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Betsy Dodge Pearson


For holding us together all these years. For leading the way with grace and creativity. For the neighborhood art fairs in the backyard. For all those things too big and too small to mention. Support is a tiny word when laid at your feet. You hold the world sometimes. And all of us with it. You are the best. The only. The Betsy.








CHAPTER 1



The train charged forward in the shimmering afternoon sunlight, autumn’s vibrant colors forming a natural lane for the raised bed of chipped rock and the few hundred tons of steel and wood. The rails stretched out before the locomotive, light glinting off their polished surfaces, tricked by the eye into joining together a half mile in the distance, the illusion always moving forward at the speed of the train, as if those rails spread open just in time to carry her.


For the driver of that freight, it was another day in paradise. Alone with his thoughts, he and his brakeman, pulling lumber and fuel oil, cotton and cedar, sixteen shipping containers, and seven empty flatbeds. Paradise was that sound in your ears and that rumble up your legs. It was the blue sky meeting the silver swipe of tracks far off on the horizon. It was a peaceful job. The best work there was. It was lights and radios and doing something good for people—getting stuff from one place to another. The driver packed another pinch of chewing tobacco deep between his cheeks and gum, his mind partly distracted by a bum air conditioner in the bedroom of a mobile home still miles away, wondering where the hell he’d get the three hundred bucks needed to replace it. He could put it on the credit card, but that amounted to robbing Peter to pay Paul. Maybe some overtime. Maybe he’d put in for an extra run.


The sudden vibration was subtle enough that a passenger would not have felt it. A grinding, like bone rubbing on bone. His first thought was that some brakes had failed, that a compressor had failed, that he had a lockup midtrain. His hand reached to slow the mighty beast. But before he initiated any braking—before he only compounded the problem—he checked a mirror and caught sight of the length of her as the train chugged through a long, graceful turn and down a grade that had her really clipping along. It was then his heart did its first little flutter, then he felt a heat in his lungs and a tension in his neck like someone had pulled on a cable. It wasn’t the brakes.


A car—number seven or eight—was dancing back there like she’d had too much to drink. Shaking her hips and wiggling her shoulders all at once, kind of swimming right there in the middle of all the others. Not the brakes, but an axle. Not something that could be resolved.


He knew the fate of that train before he touched a single control, before his physical motions caught up to the knowledge that fourteen years on the line brought to such a situation.


In stunned amazement, he watched that car do her dance. What had looked graceful at first, appeared suddenly violent, no longer a dance but now a seizure as the front and the back of that car alternately jumped left to right and right to left, and its boxlike shape disintegrated to something awkwardly bent and awful. It leaned too far, and as it did, the next car began that same cruel jig.


He pulled back the throttle and applied the brakes but knew it was an exercise in futility. The locomotive now roiled with a tremor that shook dials to where he couldn’t read them. His teeth rattled in his head as he reached for the radio. “Mayday!” he shouted, having no idea why. There were codes to use, procedure to follow, but only that one word exploded from his mouth.


The cars rolled now, one after another, first toward the back then forward toward the locomotive, the whole thing dragging and screaming, the beauty of its frictionless motion destroyed. The cars tilted right and fell, swiping the trees like the tail of a dragon, splintering and knocking them down like toothpicks, the sky littered with autumn colors. And then a ripple began as that tail lifted briefly toward the sky. The cars, one coupled to the next, floated above the tracks and then fell, like someone shaking a kink out of a lawn hose.


Going for the door handle, he let go of the throttle, the “dead man’s switch” taking over and cutting engine power. He lost his footing and fell to the floor of the cab, his brain numb and in shock. He didn’t know whether to jump or ride it out.


He would later tell investigators that the noise was like nothing he’d ever heard, like nothing that could be described. Part scream. Part explosion. A deafening, immobilizing dissonance, while the smell of steel sparking on steel rose in his nostrils and sickened his stomach to where he sat puking on the oily cab floor, crying out as loudly as he could in an effort to blot out that sound.


He felt all ten tons of the engine car tip heavily right, waver there, precariously balanced up on the one rail, and then plunge to the earth, the whole string of freights buckling and bending and dying behind him in a massive pileup.


He saw a flatbed fly overhead, only the blue sky behind it. This, his last conscious vision, incongruous and unfathomable. For forty long seconds the cars collided, tumbled, shrieked, and flew as they ripped their way through soil and forest, carried by momentum until an ungainly silence settled over the desecrated track, and the orange, red, and silver leaves fell out of a disturbed sky as if laying a blanket over the face of a corpse.





CHAPTER 2



Six Weeks Later


Darkness descends quickly in December. In the flaming blue light of a camp stove, a man’s breath fogged the chattering boxcar as he struggled to warm a can of Hormel chili, the aroma mixing with the smell of oil and rust. The faint vapor of his breath sank toward the planking and then dissipated.


Umberto Alvarez thumped his fist onto the floorboards, the feeling in his fingers lost to the cold, and then cupped both hands around the small stove, wishing for more heat. The train rumbled. The can danced atop the stove. Alvarez reached out and steadied it, burning himself. Be careful what you wish for, he thought.


The train’s whistle blew and he checked his watch. Nearly ten o’clock. The last significant slowing of the freight train had occurred ten minutes earlier, in Terre Haute. Alvarez had taken careful note of this, for at that speed, a person could get on or off the moving train—important to know for any rider. His reconnaissance almost completed, this trip, Indianapolis to St. Louis, would be his last ride for a while. Thank God.


Behind him in the boxcar, Whirlpool dishwashers were stacked three high, their cardboard boxes proclaiming Whisper Quiet as the rattle of steel-on-steel shook his teeth.


Alvarez’s fatigue-ridden eyes peered out from beneath a navy blue knit cap that he had pulled down to try to keep warm. Still, unruly black hair escaped the cap in oily clumps. A brown turtleneck was pulled up over his unshaven chin to keep out the cold. It protruded from beneath a rat-holed sweatshirt. Over that, a faded fleece vest that had once been turquoise.


The stacked dishwashers occupied half the boxcar, secured by tattered webbing straps held together by cast-iron buckle clasps. The rhythm of the wheels on rail—two loud bumps followed by whining steel, followed again by the two bumps—contributed to Alvarez’s pounding headache, a sound that would remain with him for days, on or off the lines, a sound that lived in any rider’s bones: cha-cha-hmmmm, cha-cha-hmmmm.


Pale blue light from the fire ring limited his vision. He could barely see to either end of the forty-foot boxcar. There was spray paint graffiti there, if he remembered right, or maybe that had been another car, another day, another line. It all blended together—time, weather, hunger, exhaustion. He’d lost track.


The train could move him physically from one destination to another, but it couldn’t change the way he felt. The weary darkness that surrounded him had little to do with the dim flicker of the stove. It lived inside him now. His grief was suffocating him.


Minutes earlier the open cracks at the edges of the boxcar’s huge sliding door had flickered light from a small town. The train’s driver sounded the locomotive’s horn on approach. Through the car’s rough slats, street lamps cast shifting ladders of light throughout, reminding Alvarez uncomfortably of prison bars.


The train had clattered through the crossing, the warning bells ringing and sliding down the musical scale, driving Alvarez further into depression. Any such crossing was an agonizing reminder of his past. The minivan carrying his wife and kids had been recovered nearly a quarter mile from a similar crossing, flipped onto its side and shaped like a barbell—flat in the center, bulging at either end.


He felt only a sharp, unforgiving pain where he should have felt his heart. Nearly two and a half years had passed, but still he couldn’t adjust to life without them. Friends had comforted him, saying he would move on, but they were wrong. He’d lost everything and now he’d given up everything. To hell with sleep. To hell with his so-called life. He’d turned himself over to the grief, succumbed to it. He had purpose, and that purpose owned him: Payment for atrocities against him and his family would be made in full. If not, he would die trying.


For the past eighteen months the media had reported a string of derailments: a freight train in Alabama; another in Kansas; still others west of the Rockies. Drivers were blamed. Weather conditions. Equipment failures. As many lies as there were train cars torn from the tracks. He had not begun with any grand plan, but somehow one had evolved. He had not awakened one morning to think of himself as a terrorist, although the description now fit. He had a meeting with a bomb maker scheduled for the next day. He had never followed a script, and yet he now found himself with a clear mission: nothing short of destroying the huge Northern Union Railroad would do. David versus Goliath: he’d assumed the role effortlessly.


While one hand stirred the chili with a red plastic stir stick, a shadow drew his attention. Shifting shadows were routine in a boxcar; it was the shadows that did not move that attracted one’s attention. But this shadow was caused by something—someone—on the outside of the boxcar; it—he—moved slowly, boldly negotiating on the outside of a moving freight. Alvarez alerted himself to trouble—some drunken or crazed rider, no doubt, catching a whiff of the chili. It was no easy feat, what this man was doing—inching along the boxcar’s exterior; it implied someone strong, or hungry enough to risk life and limb for a can of chili. Alvarez rose to block the door, but too late. The heavy door slid open—a one-handed move!—another near impossible feat.


Alvarez stepped back. The faceless visitor, silhouetted in the dark opening, stood tall and broad, a big son of a bitch, with a football player’s neck. This man reached for his belt and a flashlight came on, blinding Alvarez, who felt another wave of dread: maybe not a rider but a security guard, or even a cop. The feds had cracked down on riders since one recently had been arrested for butchering people in seven different states. Hobo Homicide! one of the headlines had read. The Railroad Killer, on the TV news.


“Smells good,” the visitor said in a friendly enough tone, the voice low and dry. He did not sound winded by his effort.


The comment confused Alvarez slightly, lessened his anxiety. Maybe this guy was just trying to invite himself to dinner. But then again, that flashlight was oddly bright, too bright. Sure, some riders carried penlights, even flashlights. But one with fresh batteries? Never. Not once had Alvarez seen that. Discarded batteries were scrounged out of Dumpsters, the last few volts eked out of them. If a rider had two bucks in his pocket it went to booze, cigarettes, reefer, or food—usually in that order. Not batteries. The crisp brightness of that light cautioned Alvarez. Heat flooded him. Finally warm.


“You alone?” the visitor asked.


Alvarez had long since learned to keep his mouth shut, and he did so now. Most of the time people tended to fill the dead air, and in the process they revealed more about themselves than they intended.


The bright light stung his eyes. Alvarez looked away, the chili boiling at his feet.


“You Mexican?” his visitor asked. The man’s round face was now partially visible. A white man, with the nose of a boxer and the brow of a Neanderthal.


Riders beat the stuffing out of one another for the damnedest reasons. Most of the time it had little to do with reason—just the need to hit something, someone. Maybe this guy rode the rails looking for Mexicans to pummel. Again, Alvarez glanced down at the simmering chili.


“Or maybe,” the visitor suggested, “your father was Spanish, and your mother, Italian.”


As a part-time rider, Alvarez had learned to live with fear, had learned to compartmentalize it, shrink it, rid it of its power to seize control. You couldn’t be fighting fear and someone else simultaneously, so you learned to let the fear roll off your back. But what he felt now wasn’t fear, it was terror.


He knows who I am!


There was little he could do about terror. Terror, once allowed inside, owned you. There was no fighting off real terror. Survivors could harness it, redirect it, but could never be rid of it. Terror had to be dealt with quickly or it would freeze every muscle.


Alvarez bent down and launched the boiling chili into the visitor’s face. He charged, hoping to drive the man out the open door. But behind the ghoulish scream, as his face burned, the man produced a nightstick or a sap, connecting it with the side of Alvarez’s face. He felt his nose crack and he spewed blood. Alvarez faltered, regained himself, and turned, diving for the small stove. Coming to his feet, he waved it as a weapon, prepared to strike.


This would be a fight to the finish. Alvarez knew it before the next blow landed.





CHAPTER 3



Alvarez awoke to the jarring sound of a garage door being hauled open, a pickup truck starting, and the sharp smell of engine exhaust. He quietly moved a garden spade and peered down through cracks in the garage loft into which he had climbed the night before, weary and soaked in another man’s blood. Dried blood, now brown, caked and cracking. If he were spotted, it would mean the police. He couldn’t allow that. Not after working at this for eighteen months.


He shook from the cold and from his memory of the night before, realizing that he had probably killed a man, whether in self-defense or not. By the time Alvarez had thrown the intruder from the freight car, his attacker had lost so much blood that under the glare of the flashlight he’d looked ghostly pale. Even the man’s lips had been white. And now …now he felt forced to question his own motives. He’d been accused of killing his own attorney, Donald Andersen—a phony accusation that had caused him to flee in the first place. The thought that he now indeed might have killed a man could add weight to that earlier accusation. With their relentless pursuit of him, they may have turned him into a killer. Now resentment and anger overrode his initial self-questioning. Northern Union Railroad would cease to exist. This, for their lies and endless atrocities.


His position up in the garage loft afforded Alvarez a view of the truck’s steering wheel and two large male hands gripping it. Alvarez lay down flat just in case the driver happened to look up as he backed out. As a precaution, he remained still, even after the truck cleared the garage, and this paid off because the driver left the vehicle to manually pull the garage door back down. Alvarez listened to the truck pulling away, waited another half minute, and then moved the ratty blanket and canvas tarp off himself, grateful that the owners had left a hot lamp going all night for the cat. The lamp had taken the edge off the cold and had probably kept him from freezing. It was the glow from the lamp that had called him to this garage: a beacon seen through the woods.


A train whistle sounded, reminding Alvarez again of last night’s horror and that he had to keep moving. They might not find the body for weeks—or perhaps as soon as that same day—but whatever the timing, he needed to put as many miles as possible between himself and southern Illinois, and fast. The man in the boxcar had known his birth heritage—had teased him by saying “Mexican” first, then waiting and identifying Alvarez’s Spanish father and Italian mother. It meant that Northern Union Security was closer to capturing him than they’d ever been. He’d obviously screwed up—had allowed himself to be seen or recognized, or worse, he’d become predictable. Had they known which train he was on, or had it been random chance, a lucky guess? Had they determined his next target? Did they know he’d sabotaged the bearings? Had they finally made this connection between the various derailments?


He climbed down from the loft, all his joints aching, cold to the bone, passing a small bicycle hung on the wall and catching a glimpse of his own face in the bike’s tiny rearview mirror. His wife had claimed he looked more Italian than Latino, citing his olive skin, thin face, and sharp features, but he saw his father’s face in the mirror, not his mother’s. He gingerly touched his nose. Bruised, but not broken as he’d originally thought. Like the rest of him, his face was crusted in blood and dirt. He needed a shower, or at least a facecloth. He had a small tear in the skin above his slightly swollen left eye, the cut clotted shut. It would clean up and eventually recede beneath his thick black eyebrows. His dark skin would go a long way toward hiding the discoloration. Now he needed to get back on schedule: he had a plane to catch. But he couldn’t even walk out in public looking like this, much less hitchhike. He glanced around the dimly lit garage, the morning sun just burning the edge of the horizon and sparkling off the fallen snow. Panic struck him: snow. Footprints. A trail to follow. Them—right behind him.


For eighteen months he’d been running, and though in a way he was accustomed to it, he still broke out in a sweat at the thought of capture. He clung to his purpose, confident that God would protect him.


Ultimately he blamed William Goheen, CEO of Northern Union, for killing his family. But his revenge was no longer focused solely on Goheen. Not only did one life not equal three, but Goheen had not acted alone. The institution, the corporation, had killed his wife and children, intentionally or not. There was no halfway in this.


A change of clothes—and fast! he thought, still looking out at the carpet of fresh snow. Time seemed always to be working against him.


He edged up carefully to the frosted window behind the cat’s bed and peered out at the two-story farmhouse not twenty yards away. Gray smoke spiraled from a brick chimney. Icicles hung from the gutters. A yellowish light glowed from the downstairs windows.


The kid’s bike hanging on the wall suggested a family, not a single guy gone off to work in his truck. It meant there were others inside: a wife, at least one child old enough to ride a bike. Maybe others, too—perhaps a mother-in-law, more children, houseguests. But he needed a closer look. He wouldn’t get anywhere in his bloody clothes. He could only hope that school might take the mother and child away to catch a school bus, or that the wife was still asleep, a heavy sleeper. He watched the house carefully for ten long minutes, evaluating his chances of crossing the open space unseen. If there was movement inside, he couldn’t detect it: he decided to make his move.


He elected not to crouch or sneak. He would run openly. If confronted, he would act as if he were in shock. He would claim there had been a horrible traffic accident, that he couldn’t remember where, or even how he’d gotten there, but that he needed a telephone quickly. He needed help. He would play on do-gooding Midwestern values. From there, he’d see.


He opened the garage’s side door and started running. All kinds of thoughts went through his head. How had he come to this point? He didn’t belong here. Eighteen months ago he would have laughed at the notion that he would be running across a yard of freshly fallen snow in bloody clothes, with the intention of stealing fresh clothing from complete strangers. He’d been a schoolteacher—eighth grade science and computer science; he’d loved his job, his wife, the twins. To have told him then that the threat on his life would be so high just a few years later; he would never have believed it. And yet here he was.


He reached the house unnoticed. Perhaps he would not need any elaborate story. He crept up the back porch. A forgotten withered black pumpkin frowned monstrously at him, its jaw frozen, wearing a crown of ice.


He saw someone inside. An attractive woman in her early thirties, she wore green flannel pajamas, the top unbuttoned enough that she wouldn’t want a strange man gaping at her. Short, but not skinny. Hearty Midwestern stock. Dull hair that hadn’t yet been brushed out. She left the kitchen and returned a minute later cradling a pile of sheets. Alvarez ducked under the window and moved in tandem with her to the far end of the small back porch where another window looked in on a pantry, a laundry room. An ironing board stood on all fours next to the window.


The woman bent over to remove a load of clothes from the dryer, exposing her breasts to him, and he thought how there had been a time when that might have had an effect on him. Now he felt no stirring, no interest whatsoever. He thought of his wife, the crushed car. It strengthened his resolve. He focused on a pair of men’s jeans strung over a clothesline rack in the far corner. The woman lifted a pile of darks to the top of the dryer. He spotted a flannel shirt, some heavy socks. Alvarez leaned back from the window as the woman unloaded the clothes. He sensed that she was about to look out, that she had felt his presence.


She moved some clothes from the washer to the dryer and then stuffed the sheets into the washer. He glanced around, making sure he wasn’t being watched. He briefly considered entering the kitchen right then—he felt certain the back door would be unlocked—surprising the wife, perhaps tying her up, and stealing some food and clothing. But any such encounter would put him at greater risk. Cops would be called in—his trail would be easier to follow. He began to feel impatient, but the cold in his bones was gone, replaced by hot adrenaline.


She reentered the kitchen. Alvarez moved cautiously to another window and took a position nearer the porch stairs but still with a view inside. The woman measured out water into a pot and turned on the stove. She pulled down a box of Cream of Wheat and set it on the counter. Morning rituals. He recalled them with longing.


Then she hurried out, disappearing into another room.


He was guessing three to five minutes for the water to boil. How accurately did she have such things timed in her head? His wife would have known exactly. Three minutes would be plenty for him to get in, grab the clothes, and get back out. He made his move, pulling his hand into the sweatshirt’s sleeve so as not to leave fingerprints on the doorknob as he turned it.


The door opened. He stepped inside.


The kitchen smelled like a home. God, he missed that smell. For a moment it owned him, the poignant feeling carrying him away, and then the distant sound of shower water caught his attention. It was warm in here, the first warmth he’d felt in days. Was she just warming up the shower, or getting in? Each option offered a different scenario. He crossed toward the laundry room. He wanted to stay here; he wanted to move in. He pulled the jeans into his arms, stepped to his left and reached for the flannel shirt in the pile of dry clothes.


The buttons plunked against the surface of the dryer. He stiffened, though he thought the noise from the washing machine would conceal this much tinier sound. But in rising up abruptly he bumped the ironing board and now watched as the iron, just out of reach, began to rock, first this way, then that, teetering back and forth. At that moment, the wife, her flannel pajama top now fully unbuttoned, pants off and left back in the bedroom or bath, crossed the kitchen to where, had she looked to her right, she would have seen a panicked stranger reaching out to stabilize her iron, which was about to crash to the floor.


The iron started to fall.


Alvarez caught it, reaching out just in time. He then remained absolutely still, aware that the iron might have just presented itself as a weapon, if needed. Could he bring himself to use it that way? he wondered.


He couldn’t hear her over the noise of the appliances. He pictured her measuring the Cream of Wheat and carefully stirring it into the boiling water. That was when he realized she had used hot tap water, not cold, which had shortened the time it took to boil. He moved a bit in order to remain hidden, all the while keeping one eye on the kitchen.


The woman’s pale bare bottom shifted hip to hip as she left the room.


Alvarez returned the iron to the ironing board, grabbed a few more pieces of clothing—a T-shirt, several mismatched socks—and made for the kitchen. Here, he heard the shower water still running. This woman had her morning routine all planned out.


He took two steps toward the back door and changed his mind. He returned to the pantry, deciding to take some canned food while he had the chance. A clock ran inside his head; he had maybe another minute or two.


“Mommy?” a tiny voice called from behind him.


Alvarez flattened himself to the wall. Dead still.


“Mommy?”


He rocked his head to see, with great relief, that he was partially screened from the kitchen by the open pantry door. Through the crack he saw a small six- or seven-year-old boy with red hair, freckles, and a blue stuffed dog tucked tightly under his arm. The boy crossed to the fridge and pulled out a carton of orange juice. He moved around the kitchen comfortably, reaching for a glass on tiptoes and then filling it with the juice.


The plumbing pipes to Alvarez’s left rumbled and went silent. The shower had ended. He stood there with his bundle of clothes and cans of tuna not knowing what to do next.


She’d be drying herself off now. Just from having observed her, Alvarez knew she’d already decided what clothes to wear, if in fact she hadn’t already laid them out.


The boy gulped the orange juice. Alvarez felt himself tighten, not over his predicament, but at the sight of the boy—a living, breathing boy, in a joyful moment of drinking orange juice. A child. Innocent. Loving. Waiting for his mother. Alvarez’s vision blurred. Nothing would bring his twins back. He’d revisited their loss countless times. He pushed his anger deeper inside and locked it away, though only temporarily. It owned him. Possessed him. But he could not work with it in the forefront of his thought, he could barely move. He had learned to tame it but feared he would never be rid of it.


What to do? he wondered, silently urging the boy to seek out his mother. The Cream of Wheat would burn in another minute or so. Mom had to be just about fully dressed by now. His worlds were colliding. He had to get out.


The boy seemed to be debating whether to leave the kitchen, but Alvarez needed to take action, now.


The window …


There appeared to be some home-fix-it caulking plugging its edges. Could he get out it with his arms full? Slip off this far end of the porch? He could taste his freedom.


The boy remained in limbo, hugging his blue dog and staring off into space, but he faced the laundry room, preventing Alvarez from crossing the pantry’s open door and making for the window.


“Nate, honey?” called Mom, sounding close, though not yet into the kitchen.


“Yeah?” the boy called in response.


“Stir the cereal for me, would you? Turn it off first! Use a pot holder! And watch out for the bubbles. They’re hot! I’m going to get your sister up.”


A second child!


The boy crossed to the stove.


Alvarez moved back to the ironing board. He set down his loot on the dryer and gently moved the ironing board out of his way. Would she remember how it had been sitting? If he could get out without setting off any alarms in her, he might buy himself more time—freedom.


He unlocked the window, the washer’s motor and churning water providing cover. One firm bang with an open palm jarred the window loose. The weather stripping, long strings of soft caulk, pulled from the jamb. He was in a full sweat now—hands, armpits, brow, the back of his neck. He tossed his haul out into the snow, slipped his legs out, and reached to pull the ironing board back into place, dragging it.


His mistake was attempting to stand the iron itself back up as he had found it. He stood it up fine, but in his final effort to get out, he once again nudged the ironing board. This time, he took no notice. As he ducked his head out the window, he heard the iron strike the floor.


He pulled the window shut and scooped up his stolen possessions.
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The woman heard the noise. Sounded like something falling. With Samantha cradled in her arms and Nathan standing on a chair stirring his hot cereal, she stepped into the confined space. She thought it felt cold, but this laundry room never heated well in the morning. Northwest side of the house and all.


The iron lay on the floor. She stared at it, puzzled. Then the washing machine shook, going off-center, as it was prone to do with sheets and towels, and the room vibrated so much she was surprised every shelf hadn’t fallen down along with the iron. Just another thing that needed fixing. Like most everything in this place.





CHAPTER 4



His name was Peter Tyler, and he drove a beige, front-wheel-drive Ford convertible that smelled of spray can deodorant, courtesy of Avis. The rental agent could not understand his insisting on a convertible in the middle of winter. Tyler gripped the warm plastic steering wheel a little too tightly, thinking that if the snow didn’t let up, he would never make it to the rail yard on time. Not the best message to send back to Washington on the first day of a new job.


He adjusted the mirror and briefly caught sight of his own dark eyes and knitted brow, his worry overriding what was normally his more lighthearted expression. He needed this job, both financially and emotionally, even if it was only freelance work. He knew that rebuilding his life would not be accomplished in leaps and bounds but in small, determined steps. And as hard as it was for him to adjust to this, adjust he must. For the past decade, he had formed his identity around his work as a homicide detective. With that now behind him—stolen from him, by his way of thinking—he needed something to hold on to. Anything. This job, however temporary, seemed a place to start. A beginning. An opportunity he could not squander. That it also felt a little like the first day of school was simply something he would have to overcome. Change never came easily.


The snowstorm had left St. Louis in slop—wet, thick, and sticky. Tyler rolled down his window and reached outside, snagging the wiper just long enough to dislodge some of the ice from the blade. A three-inch clear arc appeared through the muck on the windshield, about chin height, requiring Tyler to either sink in his seat or meet his chin to his neck and try to look out through the steering wheel. He sank. For a moment, he could actually see outside.


Cars and trucks had spilled off the road to both sides. Flashers flashed. So did tempers. He saw two different lame attempts at fistfights, comical for the winter apparel. A tow truck, also off the highway, convinced him road conditions were serious. He slowed and tried the wiper again. A truck horn sounded behind him. Tyler cursed a blue streak inside the fogged rental and then, unable to take it any longer, unfastened the two clasps, hit the button, and put down the convertible top while under way. Surprisingly, even with the top down, not much snow hit him; it was being carried back by an airfoil created by the windshield, but this required a certain speed to be effective, so he sped up and threw caution to the wind.


He hadn’t explained his acute claustrophobia to the rental clerk, doubting the man would have wanted to hear that the car’s interior was going to be exposed to winter conditions. Peter Tyler had been driving ragtops for over a year.


With the lid down, people waved at him from cars and the side of the road. This was a country that celebrated personal expression. There would no doubt be talk around the suburban dinner tables that night of the crazy man in the beige convertible doing forty on I-70 in freezing weather with the top down.
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Tyler stopped the car outside the rail yard, put the top back up—first impressions were important to him—and took another moment to brush the snow off the wet shoulders of his trench coat. Homicide cops wore trench coats—lined in the winter months, but still trench coats—and Tyler had been a homicide cop for eleven years prior to the six or seven minutes that had changed his life. Now he felt like a cheap imitation. He wasn’t sure he even deserved the trench coat. Life was a bitch.


With the car’s lid up, his heart beat fast and his palms sweated. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. This affliction was relatively new, and growing worse: perhaps it came from a fear of jail time—a real possibility for a while there. The so-called assault, and the resulting charges, had changed everything. Now he felt lucky just to have a job, any job, and he was not going to screw it up. He certainly wasn’t going to let some stranger’s first impression of him be in a snowstorm, in a convertible, with the top down. He still hoped that a strong performance on this investigation—his first assignment for the National Transportation Safety Board, or NTSB—might lead to a more permanent position. He needed the work, the income, the stability. He needed this.


At a few minutes past three in the afternoon, with the storm still raging, Tyler parked and climbed out. The rail yard smelled of petroleum—grease, fuel, and cleansers—even in a snowstorm, a rusty bitterness in the back of the throat that reminded him of overheated electrical sockets.


A ruddy-cheeked man approached and introduced himself as Hardy Madders, rolling his eyes at the joke of his own name. An overweight man with loose jowls and a jovial disposition, Madders shook Tyler’s hand vigorously, introducing himself as the yard’s superintendent. He led Tyler across railroad tracks buried in six inches of wet snow, pointing out where to step to avoid tripping on the buried rails. The yard held freight cars, tankers, and flatbeds. Red, black, gray. Dozens of tracks, perhaps thousands of cars. According to Madders, a man who plainly liked to hear himself talk, the yard hands sorted the arriving trains, redirecting groups of cars to various tracks and to trains on other routes. An interline train from the east or south would carry one “package” of several cars headed to the northwest, another package intended for the southwest, and several more bound for the West Coast or Canada. Here, at the St. Louis switching yard, these cars were separated out and rerouted—“repackaged”—connected to engines and sent on their way. “Twenty-four, seven. No holidays here,” Madders added.


“And the car I’m supposedly interested in?” Tyler asked.


“Oh, you’re interested all right,” Madders assured him. “Why would the NTSB send an investigator all the way from Washington if there wasn’t something to be interested in? Don’t you boys have regional offices?”


“I’m new,” Tyler answered, not wanting to give this guy too much information. He carried NTSB credentials but did not feel like a federal employee, a federal agent. For the last eleven years he’d distrusted the feds. Now he was one.


Madders replied, “Which means you’re some kind of expert, right?”


“I wouldn’t exactly say that.”


“Homicide,” Madders said. “You gotta be some kind of expert in homicide. Am I right?” They walked a few more feet—it was treacherous going—when Madders said under his breath, “You’d better be.”


[image: ]


Lit by a number of battery-powered fluorescent lights, the boxcar in question held crated dishwashers. A St. Louis Police Department uniformed patrolman stomping his cold feet together was at a stepladder leading up into the car. Tyler showed the man his credentials.


“Feds are here!” the cop announced.


Inside the car were two crime scene technicians busy with stainless steel tools and plastic bags. They had attached little flags of various colors around the car. Supervising the two was a detective by the name of Banner, or Bantock—the man was so cold his jaw didn’t move properly and Tyler missed the name. The detective was short and stocky and wore a gray wool overcoat. His street shoes looked wet all through, and his face was a florid pink, from either temperament or the cold. Clearly he didn’t want to be here—it was written all over him, from his hunched shoulders to the squinting eyes that conveyed resentment.


“Blood?” Tyler asked. The floor, the boxes, the walls appeared sprayed in it. The air smelled sour.


“No lie,” the detective answered.


“It was a question,” Tyler explained. He’d attended hundreds of crime scenes, most of them bloody, but this was among the worst.


“The cold helps us,” one of the technicians explained. “If the fluids hadn’t frozen, nearly on impact, they would have been absorbed, spread out. Instead, we got some real good splatter indicators here.”


The other tech added, “We’re thinking two people. Both bleeders—we’ll know for sure when we type the blood. If either one’s still standing I’d be surprised, but this one—” he said, indicating the boxcar wall behind his partner, “—this one’s a couple quarts low. He’s either dead or wishing he was.”


“Have we identified that?” Tyler indicated the brown mess on the boxcar’s floor.


“We were thinking fecal matter or vomit,” the first tech answered. “But now I’m guessing soup. Frozen chili, maybe.”


“Chili,” Tyler said curiously.


“Go figure,” the technician said.


“These riders will fight over anything,” Madders said from outside the car. Snow covered his head like a thin handkerchief.


The detective, plainly suspicious, inquired, “What’s NTSB care about a fight in a railcar?”


Tyler nodded. He’d been expecting this. “The homicides and the subsequent arrest—”


“The Railroad Killer,” Madders interjected.


Tyler continued, “—have everyone in Washington oversensitive about reports of blood in railcars. If we’ve got a copycat out here, the sooner we shut him down, the better.”


Madders said, “Good riddance to all riders—these two included. We chase a dozen out of here every day.”


Both the detective and Tyler turned to face Madders. His breath fogging in the cold boxcar, the detective asked, “You chase any out today?”


Tyler in turn asked Madders, “Who do you mean by ‘we’?”


Madders answered the detective first. “None that I saw. Listen, we got bums coming and going, twenty-four, seven. The ones who know anything know to jump way before they ever reach the yard. It’s only the dumb ones we see here. You trespass onto company property, that’s a crime. We see the same face two, three times, and we arrest ‘em.”


“Who’s ‘we’?” Tyler repeated.


“Northern Union Security,” Madders emphasized.


“They got their own company, their own security guys, their own investigators,” the detective answered, beating Madders to it. “And it sucks, as far as I’m concerned—the whole damn arrangement.”


“Security guards have authority to make arrests?” Tyler asked, incredulous. He was thinking rent-a-cops, but he didn’t say it.


“You bet they do,” Madders answered, jumping in. “Do it all the time.”


The detective answered, “They dump ‘em off with us. We house ‘em until their hearings.”


“And these security guards,” Tyler said. “Where are they now? We’d like to talk to them.”


“It’s a big yard,” Madders replied. “We got six guys total. Two guys each shift. They’re around here somewhere.”


“I’ve already asked,” the detective told Tyler. “One of our guys is rounding them up.”


“They ever hear of radios?” Tyler mumbled.


“We got radios,” Madders told him.


“Use ‘em,” the detective barked. “Get those guys over here!”


“The ones on duty, or the ones on day shift? ‘Cause that’s gonna be a problem,” he said, checking his watch. “Three-thirty. Shift rotates real soon.”


“Find ‘em!” the detective ordered.


Madders hurried off into the storm, cursing under his breath. Not a minute had passed before he reappeared with two security guards. “Already on their way,” he said proudly.


“I thought you said there were two,” Tyler said, observing a third.


Standing between two football-player types who made their plain blue uniforms look undersized stood a tall black woman who wore a long chic overcoat with the hood up. The hood was trimmed in faux fur meant to look like a tiger’s tail. The whites of the woman’s eyes showed from within the shadow of that hood, her lips pursed in concentration.


“Who’s in charge?” she asked, her delicate voice rising above the clatter of a nearby train. Then she caught sight of the flags and the enormous quantity of blood in the boxcar. Her eyes wandered over to Tyler’s. “You?” she asked.


Jurisdiction had not yet been discussed. Tyler answered, “It’s his crime scene.” He considered introducing the detective, but he still wasn’t sure of the man’s name.


“John Banner,” the detective told her. This time Tyler caught it clearly. “Detective. SLPD.” Either Banner didn’t like blacks or he didn’t like women. Or maybe it was that he didn’t like black women, but an attitude change came with the introduction. “And you are?”


“Here to observe and help out if I can,” answered the woman as she approached the stepladder. “Nell Priest. Northern Union Security, corporate.” Tyler felt she had sized up Banner immediately, and this impressed him. “You don’t have a problem with that, do you, Detective?”


Tyler’s live-in companion for two years, Kat, had walked out at the height of his legal problems, leaving him alone and despondent. He blamed the media’s invasion of their privacy rather than his own inability at the time to communicate. He’d put Kat behind him now, along with nearly everything else of his former life. But Nell Priest had Kat’s spunk, reminding him of her and winning his spontaneous admiration. Not every woman could hold her own with self-important bastards like Banner.


The two forensic technicians observed this exchange without moving. Clearly Banner came with some baggage that his co-workers were aware of. For a moment the air seemed unusually still. “I’d rather not contaminate the scene,” Banner answered, looking right at her.


She looked to Banner, back to Tyler, seemed to consider the situation, and elected to answer with a faint nod. Some snow broke from the faux fur and flew around her face.


“He’s federal,” Banner said, pointing to Tyler, as if that explained something.


Tyler introduced himself. He stepped toward the edge of the boxcar and reached down to shake hands—gloves actually—with her. “I’m working for the NTSB.”


“Meaning you are regular army or a recruit?” she inquired. “I know most of the NTSB investigators.”


“My guess,” Tyler said, not quite answering her, “is that my bosses are afraid of a copycat, or that maybe they locked up the wrong Railroad Killer. They’d tell you we have to investigate any serious crime that involves interstate transportation. And that’s true, of course—”


She said, “Meaning you suspect that whatever happened here began in another state.” She added, “And that makes it yours.”


“Not mine,” Tyler corrected. “I’m here to observe and write a report. Gotta love government work. As long as there’s a paper trail to follow, my bosses are happy.”


“Well then, we’re not so different,” she said. “My report gets filed with Northern Union Security. Maybe we can cheat and look over each other’s shoulders.”


She had nice shoulders to look over, Tyler was guessing. She didn’t want this blowing up on her bosses any more than he did. It seemed as if everyone had learned some lessons from the Railroad Killer case, namely, that a small, localized investigation could mushroom exponentially and make the company or department, or the agency, look bad.


Banner suggested, “Maybe you two could get acquainted somewhere else and let the rest of us finish our jobs and get out of this cold.”


Tyler ignored Banner and asked her, “You’re based out of where?”


“New York.” She then said to Banner, “No one’s challenging your authority here, Detective. But technically, your crime scene is on my property. I’m here representing Northern Union, so I’m the go-between. That’s all. You need our people for anything, we’re happy to cooperate.”


“So go-between somewhere else for the next half hour, okay?” Banner said dismissively.


“Ladies!” Tyler said, looking squarely at Banner. “Let’s not spill any more blood, it’ll only confuse the technicians.”


“Got that right,” one of the lab men said.


Nell Priest suppressed a grin, and Tyler knew he had scored. She said, “I’d like to step aboard my company’s property and observe whatever it is you’ve got.”


Snow had collected on the shoulders of her coat and the very top of her hood. It clung delicately to the fake tiger fur. The two Northern Union security guards with Madders were doing the cold foot shuffle nearly in unison. They looked like poorly trained dance partners.


The air hung with expectation, everyone waiting for Banner’s response to her request.


Tyler said, “Why don’t I step out and make room for Ms. Priest? You’ve seen one bloody boxcar, you’ve seen ‘em all.”


Banner grimaced.


“Thank you,” Priest said, backing away from the ladder so that Tyler could climb down. She climbed up and stuck it to Banner by removing her glove and extending her hand and forcing him to shake hands with her. “That’s Banner with two n’s?”


He looked like a man sorting garbage as he touched her. “You want a business card?”


“Yes, that would be good. Thank you.” Priest slipped her hand back into her glove and asked the technicians a few questions about “impact velocity,” “major vessel disruption,” and whether they worked in centimeters or inches.


“So, let me give you my card,” Banner suggested, perhaps a little intimidated or even impressed by her knowledge. He handed her a card and she pocketed it.


Standing in the snow, Tyler asked the two security agents if they had been on duty all day.


“Since eight this morning,” answered the first, who must have once played college fullback.


His black partner replied, “Yes, sir. On at eight. Off at four. We hauled a couple guys outta some cars on line two. But nothing on this line. This car here …it was already sorted off line and had been tugged over here onto line twelve before our receivable guys opened her up and saw …this. They called us over. We informed the super, Mr. Madders, and he—”


“Called New York,” Madders interrupted. To Priest he said, “At which point they sent you, I suppose.”


“I suppose.” Nell Priest clearly didn’t want everything on the table. Tyler understood corporate paranoia, but she wasn’t helping her case with Banner any by playing coy. She struck him as being new to this. There was protocol to follow; the evidence collection was Banner’s show, the investigation Tyler’s, like it or not.


“So why’d no one call us?” Banner injected.


“We called you,” Priest informed him.


“But if I’ve got my timing right, not until they already had you on a plane,” he said to Priest, “and you on your way out here, too,” he said to Tyler. Banner asked, “What’s with that?”


She answered, “If corporate took their time notifying you, it wasn’t my doing. My guess is it was nothing more than a mix-up, thinking that Mr. Madders here had already done it.”


“No one told me to do nothing!” Madders complained.


“You see?” Priest fired off, “a mix-up.”


Tyler wasn’t buying it, and neither was Banner. “Corporate,” Tyler quoted her. “Is that the railroad or the security company? Or are they all the same?”


“Separate entities,” she replied. She apologized and said, “I was referring to the parent company—the railroad, as you called it. They’re top-heavy with decision makers. Everything requires a meeting, a committee. It doesn’t surprise me if they were a little slow.”


Still, it didn’t compute for Tyler. The police should have been called immediately. He wrote it off to Railroad Killer paranoia: “corporate” had wanted one of their own—Ms. Priest—on the ground and running before the police got too far out in front. And then another thought occurred to him: who the hell had called NTSB, for they clearly had been given a head start as well?


“Anyone here want what we got so far?” inquired the lead technician, a sharp-nosed man with beady eyes, small and frail in appearance, even bundled in winter clothing.


“With you,” Tyler said, hoping to quiet things between Priest and Banner, who also looked on with interest.


“First, you need to know the difference between the various kinds of wounds we deal with.” His tone was definite, almost impatient—the person at the cocktail party who’s the expert on everything. “We have cutting wounds, stabbing wounds, and blunt force injuries that include lacerations and chopping wounds. You might think these would all bleed the same, but they don’t. To offer any kind of accuracy, I need a look at whoever did this dance, but if we lose this weather, we lose this evidence—it’s gonna melt—so bear with me while I make a few educated guesses.”


No one objected.


“Give us the abridged version, Doc,” Banner complained, feeling the cold. “God damn witch’s tit out here.”


Tyler reached out and shook the hand of the forensics technician, having not been formally introduced. The man’s name was Greistein. He didn’t seem to feel the weather.


“To determine the events, we follow flow pattern. We categorize blood evidence into three groups: low-velocity impact, medium, and high. At almost any scene like this we have splashed, projected, and cast-off blood.” Greistein pointed to the portable lights. “Fluorescent, because we want as little heat in here as possible. All of us standing in here, breathing—we want to make it quick. We’re incredibly lucky to have this cold because it literally froze our crime scene, like taking a picture only minutes after the assault.” Tyler noted the dozens of numbered flags attached to pins stuck into various bloodstains. More white flags than yellow. Only a dozen or so pink flags, which was where Greistein pointed first.


“We’re guessing chili, not regurgitated but thrown from a can or pan.” He allowed everyone to think on this. “Two individuals,” he stated. “One sitting—we’ll call him Low Man. Another we’ll call Mooch, because maybe he wanted some of that chili.”


“Who the hell cares what this guy was eating?” Banner complained.


“We care because judging by the viscosity, that chili was hot when it was projected.”


“Not spilled?” Tyler attempted to qualify.


“Very good,” said Greistein. Banner bristled. “Quite the difference, isn’t there? Not spilled, projected. Thrown. Definitely hot at the time. We know this by the angular impact. We have a lot of exclamation points and tapered stains. The chili was thrown from low to the floor,” he said, indicating a thick area of his little flags near the boxes of dishwashers. He made a throwing motion from low to high. “Judging by volume, it was most, if not all, of an eleven-ounce can. It struck Mooch here,” he said, using a small laser pen to indicate another grouping of flags. “Mooch was standing at the time.” He fended off doubts by explaining, “Mooch created a spray shadow—a void behind him—that suggests he was standing at the time. When you find him, an examination of his clothing will reveal the projected food and will substantiate these findings.”


“Low Man there,” Tyler said, accustomed to such briefings, “probably sitting. The other guy, Mooch, standing about there.”


“Exactly.” The doctor added, “And the chili was thrown before any blood was shed. We know this as well because of coverage.”


“These guys knifed each other over a friggin’ can of chili?” Banner questioned.


“Not knives, no,” the doctor replied.


“Weapons?” Tyler asked.


“Low Man, for whatever reason, projects the chili, hitting Mooch in the upper chest and face. But it’s Mooch who lands the first blow. Probably a sap or a stick. I’m guessing he inflicts a nose wound onto Low Man because Low Man’s blood spills over here. Mooch rears back and strikes again. Let me explain that any blunt force object produces very little cast-off blood following the first blow. It’s typically the second blow that collects the blood and sprays it off in predictable arcs. These arcs are seen as medium-velocity spray patterns, and we have just the one. A knife does not cause such a spray pattern.” His laser light, a small red dot, traveled up the ceiling of the boxcar.


“But Mooch was cut, too,” Priest offered. “The flags indicate the blood of two men.”


Greistein grinned; he appreciated attentive students.


“Hurry it up!” Banner pressed.


Greistein continued. “If Low Man is right-handed, the movement was like a tennis backhand, and quite frankly, judging by the blood loss, I’m amazed that he was even standing at this point. Those first two blows from Mooch were convincing. At the very least, Low Man’s nose was probably broken. But now, Low Man strikes out with one defensive blow. A backhand. Delivered quickly.” He looked at them all. “I’m guessing he grabs his portable stove and lashes out. Maybe Mooch takes a metal fin to the neck. Low Man gets lucky—he probably severs the carotid artery. Whatever, he unleashes some serious bleeding.” Now the man’s little red dot from the laser pen was jumping flag to flag in a hurry. “Mooch gets off another blow but misses, spraying cast-off blood here in another medium-velocity arc.” The pen’s bead of red light danced across the dishwasher boxes. “He drops the weapon here,” he said, indicating a small pool of frozen blood, “and grabs for the neck wound. His pressure against that wound causes low-velocity patterns, here, here, and here.” He pointed out a variety of wide stains on the boxcar’s floor.


“A defensive blow,” Tyler repeated, echoing the man.


Greistein allowed a wry smile. “Someone’s listening,” he said.


Tyler continued, “Mooch is the bleeder, but Low Man took the first blows.”


“Exactly. I have no doubt—no doubt whatsoever—that Mooch struck first.”


“It’s speculative,” Banner complained. “These are two homeless sons-of-bitches who could have been arguing about who got the chili and who got the green beans, for Christ’s sake. Low Man cuts his pal out of the chili, and they duke it out.”


“Maybe,” Greistein said confidently, “but then why was the door open this whole time?”


“What?” Banner muttered.


“The car door,” Greistein said. “I have solid evidence that the freight car’s door was open exactly thirty-three inches throughout this whole ordeal. And you didn’t let me go on to explain the fight that ensued. In my opinion, a hand-to-hand fight, that suggests the two men wrestled, both bleeding.” His penlight traveled back and forth across the car. “We have tracks. I can practically show you the dance steps. First, there. Then, there. And the whole time, Mooch is bleeding out.”


“And Low Man is waiting for him to pass out,” Tyler said. More may have been said. Tyler wasn’t sure. He traveled back to his own battle in that grungy apartment months earlier. He had relived those few minutes of horror repeatedly, to where he wasn’t sure if they were real any longer or if he had embellished or augmented them or even diminished them in some desperate attempt to understand them more clearly. But as always they consumed him, and he missed whatever Greistein added as his conclusion.


“I’m going to leave our guards here,” Priest informed Banner. “They’ll protect the property after you and your people have wrapped. Is that okay with you, Detective?”


“Dandy,” Banner replied.


To Tyler, she said, “You want a cup of awful coffee?”


Tyler hesitated. “I want the bodies that belong to this blood. I want to hear that this is a confined incident. That’ll close it for us, and I can get down to abusing an expense account.”


She grinned. Her teeth were perfect, which he guessed pretty much described the rest of her as well. She said, “Mr. Madders, can we find someplace warm and out of this weather?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Madders pointed toward a weather-beaten trailer some distance away.


Following the footprints in front of him kept Tyler’s feet dryer on the way back across the yard, though Priest took long, determined strides—matching her long, determined legs—and she walked fast, a woman with purpose. Tyler wondered about that, about her company’s attempt to outflank local police. Risky politics at the very least. The snow fell in wet flakes the size of quarters, practically splashing as they hit the ground.


Halfway to the distant double-wide trailer, Priest stopped and turned around. “We need to find these bodies ahead of the evening news,” she announced.


It took Tyler a moment to realize that they had just joined forces. “Is that what this is about?” he shouted through the snowfall. But Priest was walking again, and she didn’t answer.





CHAPTER 5



Tyler kept the convertible’s top up for the long drive east to Terre Haute. In the fading light, the remnants of the storm left sugarcoated hills that reminded Tyler of the jagged Maryland countryside and the life he had so abruptly lost. He saw the legal system now as something that expected the worst of people, as more comfortable jumping to conclusions than discovering the truth. He had beaten a man nearly to death, but the guy had been a drunken child-beater and Tyler had thought of it as being in the line of duty. What hung him was that the child-beater was black and he was white, and for that he had paid with his career. Five minutes of terror and rage had erased a dozen years of dedicated service.


Repeatedly, he tugged the wheel sharply, fishtailing left or right, to prevent the icy highway from spilling the rental into the ditch. A convoy of sand trucks had failed to improve the road, and now, as temperatures dipped, the highway surface froze into a black ice peril.


Nell Priest was up ahead somewhere, her rented four-wheel-drive Suburban more stable than his convertible. Northern Union Security provided well: she had flown private into St. Louis. Tough life, the corporate expense account.


He didn’t want her to get ahead of him. If the Terre Haute yard held any information about the two riders who had caused that bloodbath, he wanted it, and without any filtering on her part. Whatever relationship had quickly formed between them, it felt more like competition than cooperation. She had been sent to determine if there was a fire, and if so, to quickly put it out. His role here was to discover the source of that fire, and their two goals seemed in direct opposition—too bad, since he liked her spark.


He had always denigrated the world of rent-a-cops and tin badges, but now that he saw the perks of private security, he wondered if Priest might put a good word in for him with Northern Union. With his house on the auction block, private security work suddenly seemed okay.


Tyler’s concern over the possible loss of his house grew daily. At first, suspended without pay, and then, months later, removed from the department, he had missed five mortgage payments and his home was now in foreclosure. Having already lost Katrina, his girlfriend of two years, to the calamity of the assault, having lost contact with his colleagues, and having been stained by the racist accusations of a headline-driven press, he now struggled to hold on to the one last vestige of his former life: his home. His touchstone. It wasn’t so much that he needed the house; he’d sold most of his possessions—a stereo, a dining room set—so that a bachelor apartment would do just fine. But he had fixed the place up from a weed-encrusted, paint-peeling dilapidated wreck in a borderline neighborhood to a gentrified Cape, thanks to an incentive program from the mayor’s office that encouraged police to settle in neighborhoods where their presence and guidance were most needed. Never mind that his was one of only five mowed lawns on the block; he hadn’t moved there to be a hero but to get a good deal on a piece of real estate. Never mind that his neighbors had turned their backs on him thanks to the racial accusations that accompanied the assault. After all the sweat and hard work, it was still his home, and it seemed inconceivable he might lose it. With little else left in his life, he had made holding on to his home more important than it should have been. He knew this yet could do little to lessen its importance. He thought perhaps that focusing on this job might free him up some.
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