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For Lucy Hale




I


Indeed, as things stand for the present, the Land of Spirits is a kind of America … filled up with Mountains, Seas, and Monsters.


 


Joseph Glanvill, A Blow at Modern Sadducism (1668)
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A new fall of snow had settled upon the old, like memories, like the years.


It would freeze too, according to the weathermen, adding another layer to the ice that blanketed the city, and another day or two to the slow thaw that must inevitably come, although any release from the cold seemed distant on this February evening. Still, at least the latest snowfall, the first in more than a week, hid beneath it the filth of earlier accumulations, and the streets of Portland would look fresh and unsullied again, for a time.


Although the air was chill, it held no clarity. A faint mist hung over the streets, creating penumbrae around the streetlights like the halos of saints, and making a dreamscape of the skyline. It lent the city a sense of duplication, as though its ways and buildings had been overlaid imperfectly upon some earlier version of itself, and now that shadow variant was peering through, the people of the present within touching distance of those of the past.


Charlie Parker walked up Exchange Street, his head lowered against the rawness of the dark so that he progressed like a ram between sidewalk drifts. He didn’t need NBC to tell him that winter was tightening its grip. Some ancient personification of the season seemed to sense the approach of spring, even if no one else could, and was determined to cling to its white kingdom for as long as it was able. Parker could feel it in his bones, and in his wounds. His left hand was curled into a ball of hurt in his pocket, and the scars on his back felt tight and uncomfortable. His head ached, and had anyone asked, he could have pointed to the scattering of odd markings in his hair, silver-gray along the lines cut through his scalp by the shotgun pellets, and ascribed a locus of agony to each.


Older injuries troubled him too. Many years before, he had thrown himself into a frigid lake in the far north of the state rather than face the guns that would otherwise surely have ended his life. He had still taken a bullet for his troubles, although the pain of the strike was dulled by the greater shock of immersion in freezing water. He should have died, but he did not. Later, the doctors would throw an array of medical terms in his direction – hypothermia, hypotension, hypovolemia, high blood viscosity – none of which was of any great benefit to the human body, or its prospects of immortality, but all of which applied, at some point, to him.


On top of being shot, he had then violated just about every piece of post-immersion medical management by continuing to fight his tormentors, and that was before someone tried to kick his teeth in. One of the attending physicians, a specialist in maritime medicine, wanted to write a paper on him, but Parker had politely declined the offer of free ongoing treatment and therapy in exchange for his cooperation. It was a decision he sometimes regretted. He often thought that his body had never quite recovered from the trauma it had endured, because he had since felt the cold in winter with an intensity he could not recall from youth or young manhood. Sometimes, even in a warm room, he would be struck by a fit of shivering so violent that it would leave him weak for hours after. Even his teeth would hurt. Once, they chattered so hard that he lost a crown.


But hey, he was still alive, and that was good, right? He thought of the old commonplace about how giving up vices didn’t make you live longer, but just made it feel as though you were living longer. Nights like these made him feel as though he had been in pain all his life.


It was the first day of February. Parker could recall arguing with his grandfather about the months of winter, shortly after the old man had taken in the boy and his mother, permitting them to escape New York and the ripples from his father’s death. For Parker, those winter months were December, January, and February, but his grandfather, who had roots in another continent, always thought in terms of the old Gaelic calendar in which November was the first month of winter, and so for him February meant the start of spring. Even decades spent enduring the grimness of Maine winters, and the icy darkness of February in particular, had not shaken him in his conviction. As time went on, Parker came to suspect that the old man might have been wiser than his grandson realized. By embracing February as the birth of a new season, instead of the slow death of the old, his grandfather was demonstrating a degree of psychological acuity that enabled him to tolerate one of the worst months of the year by regarding it as the harbinger of better times to come.


Parker stopped outside Crooners & Cocktails. The bar was Ross’s choice. Parker wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as though the FBI man was intimate with Portland’s restaurant scene. Then again, Parker had come to accept that Edgar Ross was more attuned to unfamiliar rhythms than might be considered advisable, even for someone directly involved in matters of national security.


Actually, Parker kind of liked Crooners & Cocktails. The name might have been a bit hokey, but the interior was a throwback to another era, and the food and drinks were good. He stared through the glass, fogged by the heat inside, and thought he could make out Ross’s figure at the back of the room. The agent had a half-filled glass in front of him, and what looked like a tray of oysters. Parker hated oysters. As for his feelings about Ross, the jury was still out.


Parker turned away from the window. He could hear music drifting up the street from Sonny’s, and across from him figures moved in the bar of the Press Hotel, a building that had housed the Portland Press Herald until the newspaper relocated to One City Center back in 2010. He’d only been in the hotel once to take a look around and meet Angel and Louis for a drink. He thought it might be an okay place to stay, even if, like Crooners & Cocktails, it was a carefully cultivated exercise in nostalgia. Then again, maybe nostalgia was an understandable response to a world that appeared to be going all to hell, as long as everyone remembered that the past was a nice place to visit but nobody should want to settle in it.


One of the cars parked opposite was a black Lexus. Two men sat in the front. To avoid conflict, they would be listening to something neutral, Parker guessed: Classic Vinyl or Deep Tracks on Sirius. Both would be armed. He had informed them that Ross was coming. They were curious, just as Parker was. Ross rarely ventured so far north.


Parker’s cell phone rang. He answered, and Angel spoke.


‘He arrived in a limousine,’ said Angel, ‘but not one with government plates. The car dropped him off at this place, then left. I stayed with Ross, and Louis followed the car. It’s parked down on Middle Street. Private hire, but nothing flashy. The driver’s in Starbucks, playing games on his cell phone.’


Parker hung up and adjusted the pin on his tie. He hated wearing ties.


‘You still hearing me?’ he asked.


From the passenger seat of the car, Angel showed him an upraised thumb. At least, Parker hoped it was a thumb. With Angel, one could never be sure.


With that, Parker entered the bar.


It struck him, as he was escorted to the table, that he knew almost nothing about Ross. Was he married? He didn’t wear a ring, but Parker was aware of men and women in risky professions who chose not to advertise their marital ties. He could be separated, or divorced. Given his work, that would make sense. Did he have children? Parker thought not, but he’d been wrong about such matters before. Children mellowed some men, but made no difference at all to others beyond adding to their burdens. He’d read an interview with a novelist whose estranged daughter traveled thousands of miles to somewhere in Africa in order to mend their broken relationship, only to have the door slammed in her face. The novelist justified his actions on the grounds that he was not trained to deal with ‘problem children’, but Parker didn’t know of any parent who was trained to deal with children, problematic or not. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true: he knew a couple of child psychologists – one in particular – and they were terrible parents.


Ross stood to shake Parker’s hand. He had spilled Tabasco sauce on his shirt; just a speck, like a pinprick of blood. Parker didn’t comment on it, but he would find his eye drifting repeatedly toward it over the course of the evening, as though it represented an aspect profound that otherwise refused to reveal itself.


Parker handed his coat to the hostess but kept his jacket on.


‘I figured you wouldn’t mind if I ordered some oysters before you arrived,’ said Ross, once they were both seated. ‘I know how you feel about seafood.’


‘That’s gracious of you,’ said Parker. His general distaste for shellfish and seafood had, he realized, hardened into a phobia. He might have been tempted to see a therapist about it, were he not afraid of what a distrust of bivalves could suggest about his personality.


‘What are you drinking?’ he asked Ross.


‘A Dewar’s and Disaronno. It’s called a Godfather.’


‘I hope you’re being ironic.’


Parker glanced at the cocktail menu, found a drink he wasn’t too embarrassed to order – a Journalist, mainly Bombay Original and vermouth – and set the list aside. He barely sipped the cocktail once it was in front of him. He still had an aversion to hard liquor, but he’d learned long ago that when in the company of just one other person who was drinking, it paid to have something similar in turn, even if not a drop of it passed one’s lips. Coffee, beer, wine, Scotch, it didn’t matter: the act of ordering relaxed the other party, and that relaxation was important for the eliciting of information. Then again, Ross probably knew this already. If he didn’t, he shouldn’t have been working for the FBI.


He and Ross made small talk for a time – politics, the weather, Parker’s health – before ordering entrees: monkfish for Ross, steak for Parker, with glasses of Riesling and Malbec, respectively, to go with them. The waitress left them. Music played low, a counterpoint to the hum of conversation.


‘So,’ said Parker, ‘why are you here?’
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They were surrounded by people having a good time, cocooned against the cold beyond the glass. Portland eateries were adept at making customers feel cozy in winter. After all, they had a lot of practice.


Ross sipped his drink.


‘Have you ever crossed paths with a private investigator named Jaycob Eklund?’ he asked. ‘That’s Jaycob with a “y”.’


‘Out of where?’


‘Providence.’


‘I don’t believe so. Does he have a specialization?’


‘Not officially. He does whatever it takes to make ends meet: errant husbands and wives, bail skips, process serving – a little like you did, before the federal government began contributing to your finances.’


Only a few months had passed since the retainer had started to appear in Parker’s account, but it was already making a difference to his standard of living and the kind of cases he accepted. The paperwork, though, had taken a while to complete. Parker’s lawyer, Aimee Price, refused to have anything to do with the arrangement, regarding it as an error in judgment on his part, and quite possibly on the part of the FBI as well. Also, Price had finally tied the knot during the summer, after an engagement that had gone on for so long that the ring, although bought new, now practically counted as an antique. She was pregnant with twins, and intended to cut back on her workload, or so she said, but Parker knew that she was more concerned with putting some distance between herself and her most notorious client. As a mother-to-be, she wanted to take no risks with her safety or that of her nascent family. Parker couldn’t blame her, and had transferred his business to Moxie Castin, who had no such qualms.


Moxie gave the consultancy agreement with the FBI such a reworking that it now bore more resemblance to a monthly charitable donation from the government than any payment for services, current or future. But the words on the page weren’t the issue, and their true meaning lay hidden behind the legalese. Parker understood that he was tied to Ross, and Ross to him. Any favors asked or granted would always come with a price. Now, Parker sensed, he was about to begin earning some of that money.


‘And unofficially?’


‘Eklund was an occasional recipient of our – of my – largesse,’ said Ross.


‘In return for what?’


‘Watching. Listening.’ Ross finished his cocktail, washed his mouth out with water, and moved on to wine. ‘Did you think you were the only one?’


‘You’re making me feel less special,’ said Parker.


‘I suspect that may be beyond my skill range.’


Parker managed a smile.


‘Eklund has gone missing,’ Ross continued. ‘I want him found.’


‘You’re the FBI. That’s a little like a miner asking me to help him find coal.’


Ross didn’t answer. He just sipped his wine and waited. Their food came. It looked good, but neither man touched it, not yet.


‘Unless you can’t get the feds to do it,’ said Parker at last, once it became clear that they wouldn’t be able to eat, or move the conversation along, until he demonstrated to Ross his understanding of the situation. ‘You don’t know for certain what Eklund was looking into when he disappeared. If you put him into the system, and he was on your dime, you risk drawing attention both to him and to whatever it is you might currently be cooking up in that cauldron brain of yours.’


‘Very good.’


‘It’s sad that you don’t have faith in your fellow agents. I mean, if we can’t trust those who spy on their own citizens for a living, who can we trust?’


‘You,’ said Ross. He carved a slice of fish, carefully added some lobster and spinach risotto, and forked the combination into his mouth. He nodded his approval. ‘That’s a very fine piece of fish. You really don’t know what you’re missing.’


Parker ate some steak. It was perfect, but Ross’s presence at the table – in fact, in the state of Maine – was inhibiting his enjoyment of the dish.


‘You could just have called and asked me to look into this,’ said Parker. ‘You didn’t have to come all the way up here to do it.’


‘I look upon you as an investment. I wanted to see how it was maturing.’


‘And Eklund is just some small-time investigator who’s dropped off the radar, leaving you mildly concerned.’


‘You have it.’


Lies, all lies. Eklund was important. Ross wouldn’t have been here in person if he were not.


But then, this was all a game. Parker had in his possession a list of names retrieved from a plane in the Great North Woods. The list contained details of men and women who had been compromised in ways large and small, individuals who had made a pact, either knowingly or not, with the servants of an old evil. Parker was drip-feeding some of those names to Ross, and Ross would occasionally complain about the pace at which this information was being shared, but Parker felt certain that Ross was doing little more with it than memorizing those identified, and perhaps moving discreetly against them when the opportunity presented itself.


Mostly, Ross was waiting.


In theory, Parker could have handed over the list in its entirety, enabling Ross to run it through some massive computer in the FBI’s basement, at the end of which process a name would be spat out, for they were both convinced that hidden in this directory of human failings were clues to the identity of a single individual. That person, male or female, was leading a search for the Buried God, the God of Wasps, the One Who Waits Behind the Glass. If God existed, then this was the Not-God, but the names ascribed to it were irrelevant. Even whether or not such an entity might actually exist was relatively unimportant. What mattered was that those who believed in it, or simply professed to do so, used it to justify acts of immense depravity. Yet if the one who manipulated them all could be neutralized, that search would be set back for generations, perhaps forever.


But Ross was unable to carry out such an operation alone, no matter how quietly, because he couldn’t be sure that his search would remain a secret. Some of those being hunted occupied positions of power and authority. They were wary, and vigilant. They listened. For now, these people believed the list remained lost. If they knew it had been retrieved, they would act to secure it.


So for all Ross’s concerns about Parker, he acknowledged that Parker’s continued possession of the list, and his investigation of those on it, might be their best chance for success. That was why Parker’s retainer was so generous. Through it, Ross was funding a search in which his own agency could not be trusted to engage.


And now here he was, spearing fish with his fork and speaking of a missing investigator while Tony Bennett played in the background.


‘How long has Eklund been missing?’ Parker asked.


‘He was scheduled to get in touch four days ago. I let it go to five before I contacted you.’


‘Don’t you know about the importance of the first forty-eight hours in any investigation?’


‘I tend to eschew alarmism.’ He gestured at Parker’s plate. ‘You’ve barely touched your steak.’


‘I think I’ll ask them to bag it for me. I may have it with eggs in the morning.’


Ross’s own plate was already just a scattering of greens interspersed with fragments of white flesh. He dabbed his mouth with a napkin, finished off his wine, and called for the check. There was no suggestion of dessert or coffee. His business in Portland was almost done.


‘What makes you think Eklund isn’t just taking some time to himself?’ Parker asked.


‘Because that’s not the arrangement I have with him. The conditions of our agreement are very clear.’


‘I wish I could say the same.’


‘I don’t think you’d care much for the kind of errands Eklund runs.’


Another lie. Ross had put just a little too much effort into being dismissive.


‘I’ve placed the relevant information on Eklund in a drop box,’ he told Parker. ‘You’ll find a series of e-mail links to it when you check your in-box.’


The check came. Ross paid it in cash. When he had finished counting out the bills, he wrote down a cell phone number on a piece of blank paper that he took from his wallet.


‘If you need to contact me, use this number,’ he said. ‘You’ll be reimbursed for any expenses. I don’t need receipts, just an estimate. I’ll also make an ex gratia payment to your account to cover any incidentals. If you could avoid drawing too much attention to yourself, I’d be most grateful.’


He stood, but told Parker not to get up.


‘Stay. Finish your wine.’ His hand rested uncomfortably heavily on Parker’s left shoulder as he leaned down and spoke his next words very softly.


‘And if you ever try to record one of our conversations again, I’ll set the dogs on you and your psychotic friends, and let them tear you all apart.’


He patted Parker on the shoulder, then left.


A few minutes went by before Angel and Louis joined Parker.


‘Where did he go?’ asked Parker.


‘The car was waiting for him,’ said Louis. ‘He obviously had the pleasure of your company timed to the minute. We didn’t figure he was worth following. You want to talk to him, you can always knock on the door of Federal Plaza and ask if he can come out and play.’


‘And we didn’t hear a word either of you said after something about oysters,’ Angel added. ‘All we got was dead air.’


Parker reached for his tie and detached the pinhead microphone before removing the tie as well. Recording Parker’s interactions with Ross had been Moxie Castin’s idea. Even in its amended form, Moxie regarded Parker’s contractor’s agreement with Ross as being as close to toxic as it was possible for a document to come without requiring the addition of a biohazard symbol. Federal law permitted the recording of telephone or in-person conversations as long as one of the parties consented, which in this case Parker, 
as one of the parties, did, although Ross clearly held dissenting views.


‘He knew, or suspected,’ said Parker. ‘He jammed me shortly after I arrived.’


‘I think he has issues with trust,’ said Angel. ‘And charm, although we always figured about the charm part.’


‘He called you and Louis psychotic, by the way.’


Louis scowled, or at least his permanent scowl deepened slightly.


‘I’m hurt,’ he said. ‘I’m not psychotic. I’m sociopathic.’


Angel, who didn’t seem bothered either way, pointed at Parker’s steak.


‘You eating that?’


‘I—’


Before Parker could reply, Angel took Ross’s seat, drew the plate toward him, and commenced feeding. Louis borrowed a chair from the nearest table and began scanning the wine list, ‘since we’re here.’ A couple of the other diners glanced at them in mild alarm. Angel in particular looked like he might have been called to fix the boiler and become distracted by patrons’ unfinished meals. One woman nearby was now huddled protectively over her lobster thermidor.


Louis ordered a glass of the Malbec and some bar snacks: bruschetta, meatballs.


‘So,’ he said, once he was done, ‘what did Ross want from you?’


‘To find a private investigator named Eklund who’s gone off the reservation.’


‘You going to do it?’ asked Angel through a mouthful of steak.


‘You know,’ said Parker, ‘I don’t think I’ve been given a choice.’
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As Ross had promised, the links to the Eklund file were waiting in Parker’s in-box when he returned home that night. They required him to jump through some hoops to download the material, but eventually he retrieved everything. It didn’t amount to much. Eklund was fifty-two, divorced for five years, with no children. He had been a licensed private investigator for nearly a decade, having first served time with law enforcement in New Hampshire and Rhode Island without ever rising very high in the ranks or, it seemed, serving with any particular distinction. Parker could find no tales of bank robberies foiled, no shoot-outs with hardened gunmen, no murderers apprehended in the course of routine traffic checks. It was a standard law enforcement career. Eklund had simply served his twenty, retired, and gone into business for himself. What might have drawn him into Ross’s orbit, Parker did not know. Eklund appeared to be remarkably nondescript, but maybe that was the point. He wouldn’t attract attention, and Parker only had to glance in a mirror to figure out why that quality might have appealed to Ross.


Nevertheless, he wondered if Eklund had ever come to regret striking his deal with the FBI man. At least Parker knew what he was getting himself into, or hoped that he did. He was playing Ross, but he was also being played. Parker was the bait on a hook, the tethered goat in the forest, while Ross waited to see what might come to take a bite. But what was Eklund’s role? He watched, he listened, or so Ross had claimed. But whom was he watching, and to whom was he listening?


If Ross knew – and Ross must have known – then he wasn’t telling Parker, and the bare details of Eklund’s life contained in the drop box file offered no clues. Ross had supplied little more than business and home addresses, license plate number, the name and address of Milena Budny, Eklund’s ex-wife, professional affiliations, bank account details – that much was useful, in any case – along with the access code to Eklund’s cell phone. Parker wasn’t about to ask how Ross had secured the latter information. The bank accounts he could understand, especially if Ross was paying Eklund for his services, but the code was another matter. Either Ross did not entirely trust Eklund, or this was simply the preferred operating procedure in all of Ross’s dealings with those outside, and possibly even inside, the bureau. Whatever the reason, it made Parker glad he had gone to some lengths to secure his own computer, and was careful in the use of his landline and cell phone. In addition, he had his laptop and desktop computer regularly swept for viruses or Trojan horses; changed his passwords on a weekly basis; and, most adroitly of all, recorded little that was important or essential on-screen, preferring instead to rely on notebooks, his own system of shorthand, and a memory that was, as yet, showing no signs of decay beyond an occasional inability to recall the names of actresses in old movies.


With nothing else to do, Parker called Eklund’s cell phone. It went straight to voice mail, but he used the code provided to access the messages. He listened to eighteen, including one from Eklund’s ex-wife expressing concern at not hearing from him in a while, two from old cop buddies looking to meet up for a drink, and the rest from clients, either actual or prospective. Most left numbers, which Parker noted down, but none of the messages stood out as significant. He was also under no illusion that Ross was not already familiar with their contents, probably having accessed them without causing their deletion, and had come to the same conclusion as Parker had: if there was anything of use, it was well hidden.


Parker returned to the phone messages. They might have appeared mundane, but that didn’t mean they contained no interesting information, merely that Ross – or someone acting on his behalf – hadn’t been able to spot it. The same might well be true of Eklund’s computer, once it was found. Ross’s notes indicated that both the laptop and the phone were missing, and it didn’t take a trained investigator to assume both were wherever Eklund currently happened to be. Parker knew he’d have to go to Eklund’s office and home and perform a thorough search of all material he found in those locations, as well as track down each of the callers who had left messages in order to ascertain if Eklund had been in touch since they’d tried to make contact with him. The messages covered a period of five days, just as Ross had indicated. Eighteen messages over five days, almost a quarter of them personal. It wasn’t much for a working private investigator.


Parker set what little he had learned aside, turned off his office light, and went to bed. It was late, and he couldn’t do much for Eklund at this hour. He wasn’t even sure he would be able to get started in earnest for a day or two, at least. He had promised Rachel, his former partner and the mother of his daughter Sam, that he would travel to Burlington for a meeting with Emily Ferguson, the child psychologist who had been dealing with Sam in the aftermath of her recent abduction.


Parker had met Ferguson twice before: once at the start of Sam’s sessions, and the second time a week or so later, when he’d come across Ferguson and her children at the Maine Mall. Apparently her mother lived in Falmouth, and Ferguson had taken the opportunity to combine a visit with some shopping. As far as Parker could tell, Emily Ferguson had given birth to three monsters; that, or she had taken three kids and turned them into monsters. Either way, they were monsters. Given the time and opportunity, they could probably have reduced the Maine Mall to a pile of rubble and twisted metal. Rachel thought highly of Ferguson, and Parker bowed to Rachel’s professional knowledge, but he doubted that she had ever met the Ferguson tribe at its marauding best. If she had, it might have caused her to reconsider.


Sam: his daughter’s problem, at least as far as her mother and Ferguson were concerned, was not that she was traumatized by her abduction, but that she appeared almost entirely untroubled by it. A man had taken her from her home, locked her in the trunk of his car, and brought her to a remote motel, but he had suffered some form of hemorrhage before he could visit any harm on his captive. Sam had been very lucky, but an element of post-traumatic stress might have been expected. Instead, it was as though nothing had ever happened. Both Rachel and the psychologist were convinced Sam was burying her true feelings. Parker wasn’t so sure, but he kept his own counsel. He knew only that his daughter was stronger, and far stranger, than even her own mother could have suspected.


He lay in the dark. He hadn’t bothered to draw the drapes, and through the window the snow-clad Scarborough marshes shone in the moonlight, white on black, like a landscape image in negative. He opened and closed his left hand, stretching the fingers, just as he had been doing all evening. The action hurt, but it would mean less pain for him in the morning, or so he hoped. Sometimes his entire life felt like a series of such trade-offs, a little suffering now for the possibility of a reduction in suffering down the line. Perhaps it was a vestige of his Catholicism. In a past life, he might have been an ascetic, or a mortifier of his own flesh.


He fell asleep to the sound of waves lapping at the shore, in this world and another.
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In a house far to the west, a conversation ensued as blood was washed from skin to sink, and swirled away in a rush of pink.


‘Others may come.’ It was a man who spoke.


‘Let them’ was the reply. A female voice, but colder. ‘They’ll get the same.’


The woman stared out the window. Snow swirled as the storm moved east. She was glad that her brother could not see her face. She did not want to add to his concern. He did not like this part of their lives. Neither did she, but unlike her brother, she was capable of doing what was necessary, however unpleasant it might be.


‘Whose work do we do?’ she asked, dredging up the question from their shared childhood.


The response came automatically, even though he had not used it in years.


‘Our father’s work.’


His sister came to him, and kissed him softly on the lips. His mouth opened, and her tongue found his.


From the shadows the Brethren watched, and smiled their approval.
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Parker rose early for the drive to Burlington. Knowing that he would soon be in a car for hours, he poured coffee into a Thermos mug and walked the margin of the marshes, through pitch pine and red maple, through foxglove and winterberry holly, alone with his thoughts.


He was stricken by a fleeting sense of melancholy. He did not want to make the trip west, but could not have said why. He walked back to his house and reflected on how he missed having a dog. Dogs were generally incompatible with melancholy.


Before he left, he made a series of calls to those who had left messages for Eklund, confirming that they had not been returned. Finally, he called Milena Budny, who now lived in Florida with her second husband. He identified himself, and informed her that he was acting on behalf of a client who was concerned about her ex-husband after he failed to make contact at an agreed time and date.


‘Has something happened to Jaycob?’


The worry in her voice sounded genuine. Parker didn’t mention that he’d already listened to the voice message left by her on Eklund’s phone.


‘I really don’t know,’ said Parker. ‘I’ve only recently been engaged to look for him.’


‘I haven’t spoken to him in more than a month.’


‘Is that unusual?’


‘Yes and no. We try to speak every couple of weeks, but a month without contact wouldn’t be untypical.’


Not too many divorced couples stayed in touch in this way, or not in Parker’s experience, an opinion he now shared with Budny.


‘Our divorce was pretty amicable,’ she said.


Parker picked up on something in her tone. ‘Pretty’ amicable wasn’t the same as ‘amicable’, not by some distance.


‘May I ask why you separated?’


‘We’d been drifting apart for a long time.’


‘Okay.’


‘And I met someone else, someone with whom I wanted to be more than I wanted to be with Jaycob.’


‘So you instigated the divorce proceedings?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m reluctant to pry, Mrs. Budny, and anything you tell me will be held in confidence, but—’


‘You can ask what you want. If I feel something is too private, I’ll let you know.’


‘Well, there are degrees of amicability. I’m wondering, I guess, if your husband was angry, or upset, when you informed him that you wanted to end your marriage.’


‘It was all a long time ago.’


‘Five years. Not so long.’


‘You seem to know a lot about us.’


‘I’ve been tasked with looking for your husband. It’s kind of my business to find out as much as I can.’


‘Sure, I understand. Jaycob was sad about the end of our marriage. Not angry, just sad.’


‘Did he try to change your mind?’


A pause.


‘Yes.’


‘But your mind wasn’t for changing.’


He could almost see her smiling.


‘No.’


‘Is Jaycob still sad?’


‘Yes, I believe he is. I wish he’d find someone else, but he hasn’t.’


‘Some women would simply have cut off communication under those circumstances.’


‘I fell out of love with Jaycob, but I never stopped liking him. Talking with him occasionally, checking that he’s okay, makes me feel better.’


‘Less guilty.’


‘Yes.’


Parker didn’t suggest that this situation might be contributing to Eklund’s inability to move on after the divorce. He didn’t want to alienate Budny.


‘Does Jaycob ever talk about his work during your conversations?’


‘No. But then, he never did. Perhaps that was one of our problems.’


‘Any friends with whom he was close?’


‘No. Jaycob was always pretty solitary. He stayed in touch with some of his old police buddies, but only in the sense of joining them for drinks once or twice a year. Jaycob doesn’t have any real friends.’


‘What about hobbies, or pastimes?’


‘Ghosts.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Jaycob has a fascination with the paranormal. He reads books on it, goes to conferences.’


‘Is this a long-standing interest?’


‘I think it’s grown stronger since the divorce, but it was always present.’


‘General, or something specific?’


‘I can’t really say. I just know he spends a lot of time and money going places, talking to people. He doesn’t share the details with me. Not that I ask anymore.’


‘Why not?’


‘It gives me the creeps, and he didn’t seem to welcome my interest.’


‘And did Jaycob say why he preferred not to tell you more about what he was doing?’


This time, it took her a while to answer.


‘Only in the last couple of months.’


‘And what was his reason?’


‘He said it would be safer for me if I didn’t know.’


‘Those were his exact words?’


‘Yes.’


Parker thought that might have explained the anxiety in her voice on the message she left, but he had to be sure.


‘Mrs. Budny, are you worried about your ex-husband?’


‘Mr. Parker, I’ve always been worried about him.’


Before ending the call, he gave Budny assurances that he would call her if he discovered anything helpful, and she similarly agreed to get in touch with him if Eklund made contact.


He next called the number Ross had given him, and clarified one or two details from the Eklund file with the agent. That call lasted less than a minute.


His final call should, he thought, really have been made before he spoke with Milena Budny, but he didn’t think the recipient would have appreciated an early wake-up. His name was Art Currier, and he lived up by Seboomook Lake, on the doorstep of the state’s Great North Woods. Currier was retired, liked a drink, and enjoyed sleeping late. He was also a useful source of information on the area for men like Parker, and was willing to do legwork for twenty bucks an hour, as long as it didn’t get in the way of his sleep.


Currier answered on the fifth ring, if a yawn could be considered an answer.


‘It’s Charlie Parker.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘You could sound more pleased.’


‘This is me sounding pleased.’


‘No wonder you live alone. I have some work for you.’


‘Then talk.’


According to Ross’s file, Eklund owned a cabin near Baker Lake, ten miles or so from Seboomook. Ross hadn’t checked it because the place was remote and didn’t have a phone line, but he obviously assumed that Parker would. It was a hell of a drive to take in winter on the off chance that Eklund might be there, which seemed unlikely given the current weather, but Art Currier owned a snowmobile and knew the whole area better than Parker. Currier agreed to check on Eklund’s ‘camp’, as he termed it in true Maine fashion, and get back to Parker later that day.


With his calls made, Parker headed for Vermont. The weather was bad, although the storm was easing as it neared the coast. He listened to music on the drive, letting each album play in full, resisting the lure of the shuffle on his iPod. He thought this might be part of the reason for the resurgence in vinyl: at just twenty minutes each side, it wasn’t worth leaving the room to go and do something else. You might as well just sit and listen and, hey, since you’d sat through the first side, what was the point in neglecting the second?


He let the music wash over him, and thought of Sam. He had not seen his daughter in two weeks, although he had spoken with her over the phone and via Skype, which was increasingly how they communicated. When Rachel first moved out, taking Sam with her, she and Parker had come to an informal agreement about access and visits, and the arrangement had mostly worked. But Sam had been put in jeopardy by her father’s actions on two separate occasions over the past year. It had not been Parker’s intention to place her in harm’s way, and in neither case could he have anticipated or prevented what transpired, but the blame was his to bear. Those two events had altered the balance of his relationship with Rachel. He knew she still cared about him, and understood the depth of his feelings for Sam, but she was no longer as willing as before to entrust their daughter to his care. The negotiations were ongoing, and he was doing his utmost to ensure that they did not become fractious, an approach that seemed to surprise Rachel, as though she had somehow expected him to put up more of a fight.


But it wasn’t about fighting. Sam was special. She had to be protected.


And she was, although the precise nature of that protection remained to be understood.


It was close to three thirty p.m. when Parker finally arrived at Emily Ferguson’s practice on Spear Street, which was based in a house equidistant from the University of Vermont and the adjacent Burlington Country Club. Sam had already gone into Ferguson’s room for her session. Rachel was sitting outside in the waiting room, flicking through the latest edition of Vanity Fair. She greeted him with a perfunctory kiss on the cheek, and they sat opposite each other with the table between, just in case either one of them needed to pick it up to use as a shield.


‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry about it. The weather’s terrible, and Emily said she’d prefer to speak with us after Sam’s session anyway.’


‘How is she?’


‘Still fine.’


‘You sound almost disappointed.’


‘Don’t start.’


‘Sorry.’ And he was.


She fiddled with the drawstring on her hooded UV sweatshirt.


‘It’s not normal,’ she said, not for the first time.


‘I guess not.’


She dropped the drawstring.


‘I’ve been offered a contract with the university,’ she said.


‘That’s great.’


‘Three years, with the likelihood of an extension if all goes well. I’ll be attached to the Falls Laboratory as part of the biobehavioral subprogram.’


‘Will I sound stupid if I confess I don’t know what biobehavioral means?’


‘It’s the study of the interaction of behavior and biological processes. That’s the simple answer.’


‘Thanks for not overcomplicating it.’


‘I’ll be specializing in the neural systems underlying fear.’ She looked at him now. ‘I figure I’ve been dealing with so much of it that I should try to understand it better.’


‘And get paid for it.’


She allowed him a smile.


‘You’re such an asshole.’


‘I know.’


The smile faded.


‘My father thinks I should go to court,’ she said. ‘He believes we need to formalize our arrangements for Sam.’


‘Your father wants me to fall off the edge of the world and disappear.’


Rachel didn’t try to deny it. Parker’s relationship with her father was too far gone for that.


‘He cares a lot about Sam. What happened with the abduction – well, it nearly broke him. It nearly broke us all.’


‘You don’t have to go to court.’


‘Don’t I?’


‘You tell me what works best for you and Sam, and I’ll agree. If Sam is concerned, I’ll talk her round. She’ll understand.’


‘Why are you doing this?’


‘Doing what?’


‘Being reasonable. No, being – God, I don’t know – so neutral about it all.’


There it was again. Sometimes he thought she might have preferred it if he raged and shouted, or tried to stand up for his rights. If he did, it would probably have made it easier for her. It would have proved that her father was correct, and next thing anyone knew they’d all be knee-deep in lawyers.


‘Because I want her to be safe as much as you do. Because I love her.’


There was no time for further discussion. The door to Parker’s right opened, and Sam emerged. Ferguson stood behind her. She was a round, curvy woman who, for Parker, brought to mind a figure assembled from a selection of soft fruits. Aside from her apparent inability to raise children who were not a threat to the stability of nations, he found her patronizing, and strangely unyielding despite her fleshiness. Smug was the word that sprang most frequently to mind when he thought of her, although he tried to think of her as little as possible. All this he did his best to hide from Sam, as he didn’t want to prejudice his daughter against a woman who, whatever her flaws, was trying to help.


Sam gave him a hug as he rose, and he ruffled her hair as he hugged her back.


‘How you doing, Bear?’ he asked.


‘Good, Bear,’ she replied.


‘Bear’ had become an occasional thing with her lately. He wasn’t sure why.


‘If you’ll just grab a seat, Sam, we won’t be too long,’ said Ferguson.


Sam took the chair her father had just vacated and removed a book from her bag. She was working her way through the Encyclopedia Brown stories, and only had two or three left to go. Whenever they were in the car together, and someone cut them off or drove like an idiot, she would now order her father to ‘tootle him with vigor.’ It didn’t matter if the driver was male or female: ‘tootle him with vigor’ was the standard response.


Ferguson greeted Parker, and invited him and Rachel to join her in the consulting room. The space was bright and cheerful, with painted shelves that mixed clinical volumes and children’s books. The pictures on the wall were mostly landscapes, along with some original illustrations from modern YA fiction, although nothing threatening or potentially disturbing.


The initial discussion with Ferguson went much as Parker had anticipated. Sam, much to the frustration of two-thirds of the people in the room, continued to show no signs of trauma from the events surrounding her abduction. She claimed to have little clear memory of what had occurred beyond being snatched and taken to a motel room. Before she could come to any harm, her captor had started bleeding from multiple sites, and Sam used this opportunity to run away and seek help. This was much the same as what she had told the police, and later Parker himself. When he tried to press her further, both over Skype and in person – although only in Rachel’s absence – Sam responded to his questions with a single gesture: she placed a finger over her lips as an injunction to silence. Parker knew what that meant. He could recall the words she had whispered to him when he first became aware that his daughter was different.


‘They’re always listening. We have to be careful, Daddy, because they’ll hear. They’ll hear, and they’ll come …’


Ferguson was speaking to him, but he’d missed it, so lost was he in his own thoughts.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What was that?’


Rachel glanced at him with barely concealed annoyance. Ferguson, meanwhile, was being even more patronizing than usual, as though Parker were a slow learner who had to be coaxed along the road to greater understanding.


‘I was just remarking that I strongly suspect Sam worries about you.’


‘Really? I try not to discuss my work with her.’


‘Perhaps she’s more aware of it than you believe.’


If only you knew, he thought.


Something of this must have revealed itself in his face, because Ferguson’s placid expression faltered for the first time since the conversation had begun, briefly revealing a potentially more interesting side to her character; that, or she was simply wondering how anyone could be so dumb and still walk in a straight line without help.


‘She watched a man die in your presence,’ Ferguson continued. ‘A man who was about to kill you.’


‘I understand that.’ He decided to give her a brief flash of teeth. ‘It wasn’t intentional on my part.’


‘Jesus …’ said Rachel.


‘I’m not sure you understand the gravity of the situation in relation to your child,’ said Ferguson.


‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Parker. ‘Stop seeing her? I hardly see enough of her as it is.’


‘I—’ Ferguson began, but Parker interrupted her.


‘I could find another profession, I suppose. Child psychology might be an option, except my tendency is to try to solve problems, not create them where they don’t exist.’


Now Ferguson bared her teeth back at him. Good, thought Parker. For the first time he was being willfully difficult in his responses, even obstructive, but he was sick of this. He had enough guilt already without Ferguson trying to add to it. He knew his daughter better than any of them, and even he didn’t really know her at all.


‘I’m not sure that attitude is helpful,’ said Ferguson.


Parker forced himself to relax. Through the window behind Ferguson, he watched a breeze carry flurries of snow from the bare branch of a tree. A robin alighted amid the flakes, its feathers ruffling. Most headed south for winter, but a few always stayed. This one was a mature adult. It was either lucky or tough, because robins were prey for squirrels, snakes, cats, ravens, crows and just about every kind of raptor. Few lived longer than a couple of years.


‘Again, what do you want me to do?’ Parker asked, and saw Ferguson exchange a look with Rachel. Go away, that was one answer, but Ferguson and Rachel were both smart enough to recognize it wouldn’t make Sam happy. It wouldn’t even make her safer. He was there to protect her until the time came when she could protect herself, even if she wasn’t as vulnerable as she led others to believe. Nevertheless, it wasn’t a responsibility that he planned to abdicate anytime soon – or ever.


‘I think that’s a discussion for you and Rachel to have,’ said Ferguson. She and Rachel exchanged another look, and he knew that whatever Rachel might have to say had been the subject of a prior conversation between them.


‘We will,’ said Parker. ‘And thank you for what you’ve tried to do for Sam.’


He meant it, too. He might not have cared much for Ferguson, but she believed what she was doing was right. Who knew, it might even have helped Sam to have an adult other than her parents or grandparents taking an interest in her.


But his sincerity was lost on Emily Ferguson. She had relegated him to the position of ‘bad parent’, maybe even ‘dangerous parent’. It made Parker more determined than ever to avoid having anything to do with lawyers and courts when it came to Sam. If Ferguson were required to give expert testimony, it would not be in his favor.


‘I think I should continue my sessions with Sam for the time being,’ she said.


‘I’m sure that will be fine,’ said Rachel.


Parker didn’t object. He saw no reason to, for now.


They both stood. Ferguson shook hands with Rachel, and clutched her arm in a gesture of intimacy. Parker got a dead fish in his hand. He was no expert, but he thought that constituted some form of bias. There must have been something in Ferguson’s training advising against it, but she might have been sick on the day they covered it.


In the waiting room, Sam was immersed in Encyclopedia Brown, who was keeping Idaville safe from criminals.


‘Can we go to Al’s?’ she asked.


Al’s French Frys was nearby, on Williston Road. It had been producing damn fine fries since the 1940s, and a visit to it was part of Sam’s post-session routine.


Parker looked at Rachel, but she was determined that any anger she might have felt toward him should not be obvious to Sam.


‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Let’s do that.’


Sam turned her gaze to Parker, then back to Rachel. She scrunched up her nose.


‘Did you guys just have a fight?’




II


Yesterday, upon the stair,


I met a man who wasn’t there.


He wasn’t there again today,


I wish, I wish he’d go away …


 


William Hughes Mearns, ‘Antigonish’
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The boy’s name was Alex MacKinnon. His family was of Scottish ancestry on one side, and proclaimed it at every opportunity, although no immediate member had set foot in the old country since the beginning of the previous century.


Alex was twelve, and had only recently begun cycling to and from school, with his mother’s reluctant permission, although it was a freedom he had been given ample cause to regret over the course of winter. Yet only the worst of the weather forced him to abandon his bicycle. He was not about to let the elements undo, even temporarily, such a hard-won concession.


His bike had lights on both the front and back. He wore a reflective vest with a blinking red LED on the left sleeve, and another LED on the back of his helmet. He considered himself to be so well lit that a motorist would be more likely to collide with a fully decorated Christmas tree than hit him. On the other hand, the daylight was already fading as he left school, and although it was less than a mile from the school gates to his door, there were dark patches along the road, mostly where the woods lay.


That was where Alex saw the man, or what might once have been a man. He was dressed in black, but his head was bare despite the cold, revealing a bald pate fringed in red, the color of his hair matching that of his beard, which ran like the strap of a helmet from ear to ear.


He was walking parallel to the road on a bank of thick snow. The sight of someone marching bareheaded through the trees would have been unusual enough at this time of year, because a cold wind was blowing, and the drifts hid hollows and tree roots, so it was easy to misstep and take a fall. But what made this particular individual even more distinctive, and caused Alex to veer into a ditch, spilling him from his saddle, was that he was not walking through the snow but over it: his shoes were clearly visible when he should have been buried in white almost to his knees. It was also clear to Alex, even in this poor light, that the man was leaving no footprints, not a one.


Alex lay on his back, the front wheel of his bicycle still spinning beside him. He hadn’t hurt himself in the fall, but the air had been knocked out of him. More to the point, he was scared shitless.


The man stopped walking, frozen in midstep, like a hunter alerted to the presence of a deer. For a moment he remained entirely still, until his attention slowly began to shift in Alex’s direction. His features were smudged and indistinct, as though a thumb had smeared itself across an ink drawing of a face. His head tilted slightly to one side, taking in the boy and his bicycle, then—


Well, Alex could only describe him as turning in upon himself. The man pivoted on his right foot so that his right side was now toward Alex, then took a step forward and was gone, leaving no sign that he had ever been there to begin with.


Alex scrambled to his feet, grabbed his bicycle, and made a running start along the road. He didn’t look back. He didn’t dare. And although he had never seen this apparition before, still he knew it for what it was, because he’d heard his father whisper to his mother of just such a figure, when his father thought he was going mad.


The Brethren shadowed Alex through the forest, watching him from the trees. Another haunting had begun.
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The meal at Al’s wasn’t the most convivial that Parker could recall, although Sam didn’t let the chill between her parents prevent her from enjoying her cheeseburger and cup of fries, as well as a strawberry milk shake. She declined to accompany Rachel when she went to the bathroom, and stayed with her father at the table, sipping the last of her shake and watching a small snowplow at work in the parking lot.


‘Do I have to go visit with Emily again?’ she asked.


‘I think it might help,’ Parker replied.


‘I don’t need help.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


She spoke in a tone that brooked no argument. It was a simple statement of fact.


‘It might make your mom feel better about things.’


Sam considered this.


‘Okay.’ She sucked noisily through the straw. ‘Did Mom tell you about the picture?’


‘What picture?’


‘Emily asked me to draw a picture of my house and my family. I did like she asked, and she just looked at me funny.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, I drew Grandpa and Grandma, and Mom, and you – and Walter, although dogs are hard. And I drew the house. I thought it was pretty good.’


‘And Emily didn’t?’


‘She showed it to Mom after, when I was waiting outside. She told Mom that she thought I felt like I wasn’t part of my own family because I didn’t put myself in the picture.’


‘Why didn’t you draw yourself?’


‘I was the artist. How could I draw myself if I was the one drawing everyone else?’


Parker sipped his coffee. It made sense to him, but then he never claimed to be a psychologist.


‘So,’ Sam continued, ‘I drew another picture and brought it to Emily today, and I put a girl in it. She asked if it was me.’


‘And what did you tell her?’


‘I just smiled. She figured it for a yes.’


Parker found that he was holding on too hard to his coffee cup. The sounds of the other people in the restaurant faded away, and there was only Sam, him, and the whiteness beyond.


‘But it wasn’t you, was it?’ he said.


‘No.’


Jennifer, he thought: she put her dead half sister into her drawing.


‘Do you still see Jennifer?’


‘You know I do.’


His throat hurt, and his eyes were warm. He blinked to try to keep the tears away. He couldn’t help it. This was wrong. And yet:


‘How often does she come to you?’


‘A lot.’


‘Is she …?’


His voice trailed off. He didn’t know what he wanted to ask, or nothing that could be captured in a single word. Happy, sad, angry, frightened – did these concepts even have any meaning for what Jennifer now was?


And Sam replied, ‘She is.’


Yes, he thought: if there was only one truth, then that was it. She is. She exists. Anything else was purely incidental.


Sam was draining the last of her milk shake, assessing him over the glass. He stepped carefully. He found that he did so more and more often around her. He looked to his left. Rachel had stopped to speak with someone over by the restroom. He couldn’t see who it was from where he sat. Her body was turned slightly away from the other speaker, as though she was not inclined to linger. Whatever the nature of the conversation, she would be back at the table very soon.


‘Sometime you’re going to have to talk to me about what really happened at the motel,’ he said.


Sam detached herself from the straw and opened her mouth to object, but he held up his hand to stop her.


‘I know what you’re going to say. You’ll tell me about being careful, and people listening, and I understand all that. But I’m still your father, and I can’t protect you if I can’t talk with you about stuff.’


Rachel extricated herself, and began moving toward them. Only when she was almost – but not quite – within earshot did Sam speak again.


‘But you’re not protecting me, Daddy. I’m protecting you.


‘And,’ she added softly, ‘the ones who are listening aren’t people …’
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The sky was gray as they emerged from Al’s. Parker checked the forecast on his phone. More snow was due, and the meteorologists were advising people against unnecessary travel. He could leave Burlington and start driving, but the likelihood was that he’d be caught in the worst of the storm before he even got halfway back to the coast. It would be a slow, tedious, stressful trip. He was better off staying where he was for the night, and starting out early in the morning when the roads were clear.


He looked at Rachel. They’d made love when last he stayed in Vermont. He was injured at the time, and she was hurting from a breakup, and they cared about each other and loved each other enough to be able to draw comfort from a night together. That wouldn’t be happening tonight, or perhaps ever again. Sam’s abduction had altered the delicate balance between them, possibly irrevocably.


‘I’m going to find somewhere in town for the night,’ he told her.


Rachel didn’t bother asking him where he was going to stay. She probably guessed: there was a little inn near the university that he had grown to like. He’d slept in enough motel beds to want to avoid them whenever possible.


‘I’ll be in touch,’ she said.


‘Sure.’


He hugged Sam. A little fragment of his heart came loose and was lost to him each time he had to say goodbye to her. He’d never believed it would come to this. He’d never wanted to be one of those fathers.


‘Take care of your mom,’ he told her.


‘I will. Love you, Bear.’


‘Love you too, Bear.’


He watched them drive away. He felt trapped in a strange dream from which he could not awaken; each time he opened his eyes, he found himself mired deeper in unreality.


And he was frightened of his daughter.


He got in his car and started the engine, then sat for a time to let the windows clear. The door to Al’s opened, and a man emerged. He had neatly coiffed white hair, and the tanned skin of someone who could afford to escape much of the winter for sunnier climes. It was Jeff, Rachel’s former boyfriend – asshole boyfriend, Parker corrected himself, although the asshole part was a given. Burlington was a small city; too small, sometimes. If it was with Jeff that Rachel had been talking in the restaurant, then why hadn’t she mentioned it to him when she returned to the table? Actually, he knew the answer: any discussion of Jeff would only have darkened an already somber mood.


Parker’s Mustang was distinctive enough to draw a second glance even in passing, but Jeff must have been looking for it. Parker saw him pause at the door and scan the lot before locking onto the car. His expression was one of restrained distaste, but he gave no other acknowledgment of Parker’s presence. There was just the pause, and the look, before he walked off to the left and disappeared around the corner.


Al’s wasn’t Jeff’s kind of place. He didn’t much care for eating with his fingers, or being surrounded by folks who did. So what, Parker wondered, was he doing there? It didn’t take a PI’s license to figure out the answer to that one.


If Jeff starts dating Rachel again, Parker thought, I’ll have him killed.


Slowly.


The inn was otherwise unoccupied by guests that evening. He was given a large room with a bay window overlooking the garden, and beyond it a view of Lake Champlain and the Adirondacks. He put his overnight bag in a corner. He always kept a canvas carrier in the trunk of his car, filled with a couple of changes of clothing, some toiletries, and a little medical kit. He took the room’s wingback chair and checked his phone. He saw that he’d missed a call from Art Currier, which he now returned.


‘Art?’


‘That camp is way out in the willy-wags. Even in summer it’d be hard to get to.’


‘Meaning?’


‘It’s empty, and I don’t think anyone’s been down that trail since before the first snowfall.’


‘Did you ask around?’


‘Didn’t need to, but figured you might want confirmation. This Eklund doesn’t have many neighbors, and up there most people incline toward minding their own business, but I rousted an old coot who thought the owner might have cleared out some stuff last year: furniture, bedding, and the like. He hasn’t seen him since.’


Parker thanked Currier, and told him he’d send a check.


‘Send cash. It was me who hauled his ass out there, not the IRS.’


Currier hung up, and Parker opened his laptop to go through e-mail. There was nothing from Ross to indicate that the missing Eklund had reappeared, so he pulled up a map of Providence, Rhode Island, saved a couple of screenshots, and booked a hotel room equidistant between the home and office addresses of the missing PI. Then, because it was on Ross’s dime, he booked a second room. One night alone was enough, and he decided he might want some company in Providence.






9


Alex MacKinnon didn’t eat all of his supper that night. He told his mom he wasn’t feeling so good. May MacKinnon put her hand to her son’s forehead and found it cool to the touch, but he was definitely shivering, and she was worried that he might have caught a chill. That bicycle: while part of her was pleased to see her son growing more independent, she hated the thought of him cycling to and from school. Some people just drove like jerks, and cell phones had made their kind into jerks squared. Every time she saw a dumb bitch or bastard texting or talking while trying to drive with one hand, she wanted to put a gun to someone’s head and pull the trigger. She didn’t want her son to end up dead in the gutter just because a seventeen-year-old was too busy with a phone to keep her eyes on the road.


She checked on Alex shortly after eight. He was lying under the covers of his bed, watching YouTube videos on his iPad. He was wearing earphones, so he didn’t notice her at the door, and she decided not to disturb him. She considered keeping him home from school the next day. Alex wasn’t one of those kids who complained of being ill when they weren’t. She’d see how he was feeling in the morning and make a final decision then.


She went to the storage closet beside the first-floor bathroom, which was where they kept the laundry hamper. She’d noticed earlier that it was pretty full, and it wouldn’t hurt to put up a load while she had time. It would mean she could transfer it to the dryer before she went to bed, and it would be ready to go in the morning.


Of course, there was less washing now than there used to be.


Mike, Alex’s father, would be missing for a year come April. He’d been suffering from depression, and privately most people believed that he’d taken his own life. May didn’t hold with that, though, not one little bit. Her husband might sometimes have been sad, but not only wasn’t Mike the kind to do away with himself (although was there really such a thing as ‘the kind’, May often wondered, when she lay alone in their bed and wept for the absence at her left side), but he wasn’t a man who would abandon his wife and son to pain and uncertainty in the aftermath. He had always been a gentle, courteous individual. He couldn’t even accept a complimentary dessert at the Sovereign Grille without sending a thank-you card a day or two later. He wouldn’t have killed himself without leaving a note for his wife and child, but she struggled even to envisage him writing such a missive. Mike was a quiet man, but he never kept his pain bottled up. They’d always been able to talk to each other, right from the start. He’d been open with her about every aspect of his life.


Even his family.


God, getting in touch with Mike’s brother after Mike went missing was just about the hardest thing she’d ever done. Mike would have hit the ceiling, but then Mike wasn’t around, which was the whole point, and May’s fear was that his disappearance might be linked to his brother’s activities. If that were the case, then his brother would know whom to approach, and where to look. But this, too, was a dead end. Mike’s brother helped, or appeared to, but she couldn’t really know for sure.


And as for that woman with him – Jesus, she gave May the creeps.


She’d held on to hope. Mike could have been involved in an accident, or suffered some type of stroke. For all anyone knew, he might have been stuck in Boise, Idaho, with no recollection of his previous life, living with the homeless, just another man who’d fallen through the cracks. Lately, though, she’d come to feel that he was dead. She sensed it as a severing of the bond between them, perhaps because they’d always been so close. Maybe her desire to have him returned to her alive had caused her to remain willfully blind to reality. It was as though she had been shot, or stabbed, during some incident of panic and flight, and the recognition of her injury was only emerging as the adrenaline subsided.
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