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PART ONE






ONE



When the helicopter swept northward and lifted out of sight over the top of the hill, Parker stepped away from the tree he’d waited beside and continued his climb. Whatever was on the other side of this hill had to be better than the dogs baying down there at the foot of the slope behind him, running around, straining at their leashes, finding his scent, starting up. He couldn’t see the bottom of the hill any more, the police cars congregated around his former Dodge rental in the diner parking lot, but he didn’t need to. The excited yelp of the dogs was enough.


How tall was this hill? Parker wasn’t dressed for uphill hiking, out in the midday October air; his street shoes skidded on leaves, his jacket bunched when he pulled himself up from tree trunk to tree trunk. But he still had to keep ahead of the dogs and hope to find something or somewhere useful when he finally started down the other side.


How much farther to the top? He paused, holding the rough bark of a tree, and looked up, and fifteen feet above him through the scattered thin trunks of this second-growth woods there stood a man. The afternoon sun was to Parker’s left, the sky beyond the man a pale October ash, the man himself only a silhouette. With a rifle.


Not a cop. Not with a group. A man standing, looking down toward Parker, hearing the same hounds Parker heard, holding the rifle easy at a slant across his front, pointed up and to the side. Parker looked down again, chose the next tree trunk, pulled himself up.


It was another three or four minutes before he drew level with the man, who stepped back a pace and said, “That’s good. Right there’s good.”


“I have to keep moving,” Parker said, but he stopped, wishing these shoes gave better traction on dead leaves.


The man said, “You one of those robbers I’ve been hearing about on the TV? Took all a bank’s money, over in Massachusetts?”


Parker said nothing. If the rifle moved, he would have to meet it.


The man watched him, and for a few seconds they only considered one another. The man was about fifty, in a red leather hunting jacket with many pockets, faded blue jeans, and black boots. His eyes were shielded by a billed red and black flannel cap. Beside him on the ground was a gray canvas sack, partly full, with brown leather handles.


Seen up close, there was a tension in the man that seemed to be a part of him, not something caused by running into a fugitive in the woods. His hands were clenched on the rifle, and his eyes were bitter, as though something had harmed him at some point and he was determined not to let it happen again.


Then he shook his head and made a downturned mouth, impatient with the silence. “The reason I ask,” he said, “when I saw you coming up, and heard the dogs, I thought if you are one of the robbers, I want to talk to you.” He shrugged, a pessimist to his boots, and said, “If you’re not, you can stay here and pat the dogs.”


“I don’t have it on me,” Parker said.


Surprised, the man said, “Well, no, you couldn’t. It was about a truckload of cash, wasn’t it?”


“Something like that.”


The man looked downhill. The dogs couldn’t be seen yet, but they could be heard, increasingly frantic and increasingly excited, held back by their handlers’ lesser agility on the hill. “This could be your lucky day,” he said, “and mine, too.” Another sour face. “I could use one.” Stooping to pick up his canvas sack, he said, “I’m hunting for the pot, that’s what I’m doing. I have a car back here.”


Parker followed him the short climb to the crest, where the trees were thinner but within a cluster of them a black Ford SUV was parked on a barely visible dirt road. “Old logging road,” the man said, and opened the back cargo door of the SUV to put the rifle and sack inside. “I’d like it if you’d sit up front.”


“Sure.”


Parker got into the front passenger seat as the man came around the other side to get behind the wheel. The key was already in the ignition. He started the car and drove them at an angle down the wooded north slope, the road usually visible only because it was free of trees.


Driving, eyes on the dirt lane meandering down slope ahead of them, the man said, “I’m Tom Lindahl. You should give me something to call you.”


“Ed,” Parker decided.


“Do you have any weapons on you, Ed?”


“No.”


“There’s police roadblocks all around here.”


“I know that.”


“What I mean is, if you think you can jump me and steal my car, you wouldn’t last more than ten minutes.”


Parker said, “Can you get around the roadblocks?”


“It’s only a few miles to my place,” Lindahl said. “We won’t run into anybody. I know these roads.”


“Good.”


Parker looked past Lindahl’s sour face, downslope to the left, and through the trees now he could just see a road, two-lane blacktop, below them and running parallel to them. A red pickup truck went by down there, the opposite way, uphill. Parker said, “Can they see us from the road, up in here?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“They’ll get to the top in a few minutes, with the dogs,” Parker said. “They’ll see this road, they’ll figure I’m in a car.”


“Soon we’ll be home,” Lindahl said, and unexpectedly laughed, a rusty sound as though he didn’t do much laughing. “You’re the reason I came out,” he said.


“Oh, yeah?”


“The TV’s full of the robbery, all that money gone, I couldn’t stand it any more. Those guys don’t get slapped around, I thought. Those guys aren’t afraid of their own shadow, they go out and do what has to be done. I got so mad at myself – I’ll tell you right now, I’m a coward – I just had to come out with the gun awhile. Those two rabbits back there, I can use them, God knows, but I didn’t really need them just yet. It was you brought me out.”


Parker watched his profile. Now that he was talking, Lindahl seemed just a little less bitter. Whatever was bothering him, it must make it worse to hold it in.


Lindahl gave him a quick glance, his expression now almost merry. “And here you are,” he said. “And up close, I got to tell you, you don’t look like that much of a world-beater.”


He steered left, down a steep slope, and the logging road met the blacktop.





TWO



The name on the town sign was Pooley, and it wasn’t much of a place. One minor intersection was controlled by a light blinking amber in two directions, red in the other two. A gas station stood on the corner there, along with a shut-down bank branch, a shut-down bar, and a shut-down sporting goods store. Twenty houses or so were strung along the two narrow roads of the town, three or four of them boarded up, most of the rest dilapidated. An old man slept in a rocker on a porch, and an old woman a few doors down knelt at her front-lawn garden.


Lindahl drove straight through the intersection, then three houses later turned to the right into a gravel driveway next to one of the boarded-up houses. Behind the house, at the rear of the property, a three-car brown clapboard garage had been converted to housing, and that was where Lindahl stopped.


“You go on in,” he said. “It isn’t locked. I’ll take care of my rabbits.”


Parker got out of the Ford and walked over to what had originally been the middle garage door, now crudely converted to a front door next to a double-hung window covered on the inside by a venetian blind.


He pushed open this door and stepped into a dim interior, where the smell, not strong, was cavelike, old dirt combined with some kind of animal scent. Then he saw the parrot, in a large cage on top of the television set. The parrot saw him, too, turning his green head to the side to do it, but didn’t speak, only made a small gurgling sound and briefly marched in place on its bar. The newspaper in the bottom of its cage was not new.


The rest of the living room was normal but seedy, with old furniture not cared for. The television set was on, sound off, showing an antacid commercial.


Lindahl’s anger was money-based. He wasn’t supposed to be needy, living like this, shooting rabbits to feed himself. Hearing about a big-scale robbery had made him angrier and depressed and self-hating; which meant there was something he should have done about the money he felt was rightfully his, but he hadn’t done it. And now he thought that talking with a bank robber would help.


Parker spent the next five minutes lightly tossing the place: living room, bedroom, bath, kitchen, utility room with oil furnace. Three more rifles were locked to a wall rack in the bedroom, but there were no pistols. Lindahl lived here alone and didn’t seem to have much correspondence with anybody. He had a checking account with $273 in it, and wrote checks only for standard items like phone and electricity, plus ATM withdrawals for cash. A $1,756 deposit every month was labeled “dis”; disability?


Lindahl would tell him why he’d rather talk to a bank robber than turn him in. Whatever the reason, right now Parker needed it. The only identification he carried was no good any more, now that the police had the car he’d rented with it. For the next couple of days, in this part of the world, it would be impossible to travel anywhere, even by foot, without having to show ID every once in a while.


When Lindahl walked in, carrying his rifle and two white plastic bags, Parker was in the living room, seated on the chair that didn’t face the television set, leafing through yesterday’s local blat. From the headlines, it seemed to be all small towns around here, no cities.


Parker looked up at the door opening, and Lindahl said, “I’ll just take care of this and wash my hands,” and went on through to the kitchen. Parker heard the water run, and then Lindahl came back, now carrying only the rifle, loose in one hand. “One more thing,” he said, and went into the bedroom, and Parker heard the click as the rifle was locked into its place on the wall.


Now at last Lindahl came out to the living room and sat down on the left side of the sofa. “I’ve been trying to think how to tell you,” he said. “I’m not used to talking to people any more.”


He stopped and looked over at Parker, as though waiting for a response, but Parker said nothing. So Lindahl made his sour chuckle and said, “I guess you’re the same.”


“You have something to tell me.”


“I’m a whistle-blower,” Lindahl said, as though he’d been planning some much longer way to say it. “My wife told me not to do it, she said I’d lose everything including her, and she was right. But I’m bullheaded.”


“Where did you blow this whistle?”


“I worked for twenty-two years at a racetrack down toward Syracuse,” Lindahl said, “named Gro-More. It was named after a farm feed company went bankrupt forty years ago. They never changed the name.”


“You blew a whistle.”


“I was a manager, I was in charge of infrastructure, the upkeep of the buildings, the stands, the track. Hired people, contracted out. I was nothing to do with money.”


“So whatever this is,” Parker said, “you shouldn’t have known about it.”


“I didn’t have to know about it.” Lindahl shook his head, explaining himself. “What we had was a clean track,” he said. “The people working there, we were all happy to be at a clean track. There’s a thousand ways for a track to be dirty, but only one way to be clean, so when I found out what they were doing with the money, it just hurt me. It was like doing something dirty to a member of my own family.”


The strain of getting his point across was deepening the lines in his face. He broke off, made erasing gestures, and said, “I need a beer. I can’t tell this without a beer.” Rising, he said, “You want one?”


“No, but you go ahead.”


Lindahl did, and when he was seated again, he said, “What they were doing, they were hiding illegal campaign contributions to state politicians, running them through the track. Laundering them, you might say.”


Parker said, “How would that work?”


“A fella goes to the track, he bets a thousand dollars on a long shot on every race, he drops eight thousand that day. Just that day. That money stays in the system, because he did it with credit cards, but a lot of little penny ante bets from other people disappear. Bets made with cash. So the guy didn’t give the politician the eight thousand, he just lost it at the track, but a little later it shows up in a politician’s pocket.”


“The horses gave it to him.”


“That’s about it,” Lindahl agreed. “When I found out about it, I was just stunned. We never had dope at the track, we never had fixed races, we never had ringers, we never had the mob, and now this. I talked to one of the execs, he didn’t see the problem. They’re just helping out some friends, nobody from the track is making any money off it. This is just trying to get around some of those stupid pain-in-the-ass regulations from Washington.”


“Makes it sound good,” Parker said.


“But it isn’t good.” Lindahl swigged beer. “This is just corruption everywhere you look, the politicians, the track, the whole idea of sports. I talked it over with my wife, we talked about it for months, she told me it was none of my business, I’d lose my job, I’d lose everything. We never had a lot of money, she said if I threw our life away she wouldn’t stick around. But I couldn’t help it, I finally went to the state police.”


“You wear a wire?”


“Yes, I did.” Lindahl looked agonized. “That’s the part I really regret,” he said. “If I just said look, this is going on, then I’m just the guy who saw it is all. But the prosecutors leaned on me, they got me to help them make their case. And then, at the end, the politics was just too strong for them, it all got swept under the carpet, and nothing happened to anybody but me.”


“You knew that was going to happen.”


“I suppose I did,” Lindahl said, and drank some more of his beer. “They talked me into it, but I suppose I talked myself into it, too. Thinking it was best for the track, can you believe that? Not best for me, best for some goddam racetrack named after cow feed, I should have my head examined.”


“Too late,” Parker said.


Lindahl sighed. “Yes, it is,” he said. “Everybody told me don’t worry, there’s whistle-blower laws, they can’t touch you.” He gestured with the beer bottle, indicating the room. “You see where I am. My wife was true to her word, she went off with her widowed sister. I haven’t had a job for four years. I get a little disability from when a horse rolled over me, years ago, I don’t even limp any more, but I’m the wrong age and the wrong background and in the wrong part of the country to find anybody to hire me to do anything. Even flipping burgers, they don’t want somebody my age.”


“No, they don’t,” Parker said. “So you’ve been kicking yourself that you didn’t get even. Because you think you could get even. How?”


“I ran those buildings for years,” Lindahl said. “I’ve still got up-to-date keys for every door out there. I still go out every once in a while, when there isn’t any meet going on, when it’s shut down like a museum, and I just walk around it. Every once in a while, if I find a door with a new key, I borrow a spare from the rack and make a copy for myself.”


“You can get in and out.”


“I can not only get in and out,” Lindahl said, “I know where to get in and out. I know where the money goes, and where the money waits, and where the money’s loaded up for the bank, and where the money’s stored till the armored car gets there. I know where everything is and how to get to everything. During a meet, the place is guarded 24/7, but I know how to slide a truck in there, three in the morning, no one the wiser. I know how to get in, and then I know how to carry a heavy weight out.”


Lindahl had already carried a heavy weight out of that place, but that wasn’t what he meant. Parker said, “So once they cost you your wife and your job, you decided to rip them off, get a new stake, go away and retire in comfort.”


“That’s right,” Lindahl said. “I’ve been thinking about nothing else for four years.”


“Why didn’t you do it?”


“Because I’m a useless spineless coward,” Lindahl said, and finished his beer.





THREE



“Or it could be,” Parker said, “you’re just not that dumb.”


Lindahl frowned at him. “In what way?”


“You go in there some night,” Parker said, “three in the morning with your truck and your keys and your inside knowledge, and you load the truck up with their cash, and when they find the cash gone next morning, nothing broken into, what’s the first thing they say? They say, ‘Do we have a disgruntled ex-employee around here?’”


“Oh, I know that,” Lindahl said, and laughed at himself, shaking his head. “That was a part of the whole idea. It wasn’t just the money I wanted, was it? It was revenge. I want them to know I got back at them, and not a goddam thing they can do about it.”


“You’re just gonna disappear.”


“It’s happened.”


“Less than it used to,” Parker told him. “Right now I’m sitting here listening to you instead of getting to some other part of the country because I don’t have any safe ID.”


“Well, you stirred them up,” Lindahl said. “You robbed their bank.”


“Robbing their track will stir them up, too.”


“Let me tell you the idea,” Lindahl said. “The way the track operates, the losers pay the winners, so the track never has to start off with cash. They take in enough from the first race to pay the winners, plus some more, and go from there. The track take is about twenty percent, that’s the piece I’m after. At the end of the day, the cash and the credit card slips are all put in boxes and on carts, and the carts ride down to the basement in the freight elevator. They’re wheeled down the corridor to what they call the safe room, because it’s all concrete block, no windows, and only the one door that’s metal and kept locked. Just past that is the door to the ramp that comes up to ground level at the end of the clubhouse. That door is kept locked, and the gate at the top of the ramp is kept locked. Monday through Friday, the armored car comes an hour after the track closes, backs down the ramp, loads on the day’s take. Saturday and Sunday they don’t come at all, and they don’t show up until eight Monday morning, when they pick up the whole weekend’s take.”


“So your idea,” Parker said, “is go in there Sunday night.”


Lindahl shook his head. “Saturday night,” he said. “Those boxes are heavy. Once the pallet is put down there on Saturday, it isn’t touched again till Monday morning. I go in there Saturday night with boxes look just like their boxes, because I know their boxes. I take the full ones, I leave the empty ones. Now I’ve got thirty-six hours before anybody knows anything. How far could I get in thirty-six hours, spending only cash, leaving no trail?”


Everybody leaves a trail, but there was no point explaining things to Lindahl, since it was all a fantasy, anyway. Parker might be able to make use of Lindahl’s access if things were quieter around here and if he could collect a string of two or three sure guys, but there was no way for Lindahl himself to reach into that particular fire and not get burned.


It wasn’t Parker’s job to tell an amateur he was an amateur, to remind him of things like a driver’s license, license plates, fingerprints, or the suspicions created by spending cash in a credit card economy. So he said, “You gonna take the parrot with you?”


Lindahl was surprised at the abrupt change of subject, and then surprised again when he saw it wasn’t a change of subject, after all. “I never thought about that,” he said, and laughed at himself again. “Be on the lookout for a man and a parrot.” Turning to look at the parrot as though he’d never noticed it before, he said, “That’s who I am these last few years, isn’t it? Who else is gonna get a parrot that doesn’t talk?”


“Not at all?”


“Not a word.”


Lindahl studied the parrot an instant longer, while the bird cocked his head to study Lindahl right back, then gave that up to start rooting under its feathers with its beak, eyes wide and blank as the buttons on a First Communion coat.


Turning back to Parker, Lindahl said, “That’s how little I’m interested in talk, the last few years. I better not take him, but that’s no hardship. I’ll do fine on my own. I won’t start any conversations. Is that one of yours?”


Lindahl had nodded at the television set. Parker leaned forward to look to his right at the screen, and filling it was some old mug shot of Nick Dalesia, who had been one of his partners until just now. Nicholas Leonard Dalesia it said across the bottom of the screen.


So they had Nick. That changed everything.


“You want the sound on?”


“We know what they’re saying,” Parker said.


Lindahl nodded. “I guess we do.”


A perp walk showed. Dalesia, wrists cuffed, head bowed, looking roughed up, moved in jerky quick steps from a state trooper car across a broad concrete sidewalk to the side entrance of a brick building in some county seat where this was the courthouse up front and the jail around on the side. New York State Police, so Nick, too, hadn’t gotten very far. As many uniformed state troopers as could do it squeezed into the picture to hustle Nick along from the car to the building.


Parker leaned back, not looking at the set. Three of them had pulled the job and stowed the cash away rather than try to get it through the roadblocks. It was a given that if one of them got nabbed, that one would turn up the cash as a way to make his legal troubles a little easier. You might give up your partners, too, if you knew enough about them. Give the law anything you could if you were the first grabbed. Otherwise, don’t get grabbed at all, because there was nothing left to trade.


So the money was gone. It had been a rich haul, but now it was gone, except for the four thousand in Parker’s pocket, and he still had to work his way out of this minefield. He said, “You say the meet’s going on now, at this track of yours?”


“Two more weeks,” Lindahl said, “then shut down until late April.”


“So there’s three Saturdays left, today and two more.”


“We couldn’t do it tonight,” Lindahl said, looking startled.


“We can go there tonight,” Parker told him. “A dry run, see if it’s possible.”


Lindahl looked both eager and alarmed. “You mean, you’d work with me on this?”


“We’ll look at it,” Parker said.





FOUR



Parker stood and crossed to the door, then raised the blind covering the window next to it. The boarded-up house standing between here and the road was a two-and-a-half-story wood-framed structure, probably one hundred years old, its original color long since time-bleached down to gray. Every door and window, except one small round window in the attic, was covered by large sheets of plywood, themselves also gray with age. Parker said, “Tell me about that place.”


Lindahl got up to come over and stand beside him, saying, “A woman named Grothe lived there, forever. She was retired from somewhere in state government, lived there by herself, she was in her nineties when she finally died.”


“Why’s it boarded up?”


“Some cousins inherited the place, had nothing to do with this part of the world, gave it to a real estate agent to sell, years ago. But nobody’s buying anything around here, so after a while the town took it over for taxes, boarded it up to keep the bums out.”


“Ever been inside it?”


“Can’t. It’s sealed up. And who’d want to? Nothing in there but dust and dry rot.”


“Who do you rent this place from?”


“The town. It’s goddam cheap, and it oughta be. Who’s this?”


A black Taurus had turned in from the road, was driving past the boarded-up house, headed this way. Lindahl gave Parker a quick look: “Are you here?”


When there’s no place to hide, stand where you are. Parker said, “I’m Ed Smith, I used to work with you years ago at the track, I moved to Chicago, I’m back for a visit.”


“Smith?”


“There are people named Smith,” Parker said as a heavyset man in a maroon windbreaker got out of the car. “Who’s he?”


“Oh, yeah,” Lindahl said as the man shut the car door, glanced at Lindahl’s Ford parked beside him, and started forward. “What the hell is his name? Fred, Fred something.”


Fred saw them both in the window and waved. Under a red billed cap, his face was broad and thick, dominated by a ridge of bone horizontally above his eyes.


“Rod and Gun Club,” Lindahl said, and opened the door. “Fred! Jesus, it’s been years.”


“You’re still on the rolls,” Fred said, and gave a quick nod and grin at Parker.


“Come in, come in,” Lindahl said, stepping back from the doorway. “This is Ed Smith, he’s visiting. You aren’t after me for dues, are you?”


Fred gave that a dutiful laugh and stuck his hand out to Parker, saying, “Fred Thiemann. You a hunter, Ed?”


“Sometimes.”


“I can offer you a beer,” Lindahl said, sounding doubtful.


“No, no, no drinking,” Fred said, “not at a time like this. You know about those bank robbers come over from Massachusetts.”


Parker could sense the strain in Lindahl’s neck muscles as he didn’t turn to look at Parker, but instead said, “They caught one of them, didn’t they?”


“Not that far from here. The state police figure the other two are holed up in this area someplace, so they sent out a request, American Legion and VFW posts, outfits like ours, just take a walk around any woods or empty spaces we’ve got, see do we turn up anything. It’s the weekend, so we’re getting a big turnout.” He shrugged, grinning with both delight and embarrassment. “Like a bunch of kids, playing cops and robbers.”


“Like a posse,” Lindahl said.


“Exactly,” Fred said. “Except, no horses. Anyway, a bunch of us are meeting at St. Stanislas, we’ll look around the Hickory Hill area. Nobody expects to find anything, but we might help keep those guys on the run.”


Parker said, “How’d they catch the first one?”


“He tried spending the bank’s money,” Fred said. “Turns out most of that was new cash, they had the serial numbers.”


The four thousand dollars in Parker’s pocket was new money. He said, “That guy was careless.”


“Let’s hope the other two are just as careless,” Fred said. “We didn’t have a phone number for you, Tom, so I said I’d come over on the way, see do you want to come along. You, too, Ed.”


Lindahl looked at Parker. “Would you want to do that?”


“Sure,” Parker said. “The safest place around is gonna be with the posse.”





FIVE



“Tom,” Parker said, “you’ll have to loan me a rifle. I didn’t bring one.”


Lindahl gave him a startled look, but then said, “Sure. Come on in and pick one.”


Fred Thiemann said, “Want me to wait for you boys?”


“No, you go on ahead,” Lindahl told him. “It’ll take me a couple minutes to get ready. I’ll see you at St. Stanislas.”


“Fine. Good to meet you, Ed.”


“You, too.”


Thiemann left, pulling the door shut behind himself, as Lindahl turned toward the bedroom. Parker followed, and when he stepped through the doorway, Lindahl was glaring at him, face suddenly blotched purple.


“You get out of here!” It was a hoarse whisper, almost a choked scream. “As soon as Fred drives off, you clear out!”


“No,” Parker said.


“What?” Lindahl couldn’t believe it. “You can’t stay here, you’re a fugitive!”


“We’ve got our agreement,” Parker told him. “We’ll stick to it.”


“We will not! Not for another second.”


Parker looked from the bedroom doorway out through the front window. “Fred just drove off,” he said. “What are you going to do, holler? At that empty house up there? Are you going to try to take down one rifle and not two?”


“When you said – when you said, give me a rifle – Jesus, I came to my senses, right then and there. You could kill people I know.”


“If I’m the only man there without a rifle,” Parker said, “how does that look? What am I there for?”


Lindahl dropped backward to sit on the bed, hands limp between his knees. “I was out of my mind,” he said, talking at the floor. “Brooding about that goddam track for so many years, then thinking about you, and by God if you don’t show up, and I was just running a fantasy. A fantasy.” Glaring at Parker, trying to look stern, he said, “I’m not giving any fantasy a rifle. You just take off. I got you this far, you’re on your own. I won’t say a word about you.”
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