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‘Dry Bones in the Valley is a tough, edgy thriller … readers of smart literary thrillers are going to love this novel. All that to say this: I wish like hell that my name were on the cover.’ Wiley Cash, author of A Land More Kind Than Home


‘Raymond Chandler said that Hammett took murder away from the manor houses and gave it back to the people who actually commit it. Tom Bouman continues that tradition [his] story is deceptively simple, layered with history, bearing within itself the promise of lightness, of redemption.’ James Sallis, author of Drive


‘Grit-lit meets wry suspense, along with a keen rendering of place and politics, in this former book editor’s debut mystery.’ New York Magazine


‘Rural noir at its finest: a poetically written mystery about a man struggling with his inner demons and an area of great natural beauty few had heard of before the natural gas boom.’ Kirkus (Starred Review)


‘Bouman’s outstanding debut has the feel of a western … Officer Henry Farrell’s growth from a grief-stricken widower to a lawman with an inner resolve fuels the brisk plot, as does an evocative look at a changing landscape.’ Publishers’ Weekly


‘Shadowy, swift, impossible to put down. I was enraptured. Any justice and this writer will soon be a major star.’ Joe R. Lansdale, author of Deadman’s Road


‘It’s a mystery, yes, but it’s also a love story between a man and the land and people he knows like the back of his hand. A gorgeous, lived-in novel, and Bouman’s turns of phrase are chest-clutching in their beauty.’ Hannah Pittard, author of The Fates Will Find Their Way


‘Tom Bouman has hit pay dirt… his carefully paced and skillfully plotted novel centered around Henry Farrell, truly one of the most likable and dedicated law officers in the history of crime fiction. I loved every word of it.’ Donald Ray Pollock, author of Knockemstiff and The Devil All The Time
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An old ballad is often like an old silver dagger


or an old brass pistol; it is rusty, or greenish;


it is ominous with ancient fates still operating


today.


—CARL SANDBURG,


The American Songbag




















DRY BONES IN THE VALLEY





















One





THE NIGHT before we found the body, I couldn’t sleep. It was a mid-March thaw. The snow that covered everything, everywhere since January finally released its grip, filling ditches and creeks, dripping from my eaves, and streaming out of my gutters as meltwater. Over the horizon, three ridges to the southwest, a gas crew was flaring a well. I shivered barefoot on my porch with a cup of coffee, looking up at the clouds as they flickered bruise-purple from the fireball below. The old farmhouse I rented had been sinking untroubled into the hillside for years. Then came the procession of colossal machines to knock down trees and strip them of their tops and roots, to build access roads, to haul equipment, and to drill. Compared with the undertaking of clearing a well pad, the drilling and fracking was almost quiet. I could almost say it was a strong wind through the pines, if not for the stop-start and whine of machinery contending with the earth, the glow on the nighttime horizon, and the tanker trucks hirpling up and down our dirt roads newly widened to let them pass, so many headlights and taillights strung over the winter hills like Christmas decorations.


At four a.m. I accepted that I wasn’t going to get back to sleep. And at dawn, when the sun rose magenta in the east, I was relieved.


About seven I ate frozen waffles with peanut butter, tugged the snarls out of my beard, dressed in my uniform, and headed over to the office. The township stationed me in the garage with the plows and fire truck and other vehicles, near the pyramids of gravel and sand, across from the fairgrounds in a quiet valley among the dwindling quiet valleys in northeastern Pennsylvania. The garage is cinder block surrounded by a dirt lot, painted white with neat black letters that read WILD THYME TOWNSHIP VOL. FIRE CO.


The police station is separated from the garage with drywall; you can hear the mechanics and roadmen working and everything they say. My office came equipped with an industrial-sized restaurant coffeemaker but my predecessor evidently lost the pot with the brown spout, leaving me only the orange one meant for decaf, which gave me the low feeling of always drinking decaf, so I replaced the whole thing with a new all-black coffeemaker on my own dime. That, and way back in history someone had put a drop ceiling in the office, but I disliked looking at all the little holes and brown stains in it. So I popped out the tiles and unscrewed the frame. It’s still somewhere in case someone wants to reinstall it. Till that day, I like seeing how everything works, the bones, everything plain from my steelcase desk right up to the pipes and HVAC near the ceiling. There’s a framed head shot of the governor on the wall, a map, a bulletin board, a vanilla-scented candle in the john that never gets lit.


When I got to the office that morning, my deputy George Ellis had his head on his desk with his face tucked in his arms; he didn’t look up when I came in. A scanner was on with the volume low, and the air felt thick. I put my feet up and looked at a couple faxed wanted posters, the same sorry characters from the week before, and the outstanding warrants page, some of which dated all the way back to 1980.


I fielded a call from Alexander Grace, owner of Grace Tractor Sales and Rental. One of his skid steers had been stolen from the lot several weeks earlier, and he’d called me every day, increasingly irate about my lack of progress. I didn’t tell him that for a theft like this, we had about a twenty percent chance of recovery. This past week, without consulting me, he’d placed an ad in the local coupon circular offering a $2,500 reward for information leading to the skid steer’s recovery, no questions asked. “I guess we’ll see what I can do on my own,” he said. I pleaded with him not to be stupid and to call me if he got any takers.


As he often does, John Kozlowski stopped in to visit. The township mechanic was a drinking buddy of George’s, a good-time Charlie with a face full of broken capillaries. He declined to sit, citing oily coveralls, and filled us in on a variety of subjects, including the cottage he was building on Walker Lake, plus, he told us, the his-and-hers Jet Skis he had just bought. Walker Lake being pretty small, I asked him where he planned to go on such a contraption, and he said something unkind about my mother, and we went on like that for a bit.


In those early days of the boom, conversations about gas money were guarded. People would never say outright how much they’d signed for, but their cottages and new trucks did the talking for them. At first some landowners leased rights for as low as twenty-five dollars an acre. By the time Penn State made it clear how much gas might actually be under us, the going rate was more like four thousand dollars an acre. People were scooping up windfalls, but they were of different sizes, again depending on how early in the play they signed, and how much land they owned. Neighbors stayed neighborly, but kept an eye on their property lines.


When John left, we passed time in silence until the phone rang. George raised his head and glared at it, but it kept ringing. He cursed it and answered. After a few short words on his end, he hung up and turned to me. “Dr. Brennan down at the clinic. She’s been pulling buckshot out of Danny Stiobhard’s side this morning, thought we should know.”


“All right.” I looked at George as if to ask what he was waiting for. He scratched the white skin under his beard.


“Look, Henry,” he said. “Danny and I had a run-in last week. At the bar.”


“Ah.”


“I’d love to take this one, but …” he said contritely.


“It wouldn’t be politic, sending you,” I said.


“That’s what it wouldn’t be.”


“You know,” I said, looking into his bloodshot eyes, “this fighting won’t do, George.”


“I know.”


I didn’t fault him, not entirely. He and Danny Stiobhard had a long history, and his taking the deputy job didn’t help. For reasons I will explain, I didn’t want to make the visit either. I put on my hat and coat, took the .40 in its belt out of the locker, got in my truck, and headed to town.


Geography and culture separates Wild Thyme Township and the town of Fitzmorris, which is the seat of Holebrook County, PA. Fitzmorris started as a summer colony for Philadelphia Scots Presbyterians back in the mid-1800s. It has some nice Greek Revivals, big white ones with columns, bigger than they have any right to be. Most have black trim but every ten houses a high-on-life home owner took a notion to paint theirs turquoise or heliotrope, or all colors of the rainbow. I like those, can’t help it.


The township is a rural area north of Fitzmorris. After the Civil War, the state parceled off a bunch of hardpan in the surrounding hills to Fenian soldiers who fought for the Union, and those Fenians told a few more of their friends and families come on over; that’s how my people landed in Wild Thyme Township, the Fearghails, they fought for the 50th Pennsylvania. And the Fearghails we remained, until, in a moment of World War II Americanism, my grandfather changed the spelling to “Farrell,” and there you have it.


Danny Stiobhard’s lineage is similar to mine. Our fathers used to hunt together. His last name goes “Steward,” if you care to know. However you say it, his clan has been here in Wild Thyme Township for several generations. While the particulars of their enterprise have changed over the years, the approach has remained the same: they sidestep law, object to government, and profit off the land. Poachers of lumber and deer, burglars, rumored to be dipping toes in the drug trade, they believe they are fighting an eternal Whiskey Rebellion. As we don’t get too many high-ranking federal officials visiting, they cast me—a mere municipal officer, mind you—in the role of government tyrant.


I pulled into the health clinic’s lot, behind Danny’s blue flatbed, noting some speckled perforations on the driver’s-side door. The clinic is run-down and small, occupying the top floor of a two-family house, with an elderly couple downstairs. We’ve all been there; Liz does her best.


Nobody in the waiting room but Jo the receptionist. I laid a finger alongside my nose as I passed her; gravely she nodded and didn’t say a word.


Down the hall and through an open door I saw Danny Stiobhard shirtless with his left arm raised above his shoulder, twenty-odd holes dotting his side and bleeding; Liz had a shiny clamp dug into a wound just below his rib cage, and when she pulled it out it stretched the surrounding flesh into a bleb. The shot emerged with the tiniest pop, or maybe I imagined that, but the stream of blood that followed was hard to miss. I caught Danny’s face just at the moment when his eyes welled over. The left half of his face looked like a movie alien’s, purple, blue, and swollen. Evidence of his fight with my deputy, I supposed. I waited for him to wipe his face with the back of his hand before I went in.


“Morning, Danny. Liz.” The room smelled of rubbing alcohol and damp clothes that had not been washed in some time.


Danny raised his good eye to the ceiling. “Oh, goddamn it, Liz, you fuckin called him. Sorry, excuse me.”


“Sit still,” Liz told him. Blood speckled her green scrubs, and her copper hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She prodded another wound with her finger.


“You said you wouldn’t,” Danny said.


“Sit still.”


I said, “What the hell is this, Danny?”


He had been wearing a hat until recently, from the look of his hair. His beard showed gray. His chest hair was matted, and he had several tattoos. The elastic band of his underwear was soaked red. “Accident,” he said.


“Oh, all right,” I said. “My work here is done, then.”


Danny snorted and lowered his arm. “Liz, stop. Wait until he goes.”


“Sit. Still.” She plucked another ball out. He hissed through gritted teeth and exhaled when the shot was free. His face looked mighty pale.


“Stiobhard, you might as well tell me who the other party is.”


As Liz dug in with the clamp again, Stiobhard yelped and started to hyperventilate. Liz made him lower his head between his knees and slow his breathing. When he regained control, he said, “I’ll tell you who to talk to. You know Aub Dunigan out on Fieldsparrow Road?”


I nodded. Aub lived on a disused dairy farm that most passersby would assume was abandoned. There were younger Dunigans in the area, yet Aub was alone in the world as far as I knew. A recluse.


“Like I said, it was an accident, no doubt. He’ll tell you himself if he remembers back as far as half an hour ago.”


“You provoke him?” My guess was Danny had his eye on a nice cherry tree; they have grown big in Aub’s woods.


“Why would I? Over what? He’s old. His cousin Kevin hired me to clear his trails. Evidently nobody told him. You have what you need, would you just? Just go check on the old man. Tell him no hard feelings.”


Liz pushed her glasses into place with her wrist. She had bright blue eyes. “Let’s talk out in the hall.” After she’d closed the door to her makeshift operating room she said, “Henry, I’ve given you all the time I can right now.”


“Got it.”


“Let me patch him up, then you can do whatever you’re going to do.”


“All right. Save the shot, okay?”


She nodded. “Hey, we on tonight? Uncle Dave Macon got the ax this morning,” she said. “I made coq au vin.”


Uncle Dave Macon is—was—a troublesome rooster. Liz is my best friend Ed’s wife. We get together Tuesday nights to have dinner and run through old fiddle tunes. I play the fiddle. All you really need to make dance music is a fiddle and a banjo. Liz comes from a traditional family and plays very good clawhammer banjo and passable three-finger. Ed started out as a rock-and-roll guitar player, but he’s been learning. Despite his frequent suggestions that we arrange some heavy metal song in a bluegrass style, and drinking to excess when we play, he rounds Liz and me out pretty well. It’s nice to have someone to play with.


Liz saved my life when I first returned to Wild Thyme a few years back, which I’ll tell about later.


I told her we were on, left the clinic, then called the office on my cell and asked George to go out and park at the foot of Aub Dunigan’s driveway and not let anyone up. I decided to call on Kevin Dunigan, Aub’s second cousin and nearest relative that I knew of. If the old man needed to be put in a home, best that process started with family.


It was early enough that I could catch Kevin before work. I put on the lights, but not the siren, and stepped on it, easing through one red light and racing into the outskirts. Kevin lived with his wife in a brick ranch house just east of town, and owned an oil-change shop in Fitzmorris. The house is at some remove from the road in the middle of a field, but you can pick it out at a distance by the flagpole in his yard; he flies Old Glory and, just beneath it, a big blue flag with the oil-change corporate logo on. As a result of that flag he’s had to turn away some would-be customers who concluded that his house was the shop.


When I got to his driveway I turned off the flashers and pulled in. One of the garage doors was open and at least one car was still there. Kevin, gray and compact and near fifty, stepped out of the door that communicated between house and garage, and onto the driveway. There was a look of mild concern on his face and a mug in his hand.


“Why, Henry.”


“Kevin, how you been?”


“Fine. What, ah, what brings you around?”


“You hear from Danny Stiobhard this morning?”


Kevin’s eyes widened. “Why would I?”


“Your cousin Aub winged him with a shotgun. He says.”


“Come again?”


Kevin’s wife Carly joined us outside, wearing a yellow baseball hat and baggy jeans tucked into galoshes. I didn’t know her very well; she worked in the little bookstore in town, and had steered it in a Christian direction.


Kevin relayed what I’d just told him. She said, “Now look.”


“Don’t worry about Danny,” I said. “He’ll live. Just so I have everything straight: You hired him to clear the trails?”


“I certainly did not,” Kevin said. “What on earth.”


“He said you did.”


“What about Aub? Can we see him? What do we do?”


“Well, I have yet to get his side of things. It would be good if you came with me to check on him. I may have to bring him in.”


Carly boggled at that. “You ‘may’? You haven’t got him now?”


Kevin took a couple steps back, saying, “Oh, no. No, you don’t.”


I held up my hands. “Hey. Please.”


Kevin pointed a finger at me. “Do your own job.”


“Uh-huh,” I said.


He handed his coffee mug to Carly and rubbed his face with both hands. “Sorry, Henry. Since I was a kid, he’s … it’s been difficult, him in the family. Just don’t let him shoot me and I’ll get my coat.” He went inside.


Carly raised an eyebrow at me.


“He won’t get shot,” I said.


Kevin followed me in his car, a silver sedan. We drove up and down the hills on 37, the sun getting higher in the morning and the roadside ditches rushing with meltwater. Every now and then a beer can flashed blue. Holebrook County is on the western edge of the Endless Mountains region. The term is a poetic one; what people mean is that it’s hilly. We’re part of the Appalachian Range, which formed almost five hundred million years ago, along with a vast inland sea to the west. Creatures in the sea died and sank, and the mountains eroded, and over a hundred million years this mix of sediment and organic matter was buried and turned into shale, the Marcellus Shale. Because of the once-living things in it, the Marcellus contains a lot of natural gas, all wrapped up in layers of rock like a present to America.


After maybe seven miles we turned onto a narrower route, passing dirt roads where they coughed out onto the pavement. Many were marked with blue and white ribbons put there by the gas operators, showing the way to sites they were probably going to drill. And not only at roads: if you knew where to look in the tree line, you saw the ribbons marking trailheads. I dislike seeing them but I’m out of luck, because they’re everywhere.


Fieldsparrow Road led up and to the north. I waited to see that I hadn’t left Kevin in the dust and then made the turn, slowing the truck to about half speed. The township paid for new shocks last year and they won’t be doing it again soon. We bumped along for a mile or two, past derelict trailers and at the edge of a clearing, a blue swing set grown over with black grapevine. After a long stretch of woods the road emerged into wide gray fields. On the left stood a couple lopsided sheds, and up a long, steep driveway a farmhouse was half hidden by a grove of maples. I parked behind Deputy Ellis’s radio car, where he sat tapping ash over the top of his window, hidden from the house by a barn.


We each got out of our vehicles and stood in the road and George said, “Nobody stirring up there. Far as I can tell.” He tossed a butt into the ditch, where the water carried it away. “How’s Danny?”


“He’ll live.”


Kevin Dunigan pulled up. George tried to wave him along with some impatience, not realizing who he was. Extending a hand out his window, Kevin introduced himself. George told him to park out of sight of the house, then turned to squint one eye at me as if to ask what the hell.


The barn we were hiding behind was built into a slope, so that half the foundation disappeared underground. A heap of blue shale fieldstones surrounded the barn, along with a set of rusted rotary blades, several empty jugs of wine, and much more broken glass, all covered with briars and deadly nightshade. The structure itself was standing, I’ll say that for it; the siding had weathered silver and was full of holes toward the bottom. I peered around the corner to the base of the dirt driveway and was surprised to find a new hatchback. It was blue, on blocks, and its wheels were gone.


“All right,” I said. “George, wait here while Kevin and I head up. Keep your walkie-talkie on.” I had bought satellite walkie-talkies for me and George a while back; they’re good for a mile or two of range out in the township where neither our two-way transmitter nor the county’s is reliable, especially since they moved everyone to narrow bands after 9/11. It’d only take two more transmitters planted on summits between the township and Fitzmorris to make radio contact between us reliable, but of course that hasn’t been done. If we need to reach town, we use phones, which is inconvenient when approaching a suspicious vehicle in the dead of night, or fighting a drunk on a domestic call. Anyway, I was pleased about the walkie-talkies. They had been handy back in deer season.


Kevin climbed in the passenger seat of my truck and we set off. It was a bright morning and there was more snow left up in the hills than in the valleys where I’d been; my transition eyeglasses went from yellow to brown. The driveway led past an old barn foundation and up to a corncrib; I always liked those corncribs for their back-slanted walls, walls to keep the rats out. There was a line of trees to one side, with barbed wire strung through it, and more wine jugs lying in the remains of a stone wall. And it was from the corncrib that Aub emerged, shotgun in hand, to peer down at us. We were still about fifty yards away. I stopped, put on the parking brake, and stepped clear of the truck, which I did not want shot, as it might not get repaired until next quarter. Kevin stayed in the vehicle. Aub stood stock-still, hadn’t raised the shotgun. I took a noisy step forward.


“Aub, it’s Henry Farrell. Officer Farrell. Can you drop that? We’re here to say hello.”


“It’s Cousin Kevin, Aub,” Kevin called out of his window.


“Come on up, then.” The old man wore a plaid flannel shirt and alligator-clip suspenders over stooped shoulders. His pants hung loose around his middle and were tucked into black galoshes. His pink scalp showed through strands of yellowed hair. On either side of an Irish nose, his eyes were dark and sunk deep. When we got close, I asked him again to set the shotgun down; he opened the breach, with trembling fingers plucked out a shell, and left the gun open in the crook of his arm. The weapon had to have been at least seventy-five years old. I was surprised he’d convinced it to fire at Danny Stiobhard.


“My friend,” I said, “you’ve got some explaining to do.”


The old man’s voice shook and he had trouble with his consonants; it took concentration to understand the words that tumbled out half formed and angry. What I made out was this:


“He been coming on my land and cutting trees. They stole my wheels. Seen him coming on up again and I let him have one. But I didn’t have nothing to do with that boy.” He closed his eyes and turned his head to the side.


“What boy is that, now?”


“One you’re coming on up to collect.”


I turned to Kevin, who was all bewilderment.


I stated the obvious. “We’re here about Danny Stiobhard.”


“Fellow got killed up in my woods. You got to come on up and collect him.”


Kevin put his face in his hands and said, “Oh, my god. Oh, god.”


“Aub, are you sure?”


“Found him yesterday. Mountain let go and I found him.”


We all three waited in silence a long time before I decided what to do. I’m a patrolman, more or less, no detective. But I wasn’t trained to say, this is someone else’s mess, someone else will clean this up. I was trained to take care of it.


“Can you show me?”


Aub nodded, turned, and walked toward the tree line. His farmhouse was sided with green tar shingles, and as we passed it I noticed that the ground between it and the ancient outhouse was muddy and well trod. The old man led the way past the west face of his house and into a field covered in snow. A couple sets of prints made a straight line to and from the wooded ridge at the field’s edge, and both prints looked like his, or were about his size, I’m no expert. A few sets of snowmobile tracks led from the road at the bottom of his field to the trailhead, merged into one, and led into the forest. Aub pushed aside a few bare branches to expose a logging road dug into the hillside.


Up we went, with Kevin slipping once and landing hard on his knee until he learned to walk splayfooted. The woods were pretty and full of junk. The pièce de résistance was a rusted-out International pickup at the edge of a clearing, its glass all gone and mustard-colored stuffing popping out of its seat.


In our area we have second-growth forest, meaning the wilderness is reclaiming what used to be farmland; that’s where the split-rail fences come from, and why rusted strands of barbed wire disappear into tree trunks that have grown around them. On Aub’s land, there were still blue shale walls, two feet wide and three tall in most places, some a mile or more long, climbing ridges and descending into valleys, deep into the woods. One wondered at the farmers who broke their backs making them just a few generations ago, what they were thinking—if they were impatient quarrying the stone and then setting them in place, if they were sure their children would always farm the land and be grateful for those walls.


As the walls remain in wooded places, so do trails—not only the main-drag logging roads like the one we were on, but narrow ways through the brush. People call them deer trails now but I have to wonder if livestock made them first and the deer just find them convenient; I read somewhere that cattle and sheep do tend to walk exact paths, wearing them into the ground over centuries. We passed through a break in the wall and cut onto one such trail, departing from the snowmobile track and following Aub’s prints up the ridge. It turned into a longer walk than I expected, but eventually we came to a high-up place where the undergrowth was thinner and the trees were bigger and straighter and let in more sun.


Half tucked underneath a car-sized shale boulder was where we found it. A pale-and-dark patch on the ground, it was unmistakable to the prepared eye, out of place even in those woods already full of ruined and discarded things. I told Kevin to stay where he was; he squatted with his head in his hands while the old man and I pressed on. Within ten feet of the body we flushed several turkey vultures from an ash tree. They didn’t bother to fly too far away.


It was plain that this was no boy but a young man, shirtless, face down and away from me, right arm tucked under him. The skin on his back was mottled lavender and looked thin as newspaper, as if his shoulder blades and spine would tear through if he were nudged. He had slid partway out from a hollow, the kind animals dig beneath boulders for their dens, and the snow holding him in there must have melted and let him out. He had on jeans and his feet were still buried. At first it looked like his left arm was hidden under the boulder, but as I got close I saw that there was no arm to hide. It, the shoulder, and much of the upper left side of his torso were gone, as if the arm had been ripped away. We were silent and still so long that the chickadees started singing again.


I’ve seen bodies—dry corpses crawling with flies in dusty streets, an old woman withered in her armchair, dead for weeks. To say they all seemed to belong where they were might not speak too well of me, or of the places I’ve been. This one didn’t belong where he lay.


I took careful steps, looking for signs of what might have brought this kid to that place. The only tracks I saw were on the trail we’d taken to get there. Looking back at Aub Dunigan, I came to myself, put my hand on my weapon, and told him to lay the shotgun down. He snapped the breach closed and set it stock-down against a tree trunk. Once he’d done so, he didn’t know what to do with his shaking hands. “This is none of me,” he said.


I got George on the walkie-talkie. He was pretty faint at that distance but I told him to find a spot where he could radio the county, or call.


“What the hell for?” George said.


“Found a body up here.”


“What?”


I gave him the code and said, “Raise the sheriff. We’ll be down the hill soon as we can.”


Kevin had joined us and stood staring at the corpse. Aub  turned away and walked toward a nearby boulder. I told him stay where he was. He looked back at me and gestured to where he was headed, as if to explain. I said, “Jesus, Kevin, get him to stay put.”


“Aub,” Kevin said.


The old man seized a fallen branch and pulled; with it came a piece of cloth and another branch of the same size. He’d made a stretcher by tying a blanket between two tree limbs, must have brought the blanket up on a previous trip. Demonstrating it to me by pulling the blanket taut, he said, “Take him on down.”


For some reason this made me sad. “No, put that down. Just set it down. We’ll get him later.” I put Aub’s shotgun over my shoulder and we walked down to the house without speaking. It took a while.


This was too much for me and George alone. Seeing the body and putting my own tracks everywhere around it gave me an unreasonable feeling of involvement, even complicity. When we made the last turn on the trail down, and there was just a screen of trees between us and Aub’s house, which was now flanked by two county sheriff’s cars, George’s radio car, and an ambulance, it felt like we three were coming out to surrender. As if thinking the same thing, Aub broke our long silence: “He wasn’t my doing.”


Out we came, me and Kevin and a stooped old man wringing his hands. Out of the woods and into light so white you saw colors in it.

















Two





SHERIFF NICHOLAS Dally stood waiting by his car. He’s got fifteen years as sheriff of Holebrook County versus my couple serving Wild Thyme Township, and this has always made him seem not only wiser than me, but taller. When he speaks it carries the weight of pronouncement. Good qualities in a policeman. He’s a clean shaver but that morning he had a small cut on his chin, a tiny seam of red on a white field turning black. They say he plays the trombone but I can’t imagine it.


He touched the tip of his campaign hat, and without a word placed a gentle hand on Aub’s elbow, steering him toward a waiting county deputy, who led the old man into the farmhouse. Dally turned to Kevin Dunigan and said, “Would you keep Deputy Ellis company while Henry fills me in?”


Kevin ignored the request. “What’s going to happen to Aub?”


“I need to speak to Officer Farrell. I’d appreciate it if you’d stick around, though. We’ll need you.”


Kevin moved off toward my deputy’s car, rubbing the back of his neck.


Dally turned to me. “What’s it look like up there?”


“Young man, nobody I know, no shirt, stuffed under a boulder and missing an arm. No tracks other than Aub’s. We didn’t touch him but we’ll need to get up there soon if we’re going to beat the vultures.”


“Holy Christ. Coyotes make off with his arm, maybe? But how’d he get up there with no shirt.”


“No animal sign either. Strange.”


Dally shot a look at the house.


“Aub says he had nothing to do with it. I believe him. But the reason I’m here in the first place is he took a shot at Danny Stiobhard this morning.”


Dally raised his eyebrows, but all he said was, “Best someone stays with him.”


We stepped onto the porch, which was missing only a couple boards. After wiping his feet on a welcome mat made of old tires, Dally headed in. Kevin followed him, leaving my deputy George on the porch smoking a cigarette. I could feel a line of nervous sweat down my ribs. There wasn’t much to do but listen to the snow melt, and to think about the vultures up the hill, and worry. I was needed to lead the coroner and sheriff back to the body. My deputy was free.


“George,” I said, “got a job for you.” He sniffed. “Why don’t you bring Danny Stiobhard in for us?”


“Come on.”


“I’d try the clinic first. If the doc says you can’t have him, tell her I said it’s important.”


“What if he ain’t there anymore?”


“You know, find him.”


George trudged off to beat the bushes, grumbling.


Not ten minutes later a maroon extended-cab pickup joined the small fleet of vehicles in the dooryard. Wy Brophy stepped out of the driver’s side. The county coroner and medical examiner was long-limbed and tall, with frameless hexagonal spectacles and a camera dangling from his neck. He hitched a camouflage backpack over one shoulder and raised a hand in greeting. Brophy’s arrival coaxed the two EMTs from their ambulance—a tall overweight boy and a short plump blond girl, county EMTs with ALS training and good equipment. The boy had a large pack on and between the two of them they carried an orange spineboard. Their names were Julie and Damon. Sheriff Dally stepped out of the house, and soon I was leading the four of them back up the ridge, leaving the Dunigans with Deputy Ben Jackson.


The coroner walked like an old-timey explorer, addressing the ridge in long, confident strides. He never did slip, and still had breath to ask me questions, sheriff listening all the while.


“How long had the body been out here, did Aub say?”


“He didn’t.”


“And you saw it?”


“Saw it a little. Didn’t touch anything.”


“Good. How bad was he?”


“You know. Dead as a mackerel. And he’s missing an arm.”


“Jesus. No sign of the arm, I gather. Any footprints, anything?”


“Just saw Aub’s, and now mine and Kevin’s, to and from the farmhouse. Could have missed some, but I didn’t want to muddy the waters. Let’s slow down a minute.” The EMTs had taken a number of falls; connected as they were by the spine-board, if one of them slipped, the other couldn’t help but follow suit. They had wet patches on their knees and Damon was sucking wind.


While we waited for them to catch up, we heard a woodpecker knocking for his lunch. Brophy raised his camera and searched the surrounding trees, stopping on a big gray beech. With a click and whirr he took his shot, then turned to me. “Downy woodpecker.”


By the time we got back to the scene, a turkey vulture had removed one of the corpse’s eyes and eaten it. A red string trailed out of the socket. Taking his first glance, the fat EMT said, “Oh, dog,” half to himself, while the monstrous birds flapped up into a tree to wait us out. I could feel them watching.


The sun kissed the forest floor, turning snow into a fine white fog, waist-high. We all stood back while Brophy tied police tape in a rough circle about fifteen feet in diameter, winding it around a series of tree trunks to encircle the body. Then he pulled latex gloves on, removed his lens cap again, and took a bunch of pictures, saying nothing, pausing often in contemplation. Once he called for me and pointed to a series of footprints, asking, “Yours?” I said I thought so. I couldn’t help but glance back at the sheriff, and he was looking right back at me. Brophy stuck a blue pencil in the snow next to where my prints doubled back on themselves and moved on.


Eventually the coroner got around to the corpse itself, taking angle after angle of the body as it lay. “We’ve got to turn this guy over,” he said. “Nicholas, you want to come in here, please?”


The sheriff thought a second and said, “Henry, you go. Let’s not make any new footprints.”


Brophy looked around him. “Don’t worry about the footprints, that horse is out of the barn.”


One of the EMTs handed me a body bag and I ducked under the tape. The corpse was thawing and I caught a whiff of roadkill as I squatted next to Brophy, who passed me a pair of rubber gloves. Up close, you could see every one of the kid’s vertebrae and ribs.


“Okay,” said Brophy, “we don’t want to disturb any wounds. I’ll take him by the neck and abdomen, and you take his left leg, and we’ll ease him over onto the bag.” I spread the black bag out and zipped it open next to the body. “Okay? Carefully.”


His leg felt like wet deadfall. He was still frozen to the ground on the underside where the sun hadn’t reached, and he came up with a peeling noise and a flood of rot smell. I tried not to look into the mess where his arm and chest used to be, or his empty eye socket. We laid him on the bag and I took a few steps back into my own tracks.


Brophy photographed the body and the empty space where it had lain, at some length. Then he squatted, blue pencil in hand. With the eraser end, he pulled open the kid’s mouth and peered in. Then he turned to the torso. First he moved the pencil over the remaining half of the kid’s chest in an arc, then bent down to look into the frozen meat and bone. After moving his hands down the remaining arm, he stopped at the fingers and pried them up for a better look. It was then I saw that the fingertips were gone. He took a glance at the legs and feet.


“This kid’s been shot.”


This was news to me. Brophy looked about him, making angles from various positions in relation to where we stood. Then he put his face up right next to the boulder’s visible surface, moving across and down the horizontal layers of shale as if he were reading fine print. Circling out from where we had been squatting, Brophy scrutinized all the neighboring tree trunks in much the same way, pausing at an old antler scrape but ending by shaking his head.


He pulled off his gloves and let them drop. “Wish we had the rest of him,” he said. Producing a small tape recorder, he began to speak into it. “Evident powder burns on anterior chest and abdomen consistent with an intermediate-range gunshot wound. No visible spatter on any likely surfaces around the deceased. Left arm, shoulder, heart, and portion of left lung not present at scene. Marks on body and cuts to the ribs and clavicle suggest trauma by ax or similar sharp tool. Fingertips on right hand severed. Extensive dental damage, likely with a heavy, sharp tool. Left eye scavenged by a”—at this he looked up into the tree—“turkey vulture.” Brophy put the recorder in his pocket, lifted his camera, and took a snapshot of the black birds where they lurked in a nearby beech. “Let’s zip him up.”


On the walk back down the ridge, four of us each took a handle of the spineboard and didn’t drop it once. Julie pushed aside branches and guided us as needed.


As the EMTs and the coroner got the body in the ambulance, Sheriff Dally pulled me aside and kept a firm grip on my arm. “So he was shot,” he said.


“Guess he was.”


The sheriff looked over to the house. “I don’t think we have a choice.”


“Sheriff, I don’t think he has it in him. Something like this?”


“And this morning?”


“Yeah.”


“You see how he’s living.”


“Yeah.”


“Tell you what,” said Dally. “I’ve got to bring him in. I’ll have Jackson clean him up, keep him as long as I can. Maybe Wy turns up something in examination that rules him out. That seems simplest, and we’re doing what we know we have to do. Meantime, I talk to District Attorney Ross and a judge and get us a warrant to search. Yeah?”


“All right.”


“Explain to Kevin, would you? Don’t say too much, now.”


While we were talking, Kevin had emerged from the house. I supposed he was curious. Dally put a hand on his shoulder as he passed to get to the farmhouse, where through a warped pane of glass I could see Aub sitting at the table alone, with Deputy Jackson standing off to one side.


Kevin had half turned to follow the sheriff when I stopped him. “You know Aub’s got to go in.” At this Kevin opened his mouth to say something but I raised my hand. “We don’t think he has anything to do with … that up there. But with Danny Stiobhard getting winged this morning, the sheriff needs to get everything straight.”


“Jesus.”


“Look. He’ll eat well, get cleaned up, and they’ll figure all this out, and in the meantime you and Carly can look into care for him. Could be a good thing in the end.”


The ambulance pulled out of the yard slowly, lights rotating, with Wy Brophy following in his truck. A cloud of diesel smoke hovered in the air for a moment, and then the breeze carried it away into the white morning. Soon after, the farmhouse door slapped shut and out came Aub, pinned between Deputy Jackson and the sheriff, who held the old man by the upper arm. Aub yanked it free; the sheriff seized it again; Aub yanked it free once more. He wasn’t cuffed. As they approached Deputy Jackson’s patrol car, Aub said, “I won’t go. I won’t go,” sounding as if he could have been saying, I don’t want to go. Looking around in anguish, as if he’d never see the place again, he met my eyes with his, just for an instant, and disappeared into the back seat.


Dally turned to me. “Nobody in or out.”


“Nicholas, there are trails all across this ridge. Dunigan’s land must connect to six other plots, not to mention the plots those plots are connected to.”


“You have a deputy.”


“He’s out chasing Danny Stiobhard.”


“Is he? What for?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “He had business on the ridge. I’d like to know what it was.”


“That’s a good question. Here’s another: Why did Dunigan feel he had to defend his place with deadly force?”


“I don’t know. Look, Nicholas, you can’t believe Aub did this.”


“Henry. You don’t know who did what, or how it happened or why. Next time, check with me before stepping outside your remit.”


I nodded but said nothing. I was not answerable to the sheriff, though he sometimes treated me so.


Dally, gazing out at the hills, scratched under his campaign hat and said, “Fuck me. Wait here until we get back, then. I’ll get us some staties. Try not to let anyone up.”


They drove off, no lights, no sirens. Kevin followed in his own car.


Holebrook County law enforcement is a skeleton crew. Dally had two deputies, two patrolmen, and an administrative assistant—not much. Fitzmorris had a nominal chief of police and two deputies. I was one of five township officers scattered throughout the county; the remaining fifteen townships had decided they didn’t need them, and used the state. And I just had George Ellis. Even if they pulled a patrolman or two from Fitzmorris, or even some state troopers from the barracks in Dunmore, we couldn’t cover the whole ridge plus Aub’s homestead. But for the time being someone had to do what they could, so I headed down to fetch my truck and bring it to where I could watch both the house and the tree line.


As I walked down the long driveway, I peered in the windows of the little blue hatchback with no wheels. Still looked new. The west-facing main doorway to the barn was directly in front of me; it was a legal gray area to check inside, but curiosity won out. The doors were tall and heavy, and slid open and shut on a rusted track. I tugged one open wide enough to reveal a vaulted interior in decent repair, though there were enough chinks in the siding to give a kind of stained-glass effect with the sunlight. Bat and bird shit coated the floor, tarp-covered tractor implements, and disused furniture. I took a quick turn on that floor and headed back outside.


As with any barn of this age, there had been some serious decay; brambles covered the floor sills along the southern side. The bottom-most timbers crumbled in my hands. On the eastern face, wind and rain had weathered the pine siding to a silver sheen. It was one of my favorite colors.


I found another sliding door about five foot high. I pulled it open and caught a familiar bouquet of guano, old wood, and mold. I ducked inside. The basement’s floor was packed dirt, none of it disturbed that I could tell. Much of it was hidden by rusted tractor implements, old hay bales, five-gallon buckets, and every other thing. Just above my head, rough-hewn joists, many still bearing the shapes of the tree trunks they had once been, supported the first floor. They in turn were supported by coarse, fat posts at the walls and along the structure’s midpoint. And running the length of that midpoint was the largest sleeper beam I’d ever seen. It was a full forty feet long, about twenty inches square, and perfectly straight, disappearing into darkness at the far end of the cellar. The oak tree it came from had to have been old growth.


As I picked through the basement, trying not to leave any trace, my Maglite chanced upon something flash-orange up against the south wall. It didn’t look of a piece with the other junk. Pushing aside a coil of wire fencing, I found four traffic cones fixed diagonally tip-down in a wooden frame. I realized what it was, and felt a slight creep when I saw the splatters. That method of slaughtering chickens is much more common in this area and among Aub’s type of people, do-it-yourself people I suppose is what I mean. Trying to get to a chopping block with an ax in one hand and an upset chicken in the other just isn’t sensible; you only see it in movies. This way you take a sharp knife to the jugular and the chicken stays put. That’s how Liz and Ed do it, too.


I shut the barn door and drove the truck up to the farmhouse yard, fishtailing once in the slush. I parked. The sun had to cut through the whitest mist you ever saw. When I closed my eyes I saw the corpse and felt its weight in my hands.


I stepped out and approached the corncrib where we first ran into Aub that morning. This type of outbuilding is rare now, but would have been an ordinary sight as recently as thirty years ago, when I was just a little kid and the world hadn’t sped up. I turned the white porcelain doorknob by the stem—so I wouldn’t smear any fingerprints, or leave any—and opened the door. A scent of sawdust, mixed with gas and oil. Near the door a chain saw sat ready for use, yellow dust caked around its oil cap and air filter. Sharpened chains hung on nails, and beneath them, three splitting mauls and a single-bit ax leaned in a row. I squatted to peer at their blades: there was no blood that I could tell, and they were all dull and rusty. Empty plastic jugs of oil were strewn about on the floor, and there was a pile of junk at the back.


I stepped outside. Beneath the wooden stairs there was a little gap in the stone foundation. I knelt and shone my light back there, and caught a glint of color. The entire south-facing foundation was lined with domes of turquoise glass about the small size of bell jars, the ones they used for insulating power lines in the old days. They were nestled into the stones, must have been about thirty of them. In my flashlight and with a few thin beams of light shining through gaps in the stone, the glass shone like cats’ eyes.


Out behind a huge old lilac bush, Aub had about a face cord of firewood that must have been split that fall, and several rows of seasoned stuff, one of which had taken a break and sat down in the snow. As I was walking around out there, I heard an approaching car—a rarity on this dirt road—and my instinct was to duck behind a woodpile. My truck was partially hidden from the road by the stand of maples. A gray-silver compact sedan passed slowly, as if the driver were taking a long look at the farm. I couldn’t tell the make. Could have been Kevin’s. It slid east from behind the big barn, picked up the pace, and then disappeared into the woods.


In the farmhouse’s kitchen doorway, I stood looking in, not daring to enter. The outbuildings were one thing, a domicile quite another. I wanted to see inside, to make sense of this predicament, to act. I stayed outside where I belonged.


I heard cars pull into the yard, doors open and shut. Sheriff’s Deputy Jackson rounded the corner along with two state troopers. Jackson handed me a Styrofoam cup of gas station coffee. There were several police vehicles lined up in the driveway, including three all-white Crown Vics belonging to the state police, and two county cars. The two troopers had been borrowed from Dunmore. They were a bit younger than I, and much more squared away; each had a little bath mat of hair atop his head, nothing but pink scalps on the sides, reddening in the cold along with their ears. I’d had to call in troopers for help on domestics involving weapons. You sometimes have to step in there on your own and pray the staties won’t take an hour to join you. I’ve had fights lasting three minutes that seemed like two hours. Anyway, I didn’t know these guys—they looked new. Robertson and Zukowski were their names. Turned out they both lived in Clarks Summit, well to the south. We stood drinking coffee and watching as across the yard Sheriff Dally stood talking and pointing about the property with a third state trooper. This one was older, paunchy, his uniform a little more decorated, his campaign hat tucked under his arm.


“Who’s that one? He with you?” I asked Zukowski.


“Detective Palmer, Forensic Services,” the trooper answered. “We loan him out to rural departments. He’s out of Scranton.”


“He’s here to make sure us local woodchucks don’t dick it up,” said Deputy Jackson.


I’ve mentioned our manpower struggles, which go double in the poorer rural municipalities. Our people don’t want taxes, naturally, and tend to believe they can fend for themselves. The township supervisor who hired me was a Brylcreemed old-timer who knew roads and maintenance—and everyone in the township over fifty—and left me to my own devices. Last year a newcomer named Steve Milgraham unseated him. Pudgy, personable, and inclined to wear salmon-colored pants, Milgraham inherited a flourishing construction business and knows everyone in the township under fifty. Broadly speaking, I don’t care about politics. I figured that, with the sheriff’s support, I would continue to enjoy the blessing of the local, largely Republican, base. But with Milgraham’s arrival I began to hear rumblings from the distant right: Why does a small rural community need not one but two law enforcement officers? Are the DUI checkpoints legal? Can’t Officer Farrell cut my cousin a break? Why should we pay taxes for a service we don’t want, when there’s a state police barracks nearby? And so on. Once, after a township meeting, I overheard Milgraham say that having a policeman in Wild Thyme Township was like putting a silk hat on a pig. Who is the silk hat, and who is the pig, I want to know? Privately I began to refer to him as the Sovereign Individual, or just the Sovereign.


We watched from a distance as the sheriff and Palmer from Forensic Services conversed in the yard.


Trooper Zukowski turned to me and said, “So, you found the body, huh?”


“First on the scene.”


“Did he fall out of your beard?”


Soon enough, Dally approached us, handing me a small can of pink spray paint and asking me to show the way once more, blazing trees as I went so that any police could find his own way henceforth. I was to leave one statie up at the site of discovery and another stationed somewhere on the logging road that led through the woods to Aub’s farm. I didn’t see the use in mentioning that that wasn’t the only trail leading to Dunigan’s land. We didn’t have the men anyway. Jackson and I were to return to help exercise the search warrant as needed.


Leaving the staties at their posts up in the woods, Jackson and I tromped back down the trail. I asked him how Aub was holding up.


“Aw, man, it broke my heart. You ever have to help an old man like that take a shower? He’s skin and bones, Henry. Our cells ain’t so bad, but leaving him there, he started singing. Half moaning, half singing. I don’t know if he can hear himself much.”


“You think he’s going to be charged?”


“We’ll see what turns up, I guess.”


We met Sheriff Dally and Detective Palmer of PSP Forensic Services in the dooryard. Detective Palmer shook my hand and introduced himself as Bill. “And you’ve been keeping an eye on things here?” He asked me. “Everything undisturbed?”


“It’s a big spread, as you can see. I took a look in all the buildings to make sure we weren’t missing something that wouldn’t keep.” At this, the sheriff gripped the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “Oh, a car,” I said. “A silver car passed slowly but never stopped.”


“Well,” said Palmer, “with a place like this, we can only do our best. Deputy Jackson, come along with the sheriff and me. Officer Farrell, you want to resume your post down at the foot of the driveway?”


I returned to my truck feeling a little let down. The ridge was where they should have started; I was sure of it. Aub didn’t kill and chop up that young man any more than I did. I ran the blue hatchback’s license plate through JNET: it was registered to Aub, with no violations. Nothing but fuzz on the police radio, so I turned to the hot country station and listened to the commercials and syrupy songs.


Around two, Deputy Jackson drove down, took a lunch order, and brought me back a roast beef sandwich with red onions and mustard. Every so often I’d get out, get some air, and see if I could see anything with my binocs. When they hit the corncrib, I watched as they brought out all the mauls and axes, labeled, with their heads taped in plastic. Then Dally emerged holding a piece of cloth in his latex-gloved hand. He spread it out and held it up to the light: a cornflower-blue dress shirt, stained everywhere brown. That’s when I began to worry for Aub.


Deputy Jackson bagged the shirt and they disappeared inside Aub’s house for what seemed like a couple hours. My mind was in different directions. The sun just kissed the western hills when I heard all the vehicles start up and head my way. Deputy Jackson was last out, and he paused by my truck long enough to tell me about a meeting tomorrow morning at the sheriff’s office, to go over the coroner’s report and what they’d found at Dunigan’s farm.


Time passed slowly. Around five I heard cars coming up the road and wondered was it George with something to tell me, but instead it was two more staties to spell Zukowski and Robertson. I convinced one of them to take my post at the foot of the driveway and that two troopers on the ridge was one too many; they’d never be able to cover it all, so best just keep one of them where we found the body, and one by the house. By the time I left the farm, the sky had begun to darken.
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