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For Steve Fisher


   

I


And I will restore to you the years that the locust hath eaten …


Joel 2:25




1


The bar was one of the more recent additions to Portland’s waterfront, although the term ‘recent’ was relative given the rapid pace of development in the city. Parker wondered if at some point every person reached an age where he or she prayed for a pause to progress, although often it seemed to him that progress was just so much window dressing, because people tended to remain much as they had always been. Still, he wished folks would occasionally leave the windows as they were, for a while at least.


The presence of the bar was indicated solely by a sign on the sidewalk, required because the premises were set back from the street on the first floor of an old warehouse, and would otherwise have been difficult, if not impossible, to find.


Perhaps this was why it appealed to Louis. Given the opportunity, Louis might even have dispensed with the sign entirely, and supplied details of the bar’s location only to those whose company he was prepared to tolerate, which meant that maybe five people in the world would have been burdened with the responsibility of keeping it in business.


No such tactics were required on this night to offer Louis the peace he desired. Only a handful of customers were present: a young couple at a corner table, two older men eating burgers at the bar, and Parker and Louis. Parker had just been served a glass of wine. Louis was drinking a martini, very dry. It might not have been his first, but with Louis it was always difficult to tell.


‘How is he?’ Parker asked.


‘Confused. In pain.’


Days earlier, Louis’s partner, Angel, had been relieved of a tumor the size of an egg in a New York hospital, along with a length of his large intestine. The procedure hadn’t gone entirely well, and the recuperation period would be difficult, involving chemotherapy sessions every three weeks for the next two years, while the threat of ancillary growths remained. The call to inform Parker of Louis’s presence in the city of Portland had therefore come as a surprise. Parker had intended to travel down to New York to visit Angel and offer Louis whatever support he could. Instead, Louis was sitting in a Portland bar while his partner lay in a hospital bed, medicated up to his eyeballs.


But then Louis and Angel were unique unto themselves: criminals, lovers, killers of men, and crusaders for a cause that had no name beyond Parker’s own. They kept to their particular rhythm as they walked through life.


‘And how are you?’ asked Parker.


‘Angry,’ said Louis. ‘Concerned and frightened, but mostly angry.’


Parker said nothing, but sipped his wine and listened to a ship calling in the night.


‘I didn’t expect to be back here so soon,’ Louis continued, as though in answer to Parker’s unvoiced question, ‘but there were some things I needed from the condo. And anyway, the New York apartment just didn’t feel right without Angel next to me. It was like the walls were closing in. How can that be? How can a place seem smaller when there’s one person missing from it? Portland’s different. It’s less his place. So I visited with him this afternoon, then took a car straight to La Guardia. I wanted to escape.’


He sipped his cocktail.


‘And I can’t go to the hospital every day. I hate seeing him that way.’ He turned to look at Parker. ‘So talk to me about something else.’


Parker examined the world through the filter of his wineglass.


‘The Fulcis are considering buying a bar,’ he said.


Paulie and Tony Fulci were Portland’s answer to Tweedledum and Tweedledee, assuming Tweedledum and Tweedledee were heavily – if unsuccessfully – medicated for psychosis, built like armored trucks, and prone to outbreaks of targeted violence that were often, but not always, the result of severe provocation, the Fulcis’ definition of which was fluid, ranging from rudeness and poor parking to assault and attempted murder.


Louis almost spat out his drink.


‘You’re fucking kidding. They haven’t said anything about it to me.’


‘Maybe they were afraid you might choke – and not without justification.’


‘But a bar is a business. With patrons. You know, regular human beings.’


‘Well, they’re banned from almost every drinking hole in this city, with the exception of the Bear, and that’s only because Dave Evans doesn’t want to hurt their feelings. Also, they help keep bad elements at bay, although Dave sometimes struggles to imagine an element worse than the Fulcis themselves. But Paulie says that they’re worried about falling into a rut, and they have some money from an old bequest that they’re thinking of investing.’


‘A bequest? What kind of bequest?’


‘Probably the kind made at gunpoint. Seems they’ve been sitting on it for years.’


‘Just letting it cool down a little, huh?’


‘Cool down a lot.’


‘They planning on fronting this place themselves, or would they actually like to attract a clientele?’


‘They’re looking for a stooge.’


‘They’ll need to find someone crazier than they are.’


‘I believe that’s proving an obstacle to progress.’


‘Would you front a bar run by the Fulcis?’


‘At least it would be guaranteed free of trouble.’


‘No, it would be guaranteed free of outside trouble.’


‘If they manage to open, you’ll be obliged to support them. They’ll be very unhappy otherwise. You know how fond they are of you and Angel.’


‘Which is your fault.’


‘I simply facilitated an introduction.’


‘Like rats facilitated the introduction of the plague.’


‘Tut-tut.’


Louis finished his drink and raised his glass for another.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘that news has cheered me up some.’


‘I thought it might.’


‘You working on anything?’


‘Just some paper for Moxie. Routine stuff.’


Moxie Castin was one of Portland’s more colorful legal figures. With his ill-fitting suits and huckster manner, Moxie appeared completely untrustworthy, but in Parker’s experience only trustworthy individuals were prepared to embrace a livery that suggested the opposite. Moxie paid well and on time, which made him a rara avis not only in legal circles but in most other circles as well. Finally, Moxie was privy to most – although not all – of Parker’s affairs, including the discreet arrangement whereby the Federal Bureau of Investigation paid a retainer into Parker’s account each month in return for consultancy services. It was not a state of affairs of which Moxie unconditionally approved, although at least Parker also recognized it for the devil’s bargain it was.


‘You look tired for a man dealing with routine stuff,’ said Louis.


‘I haven’t been sleeping well.’


‘Bad dreams?’


‘I’m not sure I can always tell the difference between dreams and reality. Waking sometimes seems as bad as sleeping.’


Parker was already recognizing signs of the onset of a depression that had shadowed him even in adolescence, but had begun to trouble him more deeply since the gun attack that almost killed him. He knew that soon he would have to seek seclusion. He would want – even need – to be alone, because it was at those times that his dead daughter most often appeared to him.


‘Angel said something to me once.’


Parker waited, and it was as though Louis had heard his thoughts, or had glimpsed the flickering whiteness of a lost child in Parker’s eyes.


‘He said he thought you saw Jennifer, that she spoke to you.’


‘Jennifer’s dead.’


‘With respect, that’s not the point.’


‘Like I said, I find it hard to tell what are dreams and what are not.’


‘You know, I don’t think you find it hard at all.’


Time passed slowly before Louis spoke again.


‘I used to dream of my father.’


Parker knew that Louis’s father had fallen into the hands of bigoted, violent men, who hanged him from a tree before setting him alight. Many years later Louis returned for those responsible, and burned the tree on which his father had died.


‘He would come to me in my sleep,’ said Louis, ‘wreathed in fire, and his mouth would move as he tried to speak, except nothing ever came out, or nothing I could understand. I used to wonder what he was trying to say. In the end, I figured he was warning me. I think he was telling me not to go looking for vengeance, because he knew what I’d become if I did.


‘So I dreamed him, and I knew I was dreaming him, but when I woke I’d smell him in the room, all shit and gasoline, all smoke and charred meat. I’d tell myself I was imagining it, that these were all smells I knew from before, and the force of the dream was just tricking my mind into putting them together. But it was strong, so strong: it would be in my hair and on my skin for the rest of the day, and sometimes other folks picked up on it too. They’d comment, and I wouldn’t have an answer for them, or none they’d want to hear, and maybe none I’d want to hear either.


‘It would frighten me. Frightened me for most of my life. Angel knew, but no one else. He smelled it on me, smelled it after my nightmares when I woke up sweating beside him in bed, and I didn’t want to lie to him because I’ve never lied to him. So I told him, just like I’m telling you, and he believed me, just like I know you believe me.


‘My father doesn’t come to me so much anymore, but when he does I’m no longer troubled. You know why? Because of you. Because I’ve seen things with you, experienced things that made me understand I wasn’t crazy, and I wasn’t alone. More than that, there’s a consolation to it, to all of this. I think that’s why I came up here tonight, and why I called you. If I lose Angel, I know I’ll find him again. I’ll tear this world apart before I do, and maybe I’ll die burning like my father burned, but that won’t be the end for Angel and me. He’ll wait for me on the other side, and we’ll go together into whatever waits. This I know because of you. I’ve hurt a lot of people, some that didn’t deserve what came to them and some that did, although the distinction meant nothing to me then and doesn’t mean a whole lot now. I could have questioned what I did, but I chose not to. I have blood on my hands, and I’ll shed more before I’m done with this life, but I’ll shed it because I’m following a different path, your path, and I’ll sacrifice myself because I have to, because it’s my reparation. In return, I’ll be allowed to stay with Angel forever. That’s the deal. You tell that to your daughter next time you see her. You tell her to bring it to her god.’


Parker stared hard at him.


‘Just how many cocktails have you had?’


The stillness seemed to encompass the entire bar. All others vanished. It was only these two, and these two alone.


And Louis smiled.
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Over ice-locked forest, over snow-frozen fields, to the outskirts of a town in the northwest of the state, to a house by the edge of the Great North Woods, to—


To a fairy tale.


The boy’s name was Daniel Weaver. He was five years old, with the kind of seriousness to his face found only in the features of the very young and the very ancient. His eyes, quite dark, were fixed on the woman before him: Holly, his mother, although had one been separated from the other, no stranger would have reunited them by sight alone. She was blond where Daniel was ebony, ruddy where he was wan, light to his shade. She loved him – had loved him from the first – but his temperament, like his coloring, was alien to hers. A changeling, some might have said, left in the cradle while her true son – less troubled than this one, gentler in his soul – was taken to dwell deep below the earth with older beings, and light up their hollows with his spirit.


Except it would not have been true. A stolen child Daniel might be, but not in such a way.


The tantrums came upon him with the suddenness of summer storms: ferocious tumults accompanied by shouts and tears, and a potential for violence to be visited only on inanimate objects. In his rages no toy was safe, no door unworthy of a kick or a slam; but terrible as they were, these moods remained rare and short-lived, and when they had spent themselves the boy would appear dazed in the aftermath, as though shocked by his own capacities.


If the heights of his joys never quite matched these depths, well, no matter, although Holly sometimes wished her son could be a little more at ease with the world, a little less guarded. His skin was too thin, and outside of a few familiar environments – his home, his grandfather’s house, the woods – he remained forever wary.


And even behind the safety of his own walls, there would be moments like this, instances when some strange fear overcame him so that he could not bear to be alone, and could find solace only in his mother’s presence, and in the telling of a tale.


The book in Holly Weaver’s hands was an edition of Grimm’s Fairy Tales printed in 1909 by Constable of London, with illustrations by Arthur Rackham. Some blank pages, of a different texture from the rest, had been added to the volume, although she could not have said why. It was still by far the most valuable book in the house, worth hundreds of dollars, according to the Internet. It would have been worth much more had it been signed by Rackham himself: those copies went for ten or fifteen thousand dollars, more money than Holly had ever possessed at any one time, and certainly more than she could ever imagine paying for a book.


But Holly didn’t know much about book collecting, and would never have contemplated disposing of this one anyway, even had it been hers to sell. It was part of her son’s legacy, a point of connection with another woman, now departed.


And it appeared that Daniel understood its importance, although it was never explained to him. Even in the worst of his tempers, he was always careful to spare his books, and this one maintained pride of place on his topmost shelf. When he was scared or anxious, she would read to him from it, and soon he would fall asleep. By now she felt she could recite most of the stories from memory, but taking the book from its shelf and opening it were elements of the ritual that could not be undone, and had to be followed precisely on each occasion.


Even now, when the tale to be told was not printed in its pages.


‘Tell me the special story,’ Daniel said, and she knew then that this was one of those nights when he was troubled by emotions too complex to be named.


‘Which story?’ she replied, because this, too, was part of the ritual.


‘The story of the Woman in the Woods.’


Holly had given it this title. Call it a moment of weakness. Call it a veiled confession.


‘Don’t you want to hear one of the others?’


A shake of the head, and those oh-so-black eyes unblinking.


‘No, only that one.’


She did not argue, but turned to the back of the book, where a length of red thread held in place a sheaf of additional pages. She was no Rackham, but she’d always been good at art in school, and had poured her heart into creating this story for Daniel. She’d even sized and cut the paper to match the dimensions of the original volume and the tale was handwritten with calligraphic precision.


She cleared her throat. This was her penance. If the truth were ever discovered, she would be able to say that she had tried to tell him of it, in her fashion.


‘Once upon a time,’ she began, ‘there was a young girl who was spirited away by an ogre …’


Later, when Daniel was sleeping, and the book restored to its home, Holly lay in her own bed and stared at the ceiling, her punishment commencing.


Because this, too, was always the same.


Once upon a time there was a young girl who was spirited away by an ogre. The ogre forced the princess to marry him, and she gave birth to a boy.


Holly’s eyes began to close.


The boy was not ugly like the ogre, but beautiful like his mother. The ogre was angry because he wanted a son who was just as vile as he, so he said to the princess:


The woods, five years earlier. Snow falling, slowly concealing the newly disturbed ground.


‘If I cannot make a boy who is blighted on the outside, then I will make him foul on the inside. I will be cruel to him, and in doing so I will cause him to be cruel unto others.’


A man walking away, a pick and shovel over his right shoulder, his long hair trailing behind him in the wind.


‘I will be violent with him, and in doing so I will cause him to do violence. I will be merciless with him, and in doing so he will deny mercy.’


Darkness and dirt: a grave.


‘In this way, I will form him in my image, and I will make him my son …’
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Cadillac, Indiana, was about as far from interesting as a place could get without fading entirely to gray. It had the basic infrastructure required for a minimal level of human satisfaction – schools, bars, restaurants, gas stations, two strip malls, a couple of factories – without anything approaching a heart or soul, so it was less a town than some revenant version of the same, restored from seemingly inevitable decay to a simulacrum of life.


A sign on the northern outskirts advertised its twinning with Cadillac, Michigan, although it was whispered that this relationship might have come as an unwelcome surprise to the citizens of the latter city, like the discovery of a previously unsuspected sibling living wild and feeding on passing travelers, which perhaps explained why no similar claims of association were advertised in Michigan.


Or perhaps, Leila Patton thought, the twinning arrangement was agreed before anyone from Michigan had actually bothered to visit the Indiana kin, and only when that failure was rectified did the Michiganites realize the error of their ways, prompting Cadillac, Michigan, quietly to drop any mention of interconnection. All anyone in Cadillac, Indiana, knew for sure was that nobody from Cadillac, Michigan, had responded to a communication in many years, and it didn’t seem worth sending someone to find out why, northern Michigan being a long way to go just to be given the bum’s rush.


Cadillac, Michigan, Leila knew, was named after the French explorer Antoine de la Mothe, sieur de Cadillac, the founder of Detroit, but that was only since the latter part of the nineteenth century. Prior to this, Cadillac, Michigan, had been known as Clam Lake, which was a shitty name by any standard. On the other hand, no one in Cadillac, Indiana, knew how the town had come by its honorific. The best guess was that a Cadillac had once appeared on what was now Main Street, and some rube was so taken aback at this manifestation of progress that it was all he could talk about for the rest of his days. By the same token, Cadillac might just as easily have been christened Airplane, or Feminist, or Jew.


Okay, Leila conceded, maybe not the last two.


Leila Patton was twenty-four, going on fifty. If the youth of Cadillac naturally divided into two camps – those who hoped (or were resigned) to work, marry, settle, sire, and be buried in Cadillac town and those who intended to get the fuck out of at the first opportunity – then Leila occupied the extreme wing of the second cohort. Her father had died when she was seventeen: an aneurysm on the floor of the sheet metal factory in which he’d performed shift work all his life, gone before the ambulance even managed to reach the gates. Leila’s mother was less fortunate. Her dying – leukemia – was long, slow, and ongoing. There wasn’t enough money to employ a home care provider for her mother, so it was left to Leila to take on the burden herself, assisted by an assortment of friends and neighbors. Consequently, Leila had been forced to defer a scholarship admission to the Jacobs School of Music at IU Bloomington. She’d been assured that the scholarship would still be waiting for her when circumstances finally permitted her to commence her studies, but Leila was beginning to feel this possible future fading into nothingness. That was what life did: it slipped away, minute by minute, hour by hour, faster and faster, until at last it was gone. You could feel it drifting from you – that was the curse – and the harder you tried to hold on to it, the quicker it went.


Which was why Leila Patton had invisible rope burns on the palms of her hands.


The whole experience – death, disease, opportunities delayed or denied – hadn’t caused Leila to become any more enamored of her hometown, especially since she continued to hold down a waitressing job at Dobey’s Diner. This meant serving, on any given day, at least half the assholes in Cadillac, and the other half the following day. But Leila needed the money: the scholarship was generous, but not so generous that additional funds wouldn’t be required if she wasn’t to live solely on rice and beans. She was saving what she could, but her mother’s illness sucked up money like a vacuum, and the poor died harder than the rich.


So this was how she spent her time: cleaning, cajoling, cooking, sleeping, waitressing, and practicing on the piano at home; or, thanks to the indulgence of her former high school music teacher, on the superior instrument in the school’s music room. And praying: praying for a miracle; praying for her mother’s pain to end; praying that Jacobs would continue to be patient; praying that someday she’d see Cadillac receding in her rearview mirror before it disappeared altogether, never to be glimpsed again.


Oh, and simmering. Leila Patton did a lot of simmering because, in case it wasn’t already clear, she really fucking hated Cadillac, Indiana.


It was coming up on nine-thirty on this particular Saturday night, and Dobey’s was winding down. Leila was one of the last waitresses working, which was always the way on weekends. It didn’t bother her much; Leila didn’t have so many friends that weekends were any kind of social whirl. She also got on well with Carlos, the chef, and particularly with Dobey himself, who never took a day off and lived in one of the trailers behind the diner, where he occasionally entertained a local widow named Esther Bachmeier.


Dobey was a short, portly man in his sixties, with a full head of very fine hair that was prone, on those occasions when the weather forced the wearing of a hat, to standing on end upon the hat’s removal. Dobey had been born in Elkhart, but moved to Cadillac in his early teens when his mother hooked up with a mechanic named Lennart, who was part owner of what was then the town’s sole garage. Dobey started out working for Lennart’s brother, the proprietor of what was then one of eight restaurants in Cadillac, although now only four remained. By the time Lennart’s brother decided to retire from the dining business, Dobey had long been his anointed heir.


Dobey was the only man in Cadillac to have The New York Times delivered to his door each morning, and he also subscribed to both The New Republic and the National Review, as well as the New Yorker, from which he would clip cartoons to stick on the plexiglass surrounding the register. Dobey owned, in addition to the big trailer in which he lived, three smaller trailers that housed his library and associated books, Dobey being an accomplished seller of old and rare volumes. These trailers also contained camp beds on which, over the years, various waifs and strays had been permitted to sleep in return for performing light household duties. Some stayed only a couple of nights, others a week or two, but few remained for longer than that. Most were very young women, and all were worn down and scared. Leila had made friends with a couple of them, but it didn’t pay to pry so she rarely learned much about their lives. There were exceptions, though: the girl named Alyce, who showed Leila the burn marks on her belly and breasts where her father liked to stub out his cigarettes; Hanna, whose husband enjoyed punishing her more extreme transgressions, real or imagined, by removing one of her teeth for each offense; and then there was—


But, no: best to let that one go, for fear Leila might speak her name aloud.


Eventually the girls would move on, or older women would arrive in cars or vans to take them someplace else. There was no hint of impropriety to what Dobey did, and the people of Cadillac – in a display of humanity that Leila tried hard to ignore in order to safeguard her prejudices – either turned a blind eye, or helped where they could by ensuring Dobey retained a regular supply of suitable female clothing, toiletries, and sanitary goods.


Esther Bachmeier was also involved. She was a volunteer with Planned Parenthood over in New Albany, which made a big difference in helping some of the women. Esther was big, brash, and tolerated no nonsense from anyone. Some in Cadillac didn’t appreciate Esther’s manner, but they’d never seen her consoling a sixteen-year-old girl who’d contracted a venereal disease from her stepfather. Dobey loved Esther quietly in his way, and she loved him fiercely in hers.


Sometimes, usually after he’d had a beer or three, Dobey would speak wistfully to Leila about perhaps visiting New York or Washington, D.C., before he headed off to bed and forgot the lure of big cities. Dobey had once been to Chicago. He claimed to have found it an interesting experience, although he said it was expensive, and the beer tasted wrong. In response, Leila asked Dobey why he’d stayed in Cadillac for most of his life, given that he didn’t seem to care much more for the town than she did.


‘Oh,’ said Dobey, ‘I see folks jumping here and there, thinking they’re going to be happier in Fort Wayne or South Bend—’


(This, in Leila’s view, said a lot about the mind-set inculcated by Cadillac: even when Dobey conjured up images of escape, they didn’t extend farther than the state of Indiana itself. What she couldn’t understand, and what Dobey was either unwilling or unable to explain, was how a man who provided a place of refuge for those in need, and was concerned enough about the wider world to subscribe to The New York Times and enough print magazines to fell a forest, could only contemplate physically venturing beyond the state line when he’d been drinking, and always decided to remain where he was once he’d sobered up.


But then, Leila Patton was still very young.)


‘—except they don’t realize what they’re trying to get away from is themselves. Me, I’m as happy here as I would be anywhere else. I got my business, and my books, and Esther. When I die, a few souls will gather to send me to my rest, and they’ll say my food was good and I always gave the correct change. You, you’re different. You have talent, and if you stay here it’ll shrivel up and die. But remember: when you leave at last, drop your bitterness off at the town limits. You don’t have to take it with you wherever you go.’


Leila didn’t think Dobey spoke this way with any of the other waitstaff, and certainly not with Corbie Brady, who was the other waitress closing on this particular night. Corbie smoked too much, ate junk, slept exclusively with jerks, and possessed the kind of low cunning that passed for intelligence in certain circles. She and Leila tolerated each other’s company, but only barely.


Corbie was currently engaged in monitoring one of the customers with what, for her, counted almost as fascination. This man had arrived alone, taken a booth by a window with the wall at his back, and ordered coffee and a slice of Dobey’s Famous Apple Bread Pudding. He was wearing a gray tweed jacket with a faint check, over a blue velvet waistcoat, white open-necked shirt, and dark corduroy trousers. His brown brogues were freshly shined. A navy blue overcoat lay folded beside him, but he had retained his scarf, a thin affair in red silk knotted loosely at the neck, and clearly chosen more for the sake of appearance than functionality. Leila, who was among the taller girls in her age group, had still been forced to look up at him as he entered, so she figured him for a six-footer at least. He appeared to be in his late fifties, with his dyed-dark hair parted on the left to hang loosely over his forehead. His cheekbones were high, his brown eyes lodged deeply into his skull and partly concealed by the faintest of tints to his spectacles, through which he was reading what Corbie had identified, shockingly, as a volume of poetry. ‘Bohemian’ was the word Leila felt best described him: he was sufficiently exotic that had he passed through these environs a century earlier, it was entirely possible the town might now be named after him.


Dobey, Leila thought, was also watching him closely, and gave the impression he was not entirely edified by the sight.


‘Go spread the word that we’ll be closing up in a few minutes,’ he told the waitresses. Leila glanced at the clock. It was still only twenty to the hour, and Dobey was generally punctilious about such matters.


‘You sure?’ Leila asked.


‘You running the place now?’


There was no humor to the question. Dobey rarely spoke to anyone harshly, but when he did it was best to listen, and do whatever he asked.


Leila had two deuces in her section, both older couples known to her, and already preparing to leave, while Corbie had only the stranger. Leila watched Corbie bring the check to his table. The man’s slim fingers reached for it like a spider’s forelegs testing the air, hovering above the paper but not touching. Neither did he look up from his book.


‘I don’t mean to disturb you,’ said Corbie, ‘but we’re closing early tonight.’


The man raised the forefinger of his left hand, an injunction to patience and silence, until he finished the poem he was reading, marked the page with a red bookmark not dissimilar to the color and fabric of his scarf, and shut the book.


‘And why is that?’ he asked.


‘We’re pretty quiet.’


He glanced around him, as though registering his surroundings for the first time.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t intend to keep you.’


He looked past Corbie to where Dobey stood, counting the cash in the register. Dobey glanced over, as though sensing the other’s regard, but did not hold his gaze for long.


‘Oh, you’re not keeping us,’ said Corbie. ‘We still have to clean up. What are you reading?’


‘Robert Browning.’


‘I don’t think I know him.’


‘Do you read a lot of poetry?’


‘Not so much.’


‘Well, there you are.’


He smiled – not an unpleasant smile, but Leila didn’t think it held much warmth. It was like watching a refrigerator try to emote.


‘I like your accent,’ said Corbie. ‘Are you British?’


‘English.’


‘Is there a difference?’


‘Character. The bread pudding really was very good.’


He reached into his jacket, produced a brown leather wallet, and laid a ten and a five on top of the check.


‘That’s too much. The bill don’t come to more than seven.’


‘Keep it. I enjoyed the peace and quiet. It was a welcome respite.’


Corbie didn’t know what ‘respite’ meant, but surmised that it was probably something good, given the other nice words with which it was keeping company.


‘Well, thank you. You staying in town tonight?’


Leila thought the question sounded more flirtatious than intended, although with Corbie one could never be sure.


‘That depends. I have some business to conclude, but I think it will be brief, and a minute’s success pays for the failure of years.’


Corbie’s own smile, which she had worn throughout this conversation, did its best to hold steady against the forces of incomprehension.


‘Well, drive safely.’ Corbie turned away, then paused and looked back at him. An idea had suddenly struck her. ‘Say, are you an actor?’


‘Miss, we are all actors.’


Corbie thought about this.


‘I’m not,’ she said.


‘Then,’ said the stranger, his tone never varying from amused condescension, ‘you’re fucked.’


Corbie gaped as he stood, put on his coat, nodded goodnight to Leila and Dobey, and stepped out into the night. Leila couldn’t help but laugh.


‘Jesus, Corbie,’ she said.


‘I know. What a shitheel.’


Which just set Leila to laughing harder because Corbie, for all her flaws, hardly ever swore. She still went to First Missionary every Sunday, even if the gossip around town held that Corbie Brady was more often on her knees outside church than in it, her mouth filled with more than prayers.


Leila looked around to see Dobey’s reaction, but he was heading into his office following the stranger’s departure.


‘That’s funny,’ said Leila.


‘What is?’ said Corbie.


‘You told him to drive safely, but I don’t hear a car.’


Leila walked to the window and stared out at the front lot. It was empty, and Corbie confirmed that the only vehicles in back belonged to staff. The diner stood right on the edge of Cadillac, with no sidewalk beyond the limits. A couple of streetlights burned on the town side, but Leila could detect no trace beneath them of the man who had just left. She went to the door and locked it just as Dobey reappeared.


‘I’ll take care of closing up,’ he said. ‘You girls go on home now.’


This was also unusual. Saturday nights for Dobey meant a couple of beers with the staff, and maybe a plate of hamburgers cooked by Dobey himself.


Dobey signaled to Carlos.


‘Carlos, you make sure the girls get to where they’re going. Follow on behind, you understand?’


Leila and Corbie both lived on the west side of town, while Carlos resided on the east. This was taking the chef out of his way for no good reason that anyone could see. Cadillac might have been many things, but dangerous wasn’t one of them. Nobody had been murdered in its environs for more than a decade, while the greatest risk to life was being hit by someone driving drunk, a form of mortality with which Cadillac, like many small towns, was uncomfortably familiar.


Leila stepped close to Dobey.


‘Is everything okay?’ she asked quietly.


‘Everything’s fine. Indulge me, that’s all.’


‘Did you know that man?’


Dobey considered the question.


‘I never set eyes on him before.’


‘Well, you sure made up for lost time tonight. You were watching him like he was planning to steal the silverware.’


‘I took a dislike to him, that’s all. No sense to it.’


‘Should we call the police?’


‘And tell them what? That someone came in here and read poetry? Last I heard, that wasn’t against the law. I’m just unsettled. It comes with age. Go on now, git. You’re done, and I’m too poor to pay overtime.’


With nothing more to be said, Leila collected her coat and bag from the staff closet, and joined Carlos and Corbie at the back door.


‘You think he was one of them queers?’ Corbie asked her.


‘Who?’


‘The British guy. He dressed like a queer, and you know, there was the poetry.’


‘God, Corbie, you’re so—’


Dobey came over to lock up behind them before anything more could be said, and Leila heard the bolts being shot home once the door was closed. By the time she drove out of the lot, following the lights of Corbie’s Dodge and with Carlos driving in her rearview, Dobey’s was already dark. They arrived first at Corbie’s house, and Leila and Carlos waited until she was safely inside before continuing a mile farther to the Patton place. Leila stopped her car, climbed out, and headed over to Carlos.


‘I’m worried about Dobey.’


Carlos had been on his feet for ten hours, and was picking up the early shift the next morning. He was thinking only of his bed, but he liked Leila, and he liked Dobey even more.


‘You want, I go check on him.’


‘Thank you.’


Leila returned to her car, parked it, and walked to her front door. Only when the door closed behind her did Carlos turn his truck around and return to the diner.
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Parker and Louis left the bar together. Louis had walked downhill from his condo to the waterfront, but was in no mood to walk back uphill. They were the last customers, and the streets of the city were largely still, apart from the occasional car passing on Commercial.


‘It’s grown warmer,’ Louis noted, and it had, even in the short time they’d been inside. Parker could hear water dripping from the surrounding rooftops.


‘Winter’s over,’ he said.


‘Just like that?’


‘Just like that.’


Parker’s car stood by the curb, but one vehicle still remained in the shared lot in front of the bar. It was a new Chevy Silverado, heavily customized, with oversized wheels and a big lockbox in the bed: a fuck-you truck. There were parts of the country, indeed parts of the state – although not many – where the ownership of such a truck might have been justified by terrain and necessity, but it was clear that this particular example had not been bought as a workhorse. Its very existence was an act of braggadocio, an effort to intimidate. And lest any doubt remained about the intentions of its owner, a pair of small Confederate flags flew from its wing mirrors, with a larger version pasted to the glass of the rear window. The truck had been visible from where they were sitting, but didn’t belong to any of the bar’s patrons. Parker had noticed Louis’s attention repeatedly drawn to it over the course of their time together, his expression unreadable. Now Louis paused in front of the truck, taking in its every detail.


‘How much you think one of these things runs?’ Louis asked.


‘I’d say thirty grand basic, but this monster is a long way from standard. I’m guessing sixty or seventy with the customization, and five bucks for the flags.’


‘Hell of an outlay to advertise ignorance.’


‘Clearly you can do a lot with five bucks.’


‘South of the Line, I could understand it. Might not like it, but I could understand. My question is: What the fuck is it doing up here?’


‘Stupidity knows no boundaries.’


‘You think that’s just stupidity?’


‘No, I think it belongs to someone who defines a good day by how bad he can make someone else’s.’


It wasn’t the first rebel flag Parker had glimpsed up here in recent times, and he knew it wouldn’t be the last. He wasn’t so naïve as to believe that rage and intolerance were recent arrivals to the state, but he couldn’t recall them being worn so openly as badges of pride. Bigotry and hatred appeared newly empowered.


‘This is the time of benighted men,’ said Louis.


‘Perhaps, but this particular one isn’t worth waiting around for.’


‘You know him?’


‘Only his kind. Listening to them is like sticking barbed wire in your ears.’


Louis took in the empty streets.


‘I’ll be along momentarily,’ he said.


‘Should I start the car?’


‘I believe that might be advisable.’


Parker began walking. His Mustang had been waiting out winter under a weatherproof cover, so he was driving a silver ’09 Taurus, one of two nondescript cars he used on those occasions when discretion was required for a job. He hated the Taurus, and had already decided to trade it for something marginally less functional come spring, but he was suddenly very glad to have it on this night. He sometimes struggled to remember the car himself, so it was highly unlikely that anyone else would recall it either. He got behind the wheel, hit the ignition, and waited. Two minutes later, Louis opened the passenger door and climbed in. He was twirling a small Confederate flag in his right hand.


‘What the fuck is this?’ he asked, gesturing at the car.


‘It’s a Taurus,’ said Parker as he pulled away from the curb. He resisted putting his foot down for fear of landing them in a bank of filthy ice, but he was dearly wishing that the Taurus had a little more fire in its belly.


‘You driving it for a bet? I’d have been better off on foot.’


‘Should I ask what you just did?’


But there was no need for Louis to answer, because seconds later Parker heard the unmistakable sound of a truck exploding. He kept driving, keeping an eye out for any Portland PD black-and-whites, but saw none. It wouldn’t take them long to start arriving. He just hoped that the area around the bar was as empty as it appeared.


‘Bet he wishes he’d gone with diesel now,’ Parker said.


‘He can consider it a lesson learned.’


Parker indicated the flag. ‘You keeping that as a souvenir?’


‘I made a note of his license plate number. I may find out where he lives and return it to him.’


‘By mail?’


Louis examined the flag thoughtfully.


‘If he’s lucky.’






5


Carlos returned to the diner to find all the lights out, even the one in the back office. He drove to the staff lot and detected a warm glow from inside Dobey’s double-wide trailer, followed by the sight of Dobey himself in the doorway.


‘What are you doing back here?’ Dobey asked.


‘Miss Leila ask me,’ said Carlos. ‘Inquieta. She worry for you.’


‘They both get home safely?’


‘Sí.’


‘Then you should be home too.’


Carlos lingered, shifting uncertainly from foot to foot. He had cooked at Dobey’s for more than a decade, and owed the older man a lot. Dobey paid him well, and had offered to provide collateral when Carlos wanted to buy a place of his own for his family. Dobey was perhaps the best man Carlos had ever met, and they had spent so long working together that he was now able to second-guess Dobey’s wishes to an almost telepathic degree, and gauge his moods in a manner even Esther Bachmeier could not match. Right now, Carlos wouldn’t have said Dobey was frightened, exactly; yes, there was fear in him, but it was edged with fury.


‘Carlos, I swear, if I don’t see you and your truck heading into the night in the next thirty seconds, I’ll set you to scrubbing so many pans for the next week that you’ll be wiping your ass with a stump by the end of it, you hear?’


‘Entiendo.’


‘And Carlos, no foolishness. There’s nothing to be concerned about.’


‘Entiendo,’ Carlos repeated. He didn’t want any police trouble. He and his immediate family had their green cards, but two cousins living with them did not. He told himself that Dobey knew what he was doing, because Dobey always knew what he was doing, even as the lie seemed to take physical form and fill Carlos’s tongue and throat so he could no longer speak, not even to say goodbye.


Dobey waited until he was certain Carlos was gone before pulling the door closed behind him. He turned to face the man seated in Dobey’s favorite armchair, flicking idly through a copy of Marcus Aurelius he had taken from a shelf, his navy overcoat once again folded carefully beside him, his brogues reflecting the lamplight. Behind Dobey another figure moved, this one shorter than the other, almost petite, yet with the sour milk smell of old spilled sperm on her.


‘Very good,’ said the man in the chair. ‘Now, if you’ll take a seat, we can begin.’
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Parker dropped Louis off at the latter’s apartment on Portland’s Eastern Promenade, although he took the scenic route to it via South Portland, and his stomach tightened every time they passed a patrol car. He approached his own house in Scarborough with similar caution, anticipating the presence of police, but it seemed that nobody had witnessed what was, by any measure, a quite spectacular act of criminal damage.


He was due to meet Moxie Castin for breakfast the following morning. Parker wasn’t hurting for money, but he was bored. Recent weeks had been quiet, and he’d resorted to process serving and employee background checks to pass the time. He was worried that if some more engrossing pursuits did not engage him soon, he might be forced to make a habit of driving Louis around so he could set stuff on fire.


Parker was concerned for Louis. For as long as Parker had known him, Louis had been with Angel, and each man rarely left the other’s side. They might have bickered, sometimes even fought, but their love and loyalty were never in doubt. Louis gave strength to Angel, and Angel tempered Louis’s hardness, but Parker had always secretly believed that while Angel could survive without Louis – not undamaged, and not unburdened by great sorrow, but survival nonetheless – Louis would not live long without Angel. Louis was a man of extremes, and it was Angel who gently tethered him to normality and domesticity, albeit in a form largely unrecognizable to most other human beings. While the operation to remove Angel’s tumor seemed to have been successful, albeit with some complications, worry and uncertainty were clearly taking their toll on his partner.


Were Louis to lose Angel, Parker believed that Louis would in turn lose himself, and die visiting his pain on the world. Parker felt this because, although he was closer to Angel than to Louis, he had as much in common with the latter as with the former. Parker knew all about pain, and the price to be paid for indulging it.


So he said a prayer for these two men, sending it forth to a God whose existence – if not the benignity of His nature – he no longer doubted. He prayed, too, for his living daughter and the one who had predeceased her, the child who still haunted the marshes, who moved between worlds.


He checked the weather before going to sleep. The temperature was definitely on the rise for the coming week. The state was done with winter. Good, Parker thought. Although he was a northern creature, more comfortable with dark and cold than light and heat, he had long since passed the annual point of weariness with the elements, and yearned to see expanses of earth and grass unsullied by patches of grim ice.


He slept, blessed by an absence of dreams.
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Dobey sat on the edge of his bed, his knees almost touching those of the man opposite. They were so close that Dobey could inhale his scent. It was subtle, clean, and expensive, even to Dobey’s unpracticed nose. It reminded him of pipe tobacco, and the High Church services of childhood.


Dobey figured that he, on the other hand, smelled only of grease and sweat. He had ceased to notice the diner’s particular aroma on his clothes and skin, but he suddenly found himself ashamed of it, as though, despite being the victim of intrusion, even invasion, he was guilty of some failure of manners and hygiene.


If the visitor felt uncomfortable at their enforced intimacy, he gave no sign of it. Instead, despite his earlier indication of a desire to commence, he continued to turn the pages of the Commentaries with concentration. Finally, he raised the book in triumph.


‘It is remarkable,’ he began, ‘how much we are haunted by faint recall. It has been many years since I opened a copy of Aurelius, but the echo of his wisdom has lingered. Let me share this with you, in part because its relevance is inescapable under the present circumstances.’


He took a breath, and began to read.


‘“If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the thing itself, but to your own estimate of it; and this you have the power to revoke at any time.” Isn’t that wonderful? From it we may infer that we amplify pain by our responses to it. Rather than obsessing over the nature of the suffering, and blaming oneself or others for it, it is better to establish the cause and then work to eliminate it. Does that raise any questions in your mind?’


‘What do you want?’ Dobey asked.


‘I meant questions about Aurelius. Incidentally, this is a very fine copy: London, Parker, 1747. My, my.’ He ran his fingers over the binding. ‘Calfskin?’


Dobey nodded.


‘Beautiful. For someone who spends his days serving slop to hicks, you appear to possess remarkably cultured literary tastes. Unfortunately, they’re partly responsible for bringing us to your door.’


‘You still haven’t told me your name,’ said Dobey, ‘or why you’re here.’


‘Oh, the “why” you can probably guess. We’re here to establish the current whereabouts of one of the many mongrel bitches to have passed through here over the years, but we’ll come to her in a moment. As for who I am, I go by the name of Quayle. I am a lawyer – or I was, once.’


‘And her?’


The woman had not moved from her station by the window. Although young, her hair was a platinum color that had not come from a bottle, and her porcelain skin bore the faintest of sheens. Even her eyes were gray. Dobey imagined taking a knife to her and watching it glance harmlessly off, leaving only the minutest of scratches.


‘If she ever had a proper name,’ said Quayle, ‘it’s lost even to her. Let’s test your knowledge to establish if you’re truly a scholar, or simply a salesman. Were you to be informed that one had chosen to christen her “Pallida,” what surname might you ascribe in turn?’


Dobey stared Quayle in the face as he replied.


‘Mors.’


Quayle slowly clapped his hands in appreciation.


‘Very impressive. Have I missed Horace on your shelves?’


‘Behind your head.’


Quayle turned and perused the shelves until he spotted an aged copy of the Carmina.


‘You are,’ he said softly, ‘a most unexpected delight, but I fear that you may yet be required to concede the aptness of her nomenclature. She is death’s very personification.’


Dobey folded his hands in his lap.


‘You talk fancy,’ he said. ‘My father told me never to trust a man who talked fancy.’


‘Most wise. And I admire your equanimity, or perhaps you think I’m joking about the imminence of your mortality?’


‘I’ve seen your faces. I know what’s coming. Maybe I should tell you both to go fuck yourselves. In fact, why don’t I just do that? You and the tin woman over there can go fuck yourselves six ways to Sunday.’


‘Well,’ said Quayle, ‘allow me to explain why that’s not going to happen. You’re not the only one to have seen my face this evening. You’re one of four, counting your staff but excluding your hayseed customers, and it’ll be five if you also force me to pay a visit to Ms Bachmeier, the lady whom I believe shares both your vocation and your bed. If you tell me what I want to know, none of them will ever be troubled by us. If you don’t, then later tonight my colleague will gut your friend Carlos and bury the widow Bachmeier alive. And I liked the waitress – not the one who served me, but the other. I saw the way she looked at you. She’s fond of you, and you of her. Not in any improper way, of course, but I could discern the bond between you. Leila: that was her name. I saw it on her badge. I’ve never had a predilection for rape, but in her case I’ll make an exception. When I’m done with her, I’ll let Mors start cutting.’


Dobey closed his eyes.


‘How do I know you’re not going to kill them anyway?’


‘If we were going to do that, we’d have started with Carlos while he was standing on your doorstep.’


‘Aren’t you afraid of being identified?’


‘Mr Dobey, I’ve been doing this for a very long time, longer than you can imagine. A great many people have seen me, some of them under similar circumstances to your hired help, yet I have endured, and so I remain unconcerned. My colleague’s face, on the other hand, tends to be the last that anyone sees.’


Quayle placed a hand on Dobey’s knee and gripped it gently, a gesture that was equal parts reassurance and threat.


‘The name of the girl we seek – the woman, if you prefer – is Karis Lamb.’
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Far to the northeast, a warm, hard rain began to fall, working at compacted snow and stubborn ice. As the water did its work, the white seas parted in fissures to reveal the greens and browns beneath. Ground grown hard slowly softened, and the sound of the rain called to bud and branch, seed and root.


It called to buried things.
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Outside of exceptional circumstances, Dobey rarely asked how the waifs came by his number, or by what means they knew where to find him. It wasn’t as though he advertised, leaving his card tucked in the masonry at street corners, or slotted behind restroom mirrors. But as the years went by, he came to understand that those whom he helped find their way to somewhere better often considered it part of their duty to assist others in turn (‘There’s this guy in Indiana …’), while friends and associates of Esther also filed away his number and location, to be passed on when required.


What made him special – no, Dobey would correct himself (because vanity, preying on a weak mind, produces every sort of mischief), what made his position special – was that he wasn’t part of the regular web of charities and shelters. He stood at one remove from them, and so provided a particular place of refuge for those who, for whatever reason, were not yet ready to be absorbed into the system.


But he was aware of how it had all begun.


The girl was sitting on the bench outside the CVS on Cadillac’s Main Street, her backpack at her feet, her hands buried deep in her coat pockets against the cold. A faded sign attached to the streetlight beside her proclaimed this to be the location of a bus stop, but no bus had passed through Cadillac in two years, not since funding cuts did away with the route. The girl, unfamiliar to Dobey, was probably in her late teens, but her face wasn’t developing at the same pace as the rest of her, and so was still that of a child. She was pretty, going on beautiful, but hers was a fragile grace, easily broken. Perhaps that was why Dobey stopped. Had she been harder looking, he might have kept on driving, and his life would have taken a different direction.


By then Dobey was in his early fifties, and knew that he would never be a father. He’d come close to marriage a couple of times, but the final step proved difficult in each case, once because of him and once because of the other party. He had no regrets about this; better the doubts and difficulties manifest themselves before rather than after the ceremony. Had they been surmountable, he might, once again, have found himself on another journey. But now the widow Bachmeier was circling, and a chaste dance that had commenced during her husband’s final illness was about to become a more intimate engagement.


Even allowing for the girl’s delicacy, Dobey was still tempted to continue on his way and let someone else take care of her, a body better equipped to deal with a teenage girl. He was also aware that the last thing a young woman in trouble wanted was for some overweight, middle-aged guy in a truck to pull up and offer help. At the very least she’d have the right to be cautious, and if she had any sense, she’d start shouting to high heaven until the cops came.


Yet if everyone took that view, the pathways of the world would be littered with the remains of even more of the poor and the lost than they already were, and Dobey didn’t want to be responsible for adding another casualty to the list; not that day, and not any day. So he turned back, stopped a little ahead of the girl, and got out of his truck. Now that the decision had been made, he wasn’t sure of the correct distance to maintain, or what to do with his hands, and he wondered if her proximity and prettiness had somehow caused him to regress to adolescence.


The girl flicked a sideways glance in Dobey’s direction, like an animal sensing the approach of a possible threat, signaling awareness as a prelude to possible flight.


‘Did someone tell you this was a bus stop?’ Dobey asked.


The girl’s shoulders sagged, and her eyes briefly closed. She already knew, without being told more, that she’d been fed a crock of shit. It was just a matter of waiting to see if an attempt would soon be made to offer her a second helping.


‘You saying it’s not?’


‘The bus company says it’s not. I don’t have much influence either way.’


‘Then why is the sign still up there?’


‘That,’ said Dobey, ‘is a very good question. The answer, I guess, is that either nobody cared enough to take it down, or somebody cared too much.’


The girl hid her mouth inside the collar of her coat and stared north. During the course of their brief conversation, she had yet to look directly at Dobey.


‘Where are you trying to get to?’ he asked.


‘Chicago.’


‘You have family there?’


‘A friend.’


‘Where you coming from?’


‘Carolina.’


‘Jesus. North or South?’


‘South.’


‘Double Jesus.’


Although he couldn’t see her mouth, the girl’s eyes crinkled enough for him to know she’d smiled.


‘So how come,’ Dobey asked, ‘you’re sitting on bench out here, where – officially – the buses don’t run?’


The girl’s eyes met his at last.


‘Because another guy in a truck picked me up about twenty miles south of here, told me he’d give me ten bucks for a hand job, then dumped me when I wouldn’t put out.’


Dobey patted his own vehicle.


‘Then I guess you’ll be avoiding trucks for a while,’ he said, because he couldn’t think of anything else to say. ‘Sorry’ didn’t seem worth the waste of oxygen.


‘I guess so,’ said the girl.


Dobey stared north. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the girl’s head turn in the same direction.


‘If you squint up the road a ways,’ he said, ‘you’ll see a sign for a diner called Dobey’s. That’s my place: I’m Dobey. Assuming you can tear yourself from your bench, I might be able to offer you a plate of food, a cup of coffee, and maybe a slice of pie to follow. And while you’re getting outside of all that, I can make some calls and see if someone trustworthy, and preferably female, might not be heading into Indianapolis, or at least somewhere with a bus route, which would set you on your way to where you want to be. How does that sound?’


The girl gave the question some thought.


‘It sounds good.’


‘You want me to take your bag, save you the trouble of hauling it up there yourself?’


‘No, I’ll keep it.’ Then: ‘Thanks.’


‘Very sensible of you, and don’t mention it,’ said Dobey. ‘You got a name for the reservation?’


Another crinkle.


‘Mae.’


‘Like the month?’


‘No, Mae with an “e.”’


‘Well, Mae with an “e,” I look forward to seeing you again very soon.’


Dobey got back in his truck and drove on, and fifteen minutes later Mae with an ‘e’ opened the door of the diner, took a stool at the counter, and ate enough to put Dobey’s business briefly in the red while he called Esther Bachmeier. Esther came over and sat with the girl for an hour in a corner booth, and when she returned to Dobey, Mae with an ‘e’ was crying, and Esther wasn’t far from crying either.


Mae with an ‘e’ didn’t go on to Chicago, or Indianapolis, or anywhere else that day – or the next, or even the day after that. In fact, Mae with an ‘e’ stayed in Dobey’s second trailer, the one he’d bought for his expanding book collection, for three weeks, the longest any of the women would ever remain. When she did eventually depart, it was for a shelter in Chicago, and Dobey missed her like a lost limb. In time, Mae with an ‘e’ left the shelter for an apartment so small she had to step outside to change her mind, but it was safe, and warm, and her own space. She now lived in a larger apartment in St Paul, Minnesota, with a baby boy and a guy who didn’t drive a truck and wasn’t a prick. She sent Dobey a card each Christmas, and called him every couple of months, and she’d come down to stay in that same trailer a few Novembers back to help celebrate Dobey’s sixtieth birthday.


So Mae with an ‘e’ was the first, and the others followed. Dobey remembered them all, every one, even those who stayed only a night, but Karis Lamb he recalled more easily than most, because Karis Lamb had been very, very scared.


And very, very pregnant.
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Warm rain now falling in earnest on the woods of Maine, warm rain falling on field and marsh; the song of spring.


What is there to differentiate one copse from another: a particular arrangement of trees, an unusual combination of shrubs? In this case, an incision on the bark of a black spruce, like a timeworn wound on aged skin, long healed but still visible, if one knew where to look. Call it a star, cut behind creeping ivy, as though the one who made it wished to leave some sign of remembrance without attracting the attention of the curious.


A mark, a grave.


The voice of the rain intoning a name.


It was the season of awakenings.


Sleeper, awake.
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Quayle was observing Dobey’s features as one might watch a film projected on a screen, anticipating the revelations – or the fictions – to come. Dobey had never claimed to possess a poker face, but he felt certain that even had he been so gifted, Quayle would have been able to see through it with ease. Dobey thought Quayle’s eyes revealed much about the man – an undeniable perspicacity, even a certain cruel humor – yet remained entirely untroubled by humanity. Sitting before him was like finding oneself under the scrutiny of a minor god.


‘Let us assume,’ said Quayle, ‘that you’ve already tried to deny knowledge of Karis, and in reply I have opined that I don’t believe you, and given you some warnings you would be unwise to ignore. It will save us both a lot of trouble.’


‘I don’t know where she went,’ said Dobey.


‘We’re getting ahead of ourselves. When did she arrive here, and how long did she stay?’


Dobey had decided that his best, even only, hope was to answer every question as fully as possible while giving away as little as he could, and in that manner buy himself time. He was praying that Carlos had gone with his gut and called the police, so that even now Chief Dwight Hillick might be gathering his troops. He supposed he could have attempted to give Carlos some sign that all was not well, a little wink or gesture, but the woman had whispered to Dobey exactly what to say from her place of concealment, and made sure his face and hands were in full view as he spoke. Her voice had been surprisingly soft, but her breath stank worse than her body, as though she spent her downtime giving blow jobs to diseased truckers at flyblown rest stops without even pausing to wash out her mouth in between.


Quayle clicked his fingers before Dobey.


‘Back with me,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re just taking a moment in order to ensure a precise recall, and not because you’re procrastinating, or composing a lie.’


‘She stayed for a few days.’


‘When?’


‘About five years ago, maybe more. I don’t remember the exact date, but it was around this time of year. Still cold.’


‘Why didn’t she stay longer?’


‘Some do and some don’t. We get girls who need time to rest and figure out how to turn their lives around, to find work and earn a little money. I can always give them a few hours here or there. Then there are others who are too scared to stay. They want to keep running because they’re afraid that whatever is pursuing them might catch up if they stop.’


‘Such as?’


‘Bad memories, bad people.’


‘Which do you think I represent?’


‘Possibly both.’


‘You know, you’re wasted in the food service industry. You should have gone to college. You had a future in psychological analysis. Now you barely have a future at all. Did Karis tell you why she was running? Think hard. If I have any doubts about the veracity of your statements, I may need to cross-check your answers with Ms Bachmeier.’


‘It was a man,’ said Dobey. ‘She was running from a man. What else would it be?’


‘Did she give you his name?’


‘I didn’t ask. I rarely do.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes. I let them share with me what they want, but I don’t go chasing details.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’ve heard enough, and there’s only so much I can take.’


‘Sensitive?’ said Quayle.


‘Guilty,’ said Dobey. ‘What some men do to women makes me ashamed of my sex.’


The sentinel at the door continued to watch the lot, the suppressed pistol hanging by her side. Dobey briefly wondered what might have made her the creature she was, what might have been visited on her by men – because men it must have been; he’d grown adept at identifying their mark. Whatever she’d suffered, it had forged her into something awful, but it wouldn’t stop Dobey from hurting her in his turn if he had to. He didn’t think he could get to her before she had a chance to fire her gun, but he could probably tackle Quayle. The small nightstand beside the bed contained a lot of useless shit – old coins, plugs for cell phones that weren’t even manufactured any longer, broken pencils, expired painkillers – but it also held a fixed blade KA-BAR and a Sidewinder revolver in .22 Magnum. If he could take down Quayle, use him momentarily as a shield, and get his hand inside the nightstand—


‘No,’ said Quayle.


‘I don’t understand.’


Quayle dipped a hand into one of his trouser pockets, produced a coin, and flipped it to Dobey, who caught it instinctively.


‘Take a look,’ said Quayle.


Dobey did. It was a 2005 Kansas state quarter, slightly battered and scratched, bearing the words ‘In God We rust’ because a grease mark had prevented a clean pressing. Mint, it was probably worth a hundred dollars, but less so in its current state. Dobey recognized this particular example because it was one of the coins he stored in his nightstand, plucked from the register and added to the other rarities kept there with the intention of someday selling them on.


‘My colleague appropriated the gun and the knife, but her areas of expertise don’t extend to numismatics,’ said Quayle. ‘Tell me, Mr Dobey, do you know the tale of the Comte de Chalais?’


It took Dobey a moment or two to answer. If Carlos had gone to the police, they would have been here by now. The gun and knife were forfeit. His life was forfeit.


‘No, sir,’ he said finally, ‘I don’t.’


‘Henri de Talleyrand-Périgord, the count in question, was a French nobleman, close to Louis the Thirteenth, who made the mistake of plotting against Cardinal Richelieu, a gentleman who, in the manner of many great conspirators, disliked having conspiracies aimed at himself. Richelieu ordered Henri to be executed, but his confederates bribed the executioner to absent himself in the hope that Henri’s life might be spared. Instead, Richelieu entrusted the task to another prisoner, also condemned to death, but unfortunately lacking the skills required to perform a successful decapitation. It took thirty-four blows to sever Henri’s head, and he was still alive until the twentieth. The lesson for you, Mr Dobey, is that even if one is certain of death, one can die easily or one can die in great pain. So, Karis Lamb: What. Did. She. Say. To. You?’


‘She said,’ Dobey replied, ‘she was running from the devil himself.’


Quayle sat back.


‘I’d like to be able to assure you that she wasn’t speaking literally,’ he said, ‘but it would be a lie.’
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The earth is never the same after winter. The season briefly seals the landscape, holding it in suspension, but only at the cost of a greater transformation with the coming of spring.


As frozen ground thaws, the ice beneath melts, and the earth sinks to fill the spaces created. But this process is not consistent: the quantities of ice, and the speed of the melt, will vary, with the result that a previously flat surface may become pitted and uneven over the years, its weaknesses waiting to be exposed.


The spruce was among the oldest in the copse. It was only to be expected that it should someday fall, or so it would later be said, as though the imminent revelation were entirely in the natural order of things.


Not everyone would concur with this view. The tree, whispered those who knew of such matters, was not so old, and the slope upon which it stood remained relatively stable. There was subsidence, but not so much that it should have caused the spruce’s hold upon the earth to be so fatally undermined, and certainly not so abruptly, with the thaw barely commenced.


But fall the tree did, and as it fell the rain eased, descending more gently now, the very heavens complicit in what was about to occur.
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Karis Lamb had made it as far as Seymour, Indiana, when she called the diner asking for Dobey, but he was at a warehouse in Columbus looking at broilers. Wanda Brady, Corbie’s mother, had a catering background and covered for Dobey a couple of afternoons a week, and it was she who answered the phone. Wanda was prescient enough to detect the urgency in the woman’s tone, and to agree, if not to give out Dobey’s number, then at least to pass on a message to him.


‘She says she’s run away from a bad situation, and she’s pregnant,’ Wanda told Dobey when he answered his cell. ‘She’s sitting in a Starbucks in Seymour.’


So Dobey dialed the number Wanda gave him, and a woman picked up and said her name was Karis, and she’d heard that Dobey helped people like her.


Dobey did not think of himself as a good man. He acted as he did because it had become unconscionable for him to do otherwise, but experience had taught him to exercise a modicum of care. On more than one occasion, women and girls helped by him had later been tracked down by boyfriends, husbands, family, and were either forced to return by their tormentors or went back of their own volition, in some cases for reasons that Dobey didn’t even wish to contemplate.


At least two of those women later did what Dobey asked every woman who passed through his care not to do, namely mention his refuge to anyone else, not unless that individual was in a similar situation to the one they themselves had fled. The result, in the first case, was an abusive telephone call. The second involved a visit from a man named Derrick Flinn – guess whose hick family couldn’t even correctly spell a first fucking name, boys and girls? – who arrived at the diner with a Ruger on his hip, thanks to Indiana state law’s ongoing silence on open carry. Dobey was all for the Second Amendment, but even at the best of times he regarded anyone who entered a restaurant, store, or public park while flaunting a gun as a cocksucker of the highest order, and that went double for Dobey’s own place of business.


So Derrick Flinn took a stool, ordered a coffee, and engaged in some general conversation with Dobey that Flinn gradually steered round to the subject of men who involved themselves in the personal lives of other men, and most particularly their relationship with their womenfolk, which is when Dobey began to recollect a thirty-five-year-old woman named Petra Flinn. Petra had come to him a year or so back with so many dark bruises on her torso and thighs that Dobey might have taken her for black in the wrong light were it not for the fact that her face, her arms, and her legs below knee level had been left untouched – so she could still wear dresses in public, she said, and not embarrass her husband on social occasions.
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