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Few American writers create more memorable landscapes — both natural and interior — than James Sallis. His highly praised Lew Griffin novels evoked classic New Orleans and the convoluted inner space of his black private detective. More recently — in Cypress Grove and Cripple Creek — he has conjured a small town somewhere near Memphis, where John Turner — ex-policeman, ex-con, war veteran and former therapist — has come to escape his past. But the past proved inescapable; thrust into the role of Deputy Sheriff, Turner finds himself at the centre of his new community, one that, like so many others, is drying up, disappearing before his eyes.


As Salt River begins, two years have passed since Turner’s amour, Val Bjorn, was shot as they sat together on the porch of his cabin. Sometimes you just have to see how much music you can make with what you have left, Val had told him, a mantra for picking up the pieces around her death, not sure how much he or the town has left. Then the sheriff’s long-lost son comes ploughing down Main Street into City Hall in what appears to be a stolen car. And waiting at Turner’s cabin is his good friend, Eldon Brown, Val’s banjo on the back of his motorcycle so that it looks as though he has two heads. ‘They think I killed someone,’ he says. Turner asks: ‘Did you?’ And Eldon responds: ‘I don’t know.’ Haunted by his own ghosts, Turner nonetheless goes in search of a truth he’s not sure he can live with.


James Sallis has been called by critics one of the best writers in America. ‘It’s a crime that a writer this good isn’t better known,’ wrote David Montgomery in the Chicago Tribune, while Marilyn Stasio in the New York Times Book Review called his Turner books ‘a superior series… a keeper.’ Salt River will take his reputation even higher and reach the wider audience he so richly deserves.
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Chapter One





SOMETIMES YOU JUST HAVE to see how much music you can make with what you have left. Val told me that, seconds before I heard the crash of her wineglass against the porch floor, looked up, and only then became aware of the shot that preceded it, two years ago now.


The town doesn’t have much left. I’ve watched it wither away until some days you’d think the first strong wind could take it. I’m not sure how much I have left either. With the town, it’s all economics. As for me, I think maybe I’ve seen a few too many people die, witnessed too much unbearable sadness that still had somehow to be borne. I remember Tracy Caulding up in Memphis telling me about a science fiction story where these immortals would every century or so swim across a pool that relieved them of their memories, then they could go on. I wanted a swim in that pool.


Doc Oldham and I were sitting on the bench outside Manny’s Dollar $tore. Doc had stopped by to show off his new dance step and, worn out from the thirty-second performance, had staggered outside to rest up a spell, so I was resting up with him.


‘Used to be Democrats in these parts,’ Doc said. ‘Strange creatures, but they bred well. ’Bout any direction you looked, that’s all you’d see.’


Doc had retired, and his place had been taken by a new doctor, Bill Wilford, who looked all of nineteen years old. Doc now spent most of his time sitting outside. He spent a lot of it, too, saying things like that.


‘Where’d they all get to, Turner?’ He looked at me, pulling his head back, turtlelike, to focus. I had to wonder what portion of the world outside actually made it through those cataracts, how much of it got caught up in there forever. ‘Town’s dried up, same as a riverbed. What the hell you stayin’ here for?’


He grabbed at a knee to stop the twitching from the exercise minutes ago. His hands looked like faded pink rubber gloves. All the pigment got burned out a long time back, he said, when he was a chemist, before medical school.


‘Yeah, I know,’ he went on, ‘what the hell are any of us staying here for? Granted, the town wasn’t much to start with. Never was meant to be. Just grew up here, like a weed. Farms all about, back then. People start thinking about going to town of a weekend, pick up flour and the like, there has to be a town. So they made one. Drew straws, for all I know. See who had to move into the damn thing.’


A thumb-size grasshopper came kiting across the street and landed on Doc’s sleeve. The two of them regarded one another.


‘Youngsters used to be all around, too, like them Democrats. Nowadays the ones that don’t just get born old and stay that way, they up and leave soon’s they can.’ Looking down, he told the grasshopper: ‘You should, too.’


Doc liked people but was never much for social amenities, one of those who came and went as he pleased and said pretty much what he thought. Now that he didn’t have anything to do, sometimes you got the feeling that the second cup of coffee you’d offered might stretch to meet your newborn’s graduation. He knew it, too, duly noting and relishing every sign of unease, every darting eye, every shuffled foot. ‘Wonder is, I’m here at all,’ he’d tell you. ‘My own goddamn miracle of medical science. Got more wrong with me than a hospital full of leftovers. Asthma, diabetes, heart trouble. Enough metal in me to sink a good-size fishing boat.’


‘What you are,’ I’d tell him, ‘is a miracle of stubbornness.’


‘Just hugging the good earth, Turner. Just hugging the good earth.’


The grasshopper stepped down to his knee, sat there a moment, then took off, with a thrill of wings, back out over the street.


‘Least somebody listens,’ Doc said. ‘Back when I was an intern …’


Apparently a page had been turned in the chronicle playing inside his head. I waited for his coughing fit to subside.


‘Back when I was an intern – it was like high school machine shop, those days. Learn to use the hacksaw, pliers, clamps, the whatsits. More like Jeopardy now – how much obscure stuff can you remember? Anyway, I was working with all these kids, all in a ward together. A lot of cystic fibrosis – not that we knew what it was. Kids who’d got the butt end of everything.


‘There was this one, ugliest little thing you ever saw, body all used up, with this barrel chest, skin like leather, fingers like baseball bats. But she had this pretty name, Leilani. Made you think of flowers and perfume and music. An attending told us one day that the truth was, Leilani didn’t exist anymore, hadn’t really been alive for years, it was just the infection, the pseudomonas in her, that went on living – moving her body around, breathing, responding.’


He looked off in the direction the grasshopper had taken.


‘That’s how I feel some days.’


‘Doc, I just want you to know, any time you feel like dropping by to cheer me up, don’t hesitate.’


‘Never have. Spread it around.’


‘You do that, all right.’


He waited a moment before asking, ‘And how are you doing?’


‘I’m here.’


‘That’s what it comes down to, Turner. That’s what it comes down to.’


‘One might hope for more.’


‘One does. Always. So one gets off one’s beloved butt and goes looking. Then, next thing you know, the sticks you used to knock fruit out of a tree have got sharpened up to spears and the spears have turned to guns, and there you are: countries, politicians, TV, designer clothes. Descartes said all our ills come from a man being unable to sit alone, quietly, in a room.’


‘I did that a lot.’


‘Ain’t sure a prison cell counts.’


‘Before. And after. The ills found me anyway.’


‘Yeah. They’ll do that, won’t they? Like a dog that gets the taste for blood. Can’t break him of it.’


Odie Piker drove by in his truck, cylinders banging. Thing had started out life as a Dodge. Over the years so many parts had been replaced – galvanized steel welded on as fenders, rust spots filled and painted over in whatever color came to hand, four or five rebuilt clutches and a motor or two dropped in – that there was probably nothing left of the original. Nor, I think, had it at any time in all those years ever been washed or cleaned out. Dust from the fallout of bombs tested in the fifties lurked in its seams, and back under the seat you’d find wrappers for food products long since extinct.


Doors eased shut on pneumatics as Donna and Sally Ann left City Hall for lunch at Jay’s Diner. Minutes later, Mayor Sims stepped out the side door and stood brushing at his sport coat. When he saw us, his hand shifted into a sketchy wave.


‘Frangible,’ Doc proclaimed, his mind on yet another track.


‘Okay.’


‘Frangible. What we all are – what life is. Fragile. Easily broken. Mean the same. But neither gets it near the way frangible does.’


He looked off at the mayor, who had gotten in his car and was just sitting there.


‘Two schools of thought. One has it we’re best off using simple words, plain words. That fancier ones only serve to obscure meaning – wrap it in swaddling clothes. Other side says that takes everything down to the lowest common denominator, that thought is complex and if you want to get close to what’s really meant you have to choose words carefully, words that catch up gradations, nuances … You know this shit, Turner.’


‘A version of it.’


‘Versions are what we have. Of truth, our histories, ourselves. Hell, you know that, too.’


I smiled.


‘Frangible Henry over there’s trying to talk himself out of going to see his lady friend up by Elaine.’ He gave the town’s name a hard accent. Elaine. ‘But it’s Thursday. And whichever side of the argument you pick to look at it from, he’ll lose.’


‘You never cease to amaze me, Doc.’


‘I’m common as horseflies, Turner. We all are, however much we go on making out that it’s otherwise … Guess we should both be about our work. If we had some, that is. Anything you need to be doing?’


‘Always paperwork.’


‘Accounts for eighty percent of the workforce, people just moving papers from one place to another. Though nowadays I guess there ain’t much actual paper involved. Half the rest of the workforce spends its time trying to find papers that got put in the wrong place. Well,’ he said, ‘there goes Henry off to Elaine.’


We sat watching as the mayor’s butt-sprung old Buick waddled down the street. A huge crow paced it, sweeping figure eights above, then darted away. Thought it was some lumbering beast about to drop in its tracks, maybe.


Doc pushed to his feet and stood rocking. ‘They say when you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back. I think they’re wrong, Turner. I think it only winks.’


With that sage remark Doc left, to be about his business and leave me to mine, as he put it, and once he was gone I sat there alone still resting up, wondering what my business might be.


Alone was exactly what I’d thought my business was when I came here. Now I found myself at the center of this tired old town, part of a community, even of a family of sorts. Never had considered myself much of a talker either. But with Val conversation had just gone on and on, past weary late afternoons into bleary early mornings, and I was forever remembering things she’d said to me.


Sometimes you just have to see how much music you can make with what you have left.


Or the time we were talking about my prison years and the years after, as a therapist, and she told me: ‘You’re a matchbook, Turner. You keep on setting fire to yourself. But somehow at the same time you always manage to kindle fires in others.’


Did I?


All I knew for certain was that for too much of my life people around me wound up dying. I wanted that to stop. I wanted a lot of things to stop.


The car Billy Bates was in, for instance. I wanted it to stop – can’t begin to tell you how very much I wish it had stopped – when it came plowing headlong down the street in front of me, before it crashed through the front wall of City Hall. 



















Chapter Two





A WONDER, always, to watch Doc work. You’d swear he was giving things no more attention than tying a shoelace, but he was well and surely in there, and nothing got by him. By the time I’d crossed the street he had Billy out of the car, one hand clutching the back of his shirt, the other cradling his head. Man can barely stand, and here he is hauling someone out of a car. Had Billy on the sidewalk in no time flat, feeling for pulses, prodding and poking.


Donna and Sally Ann came out of the diner, Donna with half a BLT in her hand. Three steps past the door, a slice of pickle fell out and she looked down at it, vacantly, the way others stood staring at the hole in the wall plugged by Billy’s Buick Regal. Country music, or what passes for country music these days, played on the radio. Someone reached into the car and turned it off.


‘Pupils look okay,’ Doc said. ‘Not blown, anyway. You want to go on back in the office there and bring me out some tape, Turner? Any kind should do her, long as it’s heavy. Duct tape be perfect. I assume,’ he said at the same volume, but to the gathering crowd, ‘that one of you has had sense enough to call Rory?’


‘Mabel’s tracking him down,’ Sally Ann told him. Mabel, who’d been at it long enough to have been (some said) ordained by Alexander Graham Bell himself, was our local telephone operator, unofficial historian, and town crier. ‘She’s also trying to find Milly.’


As I came out, Doc pulled a loose-leaf binder from the backseat of the car and slid it under Billy’s head and shoulders. He tore off a length of tape and turned the ends in, so that it stuck to itself, to make a cradle for Billy’s head. Then he started taping, back and forth, around and down, till head and notebook were a piece. That done, he splinted the left wrist, where a bone protruded, with tape and a paperback book also from the car. He sat with his legs straight out in front of him, picking glass out of Billy’s face with finger and thumb, wiping them on his pants.


Everyone wanted to know where the mayor was, but Doc never batted an eye.


‘Damn,’ he said afterward, as we waited, ‘that felt gooood,’ dropping a couple extra o’s in there. ‘I’m of half a mind to kick that boy doctor out and take back my office.’ After a moment he added, ‘He’s good, though. I made sure of that.’


‘You miss it, don’t you?’


‘Hell, Turner, my age, I miss damn near everything.’


Heads turned as Rory’s ambulance came up the middle of Main Street. Once a delivery van for the local builders’ supply, the old Pontiac now doubled as hearse, and letters from the store’s name still showed beneath new paint when light fell just right. Rory had taken time to pull back the curtains inside. He got out, wearing hip boots and the smell of the river, leaving the door open. Lonnie climbed out the other side, in knee boots, and stood looking down at his younger son without saying anything.


Doc’s wrappings made it look as though a mummy’s head had taken over Billy’s body. Of course, in Lonnie’s view something had taken over Billy long ago.


I remembered when I first met Billy, how I thought he might be the closest thing to an innocent human being I’d ever known. He was dressed all in black back then, with multiple piercings and no discernible sense of direction any of us could make out, parents included, just a sweet kid kind of happily adrift. He’d dropped out of school not long after, not dropped out so much as just, well, drifted out. Missed a few days, then a week, and never went back. Worked at the hardware store a while, but that didn’t last either. Then he was playing drums with a band that worked a lot outside town in the bars along Old Highway, but for some reason, the way he looked, his quietness, he was a magnet for trouble. People kept stepping up to him and he wouldn’t back down. Don Lee and I’d answered our share of call-outs only to find Billy at the other end. Bar brawls, traffic incidents, domestic disturbances. Then, a year ago, he’d got married, gone back to the hardware store, and things were looking good for him. Few months later, he disappeared. We found his truck out on the Hill Road By-pass where he’d pulled it over and flagged down the bus headed toward Little Rock. Milly, his wife, said she’d often go looking for him and find him sitting in the basement sawing wood up into smaller and smaller pieces.
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