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      Chinkapin Grove, Illinois

      August 1975

      

      The screams came and went like the refrain in a song, always so high-pitched that it was impossible to tell whether they came from male or female throats, from children or adults. They tickled inside Crow’s ears and made him squint up into the bright, moth-ringed lights. There was actual music too, runs of notes that he recognized from a long distance away. The Jackson 5. Elton John. The Eagles. Queen. Lynyrd Skynyrd.

      Although the sun had set, the day’s heat still hugged the trampled grass, wet and heavy and scented with popcorn and beer. He walked slowly, perhaps slightly dazed, one hand clutching the damp little wad of bills in one pocket.

      “Come on, Crow!” Julie grabbed his arm and tugged hard. “There’s a haunted house and the world’s strongest man. And I bet there’s bumper cars. I definitely want to ride those.”

      Crow squeezed his small stash of money even more tightly but allowed himself to be pulled along. Sandy and Marty were already up ahead, standing at the brightly painted entrance booth and looking back with impatient expressions. They were likely eager to find a ride that would give them an excuse to squish close and make out. They could never seem to get enough of touching each other. Marty said he stole so many rubbers from the vending machine in the bowling alley, where he worked after school, that his boss had noticed them missing and was considering taking the machine away. “Then I’d have to go to Blair’s Pharmacy and buy them,” Marty had complained. “Can you imagine?”

      Crow had never used a rubber. Had never had sex—a fact that for some reason seemed especially salient on this sticky August night, with Julie’s skin hot against his. He’d be eighteen in October, and that was an ancient age for a virgin. His mother had been eighteen when he was born. He didn’t want to have sex with Julie, though. He liked her just fine, but he’d mostly ended up with her by default because she was Marty’s cousin and Crow was Marty’s best friend.

      Now he and Julie stood at the booth, where a large man with an unlit cigar sat inside, grinning at them. “A buck each to get in, kids.”

      Julie immediately plopped a dollar bill onto the little wooden counter, but Crow hesitated. He hadn’t realized it would cost money just to get into the carnival. Then he’d have to pay for food, for rides…. His meagre little savings, a gift from his Aunt Helen, wouldn’t stretch far.

      But Julie was waiting, and Sandy and Marty were already inside.

      “Don’t worry, kid,” said the man in the booth. “Your ticket includes admission to all the shows, so it’s a good deal. You’ll find it a dollar well spent. You’ll see.” He chuckled, as if at some private joke.

      Crow put a dollar on the counter.

      The man took it with a solemn bob of his head, as if they were undertaking an important transaction, and placed a paper ticket in its place. Crow slid the ticket into a back pocket.

      “Have fun, kid,” said the man.

      Walking side by side, Crow and Julie approached a red-and-white-striped archway. Welcome Traveler was painted on the arch, which made Crow cough a bitter laugh. Unless you counted the journey he’d made in infancy, which he’d been too young to remember, he’d never been more than a few miles from Chinkapin Grove.

      As he passed under the archway, an odd tremory feeling passed over Crow, making his hairs stand on end. Someone walked over my grave. That was what Gran said when she shivered a little for no reason. So now Crow pictured a faceless person striding through the Chinkapin Grove Cemetery, moonlight threading through the branches of the old oaks.

      That image might have stopped him in his tracks, but Julie had his arm again and was pulling him forward.

      A steady stream of people moved along with them, chatting and laughing. Little kids darted ahead and were chased by older siblings or parents. Couples strolled hand in hand. One man stood motionless along the edge, watching. He was tall and slender, dark-haired and dark-eyed, dressed in black-and-white clothing far too glamorous and strange for Chinkapin Grove. His gaze caught Crow’s, and for a split second—or maybe it was an hour—everything else faded into the background and went totally out of focus. Crow was suddenly chilled and he felt flayed, as if everything inside of him was now plainly visible to this man. But something about the man was also… well, familiar wasn’t the right term. Fitting, perhaps. Crow was ready to pull himself from Julie’s grasp and walk toward him.

      But then the man gave a very slight nod and the spell was broken. The surroundings became normal again, and Crow allowed himself to be moved along.

      The midway was a single grassy lane lined with tents in a rainbow of colors. Outside of each tent, a sign announced what could be found within, usually with elaborately painted illustrations. There was Gentleman Jim, Master of Knives. Darius the Wonder Dog. Parcifal the Juggler.

      Crow would have liked to see any of these—he’d paid his dollar, after all—but Marty was clamoring for food first. They followed their noses to an area where tents and trucks sold all manner of treats. People were clustered thickly here, eating oversize corn dogs, funnel cakes, caramel apples, and sno-cones. The thick aromas of hot oil and sugar made Crow’s stomach grumble. You can only afford a little, he reminded himself, so choose wisely.

      He followed his friends to a truck with dancing clowns painted on its side, and when he saw the menu board, he exhaled in relief. The prices were much lower than he’d expected. A turkey leg, fries, and a Coke slushy cost him only a dollar fifty. He’d even be able to afford ice cream or popcorn later, if he wanted.

      Marty found them a picnic table nearby, which they shared with a young couple and their baby. Crow had gone to school with the parents, but they were a few years ahead of him and he didn’t know their names. They seemed happy with each other and with their child, a placid-faced little being in a diaper and tiny T-shirt.

      “Hey, guys,” Marty said in a stage whisper. When he was sure he had his friends’ attention, he surreptitiously pulled a flat metal flask from his back pocket, hidden by his untucked shirt. “It’s the good stuff from my dad’s liquor cabinet. He doesn’t think I know where he hides the key.”

      Sandy gave him a skeptical look. “That’s not a great idea, Mar. Not here.”

      “Sure it is, babe. We’ll just wait until it gets later.” He wiggled around, returning the flask to its hiding spot.

      Instead of booze, Julie produced a small notebook and pencil from one of her pockets. “We need a plan. We only have tonight, so what are we going to do and in what order?”

      A lively discussion followed, but Crow chipped in only occasionally. That was his style most of the time: go with the flow unless he found something entirely disagreeable, which was rare. It wasn’t that he didn’t have opinions or preferences. For the most part, though, pushing for them felt like more effort than it was worth, especially when the chances of getting his way were slim. Be grateful for what you got, boy, Grandad liked to tell him. It coulda been nothing at all.

      It was mutually decided that going on rides immediately after eating wasn’t such a great idea, so when their food was gone, they headed for the shows. More people had arrived, making it feel as if the entire town were there. It was disorienting to see familiar faces among capering clowns, exotic-looking roustabouts, and vivid scenery. It was like that old TV series, the one Crow sometimes caught in reruns. The Twilight Zone. Yes, this felt like an episode in which an entire drab Illinois town has been somehow transported to another dimension.

      Crow wasn’t sure what he thought of that idea. This dimension was a lot more interesting than his usual one; that was for sure. But it made him as uneasy as standing at the edge of a diving board at the community pool. Worried about what was about to happen, but also excited. As if that one leap might change everything forever.

      The small group of friends sat for a while inside a black tent, watching the Amazing Mephistopheles perform magic tricks. Crow had seen magicians on TV, where their tricks always seemed hokey. Although he couldn’t figure out the details of how they did their schtick, the generalities were obvious. Trap doors. Hidden compartments. Marked cards. Objects tucked up sleeves. But when Mephistopheles blew on his cupped palms and a large bird with glowing-ember plumage appeared—a phoenix, he said—that felt like real magic.

      After making the phoenix disappear, Mephistopheles invited old Ernie Selby—stooped and withered—onto the small stage and caused a three-dimensional scene to appear overhead. The characters in the scene, a group of muddy soldiers moving through a blackened forest, were as fully detailed as Crow himself. One of them, he realized, was a young Ernie Selby, not much older than Crow and his friends. As the crowd watched, young Ernie heaved a fallen comrade over his shoulder and, crouching low to avoid flying bullets, carried him away.

      “Séchault,” said old Ernie as the images faded away. He was standing straighter now, his cloudy eyes gone bright. “September 1918.”

      Mephistopheles nodded. “You saved that man’s life. He had six children and now over twenty grands and great-grands. All of them here because of what you did that day.”

      Ernie went back to his seat amid thunderous applause. He looked like a man who now recognized himself as a hero.

      That felt like real magic too.

      Crow and his friends went into other tents, watching a juggler and then a fire-eater. Julie and Sandy made goo-goo eyes over Samson the Strongman, a blond giant in a loincloth. Crow also—

      No.

      They all went to the Big Top, where the Flying Galliers spun and soared as if they had a special exemption from the laws of gravity. When that show was over, Marty announced, “I want to try the games. I’ll win you a stuffed animal at the milk cans, Sandy.” As a pitcher for the high school team, he probably would. He’d been scouted by a couple of minor league teams, although nobody had made him an offer.

      While the others seemed keen on this idea, which aligned with Julie’s written plans, Crow held back. He wasn’t sure why. True, he’d never been particularly good at aiming at things, he didn’t want to win any toys, and if he spent his money on games, he wouldn’t have any left for rides or more food. But none of those reasons were the root of his hesitation. He simply felt… unwilling. As if an invisible fishing line were tied around his insides, holding him back.

      “I, uh, need to do something,” he muttered.

      Julie looked alarmed. “Is something wrong?”

      He shook his head. “I just…. It’s a thing. I’ll meet you by the carousel in half an hour, okay?”

      His friends wanted to argue, but he set his chin stubbornly and they backed off. “Half an hour,” said Julie. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, like butterfly wings dusted in powdered sugar, and then the three of them hurried off.

      Crow remained standing in the center of the midway, an unmoving island amid a rushing river of people. And suddenly the crowds felt like too much, the colors too vivid, the sounds clashing, the scents a gooey mass. Although the temperature had become noticeably cooler as soon as he entered the carnival, sweat now tickled his neck and made his thin T-shirt cling to his body. He looked past his faded cutoffs and down at his legs, which were too long and skinny, as if he were transforming into a bird. His frayed old tennis shoes felt too tight.

      He needed to sit down somewhere quiet, but there wasn’t a whole lot of quiet to be found in a carnival.

      He made his way down the midway on shaky legs, as if he’d been sick for a while and hadn’t fully recovered. Sometimes someone who knew him called his name and he automatically waved, but he didn’t really register their identity. They were real and he was a dream, a ghost moving among them.

      Down at the far end of the midway, a little distance past its nearest neighbor, was a small tent the exact shade of the purple irises that Gran liked to grow. Although there were bright lights above it, nobody but Crow was nearby. The sign out front showed a beautiful, voluptuous woman with knowing eyes and a kind smile. A crystal ball hovered above one of her outstretched palms, while her other hand held a tarot card depicting a yellow wheel. Madame Persephone the sign said.

      He was afraid of the tent, although there was nothing obviously sinister about it. Grandad sometimes called him perverse, and maybe he was right about that because, despite his fluttering heart, Crow stepped closer to the tent. He put his hand on the soft cloth that shrouded the opening. And then he pushed it aside and stepped through.

      It was dark inside, much darker than the midway, so Crow’s first sensory information was the scent: a mixture of floral and spice, a little like the incense Aunt Helen had brought back from her honeymoon trip to Chicago. But this aroma was deeper, more complex, and probably wouldn’t fade away after an hour or two, like the incense. In fact, he had the sense that the odor had been here for a very long time and was as much a part of the tent as the fabric itself.

      A single lightbulb hung from the peak of the tent, and fairy lights outlined the ceiling where it met the walls. Crow blinked a few times in an attempt to help his eyes adjust. Which was when he saw another person in the tent with him. Madame Persephone, he presumed, although her back was to him. She was broad-shouldered and as tall as he was, which surprised him because few women were. A colorful scarf covered her head and back.

      Crow made a small noise, not quite a throat-clearing, at which point she spun around, the scarf dropping to the floor.

      It wasn’t Madame Persephone.

      It was, in fact, a startlingly handsome man, perhaps in his mid-twenties. With the scarf gone, Crow could see that he wore old blue jeans and a short-sleeved button-down shirt. His long dark hair was bound into a ponytail; his eyes, also dark, glittered with humor. He grinned as if doing so came naturally, as if smiling was his usual response to almost everything.

      “S-sorry,” Crow stammered.

      The man laughed, scooped the scarf from the floor and settled it on the back of the chair. “No need to be sorry. I was the one doing something he oughtn’t.”

      He had an accent. English, Crow was pretty sure, although he’d never met anyone with an English accent. In fact, he had never met a single person born anywhere other than Illinois. The unfamiliar vowels sent a shiver across Crow’s heated skin and gave him a clenching feeling low in his gut; neither of those sensations was unpleasant.

      “I… I….”

      “She’ll be back in a bit. You can wait here if you fancy.” The man waved toward the tent’s only other chair, which faced a cloth-covered table.

      Crow took a step backward. “It’s okay. I don’t….” He wasn’t sure how to finish.

      “It’s fine. The boss just wanted a brief natter. She won’t be gone long. You don’t want to miss out on a reading with her—she’s the best. Have a seat and I’ll keep you company while you wait.”

      Keeping company with this man was terrifying and also the thing Crow most wanted in the world. He took a few deep breaths before sitting down. When the man didn’t say anything, Crow took a longer look around. The inside walls of the tent were draped in a great variety of fabrics. Whether due to the dim light or the fabrics themselves, Crow couldn’t tell, but the colors seemed to swirl in a way that reminded him of the lava lamp Aunt Helen had also bought in Chicago. The effect made him a little dizzy, and staring at the man made him dizzier, so Crow focused on the furnishings instead. They turned out to be minimal: the table in front of him, the two chairs, and a smaller table off to his left. Both tables held a variety of objects: a crystal ball like the one on the sign, decks of cards, crystals, and some other things he couldn’t identify.

      “Nice, isn’t it?” asked the man. “Quiet.”

      Crow noticed then that the sounds of the carnival were completely absent inside the tent. He could hear his own breathing, a little harsh, and the man’s, which was calmer and more even. It made the space feel so intimate that Crow’s cheeks heated. He hoped the dim light would prevent the man from noticing.

      Still smiling, the man sat down in the empty chair with an easy grace Crow could never hope for. “I come here sometimes when I need a few minutes away from everything. Madame Persephone doesn’t mind as long as she’s not with a local.”

      “You work here?”

      “’M a roustabout. Help set things up and take them down again. In between I carry things about and put in a hand wherever it’s needed. Like just a bit ago when Mr. Ame told me to send Madame Persephone to him. He’s the showrunner—the bloke who owns the carnival.”

      That made sense. This man looked strong, and Crow could easily imagine him hauling heavy loads and hoisting… whatever needed to be hoisted. “Is it a good job?”

      “Ah, lovely so far. But it’s been only a few weeks for me, hasn’t it? I expect I’ll need more time before I decide whether I’ll stay for good.”

      “Am I interrupting one of your, um, quiet times? ’Cause I can go.”

      The man shook his head. “Stay. Madame said I’m to keep an eye on the place while she’s away. Entertain any locals who stop by. None did until you, though, and I was bored. Which was why I was playing with her scarf when I oughtn’t.”

      He didn’t look at all repentant, however. In fact, he reached back and stroked the fabric draped over the chair as if he were considering putting it on again. He had big hands, Crow noticed, his fingers long and broad.

      Crow tore his gaze away. “I don’t even know if I was going to, uh, get my fortune told. It’s bullshit anyway. I’d rather spend my money on rides.”

      If the man was offended by this, he didn’t show it. He cocked his head instead, as if studying Crow. “Where are you from?”

      “Here.” That was only a whisker away from the truth. Slightly emboldened, Crow crossed his arms. “You?”

      “There.” Laughing eyes. “And whom do I have the honor of meeting?”

      It could be some kind of scam, some carny trick to glean private information and thereby empty Crow’s pockets. But Crow had nothing to lose but a couple of dollars, and he didn’t want to go back out onto the midway again. “Crow.”

      “Is that a nickname?”

      “It’s the one my mother gave me.” It was almost the only thing she’d given him: Crow Rapp, a strange name on a birth certificate that didn’t list a father. She’d given him her good looks too, or so people said. Neighbors said she’d been a beauty, and Aunt Helen claimed that Crow was her spitting image. He didn’t know if that was true because his grandparents had no photos of her and wouldn’t speak of her at all.

      Sometimes Crow would look in the bathroom mirror, past the diagonal crack, and wonder which of his features might be her legacy. The butter-gold hair that bleached almost white in summer, or maybe the storm-cloud eyes. The squarish face with the wide, serious mouth. Perhaps the long-limbed frame, lean and wiry.

      “You don’t look much like a crow,” said the man, “with that pale hair and those pretty eyes. The name would suit me better, love. Maybe I ought to steal it.”

      This felt dangerously like flirting, and Crow’s cheeks burned again. A man shouldn’t be flirting with him. And Crow shouldn’t be enjoying it. Shouldn’t be hoping the man would push a bit farther.

      “You can’t steal a name.”

      “Can’t I? I’m a bloody good thief, I am. Or used to be. And look.” He pulled out the tie binding his hair. Released from its prison, the hair flowed over his shoulders, black and glossy as, well, a crow’s wing. His eyes were shining and black—or close enough to it that his pupils blended into the iris—and his nose was just a little sharp.

      Crow’s name would suit this man well.

      “I should go,” said Crow, but he didn’t move.

      “Oh, don’t. Tell you what.” The man’s eyes glinted with mischief, but he didn’t seem cruel. He pulled the scarf off the chair, draped it carefully over his head, and tossed one end over his shoulder. Framed in silk, his face was even more striking, with a slightly cleft chin, lush lips, and thick eyebrows that almost seemed to have a life of their own. It was the kind of face that made Crow wish he were a painter or photographer.

      And wasn’t that the dumbest thing a Chinkapin Grove farmer’s grandson ever thought?

      Crow decided to take the man’s bait. “Tell me what?”

      “Tell you your fortune. Madame Simeon at your service. And I won’t even charge you a fee, so you can save your dosh for the galloper. Or perhaps you’re a Ferris wheel man?”

      Crow knew with complete certainty that he ought to get up and leave the tent. Ought to leave the carnival, in fact, and go home, crawl into his bed, think nothing but Chinkapin Grove thoughts, and dream nothing but Chinkapin Grove dreams.

      He did none of those things.

      Instead he raised his chin the same way he did when people called him a bastard, when people called his mother even worse. When the air around him felt both sticky as sorghum molasses and sharp as the thorns on Gran’s rosebush. When the hostile thoughts and malevolent wishes buffeted him like an April tornado.

      “Tell my fortune,” Crow said.

      Simeon made a gleeful sound and rubbed his palms together. He had pale skin, a contrast to his dark hair and eyes. It would look especially white against Crow’s late-summer tan, a bronze baked into him from helping his grandparents tend to the soldiered ranks of corn. Crow wondered how Simeon could stay so white after hours spent erecting tents. Unless maybe the roustabouts worked only at night.

      “Your future,” Simeon said, “it’s an important thing, but it’s unreliable. Not as unreliable as the past—the past transforms constantly or fades away completely. But the future twists away across this bend and that, and when you reckon you know where you’re going, you end up somewhere completely unexpected.”

      “Does this mean you won’t tell me?”

      “Nah, love, I’ll give it a go. Could start by saying you’ll meet a stranger, tall, dark, and handsome. But now that’s past instead of future, innit?”

      Oh, those laughing eyes. As if delight ran through Simeon’s veins instead of blood. There was a depth there too, a knowledge of the pain that life could bring. But didn’t bitterness make the sweet even more intense?

      Bravely, Crow leaned forward. “So what is my fortune, then?” Hoping and not-hoping that Simeon would say the right thing. Would grant him the future—just a few breathless minutes—that his heart begged for so piteously. Crow and his heart weren’t asking for forever. The future could be now and only now, a few stolen minutes in in the arms of a man with crow’s-wing hair.

      And if those few minutes tore Crow apart, what of it?

      Simeon raised his hands and let them hover over the crystal ball as if he were about to pick it up and toss it through a hoop. They didn’t actually touch the glass, however. That was a boundary he seemed unwilling to cross.

      “A carnival comes to town,” Simeon said. “Yeah, that bit’s past now too. And the tent at the end of the midway, that’s present. But what happens next—”

      Simeon froze. His expression slowly shifted from teasing to surprised and then to horrified. His eyes widened as he stared into the ball. His throat made a clicking, dragging noise. Impossibly, he paled.

      And then he shot to his feet, almost knocking over the chair, and threw the scarf onto the ground. He backed away until he nearly touched the tent wall, his hands out in front of him as if warding off an attacker.

      He started to cry, large tears trailing down his cheeks, his chin trembling as he worked his mouth without parting his lips.

      “Simeon? What—?”

      A slow shake of the head before Simeon spoke, low and soft. “Go home, Crow Rapp. Go back to your farm. The corn will be ready for harvest soon, and school will be starting. Embrace your family. Stay safe, love. Stay safe.” A deep breath and then he said it a third time, as if it were an incantation. “Stay safe.”

      Fortunetelling was bullshit; Crow knew that already. And Simeon wasn’t even a fortuneteller—he was a roustabout playing around while Madame Persephone was off on an errand. This was all just jokes and fakery.

      But that was a lie.

      Whatever Simeon had seen—a vision Crow desperately did not want to know—was as genuine as rows of corn awaiting the combine harvester and as real as the splintery floorboards in Crow’s bedroom. Whatever Simeon had seen was nothing but a confirmation of the dark truth that Crow felt but had refused to acknowledge for his entire life.

      Without another word, Crow stood and fled the purple tent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Portland, Oregon

      Nearly ten years later — April 1985

      

      “Hey, man, wanna score some weed? It’s good shit.”

      Considering, Crow stopped walking and looked at the man seated on the low stone wall. He wouldn’t mind getting high after work, and a joint or two would be cheaper than rotgut and easier on his digestive system too. But if he had the joints in his pocket while on the job, he’d be tempted to smoke them on break. Then he’d probably end up fired, and he wanted to keep this job for a while longer, shitty as it was.

      “I’ll pass,” he said.

      The man—who was really a kid, probably a decade younger than Crow—shrugged as if it didn’t matter. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe he was too stoned to care. “Suit yourself, man.”

      So Crow continued across the street to Pioneer Square, his rubber-soled boots slapping against the damp bricks. The chilly mist didn’t prevent a small cluster of skinheads from loitering near the fountain. They sneered at him but without much effort, as if they were simply performing a task expected of them. They always noticed Crow but never truly messed with him. Maybe they figured he wasn’t worth the bother, or maybe they simply preferred easier prey.

      He wondered what they’d do if he crossed the square holding hands with Cameron, Dee, or any of the other guys he sometimes fucked. Not that Crow was likely to hold hands with any of those men; they didn’t have that kind of relationship. But still, it would be interesting to see the reaction.

      Crow snorted at that thought as he climbed the steps to Broadway. Apparently at some point he’d concluded that violence was a nice break from the ordinary, even if it was aimed at him. He didn’t like to fight and would run away when he could. But sometimes he couldn’t, and then…. He turned his thoughts away from that.

      He could have taken a bus—fares were free downtown—but he enjoyed his walks, even in the rain. Maybe especially in the rain. It made him feel cleaner. He liked to vary his routes, zigzagging through the streets in a different pattern each day. Now he turned right on Broadway, then left on Morrison and right on Tenth, skirting the Galleria shopping center. Dee went there sometimes to buy clove cigarettes from the stand on the third floor, and if Crow accompanied him and their wallets weren’t too empty, they might caffeinate at Coffee Ritz or have a meal at Souvlaki Stop or Bogarts. They hadn’t done that in a while, though. Dee hadn’t felt well enough.

      Now, of course, Crow didn’t go in. He continued to plod up Tenth all the way across Burnside, past Powell’s Books and through the yeasty smell seeping from the Weinhard Brewery. The east-west streets in this part of town were named after founding fathers and arranged in alphabetic order, so that Couch led to Davis, which led to Everett. Crow continued north all the way to Overton and then turned west until he passed under the freeway and emerged a block from work.

      He was pretty damp by now, droplets running from his hair down the back of his neck and under his collar. He was shivering a bit, but that was nothing new. No matter the ambient temperature, he hadn’t been truly warm since an August night a decade earlier. Despite the drizzle, he paused for a moment outside the entrance to CorruCorp, bracing himself. The letters of the company name, painted on the other side of the glass door, were scratched—as if something had tried to escape.

      As soon as Crow stepped inside, the din assaulted him. Giant machines rumbled and roared nonstop, silent only on Christmas Day. Forklifts hummed as they moved forward and beeped when they reversed. Men shouted to one another. Boots stomped across concrete floors. Metal clanked. Heavy boxes thunked. High overhead, fluorescent lights delivered their lifeless glare. The heavy odors of grease, paper, and glue seemed to permeate everything.

      God, he hated this place. Not just the miserable conditions and low pay but also his schedule—either second or third shift—which left him constantly at odds with a first-shift world. The work itself consisted of standing on the production line, manipulating the product into place, and carrying stacks of cardboard. It left him aching by the end of his ten hours and gave his mind too much room to wander.

      As Crow trudged to the locker room, he remembered toiling on his grandparents’ farm. That had been hard work too, hot in summer and cold during the fallow season. But at least he’d breathed fresh air and felt honest sun on his back. And he was helping to produce something important—food—not just cardboard boxes. Containers of nothingness.

      The locker room was crowded with other people coming on shift. They joked and laughed as they put on their coveralls and steel-toed boots. Some smoked cigarettes, which was technically forbidden inside the building due to the presence of chemical fumes, but the rule wasn’t enforced. Crow nodded and greeted a few people but mostly kept to himself.

      He got in line, grabbed his timecard, and clocked in. The cha-chunk sounded like an executioner’s axe.

      “Robertson!” And then a pause. “Hey, Robertson!”

      It took those two tries before Crow remembered that Robertson was him. In Portland, he was Cliff Robertson. In Phoenix he’d been Chuck Reynolds. In Shreveport, Chris Reed. In Kittanning he— Well, that didn’t matter. This was Portland, and he was Cliff Robertson.

      He trotted over to his supervisor, a man so thin and pale that he looked as if he’d been caught in one of the presses and had peeled himself away, like a cartoon character. His name was Melnyk, and he wasn’t a bad sort. Although he wasn’t especially great either; the personality had been pressed out of him as well.

      “I’m moving your schedule around. You’ll be third shift starting on Sunday.” If Melnyk’s body had been through the press, his voice had been subjected to the grinder. Years of shouting over the machinery had left it rough and jagged.

      Crow did a quick mental calculation. “That means I’ll work twelve days without a day off.”

      Melnyk shrugged. “It’s what we need.”

      Need. Years ago, in some city he couldn’t now name, Crow had rented a room in a houseful of hippies—back when such people still existed. One of his housemates was a woman who called herself Zen, a name that was no more genuine than whatever Crow was using at that time. Perhaps because Crow was young, she decided to subject him to what she called Teachings with a very audible capital T. She said that life was comprised of suffering. He could have told her that. And she said that the cause of that suffering is need. Stop needing things and you stop suffering. Which he supposed made sense, but she was never clear on how to stop needing, probably because she had no idea. Zen also got into screaming matches with anyone whose food entered her designated spot in the refrigerator.

      CorruCorp was a company and therefore it could not suffer, no matter what or how much it needed. Crow envied it. Zen would likely preach that envy was another serious fault.

      “You got it?” Melnyk rasped.

      Crow had to take a moment to remember what he was supposed to be getting, and then he gave a grudging nod. “Sunday. Third shift.”

      Apparently considering the matter settled, Melnyk headed purposefully toward the single-facer machines. Crow headed for the flexo.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Crow made his slow way home after clocking out at one, the kids in plaid, leather, and studs were long gone from the Galleria, and the skinheads had abandoned Pioneer Square. Even the dealers had left the low wall in front of the old courthouse. A few Tri-Met busses rumbled by like orange-and-gray dinosaurs grudgingly on their way to extinction. A handful of homeless people slept in doorways or wandered in their own private purgatory, but for the most part, Crow had the city to himself.

      He was hungry. A few places were open this late, but none were nearby. Besides, he wasn’t in the mood to join the club kids at Quality Pie or the truckers, college students, and sex workers at the Hotcake House across the river. Maybe he’d pick up something at the Plaid Pantry—a plasticky sandwich, a bag of chips, a carton of milk. Or maybe he’d just head straight home and go to sleep.

      Home. Now there was a flexible concept.

      He’d lived in a lot of different places over the years and they shared a few characteristics. They were cheap. They were reasonably close to wherever he could find work. And they had landlords who weren’t picky about their prospective tenants providing IDs or references. Here in Portland he was staying in what had likely been a fine house when it was built a hundred years earlier but had long ago been chopped into tiny apartments with creaky floors and a pervasive smell of onions and mildew.

      He occupied a single room in the basement, and although it was always damp and chilly, it was also dark and quiet when he had to sleep during the day. Furnished with a narrow bed, a sagging couch, and a dresser with one of its drawers broken, the room also included a heavy coffee table with carved wood doors, which doubled as a rather awkward dining table. The kitchenette boasted a wheezing fridge, a pitted sink, a few cupboards, and a microwave. No oven or stove. But he had the luxury of a private bathroom and was planning a hot shower tonight before bed.

      He wondered if Dee was still awake and whether he’d eaten.

      Until recently, Dee and a roommate had shared a two-bedroom apartment on the east side. He’d dropped out of Portland State a couple of years earlier and had worked two jobs, saving up so he could back.

      Then Dee got sick.

      He said he wasn’t surprised when the night sweats and weight loss began. In fact, he claimed it was almost a relief; the waiting had been as painful as the symptoms. He’d been able to hide it for a while, until the purple lesions appeared on his nose and at the corner of his mouth. “The mark of the beast,” he said, laughing. But his eyes were furious as well as bereft.

      Both jobs fired him. The roommate, whose name was on the lease, kicked him out. Dee’s savings were magically transformed—poof!—into medical bills, motel rooms, medicines. Friends evaporated too; family broke away.

      And although Crow didn’t want to, he invited Dee to stay in his hole in the ground. They didn’t love each other, and sharing a room was dangerous for reasons Crow could never explain to Dee. But alone was a terrible place to be when sick, when your own mortality was chasing you down, and Crow felt that if he turned away from Dee’s desperate need, he’d shed whatever tiny bits of goodness remained in him.

      Lately, Dee pretty much sat on the couch, wasting away and raging. He wrote letters and tore them up, the fragments of paper accumulating around him like bitter snowfall. It was mid-spring for the rest of Portland but late winter for him. For a few minutes every day, though, he’d talk with Crow and smile and make up funny lyrics to songs he’d heard on the radio.

      Crow was thinking about that, how this morning when he’d awakened to Dee riffing off “Like a Virgin” and “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” for one groggy moment Crow had thought that if loving Dee wasn’t a possibility, perhaps some cousin of it was. Close enough for government work, Grandad used to say. Crow said it now in a low growl, a counterbeat to his footsteps as he walked between the pools of streetlight. When he turned the corner and saw the flashing lights parked in front of his house, he knew.

      “No,” he said, but like every prayer he’d ever uttered, it went unanswered.

      He didn’t immediately flee. Instead he lurked behind a rhododendron and watched as men in blue uniforms milled around. Saw two men in a different uniform emerge through the basement door, carrying a shrouded figure on a stretcher. Nobody was in a hurry. When the ambulance pulled away a few minutes later, its lights and sirens were off.

      Neighbors clustered nearby with arms crossed, watching. If not for the pajamas and coats, they might have been the audience at a theater.

      More uniformed people went into the basement, maybe to puzzle over the red symbol that Crow knew would be scrawled on one wall. It would be a hieroglyph, a feather painted in still-wet blood. Crow wondered grimly if the artist had been aware of the risks of touching that blood.

      “I’m sorry, Dee,” Crow said from his hiding spot behind the bush. “You never even knew my real name.”

      That might be the only benediction Dee would receive.

      Eyes stinging, Cliff Robertson melted into the darkness and was gone.
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      Mareado, California

      Four months later — August 1985

      

      He slept naked, starfished on his back across the lumpy mattress, the bunched sheets beneath him. He’d been dreaming of rain lately, and of landscapes frozen in grays, whites, and dull browns. But once awake, he’d be swaddled in heat despite the swamp cooler wheezing hopelessly in the window.

      He woke up slowly.

      The original purpose of the little building that he rented had never been clear to him. It squatted at the far back of a weedy lot behind a small stucco house that had probably been built in the twenties. It might have been a garage, he supposed, or a workshop of some kind. Or maybe it was built to house the sort of relative that an owner didn’t want under their roof.

      The stucco on the exterior of Crow’s building had been painted a pale ochre. A broken plastic chair sat on the tiny cement slab outside the front door. The structure inside was simple: a bare concrete floor, whitewashed walls, and a ceiling of wooden roof trusses. One window housed the swamp cooler and the other overlooked a rickety fence. There were a few basic pieces of furniture. No kitchen, although he did have a tiny refrigerator. He had a bathroom with toilet, sink, and jury-rigged shower but without hot water. At this time of year, he didn’t miss it.

      He got up slowly and stretched, then tried to remember whether there was anything to eat. With a slight lift of spirits, he realized it was his day off. He could grab a meal out, maybe from a taco truck, and go to the little market nearby. He might even walk downtown and spring for a movie at the Gem Theater. The old heap had seen far better days, but the AC worked just fine. Besides, it reminded him a bit of the Cairo, where he and Marty used to spend their scant pocket money. He wondered if the Cairo still existed.

      A quick shower cooled him off, and Crow put on shorts, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes, grabbed his thin pile of disposable income, and ventured out into the oven.

      One consequence of working the graveyard shift was that he slept until four in the afternoon even on his days off. That was the hottest part of the day here, the merciless sun hovering in a sky that hadn’t produced a single drop of rain since Crow had arrived in late May. It was different than the humid summers of his childhood; this air baked you, the Midwest parboiled.

      Few other people were foolish or desperate enough to be outside right now. Even the children were hidden away, likely transfixed by television screens as they sweated out the last days of their summer vacations. But the few pedestrians he passed gave him polite greetings. As a blue-eyed blond, Crow stood out in this neighborhood, just as he did in the tomato cannery where he worked. Everyone was cordial, however, and patient with his rudimentary attempts at Spanish.

      As Crow ambled, he decided to skip the taco trucks, at least for now. He could have popcorn at the theater and grab something more substantial later. Or he could go to a bar and drink his dinner instead. But he stopped now at the market for a can of Coke to tide him over for the rest of the walk.

      “Hello, Carey,” said the woman behind the counter. In Mareado he was Carey Rhodes. She was Ximena—probably everywhere, not just in Mareado—and she always seemed pleased to see him. She and her husband owned the place, which also had a gas station and a few outdoor tables where patrons could sit and eat.

      Crow crabbed a can from the nearby cooler and took it to the cash register. He set two quarters on the counter and waited for Ximena to give him a nickel in return, but he wasn’t in any hurry to go back under the sun. “Cómo estás hoy?” he asked, because she had been helping him learn a few phrases.

      She smiled. “Muy bien.” Then, no doubt realizing she’d reached the limits of his linguistic abilities, she switched to English. “Are you on your way to work?”

      “Nope. Day off.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. You know, when it cools off a little, you should go to la feria.”

      Crow’s chest became tight. He didn’t know that word, but it sounded a lot like an English word he did know. “La feria?” he asked carefully.

      “Yeah, the carnival. About half a mile west of here on Sloane Road. I think they’re here for only one night, so you picked a good day to have off.”

      His hand was starting to crumple the can. He made an effort to relax his fingers and the tight muscles around his mouth. Ximena was being friendly. She wouldn’t know. Besides, this couldn’t possibly be the same carnival—there must be dozens of the things across the country. Hundreds, even.

      Crow knew better. He had a ruthless little place inside his brain that knew all the things he’d rather deny.

      “Gracias,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t sound tight. He considered making another purchase, one of the cheap bottles of booze Ximena kept on the shelves behind the counter. But he’d spent a decade relying too heavily on that crutch. He’d stay sober tonight.

      Outside, he drained his Coke in one long swallow, tossed the can into a trash bin, and headed east toward downtown. Definitely not west to Sloane Road.

      The movie at the Gem was a comedy—or so he thought. After it was over, he remembered neither the title nor the plot, but he thought he might have laughed at some parts. The popcorn had been bits of Styrofoam and the Coke—his second of the day—had no taste at all. The longed-for air conditioning had instead raised goosebumps on his flesh and frozen his bones.

      He left the theater and headed west as if chasing the setting sun. Delicate pinks and oranges tinged the sky like one of those paintings Mrs. Davis had shown in a vain attempt to bring a little culture to a classroom of fourteen-year-olds in rural Illinois. Back then, Crow had liked the paintings. He had thought that when he grew up he’d temporarily escape Chinkapin Grove and visit some art museums to see them in person. Aunt Helen had said there were some in Chicago. He’d escaped all right; he’d gone far beyond Chicago and the borders of Illinois. But he’d never seen any of those paintings.

      On another night, in a better mood, he might have concluded that the sky was just as good as pigments brushed on canvas, if not better.

      The highway that ran like a north/south spine through Mareado separated the downtown and the middle-class neighborhoods from the cannery, auto shops, tire stores, and small machine shops on the west side. Walking the underpass beneath the highway was like crossing an international border into a much poorer nation that couldn’t afford sidewalks, streetlights, or road repairs. The west side had residents who toiled hard but never prospered beyond the next month’s rent. It had clusters of boys and young men who strove to look tough but mostly, Crow thought, looked sad, as if someone had broken a promise to them. It had old, rusted cars and trucks that spewed fumes as they rattled past; front yards encased in chain-link fences with barking dogs and plastic toys trapped inside; and bougainvillea running wild on front porches near little gardens with herbs, tomatoes, peppers, and sometimes even a few rows of corn.

      Crow marched west, turned south to Sloane Road, and then west some more.

      Dusty little houses like his landlord’s grew farther apart, their backyards parched landscapes containing collapsed sheds and long-dead vehicles. Sometimes there were chickens; twice he saw goats. After several blocks, the houses gave way to hardscrabble little farms. He doubted anyone could make a living off these pieces of land, yet still people grew things.

      He approached a long row of Italian cypresses running perpendicular to the road, cutting off his view of what lay beyond. They didn’t stop the familiar sounds of delighted screams and blasting music. The same songs he’d heard a decade earlier, in fact. “Bennie and the Jets.” “Killer Queen.” “Sweet Home Alabama.” “Witchy Woman.” The traffic was heavier here, with cars rumbling slowly past him, their windows rolled down.

      The space beyond the cypresses had, until recently, been a bean field; he could still spot a few scraggly, overgrown plants near the edge of the road. Now, though, there was the carnival, with a steady line of people heading toward the ticket booth from the improvised parking lot across the street. Couples and families and groups of teens and young adults laughed and chattered loudly. Although the sun was almost fully set by now, tall lights illuminated the area to an almost daytime level, making the colors seem unnaturally bright.

      Go home, he told himself firmly. Eat something. Drink yourself into a stupor. Sleep. Go to work tomorrow. Rinse and repeat, until he was forced to leave this town and find a new depressing residence and a new mind-numbing job. Or until whoever had been chasing him for so long finally succeeded in destroying him.

      “I’m still Crow Rapp,” he said out loud. “In Mareado and everywhere else.”

      As he stood there, trapped in the amber of indecision, an unfamiliar emotion crept under his skin: anger. He was used to sadness, loneliness, boredom, exhaustion, fear, desperation, resignation. But this was entirely different. This had fangs and claws that wanted to burst from their hidden places to destroy the thing that had destroyed him. The person who had destroyed him.

      Crow marched forward, steps heavy on the hard-packed soil.

      He reached the ticket booth at a lull between other visitors and was somewhat surprised to discover a woman within. She was sharp-angled, her hair arranged in elaborate braids, a cigarette dangling between long, thin fingers.

      “A dollar to get in and see the show.” Her accent made Crow think of palm-treed islands and music played on steel drums.

      “Prices haven’t changed?” Crow asked.

      She held out a hand. “It’s one dollar.”

      He pulled a bill from his shorts pocket and she waved him on.

      The archway was still there, still painted red and white. Welcome Traveler. Ten years ago he’d scoffed at that. Back then, he’d never gone far beyond Joutel County. Ever since then, however, travel had been one of the few constants in his life, and now the sign fit perfectly.

      The midway was exactly as he remembered it, with colored tents and signs advertising various attractions. The flow of people wasn’t too different either. Sure, the clothing styles had changed and many of the conversations were in Spanish, but the essentials remained. These were people who rarely spent money on entertainment and who were hungry for a few hours tinged with magic and flavored with strange spices. And—speaking of spices—he could smell the enticing aroma of fried foods. He’d eaten nothing today but popcorn and found himself craving a giant corndog, a cardboard basket of fries smothered in cheese, and a cone topped by a tottering swirl of vanilla-and-chocolate soft serve.

      But Crow didn’t turn toward the food concessions. He didn’t pause to watch the acrobats or see the world’s strongest man. He had no interest in the carousel or the house of mirrors.

      As he made his way toward the far end of the midway, a phalanx of clowns temporarily blocked his way. They were blowing bubbles, squeezing the rubber bulb on giant horns, twisting balloons into poodles and flamingos and handing them to delighted children. The clowns paid no attention to Crow, but he had the sense that they were aware of him and that their smiles and laughter were directed at him. Perhaps mockingly; perhaps not.

      Finally the clowns moved away, only to be replaced by an ageless man even taller and thinner than Crow. He was dressed in spotless black and white and he examined Crow with an inscrutable expression.

      “The future is unreliable,” the man said in a soft voice that was almost like singing. “It’s a matter of probabilities.”

      Crow remembered someone else telling him the same thing, and the anger surged again inside him. “I have no future. I’m here about the past.”

      The man shrugged. “It is so easy to misunderstand our own needs.” And then he stepped aside.

      As before, there were no people near the purple tent. Walking toward it brought a vivid case of déjà vu, except this time Crow carried an enormous burden. Back in Chinkapin Grove, he’d worried about ordinary, mundane horrors like being stuck on the farm forever, like falling in love with the wrong person, like poverty and rejection. He’d been so innocent.

      After a few steadying breaths, Crow pushed aside the fabric door and stepped into the tent.

      Someone stood with their back to him, head covered by a scarf that seemed bright even in the dim lighting. “Simeon,” Crow said.

      But even as the name left his throat, he knew it was wrong. And when the person turned around, it was not a handsome man with eyes like polished obsidian but instead a beautiful woman with generous curves.

      “Ah,” she said as if she’d expected him. She stepped to the larger table, flipped over a single card, and nodded. Looking up at him, she said, “The hanged man.”

      All Crow’s confidence fled; he felt like a small child. “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You haven’t interrupted anything important.”

      “Are you Madame Persephone?”

      Her laughter was rich. “Who else would I be? Would you like a divination?”

      Shaking his head almost frantically, he backed toward the exit. “I was looking for someone.”

      “Simeon.”

      “He told me he was a roustabout. But that was a long time ago.”

      This brought more laughter, which he didn’t understand although it didn’t seem cruel. “This time in the evening you’re likely to find him around the food concessions.”

      Crow’s anger was still there, but uncertainty threatened to extinguish it. He mumbled a thank-you and made to leave.

      “Crow?”

      Keeping one hand on the fabric flap of the doorway, he turned to look at her. A large candle flickered on the table even though he felt no air movement against his skin. The shadows cast by the flame danced and leapt like living creatures along the tent walls. Looking at them made him dizzy, but it was hard to turn away.

      “A soothsayer only sees the truth and perhaps tells about it, Crow. She doesn’t create it.”

      He had no answer for that, so he simply nodded and left. He was a fair distance up the midway before he realized she’d used his name twice. A name he’d never told her and that nobody had called him in ten years.
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        * * *

      

      He was hungry. He admitted that to himself as he skulked near the booths and trucks selling food. And after about thirty minutes he gave up on telling his stomach to stop chewing on itself and bought a sausage in a bun. It came with potato chips and a drink, all for a dollar, which couldn’t possibly be enough to make the seller any profit. Until he took a bite, he’d almost forgotten how delicious food could taste. He devoured it quickly and bought another, and when that was gone he snacked on various deep-fried delicacies until his belly was rounded and tight and his fingers fragrant with grease and sugar, even after he wiped them clean with napkins.

      Although he saw many people while he ate, including a few that he thought were probably roustabouts, he didn’t see Simeon. Maybe Madame Persephone had lied. Not that she owed the truth to an irate stranger. Crow sighed and went to drop his last wad of napkins into a nearly overflowing trash can. When he tossed them in, however, they tumbled right back out again, so he bent, retrieved them, and dropped them in more carefully.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Crow spun around to find himself face-to-face with a black-haired man.

      Simeon looked exactly as he had a decade earlier, except when Crow had first met him, Simeon had appeared older than him and more sophisticated by far. Now Simeon looked years younger than Crow. And God, still every bit as handsome.

      Simeon still wore his shining hair tied back in a slightly messy tail. His short-sleeved cotton shirt seemed specially cut to show off his muscles and trim waist, just as his faded jeans displayed his rounded ass and long legs to advantage. He grinned the same grin, the one he’d worn the moment Crow first saw him. It was impersonal, an invitation he might send to anyone—and probably did—to join in his fun.

      But then Simeon’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “When is it?” he rasped.

      That wasn’t the response Crow had expected. “What?”

      “The date. No, that won’t help since I don’t know…. How long has it been since you saw me, mate?”

      “Ten years.”

      Simeon shook his head slightly. “But it’s been three months since I saw you.”

      That didn’t make any sense. But neither did a lot of other things in Crow’s life, and he was almost accustomed to it. Still, he hadn’t come here to solve temporal mysteries. He curled his hands into hard fists and spoke through clenched teeth. “What did you do to me, you son of a bitch?”

      Crow had expected Simeon to respond with similar aggression or to at least become defensive. Instead, those corvid eyes filled with sadness and compassion. “Oh, love, I’m sorry.”

      “You’re fucking sorry? Do you know—”

      Simeon gently settled a hand on Crow’s shoulder. “Let’s go discuss this somewhere quieter, yeah?”

      Giving a quick glance around, Crow remembered that other people were here. Children. Locals just wanting to spend a few hours having fun and forgetting about their burdens. Crow had already brought pain to far too many people: his family, Dee, the middle-aged couple he’d rented a room from in Dayton, and…. Too many.

      So Crow gave a stiff nod and followed Simeon away from the food carts, across the midway, and into a shadowed area well behind the big top. A collection of vehicles was parked there, and although it was hard to discern details in the dark, Crow was confused by what he saw. Several semis, a few big busses, a handful of RVs and trailers, a lot of smaller trucks, some cars, and… enclosed wagons? In fact, Simeon led him to one of those wagons, where a single lantern hung over the door at one end, revealing elaborately carved wood painted scarlet and gold. The wagon had large wheels with many spokes, and there was some sort of yoke thing at the far end that Crow supposed was used to hitch it to… what? Surely this couldn’t be towed on a highway.

      Simeon climbed four steps, opened the door, and gestured at Crow to follow. But Crow hesitated. “What is this?”

      “My home, of course. Nicest place I’ve ever lived. Come in and see.”

      Maybe this time Simeon would do more than forecast doom—maybe he’d simply slit Crow’s throat. Crow wasn’t sure whether that would do the trick, but he wasn’t eager to find out. On the other hand, it turned out that he was curious about the interior of the wagon.

      With much trepidation and very little common sense, Crow followed Simeon inside.
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