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I


Vengeance and retribution require a long time; it is the rule.


Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities




NOW
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The tide rolled in, erasing the first of the footprints in the sand, like the memory of a presence gradually being excised from the history of the beach. The marks were small, as of those left by a child, except no child had walked there, or none that Parker had noticed; yet when he looked up from his book, the evidence was before him. Bare feet: he could discern the marks of the toes, and the rounded indentations of the soles and heels. The footprints ended within a few yards of the tree against which he sat, as though the visitor had regarded Parker for a time before moving on.


But the prints progressed only in one direction, and seemed to ascend from the sea: an emergent ghost, arrived unnoticed, come to bear witness in silence.


Parker removed his glasses, cursing – not for the first time – the necessity of them. His optometrist had suggested progressive lenses, which struck Parker as just a fancier name for bifocals. It was an error she was unlikely to make again, Parker regarding progressives as a short step from adopting pince-nez, or wearing spectacles on a gold chain while smelling of cheap sherry. Now, nonprogressive lenses in hand, he looked left and right, but it was an instinctive response and nothing more, because he did not really expect to glimpse her: this lost daughter, this revenant being.


‘Jennifer.’


He spoke her name aloud, and let the wind carry it to her. He wondered what had drawn her here. She would not have returned to him without cause.


He closed his book and stood to brush the sand from his trousers. He was reading Louis L’Amour’s Education of a Wandering Man, and thought he might have enjoyed meeting the writer. He had devoured L’Amour’s Westerns as a boy, because his grandfather’s shelves were filled with copies, but he hadn’t returned to them in the years since. Parker supposed he’d underestimated L’Amour because of the nature of his novels, and their association with the games of cowboys and Indians played when he was young, or the TV shows that had once obsessed him: The Virginian, Casey Jones, The Adventures of Champion. Now it turned out that L’Amour had read more of the great works of literature than anyone Parker had encountered, either in life or in print. He had spent time as a hobo on the Southern Pacific Railroad, as a deckhand on Atlantic vessels, as a boxer, as a writer, and always with a book close at hand. Parker felt as though he had encountered a kindred spirit in L’Amour, albeit one much wiser than he would ever be.


The fall leaves were turning, the woods slowly transforming from green to red and gold, their colors like a smokeless conflagration. A chill had crept into the air as the day progressed: not so much as to make sitting by Ferry Beach uncomfortable, but sufficient to rouse a man from his reading and cause him to seek shelter at last.


But Parker did not want to leave, not yet. He experienced a familiar, unsettling sense of dislocation. The traffic sounded wrong to him, as though heard through fog. The light was smoked in sepia, the smell of the sea now heavy with decay.


And his dead child had come.


Parker recalled the night his mother passed away. He had been sitting with her at the hospital before returning to the house in Scarborough that they shared with his grandfather, and in which they had lived together since the death of Parker’s father. His mother was sleeping when he arrived, and sleeping when he left, neither speaking nor moving for the duration of his visit. It was dusk as he departed, and he remembered thinking that the world appeared oddly skewed, its angles and the disposition of its structures no longer true, so that he had to concentrate hard on his driving for fear he might sideswipe another vehicle, or mount the curb while turning. He had made himself a sandwich in the kitchen with some leftover beef, and poured a glass of milk. He ate just a few bites of the sandwich, and then out of necessity rather than appetite. The pleasure had disappeared from food as soon as his mother entered the hospital; now he, like she, survived largely on fluids. His grandfather was dozing in an armchair by the living room window, and had not heard him return. He did not wake the old man, who needed his rest. Those on a deathwatch do not sleep well.


When the call came shortly before midnight, summoning his grandfather and him to the hospital because his mother’s time was running short, he was not surprised. He had known it was near, even as he held her hand earlier that evening. He could see it in her face, hear it in her breathing, and smell it on her skin and breath as he kissed her goodbye. She seemed to be growing smaller in the bed, her life essence evanescing, diminishing her as it went, and in her withering she exuded a chemical rot.


She was dead by the time they reached the hospital. He thought she might already have been dead when the nurse called, or close enough to make no difference, and the woman had decided not to break the news over the phone, but instead let them remain a father and a son for just a little longer. His mother was still warm when they arrived, and he and his grandfather each held one of her hands until she grew cold.


At the time, Parker was seeing a girl from Scarborough named Kathryn, and while his grandfather spoke with a doctor in the corridor, he found a pay phone and used it to call her. Kathryn answered on the third ring, even though he’d expected her father to pick up at that time of night. She told him that she hadn’t been able to sleep, but couldn’t understand why. She’d been sitting on the stairs when the phone rang.


He had always loved her for that. Sometimes, he thought, a person could intuit.


Like now.


He decided not to linger, leaving the sand and the footprints behind. Perhaps he wasn’t the only one to have sensed the approach of wrongness. Whatever trouble was circling had also drawn his daughter, come to see what might be brewing, come to protect him. Vehicles passed him on the road, but all were unfamiliar, and he recognized none of the faces behind the wheel.


He reached the house. The external security light clicked on as he neared the front door, but he headed round the side to enter from the kitchen. He had grown into the habit of using this entrance because the house often felt too big, too empty, when he came in through the hall. Even the attempt on his life that had almost killed him – the shooters approaching from the trees, using the darkness as cover – had not caused him to alter this routine, although the additional safety systems installed in the aftermath of the attack probably contributed to a certain peace of mind, however belated it might be.


He placed his book on the kitchen table, turned on a lamp, and sat. He followed the movements of the sun as it altered the pattern of light on the salt marshes, and listened to WBQA, Maine Public Classical. Eventually he resumed his reading, and when the phone rang he was almost grateful, because he sensed that the source of the shadow was about to reveal itself at last. He picked up and a voice, unchanged, spoke to him from down the years.


‘Mr Parker?’


‘Yes.’


‘This is—’


‘I know. It’s been a long time.’


‘It has. I hoped we’d never have to speak of this again. I’m sure you felt the same way.’


Parker did not reply, and so the man continued.


‘I thought you should know,’ he said. ‘They pulled a body from the Karagol.’


The past shadows us.


The past defines us.


In the end, the past claims us all.




THEN
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The Karagol was both lake and stream, the former temporarily consuming the latter, although the outlet stream was a feeble, shallow extrusion that soon became lost in mud and marsh, as though to hide itself in shame. Unlike so many bodies of water in the region, the Karagol took its name not from any indigenous tongue, nor from the homeland of some European settler, but from a combination of Greek mythology and Turkish geography: the mountain lake of Karagöl, in Izmir, was associated with the myth of Tantalus – Tantalus the cannibal, the filicide, the thief – whom the gods punished for his crimes by forcing him to stand in a pool of water from which he could never drink, sheltered by a tree, the fruit of which he could never eat, and threatened by a massive boulder that hung forever over his head.


The literal translation of karagöl, in its Turkish form, was ‘black lake’, an appellation with which few who looked upon its Arkansas incarnation were likely to take issue. It seemed to consume light, and was one of the few watering holes given a wide berth by local children, even in the worst heat of summer. Occasionally, some boy would dare another to dive into it, or attempt to submerge himself beneath its surface for a count of ten, but the wiser ones refused to accept the challenge, and the dumber came to regret their decision. The lake was always cold, the kind of algor that penetrated skin and flesh to take up residence deep in bone and joint, so that even a brief immersion was enough to set a person to aching for days after. Its color was a result of the dissolution of organic matter from the Ouachita Forest, rendering the water heavily acidic, although those schooled in such matters declared that it should by rights have been deep brown, not black, but could not explain the disparity, for the little stream that ran from it grew lighter the farther it flowed from its origins.


The Karagol, then, resembled less a lake than an oil spill, an impression given greater force by the viscosity of its contents, which clung to the limbs of anyone unfortunate enough to come into contact with it, as though the waters, having lured at last a warm body, were reluctant to release it again. Nothing lived in its depths, or no entity worthy of the description. A professor from the University of Arkansas – Go Razorbacks! – had traveled to the Ouachita some years earlier to study the lake, and claimed to have discovered in it a form of algae worthy of further investigation. The academic spent a week immersing himself in the Karagol, sometimes wading as deep as his chest, despite local injunctions to seek an alternative means of making his name in scientific circles. He subsequently fell sick from septicemia and died, and nobody from the university ever felt compelled to go paddling in the Karagol again.


Technically, the Karagol and its surrounds weren’t actually part of the Ouachita National Forest, or the Arkansas National Forest as was, dating back to the Louisiana Purchase. It stood at the forest’s southeastern boundary, but for some reason – either an administrative error, or some quirk of Roosevelt, Coolidge, or Hoover – it failed to make the grade as a succession of executive orders created, and then extended, the preserve. Perhaps, as more than one Arkansas native had suggested over the years, someone from Washington had taken the time to view the Karagol and decided, quite sensibly, that the US government had better things to do with its money than protect what looked like nature’s own cesspool.


This neglect didn’t affect the Karagol much either way. Nobody dumped in it, because the surrounding land to the east and south was marshy, and transporting anything heavy across it wasn’t worth the effort or risk; and the forest on its western and northern sides was inaccessible by road, in addition to consisting of protected rare pine, and so was preserved by law. Much of the Karagol stood on what everyone agreed was probably county land, known locally as the Karagol Holding, even if the county wasn’t rushing to claim it, and it wasn’t too clear what the county might have done with this territory had it decided to exercise its right of ownership to begin with.


So the Karagol was left alone.


Well alone.


If the lake was named Karagol, and the stream also, then one might have expected the town to be similarly denominated. This had actually been the case until the 1880s, when a meeting of local worthies concluded with a decision to alter the town’s name to Cargill, on the grounds that it was easier to pronounce and spell while retaining some connection to the original nomenclature, which was certainly true, and was the way most people pronounced Karagol anyway. It was also believed that a settlement named Cargill might attract more residents and businesses than one called Karagol, which turned out to be mildly delusional. A century-and-change later, Cargill still didn’t amount to a great deal of anything: a couple of pleasant buildings from the twenties and thirties, a whole bunch of average ones from the decades after, and a few thousand souls, including the coloreds, because they were God’s children too.


Cargill sat at the heart of Burdon County, the smallest and least prepossessing county in the state of Arkansas. The next smallest, neighboring Calhoun, had a population ten percent larger, of which half could barely rustle up two nickels to rub together. In Burdon, by contrast, nobody rubbed two nickels together, not unless he had a friend, and particularly one he could trust not to steal his nickel. The county had known poverty and hard times, but little else.


Timber had been Cargill’s wealth, relatively speaking, until the last big mill closed in the 1980s. Since then, the town appeared to have been inching its way toward oblivion, with little prospect of rescue. Folks prayed for the coming of the Savior, mostly to put them out of their misery, until – lo! – their better prayers were answered. A savior appeared, and he even resembled the guy on the church walls by virtue of being a white male who smiled a lot. William Jefferson Clinton, the son of a traveling salesman out of Hope, Arkansas, became the forty-second president of the United States, which meant that some federal manna was bound to come the Bear State’s way. And while Burdon County might have been right at the bottom of Bubba’s list, at least it was on the list.


Now all folks had to do was wait.


Because, miracle of miracles, Bubba had come through for them.
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The Cargill Police Department wasn’t much to look at from the outside, which meant it had the good grace not to stand out from the rest of town. It shared offices and facilities with the fire department, and a parking lot with Ferdy’s Dunk-N-Go, a popular doughnut store, diner, and appliance repair center. The department numbered a chief, four full-time patrol officers, and a handful of part-timers, but was still understaffed. It had lost two full-time officers during the past month alone, both to better paying jobs elsewhere – which wouldn’t have been hard to find – and neither of them in law enforcement. It meant that the Cargill PD was no longer properly functioning on a full-time basis. The state police had temporarily assumed some of the emergency burden when the station house was closed, backed up by a rotation system whereby one full-time officer agreed to be on call during the night, but it was far from satisfactory for all concerned.


On the other hand, the remaining officers were at least as good as Cargill deserved, and some far better, in large part because Chief Evander Griffin had recruited most of them himself, once he’d managed to get rid of some of the dead wood during his first year in the job. He had fired one officer, persuaded another to accept a retirement bonus of $2,000 to go live with his daughter in Tacoma, and an automobile accident had saved him the trouble of dealing with a third. Fortuitously, Kel Knight, the only man left standing after that initial cull, was the sole officer Griffin would have chosen to retain anyway. He had immediately offered Knight a sergeant’s stripes – well, after they’d buried what was left of the previous holder of those three stripes, the automobile accident being a bad one involving a tree, a fire, and a combination of accelerants, namely gasoline and all the alcohol in the victim’s system.


But rebuilding and expanding the department after years of neglect was a struggle. Griffin had only recently managed to secure funding to replace what had passed for their best patrol car – a used Crown Vic without air-conditioning or heating, and troubled by a seat stuck in a semirecumbent position – with a means of transport that permitted a driver to sit up straight and not suffer dehydration in summer or risk hypothermia in winter. He’d raised salaries to the maximum the town could afford, and used his own money to buy some vests that might potentially stop a bullet, or at least slow its progress. The mayor and council had been as supportive as they could, given their limited resources, because the alternatives were to amalgamate with one of the neighboring townships, all of which were worse off than Cargill; rely solely on the state police, who already had their work cut out; or strike a deal with the Burdon County Sheriff’s Office, and Griffin would rather have resigned than take that last step. So, in order to retain its chief and provide a police service that was fit for purpose, Cargill had ponied up.


But it was also in the town’s interests to invest in law enforcement, because decisions were being made in Little Rock and Washington, D.C., that might yet prove to be its salvation. Sometimes, one had to spend money to make money …


On this particular evening in downtown Cargill, Griffin was finishing up some paperwork, and contemplating the possibility of getting home in time to consume a leisurely dinner, followed by an hour in front of the TV with his wife. He caught sight of his reflection in the window as he glanced into the night and concluded – not for the first time – that his wife ought to have found herself a younger, better-looking mate. He was grateful that she had not, and was so far resisting any inclination to trade him in for a superior model, but Griffin was a modest man with, he felt, much about which to be modest. He was approaching fifty, and had recently been forced to purchase a new belt for his pants due to an insufficiency of holes in the previous cincture. He still retained much of his hair, which was a blessing, but the dark luster of youth was a distant memory. Napping had become habitual to him, and his feet often hurt. Wherever he looked, downhill beckoned.


Griffin had recently relocated his office from the back of the building to the front because the view was depressing him. Tornadoes had begun to shift east in recent years, meaning that Tornado Alley – previously the preserve of Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas, for the most part – now included regions of Arkansas, including Cargill. The first of the year’s twisters had struck a couple of weeks previously, leaving a trail of wrecked homes and ruined lives. In the days following, Griffin had discovered the remains of a mongrel dog stuck up a bald cypress. The dog was trapped in the topmost branches, and was entirely undamaged – apart from being dead, which, Griffin supposed, was about as damaged as a dog could get. The equipment wasn’t available to remove the dog, being required more urgently elsewhere, and so its body had remained in the tree for days. By an unfortunate quirk of fate, Griffin’s office window had provided a direct line of sight to the dead dog. Even when it was eventually retrieved, he could still see the tree and picture the animal, so he moved his office because it wasn’t as though he didn’t have enough to feel depressed about.


Griffin was currently reading a governmental memo relating to the threat to law enforcement posed by the Y2K problem. With a little less than three years to go to the new millennium, the worrywarts were prophesying a version of the end times, with planes falling from the sky and computers exploding because no one had thought about what might happen once all those nines turned to zeroes. Griffin wadded up the paper and threw it in the trash. He hated flying, which meant his only worry on the Y2K front was ensuring that he wasn’t under any malfunctioning planes as they dropped, and the department’s sole computer was so old that it ought to have come with a key attached in order to wind it up. The computer would be doing him a favor if it went up in smoke, because Griffin couldn’t use the damned contraption anyway.


Kevin Naylor, one of the full-timers, appeared at his office door. Griffin liked Naylor. The kid was barely into his twenties, but brighter than any three members of his extended family put together, and was somehow managing to combine his obligations to the department with a course in public administration. But he was supposed to be off duty, and should by rights have been home studying, or even just resting that big brain of his for a while.


‘Kevin,’ said Griffin. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I think we might have a problem.’


‘What kind of problem?’


Naylor chewed his bottom lip, as he tended to do when troubled. Griffin had spoken to him about it because he felt it made Naylor appear unsure of himself, or possibly mentally deficient, neither of which was desirable, but it was a habit the boy was struggling to shake.


‘Someone,’ said Naylor, ‘is asking questions about Patricia Hartley.’


Cargill boasted six bars – if ‘boasted’ was the right term, which it probably wasn’t; ‘could fess up to’ might have been more appropriate – of which three were unspeakable, a fourth was tolerable as long as one didn’t eat the food, another was functional at best, and the last might just have managed to keep its head above water even in a town with a greater range of more acceptable drinking and dining options. That establishment was Boyd’s, which was clean, served average food in above-average portions, and was generally untroubled by outbreaks of alcohol-related violence, which meant that Griffin regarded it with a tolerant eye. Boyd’s took its name from Boyd Kirby, who had opened its doors back in 1972, and departed to wipe down that great counter in the sky in 1991. Since then, Boyd’s had been in the hands of Kirby’s widow, Joan, who ran the place much as her husband had done, minus the swearing, Boyd Kirby having regarded the spaces between every syllable of a word as an opportunity to exercise the range of obscenities at his command, which had been considerable.


Boyd’s was quiet when Griffin and Naylor arrived, Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays being the days when Joan made the majority of her money, the rest of the week representing pocket change. The bar had a well-stocked jukebox, although light on soul and R&B, which meant none at all. It was currently playing something by the Eagles, because somewhere in town was always playing something by the Eagles, and it might as well be Boyd’s as anyplace else. Griffin counted a dozen customers, of whom he could have named eleven. The twelfth was sitting in a corner booth with his back to the wall and a window to his left. From this vantage point, he could watch the parking lot, the bar, its clientele, and the door. A copy of the Washington Post was folded before him, next to a slightly diminished roast chicken platter and two glasses, one half-filled with soda, the other with water. As Griffin approached, the man placed his hands flat on the table, where they could clearly be seen. Naylor hung back by the main door, and joined everyone else in watching Griffin, just in case anything more interesting than the Daytona previews might be about to unfold.


The stranger was in his early thirties, Griffin guessed: not tall, and of medium build. His hair was dark, fading prematurely to gray at the sides. He was wearing a heavy blue cotton shirt that hung loose over his jeans, and a dark T-shirt underneath. Naylor hadn’t been able to tell if he was armed, but Griffin thought he looked like the kind of man that might be. It was the way he held himself as the chief approached. He didn’t appear nervous to be the object of police attention, which meant he was used to it. That made him police, criminal, or a private investigator. Police would have had the manners to introduce himself before asking questions about Patricia Hartley, and private might have had the good sense to do the same.


Which left criminal, and the closer Griffin drew to him, the more this showed signs of being the likeliest possibility. His eyes burned very bright. There was rage in them, and something approaching agony. Griffin had seen a facsimile of it in the gaze of bereaved parents, and those driven to take revenge on tormentors. If this man were not in possession of a weapon and a grudge, Griffin would have been very surprised to hear it.


‘Evening,’ said Griffin.


‘Evening,’ said the newcomer.


‘Mind if I sit?’


‘Not at all.’


He was smiling slightly, more in resignation than good humor, as though this intrusion upon his evening had been anticipated, even as he might have hoped to avoid it.


‘My name is Evander Griffin. I’m the chief of police here in Cargill.’


‘I know.’


Griffin felt unease keeping pace with curiosity. Were this man’s hands not so visible, Griffin might well have had him under a gun by now.


‘That’s usually the cue for someone to offer his name in return,’ said Griffin, ‘or I could ask you to produce some identification, but I find a plain exchange of appellations to be more civilized.’


‘My name is Parker.’


‘And where are you from, Mr Parker?’


‘New York.’


‘What do you do there?’


‘I’m currently between positions.’


‘Unemployed?’


‘By inclination.’


‘So what was your previous vocation, before you became inclined to divest yourself of it?’


‘I’d prefer not to say.’


Griffin grimaced. The man hadn’t done anything wrong – or not so far as anyone could tell – beyond asking questions that the majority of people in the county would have considered unwelcome. He hadn’t broken any laws, but the chief was used to a degree of cooperation from those who strayed into his orbit, because it contributed to the smooth running of the town. If knowledge was power, ignorance was powerlessness. There were gradations of both, but Griffin preferred to remain firmly in credit with the former.


‘What happened to your hand?’ he said.


The knuckles of Parker’s right hand bore traces of lacerations, now almost healed.


‘The jack slipped while I was changing a tire.’


‘Looks like you were punching the tire, not changing it.’


Parker glanced at the limb and stretched the fingers. The action made him wince, and his eyes assumed fresh traces of pain both actual and remembered.


‘I might have lost my temper,’ he said, almost vacantly.


‘You do that a lot?’


‘I try not to.’


‘That seems wise. What’s your interest in Patricia Hartley?’


‘None.’


‘But you’ve been asking about her.’


‘I have, but I’m done asking now.’


‘And why is that?’


‘Because I thought her death might be relevant, but it isn’t.’


‘Relevant to what?’


‘To another inquiry.’


‘Which inquiry?’


‘A personal one.’


‘Are you a private investigator, Mr Parker?’


‘I told you: I’m between positions.’


‘Yes, you did tell me that. The investigation into Patricia Hartley’s death is ongoing, and therefore it’s of interest to me when someone comes along to check on its progress.’


‘Is it?’


‘Is it what?’ said Griffin.


‘Ongoing? Of interest? Both?’


‘Are you trying to be funny?’


‘Not at all. It just strikes me that if there is an investigation into the girl’s death, it hasn’t made much progress at all, which begs the question: Just how interested are you?’


‘I don’t think I appreciate your tone.’


‘I hear that a lot.’


‘I’ll bet you do. Did you know Patricia Hartley?’


‘No.’


‘Or her family?’


‘No.’


‘This your first time in Burdon County?’


‘First time in Arkansas.’


‘You can prove that, I suppose?’


‘Would I have to?’


‘You might, if you were the suspect in a killing.’


‘What killing would that be?’


‘The killing of Patricia Hartley.’


‘I’m confused.’


‘And why is that?’


‘My understanding is that Patricia Hartley’s death was determined to be accidental, but you’ve just described it as a killing.’


‘Mr Parker, I’m starting not to like you. You appear averse to transparency.’


‘Patricia Hartley’s body was discovered on December tenth of last year. If I have to, I can prove where I was on that date.’


‘And where would that have been?’


‘New York.’


‘Were you in employment at that time?’


‘I was.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Am I under arrest?’


‘No.’


‘Good, because I thought I might have missed part of the conversation.’


‘I know the feeling,’ said Griffin.


‘If I’m under arrest, you’re obliged to Mirandize me.’


‘I’m aware of that.’


‘And offer me access to a lawyer.’


‘I’m aware of that too.’


‘Then you’ll also be aware that I don’t have to answer your questions. I’m going to reach for my wallet now so I can pay the check. I’d prefer if you, or the gentleman by the door, didn’t shoot me. Is he one of your officers?’


‘He is.’


‘I think I’ve seen him around. He has a good eye.’


‘I’m sure he’ll be flattered to hear it. Where’s your wallet?’


‘In the pocket of my jacket.’


The jacket was hanging from a hook beside Parker’s head.


‘If it’s all the same to you,’ said Griffin, ‘I’ll ask my officer to retrieve it for you, just in case.’


He raised his left hand, summoning Naylor.


‘Mr Parker’s wallet is occupying a pocket of his jacket. I’d be obliged if you’d find it for him.’


Before he reached for it, Naylor asked if the pocket held any sharp objects or anything else of which he should be aware. That was how he said it, Griffin noted: ‘of which I should be aware.’ The boy really was wasted in Cargill.


‘No,’ said Parker.


‘Are you armed?’


‘No.’


Which was a pity, Griffin thought, because Boyd’s was a bar, not a restaurant, which made it illegal to carry a firearm on the premises. It would have been sufficient justification for placing Parker in a cell overnight while Griffin tried to figure out the Hartley angle.


Naylor located the wallet and handed it to the chief, not Parker.


‘Don’t mind if I take a look, do you?’ said Griffin.


‘Would it matter if I did?’


‘I’ll take that as permission.’


He didn’t find much: cash, a pair of credit cards, and a New York State driver’s license in the name of Charles Parker. There was also a small photograph of a woman and a young girl, both blond, both beautiful. Griffin held it up so the man could see it.


‘Your family?’


The alteration in Parker was momentary but profound. The rage was gone, and only grief remained in its place.


‘Yes.’


‘Did something happen to them?’


No reply.


‘I asked you a question,’ said Griffin.


With that, the rage returned. It was bridled, but only barely.


‘I’m done answering your questions,’ said Parker. ‘Arrest me, or give me back my wallet and let me be done with your county, your town, and your dead girls.’


Griffin didn’t surrender the wallet.


‘Dead girls,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘You mentioned dead girls. Patricia Hartley was just one girl.’


Parker stared at him, and Griffin stared back.


‘Officer Naylor,’ said Griffin, ‘arrest Mr Parker for obstruction of justice. And be sure to read him his rights.’
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Griffin let Naylor take care of searching and cuffing Parker, and placing him in the back of the patrol car. Parker didn’t try to resist or make any objection to his treatment, which confirmed to Griffin that the man was familiar with the mechanics of the process. He drove Parker to the station house in silence, Naylor following in his own vehicle, and there relieved the prisoner of his belt, shoelaces, wallet, and watch before placing him in a holding cell for the night. He figured Parker had eaten, even if the size of the portions at Boyd’s had defeated him, but he did offer him a cup of coffee, which was declined. By then Kel Knight had arrived to take over the night shift, and the fourth full-time officer, Lorrie Colson, had returned from a domestic disturbance call. One of them would have to be at the station at all times while Parker remained in custody, but Naylor lived only a block away, and said he would be willing to pull on a coat and boots to provide cover if the need arose.


Griffin took Kel Knight aside once Parker was safely behind bars. Knight was a rawboned, balding man who had never been known to raise his voice above conversational levels, and had yet to fire a weapon at anything other than a range target during his eighteen years in law enforcement, first up in Clay County, then down in Cargill. He had come back to this, his hometown, to care for his ailing parents, both of whom died within months of his return, which didn’t say much for his abilities as a nurse, although admittedly they were already circling the drain, by the time Knight arrived.


He had served in Vietnam, which might have explained his reluctance to shoot at anyone again, Kel Knight having endured a superfluity of carnage in Southeast Asia, and thus exhausted his interest in the taking of lives, Asian or otherwise. Also, like many servicemen from that conflict, he retained no hostility toward his former enemies. When more than twenty-five thousand South Vietnamese men, women, and children were settled at Fort Chaffee, Arkansas, Knight was among those who tore down the GOOKS GO HOME signs that began to sprout like toadstools in the vicinity of the base. He had no time for those that professed hatred toward the refugees, the ones that whispered of leprosy and venereal disease, and complained about the incomprehensibility of the newcomers’ language, the smell of their food, and the undoubted criminal aspect of their character, these Russos and Mullers and Reillys, these Nowaks and Campbells and Karlssons, each themselves only a generation or two removed from the immigrant ships, and whose parents and grandparents had been forced to endure similar slurs in this once strange land.


If Knight had a flaw, it lay in the asceticism of his mien. He didn’t drink, smoked only a pipe, and had never sworn within earshot of Griffin or, quite possibly, anyone else. He was a father to four teenage boys, which meant he must have had carnal relations with his wife at least four times, but it wasn’t clear that he’d enjoyed the experience, or was in a hurry to revisit it now that his wife’s childbearing years were behind her. He was a hard man to get to know, and a harder man to like. But Griffin had done both, and was now as close to a friend as Kel Knight possessed.


‘What did this Parker do?’ Knight asked.


‘He irritated me,’ said Griffin.


‘If that was enough to put a man behind bars, half the town would be cluttering up our jail.’


‘God preserve me from your sensitivities. If it’s more amenable to you, his actions and behavior gave me grounds for reasonable suspicion, and I decided to place him under arrest until the nature of his character could be established. Does that sound better?’


‘It sounds better. You still haven’t told me what it means.’


‘He’s been asking questions about Patricia Hartley – Kevin says he was over by her old place earlier today, trying to establish where her people might have gone – but declined to elaborate on why.’


Knight didn’t bite. He’d made clear his position on Patricia Hartley in the past, and no good could come from going over the same ground again, not with his boss in the kind of mood that had already seen him lock up one person for invoking her name.


Griffin showed him Parker’s driver’s license.


‘New York,’ said Knight. ‘Huh. You figure him for a reporter?’


‘He’s no reporter. And why would a New York reporter be interested in a dead black girl from Burdon County, Arkansas? She barely made the papers out of Little Rock.’


‘Then what is he?’


‘That remains to be seen.’


Griffin glanced back at the cells through the plexiglass screen in the door. Parker was sitting against a wall with his eyes closed. Griffin could almost sense him listening, even though there was no way their voices could have carried to him, so quietly were they speaking.


‘You’re confident that a night in the guest suite might lead to an improvement in his attitude?’ said Knight.


‘Even if it doesn’t, it’ll give us time to find out more about him.’


‘Has he asked for a lawyer?’


‘He hasn’t asked for anything at all.’ Griffin picked up his hat. ‘It’s already after ten in New York, so it’s unlikely we’ll get much joy from there until tomorrow, which gives us an excuse to let him cool his heels. You find yourself with a few free minutes, run him through the databases, but morning should suffice.’


Kel Knight wasn’t any more competent than Griffin when it came to computers, a fact he continued to do his best to conceal, even though it was common knowledge to all. Each man carefully avoided calling the other on his ignorance, and thus contributed to the smooth running of the department.


‘Morning it is, then,’ said Knight.


‘He’s not going anywhere,’ said Griffin, ‘and I’ve already put in a longer day than any sane man should.’


He left Knight and Colson to it and headed to the parking lot. Kevin Naylor was leaning against his car, smoking a cigarette. He wasn’t in uniform, so Griffin couldn’t really discipline him for it, but he’d still have preferred the boy to resist the urge. Griffin checked his watch. If he were lucky, his wife would have left his dinner in the oven. If not, she’d have fed it to the dog. Then again, if she’d made meatloaf, it was the dog that could consider itself unlucky.


Naylor watched him approach.


‘Chief.’


‘Kevin.’


He could see that Naylor was troubled, and he knew by what: the same itch that was bothering Kel Knight – and bothering Griffin, too, truth be told, although he chose to scratch it only in private.


‘You got something you want to say?’ said Griffin, in a tone that made clear his total absence of any desire to listen should this be the case.


‘No, sir.’


‘Then go home. And Kevin?’


‘Chief?’


‘Don’t smoke in the goddamned parking lot.’


Naylor put the cigarette out against the sole of his shoe, and almost flicked the butt into the night before thinking better of it. Instead, he dropped it into one of his pockets and kept his eyes fixed on the ground as Griffin got in his car. He knew what had been done to Patricia Hartley. They all did.


And still, they’d abandoned her to her fate.


They’d left her to be forgotten.
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Kel Knight looked in on the prisoner. Parker’s eyes were now open, but otherwise he remained in the same position as before.


‘You need anything?’ said Knight.


‘Something to read, if you have it.’


‘We got the Yellow Pages.’


‘I hear it starts strong, but tails off toward the end.’


‘I’ll see what else I can find.’ Knight began to move away, then paused. ‘You know, Chief Griffin is okay.’


‘Is he?’


‘I wouldn’t have said so otherwise. You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble by answering his questions.’


Parker shifted position to lie down on his bunk.


‘This?’ He took in the cell and – by extension – the station house, Cargill, and the rest of the county, if not the world entire. ‘This isn’t trouble, and I’ll be gone by morning.’


‘You seem very sure of that.’


‘I am, because I’m not your problem.’ He turned his face to the wall. ‘Your problem is dead girls.’


Evan Griffin didn’t head straight home, despite the lure of it, but first stopped off at the Lakeside Inn. The Lakeside wasn’t actually located near the Karagol, which represented a sensible planning decision on the part of the original owners, because in summer the mosquitoes swarmed over the black water, and it exuded a stink of vegetal decay. If a person stood on the roof of the motel, it might have been possible to glimpse the lake in the distance, although only after someone had cut a swath through a plenitude of evergreens, and it wouldn’t have been worth the effort. The Lakeside was run by the Ures, Thomas and Mary, but the bank held the paper on it, and the bank, like most everything else in the area, owed its existence and continued survival to the Cade family. The Cades had been in Arkansas, and more particularly Burdon County, for a long, long time. Their history was embedded in its earth, like the roots of the oldest trees, like the Karagol itself.


Thomas Ure appeared from the office as Griffin pulled into the lot. Ure wasn’t usually on duty so late, and was dressed for an evening on the town, as long as the town wasn’t Cargill. Here, people dressed up only for baptisms, weddings, funerals, and court appearances.


‘Is there a problem, Evan?’ he asked.


‘There might be, unless you forget you saw me here.’


‘I never did have a good memory for faces,’ said Ure, ‘or names.’


‘I always liked that about you,’ said Griffin. ‘Room twenty: single or double occupancy?’


‘Just one guy.’


‘Thanks. You can go back to being forgetful now.’


He waited for Ure to return to the office before removing the motel room key from his pocket. He’d found it among the possessions of the man named Parker, although it wasn’t exactly a surprise: Cargill had just two motels, and the Lakeside was the more salubrious. The other, the Burdon Inn, was as damp and cheerless as it looked, and it was said that the bedbugs were as big as a man’s fingernail. Griffin didn’t know what they were subsisting on, because it sure as hell wasn’t guests. The Burdon Inn only stayed open to give Bill Gorce a project on which to waste his time and retirement money. When Gorce eventually died, the Burdon Inn would expire with him, or vice versa; if the Burdon Inn collapsed to the ground tomorrow, Griffin was sure that Bill Gorce would founder at precisely the same moment. But Gorce didn’t appear likely to depart this world anytime soon. He was holding on for better days, like just about everyone else in the county. They’d been holding on like that for a long while, but now they had hope.


As long as they stayed quiet and pretended that nothing bad was happening.


As long as nobody asked questions about dead girls.


A quarter of the rooms at the Lakeside were currently occupied, judging by the lights behind the windows and the vehicles in the lot. The majority of the cars and trucks bore out-of-state plates, and looked like they had heavy miles on them, except for one newer Ford Taurus sitting alone at the end of the building to the right of the office. Griffin would have made the Ford for a rental even without the company sticker in the corner of the windshield.


Griffin stopped outside Parker’s room. Technically, he should have gone to a sympathetic judge, such as old Lew Hawkins over in Boscombe, and asked for a search warrant, but even a soak like Hawkins might have balked at signing off on a warrant based on nothing more than a man’s intransigence. Griffin wasn’t overly concerned, though; he could justify the search as incident to the arrest, which gave him the authority to scrutinize areas within the arrestee’s immediate control. A man could throw a stone from the door of Boyd’s and hit the Lakeside Inn, which Griffin chose to interpret as falling under ‘immediate control’. Anyway, it wouldn’t make much difference unless the examination of Parker’s motel room turned up evidence of the commission of a crime, in which case Griffin would work back and set about bolstering the reasons for the arrest before securing a warrant. But that wasn’t the main purpose of entering the motel room. He was curious about Parker, and his interest in Patricia Hartley. An inspection of the contents of his room, and perhaps also his rental car, might provide Griffin with some answers.


Despite Ure’s assurance that Parker had checked in alone, Griffin took the time to knock hard and identify himself before inserting the key in the lock. He heard the mechanism click, and shifted his right hand to the butt of his gun before turning the knob and opening the door.


‘Hello?’ he called again. ‘This is the police. Anyone in here?’


No one answered. He saw a single lamp burning between the twin beds, but that was all. The TV was off, and the clock radio was unplugged. Griffin closed the door behind him, locked it, and secured the dead bolt. Like all motel rooms, this one smelled of stale cigarette smoke and cheap air freshener, and the décor and bedclothes hadn’t been renewed in a decade. The two beds didn’t look as though they had even been sat on, never mind slept in. A single black case, small enough to be carried on a plane as hand baggage, stood on the metal rack, and the bathroom contained a black leather toiletry bag. Otherwise, the room showed no signs of occupancy.


The Lakeside Inn did not offer safes, which meant that anything valuable or incriminating would be contained in the suitcase. Griffin tested it, but it was locked. He took out his pocketknife and used it to bust the catches. If Parker turned out to be the Zodiac Killer, or was keeping his victims’ fingers as souvenirs, well, Griffin would have a lot of favors to call in from Lew Hawkins.


He opened the suitcase to reveal a gun.
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Exercising the right of seniority, Kel Knight sent Lorrie Colson out into the night to do a couple of circuits of the town before holing up on a side road by the Gas-N-Go at the southern limits, there to keep an eye out for drunks, hired assassins, and bank robbers, but mostly drunks. The Gas-N-Go was part of the Ferdy Bowers empire of ‘N-Go’ businesses, which also included the Wash-N-Go, the Dunk-N-Go, and the short-lived Mow-N-Go, a mower servicing and garden maintenance company that had barely survived a single summer, most local homeowners being content to take care of their own lawns when the need arose, and also sufficiently skilled to repair their own mowers too, thank you very much, without paying a premium to Bowers and his people for performing the service. Ferdy Bowers was one of the few businessmen in Burdon County not beholden to the Cades, although until recently he’d been smart enough to tick along with them, and not interfere with their affairs beyond a certain level of acceptable competition. But lately Bowers had started smelling money in the air, and relations with the Cades had deteriorated as a consequence.


Knight left the door between the cells and the main body of the station open, just in case the prisoner called out, before stepping into the parking lot and lighting his pipe. Evan Griffin might not have tolerated the smoking of cigarettes in the station house, or by his officers while in uniform, but he gave Knight a pass on the pipe, if only in the lot, since it served to enhance the quiet authority of his sergeant – or so Knight had informed him, and Griffin had been too bemused to argue. This impression of competence was aided by Knight’s passing resemblance to the late actor Lee Van Cleef, who, despite making a decent living starring in Westerns, had no affection for horses. Knight wasn’t sure how a man who didn’t like horses ended up as a Western star, but stranger things had happened in the world, and would undoubtedly continue to happen until that same world came to its inevitable end.


Knight’s radio beeped, and Colson’s voice said, ‘Kel, you there?’


‘Where else would I be?’ he replied, because wherever he went, there he was.


‘Company’s coming,’ she said. ‘Jurel Cade just drove into town.’


Griffin pulled on a pair of plastic gloves before removing the gun from its shoulder holster. It was a Smith & Wesson 1076, chambered in 10mm, the kind issued to FBI agents after two of them were killed in a shootout in Miami-Dade County in 1986 because their weapons at the time lacked sufficient stopping power. The original shitty plastic grip on Parker’s S&W had been replaced with one that looked custom-made, and the weapon was clean, oiled, and in good order. Alongside it was a New York State permit, which would be honored in Arkansas under reciprocity agreements. The weapon was unloaded, although the nine-round single-column magazine in the corner of the case was full.


Griffin restored the gun to its holster and laid it to one side.


‘Huh,’ he said.


He got down on his knees between the two beds and felt beneath their frames. Within seconds, his fingers touched another gun, taped to the underside of the bed on the right. Carefully he eased it free. This time he was looking at a .38 Colt Detective Special, so old that the prancing pony badge on the left side of the butt was worn almost smooth, and the frame was pitted and scarred. Yet, as with the S&W, it was in prime working condition; unlike the S&W, it was fully loaded.


Griffin returned it to its hiding place and resumed his examination of the case. Without disturbing the contents more than was necessary, he established that it contained a couple of changes of clothing, a pair of black Timberland boots – freshly waterproofed, judging by the smell – and a thick sheaf of papers and photographs held in a blue pocket file secured with a pair of elastic bands. Griffin removed the bands and opened the file. He took one look at the contents, closed it again, and restored the bands. He put the S&W back in the case and managed to get one of the catches to lock again, but not the other. With the file under one arm, he left the room, closed the door behind him, and drove home.


He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t even disturbed.


In fact, he was almost relieved.


Kel Knight continued smoking his pipe until a pair of headlights appeared from the south, approaching slowly up Main Street. The street lighting wasn’t great at that end of town, and a couple of the bulbs were also busted, which meant the vehicle didn’t become completely visible to him until it neared the lot – not that Knight needed the illumination to make an identification, not after the warning from Colson.


The colors of the Burdon County Sheriff’s Office were yellow and brown, an unfortunate combination that had led the less respectable elements of county society to dub it ‘Shit-N-Shitter,’ which made it sound like another business misfire from the mind of Ferdy Bowers. Not that anyone would have uttered that description within earshot of Jurel Cade, a man who smiled a lot but never laughed.


Cade unfolded himself slowly from the interior of the car, like some predatory insect emerging from its lair. He topped out at six five in his stockinged feet, but favored heavy work boots with deep soles and heels that added another inch, at least, to his height. There was no fat to him, none at all, and in proximity he radiated heat, so that the windows of his patrol car were permanently fogged, winter and summer, because the vents didn’t work worth a damn, the sheriff’s office being no more flush with funds than any other branch of local law enforcement. The Cades were generally tall and rangy, males and females both, so that family gatherings resembled a collection of blades or farm implements arrayed side by side. They all had the same eyes too: deep blue and hungry, like cruel seas. They weren’t bad, the Cades, not exactly – no family could be entirely ignoble – but they were greedy, and protective of their own. They had been the dominant force in the social, political, and economic life of Burdon County for as long as anyone could remember, and longer still, and seemed destined to remain so into the future given the absence of any significant rivals, the ambitions of Ferdy Bowers and a handful of other holdouts notwithstanding.


‘Evening, Kel,’ said Cade, although it was now well into the night.


‘Evening, Jurel,’ said Knight. ‘Social visit?’


No love was lost between these two men, and each knew it, but Knight had been prepared to accommodate a level of grudging respect for the younger man until Patricia Hartley’s death. In the aftermath, he saw no cause for any but the most superficial of niceties.


‘I heard Evan was up to Boyd’s earlier,’ said Cade. ‘Made an arrest.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Anything I should know about?’


‘Northern boy. Had a little too much to drink, and proved disrespectful of the chief’s authority. We thought we’d accommodate him in a cell, and give him the opportunity to contemplate the error of his ways before we put him back on the road.’


Jurel Cade absorbed this information without any change in expression. Knight might as easily have been addressing himself to a statue. Cade’s hair was thick and black, with a natural curl that he tried to hide by keeping it cut short most of the time. In winter he let it grow a shade longer, with the result that the kink was currently at its most obvious. Some in the county liked to speculate – although again not in the immediate vicinity of Jurel, or any other member of the Cade clan – that he could have a little Jew in him from up the line, but Knight didn’t think that likely. The Jews might have helped open up parts of the state in the nineteenth century through their trading ventures, as was the wont of the Semitic race, but they had long been in general decline in Arkansas, a couple of pockets of Judaism excepted, and Cargill wasn’t Bentonville or Little Rock. Any Jews who ventured as far as Burdon hadn’t lingered, and Knight couldn’t recall ever meeting a Jew native to the county in all his born days, nor did he believe that his father or mother could have boasted the acquaintance of any. He had nothing against them as a people; they simply did not figure in his life or memory, and the same could likely have been said for that of the Cades.


There was another possibility for the kink, of course, one that even the most daring or foolhardy of commentators chose to leave unspoken. The Cades, like a fifth of all families in antebellum Arkansas, had owned slaves. In a period when the ownership of even a dozen slaves would have been regarded as significant, the Cades had a hundred in their possession, many of whom they hired out to plantation owners and farmers. Who was to say that, back in the day, a little darkness hadn’t crept into the Cade bloodline?


‘Way I heard it,’ said Cade, ‘your guest was drinking soda at Boyd’s. Hard to rate that as much of an intoxicant, not unless the bubbles went to his head.’


Knight wondered who at the bar had made the call to the sheriff’s office. It wouldn’t have been Joan Kirby, because she and the chief got along like gangbusters. Knight decided that he’d talk to Kevin Naylor the next day, and Joan also, with a view to establishing the identities of those in attendance when Parker was arrested. He might have to pay someone a visit, and remind them that Jurel Cade didn’t live in Cargill, while Kel Knight most assuredly did, and a certain level of loyalty toward the local police department was not only appreciated but also expected.


‘He was trying to sober up,’ said Knight.


He didn’t know why he was lying to Cade. Actually, he did know, and it wasn’t to protect the man in the cell. Even had he been upfront with Cade about Parker’s interest in Patricia Hartley, he didn’t think it likely that the county’s chief deputy would get more out of the prisoner than Griffin. But Knight and Cade had conflicting agendas when it came to the Hartley girl – just as, on a different level, Knight had issues with the chief’s handling of the matter – and he wasn’t about to feed Parker to the Burdon County Sheriff’s Office until more had been learned about him.


‘Uh-huh,’ said Cade. ‘You mind if I look in on him?’


‘I believe he’s sleeping.’


‘Won’t take long.’


Knight could hardly refuse. He stepped aside and directed Cade with his pipe.


‘Take as long as you want.’
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Evan Griffin got home to discover that his wife hadn’t made meatloaf but chicken casserole, and had neither thrown it out nor fed it to Carter, the dog. It was late for him to be pulling up to the table, but he was so hungry that he knew he wouldn’t sleep unless he ate. He carefully divided the portion of casserole in two, fed a little to Carter by hand and heated the rest in the microwave. He took an O’Doul’s from the refrigerator and popped the cap. He’d long ago fallen into the habit of having a beer when he came home, regardless of the hour, and one sometimes became two, although rarely more. It started to rankle with him – Griffin was distrustful of dependencies – so he’d switched to O’Doul’s because it was more a matter of having a bottle in his hand, and something approximating the taste of beer in his mouth, than the alcohol itself. When the microwave pinged he set the plate on the table, his beer and a glass of water beside it, and the file from the motel room above the plate, being careful not to get any food on the pages. So engrossed did he become in the contents that he didn’t hear Ava come down the stairs, and wasn’t aware of her presence until her shadow fell across the table and she said:


‘Is that Patricia Hartley?’


Griffin saw no point in denying it, now that she’d seen the photograph. It was a picture from Patricia’s high school yearbook, the same one that had been placed on her coffin. Behind it were graphic images of her body, visible as fragments behind the main photo: a leg here, an arm there. Had he been forewarned, he would have closed the file before Ava arrived: not out of any great sensitivity to her feelings – they’d been married too long for that, and she’d seen and heard too much – but because Ava, like Kel Knight, had also made known her feelings about the death of Patricia Hartley, and he didn’t want to give her an excuse to rake over the ashes of that particular subject, because they never seemed to cool.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘You find out something new?’


‘No. There is nothing new for me to find out because it’s not my case.’


‘Don’t take that tone with me.’


She cuffed him gently across the back of the head as though he were a child, even though he had a dozen years on her. The blow barely ruffled his hair, and was more loving and possessive than an actual rebuke, but he had to make an effort to hold his temper nonetheless.


‘And this isn’t my file,’ he continued.


‘Then whose is it? Sheriff’s office?’


‘Nope.’


Which begged the question of how Parker had come by these images. They looked like Tucker McKenzie’s handiwork, being perfectly framed and in focus, even though they were copies of pictures that had been taken with an instant camera. McKenzie was the forensic analyst most frequently dispatched by the state crime lab to this part of Arkansas, but as far as Griffin was aware, Hartley’s death hadn’t been referred to the lab. McKenzie had been briefly present at the scene, but not in any official capacity. Griffin hadn’t seen these particular prints before, so how had they come to be in Parker’s possession? It was another subject to be explored with him in the morning.


‘You know I don’t like it when you try to be enigmatic,’ said Ava. ‘I didn’t marry you so I could spend my time guessing what you were thinking, or no more than should be obligatory with a man.’


‘I arrested someone this evening,’ said Griffin. ‘That’s how come I was late home. He had this file in his possession.’


‘All those papers just for Patricia Hartley? That’s more than the law has accumulated.’


The little jab again.


‘He has details of other killings in here too.’


‘Others like her?’


‘No, but a similar level of badness, or worse.’


‘Worse than what was done to that girl?’


‘There’s lots worse than what was done to that girl. I’ve seen some of it with my own eyes.’


‘Not in this county.’


‘No, I guess not.’


Griffin wasn’t about to contradict her. For every case he shared with his wife, he kept another to himself. Had he not done so, he would have been forced to choose between his job and his marriage, because the latter would not have survived its infection by the former. Once, when he was still an innocent, Griffin had believed that evil in its purest form was a property of the universe that pre-dated mankind, and upon which the worst specimens of humanity might draw in only the most extreme cases of malignance. He no longer viewed his species in such terms, and had since concluded that some men and women came into this world with a profound and terminal rancor embedded in their DNA. They nurtured it inside themselves, and evinced only pleasure in its parturition.


‘And who is this man?’ said Ava.


‘His name is Parker. He’s from New York.’


‘Is he a reporter?’


‘That’s what Kel suggested, but I don’t think so.’


‘You didn’t ask him?’


‘I asked. He just didn’t answer.’


‘Which is why you locked him up?’


‘I regarded his reluctance to cooperate as a deliberate provocation.’


‘You planning on asking him again tomorrow?’


‘I am, although by then we should know more about him, on account of our inquiries.’


‘You think he could have killed some of the girls in that file of his?’


‘I didn’t get that sense from him.’


‘What sense did you get?’


The question was sincerely meant. Ava trusted her husband’s instincts. She wouldn’t have married him if she didn’t, given that one of those instincts was, presumably, that she might make a good wife, and perhaps also a good mother, although that hadn’t happened, not yet. They were trying, which was fun, but desperation was starting to creep in, which wasn’t. The doctors said it wasn’t him, but her, so it might be that her husband’s instincts, while trustworthy, had not been flawless.


And yet, and yet …


No, she thought. Best to wait. Best to be sure.


‘That he knows his way around the law,’ said Griffin. ‘And he’s angry, which means he might be dangerous.’


He pictured Parker sitting in Boyd’s. He had a picture of a woman and a little girl in his wallet, but he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, so he could be divorced or was never married to the woman to begin with. Either way, he was carrying grief for them – of that much Griffin was certain – so they might be dead. He owned one gun associated with federal agents, and another old and worn enough to have been inherited from a previous generation, a weapon favored – although not exclusively – by detectives back in the day. He was looking into killings of women, deaths notable for their brutality, their strangeness, and – Griffin searched for the right word – the theatricality of the crime scenes. He had access to police reports, photographs, and autopsy findings.


‘I think he might be police,’ said Griffin. ‘If not now, then not so long ago.’


‘Then why didn’t he say so?’


‘I don’t know.’


Ava reached out a hand, and her fingers hovered for a moment over the photograph of Patricia Hartley as though to comfort the ghost of the girl.


‘And what will Jurel Cade have to say about this?’ she asked softly.


‘Best he doesn’t find out.’


‘I hope he does. I hope this man has come to cause him all the trouble in the world.’


‘What’s trouble for Jurel may also be trouble for me.’


She kissed the crown of his head, just where his hair was beginning to thin.


‘No, that’s not true,’ she said.


‘Why not?’


‘Because you’re nothing like Jurel. You always try to do what’s right.’


‘I didn’t do right by Patricia Hartley.’


‘You will, down the line, when the opportunity presents itself. Perhaps this man represents an opportunity.’


‘You have a lot of faith in me.’


‘And patience. I was just waiting for you to come around.’


‘To your way of thinking?’


‘To our way of thinking. We’re the same, you and I. That’s why we’re together. But sometimes it takes a while for one of us to catch up with the other.’


She rubbed her right hand through his hair. Her left hand rested on his shoulder, and he took it in one of his paws. He had massive hands. It was a Griffin family trait. When he and Ava began courting, he had been reluctant to hold her fingers too tightly for fear he might break them.


‘You really think the coming of this man is a sign?’ he said.


‘I don’t hold with portents, but you’ve met him and I haven’t.’


That’s right, thought Griffin, and on one level I wish he’d never stopped in Cargill, because life would have been simpler had he kept moving. But now that he’s here, I’m not sure I want him to leave, not if my feeling about him is true.


‘It seems like the whole county wants the memory of Patricia Hartley to be obliterated,’ he said.


‘Not the whole county, just the wrong part of it. She had family and friends, people that cared about her.’


‘The future of thousands is hanging in the balance right now. Everyone’s boat will rise with the tide.’


‘Not Patricia Hartley’s.’


‘No, not hers.’


She kissed him again.


‘How long more do you plan to keep reading?’


‘I’m done. I’ve discovered all I’m likely to for now.’


‘Good. Don’t bother clearing up. I’ll take care of it in the morning.’


She waited for him to get to his feet, just in case he was tempted to reconsider, patted Carter, and turned off the kitchen light. Griffin walked with her through the house, and released her hand only as she entered the bedroom, while he continued to the bathroom. He took care of his business and brushed his teeth. When he spat the toothpaste into the sink, it came away bloodied. He washed the redness away until the porcelain was spotless again.


Evan Griffin sat on the edge of the bathtub and thought, as he did each day, about Patricia Hartley – and Estella Jackson too, because her picture had been in Parker’s file alongside Hartley’s. These were the dead girls. The majority wished them to be forgotten, but the dead, in his experience, preferred to be remembered.


And sometimes, they refused to allow the living to forget.
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Jurel Cade looked at the man hunched over the stainless steel toilet in the cell, retching dryly. Kel Knight stood behind Cade, impassive.


‘Doesn’t look like he’s sleeping now,’ said Cade. ‘Was he like this when you brought him in?’


‘I told you,’ said Knight. ‘He’d been drinking to excess.’


Parker had been brought to the cell soberer than Knight himself, and that was saying something, since Kel Knight had been an abstainer since his twenties, which came from being the son of an alcoholic. Knight wondered how much Parker had heard of the conversation with Cade, which had continued as they walked to the cell. Enough, Knight decided, to put on a show in order to corroborate the tale spun about him. The more he saw of this Parker, the more puzzled Knight became.


Cade tapped at the bars with his right foot.


‘Hey, you okay in there?’ he said.


Parker raised a hand, seemed to recover himself, and released his hold on the toilet bowl to sit back against the bunk. He wiped his mouth and rubbed his face.


‘I’ve been better.’


‘You’re a long way from home.’


‘I’m traveling.’


‘For what purpose?’


‘I’m hoping to pick up work.’


‘What kind of work?’


‘Security.’


‘In Burdon County?’


‘I took a detour.’


‘To what end?’


‘I got tired of looking at highways.’


Cade didn’t register happiness with this explanation. He tapped at the bar again, and contemplated the toe of his boot, as though imagining the harm it might do to this man were he permitted time alone with him.


‘Where are you headed?’


‘Louisiana, maybe.’


‘Maybe?’ Cade smiled at the use of the word. ‘You got people down there in Louisiana?’


‘Contacts.’


‘Contacts. Is that so?’ Cade wagged a finger at Parker. ‘You know, I don’t believe a word that’s coming out of your mouth. Cargill PD will run you through the system. If they come up with wants, you’ll be sorry you found your way to my county.’


My county. Knight stifled a sigh. The arrogance of the man.


Wants were outstanding warrants, or pickup orders from a judge. Knight noticed that Parker didn’t ask for a clarification of the term. Neither did he respond to Cade’s goading. He rubbed his mouth again, climbed back onto his bunk, and closed his eyes. Cade appeared to be on the verge of saying more to Parker, before deciding that it would probably be a waste of both their time.


Cade and Knight headed for the door, the latter dimming the lights upon leaving as a courtesy to the prisoner. No point in torturing the man with bright bulbs if he wanted to rest.


‘Sometimes I think we ought to put a sentry box on the roads in and out of this county,’ Cade remarked.


‘To stop people from leaving?’ said Knight.


‘You hate it so much here, you could always go be a pain in the ass someplace else.’


‘You might think so, but nobody’s recruiting pains in the ass.’


‘My conclusion is that there’s always a surplus.’


‘That would also be my reasoning, based on the available evidence.’


Cade cracked the knuckles in his hands, as though girding himself for bloodshed.


‘You’re testing my self-restraint, Kel.’


‘I’m sure trying, Jurel.’


Cade requested a look at Parker’s ID, and Knight watched him write down the details in a notebook. Had it been a different hour, Cade might have taken it upon himself to delve deeper into the reasons for Parker’s presence in Cargill. Had he done so, it wouldn’t have taken him long to establish that Parker had been asking questions about Patricia Hartley. Cade might yet discover this, which could cause problems for Knight and Griffin down the line, although both would stand by the story about Parker being drunk and mouthing off, because at least fifty percent of it was true and the rest couldn’t be disproved, which made it true by default.


Cade looked back in the direction of the cells. ‘That man didn’t smell much like a drunk to me.’


‘You ought to have been here earlier.’


‘Yeah, I kind of wish I had,’ said Cade. ‘I think I’ll be about my business.’


‘Justice never sleeps,’ said Knight.


Cade paused at the door.


‘I can’t always tell when you’re being sarcastic, Kel,’ he said.


‘My wife says the same thing.’


‘You figure she’d know by now. I guess you’re a conundrum to her.’


‘That must be it.’


‘To her, possibly,’ Cade continued, ‘but not to me. I had you pegged a long time ago.’


‘We understand each other, then.’


‘We probably do, at that. Don’t fuck with me, Kel. You ought to know better.’


He used the profanity deliberately, and with relish. He was well aware that Knight didn’t hold with swearing – didn’t hold with much at all, that Cade could see. He found Knight’s self-righteousness aggravating, not least because if Knight and his kind had their way the whole county would be doomed. As far as Jurel Cade was concerned, the needs of the many outweighed those of the few, and being forced to live with the implications of that conviction was one of the burdens of public service.


‘As for our friend in there,’ said Cade, ‘if he comes up dirty, I want to hear about it, and if he comes up clean, I want him expelled from this locality. You have a good night, now.’


And with that he was gone.


When Knight returned to check on him, Parker was lying on his back in the shadows, contemplating the ceiling of his cell.


‘That was quite the performance you staged,’ said Knight.


‘I heard you talking to Chief Deputy Cade. I thought I should back up your story.’


‘Why would you do that?’


‘For the same reason you lied to him in the first place, I suppose.’


‘And what would that be?’


‘Because the less he knows, the better.’


‘Knows about what?’


‘About anything.’


Knight tamped fresh tobacco into his pipe. ‘Just who are you?’


‘You know my name.’


‘That’s not what I meant. We’re accumulating agitation because of your presence here. If you were more open, it might serve to diminish it, and enhance your general likability.’


‘It wouldn’t make any difference what I said. Most of the details you won’t be able to check until morning. And I’m starting to grow fond of this cell. It has character.’


Knight relit his pipe. Griffin wasn’t around, and the smell would most likely have faded by morning.


‘There’s a fresh pot of coffee,’ he said, ‘if you want some.’


‘I’m good, thank you. If no one else is likely to be kicking at the bars for the next few hours, I’ll try to get some rest.’


‘You do that. We’ll pick you up some breakfast from Ferdy’s come seven. By the time you’ve scraped your plate clean, we should know more about you.’


But Parker didn’t reply, so Knight left him in peace. He chatted with Colson, who had just returned, and began catching up on paperwork. He was halfway through the first report when he realized that Cade had never introduced himself to Parker, yet Parker had known him by sight.


Knight looked at the clock and decided that morning, and answers, couldn’t come quickly enough.
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Despite what he’d told Knight, Parker did not close his eyes. He had some Ambien back at his motel room, but he wasn’t about to ask someone to go get it for him. In any case, he worried about growing dependent on it, and used it only when even a series of disturbed nights failed to make him tired enough to rest well – which, for Parker, meant dreamlessly.


Who are you?


I do not know. I can only say what I was.


And what was that?


I was a husband, a father.


And now?


I am neither of those things. I am a widower. I do not know if there is a name for one that has lost a child. If there is, there should not be. It is unnatural.


What do you see when you close your eyes?


That’s easy.


I see red.
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Evan Griffin’s phone rang shortly after 5 a.m. He heard Ava, still half-asleep, start to complain as he dove for the receiver to stop the noise. She’d never wanted a telephone in the bedroom, but Griffin was a heavy sleeper, and the phone downstairs could have sounded until doomsday without waking him. He turned his cell phone off at night and left it in the kitchen. He’d heard stories about radiation, and decided the device properly belonged with the microwave.
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