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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It should be illegal to tell a man when he will die.

      “Caldwell kills you himself,” Gloria Jackson says.

      In her dank basement, she drops this on me. She’s pivoted her body away from the long metal table used as her work bench, her sketch papers and pencils spread across its cold, metallic surface. She looks up at me from her chair, shows me the picture she’s sketched.

      Like any AMP, an analyst of necromagnetic phenomenon, she is only supposed to know the day of my death, not particulars. But this is a detailed fucking sketch if I’ve ever seen one. In the picture, my Python revolver is pressed to the side of Caldwell’s head. In the background, a 1940s farm house is on fire. Other mysterious shapes pool around us like ghostly spectators. People? Animals? Whatever the hell they are, they send a chill up my spine.

      My eyes fixate on the gun. This .357 magnum tells me everything. It’s my lucky gun. If I were to take that revolver out of the steel box I keep it in, and press it to the side of a man’s head, I would do it believing I was as good as dead.

      When I lower the drawing, I see Jackson’s face. The single yellow bulb swinging overhead makes her cheekbones shine. She waits for me to say something.

      “Jim—” She uses the old familiar nickname. I haven’t heard it in a while. God, if that doesn’t add a sense of severity to the conversation.

      “Gloria,” I reply. In the ten years I’ve known her, I’ve called her by her first name only a few times. The furnace kicks on behind me, rattling awake. The house creaks above us, groaning under the weight of the evening hours.

      She looks away first and lets the yellow pencil fall from her fingers and roll across the table top.

      “I made a green bean casserole,” she says and the metal chair screeches across the concrete as she stands up. “I’ve also got a six pack of Rogue.”

      “Thank God for small mercies,” I say. I’m relieved she’s going to let this lie for now.

      Upstairs, I put a turkey leg on top of a heap of casserole and as promised, Jackson hands me a cold beer. Across from her at the squat card table, I turn the slick amber glass in my hand to read the label. A skeleton perches on a barrel, taking a shit for all I know, wearing what could only be described as a party hat made of someone’s bones.

      I rip at the hot turkey flesh with my teeth and the grease melts on my lips. “Dead Guy Ale,” I read aloud and turn the label face out so Jackson can read it. “How fitting.”

      I burst into a loud laugh and she follows, unable to help herself.

      “Death,” I say, pointing at the little skeleton man. “Shitting on my beer. How fucking true is that right now?”

      We laugh so hard tears rise in our eyes and they blur out Jackson’s squash-colored kitchen. Her little table wobbles between us as we roll in our seats until the laughter dies away.

      I lift the bottle again and Jackson clinks hers against mine. “To the second loneliest holiday,” I say. It is the best toast we have. We are soldiers and have been for a long time. There is no room for a family in this kind of life.

      “It’s been a wild ride,” I say between gulps. Then I set the empty bottle on the table.

      “It sure has been that,” she agrees, inspecting the bones of her devoured bird with dark fingers.

      “I thought I would see it to the end. Sorry I won’t.” It surprises me that I really am sorry about it. I didn’t realize how sorry until I apologized to the one person who’s been in this with me since the beginning and is probably just as exhausted as I am.

      Jackson shakes her head. “Don’t say that.”

      “All right.” I shrug. “I won’t say it, but I’m really sorry to leave you with this shit. The good guys were already in short supply.”

      She looks up then. I think, no need to be a dick to her now. Giving me the news couldn’t be any easier than receiving it. I sigh. “I won’t say it for a third time then.”

      I don’t. In fact, neither of us manage another word for the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand in the dark outside Jackson’s house and scheme. On one hand, I am surprised I’ve lasted this long. I’ve been stabbed, shot, tortured. Just about anything that can happen to a man in war, it’s happened to this body. It is a miracle I even open my eyes in the morning. On the other hand, I can’t believe it. Murdered? Really?

      October 3.

      Forty-five weeks from now, I’ll be dead. The old survivor in me searches for the loophole, the clause, and the fine print. He is a weathered bastard and has been damn good at dragging me out of the trenches for the last 56 years. Old habits die hard I guess—just like old dogs.

      Get the kid to replace you, the survivor says as callous as anyone willing to step on the head of a drowning man, if it means getting to the surface faster himself.

      I sink onto the sagging stoop. My worn out boots—a great pair of Bates 922s—crunch dried leaves into powder, while Jackson’s words play on a loop in my head.

      “Caldwell kills you himself.”

      I fish pieces of fat out from between my teeth with a toothpick and consider this while Jackson sleeps in an old, stained armchair in the living room, the blue TV light and game show voices as good as any lullaby. I’m not such a bastard that I’ll wake her to talk about this. The tryptophan is the only reason she’ll get a few decent hours of sleep tonight. Her relationship with the Sandman is about as shaky as my own, so my questions will have to wait.

      What could I ask anyway? I saw it for myself, my gun pressed to Caldwell’s head.

      That is the clincher really.

      If I can get that close, actually put the old Python to Caldwell’s temple at long last, it would be the closest I’d managed in the ten years I’ve hunted him.

      Ten years. Ten years since Memphis walked into my office and started all this.

      I tilt my head back and look up at the sky. It is clear and I see a few of the brightest stars. My breath comes out hot, rising in white puffs.

      Hell of a night, Thanksgiving, the day to be grateful. And what are you grateful for, you old bastard?

      This beer. I pick up the beer and take another swig.

      That the kid is still alive.

      That I’ve still got 45 weeks, which is better than 45 days.

      And I’ve a chance to finish what I started.

      I pull my leather jacket tighter around me but I am unable to shake the cold. I lean my head way back and finish the beer. Then I go inside and put the empty bottle on the kitchen table beside the three I’ve already drained. I try not to make much noise as I do up the dishes with the pink sponge left by the sink, warming my icy hands in the hot tap.

      When I decide that it is time to hit the road for the night, I peek into the living room one last time.

      Jackson is still asleep in the chair. Her dark face calmer than I’ve ever seen it awake. I pulled the rainbow afghan off the back of the couch and drape it over her. Then, just before the television show fades to credits, I slip out the front door.

      Sitting at the Harding Place and Danby red light, I send a text to Sullivan.

      Happy Thanksgiving, kid.

      Back at ya, boss. Nearby? Ally made ALL THE FOOD.

      Maybe next time kid, already knowing this Thanksgiving will be my last.

      Even dead guys need to eat, she quips. The little shit. But what she means as a joke rings heavy.

      I am dead, by most accounts. It’s been nearly two months since I faked my death. I needed the freedom to go deeper into my hunt and end Caldwell. I just didn’t realize I had a deadline.

      I park the Impala on the topmost hill at Mt. Olivet’s cemetery. It is hidden enough by the large weeping willow above it to protect me from view. No cops checking the grounds with search beams, looking for punk kids, will see me standing over my own grave.

      James T. Brinkley. Veteran and friend.

      I stand there until I can’t feel my face anymore, the icy wind pulling tears from my eyes, my hands cold and stiff again, even in my pockets.

      Where would they bury me the second time, I wonder.

      After all, this grave is full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Friday, March 21, 2003

        

      

    

    
      My head throbbed with a hangover. I’d already taken six aspirins and my gut was so full of rot I was starting to think the liver bleeding warnings on the label weren’t for shits and giggles.

      When you walk into the St. Louis FBRD office on Figaro Ave, you’ll immediately see two long rows of desks—some immaculate, without a stray paperclip to be found, others looking more like the floorboard of my car. My own desk was somewhere in between the two extremes.

      While most of the family men in our department were at church functions and family gatherings, heaping food onto paper plates, I spent my Good Friday at my desk, sorting through the case files I planned to follow-up that weekend.

      I had two in particular. The missing girl had a depressingly thin file with only a picture, a few statements, interviews, and no leads. Then I had another file on Rachel Wright, also missing, twenty-four years old with a couple of interesting petty crimes to her credit. She stole a car when she was sixteen, a boat when she was eighteen, and was picked up for indecent exposure at twenty-two. The sooner I found both of these girls, the better.

      If I had simply walked in, grabbed my folders and walked out, my life might have played out differently. If the aspirin bottle had come open on the first try, maybe I never would have met Jesse Sullivan at all—anything to take me away from my desk at that one pivotal moment.

      “This is Mr. Memphis,” Charlie said. He took the bottle from me, opened it with a single twist, and tapped two white pills into my shaking palm.

      Charlie’s eyes were puffy with dark rings beneath them and his chin shaggy with overgrowth. His beard was growing in white, adding to his Nordic appearance: bright blond hair, piercing blue, bird-like eyes, and pale skin that only made those dark circles more noticeable.

      His expression wasn’t friendly, but I wasn’t entirely sure if it was about the hangover or something else. When Charlie heard that I left the service, he begged me to come help him build the FBRD, the Federal Bureau of Regenerative Death. With your MP background you’ll be perfect, he said.

      But when I took the job he’d probably expected me to stay sober.

      “Just Memphis,” the big guy beside Charlie said and extended his hand. I saw the deep line of a farmer’s tan cut across his bicep, the skin beneath almost as white as the shirt. It was strange to see a tan like that in March. We shook. He wore a plain white T-shirt and jeans, the shirt clean with just a hint of yellow in the pits.

      I cracked the aspirin between my teeth. “Brinkley. What can I do for you?”

      “He wants to file a missing persons report,” Charlie said.

      They all want to file missing persons reports, I thought. I worked a couple of years overseas, then came back, and it seemed like everyone and their goddamn mother was missing.

      Charlie walked away without saying another word and I watched him leave with the sense that he still wanted to talk to me, but hadn’t decided what he wanted to say yet.

      “It’s my buddy, Eric,” Memphis said and sat in the empty chair across from me. Memphis didn’t fit so well and was forced to perch at the edge of his seat due to his immense size. He swept his sun bleached hair back with a beefy hand. “He never contacted me when he got out of the camp. He swore he would.”

      “All right. When did you last see him?”

      “January 1, 1998. The day they released me from Jerome.”

      When people started to die, but didn’t have the decency to stay dead, the public panicked. Riots, outrage and chaos ensued. So the government rounded up all the Necronites—those who were believed to be time-bombs—either sleeper cells or the result of some kind of deadly biological warfare—and sent them to detainment camps.

      It wasn’t until science caught up that we realized it was just a neurological disorder, NRD, where brain tissue sends a pulse throughout the body, reactivating its systems and healing itself.

      Most of the missing person cases that crossed my desk were Necronites who’d been sent to the camp but never returned home—the missing girl, Maisie and the young woman, Rachel, were exceptions. Necronites yes, but too young to end up in the camps themselves because the camps closed five years ago. My fear was something worse than a detainment camp had happened to them.

      “Maybe he got home, got busy, and forgot to call,” I offered.

      “No,” Memphis said. His thick brows were overgrown, jutting down toward dark eyes. “That place was hell. He would’ve made sure I was OK.”

      “Maybe he decided he didn’t give a shit about you,” I said. It was a bastard thing to say, but every booming word out of this farmhand’s mouth tore my skull in half.

      Memphis’s jaw tensed. He had an Eddie Thomas kind of face, a sort of smashed-in-with-fists look, and I could tell he was trying to control himself. I had a feeling he didn’t usually hold back.

      “Eric is a man of his word,” he said, his gaze steady and jaw finally unclenching. “He promised to check up on me and I promised the same. Something must have happened to make him break that promise.”

      “Why didn’t you file a report sooner?” I asked. “You’ve been released over five years.”

      “I’ve been looking myself.”

      I snorted. “You a cop?”

      “No.” He clasped his hands together. “Just good at finding things.”

      “A search dog then.”

      The giant stood. “If you don’t want to help me, just say so.”

      I nearly broke my neck trying to look up at him. “Relax. I’ll find your guy.” And when he looked unconvinced, I added. “Always do.”

      “That’s what Lieutenant Swanson said.” Memphis sat back down and placed a saucer-sized hand on each of his scuffed knees. “What do you need from me? What can I tell you?”

      I’d heard enough stories about the camps to know it wasn’t the Ritz, complete with room service. “Just tell me whatever you think I need to know about the guy and where he might’ve been going. If I have more questions, I’ll ask. All right?”

      The man rubbed the back of his head. “His name is Eric Sullivan. We were detained at the Jerome center. That’s in Arkansas.”

      “I know it.” I did. Mostly from its WWII history. When they’d moved out the Japanese-Americans, they moved in the German POWs. But it closed in ’44 before reopening in ’80 during the NRD scare, almost twenty years after they put Hoover in the ground.

      My mind wandered away from the history as I realized Memphis was still talking.

      “—picked up in 1996, about a year before Eric. I wasn’t adjusting well. I like to be outside. Been that way my whole life. On the day that Eric came, I hadn’t see the sky for 412 days. You know what he said to me? ”

      My headache had edged away from my eyes a bit. I humored him. “What?”

      “It’s been raining for 413 days. You haven’t missed anything.” Memphis grinned a big good ol’ boy grin. “A man is going through the worst time of his life and just arrived at the gates of Hell and here he was trying to cheer me up. But that’s Eric for you.”

      I must not have looked enthusiastic enough because he added. “It was the first time I’d laughed since I’d got to Jerome. I don’t know, maybe you had to be there to understand.”

      “How’d you die?” I asked.

      “What?” The man’s face colored as if I’d asked him if he wore boxers or tighty-whities.

      “If you went to the camp, it means you died, then woke up and some asshole turned you in to the feds. So how did you die?”

      “A tractor rollover,” he said.

      Of course you did, I thought but didn’t say it. The aspirin must’ve kicked in.

      “When did Eric get to the camp?”

      “March 1997,” he said.

      “So you were only friends for a few months before you were released.”

      “About ten months. It was New Year’s Day when they released me. But Eric wasn’t with me.”

      “Why not?”

      “When they closed all the camps, they let us go in batches,” he said and laced his fingers.

      It would have been impossible to release all the detainees at once. They’d be owed transportation at the very least. Compensation and a big fat fucking apology at best. They’d only be able to carry so many at a time, and for the sake of order they would let them go in groups. How’d you like to be the last bastard out of that shit hole?

      I fumbled for a pen and found one. I tried to scrawl out the few details he’d given me so far, but the pen wouldn’t write. “If you were separated, how did you know to plan to contact each other on the outside?”

      Memphis clasped his hands together, then shrugged. “Everyone knew for months we were getting out. They told us at the end of October when the election stuff was in full swing. But they kept pushing back the actual release date. First we heard it’d be November. Then it was December.”

      “So you had time to kill. And he was released after you, but you didn’t hear from him like you were supposed to.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said. The sir hackled me. “So I tracked down his wife and kid but they haven’t heard from him either.”

      I lifted up the folders for the missing girls and found a blue pen that actually worked. “He’s got a wife and kid?”

      “Not anymore. She remarried and popped out another. But they haven’t heard from him. Cute though.”

      “Excuse me?” With a thick blue smear along the inside of my right thumb, I threw the leaky pen in the trash and resumed searching.

      “His kid. Looks just like him. She’ll be fifteen this year.”

      “A little young for you, don’t you think?”

      “Christ,” he said. His jaw fell open and his brow furrowed. “It’s not like that. She was twelve or thirteen when I saw her. I was just saying she looks like him.”

      “Mmhmm.” With a fresh black pen I scrawled just the essentials: the dates of their release and imprisonment, the location of the camp, and names.

      “What are you writing?” he asked.

      “What you’ve told me,” I said. “You don’t want me to forget, do you?”

      “Well, no.” He frowned. “What else do you need to know?”

      “That should do it,” I said. “But I need a way to get ahold of you in case I have more questions.”

      “OK,” he said. He gave me a local number.

      My head cleared just enough to ask a final question. “Before you go, I’ve got one more.”

      “Yeah?”

      “The wife and kid. What can you tell me there?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          44 Weeks

        

      

    

    
      There isn’t a night I don’t dream about him.

      Sometimes he will die in my arms, sometimes in the dirt. But however he dies, it is always some variation of this truth:

      In the winter of 2002, I’d been asked to come to Afghanistan. Car bombs were going off every day and the higher-ups were looking for long-range solutions that would keep the casualties low. They liked one or two bodies to roll through the media every once in a while. It kept up the American spirit and fueled the anger and purpose for us being in that god forsaken place to begin with, but if our body counts got too high, well, that was bad for business.

      So they’d called in snipers like me to sit in the hillsides which were more like mountainous mounds of dirt than any hills I’d seen back home, or anywhere else really, and shoot at anything that went where it wasn’t supposed to.

      Look out for women and children, they told us, even dogs. Insurgents had been favoring them lately. Understanding a threat in your head is different than seeing it on the ground, less black and white. When I saw Aziz, a 13-year-old boy for the first time, it was a whole area of gray.

      I was above the western gate of a military base on the north side of town. It was mostly an epicenter for supplies near Pakistan, which was easier to travel through than Afghanistan. Convoys would go in and out at all hours of the day, while I lay crouched on the mountain above with my scope trained on the entrance. You can imagine how much time I spent laying there, in the dirt, hiding behind large rocks with my scope sweeping the desert.

      When it got really boring, I would imagine all the ways in which I would likely have to use the rifle. I’d practiced the scenarios in my head the way a politician might rehearse his speech before the big day. Running through my strategies over and over again would keep me ready, prepared, I thought. What a joke.

      When Aziz died, it was late in the evening. The sun had just reached that unbearable position in the sky where it shined into my eyes for about an hour before finally lowering itself enough that I could see again. The sun had just dipped enough to clear my scope when I saw him. The boy.

      He was small for his age, which I learned later, and the second youngest son of a herder who lived in Kunar. Small and thin-limbed, not like our beefy hams back home, fattened on fast food and soda. Just a scrawny thing walking toward the entrance of the base.

      At first I assumed he was lost. Why else was there a kid wandering around in the desert? Not just wandering. He swooped and staggered on those thin legs. I found out later it was the weight of the vest that made him walk that way. How far had he walked with it on his chest? We’d seen a few cars try pulling up to various American bases, before shoving women and children out their doors. They realized shoving people from vehicles put us on alert, and had switched to subtler approaches. Now they made them walk across the desert, arriving half-dead and delirious at our doorsteps.

      “Hostile,” someone yelled into my earpiece. I had a direct line to the guard below.

      It startled me. I’d been watching the boy stagger the way a man might watch a snake dance.

      “Hostile,” a voice said again. “We can see a vest.”

      I lifted the scope to my face and felt the hot rim of metal brush my brow. I focused on the boy, and saw him and the vest for myself. But there was something wrong about it. I wasn’t quite sure what it was that put me off, or what I saw that gave me pause, but I pressed the earpiece and said. “Are you sure it’s active?”

      “I see a flashing red light, goddamnit,” the voice came clear and urgent. “Are you going to wait until he gets to the fucking door?”

      I lifted the rifle again and found the boy in the scope, my crosshairs dissecting his skull. I was sure I couldn’t do it. It didn’t feel right. He was a kid. As I crouched there, watching the boy stagger, I gradually became aware of the growing chaos in my earpiece. Someone was yelling, barking an order. Voices grew and collided with one another.

      The boy fell. He hit the dirt hard. No longer fighting against the vest, it brought him down. He wasn’t moving. Not a muscle twitched and the smallest echo of the shot rang off the mountain.

      I didn’t realize I was the one who’d shot him until I eased my finger off the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          Saturday, March 22, 2003

        

      

    

    
      I parked my ‘67 Impala outside a squat one-story house. The white wood had mud-scuffs along the side walls, and the windows were in need of a good clean after an assault of spring showers. A woman emerged from the house with a towel over one shoulder and a bottle of window cleaner in the other hand. I had one of those weird moments when you realize—I was just thinking that. Her chestnut hair was pulled up away from her face and her denim shirt was rolled up to the elbows.

      “Mrs. Sullivan?” I asked and stepped away from the Impala. I extended my hand. “James Brinkley. We spoke on the phone. I’m real sorry to bother you, ma’am.”

      Expecting resistance, I laid it on thick. “I’ve only got a couple of questions. I won’t take up much of your time.”

      “I told you today wasn’t a good day.” She didn’t remove the rubber gloves to shake my hand, nor did she lower the spray bottle pointed at my eyes. I learned long ago not to underestimate a woman, however frail she might seem, so I thought it best to keep a safe distance.

      “I know and I apologize, Mrs. Sullivan.” I did my best to look up at her with downturned eyes, but it was hard when I was a good head and shoulders above her. If that didn’t work I could try to charm her another way, but I had a feeling it would backfire with Mrs. Sullivan. She had the look of a beautiful woman who was damn tired of being looked at like she was beautiful.

      “Phelps,” she said and turned away from me toward the first window.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Phelps,” she said again. “I’ve remarried.”

      “Right.” I put my hands in my pockets. “Mrs. Phelps, I have someone looking for your hus—first husband, Eric. Do you have any information about where he might be? I just want to talk to him. He isn’t in any kind of trouble.”

      She laughed. “Of course he isn’t.”

      I noticed the tension in her shoulders, the way they crept up toward her ears.

      “Do you know for a fact he isn’t in any kind of trouble?”

      Her fist hovered over the glass, rag gripped tightly. “No. I do not know where Eric is.” She squirted glass cleaner against the first window pane and handed me the bottle to hold. I remember the way she said his name.

      Eric. With sarcasm and resentment sure, but a hint of something softer there on the end. The ‘c’ not quite as hard as it could’ve been.

      When I didn’t move or speak, she continued. “It’s been six years since he died. Undied—whatever they are calling it.”

      “You were married for almost nine, correct?” I asked. I wanted to keep her talking because even if she didn’t know where he was, she might know where to point me. So I tried to give the impression that I knew more than I really did because the public records surrounding Eric and Danica were few and far between. “How long had you known him?”

      She stopped wiping the glass and turned those bright green eyes on me. Those few stray hairs falling down around her face drew the eye to her jaw and neck. “My whole life. We both grew up around here and got all the way through high school in the same class, most years. We’d been just friends, good friends, until the summer of ’87. He was married before, at 18 to his high school sweetheart, Shannon Flick. But they divorced a couple of years later.”

      “Is she still around?” I asked. Because this was the first time I’d heard of her.

      “No, she moved to California or something like that.”

      “Any kids or anything to tie him to her?”

      “Not that I know of,” she said. “He let her go and stayed in town to work at his father’s garage, another mechanic from a family of wrench-turners, that sort of thing. I was still working at Mabel’s Grocer. Neither of us were really the college types. I thought about going to get my teaching degree, but I pretty much let that idea go when I got pregnant with Jesse.”

      “Eric’s daughter?”

      She nodded. Her voice had changed at the mention of Jesse. There was more to that, but I was making good progress on Eric, gathering up my next leads. I’d have to come back to the girl.

      “She had a real hard time when he died,” Danica said. “She hasn’t really been the same actually.”

      “It’s hard to lose a father,” I said. I handed her the bottle again so she could spray the next pane. I let her make whatever assumptions she liked about me. She must have made some sort of assumption, because when she took the bottle from me she smiled.

      “She had nightmares about him for the longest time after he died,” she said, scrubbing at the glass. “She would wake up screaming, and we saw doctors about it, tried sedatives, but it didn’t work. Then one night she woke me up and climbed into bed with me. She told me Eric was here, that he’d come home.”

      “Had he?” I asked.

      Danica looked at her reflection in the dirty glass before speaking. “I know he’s—not dead—but no, I didn’t see him.”

      A strange sensation traced my spine as I listened to Danica. I recognized this feeling from cases in the past. I was hearing something important—even if I didn’t know what the hell to do with this information yet, it meant something.

      “I asked her if she’d seen him, thinking, ‘Oh god, he’s finally come back.’”

      “Would that have been a problem?” I asked.

      “I’d just had Daniel,” she said, wiping at a smudge of dirt on her face. “Another man was sleeping in the house. What do you think?”

      “Did you know he’d return?” I pressed.

      “We got a notice that he would be released New Year’s Day. I was at my mother’s with the kids for Christmas, you know, so I wasn’t sure if he’d come home or not. I don’t know if you know, but I am the one who called and—reported—him.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “It’s not like I wanted them to come and take my husband away,” she said, her voice rising. “They told me these people were sick and needed help. People were panicking about what it meant and everything was just—I didn’t want him to be taken away, but I have a child, you know.”

      “But he was taken away.”

      “And I knew he might be angry at me for that, so I wasn’t sure if he’d come home. But I wanted him to. I really did.”

      “Sure,” I said and wondered if she was lying to herself as well as to me. “Is your daughter home now?”

      “No.” Danica’s shoulders tensed again. “She’s with her friend Alice, at the Methodist egg hunt. They’re bound at the hip those two. But Alice is a sweet girl—and it gets her out of the house.”

      “Does she know he’s alive?”

      “No. I don’t want her to know,” she said, firm. “I told her he was dead.”

      As I looked at the back of her denim shirt, I realized the door to this conversation was closed and trying to pry it open wouldn’t get me anywhere. So I handed Danica my card. “I’ve taken up enough of your time, Mrs. Phelps. I won’t take up anymore. But if you think of something, anything else about Eric that might help me find him, I’d appreciate it if you gave this number a call.”

      “Is he in trouble?” she asked. She laughed. “Would you tell me if he was?”

      “Like I said, a friend just wants to find him.”

      “What friend?” she asked. “I knew all his friends.”

      “Maybe you did,” I said and turned toward the Impala. “But that was another life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          Saturday, March 22, 2003

        

      

    

    
      I found the county morgue empty on the Saturday before Easter. The examiner agreed to meet with me, despite the holiday. I sure as hell wasn’t going to complain about that, even though the spring air was freezing my balls by the time the skeleton decided to show up and let me in.

      A balding, crooked man climbed out of his hearse and shuffled toward me. His face was gaunt with the pallor of a vampire and he looked like he would fall over any second. Someone needed to feed grandpa a good steak dinner.

      “Brinkley,” I said, forgetting again for the thousandth time to refer to myself as Agent Brinkley or even Sergeant Brinkley.

      “Oscar Sampson, at your service.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Sampson.” I pointed at the hearse. “Are you a funeral director as well?”

      “Funeral director, mortician, county examiner, all of the above. In small towns it is more profitable to be a jack of all trades, if you get what I am saying.”

      “I do, sir, and I’m real sorry to pull you away from your family on Easter weekend."

      The old man croaked and cawed and I realized he was laughing. “Purely my pleasure, my dear boy.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked and waited behind him as he turned the key in the lock, and when the door stuck, bumped it open with his bony hip.

      “Easter is an excuse for the whole family to come home,” he said.

      “Isn’t that a good thing, sir?” I stepped into the cramped dark room after him. A wave of dusty, stagnant air welcomed me. Cabinets full of medical textbooks and artifacts. A few jars, probably responsible for the rancid chemical smell, rested on shelves. A half-eaten sandwich lay forgotten on a desktop overflowing with papers. In the middle of the room were two large metal slabs for what I imagined to be bodies. That day, they were clean and bare.

      As crowded and claustrophobic as the room might’ve been, at least it was warm.

      “I had six children with my late wife, God love her,” he said. “But all six of them are no better than shit on my shoe.”

      I clenched my teeth together rather than laugh aloud.

      “The first two—my two eldest sons, John and Jack, fight about everything. This morning, they had a two hour diatribe about butter. Butter. ‘It’s good for you. No, bad for you. Margarine is worse. Is life worth living without a bit of cholesterol’—that sort of thing. When you get to be my age, Agent Brinkley, you simply cannot dream of giving up even one hour, let alone an entire precious morning arguing about a condiment.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      “My third, my first girl Denise, is a lawyer and is always pestering me about my will and financial assets. ‘Are you ready to go?’ she asks. ‘Is everything prepared?’ ‘What are your wishes?’ These would be splendid questions if she intended to send me on a Mexican cruise, mind you. But since it pertains to my death, it gives the impression that she has nothing better to do than wait for me to die,” he said. “And maybe that is true. The fourth and fifth, Peter and Pauline, have launched and destroyed no less than ten business ventures, and neither one has reached their fortieth birthday. If even one makes it to retirement with their head above destitution, I’ll be surprised. Not that I’ll be alive to see it. If nothing else, I pray they soon discover the willpower not to tell me about the latest opportunity.”

      “Maybe the sixth isn’t so bad?” I asked, rubbing a finger over the nearest surface and leaving a long clean line in my wake.

      I wanted to know what the hell was causing all the dust. The particles in the air alone made my nose itch and eyes water.

      He turned and placed the card I gave him with my name and number on the fridge for safe-keeping, his whole frame shaking in his oversized suit. “My youngest, Dolores—Lori as she likes to be called, has many preferences, let me tell you. She’s smart and very kind and probably the most salvageable of all my offspring. But that one shall not be carrying on the Sampson line all the same, as she just brought home her girlfriend this weekend. Her life partner, she says. Tells us she prefers the terms lesbian and alternative lifestyle.” He shook his head.

      “At least there are no bodies this weekend,” I said, searching for ground to settle on.

      Sampson looked up at me with large, soulful eyes. “I much prefer the dead myself.”

      With nothing else to throw at him, I thought it would be best if I simply got to it.

      “So, you found Eric Sullivan?” I asked.

      “I find everyone, eventually,” he said. “I’m the only mortician and medical examiner for this county. And Old George, in the next county over, isn’t in the best of health, so I shoulder much of his work these days.”

      “So it is my understanding that a car collapsed on him over at his parent’s garage, correct?”

      “Indeed. One of the mechanical arms responsible for lifting the car broke. I’d heard it said that Sullivan Sr. was told to replace the lift arms no less than a hundred times. Look what it got him. Thousands of dollars’ worth of repairs, loss of customers, and a dead son.”

      “How did they react to the news that he had NRD?”

      The old man shrugged, and realizing he had pulled down the wrong book, replaced it on the shelf and chose another. “Who is to say? What happens in the home—that kind of thing.”

      “Are his parents still alive?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said. “Sullivan Sr. had a heart attack about three years ago. And his wife contracted cancer later that year. I saw her the next spring.”

      I opened my mouth to ask another question but he cut me off. “Ah here we are. Sullivan, Eric. Died, March 5, 1997. Cause of death: massive thoracic contusions and internal bleeding.” When I didn’t appear to understand he added. “His chest was crushed by the car. Lungs and heart, kah-put.”

      “Lucky for him, his head was OK,” I said and flipped open the small notepad I carried to take notes.

      “Ah, yes, I’d heard that,” the old man said. “They can’t resurrect if they’ve injured their gray matter. No, Sullivan was lucky I suppose. Had the car fallen forward a bit more instead of straight down, I suppose he’d not have resurrected at all.”

      “Did you see anything unusual?” I asked, “When preparing the body?”

      “No. That is why we buried him. Do you know that you must insist on embalming now? In the past it was simply par for the course but now, we must leave everyone au naturel. Just in case. So if you would like to be sure you are dead, Agent Brinkley, I suggest you request embalmment.”

      “But Eric didn’t?”

      “No, like most people, I assume he didn’t know he had a choice. He was young enough that he wasn’t expecting to die. Frankly, I am quite ready to go.”

      “So you’re saying he was buried and then⁠—?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Mr. Young is the one who heard the bell ringing, late one night up at Remmington’s Cemetery. You know, because we’ve started running strings to the boxes again, safety coffins they’re called, like in the old days, just in case.” I nodded, having seen the air tubes and bell strings myself. “To hear Young tell it, it was a dark, cold night, and all he could hear was this frantic ringing—said it was the most haunting sound of his life. He still wakes up hearing that bell, or so says Mrs. Young. It was one of our firsts, you understand. When the dead start doing things they aren’t supposed to, it stays with you, if you know what I mean.”

      A headache was starting to build behind my eyes and I knew that if I didn’t take more aspirin or even better, have a drink, I wouldn’t get much further.

      “Anyone else I could talk to about Eric in the area? Any siblings?” I asked but had a feeling that Eric Sullivan didn’t have much left to this old life that could lead me to his new one.

      “He had an older brother, Dyson, who died in a motorcycle accident when  Eric was almost out of high school.”

      “So no one?”

      “Just the two wives and little girl that I know of,” he said. “But it is hard to tell these days. I just read in The Post that a man had two entire families. Two wives, two sets of kids, two lives. And not one after the other, but both concurrently, for nearly 35 years. Can you believe it?”

      “Sounds like a lot of work,” I said.

      The old man sighed and closed his book. “Yes, but maybe I would’ve had better luck with the second lot.”
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