he walked down the street. It was not fair to say that Jimmy Travis did not love Janette Cook. It was fair to say that he neither understood love, nor knew how to express it. Where she was gentle, patient, and kind, he was domineering, opinionated, and aggressive. Where she was quiet, discreet, and compassionate, he was a bully, a loudmouth, an insensitive boor who believed that anything worth doing in life was best accomplished by force, by manipulation, by deception. Even before Michael was born, Jimmy was screwing around. He had always screwed around. He screwed around on every girl he’d ever known. He’d also beaten pretty much every girl he’d ever known, and though it was no saving grace, he did not start beating Janette until after Michael was born. Perhaps that was some small testament to a dim light of decency that still resided in the dark embers of his heart.


			At first Jimmy beat Janette because the dinner was cold. Then he beat her when the baby cried too much. Sometimes he beat her simply because he was drunk and there was no one else to beat. Eventually he beat her because he enjoyed it. It made him feel like the big man, the boss at work and the boss at home, and Janette—petite, almost fragile—took it wordlessly, resiliently, endlessly.


			To his credit, Jimmy Travis never actually beat his own son. He threatened to, but he never carried that threat into action. It seemed he had energy enough for the Germans, the Czechs, the coloreds, his wife, but by the time it came to his own son, he was plumb worn-out. For everyone else, Jimmy Travis had a hard word, a clenched fist, but for Michael, he kept his tongue in his mouth and his fists in his pockets. For that, and that alone, Janette had something for which to be grateful.


			Had you asked Jimmy, had you really asked him, he would have admitted something strange.


			“Kid worries me,” he would have said. “Kid don’t say a damned word, but sometimes when he looks at me, I feel like he sees right through me. There’s just somethin’ not right there, like I don’t feel nothin’ for him, like there ain’t connection at all.”


			Jimmy never voiced this thought, nor did he even really think it, but he knew it. Somewhere beneath the paper-thin superficiality of his day-to-day thought processes, he believed there was something wrong with that kid. The kid spooked him, plain and simple.


			Michael, however, just got on with the routine business of growing up, knowing nothing much of anything beyond the reality of the Travis household. He heard the raised voices, he saw the violence inflicted, and perhaps he believed that this was just the way things were. He was unaware of anything else, and thus any other way of life would be purely imagined.


			Sometimes, Michael, all of six or seven years old, would sit with his mother as she nursed a cut lip, a bruised eye, a dislocated finger, and he would ask her why his father hurt her so bad. Was this normal? Were all husbands and fathers this way?


			“It’s nothing but a Terrible Rage he feels, sweetheart,” she would say. “It’s not your fault, nor mine, and in a way it’s not even your father’s fault. Some people are just filled to bursting with this Terrible Rage. They feel that life has done them badly, that there are things that they’ve been denied, and they try to deal with it the best way they can.”


			“But why does he blame you for them, Mom?”


			“He doesn’t blame me, darling.”


			“So if he doesn’t blame you, then why does he hurt you?”


			She would hold Michael close then and say, “Because I’m here, baby, because I’m here. That’s why.”


			Michael did not understand his father, and he suspected his mother did not understand the man either, but he never said as much.


			There was one thought, however, that did trouble Michael, and it sat beneath his thoughts like a shadow that he did not dare to view. Sometimes he himself would perceive some sense of madness. Sometimes he would feel a bitterness and resentment building inside him, and then the slightest thing would cause him to snap. A sudden flash of anger, brilliant and searing hot, a firework in his mind, and he would want to break something, smash something, do something truly wicked. He did not. He contained and restrained and withheld himself, but the fear was there: that he carried something of his father in his blood and that he would inevitably grow to be the same.


			And so, when the Terrible Rage came to an end—finally, indefatigably—it was as much a surprise to Michael as anyone else.


			August of 1942, as US forces were preparing to raid the Japanese-held Gilbert Islands, as Winston Churchill concluded his meeting with Stalin at the Kremlin, Jimmy Travis had far more significant things on his mind, one of which was a twenty-two-year-old waitress called Mary Pulowski. Mary was a simple girl from a simple family. Her father, Josef, was on Travis’s railroad crew, and Mary came on up one time to bring her father some sandwiches. Travis was in his makeshift office, and Mary caught his eye as she crossed the site perimeter and started down toward the work zone.


			Travis called her back, asked about her business, eyed her up and down like a hungry man stares down a T-bone, and with his sharp line in smart quips, his Dixie-Peach-Pomade-slicked coif and his mischievous grin, he got her to fall for him in ten minutes flat. Whatever he might have promised her would only ever be known by Jimmy Travis and Mary Pulowski, but it was enough to get her skirt up around her waist right there and then in the Midwestern Standard Railroad Company Team #31 foreman’s office, and Jimmy gave her everything he got. Half an hour later, Jimmy Travis himself delivered the sandwiches to Mary’s father, and as the old man thanked him, Jimmy took a moment to marvel at his own magnificence.


			That was not the first time he and Mary Pulowski broke a sweat over bullshit promises of better lives and bigger futures, Jimmy having convinced the poor, gullible girl that it was merely a matter of right timing before he announced the details of his desertion to his wife. From that moment and for all the years Mary could envision, it would be the high road for them both. The future was as bright as the sun-blessed horizon in the east, and Jimmy Travis and Mary Pulowski would be making their way toward it, smiling high, wide, and handsome, their pockets full of cash, their hearts full of love, their spirits uplifted by the sheer joy and wonder of how good life had become. That was the story, the narrative spun, the tale told, and it was about as worthless and insincere as an eight-buck bill.


			Jimmy Travis had no intention of leaving his wife. He just wanted to keep on fucking Mary Pulowski until he tired of her, and then he would find someone else. He even joked about her with his drinking buddies, referring to her as Merry Pull-Off-Ski, his Polish hand job. This was his way, and there was nothing wrong with it as far as he could tell.


			That evening—the evening the Terrible Rage finally ended—Jimmy Travis came home from one such illicit rendezvous smelling of cheap liquor and cheaper perfume. The perfume he had bought himself and given to Mary as some sort of tangible token of the future he’d promised her. It was nothing more than rosewater, but he’d peeled off the label and told her it was Channel N°55 or somesuch, from Paris near France, you know? Mary believed him. She wanted to believe him. She’d been saving every hard-earned cent and dime for as long as she could recall, had all of fifty-three dollars and change stowed someplace safe, and she was waiting for the right moment to give it to Jimmy as a pledge for their tomorrows.


			That evening she’d walked down to the site and hid out in Jimmy’s office until the crew had disbanded and headed home. She’d prepared her father’s evening meal, left him a note to say she was with friends, and once the coast was clear, she and Jimmy had driven out toward the railroad station. There was a field behind the station where they could park undisturbed, and here Jimmy had her do things for him that a good Polish Catholic girl should never have done for any man.


			Once Jimmy’s carnal needs had been satisfied, he drove her back to the main road, no more than half a mile from her home, and sent her on her way. She had wanted to talk to him, to ask him again when he was going to leave his wife and run away with her, but she had seen how much he’d drunk, and she didn’t dare make him mad. She knew he had a temper, a short fuse, and she knew better than to light it. She had convinced herself that once they were away from Flatwater, he would be different, that his temper was merely due to the frustration he felt about their not being together all the time. That’s what he’d told her, and she believed him. She needed to believe him, because if he was lying, then everything of which she’d convinced herself was worthless, and that would have been too much to bear.


			So Jimmy let Mary out of the truck, and she started walking home. He drove back to his own house, and there he found Janette waiting for him, his dinner cold, her own temper frayed, and Michael—all of fifteen years old—wondering whether he would be witnessing yet another drama of violence and madness unfold before his eyes.


			“Don’t even open your freakin’ mouth,” was Jimmy’s greeting as he entered the house. “Long day, dumbass workers, problems you could not even comprehend, and the last thing I need is to hear some bullshit whiny freakin’ bitch going on at me about how I’m late.”


			And then he turned to Michael and added, “And I don’t need to see you sharing sideways fucking glances with her like you think you’re better than me. Don’t think I don’t know what you say about me, you pair together like snakes in a freakin’ basket. Get my dinner, get me a drink, and leave me the hell alone, all right?”


			Michael fetched a bottle and a glass, Janette fetched a plate and some cutlery, and they set those things down before Jimmy and backed away to the kitchen.


			“This is freakin’ shit!” was the first comment.


			“This is some goddamned cold fuckin’ shit you’re giving me!” was the second.


			The third was delivered in person as Jimmy came into the kitchen and roughly pushed his wife against the edge of the sink.


			He turned to Michael. “Get the fuck upstairs, boy!” he hollered.


			Michael stood there. He hesitated. Perhaps for the first time, he really hesitated.


			Jimmy’s expression changed, as if the shadow of a cloud had passed over a field and left part of that shadow behind.


			The immediate sense was one of disbelief that the kid would have the nerve to disobey him. Then there was something else, as if Jimmy Franklin suddenly became aware of the fact that Michael now stood level with him, that he wasn’t looking down at a little boy any more, but a young man.


			“Why you—” he started, and then, as if realizing that words were all so much wasted air, he grabbed a knife from beside the sink and brandished it.


			“Git!” he snarled. “Git, boy! Now!”


			Jimmy lunged once, and though he missed Michael with the blade of that knife, the intent was all too clear.


			Janette screamed. “No, Jimmy! Leave him alone! Don’t hurt the boy!”


			She grabbed Jimmy’s arm, but Jimmy pushed her aside.


			He advanced on Michael, one step, another, and Michael held his ground.


			“You dare to challenge me?” Jimmy seethed.


			“No, Jimmy, no!” Janette screamed again, and this time she forced herself between her husband and her son, pushing Jimmy back toward the sink.


			“Go, Michael!” she said, her voice an entreaty, a plea. “Please, Michael. Please go… now!”


			And it was not the knife in his father’s hand that made Michael back up and turn away; it was the look in his mother’s eyes.


			Michael left the kitchen. He crouched in the shadows at the top of the stairs, and he listened as Jimmy Travis seethed venom and hatred through gritted teeth. He felt as if he had betrayed his mother, and yet he felt that he could not have done otherwise.


			It was not long before he heard the rending of fabric, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt what his father was doing to his mother.


			She would not cry out; she would not scream. She would close her eyes and clench her fists. That was what he did. That was what he always did.


			And when Jimmy was done, he went back to the table, drank another glass of whiskey, lifted his fork, and continued eating.


			But that evening it went a little differently.


			Once Jimmy had seated himself at the table, Janette composed herself for a few minutes. She breathed deeply, thought of her past, her present, her future, considered what might ultimately happen to Michael far more than what would become of herself, and then she walked calmly through the front room, stood just a foot or so from her husband, and—much to his disbelief and wonder—delivered the following speech:


			“I hate you with a passion so fierce I cannot even describe it, James Franklin Travis. You are an ugly man, not only physically, but right through to the very core of your being. You are a shameful blight on the face of the earth, and you are breathing air that does not deserve to be poisoned by your presence—”


			To which Jimmy Travis said, “You stupid freakin’ bitch. You dumbass, motherfucking stupid freakin’ bitch. How dare you talk to—”


			Janette smiled then, and there was something so strange about that smile that Jimmy just stopped talking.


			That’s when Janette picked up the knife from the table, held it firmly in her fist, and—with every ounce of strength she could muster—drove it into his left eye.


			Jimmy Travis sat there for a while, his right eye staring at her, that sense of disbelief still present in his expression—doubled now, for there was disbelief that she had talked back to him and a second helping when he realized she’d stabbed him through the eye. But maybe his nervous system had already started to shut down. Maybe the simple fact of finding three inches of cutlery through his frontal lobe was enough to warrant such an expression. He continued to sit there for a good ten seconds more, and then the body surrendered. Whatever electrical impulse might have still churned through his mortal frame gave up the ghost, and Jimmy Travis just sort of rolled forward, his head meeting the table, that knife burying itself a further three inches into his head. If he hadn’t been completely dead before, he was then.


			For a single second it seemed as though Jimmy Travis had finally come to rest, but—as if in slow motion—his head turned and almost rocked back and forth. It stopped moving, the side of his face on the plate from which he’d been eating only moments before, his left eye nothing more than a raw socket from which protruded an inch of the knife handle, his right eye wide with disbelief and shock, whatever final vestiges of awareness might still exist trying to come to terms with the fact that this was it. He was done for. His life, as he had known it, was a wrap.


			Janette Travis then sat down beside her husband and breathed deeply. For an hour, maybe two, she would be a free woman, and she was going to savor it as best she could.


			After a couple of minutes, she called Michael down.


			“Michael,” she said. “Your father is dead. I done killed him with a knife. You have to take your bicycle and go on over to Sheriff Baxter’s office now, and you have to tell them to send the coroner’s wagon for your father and a police car for me. They gonna hang me for this, I’m pretty sure, but I want you to know that I done it for both of us. I may spend the rest of my life in a jail cell, or they may just wanna save some money and have me done for as soon as possible, but there’s every likelihood that this here is gonna be the last time we see each other, certainly as mother and son. So don’t fret, don’t cry, and don’t even think that this was because of you. It was for you, sure, but it was for me as well, so don’t go beating yourself to death with any kind of guilt thing, you hear me?”


			Michael just stood there in shocked silence.


			“Michael, you answer your mother when she asks you a question. I don’t want you carrying on with any kind of guilt for this, okay?”


			Michael nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


			“I am counting on you to be the best you can be wherever you wind up,” Janette went on, “and never forget that I did this out of love for you and for no other reason. I could have borne this alone, son, but I knew that one day he was gonna kill you, and that I could never have suffered.”


			She paused then, reached out and stroked her dead husband’s Dixie-Peach-Pomade-slicked hair, and added, “Anyways, whatever else happens, this is done now, and it can’t be undone.”


			She turned and smiled at Michael. “Now come here and hug me good, and then off with you, boy. You go get Sheriff Baxter and tell him I done killed your daddy with a table knife. If John Baxter ain’t there, then you get Harold Fenton, okay?”


			And Michael stepped forward, and he hugged his mother, and he closed his eyes and seemed to draw every inch of warmth and comfort he could from her, for he knew that this was perhaps the last time he would ever be able to do so. And then he fetched his bicycle and rode the mile and a half to the sheriff’s office to deliver the message.


			The sheriff came out personal, brought Deputy Harold Fenton with him, put Michael’s bike in the trunk of his squad car and drove him back.


			When they arrived, they found Janette Travis standing on the porch waiting for them. She had changed her torn dress for her Sunday best, and she had her coat all buttoned up.


			“He’s in there, John,” she told the sheriff. “Deader ’an roadkill. I done killed him for his cheating, his lying, his infidelity, and his cruelty. No excuses, no sympathy needed. I just done what I figured was best for the boy long-term, and that’s all I have to say about it.”


			“Appreciate you didn’t try to run, Janette,” Sheriff John Baxter said. “Only have had to come after you, and that’d have done nothin’ but make it worse for all concerned.”


			“Nowhere to run to, John,” she replied. “Everythin’ I ever wanted was here, ’cept I didn’t find it. Wasn’t for lack of lookin’ though.”


			“You understand this ain’t gonna go easy on you, Janette.”


			“I know, John. I considered all o’ that ’fore I done it.”


			“Shouldn’t be sayin’ these things to me, Janette. That smacks of premeditation, takes it out of the realm of self-defense. Have to let you know I’m obliged to write up anything you tell me, so’s best if you keep your lips tight for now.”


			“Was premeditated, John. No use hidin’ from the truth. Been thinkin’ about killin’ him for just the longest time.”


			“What do you want here, Janette? You wanna fry for this?”


			She turned then, tearless, almost expressionless, and she smiled like Mona Lisa.


			“I was dead three weeks after I married the son of a bitch, John, just no one had the decency to bury me. Left me to rot away here all these years. Now I’m gonna get buried, and maybe I’ll get some rest. I can lie to you now when I knows the truth, but whatever punishment I get here on earth will just mean an eternity in hell. Better just face it as it is, take the punishment due, and maybe I got a chance of forgiveness in the afterlife.”


			Sheriff John Baxter didn’t know what to say in response, so he said nothing. He read Janette Travis her rights, he told she was under arrest for the first-degree murder of Jimmy Travis, and then he put her in the back of the squad and locked the door.


			Michael had watched the entire exchange unfold in disbelief and silence.


			“Maybe better if you just wait here for the county coroner,” Baxter said. “He’ll be along before you know it. But stay outside the house. Don’t go on in there. If you wanna take a ride back to the morgue with your daddy and the coroner, that’d be fine. Maybe you can have a few moments with him when you get there, say your goodbyes an’ all.”


			And with that, Sheriff John Baxter left Deputy Fenton behind to keep an eye on the boy and the body and drove Janette Travis away.


			Michael stood for a few minutes, and then—in defiance of the sheriff—he walked on into the house and stood in the hall. Deputy Fenton, a pasty-faced little man with a wife as wide as a water tower, seemed entirely unsure of the protocol in such a situation, and so he simply walked on in after Michael to make sure he didn’t touch nothing.


			Michael looked through the doorway, could clearly see his father there, his head on the dinner plate, a mess of cold mashed potato and blood squeezed up around his cheek. A wide pool of blood had spread and was now dripping over the edge onto the wooden floor. Drip-drip-drip, like a metronome. It precisely matched the beat of his own heart. He wondered if fathers and sons always had the same heartbeat. He wondered if the baton had been passed.


			Jimmy Travis’s right eye was open and staring. It was a bold blue, bolder and bluer than Michael ever remembered it. The expression—strangely—was one of reconciliation, resignation perhaps, a wordless acceptance of his own fate. And yet there was something else, almost a challenge, a prompt for Michael to say something, to give him one final word of backtalk just to see where it darned well got him.


			It was a long time before Michael heard the sound of a car, and when he turned and walked back to the veranda, when he saw the coroner’s wagon winding a dusty path down toward the house, he knew that this day had been a special day, an important day, perhaps the most significant day of his life.


			He did not know it yet, but this would also be the day when the dreams and the headaches began—dreams he did not understand and headaches that came and went so fast that they might almost have never happened. Ghosts of pain. That’s what they were like. Ghosts that haunted his sleeping thoughts, much the same as he himself had haunted the thoughts of his father.


			Michael Travis went back inside. He stood once more in silence, listening to his own breathing, feeling the beat of his own heart, watching the ever-widening trail of blood as it drip-drip-dripped onto the floor beneath his feet.
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			“Agent Travis?”


			Travis looked up.


			“You all right, sir?” Rourke asked.


			“Yes, of course.”


			“Got the body here,” Rourke said. “Ready for your examination.”


			“Absolutely,” Travis replied, taking the gloves that Farley offered him.


			Travis removed his jacket, pulled on the gloves, and stood aside as Farley opened the drawer.


			It took the three of them to lift the dead man onto a trolley, and then Farley wheeled him to the mortician’s slab. Again, it took three of them to transfer him from the trolley.


			“Two hundred and forty-five pounds,” Farley said. “Give or take. He’s six foot one inches in height, he takes a size twelve shoe, and from the look of him, he’s either a gangster or a soldier.”


			Farley stripped back the sheet, and the dead man was revealed in all his damaged splendor. The right side of his body—mainly focused on his shoulder, his hip, and his upper thigh—were badly discolored.


			“Laking here,” Travis said.


			“Precisely, and a considerable amount of it. As far as I can gather, the weapon of choice entered at the base of the skull.” Farley lifted the dead man’s head and turned it toward Travis. The hair was cut short in back, and the entry wound—now black and rigid—was little more than an inch wide.


			“Whatever kind of blade was used, it went right up through the cerebellum into the temporal lobe. Two or three more inches and the tip of the blade would have touched the internal roof of the skull. It wouldn’t have taken a great deal of force. Could have been done by anyone with a modicum of strength.”


			“And the lapse of time between death and discovery?”


			“I’d say twelve to twenty-four hours. I’d like to be more specific, but that’s tough. As I said, there is a considerable amount of laking, so he was dead and laid on his back for a good number of hours before he was moved.”


			“And the scars and the bullet holes are the reason for your assumption that he was a gangster or a soldier?” Travis asked.


			“From what I can see, he has been through the mill, physically speaking. He appears to have been shot three times, once in the right shoulder, once in the right thigh, another time a through-and-through on the left side of his stomach. The oldest is the right thigh; the newest is the shoulder. Those wounds go back ten, maybe fifteen years. There are indications of defensive knife wounds to the hands, a stab wound in the lower back that narrowly missed his spine, a scar on the upper-right side of his head above the ear that would correspond to a blunt trauma injury, perhaps a tire level, a hammer even, and a host of other minor injury indications that really put him in a class of his own.”


			Travis seemed to disconnect then, seemed to enter a world of his own. Farley and Rourke just stepped back and watched him as he pored over the body, literally inch by inch. He lifted the dead man’s right hand and turned it over. He inspected the wrist, the forearms, the shoulders, beneath the arms, the back of the neck. He felt along the hairline, behind the ears, along the collarbone, and across the chest. Then he inspected the lower half of the man’s body, getting Farley to help him turn the body over, looking every place possible for anything that would assist in identifying the man. He inspected every scar, every mark, every blemish.


			“This means something,” Travis finally said, indicating the back of the man’s right knee.


			Both Farley and Rourke came forward, and there they saw what Travis was speaking of.


			It was a tattoo, no doubt about, but so small, so insignificant, that it could have been very easily overlooked. The simple fact that the tattoo was nothing but a series of small dots also meant that it could have been taken as a scattering of minor skin blemishes, perhaps lentigines or freckles.


			“What the hell is that?” Rourke asked.


			“Uncertain,” Travis said, “but it looks like a reversed question mark.”


			Travis took his notebook from his pocket and carefully drew a precisely scaled diagram of the mark.


			




				[image: Carnival%20dots.tif]

			


			





			Travis set the diagram aside and continued to inspect the body. It was between the toes that he found further tattooed dots—seven in all, one dot at a time, three on one foot, four on the other.


			He made a note of this in his book and then asked Farley to assist him in turning the body faceup again.


			“So this bruising,” Travis said. “This appears more post- than premortem…”


			“Hard to tell, yes,” Farley said, “but I’d go with post as well. If it is post, then at this stage we can assume that he was killed by the insertion of the blade into the brain, and then he was put under the carousel. The fact that he was under the carousel platform and on his left side indicates that the bruising on the right side came from being hit by the platform as he lay there. Truth is, we don’t know. All I can say is that from the extent of the laking, he was dead for a good while before he was found.”


			Travis turned to Rourke. “The Brady woman reported seeing him beneath the carousel and got them to stop it, right?”


			“Exactly,” Rourke said.


			“And a couple of people from the carnival dragged him out.”


			“Just like I said.”


			“Okay,” Travis replied, closing his notebook. “That confirms that he could not have been on the carousel before he died, as was reported by some. That’s all for the body right now, Mr. Farley. Let’s get him back in the drawer.”


			Once the body was returned, Travis asked for the man’s clothes and personal possessions. Again, with the same fastidiousness with which he had inspected the body, he pored over every inch of the man’s effects. He asked Farley for several sheets of paper and drew exact outlines of both the left and right shoes.


			“You have fingerprinting ink and a roller?” he asked Farley.


			“I do, yes,” Farley said, and handed them over.


			Using the roller, Travis applied a thin layer of ink to the sole of each shoe and made an impression of them on two more sheets of paper. He then cleaned off the soles and returned the shoes to the bag from which they’d come.


			Travis washed his hands thoroughly, smelled them, and washed them again without soap. Once satisfied that his hands carried no discernible odor, he went back to the dead man’s clothes, holding them merely an inch from his face, his eyes closed, attempting to determine anything telling. He inhaled, but as he exhaled, he turned his face away so as not to taint any existing aroma with that of his own breath.


			“Cheap fragrance,” Travis said, his eyes still closed. “Coffee, oil, tobacco, sweat.”


			Travis spent more time looking at the blood patterns on the back of the man’s shirt collar and the collar of the jacket. He asked for a magnifying glass, went through every pocket, turning it inside out and brushing whatever lint and fragments he found within onto a sheet of white paper and then viewing them closely. Every once in a while, he paused to make further notes in his book.


			Though he seemed unaware of Rourke or Farley, he nevertheless glanced up at them and smiled knowingly.


			“You’ve done this before, then?” Rourke said.


			“No, Sheriff… First time for everything though, eh?”


			Rourke looked at Farley. Farley just stood there, seemingly fascinated by the entire process.


			Once Travis was done with the man’s clothes, he folded them again neatly and returned them to their respective bags.


			“We’re done for the moment,” he told Rourke. “There are no manufacturers’ labels on his clothes or shoes; he walks heavier on the right than the left; he had low blood pressure; he was a heavy smoker, obsessively chewed his fingernails; low-protein diet, signs of diabetes, drank far too much alcohol for his own good—probably for anyone else’s as well—and when it came to crooners, he erred more toward Bing Crosby than Dean Martin.”


			Rourke shook his head, unsure of whether Travis’s final comment was actually a joke or not. “I don’t know what to make of you.”


			Travis smiled wryly. “You don’t have to make anything of me, Sheriff Rourke.”


			Farley gathered up the paper bags and walked them back to the lockup.


			“I’d like to go to my hotel now,” Travis said. “I want to take a shower, and then I want to head out to the carnival and begin questioning the personnel.”


			“Very good,” Rourke said.


			“How long do I gotta keep your friend here?” Farley said.


			“A while yet,” Travis said. “We have to identify him before anything further can happen with the body. And I’ll need a copy of your autopsy report.”


			“No problem. I got one ready for you.”


			Farley gave Travis the report. Travis thanked him for his assistance, and then he and Rourke made their farewells and returned to the cars outside the building.


			“Got you the best room the McCaffrey has,” Rourke said. “It ain’t the Plaza, but it should suffice.”


			“I am sure it’ll be just fine,” Travis said.


			


			The McCaffrey Hotel certainly wasn’t the Plaza. The young man who greeted Travis and Rourke at the desk was Danny McCaffrey, the brother of Rourke’s deputy, Lester.


			“Honored to have you here, sir,” Danny told Travis. “And I hope you’ll be comfortable.” He insisted on taking both Travis’s overnight bag and his portable typewriter.


			Rourke asked how long Travis would need.


			“Forty-five minutes,” Travis said.


			“I’ll be back in forty-five minutes precisely, then.”


			Michael Travis and Danny McCaffrey made their way upstairs, taking a left along the landing toward the front of the building, and here—with seeming pride—McCaffrey showed Travis a room no more than eleven by fifteen, a single bed against the right-hand wall, a small desk and chair beneath the window, a tired armchair, a floor lamp standing sentry beside it, and a threadbare rug on the floor.


			In that moment, Travis was reminded of the first time he had seen his given room in Esther Faulkner’s house.


			He felt a twinge of something, something deep, something unidentifiable, and he pushed it aside. Once again, further memories floated up from the shadows of his past.


			“This will do just fine,” Travis said, appreciating that he had no choice in where he stayed. To ask of the other hotel would be dismissive of the McCaffreys’ hospitality.


			“Sorry to say that none of the rooms have their own bathrooms, so you’ll have to use the one down the hall. Third door on the right.”


			“No problem at all,” Travis said.


			“Breakfast you can have here in the morning,” Danny McCaffrey explained. “Dinner in the evening too, and we own a small diner in town, so you can take your lunch there if you wish. You’ll find my sister down there. Her name is Laura. She knows you’re expected.”


			“That’s very good of you,” Travis said.


			“More than welcome,” McCaffrey said. “Anything else you need, just holler.”


			“Much appreciated, Mr. McCaffrey.”


			“Please call me Danny,” he said.


			“Danny it is,” Travis replied.


			Danny left the room, closing the door gently behind him.


			Travis laid out a clean shirt and underwear. He went down the hall, found the bathroom, and got undressed.


			The first minute beneath the shower was bracingly cold, and then he increased the flow of hot water to a comfortable level and washed quickly.


			He dried himself, redressed in his suit trousers and shirt, bundling his underwear into the towel and checking that the hallway was empty before he hurried back to his room. Once behind the door, he changed into his clean clothes, dried and combed his hair, and unpacked the remainder of his things. He set his typewriter on the small desk with a towel folded beneath it to reduce the noise. He put Farley’s autopsy report next to the typewriter. He glanced over his extensive notes, made another copy of the diagram from the back of the dead man’s knee. It was very definitely akin to a reversed question mark. He did not pause to consider it further. He would find the significance of it, but everything in its own time. Now he had to begin the process of questioning all those who worked at the carnival.


			Travis checked that he had everything he needed—his notebook, his pens, his camera, the shoe outlines and prints, a photo of the victim—and then he locked the door and went on down to the lobby.


			“Danny, how many keys are there to each room?” Travis asked.


			“Well, we have three or four as a general rule. Guests are pretty forgetful when it comes to keys.”


			“Okay, if you could take any copy you have of my room key and put it in the safe, that would be appreciated.”


			Danny frowned. “The safe?”


			“You don’t have a safe?”


			“No, sir. No safe.”


			“Okay, well, put them in a lockable desk drawer or something, somewhere secure, and don’t give them to anyone but me, understand? And there will be no need to clean the room on a daily basis. I will attend to that. You can change the bedclothes on the usual schedule, but forewarn me so I can be there when it’s being done.”


			“Yes, sir, of course.”


			Travis glanced at his watch. Rourke had another handful of minutes before he’d be late.


			“Can I get you anything, Mr. Travis?” Danny McCaffrey said, interrupting Travis’s thoughts. “A cup of coffee while you wait for Chas, perhaps?”


			“No, thank you,” he replied. “I’m good.”


			Travis turned back to the window. The street was empty of people, strangely so, and it reminded him of another day, another town, another empty street. That had been an important day, and though he tried not to think of it with pride, he could not help but think of it with a sense of accomplishment. Things had changed that day, and—as such—its importance could not be underestimated.


			February 11, 1953, a Wednesday, a day when Michael Travis, special agent, had been mentioned in dispatches to the director himself.


			But the significance of what had happened that day in February of 1953 bore a far greater weight due to the events that immediately followed the death of his father, the blunt reality of the Nebraska State Welfare Institution, and his first meeting with Anthony Scarapetto.
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			For Michael Travis, it was a change, and a hard one at that. Looking back, it was as if he had two distinct ranges of memory set against the horizon of his mind: the before and the after. The first was dark, the second darker. Before meant the ever-present threat of liquor-fueled violence, the ferocity of his father’s outbursts, all of this tempered by the two sides of his mother, the beaten, bloodied, swollen-faced wife, possessing barely strength enough to breathe, and on the other side his real mother, loving, somehow ever-forgiving, convincing herself that all it would take was to believe enough to make it all change for the better. It never did and now never could. The after was something else entirely, though equally strange, immeasurably new, and frighteningly real.


			For a long time after his father’s death, Michael did not speak. Already a quiet one, he became silent. People with letters trailing their names said he was emotionally traumatized, understandably so, and would eventually come back to reality. They asked him about his thoughts, his feelings, what was really going on inside. He did not care to answer their questions, and so he did not. He did not speak of the dreams, for there was little he could recall of them once he woke, and he would not have known what to say anyway.


			Michael became a ward of the state of Nebraska: the court his father, due process his mother, and he the bastard child that fell through the gap in between.


			Janette Alice Travis, a mere thirty-one years of age, was charged, arraigned, and remanded for trial. As the county prosecutor and public defender prepared their cases, she was held west of York in the State Reformatory for Women. There had already been intimations that the state would press for the death penalty. Sheriff John Baxter, if nothing else, was a man who understood law as needful for the survival of a society and thus was duty bound to relay precisely what Janette Travis had said to him upon his approaching the scene of the crime. It was to be those few words that damned her.


			Was premeditated, John. No use hidin’ from the truth. Been thinkin’ about killin’ him for just the longest time…


			Had she not said such a thing, there might have been a prayer, but it seemed the state prosecutor had blood on his teeth, and he wasn’t going to fall victim to pleas for clemency, mitigating circumstances, et al. The previous two governorships had seen no executions. Before them, Governor Arthur J. Weaver, back in May of ’29, had seen only one murderer pine-boxed out of death row. If Janette Travis went such a way, then it would be the first execution under the current governorship of Dwight Griswold, the first woman ever to take her place in the Big Chair up at Nebraska State Penitentiary in Lincoln.


			Maybe the state prosecutor, a bullfrog of a man called Frederick Wyatt, and the state’s DA, Lyle Samuelson, figured such a thing was worth brownie points on the old career scoring card.


			Whatever went on in the minds and hearts of the bureaucratic and judicial collective responsible for the expedition of Janette Travis’s case, none of it gave a thought for Michael, even then sojourned in the inappropriately named Nebraska State Welfare Institution, for institution it may very well have been, but welfare could not have figured any less in its concerns.


			State Welfare was an ex-military facility a couple of dozen miles north of St. Paul. There were no armed guards or watchtowers; there were no dogs or alarms or gun galleries. The doors were locked, and the custodians, as they were known, were uniformed and carried whistles and nightsticks. The big boss of the hot sauce during Michael Travis’s period of tenure was Warden Seymour Cordell, ex-cop, ex-penitentiary governor, head as hard as a pool ball, face like a worn-out leather mailbag, absent of pretty much any kind of feeling save a gritty and downbeat pragmatism that was doled out by the handful to anyone within arm’s reach.


			Michael Travis was inducted at State Welfare on Monday, August 24, 1942, just five days after the death of his father. He had not seen or heard from his mother during those five days and had not been given any information regarding her circumstances or whereabouts. Those five days had been spent in the holding cells of the Flatwater Sheriff’s Department, simply because there was nowhere else to put him. A perfunctory inquiry into existing relatives had turned up nothing. It appeared that both maternal and paternal grandparents were deceased, as was Janette’s one maternal aunt, Clara Pardoe, herself a liquor-widow. Clara had had a son, Bernard, who was Janette’s cousin, though he was dead. Bernard had been briefly married to a woman called Esther, though she could not be easily located.


			So, five days of jail food and serge blankets later, Michael Travis was driven twenty or thirty miles upstate to Welfare, and once he had been stripped, deloused, clippered and uniformed, he found himself standing before Warden Cordell, a custodian behind him, another at the door.


			Warden Cordell sat behind a beat-to-shit desk as wide as a football field. The chair within which he sat was a wooden roller, and each time he shifted, it creaked like a ship. He read through the single sheet of paper that sat in the manila file in front of him, and then he leaned back and looked at Michael for what seemed like half an eternity.


			“When I was a boy,” he said, “and not a great deal younger than yourself, I did something wicked. I killed a cat. It was a mean cat, a vicious little son of a bitch, and it sat on the veranda of my folks’ house like it owned the place. I would shoo it away, kick it every once in a while, but it was a tough creature, and it just kept on coming back for more. My ma used to throw it tidbits, you know? Encourage it. I hated the thing. Hated it with a passion. But I’ll tell you this now, son, that cat was not a quitter. No matter the times I kicked it or pelted it with rocks, it would just keep on coming back for more. Seemed the urge to survive was a great deal stronger than the fear of pain.”


			Cordell paused for a moment, as if caught in reverie, and then he looked back at Michael and went on talking.


			“Anyways, one day, I got tired of this cat, and I coaxed it up on the veranda with a piece of chicken and then I bashed its head in with a stone. That was that. The cat was dead. And you know something? I damned well missed that son of a bitch. I missed him something bad. Real sorry that I killed him, but—”


			Cordell waved his hand dismissively.


			“What you gonna do, eh? The past is the past, and there ain’t no reason for cryin’ on it, right?”


			Michael stood impassive, implacable. He didn’t want to say anything in case it was the wrong thing.


			“Well, believe it or not, son, there’s a coupla reasons for tellin’ you that story. Firstly, like I said before, there ain’t no use cryin’ on what’s been an’ gone. Life kicks us this way and that, and kicks us good. You may think that you’re the only one who ever got kicked this hard, but I can assure you that there’s a good deal of kids here that has had it as tough, some even tougher. Okay, so your ma is up at the reformatory for killing your pa, but at least you got a ma, son. At least for a while.”


			Cordell smiled like he was delivering some good news in among all this other business.


			“Anyways, second reason I told you about the cat is perhaps more relevant to your present situation. I learned from that experience that cats is tough. Well, I learned from working here that kids is tough too, often tougher than cats. There is rules and reggerlations. They is ironbound and immovable. You break those rules, we gonna fix you up so you see the error of your ways. You break the rules a third time, well, that’s when we put you in the Choke Hole, and that ain’t a place you wanna go, believe me now, son. That is not a place you wanna go visit.”


			Cordell paused and squinted at Michael.


			“You hearin’ me, son?”


			Michael nodded. “Yes, sir, I am.”


			“You got nothin’ to say for yourself?”


			“No, sir, I have nothing to say.”


			Cordell smiled. “Polite, I’ll give you that. Respectful. I’m just sayin’ that I don’t want to have to bash your head in with a stone, you see? Figuratively speakin’, o’ course. But from what I can see, it appears we’re gonna have very little trouble gettin’ you settled in here, son.”


			“No trouble at all, sir.”


			“Well, okay. So I done read your paperwork, I understand you had some difficulties, but seein’ as how there ain’t no one to look after you, you get us. You ain’t no thief as far as I can see. You ain’t never been in trouble with the law, right?”


			“No, sir.”


			“Well, let me warn you about some of these here boys. Some of them are all teeth and claws, and those you gotta watch out for. They feel threatened by change, threatened by newcomers, threatened by things only they can see, as far as I can tell. And then some of them are just noise and nothin’ else, and you don’t gotta be afraid of them. They bark, but they don’t got no teeth to bite with. Then there’s the quiet ones, and they’s the most dangerous of all. We have ourselves a couple of really crazy ones, but we keep them out of the main circulation of events, and that makes life a lot easier for everyone.”


			Cordell rose from his creaking chair and walked around the desk.


			“I hope you ain’t gonna be a troublesome one, son, because I just got enough on my hands without all of that. It don’t never get you nowhere ’cept the Choke Hole, or Chokey, as they see fit to call it now, and—like I said afore—that’s a place you don’t wanna go once, let alone twice. I understand you ain’t here because of some bad thing you did, but still, if you figure that our own lives are our responsibility, then you ended up here ’cause of yourself and no one else, right?”


			“Yes, sir.”


			Cordell smiled, and for a moment his awkward leather face took on an almost avuncular warmth. He extended his hand, and Michael took it—warily at first—and then when he realized that Cordell was doing nothing but shaking his hand, Michael returned that gesture with a firm response.


			“Good handshake says a lot about a man,” Cordell said. “And you done looked me in the eye while I was talkin’ to you. You ain’t no regular delinquent, son. I can see that plain as day. Don’t let them see your weaknesses. If you let them get a foothold, they climb all over you and kick you to pieces before sundown.”


			Michael Travis felt his hand being released, and then Cordell gripped his shoulder, wished him a final “Good luck, son,” and then he was escorted out of Cordell’s office and down the hallway.


			The custodian who walked with him stopped at a locked door. “My name is Officer Hibbert,” he said. “Through here we have something called the cubes. They are little rooms, cells if you like, and they ain’t got nothin’ in them but four white walls, a bed, a chair, a locker for your clothes, and a towel. You gonna be in here for two weeks. This is just the way it is. You get your food through a mailbox in the door, and you come out for an hour’s walk around the yard between ten and eleven in the morning. If you have some difficulty or problem while in your cube, then you knock on the door three times. You then wait fifteen minutes. If there is no response, then you can knock on the door again. You wait until you are attended to. Any violation of that routine or any violation of any other regulation means a full day in Chokey. A full day is twenty-four hours. You will receive a copy of the facility regulations tomorrow, and you’d be advised to read it.”


			Hibbert paused and looked at Michael closely. “You do read, right?”


			“Yes, sir, I can read.”


			“Good, ’cause I am dog-tired of having to read that whole thing out loud and explainin’ all them words. Anyways, that’s the deal, kid. This is for your own good. This is so’s you get used to the idea of your own company. This is so’s you learn how to mind your own business and no one else’s. Now, I am gonna take you on through there and put you in your cube. You’d be advised to not start thinking about minutes or hours or days. Just makes it worse. Just get your head down and sleep as much as you can, and these two weeks will go like nothin’.”


			Hibbert took his key chain from his belt, found a key, opened the door, and walked Michael through. The corridor was painted white and stretched for a good eighty or ninety feet. On each side, spaced perhaps eight feet apart, were doors facing each other. The doors had a single lever handle, and low to the ground was a bolted shutter perhaps a foot wide and three inches deep.


			Hibbert walked half the length of the corridor, Michael right behind him, and then he stopped to open the door.


			“I will not be on duty tomorrow morning, and so another officer will come to supervise your exercise time. Dinner is at six.” Hibbert looked at his watch. “Three and a half hours from now.”


			Hibbert opened the door and ushered Michael in, and before Michael even had a moment to turn and look at the man, the door had closed tight behind him and he was locked inside.


			“Like I said, son,” Hibbert said through the locked door, “you try and sleep as much as you can. Don’t do no good to be thinkin’.”


			He heard Hibbert’s footsteps retreating all the way to the hallway door, heard it open, slam shut, heard the key turn with a sharp finality, and then there was silence.


			Hibbert’s advice might have been wise, but Michael was a thinker. He had always been a thinker. His mother figured he thought too much. Some people just are that way, she’d say. Some people want an answer for everything. They want to know why and how and when and where. That’s a double-edged sword, mind. Sometimes you wind up with a whole basket of answers you’d have done better without.


			Michael did not believe that there was such a thing. Any answer, even a bad one, was better than no answer at all.


			But, as was often the case, there were questions that would forever be nothing but questions, because no one had the answer.


			Michael thought about his mother. He knew she was in the State Reformatory for Women just west of York. He did not know what kind of room she was in, whether she was alone or with other women. He did not know if she was well or sick or if someone had already beaten her half to death. Such things happened in prison. He knew this.


			That first night, the few hours of fitful rest he managed were disturbed by dreams. As was always the case, those images that assaulted his sleeping mind were gone as soon as he woke, and trying to recall them was like snatching smoke rings from a breeze. The only thing that recurred, the only thing he ever remembered, was a single shadow against the dry, cracked earth of an arid field. And the sound of a bird.  A crow, perhaps a grackle, its cawing more like the laughter of some old woman than any real creature. But even that image, the strange feeling that accompanied it, was gone within minutes.


			


			That first morning in the cubes, as with all subsequent mornings, breakfast came through the mail slot. A pressed-metal tray, four sockets, within them a piece of corn bread, a spoonful of blackstrap molasses, a handful of beans, and a thumb-sized strip of dried pork that was tough and salty. There was a cup of water as well, and it possessed a brackish and metallic taste. Michael did not think as he ate. He simply ate. Ten minutes passed and there was a knock on the door.


			“Yes?” Michael said.


			“Tray and cup, fucknuts,” a voice from the other side said, and Michael saw the mail slot open at the base of the door.


			He passed the utensils back through the aperture and heard it slam shut.


			“Got a schedule,” the voice said. “Be ready next time.”


			Footsteps moved on, the sound of the adjacent door being knocked, the tray and cup being returned, and on it went until the footsteps were silent and the opening and the closing of the aperture in each door was nothing but a whisper of sound that he had to strain to hear.


			Michael returned to the thin mattress and lay down.


			He knew that someone would come and collect him for exercise time at ten o’clock. He did not know what time it was and thus had no clue as to how long he would have to wait. He closed his eyes and fought his way back into an agitated and restless sleep.


			At first he could not see anything but that single blue eye, the way his father looked back at him from the surface of the table. He had not seen it then, but was there a flash of fear in that eye? Was his father actually afraid in his moment of death? Was he able to see what was waiting for him on the other side, his reward for a life of lies, infidelity, and violence?


			Michael could then see himself standing on the veranda of the house. Somewhere beyond the horizon he could see heat lightning. He could see the curvature of the earth. A sudden flare of distant color erupted in silence, and he knew it was a tree bursting into flames.


			He was aware of a metronomic sound, something almost subliminal, and though he at first believed it to be his pulse or his heart, he soon realized that it was the echo of his father’s blood—drip-drip-drip—as it fell to the floor beneath the dinner table. He wondered whether that sound was now part of him, as if there were a chamber within his mind where such sounds would be forever stored.


			And then Michael woke, and he lay there for some small eternity, listening to the sounds of the corridor, the distant footsteps, the closing and opening of doors. The world went on without him, and he was no longer part of it. At least for now.


			


			Unbeknownst to Michael, he would reside at State Welfare for merely ten months, but those ten months would mark his passage from boy to man. His sensibilities and preconceptions about himself and life would be challenged by many people and in many ways, but by none more so than Anthony Scarapetto, he of the Tray and cup, fucknuts. Got a schedule. Be ready next time. 


			Scarapetto was all of seventeen years old, the seventh of nine children. The Scarapettos were among the original birds of passage who had immigrated to America at the beginning of the 1900s. How and why they had settled in New York with their plan to open a small restaurant, perhaps a delicatessen within arm’s reach of Mulberry Street, and how such a dream had collided with reality in such a way as to leave almost none of that dream intact, was a different story and did not need recounting, but Anthony Scarapetto warranted a mention considering his influence and effect on Michael Travis, both at State Welfare in 1942 and then again in February of 1953.


			Anthony Scarapetto killed a man before he was fourteen. No one knew this, and Anthony would never speak of it. Though he felt no shame in having committed the murder, a murder that he felt was both provoked and justified, he was somewhat ashamed regarding the circumstances that forced his hand. The man (his name was Forrest Young), was a rent collector in Little Italy, back before the Black Hand and other such outfits took everything over, and he walked the streets and collected dollars, taking a particular interest in the youngsters. Boys or girls, it didn’t matter to Young. He possessed a seemingly insatiable appetite for the attentions of children, and Anthony Scarapetto, all of nine years old, inspired in Young a fervent obsession that was beyond anything Young had experienced before.


			The details of Young’s entrapment of the boy in the confines of his car one Thursday afternoon in the summer of 1934 are vague and uncertain. Police reports later stated that Young’s car was found parked in an alleyway at the north end of Mulberry, and within it lay the deceased. He was discovered on the backseat, his stiffening corpse drenched in blood, not only from the wide incision in his throat, but also from the terrible and vicious assault that had been perpetrated on his genitals.


			“Like a tiger had mauled him,” the first-at-the-scene officer had reported. “Like a wild animal had gotten in there and just torn everything apart.”


			There was no tiger. There was merely a nine-year-old Anthony Scarapetto with a switchblade and a vengeful temper. He had agreed to Young’s invitation to sit in the backseat of the car because he figured he might be able to rob the man. When the doors had been locked and Young had started his billing and cooing, Anthony had been well aware of the man’s indecent intent. Nine years old he might have been, but he was no spring chicken. Nine years of life in Little Italy was worth twenty or more anyplace else. Anthony carried a switchblade, had done so since he was five, and though he’d only ever used it as a threat to escape beatings and suchlike, now was a time when the blade might see some blood.


			When Forrest Young tried to stroke Anthony’s hair, Anthony told him that he wanted a dollar. Young produced the dollar from a wallet so thick it could have been a telephone book. Anthony took the dollar, tucked it into his pocket, and let the man stroke his hair. When Young tried to kiss him, he said he wanted another dollar. Young handed over the second dollar, smiling to himself, perhaps thinking that this was turning out to be a great deal easier than he’d imagined. They knew—these kids, with their flirtatious ways, their sly and coy glances—exactly what they were doing and why. But still so many of them gave the pretense of resisting. But this one? This Anthony Scarapetto was not hiding anything. He was going to do everything Forrest Young wanted him to do, but he was going to get paid for it. In a way, that made it less of a challenge, but the boy was so beautiful it didn’t matter.


			When Forrest Young put his hand on Anthony’s thigh, Anthony asked for a third dollar. This was now slightly insulting. Two dollars was a lot of money.


			“You better give me another dollar, mister,” Anthony told him. “You plan on doin’ that thing to me, then there better be another dollar.”


			“And what is it that you think I’m going to do, Anthony?” Young asked. He wanted to hear the boy say it. He wanted to hear those dirty little words from the boy’s own lips.


			“You want to stick your thing in my mouth, right? Or maybe you wanna stick it someplace else?”


			Young’s heart started beating so hard he could barely breathe.


			“Well,” Anthony went on, “if you wanna do that stuff, then you better give me another dollar.”


			Young fumbled with his wallet. He gave the boy a third dollar. He set his wallet on the dashboard and started unhooking his belt.


			“Come on, mister,” Anthony said. “Get it out and show me.”


			Young couldn’t manage the buttons; his hands were shaking so much.


			Anthony reached over and rested his left hand on Young’s thigh. He moved his hand slowly toward Young’s crotch. Young leaned back, his eyes closed. He moaned softly, little more than an exhalation, and with his right hand, Anthony Scarapetto drove the switchblade into the center of Young’s throat.


			Young couldn’t speak. He couldn’t utter a sound. His eyes screamed, however. They screamed with an agony so unbearable that there would have been no words to describe it anyway.


			Young was dead within a minute, but that did not prevent Anthony from withdrawing the blade and actually cutting the man’s throat from ear to ear. Then he went to work on the man’s crotch and upper thighs, stabbing and slashing until Forrest Young did in fact appear to have been savaged by some wild and ravenous beast.


			Anthony Scarapetto took the contents of the wallet, all of eighty-six dollars, and stuffed it inside his shirt. He exited the vehicle, ran to the end of the alley, snatched a pair of pants from one washing line, a guinea tee from another, and when he was safely from view of the street, he stripped and changed. The pants were three or four sizes too big, but he buttoned and then rolled the waist, also turned up the legs, and thus looked no different from a hundred other kids who were dressed in their father’s worn-out pants for want of anything better. The knife itself was kicked into the first storm drain he encountered, the shirt into the second, the pants into the third. By the time he reached home, there was little evidence of his recent experience but for the blood beneath his fingernails and in the welts of his shoes.


			Anthony Scarapetto, thus having drawn first blood, began a swift downhill run into all things criminal and violent. Safe to say that by the time he was arrested for grievous assault and mayhem in Lincoln, Nebraska, in the late winter of 1939, the Scarapetto boy that had stabbed Forrest Young had become a hardened, inveterate thief and liar.


			To Michael, the seventeen-year-old Scarapetto seemed more intense and threatening than any of the custodians, perhaps representing two sides of the same deal, nothing so simplistic as good guy and bad guy, but something close enough. Michael Travis understood that he had found himself an inmate of State Welfare due to fate, bad luck, even human error, whereas Scarapetto knew he was there became of the calumny and weakness and vindictive persecution of others. Michael knew he was in trouble because of himself, in essence, and thus knew it was up to him to get out of it. Scarapetto knew he was in trouble because of everyone else.


			On the day that Michael was released into general populace, Scarapetto watched him as he arrived for breakfast. He waited until Michael had taken a tray, joined the queue, been served his single piece of corn bread, his ladle of watery oatmeal, his spoonful of reconstituted egg. Michael—as all the greenhorns did—stood for a second away from the end of the queue and surveyed the mess hall before him. The noise was strange to his ears. There had to be a thousand people there, and each of them was talking in hushed voices. It gave the impression of far-off thunder, some distant sound beyond the horizon, a sound created by something that remained unseen.


			Eventually, Michael chose a table to the left near the corner. The table was occupied by one person and one person only—a teenager, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, who looked sufficiently unthreatening. Michael sat down. It was no more than thirty seconds before the teenager got up and walked away. He did so suddenly and swiftly, almost as if he had been directed by some unknown command.


			Michael frowned, looked over his shoulder, and was confronted by Anthony Scarapetto.


			“Oh,” Michael said.


			Scarapetto grinned and then walked around the table and sat facing Michael.


			There was an immediate change in the air. Tension perhaps, a coolness, a feeling of imminent danger, and it emanated from Scarapetto like a bad smell.


			“Hey, fucknuts,” Scarapetto said.


			Scarapetto was a little shorter than Michael, a little narrower in the shoulder, but there was not a great deal between them. His hair was shorn close to his scalp, and here and there punctuation marks of scar tissue evidenced collisions with objects that were harder than his head. A further scar followed a narrow line from behind his right ear and out across his cheek toward his nose. It was thin, no doubt a knife or razor wound, and when Scarapetto smiled, the scar made a fold in his face as neat as a sheet of paper.


			“You’re new here, right?” Scarapetto asked.


			“I am, yes,” Michael said.


			Scarapetto put his right index finger in his mouth and then proceeded to jab that finger into Michael’s breakfast—the egg, the oatmeal, the corn bread.


			“And this is your first meal in general, right?”


			Michael knew precisely what he was dealing with then. “Looks like it’s your meal now,” he said.


			Scarapetto smiled. “You ain’t gonna complain, little man?”


			“Not a word,” Michael replied. He could see the edges of his own internal shadows, not as if they were moving toward him, but as if he were moving toward them.


			“Is that ’cause I scare you?”


			“Absolutely,” Michael said. “You scare me more than anyone has ever scared me before.” His voice was calm, but inside he was truly disturbed. Little more than two weeks earlier, he’d been helping his mother wash dishes. Now he was here, seated across from someone who seemed intent on violently assaulting him while the world looked away.


			And then it came, that sense of his father, the certainty of how his father would have dealt with such a situation. But he was not his father. He did not dare rise to the bait.


			Scarapetto started to smile, and then he frowned, and then he lunged forward and grabbed Michael’s wrists. He pulled Michael forward suddenly, and the edge of the table slammed into Michael’s rib cage. Michael exhaled painfully, but he did not look away from Scarapetto.


			“You messin’ with me, kid?” Scarapetto asked. “You jibin’ me, fuckin’ with me, playin’ smart-mouth with me?”


			Michael shook his head ever so slowly. His heart was twice its size, and it thundered uncontrollably in his chest. He could feel the rage building inside him, the desperate need to strike back, to lash out, to destroy. He also knew that whatever happened now, it was going to hurt. Still he did not look away from Scarapetto.


			“Well, that’s good,” Scarapetto said. “That’s very good, little man, ’cause you don’t wanna get me riled, you know? Folks who get me riled always regret it. They always regret it.”


			Michael was aware then that the surrounding tables were quiet. People were watching him. People were seeing how he dealt with this guy.


			Scarapetto released Michael’s wrists and leaned back from the table, proud and arrogant now.


			He pulled the cuffs of his shirt as if he were checking himself in the mirror at Brooks Brothers, and he smiled a cruel smile that said all that needed to be said. He’d put the new kid in his place. He’d made a mark, scared the little runt, and that was how it should be.


			Michael understood then that if he did nothing, he would always be at the bottom of the ladder, right there for anyone to step on if they so wished. He could not fight someone such as Scarapetto. He would not have a prayer. He had to do something decisive, and he had to do it now.


			In that moment, Scarapetto turned around to look at the faces that were watching him.


			As he did so, Michael Travis took his own life in his hands. He leaned forward slightly and dribbled a mouthful of saliva into the oatmeal on his tray.


			When Scarapetto turned back, he was wearing that self-same crooked smile. Look at me, it said. Cock of the walk, I am. Big boss of the hot sauce.


			Scarapetto reached out and slid Michael’s tray toward himself. He took a spoon from his pants pocket, breathed on it, polished it on his shirttail as if for effect, and then started eating the oatmeal.


			There was silence around that table, but inside the head of every person watching was a groan of disgust.


			Scarapetto was aware of nothing.


			Michael watched him eat the oatmeal, his own expression blank and implacable.


			Once Scarapetto was done with the oatmeal, he ate the corn bread, the egg, and then shoved the tray back at Michael.
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