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Furies (Greek Erinyes): in Greek mythology, 
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THE SISTERS STRANGE











I



A word is worth one coin, silence is worth two.


Chaim Potok, The Chosen










Chapter I



Like Noah and his ark, the town of Athens, in Bradford County, Pennsylvania, seemed destined forever to be associated with floods. In 1916, a new steel bridge built across the Susquehanna River was destroyed by flooding. The only human casualty was a local farmer, Abraham Hiltz, who had been on his way to warn his neighbor of the rising waters when he was hit by a train that tossed his body one hundred feet from the tracks, as a bull might brush aside a matador. But the waters were to blame for his death, whatever anyone might have said to the contrary, since old Abraham wouldn’t have found himself in such a rush if it hadn’t been for the river becoming a torrent.


Ever since, the locals had kept a wary eye on the Susquehanna, and sometimes their worst fears were realized. In September 2011, most of the town had ended up underwater when Tropical Storm Lee caused the river to burst its banks, and it was accepted that the Susquehanna would flood again in the future. But what was a small town of some 3,200 people to do, situated as it was between the Susquehanna and Chemung Rivers? It wasn’t as though the Historic District could be put on the beds of trucks and moved to higher ground; and anyway, folks liked Athens where it was, and just the way it was. Once a person started running from nature, well, he was unlikely ever to stop, because wherever one went, nature would be waiting. One might as well have tried running from oneself.


Like most small communities, the inhabitants of Athens looked out for one another, although the price to be paid for this was a certain loss of privacy. A person could mind his own business if he chose, but that didn’t equate to a shortage of people eager to help him mind it, should the opportunity arise, or being curious about what kind of business it was that he was so keen to hide from view in the first place. Still, some managed to keep their interests substantially concealed, and old Edwin Ellerkamp was among them. He lived in a house to the north of town, a rambling stone place called The Elms, which had been in his family since the mid 1800s. The Ellerkamps made their money on the railroads, before losing most of it in the stock market crash of 1929 and never quite succeeding in finding it again, although Edwin and his older brother, Horace, had managed to restore the Ellerkamp fortunes somewhat through hard work and wise investments. It meant that the Ellerkamps weren’t rich by Manhattan standards, or even by Scranton standards, but they were doing fine for themselves compared to the rest of Athens, or even the rest of the Valley, the name given to four contiguous communities in the states of Pennsylvania and New York, of which Athens was one part. Edwin and Horace, the last of their line, were able to continue living in The Elms, pay their bills on time, and employ a local woman named Ida Biener to cook and clean for them. This left Edwin and Horace with more time to read, watch daytime soap operas, and collect old coins. The Ellerkamps paid Ida well, too, which ensured her silence and discretion – or a degree of both acceptable to all parties concerned, by Athens standards.


When Horace passed away, not long after the flood of 2011, Ida kept on working for Edwin until her knees began to give out, by which point she had paved the way for her daughter Marie to take her place. The daughter was a virtual facsimile of the mother, right down to the lock on her mouth, because there were far worse ways – and far harder – to make a living in Athens than by cooking and cleaning for an old man who kept his hands to himself and didn’t leave too much of a mess after using the bathroom. Sometimes Marie’s own husband didn’t seem to know where he was pointing that thing. Why he couldn’t just sit when he peed, like a sensible human being, she’d never been able to establish. Lord knows, he took every other opportunity to sit when it was offered, so there appeared to be no comprehensible reason why he couldn’t have extended that policy to peeing, too.


Marie had now been working for Edwin Ellerkamp for nigh on a year, and yes, he might have been a bit odd, but who didn’t reach eighty without developing a few eccentricities? There was his coin obsession, for a start, and the collection of books on numismatics, history, and obscure religious beliefs that he and his late brother had accumulated over the years, which rivaled in size the holdings of the local Spalding Memorial Library. His dietary requirements were very specific, too, because Edwin was intent on beating the house odds and becoming the first man to live forever, or near enough to it. Nothing unhealthy passed his lips, and he took so many pills each day that it was a wonder there was any room left in his stomach for real food. To his credit, he remained sprightly, and Marie had to concede that his brain was sharper than hers, but his days struck her as joyless, which might have explained why Edwin Ellerkamp was such a grim old man.


No, he was worse than that, Marie had decided: he was poisonous. Her mother had suggested as much to her before she began working for him, even if Marie now felt that Ida had been understating the case. It wasn’t anything Edwin did, or said; it was more a negative energy he gave off, one that tainted the whole house. It lurked in the corners, and shadowed her from room to room in the manner of a malign black cat. On occasion, when she inadvertently disturbed Edwin during his examination of a coin or perusal of a book, she caught an inkling of something in his eyes beyond mere annoyance, like the brief flash of a sharp blade before its owner thinks better of using it and sheaths it once again. And although he bathed regularly, dressed in clean clothes every day, and used some old man’s scent each morning, Edwin carried about him a whiff of vinegar.


But a job was a job, and this one paid twice as much as she might have expected to receive elsewhere, and for half the work. Despite these boons, Marie remained glad to leave The Elms at the end of her working day, and sometimes it would take an hour or two for its residual gloom to lift from her. Marie’s mother had worked for the Ellerkamps for twenty-five years, even if exposure to them or The Elms hadn’t affected her as deeply or immediately as it was agitating her daughter. But then Ida Biener always did have a way of shutting herself off from unpleasantness, or else she couldn’t have remained married to her husband for thirty years, Charles ‘Chahlee’ Biener being a lush, a bigot, and a shitbag of the first order. When he finally passed away, the only reason anyone came to the funeral home, Marie herself included, was to ensure he was actually dead.


Marie was therefore aware of the reality of men more deficient than Edwin Ellerkamp, even as the specifics of why he made her so uneasy continued to elude her, as did the reason for her conviction that he harbored ill-will, or even active malevolence, toward the world or some unnamed part of it.


Ever and again, one just knew.


Marie’s duties required her to work from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. three days a week, 3 p.m. to 6 p.m. two days, and from 9 to 11 a.m. on Saturdays, when she prepared Edwin’s meals for the weekend and ran any last errands he required. Edwin preferred to have his food freshly cooked each day, and had offered Marie extra money also to work Sunday mornings, but apart from being a good Christian, Marie wanted – needed – at least one day a week away from The Elms. Edwin persisted in muttering some about it, and had even suggested that Ida might care to fill in for her on Sundays, but Marie wasn’t about to let him have his way, and her mother’s knees weren’t going to get better if she returned to domestic labor – or not without being replaced, and Ida Biener wasn’t in the market for that kind of surgery, either financially or psychologically.


In addition, Marie noticed that her mother’s mood had improved since she’d left Edwin Ellerkamp’s employ, and Marie had no desire to cause a regression in a woman who was, by nature, prone to melancholy. The alteration in her mother’s demeanor also caused Marie to fret about the degree to which working at The Elms might be altering her, like a body slowly being contaminated by constant exposure to harmful radiation. She would give Edwin Ellerkamp only a few more years, she assured herself, before seeking gainful employment elsewhere. By then her children would be older and wouldn’t require her to be around so much. And who knew? In a couple of years Edwin, for all his pills, breathing exercises, and nutritional fancies, could well be rotting in the grave. The Elms, and whatever wealth he had accrued in life, including that coin collection, would have to be passed down, and there was a chance that Ida and Marie might be remembered in his will. They had done more than anyone else to ease the passage of the years, and for all his oddness and underlying distastefulness, Edwin was not entirely without gratitude: Marie had received a generous bonus the previous Christmas, and more often than not Edwin remembered to say thank you when she left for the day.


But Marie had to concede that, on this particular cold, damp afternoon in late January, she was in no mood for any of Edwin’s nonsense. Her eczema was flaring up, and she had slept fitfully. At least Edwin had never objected to the extra cost of the skin-friendly laundry detergents and cleaning products she purchased for her duties, and had even advised her to try using turmeric, both in supplement form and as a topical cream, which helped with the discomfort. Nevertheless, she didn’t think she’d be scrubbing with quite her usual vigor that day, and she wasn’t likely to be whistling while she worked, either.


The house was quiet as she let herself in through the front door, Edwin having entrusted her with a key a couple of weeks after she took over from her mother, once he was assured of her probity. Silence was unusual, though; whichever room he occupied, Edwin liked to listen to WRTI, the classical music station out of Philadelphia, and Marie had, through osmosis, become something of an aficionada, to the extent that she could now identify a range of classical pieces from the first couple of bars. Contrarily, she had failed to reach an accommodation with opera, and wished Edwin would let what was left of his hair down once in a while and listen to music that was a bit more contemporary, stuff with a beat that didn’t come from a timpani section, and lyrics sung in a language other than Italian or German.


‘Mr Ellerkamp?’ she called. ‘You awake in there?’


She would have been surprised were he not, Edwin Ellerkamp rarely sleeping beyond 8 a.m., despite, as far as she was aware, never going to bed before one or two in the morning, or so he claimed – and why would he lie? What he did with all this time she could not say, but a significant portion of it, from her observations, must have involved reading about old coins, examining old coins, and finding ways to buy and sell old coins. Many of said coins, which he stored in mahogany cabinets and glass-fronted display cases, couldn’t even be held in the hand, because they were kept in sealed individual containers for protection. Marie understood the reasoning, but considered it a shame that they could only be looked at, not handled. She was a tactile person, and everything she loved – her husband, her children, her dog, the little knickknacks on her own shelves – was imprinted with her touch. She couldn’t see the point in having something and not being able to caress it with her fingers or her lips.


While coins constituted the main part of Edwin’s collection, he also liked ancient crosses, religious icons, and pre-Columbian pottery, some of which Marie found marginally more interesting than coins. But as with most aspects of Edwin’s life, Marie did not speak about the contents of the house with others, and even her husband was not aware of the extent of the old man’s obsession. If word got out about it, Marie wouldn’t have put it past some Valley lowlife to break into The Elms, and even hurt Edwin into the bargain. Marie did not wish to be party to any such theft or suffering.


The most valuable items were kept in a wall safe behind the bookshelves. A section of the shelving was hinged, with a release catch built into one of the supports; apply some foot pressure to the support, and the shelf clicked free. She’d seen Edwin open it once, but she hadn’t stayed to observe further for fear he might grow concerned that she was spying on him. If he were to be robbed, she didn’t want to give Edwin or the police any grounds for suspecting her of complicity.


Marie closed the front door behind her and listened. Edwin Ellerkamp had still not answered. She sniffed the air. Familiarity with The Elms had attuned her not only to its rhythms but also to its scents, and instantly the air smelled wrong to her, like a toilet that hadn’t been flushed fully, its contents allowed to sit for too long. Now she followed the stink with a rising feeling of dread, because she’d encountered a version of it before, back when she had been the one to discover her father’s body on the kitchen floor. Her mother had been away, visiting her sister in Lambertville, New Jersey and Marie had spent the previous night at her best friend Evelyn’s. Charlie Biener had died in his pajamas, probably after getting up during the night to hunt for milk – or more likely a beer – in the refrigerator. The massive stroke that felled him also caused him to soil himself, and forever after Marie would associate that odor with death. It was one of the reasons why she kept her own bathroom so clean, even if her husband complained that he smelled of lavender for the day should he remain in there for too long.


The stink was coming from the living room, its door slightly ajar.


‘Edwin?’ she said, worry causing her to lapse into informality.


She pushed the door open, and her coat fell from her hand.


‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God …’










Chapter II



The Great Lost Bear was crowded in the way that only the best bars could sometimes be, as though the gods of drinking and socializing had chosen this of all nights to smile upon it. There was space to move, space to sit, space to speak without being overheard, space to order a drink at the bar, and a mood of good humor prevailed. Even Dave Evans – who habitually tried to be gone before the evening rush descended on this venue that he’d owned for so long – had stayed late, because sometimes the Bear just felt like the place to be.


Beyond the Bear’s walls, Portland was changing. Cities were always in the process of transformation, but I didn’t like the new Portland as greatly as the old. I wasn’t so foolish as to try to deny that it was partly a function of age, a desire to hold on to as much of the best of the past as possible because I knew how much had already been lost. Ultimately, we are all descendants of Lot’s wife, unable to resist the urge to gaze back at what we’ve been forced to leave behind, but in this case it wasn’t the advancing years alone that were contributing to my mood. I saw locals reacting unhappily as more hotels rose along the waterfront, and they read about the opening of restaurants in which they couldn’t afford to eat. Cruise ships docked, disgorging blasé passengers who bought T-shirts, nautical souvenirs, and a couple of beers and a lobster roll in some tourist-trap eatery, but who weren’t in the market for forty-dollar steaks. Yet someone was eating in those places; it just wasn’t me or anyone I knew. It felt at times as though the city was being sold out from under us, and when the process was complete we might, if fortunate, be permitted to press our noses against the glass in order to observe how the other half lived.


But then I could also remember when Portland was less prosperous, and people toiled to make a living amid the decrepit wharfs on Commercial Street and the empty lots off Congress. The poor had always struggled, and would continue to struggle, but now they had to hold down two jobs just to stay afloat, and in bad times they drowned. Some of these thoughts I shared with Dave Evans as we sat in the Bear that night, but it was nothing he hadn’t heard before, and from smarter men.


‘Strange Maine,’ said Dave Evans, who was drinking a porter so bitter that some antecedent of it had probably once been offered to Christ on the cross.


‘The store, or the whole state?’


‘The store. That’s the marker, the canary in the coal mine. When that goes, we can raise a cross above the city that was and lock the cemetery gates.’


Strange Maine stood at 578 Congress. It sold used vinyl records, cassettes, CDs, VHS tapes, DVDs, and used Stephen King books alongside ancient consoles and board games so obscure that even their creators had forgotten them. It had been around since 2003, but felt like a throwback to a more distant era. I had no idea how it stayed in business, although I was grateful that it did. Each time I passed, I tried to leave some money in the register. My daughter Sam, who already loved vinyl records, along with virtually any cultural artifact older than she was, thought it one of the coolest places on earth – or in Portland, at least.


‘You know how ancient we sound?’ I said.


‘You started it,’ said Dave.


‘Well, there’s a lot about this city that I’ve begun to miss.’


Which was when Raum Buker came into view, and I realized there were some things about the city that I hadn’t missed at all.


There are men who are born into this world blighted, men who are blighted by the world, and men who are intent upon blighting themselves and the world along with them. Raum Buker somehow contrived to be all three in one person, like a toxic, inverted deity. He came from somewhere deep in the County, as Mainers termed Aroostook, the largest region in the state: 7,000 square miles, with 70,000 people to share them, a great many of whom were content not to be able to see their neighbors, and even happier not to see strangers. Raum’s father, Sumner, had worked as a cleaner at Loring Air Force Base, where the B-52 Stratofortress bombers were once based, but lost his job for lighting up a cigarette next to a fuel dump. Since Loring’s tanks stored nearly ten million gallons of aviation fuel alongside more than 5,000 tons of ordnance, the resulting explosion would have left a crater that could be viewed from space.


Once he’d been shown the door from Loring, Sumner Buker decided that he was temperamentally ill-suited to the strictures of regular employment, and his time would be better spent engaging in low-level criminality, drinking, sleeping with women who were not his wife, and smoking anywhere he damn well pleased. To these lifestyle choices he committed himself with commendable zeal. Sumner hadn’t made many wise decisions during his time on earth, but he did choose the perfect woman to be his life partner. Vina Buker also liked drinking and smoking, slept with men who were not her husband, and was once arrested while trying to fill a panel van with canned food and toiletries from the Hannaford in Caribou, at which she happened to be employed. Sumner and Vina took turns occupying cells at the Aroostook County Jail in Houlton, which meant that one of them was always home to neglect their only child, Raum. Inevitably the boy was conveyed into foster care, and shortly thereafter his father fulfilled an enduring ambition by dying in a fire caused by an unattended cigarette, taking his wife with him.


Raum was a sickly youth, but with more brains than both his parents put together, even if that wasn’t likely to earn him a mention in the record books. He was placed with a good family down in Millinocket, where he proceeded to do everything in his power to make his foster parents despair of him. This set a pattern for the future, as Raum was shifted from foster home to foster home, each tougher than the last, until finally he ended up in an institution. By then he’d earned a reputation for hitting back hard, but in juvie he learned how to strike first, because he wasn’t so sickly anymore. It would be unfair to say that he developed a taste for violence; he was no sadist – that would come later – and was shrewd enough to learn to control his temper, but when he had to use aggression, he did so without hesitation or remorse. He took his knocks in turn, and one particularly brutal altercation with a guard left Raum with bleeding on the brain that came close to killing him. One month after Raum’s release, someone entered the guard’s property and severed the brake on his wife’s car, resulting in a collision that would leave her walking with the aid of a cane for the rest of her life. Raum didn’t forget hurts. It was possible that he even manufactured cause to take offense, just to give himself something at which to lash out.


So it could be said, with some justification, that Raum Buker didn’t have the best of starts, but that was true of many who didn’t subsequently decide to make the world regret the steady hand of the doctor who had delivered them. Raum became his own worst enemy by election, and resolved by extension to become the worst enemy of a lot of other people, too.


In adulthood Raum was physically imposing, and might even, in dim light, have been regarded as handsome. He was also profoundly dishonest and sexually incontinent, with a malice that, at its worst, was both deep and cruelly imaginative: he had once used a hand plane on a carpenter who owed him money, shaving the skin and upper layers of flesh from the man’s buttocks and thighs. The debt was less than a thousand dollars; a man left in pain for the rest of his life, over a three-figure sum. Gradually, like fecal matter flowing down a drain, gravity brought Raum to Portland. He kept company with men whom others avoided, and women who were too foolish, desperate, or worn down by abuse to make better life choices.


Then a curious rumor began to circulate. Raum Buker, according to semi-reliable witnesses, was involved with two sisters, the Stranges. The older Strange, Dolors, lived in South Portland, and owned a coffee shop. (Her parents hadn’t been much for spelling, and intended to name her Dolores. Regardless, she was destined to end up with a moniker meaning ‘sorrows’, which might have impacted on the subsequent patterns of her existence.) The younger Strange, Ambar – that defective spelling gene raising its head once again – lived over in Westbrook, where she worked as a dental assistant. Both were unmarried, and by popular agreement Dolors was likely to remain so. She was a forbidding woman at first sight, mouth pinched tight as a miser’s purse. Ambar was prettier, but was regarded as lacking her sister’s acumen. I was familiar with them only by sight and reputation, and was content to let that be the way of things. Still, the news that the Sisters Strange, as they were known, might be sleeping with Raum Buker was met with a degree of incredulity combined with some small sense of relief, since it meant that only three people instead of six would be made unhappy by the ensuing carnal arrangements.


One story, which might or might not have been true, was that the Sisters Strange were, appropriately enough, estranged, and had not spoken in years. Raum had begun sleeping with Dolors before also – possibly by accident, but probably by design – taking Ambar to his bed. He then continued to alternate between the pair for a number of years, sometimes consorting with one or the other, but often juggling both at the same time. Either each sister was unaware of the other’s presence in Raum’s life, which was unlikely, or they chose to tolerate the peculiarity of the relationship rather than deprive themselves of their share of Raum’s attentions, a circumstance beyond the comprehension of mortal men. This is not to say that these complex liaisons were juggled without conflict, for the police were summoned on more than one occasion to deal with domestic disturbances in Westbrook, South Portland, and at Raum’s apartment in Portland’s East End. But then, no relationship is ever perfect.


Raum had served time in a variety of houses of correction; like a lot of sharp men and women, he wasn’t as sharp as he thought. He eventually ended up doing four years in Maine State for a class C felony assault, elevated from a class D misdemeanor because he had prior convictions for aggravated criminal trespass, criminal threatening, and terrorizing. Upon his release, Raum completed eighteen months of parole before vanishing from the state. Mourning at his departure was confined to those owed money by him, and even they were prepared to swallow their losses in return for his absence. The Sisters Strange were not canvassed for their views. As far as anyone could tell, the siblings continued to lead separate lives, connected only by blood and their respective unions with a man who remained unloved by all but them.


Was there another side to Raum Buker? No man is entirely bad, and I’d heard tales of small kindnesses, often rendered by him to those who had fallen further and deeper than the rest: ex-junkies, old whores, aging criminal recidivists. When Raum had money, he shared it with them. If someone was giving them bother, Raum, if he was so disposed, gave bother in return. It might have been that, in these lost souls, Raum saw some glimpse of his own future, and sought to build up goodwill in the karmic bank; yet there was no consistency to his interventions, no apparent logic to the objects of his largesse. In the end, his actions may have been a mystery even to himself.


Now Raum had returned to Portland from his years in the wilderness, and all that could be said for sure was that scant good could come of it.










Chapter III



Murders were rare in Athens, Pennsylvania. In fact, serious transgressions were unusual in the town, where the crime rate was less than half the national average, and theft, assault, and property offenses took up most of the Athens PD’s time and resources. With that in mind, Beth Ann Robbin, the town’s chief of police, sought the assistance of the State Police Bureau of Criminal Investigation just as soon as she glimpsed the state of Edwin Ellerkamp’s body, because she knew when she was out of her league. Now Beth Ann and a pair of state police detectives, all suited and booted, were watching as the crime scene investigators prepared for the removal of the remains. The three officers had gone over the room together – looking, examining – before returning to the doorway to permit the body to be taken out.


Edwin remained uncovered on the couch by the fireplace, which meant that Beth Ann’s gaze kept being drawn back to his engorged mouth and throat. Some of the coins had spilled onto his chest during his final struggles, but the majority were still inside him. She’d never come across such coinage before, the edges uneven, the markings in some cases barely visible, so old were they. A few were about the size of her thumbnail, and the rest only marginally larger. She pondered how many might have been required to choke the victim to death. It resembled, she reflected blackly, one of those fundraising drives that the Elks Lodge came up with at Christmas, where you paid a dollar to guess the number of nickels in a jar. Correctly guess the number of weird coins lodged in old Edwin Ellerkamp and you can take them home with you, once they’ve been disinfected – oh, and his killer has been found. I mean, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Beth Ann gave an involuntary snort, and was surprised to feel a tear spurt from the corner of her right eye. Christ, an old man who kept to himself, forced to eat coins until he choked and died …


‘Valerian,’ said the more senior of the detectives, whose name was Peter Condell. ‘I knew it would come to me.’


Beth Ann was surprised that Condell hadn’t taken retirement by now, because he had his twenty-five, and more. He could have sailed into the sunset with 75 percent of his highest year’s salary, which is what Beth Ann would have done in his shoes. Instead, here he was, in a living room that smelled of death, staring at a corpse that was bleeding money from its mouth. Beth Ann wouldn’t have said that Condell looked happy, exactly – that would have made him some form of psychopath – but she suspected he wouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere else, or doing anything else, at that precise moment. Condell was born to be police.


‘Like the herb?’ said the other detective. Shirley Gardner was a young Black woman with the kind of perfect skin Beth Ann would have killed for. She was wearing a nicely cut blue trouser suit and comfortable, but polished, flat shoes. Next to her, Condell resembled an unmade bed that had been slept in by bums.


‘Like the Roman emperor,’ Condell said. He didn’t sigh, or roll his eyes. He corrected Gardner matter-of-factly, and she took no umbrage. She clearly wanted to learn, and Condell had a lot to teach, not only about police work. ‘A Persian king is reputed to have killed him by feeding him molten gold, although other accounts suggest he flayed Valerian alive.’


‘Why?’ said Beth Ann.


‘Why did he kill him,’ said Condell, ‘or why might he have forced him to swallow molten gold?’


‘Both.’


‘Well, he died because he lost a battle and was captured, if I remember right. As for the story of the gold, assuming it’s true, Valerian tried to buy his freedom, and the king took offense. Whatever the reason, it was a punishment.’ Condell pointed a finger at Edwin Ellerkamp. ‘Just like this.’


‘Not a robbery gone wrong?’ said Beth Ann. That had been her first instinct, and she never liked second-guessing herself. When dealing with the local population, her first instinct was usually right, although she was prepared to accept that it might be a bad habit to indulge in more esoteric instances.


‘Whoever killed this man didn’t come here to steal from him,’ said Condell. He gestured to the safe and its open door. The contents were disturbed, as though a search had been conducted, but it remained full. ‘Or if they did, they had a specific object in mind. I don’t know a great deal about coins, but his safe contains at least five or six Liberty Head twenty-dollar gold pieces, all from the nineteenth century, and that’s not the only gold in there. As for the rest, some of them look very, very old. If they were worth keeping locked away, then they’re of value, and if they’re of value, they’re worth stealing. So why break into a man’s house, force him to open his safe – unless it was already open – and then leave gold lying in plain sight after killing him?’


They had spoken with Marie Biener, the woman who discovered the body, but she didn’t know enough about Ellerkamp’s collection to be able to tell them what, if anything, might be missing from it. Condell and Gardner hadn’t yet ruled her out as a possible accomplice, but Beth Ann was certain that they would soon enough. She was familiar with the family, and had been just a couple of years ahead of Marie in high school. The father might have been a louse, but Marie and the rest of the Bieners were good people.


‘So it was retribution?’ said Gardner.


‘Wouldn’t you say?’ said Condell. ‘There are simpler ways to kill a man than this.’


They heard movement from behind, and turned to see a gurney being maneuvered into the hallway, ready at last to move the body to the Bradford County Medical Examiner’s office in Troy. By the following day they’d know just how many coins it had taken to kill Edwin Ellerkamp, but there remained the opportunity to open a discreet book on it. Then again, if anyone ever found out, Beth Ann wouldn’t have to worry about the timing of her retirement, because she, and all involved, would be out of a job.


‘I don’t like to jump to conclusions,’ said Gardner to Condell. ‘You taught me that.’


They stepped aside to let the ME’s staff through, and watched as one of them began bagging the victim’s hands and bare feet so that any evidence matter lodged on the skin or under the nails would not be lost. An evidence technician stepped in to store individually the loose coins on the victim’s chest and around his lips. After a brief consultation, it was decided to bag the head as well, but not before a cervical collar was put in place to stop it from moving during transportation to Troy, thereby minimizing any disturbance or damage to the contents of the mouth.


‘Yeah,’ said Condell, ‘jumping to conclusions is bad. But,’ he added, ‘I’ll bet you a brown bag lunch this is about coins.’


‘Thank God we have your expertise to guide us,’ said Beth Ann.


‘That’s what I’m here for,’ said Condell. ‘By the way, care to have a friendly wager on how many coins they find inside him? A dollar a guess.’










Chapter IV



Raum Buker stood by the host station and surveyed the crowd in the Great Lost Bear. His glance passed over me before returning, alighting on my face like a bug on a window. We had history, Raum and I. Toward the end of his parole period, during which he’d worked at a local warehouse in order to fulfill one of the conditions of his release, he’d begun falling back into bad habits and worse fellowship. He and a pair of buddies decided to put pressure on older store owners in Portland and South Portland to hire them as assistants or security guards, even if the stores had no need of them. Not that Raum and his boys would have shown up for work anyway, this being the most basic of protection rackets, the type that probably dated back to cavemen, although it was hard to tell whether the likely absence of Raum and his pals represented a worsening of the deal or an improvement on it.


It was Raum’s mistake to target a woman named Meda Michaud, who ran a little bakehouse and deli off Western Avenue and played weekly bingo with Mrs Fulci, beloved mother of the Fulci brothers. The Fulcis were overmuscled and undermedicated ex-cons with hearts, if not of gold, then of premium nickel silver. They were also devoted to their mother, and by extension to anyone their mother liked. Trying to strong-arm Meda Michaud was, in the eyes of the Fulcis, scarcely less appalling than harassing Mrs Fulci herself, and they were thus of a mind to separate Raum Buker’s limbs from his torso before feeding them to his associates until they choked.


But the Fulcis were also familiar with Raum’s reputation, which meant that any confrontation they initiated was destined to escalate. If the Fulcis killed Raum or simply left him maimed, neither outcome being beyond the bounds of possibility, they’d have ended up in prison, although the citizens of the state would have sent muffin baskets at Christmas as tokens of gratitude. On the other hand, if they didn’t put Raum down, there was a good chance he’d come after the Fulcis or those close to them, once his broken bones had healed. Even if it took years, Raum would have found a way to avenge the outrage.


Ultimately, Louis, Angel, and I offered to keep the Fulcis company, and also do most of the explaining to Raum, the Fulcis being doers rather than talkers. We caught up with Raum and his friends at a Nason’s Corner dump called Sly’s, formerly part of the business empire of Daddy Helms. In my adolescence, Daddy Helms had once hurt and humiliated me for vandalizing a stained-glass window in one of his bars. After all these years, the memory of that act of deliberate destruction still shamed me, but I’d been a foolish, angry young man back then, and a foolish, angry older man for a good deal longer. Daddy Helms taught me the error of my ways, although he’d done so by causing my friend Clarence Johns to betray me. Clarence had been with me on the night we took care of Daddy Helms’s window, and Daddy’s men had found him first. To save himself, Clarence had implicated me, and I took the punishment for both of us: stripped naked on a deserted beach before being covered with fire ants. Even now, I could still recall the pain and indignity, and had not yet decided which was worse.


I never did find out if Clarence knew what Daddy Helms had planned for me that night. We didn’t talk after, and Clarence was now with his Maker. But had our roles been reversed, I wouldn’t have forsaken Clarence – not out of any great sense of honor or loyalty, but because I had too much rage inside me to give Daddy Helms that kind of satisfaction. And there was also this: I used to welcome suffering, and any injury I endured only fed my animosity. By then my father had taken his own life, and cancer had stolen my mother from me. Even Daddy Helms’s stained-glass window – an attempt by a man afflicted by ugliness to add some beauty to his world – was an affront to me. If you go seeking ways to bring down hurt upon yourself, life will oblige you, because it has hurt in store for you anyway, but it will happily welcome any assistance you’re in the mood to offer. Better, then, not to oblige it any more than necessary. I’d like to have said that this was a lesson hard-learned, but that would suggest my education was all in the past, whereas it was still ongoing.


Daddy Helms was long dead, his fat rendering in the fires of hell, but Sly’s was a fitting monument to him, being dark, dirty, and filled with vermin, both animal and human. The barstools were fixed to the floor with heavy hex bolts, and the booths were covered in the kind of vinyl that didn’t hold stains, although the owners had opted for red just to be on the safe side. The neon sign in the window promised HOT FOOD & COLD BEER, but the only source of sustenance was a decrepit pizza oven that smelled of burning insects if one got too close. Legend had it that someone once ate at Sly’s, but if so, the body had never been found.


Raum and his boys were standing at the bar just inside the door, which saved us having to get the soles of our shoes all sticky and soiled. We invited the three of them to step outside for a conversation, because politeness costs nothing. When they declined, and much less politely, the Fulcis dragged Raum’s buddies out by the hair and ears, while Raum followed under his own steam to preserve his dignity and the symmetry of his features. Nobody intervened, and no one made a move to call the police, who would have laughed at the idea that they might be tempted to intervene in a minor dispute at Sly’s. Because we wanted to keep it friendly, we let Raum light a cigarette, although Louis knocked it from his mouth before he could take the first drag because there were limits to our tolerance. We then explained the Meda Michaud situation to him, and advised him to reexamine extortion as a source of income. Raum wasn’t minded to listen at first, but he paid more attention when Louis put a gun in his mouth. Some people’s hearing can be funny that way.


Raum might have contemplated defying the Fulcis, and he might even have contemplated defying me, but he wasn’t stupid enough to go up against all five of us, not with Louis involved. Louis stood out in Portland for all kinds of reasons: tall, Black, well dressed, and gay – not that anyone was asking, or objecting, where the last was concerned. Louis had also done things that Raum Buker hadn’t, including, but not limited to, some killing. Raum was suddenly in the presence of an apex predator, and that frightened him. He still didn’t like being told what to do, but we didn’t care. To guard against any second thoughts he might have entertained after we were gone, we encouraged the Fulcis to haul his buddies around some more by the hair and ears before dumping them in the Fore River to cool off. It marked the end of Raum’s fledgling protection racket, and he left the state soon after. I didn’t know where he’d gone, and had never asked. As with an ongoing ache that suddenly vanishes, all that’s required of one is to be grateful.


But now here was Raum, making the Bear look bad, and nobody wanted that.


‘You need a stricter door policy,’ I told Dave.


‘I think we may need to brick up the door entirely,’ he said.


Which was when the Fulcis, who’d been playing Jenga at a table of their own, spotted Raum.










Chapter V



Certain big men can move very fast when they’re riled, which makes them doubly dangerous at close quarters. They possess an innate grace, as though the ghost of a dancer has taken up residence in their bones. Watching them fight is like witnessing a violent ballet, with all the swans lying unconscious when the curtain finally descends.


The Fulci brothers were not those men. Instead they resembled old locomotive engines, in that it took them a while to build up a head of steam, but once they did, it was unwise to get in their way.


The first sign of impending disaster was the sound of Jenga tiles scattering on the Bear’s floor, followed by at least one table and any number of chairs. By the time Dave and I were on our feet, Paulie Fulci was already closing in fast on Raum Buker, his brother pounding along not far behind. In retrospect, Dave and I were fortunate that the Fulcis were still accelerating when we reached them, and not yet at full tilt, because we were able to apply the brakes before they could lay hands on their quarry. Raum saw them coming, and looked like he was seconds away from climbing over the bar to escape, which wouldn’t have saved him since the Fulcis would probably just have plowed right through it. I improved my grip on Tony, Dave got another arm around Paulie, and a couple of bartenders displayed a foolhardy level of bravery by positioning themselves between Raum and the Fulcis, like occidental versions of that guy who stood in front of the Chinese tanks in Tiananmen Square.


‘The fuck is he doing here?’ said Paulie.


The question didn’t strike me as being directed at anyone in particular, although it could have been meant for God Himself, an accusation of divine error for failing to erase Raum Buker from the annals. The Fulcis were great believers in God, although God remained conspicuously silent on the subject of the Fulcis’ allegiance to Him. As one would.


‘Yeah,’ his brother chimed in, although Tony’s inquiry was clearly aimed at Raum, not God, because his version also contained the words ‘you senior-abusing motherfucker’.


A space had cleared around Raum. None of the other customers wanted to be caught up in whatever was unfolding, and no one who knew him was willing to stand alongside him. Men like Raum don’t have friends, only associates, and the latter won’t take a side unless there’s something in it for them – something, that is, other than a beating.


But Raum, being an asshole, didn’t know when to keep quiet, or didn’t feel the obligation now that he thought the Fulcis were under some semblance of control. He was already shooting his mouth off, and I saw that he’d bought himself some new teeth. They were big and white, and made him look like an advertisement for Chiclets. If he’d known how tenuous was my hold on Paulie Fulci, he’d have been a lot less loquacious. For an instant I was tempted to let Paulie run free, but I didn’t want to be responsible for collateral damage to a bartender.


‘He’s not worth a night in a cell,’ I told the Fulcis.


‘Come on, then,’ said Raum, ‘come on,’ making come-hither gestures with his hands. ‘You fat fucks,’ he added, for good measure.


‘No, he is worth it,’ said Tony.


I looked at Raum in his dark, shiny suit, with his backcombed hair and his installment-plan teeth, and thought that Tony might be right, but common sense prevailed.


‘Raum,’ I said, ‘you need to stop talking. Now.’


And miracle of miracles, he did.










Chapter VI



Marie Biener sat at her kitchen table, a cup of decaf coffee going cold before her. She’d already spoken with Beth Ann Robbin back at the Ellerkamp house, but Marie wasn’t surprised to find herself talking some more about her former employer, this time in the additional company of two detectives from the state police. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell them any more than she’d already shared with Beth Ann. If Edwin Ellerkamp had any enemies, she didn’t know of them. If he’d become involved in some dispute over coins, he’d never mentioned it to her, and she hadn’t overheard anything that might have led her to believe that his life could be in danger.


‘He wanted to live forever, you know,’ she said. ‘That didn’t turn out so well.’ This sounded more callous than she’d intended, so she shrugged an apology.


‘Did you like working for him?’ Gardner asked.


‘The money was good, and so were the hours. I suppose he was pretty easygoing, all things considered. He was fussy about his food, but that’s about it.’


Which was, Gardner noticed, not answering the question.


‘But did you like working for him?’ she repeated. ‘Did you like him?’


Marie looked at Beth Ann, who could almost hear her thoughts. As it happened, Marie saved Beth Ann from any further psychic-level displays of empathy by speaking them aloud.


‘If I said I didn’t, would it make me a suspect?’ she said.


‘You’re not a suspect, Marie,’ said Beth Ann, which was the truth as far as she was concerned, whatever reservations Condell or Gardner might have entertained.


‘We think he was killed between midnight and six,’ said Condell. ‘If you want to, you could tell us where you were during those hours.’


‘I was in bed,’ said Marie. ‘With my husband. And the alarm system was on. We had it installed after that spate of burglaries a year or two back, and now Ray activates it as a matter of course before he turns in. I don’t mind, especially not with the kids to worry about. To leave, someone would have to deactivate the system, and there would be a record of it. It’s easy to check. I can show you the code.’


Condell made a note.


‘We have to ask these things,’ said Gardner.


‘I know,’ said Marie. ‘And in answer to your earlier question, I didn’t particularly like Edwin. I worked for him because he paid well and on time, and his house was ten minutes from mine, but we weren’t friendly and we rarely spoke more than a few words to each other. Edwin wasn’t friends with or close to anyone, as far as I could tell, but that didn’t bother him. He liked his own company, and he had his coins.’


‘What about the alarm system at his house?’ said Condell. ‘Did he have a routine?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Marie. ‘He was always awake before I got there so I never had cause to use it, but I remember him telling me once that he turned it on in the evenings, once he decided that he didn’t need to go out again, not even for a breath of night air in his yard.’


‘The alarm had been deactivated,’ said Beth Ann. ‘It happened just before midnight, according to the record on the system.’


‘Maybe he heard something outside and went to check.’


‘That might be it,’ said Condell. ‘Did you know that he kept a licensed firearm in the house?’


‘Yes, he stored it in his bedroom. I saw it once or twice, a little revolver.’


‘We found it in the kitchen, beside the sink.’


‘Then he definitely must have brought it downstairs with him, because I’ve only ever seen it beside his bed.’


They asked Marie a few more questions, and she answered them as best she could, but it didn’t appear as though they were going to leave very much wiser than when they’d arrived.


‘I have one more favor to ask,’ said Condell.


‘Sure,’ said Marie.


‘Would you be willing to take a detailed look around the house with us, just to see if anything strikes you as out of place or absent?’


‘Of course. Now?’


‘No, the crime scene investigators are still doing their thing. But in the morning?’


‘Just tell me when.’


‘Ten?’


‘Ten is good.’


‘Okay, then.’


The three visitors stood to leave. Marie could hear the kids watching TV in the living room with her husband. She had a Bolognese sauce on the stove, ready to go, and just needed to boil the spaghetti. They’d be eating later than usual, but never mind; it had been an unusual day.


She walked the officers to the door, and opened it to the dark.


‘Was Edwin a religious man?’ said Beth Ann. ‘I ask only because you and your mom probably knew him better than anyone. If a service has to be arranged, it would be helpful to know the denomination. Did I say something funny?’


Marie was smiling.


‘Denomination,’ she said. ‘Like money. Denominations were his denomination, mostly. That was why I was smiling.’


‘Mostly?’ said Condell. He, too, was smiling, but Beth Ann noticed that he was watching Marie closely, and she was impressed at how little got by him.


‘Once, when he was in a talkative mood – for him – he showed me a bunch of old coins. They were Viking currency that had been found in England. He said that, over time, he’d started to share some of their beliefs. He liked the idea of a world filled with gods and demons, all of them active in the affairs of men, instead of just one god who preferred to stay hidden.’


‘Was he joking?’ said Gardner.


‘Edwin didn’t joke.’


‘I don’t think we can arrange a Viking funeral,’ said Beth Ann. ‘We may just go with humanist.’










Chapter VII



It took us a while to get the Fulcis to dial down their tempers from boiling to merely simmering, by which time Raum had ordered himself a beer and found a safer spot over by the restrooms. It was a mystery why he’d come to the Bear in the first place, unless it was to meet someone. It had never been one of his regular haunts, even less so since the Fulcis had thrown his two lackeys into the Fore before advising him that, if he failed to mend his ways, he, too, would find his way into the river, in his case with an engine block attached to his ankles to speed him on his way. It was almost as though he’d made the trip to the Bear just to bait the Fulcis at their favorite bar, which bespoke a degree of confidence in himself to which he had no right.


‘You ought not to have let him in here,’ said Paulie to Dave.


Tony was helping Paulie into his jacket, because Paulie was more sensitive and impetuous than his brother, and therefore did not wish to remain within striking distance of Raum, which was certainly for the best.


‘I didn’t roll out the red carpet, Paulie,’ said Dave. ‘He was on the premises before I even noticed him.’


‘Yeah, well, you ought to have, you know, anticipated such an eventuality.’


‘I’m not psychic,’ said Dave, while obviously chewing over who might have taught Paulie a word like ‘eventuality’.


‘Then find someone who is,’ said Paulie, ‘and put him on the fucking door.’


Tony patted his brother on the back. Only in Paulie’s company could Tony have come across as sane and reasonable. He had a shorter fuse than Paulie, which was no small boast, but lately displayed more frequent signs of rationality.


‘This place is important to us,’ said Tony. ‘It’s like our second home.’


Dave winced at that, but let it pass. In his heart of hearts, Dave dearly wished the Fulcis had found another bar to call a second home, or any home at all. They might have added color to the Bear, but it was principally a purplish shade of red from Dave’s high blood pressure.


We watched the Fulcis leave. One of the floor staff was picking up Jenga tiles and broken glass, while a second tried to figure out if the table could be salvaged.


‘I might have a word with Raum,’ I said.


‘I’ll send him on his way when you’re done,’ said Dave.


‘I’ll take care of it.’


‘You don’t have to do that. I can look after my own bar.’


‘Call it a favor,’ I said, ‘to you and the Fulcis.’


Dave nodded. We had always gotten along well, Dave and I, and always would.


I headed over to where Raum was sitting. Now that he’d removed his jacket, I could see he’d muscled up while he was away. He’d also added to his small collection of prison tattoos. None of them was any good, except for an intricate pentacle, a pentagram surrounded by a circle dotted with runic symbols. That one, on the underside of his left forearm, was raw and red.


‘You got a minute, Raum?’


He was holding a bottled domestic beer, and not a good one. It was a drink he could have ordered at any dive in town, but instead he’d come all the way to the Bear, one of the best microbrew bars in the country, which only kept domestics for people who didn’t know any better, or had given up experimenting the day they got married.


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Pull up a chair, take a load off.’


‘I’ll stand.’


‘Good. I was just being pleasant.’


He yawned, showing off his bright new teeth. When last I’d seen him, his mouth had resembled the ruins of Dresden. This was a changed Raum Buker, although I couldn’t say that I liked this variant any more than the previous one.


‘When did you get back into town?’ I said.


‘A few days ago.’


‘Been anywhere interesting these last few years?’


‘Around.’


‘Prison around?’


‘Not a subject for discussion.’


But his right hand went almost unconsciously to the pentacle tattoo, where he added to the scratch marks. While he worried at it, his ravening eye caught a young woman leaving the restroom. She didn’t look flattered by the attention, and no one could have blamed her. I kicked the sole of his boot, which brought his attention back to me. He wasn’t pleased at being kicked, but didn’t do anything about it beyond scowling. If Raum ever took a run at me, he’d do it from behind.


‘You planning on staying in Portland?’ I asked.


‘Why, you need a date? All my time inside, I never did a guy, and I’m not about to start with you.’


‘You haven’t answered my question.’


‘Because I haven’t decided yet.’


‘Let me help you,’ I said. ‘That’s twice I’ve saved you from being stomped by the Fulcis. There won’t be a third time.’


‘Big man. You still letting those animals do your dirty work?’


‘No, I take care of my own.’


‘What about those two New York swishes, you give up hanging on their coattails yet?’ He peered over my shoulder. ‘I don’t see them around and’ – he sniffed ostentatiously – ‘I don’t smell cheap perfume.’


‘You strike me as an altered character, Raum,’ I said, ‘but not an improved one.’


It wasn’t the tattoos alone, or the teeth, or the musculature. At first I thought he might be juiced, because he was radiating a strange energy, but his eyes didn’t have that telltale brightness. In fact, for all his bluster, they betrayed uncertainty, like a man who suddenly discovers that the ground beneath his feet is not as stable as he once recalled.


‘Time changes us all,’ he said.


‘Prison has made a philosopher of you. But what I meant was that I don’t recall you being so brave back when you were trying to roll old ladies, and Louis was forced to stick a gun in your mouth to make you stop.’


‘I remember,’ said Raum. ‘I’ve filed it away for future reference.’


‘I’ll be sure to make Louis aware of that. You know, you got drool on his nice, clean barrel. Next time, he’ll bring an old gun to check the quality of your bridgework. In the meantime, don’t come back to the Bear. It’s not your kind of place – unless you came here to see someone, in which case it’s not their kind of place either.’


Raum set down the bottle, still half-full. He stood and rolled his shoulders, a prizefighter waiting for the bell.


‘No, I got no one to meet, not here, and I was leaving anyway. Like you say, it’s not my kind of place.’ He waggled a finger at me. ‘But it may be that you and I will knock heads somewhere that is my kind of place, somewhere nice and dark, when there’s no one around to fight your battles for you.’


‘Just you and me, Raum?’ I said. ‘Sure, I’ll take those odds.’


He grinned, and somewhere a puppy died.


‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘I learned a lot these last few years. When we meet, you’ll be alone, but I’ll have my friends with me.’


‘You don’t have any friends,’ I said, ‘except the imaginary kind, and they’re no good in a fight.’


‘We’ll see, when the time comes.’


I was done with him. He’d stopped being interesting the day he was born.


‘You take care, Raum,’ I said. ‘I’d hate to see nothing happen to you.’


I returned to Scarborough in driving rain. A truck had jackknifed on Route 1 and the traffic was all backed up, so I listened to 1st Wave on Sirius while I watched the police light show. 1st Wave finished on a Smiths song, but I couldn’t listen to the Smiths in the same way anymore, not since Morrissey had turned into one of the people he used to despise, so I turned off the radio and drove the rest of the way in silence.


Later, with only shadows for company, I regretted permitting Raum Buker to get under my skin so quickly. He was an evolutionary blip, but no more than that. The jails were full of men like him – and the cemeteries, too, nature ultimately finding a way to cull the anomalies from the herd. Yet experience had taught me not to ignore sensations of unease. When I’d done so in the past, I’d been wrong. When I’d paid attention, it had left me better prepared for what was to come. So I drew a circle of my own around Raum, isolating the pentagram of his form, and listened for trouble’s song.










Chapter VIII



Beth Ann Robbin was waiting outside the Ellerkamp house with Condell when Marie arrived the next morning, the detective named Gardner presumably being otherwise occupied. It hadn’t escaped Marie’s notice that before leaving the previous night, and just as he appeared to be on the verge of vacating her doorstep, Condell had asked to check the system record on her alarm panel, because, as he put it, ‘if we don’t do it now, someone may ask later why we didn’t.’ Marie presumed that confirmation of her presence in bed, and at her husband’s side, meant she was definitely no longer a suspect, which was a relief. Then again, it bothered her somewhat that all the time Condell had been sitting at her kitchen table, he might have been viewing her as someone potentially capable of feeding coins to an old man until he choked to death.


An Athens PD patrol car was stationed in the driveway, the cop at the wheel reading a newspaper. Marie had watched the local TV reports about the murder the previous night, and again before leaving the house, but none of them had mentioned the manner of Edwin Ellerkamp’s demise. She supposed the police were trying to keep that quiet for as long as possible so as not to draw the crazies.


She followed the two officers into the house, and together they began a room-by-room check. Beth Ann told Marie that the crime scene technicians had worked through the night, so it was okay to touch stuff, although she was given gloves and plastic booties to wear as a precaution. They started upstairs and worked their way down, but as far as Marie could tell, the rooms looked much as they always had. Some of them she rarely entered as they were not in use, Edwin preferring to limit his domain to his bedroom, the kitchen, the living room, and the dining room. The latter two spaces were connected by a pair of double doors that were never closed, and the dining table had long since been removed. The area had served as Edwin’s library, study, and TV room, and was where he spent the preponderance of his time. It was left until last.


The first thing Marie noticed was that the open safe was now empty.


‘We decided it wouldn’t be wise to leave it as it was,’ said Condell, when she raised this. ‘We had an expert come in from the Philadelphia Mint to advise us, and just by looking she pointed out a bunch of stuff that ought to be under lock and key. Mr Ellerkamp had a lot of very valuable coins. We could be talking about high six, even low seven figures.’


Marie was shocked. She’d often wondered how much the collection might be worth, but her best guess had been at least 50 percent shy.


Condell had a file under his arm, and from it he produced a series of photographs of the room, taken before Edwin’s body had been removed. That way, Marie could check any anomalies against the photos to determine if they were a result of police activity or something else. Marie went over the room slowly, trying to balance her memories of it against what she was seeing now, all the time with the awareness of what had happened there. The couch on which Edwin had died was gone, taken away for further analysis. Four round depressions on the carpet marked the position it had once occupied, and blood spots served as a reminder, were one to be required, of its owner’s final torment.


Marie stood before the fireplace, where a gilt nineteenth-century mirror reflected the room back at her. It had always been a bitch to clean, requiring a ladder and a good sense of balance, but she was unlikely to have to worry about it anymore. She was turning away from it when a mark caught her eye.


‘There,’ she said. ‘That’s new.’


She pointed at a blemish in the bottom-left corner of the mirror.


‘I don’t see anything,’ said Beth Ann.


‘You need to look at it from an angle, close to the glass.’


Beth Ann did, Condell beside her. They saw a series of smudges, as though greasy fingers had been rubbed across it, creating a stain that was about a foot square, although one that had passed unnoticed because of the manner of its execution.


‘I cleaned that mirror the day before yesterday,’ said Marie, ‘and I left it spotless.’


‘It doesn’t look random,’ said Beth Ann. ‘There’s a pattern.’


‘Not just a pattern,’ said Condell. ‘I see traces of blood.’


Condell held up his phone and used it to take a series of snaps. When he was done, he ran through them on the screen. The last, either through luck or skill, was nearly perfect.


[image: Image]


‘Now,’ said Condell, ‘just what the hell is that?’










Chapter IX



For a few days I saw and heard no more of Raum Buker, and experienced no great sense of regret. I finished up some routine jobs that paid the bills: the confirmation of a simple case of insurance fraud; the interviewing of potential witnesses for an upcoming trial; and the shadowing of a straying spouse as ammunition for an imminent divorce case. (Roby Logan, who’d been a PI in Bangor back in the sixties and seventies, once told me that the worst misfortune ever to have befallen the trade was the introduction of no-fault divorce in Maine back in ’73. After that, he said, he could no longer afford a new car every year.) Nobody got so irate with me that they felt inclined to throw a punch – or worse, pull a gun.


Each night I’d take a hot bath, because lately I hurt more than I used to, and a bath helped. Afterward I’d look in the mirror, note my scars, and test how deep they went. Sometimes I’d think about how I’d come by them. I’d heard it claimed that the mind buries the memory of suffering in order for life to go on, but it’s not true, or not from my experience. Some said the same about women and childbirth, but I knew plenty of women, my ex-partner Rachel included, for whom the pain of parturition remained fresh even years after the event. I could still recall the agony of the shotgun blasts that had almost taken my life – did take my life, if you talked to the doctors, because I died on that operating table and they brought me back not once, not twice, but three times. I still woke in the night to feel the pellets tearing through me, and then I died all over again.


On an icy early February morning, I took the long drive south to visit the graves of Susan, my wife, and Jennifer, my first daughter. I’d paid to have the marker cleaned, and the moss cleared from the carved letters. It made the stone look almost new, so that briefly I was a younger man again, seeing their passing confirmed for me by an artisan’s hand. The bite of their loss had dulled, but it would never entirely dissipate, and that was as it should be. Someday, long after I was gone, their identities would be erased entirely by the elements, or the stone would fall and become overgrown by vegetation, and this, too, was in the way of things. They wouldn’t be the first to be forgotten in this manner, not in that place. They lay in an old cemetery, and their names would be added to its secret list of the lost.


I would never join them in that plot, though. I had made a decision a long time ago not to rest there. It would have caused too much pain to the surviving members of Susan’s family, and I was already responsible, in their eyes, for a sufficiency of misery. In the end, it wouldn’t matter to me where I was laid, although I’d chosen to be buried next to my grandfather in Scarborough’s Black Point Cemetery, if only to save anyone else the stress of making the decision on my behalf. I knew that I’d be seeing Jennifer again in the next life – Susan also, perhaps, but certainly Jennifer. I knew, because sometimes I still glimpsed her in this life, too. She haunted me, and I was grateful for her presence.


For the most part.










Chapter X



Beth Ann Robbin was once again sitting in Marie’s kitchen. The morning sunlight streamed through the drapes from a clear blue sky, but it contained no warmth, no warmth at all. Even with the radiator turned up full, Beth Ann felt the winter chill prowling, nipping.


Beside Marie sat her mother, Ida. Marie had told her about the mark on the mirror, and shown her an image of it forwarded from Condell’s phone. She’d been requested to do so by Condell, if a few days after its discovery. Marie guessed that the police had drawn a blank, or the state detectives had briefly forgotten about her mother’s long employment at The Elms. Beth Ann arrived to do the follow-up interview, although she had always regarded Ida Biener as a dull woman who wouldn’t have noticed the Second Coming had Christ materialized in her own yard. But miracle of miracles, even the most obtuse of individuals still possessed the occasional capacity to retain and retrieve information.


‘I’ve seen that before,’ Ida told Beth Ann. ‘The stick figure thing.’


‘Where?’


‘On Mr Ellerkamp’s computer, not long before I retired. It was so odd-looking that it stayed with me. He had it blown right up so it filled the big screen, and he was talking about it to someone on the phone.’


‘Do you recall what he said, or who he was talking to?’


Ida shook her head.


‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I never stuck my nose in his business. I knew he wouldn’t like it.’


‘When you say “not really”—’


‘I might have heard a name, but I could as easily have misheard it, because I was already leaving him to his business. I could come back and clean later, and not disturb him. Funny the things that lodge in your mind. Ask me where I was last Tuesday, and I’d struggle to tell you, but a darn stick figure on a screen I can recall.’


Her big, soft eyes stared back at Beth Ann. It was, Beth Ann thought, like being regarded over a fence by a particularly placid cow.


‘And what,’ Beth Ann persisted, ‘was that name you heard?’


‘Jeez, it was such a long time ago now. I’m kind of sorry I ever mentioned this, causing a fuss over nothing.’


‘It’s not nothing, Ida,’ said Beth Ann. ‘And we need all the help we can get, however small it might seem to you.’


Ida wrinkled her nose as she struggled to think.


‘Kebbell, maybe?’ she said. ‘Or Kibble? I have a cat, you see, so when I think of kibble, I think of her. Oh, it’s in here somewhere. Concentrate, dummy.’ She seemed on the verge of slapping herself on the forehead when her face cleared. ‘Kepler,’ she said, with relief. ‘I’d swear it was Kepler. Kibble, Kepler. If it had been anything else, then whoosh, it would be gone by now.’


Beth wrote all three words – Kebbell, Kibble, and Kepler – in her notebook. When she looked up again, Ida’s face had clouded.


‘You know,’ she said to Beth Ann, ‘I also think that image stayed in my head because it scared me. Now why would that be, do you reckon? I mean, it’s just a stick man, right? There’s no reason for it to have frightened me, or Mr Ellerkamp.’


‘Sure, just a stick man,’ said Beth Ann, although she had to admit that something about it was unsettling. Then: ‘But you say Edwin Ellerkamp was also frightened by it?’


‘I thought so then, but I might be doing that thing, you know, where you feel one way about something and think someone else must feel the same way about it, too?’


‘Transference,’ said Marie.


‘If you say so. You know more about that stuff than I do, what with your therapy and all.’


Marie blushed deeply.


‘Jesus, Mom,’ she said. ‘Broadcast it to the whole valley, why don’t you?’


‘It’s only us and Beth Ann, and she won’t tell.’


Ida winked at Beth Ann, who shot Marie what she hoped would be interpreted as a reassuring glance. Marie cast her eyes to heaven.


‘And you never saw this symbol again?’ Beth Ann asked Ida.


‘Never.’


Beth Ann closed her notebook. It wasn’t much, but it was a lead to share with Condell and Gardner. If this Kepler was a coin collector, someone in the numismatic community might know about him.


‘Thank you for your help, Ida,’ she said.


‘It was terrible, what happened to Mr Ellerkamp,’ said Ida. ‘He was a good employer. Marie won’t find another like him, even if he wasn’t a Christian. I used to josh him that for all his coins, he wouldn’t be able to buy his way into heaven when the time came. Didn’t matter if he believed in God or not, he’d have to answer for the manner of his living just the same.’


‘And what did he have to say to that?’


Ida Biener’s innate imperturbation was briefly disturbed, like standing water rippling from the impact of an imperfectly skimmed stone.


‘He told me,’ she said, ‘that with the right coin, even gods could be bought.’ Ida crossed herself: a good Catholic making amends for blasphemy, even in reported speech. ‘But then,’ she concluded, ‘Mr Ellerkamp was a very strange person, and if this Kepler was associating with him, he was a very strange person too.’


In an Ontario property, an hour from the border with the United States, a laptop was open in an otherwise dark room, its glow casting a bluish light on the face of the man examining the screen. An email had come through – not to his principal account, the one he used to receive information on auctions and sales, but to the secondary address. Only a handful of people were privy to it, and they used it sparingly. Most preferred not to use it at all, because his reputation preceded him, but he had money, and didn’t quibble over price. Meanwhile, when he sold, there could be no concerns about provenance, and if he made it clear that further information was required, it would be provided. If he found out that attempts had been made to conceal something from him, consequences would result.


He opened the message, which contained only a link to a website address ending in .onion, the address itself consisting of a random series of letters and numbers. Using a VPN to add a further layer of security, he accessed the Tor browser, which brought him to a site on the dark web. It was an auction listing, although the seller remained anonymous, or believed himself to be. But the man had learned that every seller had a signature, a series of tells that could be discovered in the online presentation of a listing, the formulation of the description, and the conditions of sale. Taken together, they were rarely definitive, but they did permit one to narrow one’s scope if one were a concerned buyer anxious not to be ripped off, or if one were seeking restitution for a scam that had already occurred. But rip-offs were rare in the circles in which he moved, either online or real world; the danger lay with the law, not with those involved in the marketplace, and anyway, only rarely did he venture onto the dark web. He was old school – older, indeed, than anyone could have imagined.


He read the listing carefully before bringing up each of the images in turn, using a digital magnifier to examine them in detail. Finally, he checked for other items from the same source, but found nothing of similar value or rarity. When he was done, he closed the listing, and picked up a pair of worn dice from his desk. He shook them in his fist and threw a double six.


He had no intention of bidding for something that had been taken from him. He already had an idea of who the seller might be, not only from the language of the listing but also because just a handful of specialists possessed the knowledge and resources to dispose of such an item, so very uncommon was it. Nonetheless, he was frustrated. He had hoped to deal with this problem before anything went to market, and preferably without recourse to further violence. He had lost his temper with Ellerkamp, even if the theatricality of the old man’s demise would serve as a warning to others. He was surprised the police had not publicly revealed more about the case, or that no mention had been made of the calling card left on the mirror, although this, he admitted, might have been an indulgence too far, even for him. Despite the official silence, rumors were already spreading about the death, which suited his purposes. It was important that prospective buyers should be made to understand the implications of involving themselves in his activities, and the best means of having his possessions returned to him was by first ensuring that there was no safe outlet for their disposal.
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