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Bleste be ye man yt spares thes stones,


and curst be he yt moves my bones.


—Shakespeare’s tomb










Distant Sons



[image: Images]









May 1976


As the days grew longer the boys would hurry through dinner and grab up their mitts again and fly out the door—


Wait for your brother!


—back to the schoolyard, back to their places in center, at second, on the mound, the clouds they kicked up from the infield redder now, more brilliant in the dropping sun, their own shadows taller in the dirt. Stretched shadows like forecasts of their future selves, then taller still, the elongate figures crouching, adjusting ballcaps, pounding long, misshapen gloves.


The brick wall that is the back of the school, so familiar and oppressive as they slogged toward it in a weekday sunrise—Watch your brother!—is remade at sunset with bricks of gold, bathing the players in the joy of the hour—of this almost-done day near the end of May 1976. Spring of the American Bicentennial. The war in Vietnam over and gone from their living room TVs. Ms. Wheeler with her short skirt, playing “Bohemian Rhapsody,” the whole thing, on her record player. And Teddy Felt still staring at them big-eyed from the announcements case.


Teddy Felt with his black-frame glasses and his parted, mother-combed black hair. Fourth grader from Roosevelt, across town, who got off the school bus one day and never came home. Just . . . gone. One year ago this spring.


Teddy Felt, whose name, spoken into a girl’s ear at close range (close enough to smell her hair, close enough almost to kiss her neck) would make her suck in her breath and cross herself.


All this and junior high in the fall—from kings to twerps in three months flat—and none of it is anywhere near their minds as they stand in the dusk, summer’s smell of glove leather in the air, smell of their own dusty, sweaty, grass-stained bodies. Their voices ringing on the golden bricks, and all of it conferring on each boy a feeling of his own greatness, his readiness, his sureness that the ball will come his way and will not get by him. Punching his mitt. Tugging the bill of his cap.


Hum batter, don’t whiff batter!


Only one of them can be right, only one boy’s sureness borne out, and the ball itself chooses—it leaps from the bat with a diving, curving life of its own and leaps again from the dirt in a fiendish sideways juke, hell-bent on the gap between second and third, a run-scoring single the moment it reaches the grass. But it never reaches the grass. It is stopped, robbed absolutely by a lunging left arm, a backhanding glove: his. Glove and boy wheeling all the way around with the flight of the ball before he halts himself, a hopping side step toward first, securing his grip on the ball and stepping into the throw, smooth as Morgan, deadly as Rose, the ball a pink moon in the dusk, the spiraling red stitches . . . the first baseman’s mitt open like a fishmouth and the ball itself snapping shut the mouth with a deep slap of leather.


End of inning. End of game.


That throw, the whooping of his teammates, still replaying in his heart as he goes among the pines, antic and happy on the needled path, heading home. The day’s last rays shooting slantwise through the trees like arrows, and the boy moving in that riddled light as in a pink netting, lobbing the ball into the air before him in mini pop flies and rushing to field them underhanded Willie Mays–style, to the amazement of the play-by-play man—Hoo boy, some catch by Milner! That voice, the soft skid of sneakers in pine needles, the quiet slap of the ball in the mitt’s webbing the only sounds in all those woods.


At the Assassin’s Bluff, a low wall of rock from which a panther or more likely the Assassin himself would pounce, the boy’s shadow lurches across the wall’s craggy face, leaping to snag a shadow ball among the shadow trees. Beyond the bluff the path dives into the Valley of Bones and here he descends in his headlong lope—here misjudges the ball, bobbles it, chases it down the path, the play-by-play man’s voice rising in urgency as the boy descends, as the runners advance, until the boy arrives breathless in the floor of the valley, that darker, colder gloom, and stops where the ball has fetched up at the foot of a tree, pocketed among knuckled roots. Gnarled roots like ghoul’s fingers tensed in the earth for just this prize, the ball so white and small and perfect. Like a lure. And the boy feeling such a chill then to the back of his neck that he turns to see what has blown on him with its cold breath.


Teddy Felt, the silence says. Like a whisper in his ear, that old game, and it’s as if the picture itself, big-eyed Teddy Felt in his black glasses, has followed him here, to these haunted woods, where it might at last become the living—or not living—boy himself.


Joey Milner, Teddy whispers, and Joey’s heart drops, the cold rushes through him and he grabs up the ball and turns and flies—just flies. Wind and breath and pounding sneakers and thudding heart all one great sound in his ears, and Teddy’s sneakers pounding too, thudding with the blood, and there’s the terror-thrill of what is just behind, of what cannot be seen: Hands. Grubby, dirty little hands, reaching—


Joey! . . . Teddy Felt calls. Joey, wait up . . . !


From the window over the sink she looks again—and there he is, springing from the dark woods like a deer, as lovely and light as that. A joy to see, but when nothing more follows him into the yard, joy turns to annoyance, then to anger. Then to something worse, climbing into her breast.


She opens the screen door and calls to the running boy: Joseph Milner, where is your brother? and the boy pulls up short, childish blooms on his cheeks, narrow ribcage heaving.


He’s here.


(Wait for your brother!)


He’s not with you? Her heart sliding. A woodenness in her legs, an emptiness.


I said he’s here.


He is certainly not here.


The boy tugs at the bill of his cap. He wanted to come home, he says.


So why didn’t you bring him home?


Because . . .


What—?


Because the game wasn’t over. I made the last—


So you sent him home by himself?


I didn’t send him home, he just went.


She looks beyond the boy, into the woods, and the name she has been fighting off breaks suddenly into her chest—Teddy Felt. Ten years old. Same age as her Duane. Teddy Felt who did nothing but get off the school bus at the wrong stop. A mother at home waiting for him . . . watching. Waiting.


He knows the way, Ma, says her own son. Her Joey. We’ve done it like a thousand times, he says, and the screen door slaps behind her as she takes her first steps in a changed world. Passing the boy, she hears as if through a wall of stones—Ma, he’s around here somewhere. He’s probably hiding.


Moving more quickly now, this mother of two, striding, not running, toward the trees and the darkness within them. Toward a possibility she’d not even allowed herself to consider one minute ago.
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February 2018


First the heat had quit. Then the engine light had come on. In his bleariness Sean looked long at his gauges—too long, nearly driving off I-90 at high speed and saved only by the shuddering of the rumble strip.


He could’ve stopped on the Minnesota side, town of La Crescent, but he pushed on for the Mississippi, and when he reached the other side, Wisconsin, he passed up two more exits before he began to smell the engine in the cold-blowing vents. He took the next exit, drove under the overpass, pulled over on the shoulder and shut her down quick. Popped the hood and got out, snugging down his cap in the wind. Cold, raw wind off the Mississippi blowing overland for Lake Michigan, water to water. The new day coming up in the east, the first pink bands of daylight staining the hem of blue sky, and the stars fleeing to the west in degrees of greater brightness, as if they might outrun, just this once, the advance of day.


The latch was hot but not too hot and he lifted the hood—and stepped back swatting at the cloud of acrid steam, spitting the taste of it from his mouth, “Son of a bitch.”


Under the bumper the pool was already forming: bright chemical green in the dawn, rippling with the steady drip.


He stood and looked north: the distant glowing signs of gas stations, fast food, motels.


“You could’ve made it,” he said to no one.


“Yeah, and you could’ve burnt out this engine,” he said. Voice of his father. Of using your head. Of quiet disbelief when you didn’t. “If you haven’t already.”


To the south the big rigs plowed the overpass eastward with the wind. Another two hours and he’d have made Madison. Let himself into his father’s house, hit the shower, hit that old couch. Wake up to his father coming home, looking down on him. I see my truck’s still running.


Your truck?


His father studying him. Older by a year—all of them: father, son, truck. Where you coming from?


Billings, Montana.


What was there?


Three days cladding a pole barn was there. A man named Dell Cortez he’d met just sitting at a bar drinking a beer. It happened that way sometimes. Sometimes he found something on the local Craigslist—Carpenter Needed. Handyman Needed. When they’d finished cladding the barn, Dell pulled five new hundreds from his billfold and his wife came out with a brick of banana bread still hot in its tinfoil. He’d eaten the last of it around midnight, just outside Sioux Falls.


Have you seen your mother? his father will ask.


No.


You need to see your mother, Sean.


Yeah. You know there’s no food in that kitchen, right?


There’s food. You gotta know where to look.


I looked.


Well, get up offa there, moneybags. You can buy me dinner.


And he would.


But he had to get there first.


He thought that once the engine cooled he could crawl along to a gas station, and so he moved to the lee side of the truck and lit his cigarette, and there he stood smoking it, a lean man leaning against the Chevy. A man merely taking his ease, he imagined, a man taking a break from the road, watching the new day come up. And but for the raised hood of the truck, so he might’ve been assumed to be and left alone. As it was, a white Dodge Ram with a load of cordwood rolled by, the driver slowing for a look at the Chevy, at Sean standing there, and at last pulled over. The reverse lights came on and the Dodge began backing down the shoulder.


Sean dropped his cigarette and mashed it under his boot toe.


The Dodge stopped short of the Chevy and Sean got a closer look at its load: lengths of cordwood all uniform in size and shape and stacked with great care and level across the top. As if the driver had indeed put a level to them. Sean liked him already.


The man cut his engine and stepped down from the cab and walked to the back of the Dodge. “Mornin,” he said.


“Mornin,” said Sean.


They wore canvas work jackets, the two of them, and they held each other’s eye briefly before both turned to look into the open engine bay of the Chevy.


“What happened here?” said the man. He was older than Sean by a good two decades. His father’s age, maybe. Early fifties. He wore no cap and his short silver hair stood stiffly in the wind.


“Well,” said Sean, tugging the bill of his cap, “first the heat cut out. Then the engine light came on. And now this.”


The man stepped back to see what Sean was tapping his boot at—the pool of green fluid.


“That’s not good,” he said.


“No sir,” said Sean.


The man stepped forward again and leaned in under the hood and stared at something. As if he might grab hold of it and yank it out. “You got somebody coming?”


“No sir. I don’t know anybody here.”


The man looked at him. “I meant a tow service.”


Sean looked to the north and said he thought he’d try to crawl along to one of those gas stations once the engine cooled down. The man looked too, then turned back to the engine.


“You’da been better off turning the other way,” he said. “There’s a good garage about four miles south of here.” He pushed back his jacket cuff to look at his watch. “Probably just opening up right about now.”


“I don’t think she’ll go four miles,” said Sean.


“No, probably not.” The man reached in and jiggled a dusty hose. “I were you, I’d call for a tow. Bud’s Top Line Auto. That’s the name of the garage.”


Sean got out his phone and as he was thumbing the screen he saw as in some cartoon one of the Dell Cortez hundred-dollar bills flying like a bird from his wallet, then another, and another. “Bud’s Top Line … ?”


“Auto,” said the man. “Owner’s an old buddy of mine.”


“Bud?”


“No. Bud was years ago. Larry Hines is the owner now. Larry will take care of you.”


Sean walked off a ways, leaving the man alone with the engine. After a while he came back to the Chevy.


“The wrecker’s out on another call,” he said. “Said he’d be an hour, maybe more.”


“Did you talk to Larry?”


“Yep.”


The man studied the engine. “How ’bout I just drive you on over there?” he said. “He’s got coffee and a place you can sit till the wrecker gets back.”


“You weren’t going that way,” said Sean.


The man shrugged. “Four miles,” he said.


Sean dropped the hood on the Chevy and climbed up into the cab of the Dodge and hauled the door shut behind him. The truck shook to life and the man swung it about in the road and got it up to speed going south.


The truck was not new but there was no dust, no trash, no smell in the cab other than the wood smell and the smell of shave cream, smell of coffee. No cigarette had ever been lit there.


“Hurt your leg?” the man said.


“Sorry?”


“You hurt your leg?”


Sean held his hands to the dash vent. “My knee,” he said. “Long time ago. It stiffens up on a long drive.”


The man sipped from a travel mug and returned it to the center console. “Didn’t fall off a roof, did you?”


“No sir.”


“Old carpenter buddy of mine fell off a roof one time and never did walk the same after that.”


Sean said nothing.


“I took you for a carpenter,” the man said. “With that Knaack box in the back.”


“Yes sir.”


“Finish, or frame, or—?”


“Pretty much whatever needs doing,” said Sean.


The man nodded. “I bent a few nails in my day. My younger days. I sell firewood now.”


“That’s a good load you got.”


“Taking her up to a man at Lake Neshonoc. I doubt you know where that is.”


“No sir.”


“Saw your Colorado plates,” said the firewood man.


Sean looked out at the gray new day. The gray nameless buildings. His brain was buzzing with the long drive, the lack of sleep. Nicotine.


“Family there?”


“No sir. Not anymore.”


The firewood man looked at him. “Meaning they don’t live there anymore, or—?”


“Meaning they don’t live there anymore.”


The firewood man nodded. He took another sip from the mug.


“Where were you headed? If you don’t mind me asking.”


Sean was slow to answer. “I tend to go from here to there,” he said. “Grabbing work where I can get it.”


The man nodded. “I did some of that, my younger days. Went to work on the BNSF line when I was twenty and, man, I rode those rails all over this country. Down to Brownsville, Texas on the Mexico border, on up to Winnipeg Canada. I was in Surprise, Arizona when my dad died, and the railway sent me home. 1988. Two years later Mom passed and all of a sudden I had a house, property. Met my wife. Started a family.”


Sean didn’t know what to say. It sounded like a whole life.


“You married?” said the man.


“No sir.”


“Kids?”


“Nope.”


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-six.”


“That right?”


“Yep.”


“Thought you were older.”


They were sitting at a light. There was no cross traffic and it was a long light.


“Damn thing of it,” said the man, “was why he stopped on those tracks in the first place.”


Sean was watching the light. He turned and looked at the man. He thought he’d missed something—just blacked out for a second. Totally possible.


“My dad,” said the man. His hands loosely on the wheel. “Had him a load of apples in the back he’d been all day picking. On his way to the market and he stopped on the tracks and he wasn’t gonna leave those apples, by God. Sat there cranking at that engine, cranking at it, and the train just a-comin along.”


The light turned green and the man drove on.


Sean watched the buildings. His own father was getting up, making coffee in the little kitchen, the empty little house. His hair a mess. Looking out at the day.


“Of course, the railway said he did it on purpose,” said the firewood man. “Of course they said that.” He lifted his mug and sipped. “My mother didn’t even fight it. Said it would just make people talk. The neighbors. She couldn’t stand what the neighbors would say.”


He looked over at Sean. “How do you like this town so far? Man gives you a ride and tells you his life story. My mother is turning in her grave.”


“Was it the same railway?”


“How’s that?”


“The same railway that hit him? The BN . . .”


“BNSF. There isn’t no other railway, not around here there isn’t.” He flicked his signal. “This is Larry’s right up here.” He slowed to pull into the lot, but Bud’s Top Line Auto was a small operation, the lot was already packed with cars and trucks, and he flicked off his signal and pulled over in front.


“You don’t mind, I’m just gonna drop you. But you tell Larry hello from Lyle.”


“Hello from Lyle,” said Sean. He opened his door and began to get out.


“And your name—?”


Sean turned back. “Sean,” he said, and shook the man’s hand. “Thanks for the lift, Lyle.”


“Don’t mention it, Sean.”


Sean was turning to shut the door when the man named Lyle leaned toward him. “Tell you what, Sean.”


“What’s that.”


“I just now remembered. There’s a man lives out in the bluffs asked me a while back if I knew a carpenter. Had some kind of a job at the house out there needed doin. I told him I’d call my old carpenter buddy—guy who fell off the roof—but when I called him he said he was retired. News to me. Anyway, I don’t know if the man found somebody or not, but I could put you in touch with him, if you were interested.”


“What’s the job?”


“That I can’t tell you. He didn’t go into details. Just needed a carpenter. He sells me his deadfall, time to time, this man. Or sometimes just wants me to cord it up for him, for his own use.”


The man named Lyle waited. Watching Sean’s face. “How about I just give you his number and you can call or not call?”


“OK.”


“I’ll text it to you.”


“OK.”


They got out their phones and after a minute Sean had the text. He read it quickly and put his phone away. “Thank you.”


“Call him, don’t call him. But he’s only got the house line and you gotta let her ring. Kind of an old man. Living alone out there, just him and his dog. You can tell him Lyle sent you. He asks me, I’ll tell him the truth—I gave you a lift and you’re a carpenter looking for work. After that you’re on your own.”


“OK.”


Lyle nodded, and stayed as he was, leaning toward Sean, looking at him. Sean waited.


“I won’t tell you he’s the easiest man in the world to do business with,” Lyle said. “Somewhat set in his ways, you could say. But his money is US American, and it’s cash.”


“Cash is good.”


“Cash is good.”


Sean raised a hand. “Thanks again, Lyle. I appreciate you stopping.”


“Well,” said the firewood man, “I hate to see a man broke down on the road.”


Sean watched as the man got the Dodge turned around and up to speed again going north, then he fished up his cigarettes and lit one and stood smoking, alone in that anonymous outskirts. One-story enterprises of cinderblock and sheet metal. A brick four-story with a corporate logo and eight orange squares of sunrise in the top two floors. Smell of the river in the air, the wide Mississippi, plodding along on this morning as on all mornings since a time unimaginable, before the first men stepped foot on the land.


Wisconsin. Land of his birth and childhood.


Drifting thoughts in a tired brain. He did not stand in that unknown place contemplating how it was he ended up here—here. The chain of happenstance and accident that had led to these particular circumstances and none other; he would have time, and greater cause, to think about such things later. Just then he had the problem of the Chevy. The pool of green fluid. The hundred-dollar bills from Dell Cortez.


He got out his phone and read the text from the firewood man.


“Marion Devereaux,” he said, and wondered was it a misspelling—Marion.


“US American dollars,” he said. He took a last drag and dropped the cigarette and stepped on it. Then he turned and crossed the lot to the glass door that said office in gold sticker letters, and went on in.












2.





Of the stonemason Marion Devereaux little was known. He’d shown up one morning, midweek, at one of Randall Pratt’s jobs, wearing great slabs of clay for boots. Slogging on up the hill and asking the man was he hiring. Like that. Out of the blue sky. Denim bib coveralls and a denim long-sleeve shirt buttoned to the throat. Not young, not old. Average height, average build. Brown-black hair combed back so you saw the scalp below, white as bone. Bright blue eyes looking out from under a ledge of brow.


When Pratt saw him again on the TV years later they were both old men but Pratt remembered the name. He knew the eyes in the photograph. The ledge of brow.


It had to do with a body—remains, they called it—and Devereaux was in the hospital with broken bones.


Pratt raised the remote in his trembling hand and shut off the TV. He didn’t want to know about such stuff anymore—the things people did. He just didn’t want to know it.


He sat back in the recliner and shut his eyes.


’75, that must’ve been, his mind went on. He’d been building those houses up in the hills above the Old Indian Highway.


No, the war’d been over awhile by then, so more like ’76, ’77. It rained cats and dogs that spring, that he could tell you.


He’d asked Devereaux the first thing he wanted to know: What can you do?


The man standing there, scratching at his neck.


I’ve done some of everything, he said.


Jack-of-all-trades, said Pratt. What’d you do most?


Most?


What do you do best.


Devereaux glanced in the direction of the jobsite. Not much more than a slab of concrete so far. The beginnings of the basement walls, cinderblock, two and three courses high.


I’m a good brickman, he said, and Pratt turned to look at the site. The three men standing there got back to work.


He turned back to Devereaux. I got me a overhand crew already, standing just yonder.


Devereaux nodded. Well, he said, I thought I’d ask. And began to turn away.


Well now hold on a second, buddy. I just got rained out nine days running and I was behind schedule afore that. How’s your hand with cinder?


It’s good.


Pratt stood studying him. All right, come on up here.


Devereaux followed, halting at the cement slab to kick and scrape the clay from his boots.


Never mind that, said Pratt. Wilby, give this man that trowel a second.


The man named Wilby handed over his trowel and stepped away from a wheelbarrow half-full of wet mortar. Devereaux stepped into Wilby’s place. He looked at the low wall and he looked at the stack of cinderblocks and he looked at Pratt.


Go on and set one, said Pratt.


Devereaux picked up a stretcher block one-handed and, holding it in the air, he cut the trowel into the mortar and with a neat chop delivered the load to one of the end ears, then likewise buttered the other ear. He swung the block into place, mating the block to the previous block and sizing the joint by eyeball. He troweled off the squeeze-out and flicked the mortar back into the wheelbarrow, then began to tamp the block with the butt end of the trowel handle, tapping all along its topside as if listening for a false note, and perhaps he was. He stopped when the edge of block lay just under the mason’s string and no variance to the line whatsoever. He scraped up the squeeze once more and mixed it into the mortar and then stood looking around as if he were missing something, the men watching him.


Give him it, Wilby.


Wilby pulled a slender tool from his hip pocket and held it out to Devereaux, and Devereaux nodded his thanks. He looked at the slicker, flipped it in the air and fit the larger end into the drying mortar of the previous block and pressed that same concave joint the length of the new block, then pressed it vertically in the head joint. He skimmed away the thin ridges of mortar with the tool’s edge and leaned over the wall to repeat the process on the outside joints. He rang the slicker lightly against the wall to free it of grit and lastly he stropped it on his pantleg and handed it back clean to the man named Wilby.


No one spoke. Devereaux scratched the back of his neck.


I get better once I get going, he said.


Pratt said, Come on over here, and walked off to where they’d stood before. He looked back at the men, and the men began working again. Wilby said something to the other two but you couldn’t hear what.


They’re betting which one of ’em I’m gonna fire.


Devereaux looked at him. Pratt looked at Devereaux.


Where’d you learn to pick and dip like that?


From my uncle.


Where was that?


Sir?


Where’d he learn it to you.


Hereabouts.


I figured out east somewheres. You don’t see it much around here. ’Specially not with cinder.


He worked in Massachusetts a little while. My uncle did. After the war.


Nam?


Yes, sir.


Pratt studied him. How old are you?


Twenty-nine. Thirty come August.


Did you soldier?


No, sir. They didn’t take me.


Why not?


On account of I got one leg shorter’n the other.


Pratt glanced down. I didn’t notice.


My left boot is special made.


There’s boots under there?


Devereaux looked down at the caked boots. Yes, sir.


Pratt studied him. I can go ten dollars an hour, he said. Now—there’s three more houses up here after this one, so a man could make more after a while, if things work out.


All right.


You drive a hard bargain, buddy.


Devereaux raised his hand as if to scratch his neck, but instead he shooed at some bug that wasn’t there and dropped his hand again.


Pratt said, I’m guessing you’re free to start right away.


Start right now if you want.


No, I want to give these boys a little time to get used to the idea of you. How’s tomorrow morning?


That works for me.


We start seven a.m. sharp.


All right.


Sharp.


All right.


Bring some lunch. We got a spigot up here for water.


All right.


Any questions?


Devereaux glanced toward the men. You aren’t really going to fire one of them, are you?


Pratt’s mouth went a little bit crooked. You had to know him to call it a smile. I’m gonna sleep on it, he said. Anything else?


No, sir.


Nothin else you want to tell me?


Can’t think of it.


How about your name?


Devereaux reddened and said his name.


Devro? said Pratt.


Yes, sir. It’s spelled the French way.


You French Canadian then?


My people were, some ways back.


Well, you’re gonna have to spell it out for me sometime. First name?


Marion.


Marion?


Yes, sir. He held Pratt’s eye. Pratt put out his hand.


Randall Pratt. You can call me Mr. Pratt or sir or boss and not much else I can think of.


All right, Mr. Pratt.


All right, Devro. Go on, now, I’m a busy man.


Two, three months later Devereaux was gone again, remembered Pratt, in his chair, drifting in and out of sleep. An old man’s recollections.


Gone like he came.


Load of cinderblocks too. Never did figure that one out, but most likely Devereaux who took them. Who else?


And the wheelbarrow, thought Pratt, drifting. Man uses your wheelbarrow to cart away your blocks, you can see the tracks coming and going to his truck, but then he leaves the wheelbarrow behind.


Doesn’t just leave it, thought Pratt. Puts it back where it was and turns it over so it don’t fill with rain. Does everything but wash the damn thing . . .


Go figure that one out.
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The chair he sat in was metal and, like the metal table, was secured to the floor by L-brackets screwed to the legs, and the brackets pinned to the linoleum by Tapcons driven into the concrete below.


After he’d sat there some minutes, Sean keeled to one side for a look at the footings of the chair opposite, then sat upright again, his hands to either side of a threaded U-bolt fixed to the tabletop like a goal in some miniaturized game. The bolt’s actual function was clear but in this case it stood empty while his uncuffed hands moved freely about. Farther from reach a small plastic microphone leaned in its steel housing, cordlessly feeding sound to those who watched from behind the mirrored glass, into which he’d looked exactly once, when he’d first come in, and not again.


He’d been in the room at least an hour, or what felt like an hour, so it must be what, one thirty, two in the morning. He needed a cigarette. His smokes were in his jacket pocket and his jacket was God knew where with his other things—his phone, his wallet, his belt; they’d not taken his shoelaces, not yet. He wore a flannel shirt, once a dark shade of red but now, these several years later, a lighter shade that showed the drops of blood where they’d fallen from the split in his lower lip. He tested the swollen split with the tip of his tongue and tasted the penny tang of his blood.


The knuckles of his right hand were likewise enlarged and bloodied.


Buddy, why don’t you just shut up awhile?


Why don’t you make me, tough guy?


Two geniuses, matching wits.


He was staring straight ahead at the metal door when the latch handle snapped downward, the door swept open and a woman stepped into the opening. Just behind her stood a large man in a white shirt and striped tie, his eyes hard on Sean, but the woman came into the room alone and shut the door behind her.


She stood looking at him, Sean at her. Dark-gray jacket and pants, pale-blue blouse. No gun or holster that he could see. A badge clipped to the belt at her waist. Her eyes were dark and her dark hair was pulled tight and ponytailed. Older than him, but not a lot older—midthirties if he had to guess.


“Mr. Courtland,” she said.


“Yes ma’am.”


“Sean Courtland.”


“Yes ma’am.”


She sat down and began arranging loose sheets of paper, a lined writing pad, a retractable ballpoint pen. He’d not noticed the smell of the overheated room before she came in but now he realized it had smelled of nothing but himself, which must’ve been the smell of cigarettes and sweat and unwashed hair. And blood, maybe.


“My name is Detective Viegas,” she said. “I’m with the ISB. Do you know what that is?”


“No ma’am.”


“It’s the Investigative Services Bureau. We’re in charge of investigating what are known as sensitive crimes—crimes of domestic violence, crimes involving juveniles, crimes against the elderly, and sex crimes.”


He held her gaze.


“I don’t suppose I could have my cigarettes,” he said. The last time he’d been in one of these rooms the detective had given him his smokes.


“Sorry,” said the detective. She sat watching him.


“Sean,” she said. “Do you mind if I call you Sean?”


“No ma’am.”


“Do you know why I’m talking to you, Sean—why an ISB detective is talking to you?”


“Yes ma’am. But I’m not as old as I look.”


“Sorry?”


“Crimes against the elderly.”


The detective allowed herself a half smile, then with no smile said, “Do you think what happened tonight was a crime against you?”


“No ma’am, I don’t.”


She rested her hands on the writing pad. “The reason you had to wait so long, Sean, was that we weren’t sure how we were going to investigate this, and therefore how we were going to interview you.”


“Interview,” he said.


“Yes. I want to hear your version of what happened.”


“My version is what I told the officer.”


“I just want to go over it with you. Is that all right?”


“Is it all right?”


“Yes.”


“Is there a second option?”


“Yes. You could refuse. But that would only set other wheels in motion.”


She watched him.


“What do you want to know?” he said, and she consulted her papers.


“In the statement you gave Officer Keegan, you said you tried to stop another man, another customer, named”—she checked a separate sheet—“Blaine Mattis, from bothering Denise Givens, who was waitressing tonight at the Wheelhouse Tavern. Is that correct?”


“I know Denise from other times I’ve been in there, but I don’t know the other guy. As I told the officer, I tried to stop a drunk from bothering Denise, and he wouldn’t stop.”


“So you struck him.”


“The other guy?”


“Yes. Mattis.”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Then what happened?”


“He struck me back.”


“And a fight ensued.”


“Yes ma’am, it did.”


“And who struck Denise Givens?”


Sean looked at his bloodied knuckles.


“I did. She tried to break it up and I hit her by accident when I was swinging at the other guy. I feel pretty shitty about that. I tried to stop the whole thing right then but the other guy didn’t care to stop.” Sean flexed the bloodied hand. “The officer wouldn’t tell me anything about her. If she was all right or not. I’d like to talk to her if I could.”


The detective sat watching him. His eyes. His hands.


“You said you knew Miss Givens from before,” she said. “Were you involved with her?”


“Involved? No ma’am. She was just nice to me. When I was in there. She was nice to everyone.”


“And that was enough to make you sucker punch Blaine Mattis?


“No ma’am. He saw it coming.”


“What made you think Miss Givens wanted your help?”


“I didn’t. I just didn’t like seeing her treated that way.”


“Did you know she’d recently been dating Blaine Mattis?”


Sean shook his head. “I don’t know how I’d know that.” He patted his chest like a man looking for his cigarettes. Which he was. “But that doesn’t change anything, does it?”


“Did you see him hurt Miss Givens—grab her, or strike her—before you hit him?”


“No ma’am.”


“Did he threaten her verbally?”


“Threaten her? No ma’am. He just wouldn’t quit with that mouth of his. Talking about her to his buddy or whatever he was. Loud enough so she’d hear it every time she went by.”


“His buddy Mr.”—checking her notes—“Raney.”


Sean shrugged.


“And how did you hear what Mr. Mattis was saying to Mr. Raney?”


“Because I was sitting about two seats away.”


“At the bar.”


“Yes.”


“And what was he saying? Mattis.”


Sean ran the tip of his tongue over the back side of the lump in his lower lip. He looked at the microphone with no cord. “The officer took it all down,” he said.


The detective watched him. “All right,” she said. “So, hearing all that, you felt you needed to stand up for her? Defend her honor?”


He watched the detective. Her eyes were lit with the workings of her mind, but her face gave no indication of thoughts or purpose. She asked her questions and watched to see what reactions they caused. Like adding one chemical to another.


“I wouldn’t put it that way,” he said.


“What way would you put it?”


“I’d put it I saw a guy treating a woman who was just trying to do her job, a woman who puts up with asshats like him on a nightly basis—I saw him treating this woman a way she didn’t deserve and I couldn’t just sit there. I’d put it that way, I guess.”


“Plus hitting him in the face.”


“Eventually, yes.”


The detective returned to her papers. She placed a new one on top and without looking up from it said, “Can I ask what you’re doing here, Sean—in this town? You’re not from here. You’re from Madison originally. Your truck is registered to Grand County, Colorado.”


“Yes ma’am. I was just passing through.”


“Something stopped you?”


“Yes ma’am, my truck stopped me. It broke down. A man gave me a lift and told me about another man who needed some work done, and that man hired me, and that’s why I’m here. Just making some money.”


“And how long ago was that? That your truck broke down.”


Sean looked up at the ceiling, and back at her again. “February twenty-third. A Friday.”


The detective did the math. “Just over two weeks.”


“Yes ma’am.”


“And who are you doing this work for?”


Sean hooked his forefinger through the metal loop. “I’d just as soon not say.”


“Why not?”


“Why not?”


“Yes.”


“Because the second you talk to the man to see if I’m telling the truth, he’s gonna fire me and I’ll never see the money he owes me.” Sean knew how this sounded: like one lie to cover another. But it was true: the old man wouldn’t think twice about firing his ass and keeping his money.


The detective sat watching him. “And this address,” she said. “68 County Highway F?”


“A place I’ve been renting.”


“For how long?”


“Since March first.”


“And how long will you be renting it for?”


He held her gaze. “As long as it takes me to finish this job,” he said.


“And how long will that be?”


“Another week, give or take.”


She turned back to her papers.


“Another reason you had to wait so long tonight, Sean, was that I was running down your priors and trying to get a sense of your . . . history.”


He leaned forward on his elbows and squeezed his bloodied knuckles in the opposite hand. A shiv of pain dug around in his knee.


“The first incident was the most serious one,” she went on. Omaha, Nebraska. You were brought in with some other boys for the assault of a young woman in a parking lot behind a restaurant. A Detective Lutz interviewed you.”


“And let me go. I didn’t have anything to do with what those boys did except trying to stop it.”


“Two years later in Kansas City you put a tire iron through a man’s windshield after you say you saw him grab a woman by the hair. Turns out it was his girlfriend.”


“Again—does it matter what she was to him?”


“No, it doesn’t.”


“Plus I paid that jerk for his windshield and then some.” Sean opened up his hands, almost as if inviting her to take them. “I’ve gotten into some situations, Detective. I’ve even spent a night in jail. But—”


He put his hands flat on the table and stared at them. His head was pounding.


“Mattis said you sucker punched him for no reason whatsoever.”


He looked up. “What does Miss Givens say?”


“She says pretty much what you say.”


“Then”—he shook his head—“why am I still here?”


“Because people lie.”


“You think she’s lying?”


“No, I don’t.”


“If she’s saying the same thing I’m saying and she’s not lying, doesn’t that mean I’m not lying too?”


“As far as I’m concerned, yes. But it doesn’t mean you didn’t throw the first punch.”


“I already admitted to that.”


“Doesn’t absolve you of it, I should have said.”


He looked at the mirrored glass, the reflection of the two of them sitting there. The other cop, or cops, behind the glass watching, listening. He turned back to her.


“Detective,” he said, “are you charging me?”


“No.”


“Is someone pressing charges?”


“Not so far.”


“Then why am I still here?” he said again.


She made no reply. Observing him in silence. Then she placed the papers on top of the writing pad and looked toward the glass. But if she made some kind of signal, or if just looking was the signal, nothing happened.


“I know you won’t be going back to the Wheelhouse Tavern,” she said, “but if you think of anything else you want to tell me, or if there’s any more trouble with … well, anyone, give me a call.” She took a card from the side pocket of her jacket and slid it across the table. “Preferably prior to any bloodshed.”


He picked up the card and slipped it into the breast pocket of his shirt without looking at it.


She collected her papers, pushed back the chair and stood, and the metal door unlatched. The same big man in the striped tie stood in the doorframe.


“Officer Keegan will return your personal items to you at the front desk,” she said. “You can go now, Sean.”


When he stepped out of the station it was just past three in the morning. Cold and dark and nothing moving but the flags on the station pole popping in the wind, the halyard strumming its dull note against the hollow pipe. There was the smell of the river on the wind, and the wind rushed like a river west to east down Main Street. Sooty banks of snow all along the curbs. Early days of March in Wisconsin.


He went down the salted steps and stood on the sidewalk with his back to the wind and got his cigarette lit and took a deep hit.


Across the street an old stone church stood in its own footlights, godly and fortified. Gothic arches, notched battlements. Old green iron cross on a spiked green spire. In the large front window a stained-glass image of a robed figure standing with his hands at his sides, palms-out, like a man showing he was unarmed.


He heard the other guy’s voice again—Mattis. The low litany of smut, then the vows of murder from the punched and swelling face. The stench of him as sharp in Sean’s nostrils now as if his own clothes, his own skin, had been contaminated.


Behind him a door swept open and he turned to see a woman coming out of the station in her black winter coat. The detective. She came down the steps and walked up to him where he stood on the sidewalk.


“Is someone coming to get you?”


“No ma’am.”


“And your truck is back at the Wheelhouse.”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Do you call all women ‘ma’am,’ or just women who might throw you in jail?”


“I don’t know. I guess it’s a habit I picked up somewhere.”


She checked her watch. “I can drop you. That’s me right there, the blue Prius.”


Sean nodded. “I appreciate the offer but I think I’ll just walk it. I think it would be good for me.”


“All right,” she said. And stood there. “Do you have another one of those?”


He brought out the pack and shook one up and she drew it out and leaned to the flame of his lighter, his cupped hand. She took a kind of sip on the filter and blew at the sky, and the thin stream vanished at once in the wind.


“You can really see the stars this time of night,” she said. “Or morning.”


Sean looked up.


“There’s the Big Dipper,” she said.


He was silent. Then he said, “Ursa Major.”


“Sorry?”


“The name of the constellation is Ursa Major. The Big Dipper is just one part of it.”


“Ursa Major,” she said.


“The Great Bear.”


She kept looking.


“One of the stars in Ursa Major isn’t even a star,” he said.


“What is it?”


“A galaxy.”


“No kidding?”


“No kidding.”


They stood smoking. Strands of her hair had come loose and she tended them absently in the wind. She took a last hit on the cigarette and dropped nimbly into a squat and stubbed it out on the concrete and stood again, all with an ease he had not known since he was a boy, if then. She walked over to a city trashcan and tossed in the dead butt and walked back to him.


“That split is pretty deep,” she said.


“It’s all right.”


“You might want to have it looked at. There’s an emergency room a few blocks from here.”


“Thanks. It’ll be all right.”


She stood there. Then she said, “You have a sister?”


He watched her.


“Yes,” he said.


“An older sister.”


“Yes.”


“Same here. Five years older. When I was eighteen, she told me she’d been raped when she was in college.”


He held the detective’s eyes, then stared at his boots as she told him more: That her sister was eighteen at the time, a freshman. That she’d gone to a party at a friend’s house and a boy she met there got her to go down to the basement with him, and there he raped her. On an old sofa that smelled of cat piss. She, the younger sister, had had no idea about the rape until she herself was about to begin college. Her sister wanted her to know what was out there. The detective asked her sister why she’d never told her—why she’d never told anyone—and her sister said it was because she’d been drinking that night, and kissing the boy, and because her name was Viegas. She said it was because the boy was white and on the basketball team and because this was five years ago—saying this last as if speaking of another century.


Sean’s knee was spasming with pain, the old fusings cracking open, but he didn’t shift his weight. Do your damnedest, he told it.


The boy, the rapist, the detective was saying, was now a dentist in New Orleans and her sister was director of a domestic violence program in Houston, Texas.


He waited for her to say more, and when she didn’t he looked up again. Her eyes were dark and clear and held distant lights of their own.


“And you became Detective Viegas,” he said. “Sensitive crimes unit.”


She smiled faintly. “It isn’t a direct line. Our dad was a cop when we were kids. A deputy sheriff.”


“Was,” said Sean.


“He became a lawyer.” She began to rummage in a large coat pocket as she might’ve in a shoulder bag or purse.


“And she never told him—about the boy?”


“Oh, no. He would’ve killed him. Bite-size Snickers?” She held two of the square candies in her bare palm. Like dice she wanted him to roll.


“No, thanks.”


She returned one to her pocket and unwrapped the other and popped it into her mouth and began to chew.


“Also,” she said, “he never would’ve looked at her the same way again.”


Something in her voice, the look in her eye—she was talking about herself, not her sister. It was her, the detective, who’d gone into the basement.


The thought pumped once in Sean’s heart—and was gone. The power of blood, that was all: because it had happened to her big sister, it was as if it had happened to her too.


He understood—to a point. A younger brother could never fully understand something like that. Ever.


The wind gusted and the detective hunched her shoulders. “You sure you don’t want that ride?”


“I’m sure. But thank you.”


“All right. You take it easy, Sean Courtland.”


“Yes ma’am. I intend to.”


She got into the Prius and he watched as the car pulled from the curb and went smartly on its way.


In the sky to the west, Castor and Pollux, the twins, walked down the heavens toward the planet’s edge. The wind gusted at him and he thought of his cap and where it might be at that moment. Under some table at the bar, or in the bar’s garbage bin, soaking up the grease of burgers and fries.


Somewhere to the east an engine on the BNSF line blew its horn, a long and pitiful sound, like some solitary thing sounding out the night for one of its kind. Sean tugged his jacket collar high and set off in that direction.
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He didn’t think he’d sleep for the pain of his mouth, the pulsing of his knuckles, but then suddenly he was running in a pine woods on a bright day, a stony path in the shadows of the trees, and he was running from a man who, when he turned to look, had the bloodied face of Blaine Mattis one second and the bloodied face of some other man the next, a man he didn’t know. And he was running, not fighting, because he was a kid again—young and afraid and he didn’t know where his sister had gone but she was ahead of him on the path, calling to him Let’s go, Sean! Move it! But the stones were getting bigger and he was so slow, so pathetically slow, and he knew he would not get away from the man, and he called out to her to come back, come back for him, but she would not, she was too far ahead, and when he awoke it was not from fear but from the pain of her leaving him behind, abandoning him to the man with the bloody face, a pain inseparable, to his waking heart, from the pain of his failing to protect her.


He lay staring at the dark bands of ceiling beams as his heart quieted. Listening to the silence—or not silence, but a steady droning his brain identified, after a few seconds, as the old heating unit across the room, the hot air blowing.


He saw again the man with the bloody face—Mattis—and he made a fist of his swollen hand and felt the sensation of hitting her, the waitress. Denise. The sound of it. Her blood so red and quick. The immediate cold sick feeling in his heart.


He remembered, too, the satisfaction, the actual pleasure of hitting that other face.


He thought of the detective in the interview room, and then standing with her in the wind as she told him about her sister and the sofa that reeked of cat piss.


Why would she tell you that?


He stood in the bathroom in his bare feet, blinking at the brightness of the mirror. The seam in his lip had crusted over but one wrong move would split it open again. He thought Mattis had hit him just once, but the colors and abrasions on the left side of his face said otherwise.


Because she knew, he answered himself.


Because she’d fed your data into the department’s best machines, and your whole story, your so-called history, had spat out on the ticker tape for her to read. She told you about her sister to say she understood about your sister. I get it, buddy, she was saying: Why you punched Mattis. Why you were always getting into the trouble you got into. I may be a cop but I feel you . . .


He filled his hands with tapwater and dipped his face to the cold shock of it. He bent lower and let the stream run over his lip and finally he drank—copper taste and the water so cold his eyeballs ached.


He got into yesterday’s clothes, bloodstained clothes, stepped barefoot into his boots and clomped out onto the little porch to light his cigarette. First pale blues and pinks seeping into the pines to the east. The trees and the smell of them in the morning revived his dream, or the feeling of it, and it was a short journey from there to the dream’s source: the high pines of the Rockies, the summer she was eighteen, a track star floating up the mountain on pink Nikes while he, age fifteen, fell increasingly behind on the bike. While the man in the woods got closer.


Across the clearing a light came on in the kitchen of the big house. A shadow moved across the scrim of curtain.


The big house, like the cottage from which he viewed it, was built of stones quarried from the bluffs, but for almost a hundred years the cottage had been the only house on the wooded land and the old couple had lived here when they were younger, and only later built the larger, modernized house, when their son was old enough to need his own room. They’d told Sean these things the morning they showed him the cottage, the old man running his fingertips over the darkened oak mantel above the fireplace, she running hers along the white, chipped edge of the sink, remembering not the years of dirty dishes, Sean imagined, but a baby boy, gazing up at her from the suds.


After the showing, outdoors again, the old man had asked if he might see Sean’s driver’s license, and Sean handed it over. The old man gave it a quick look and handed it back and then they stood awhile looking at Sean’s truck and discussing it as if it, and not the cottage, were the object of their business. The old man asked about the Knaack box in the truck bed and Sean looked more closely at him: his seamed and weathered face, like an old sea captain’s, the black watchman’s cap he wore snugged down, the gray-blue eyes in their creases. Not a large man but standing straight and plumb, his black rubber boots planted in the snow. Niles Parnell, his name.


Come on up and have a look, Sean said, and Parnell laughed.


It must be ten years since I got up in the bed of a truck. Peggy won’t have it. Least of all in winter.


Peggy had gone into the house to brew fresh coffee. Sean saw the old man eyeing the back of the truck. He saw the hook of a smile on his lips. Out of the side of his own mouth he said, I don’t believe she can see us from here, Mr. Parnell, and that truck bed is dry as a bone. Parnell looked at the house, and turning back said, You get on up first and give me a hand and let’s be quick about it, and Sean climbed up over the tailgate and reached down for Parnell’s hand. In his winter coat and layers the old man could not have weighed more than 140 pounds.


Sean unlocked the box and lifted the lid and they stood looking down on the cases of power tools, his levels, his kitbags full of hand tools, all arranged in a tight jigsaw puzzle of organization that had evolved over time and which must be done in the proper order for everything to fit and the lid to close.


Parnell blew a thin white rope of whistle. Mighty shipshape, Sean. Mighty shipshape.


It’s the only way it all fits.


Well, now I understand what kind of carpenter you are.


You do?


How a man treats his tools says a lot about the kind of carpenter he is. Says everything, if you ask me. And this here says you have an eye for space and a love of order.


Sean looked at the tools. Some had been his father’s. Most he’d bought along the way with his earnings from one job or another. For a while he’d bought the tools he’d needed to finish whatever job he’d taken on, but it had been a long time since he’d not had the tool he needed.


There was the sound of a window sash lifting and then the reedy cry, Niles Parnell, I see you in that pickup truck!


Oh boy, said Parnell without turning. Busted.


I’m sorry. I’ll tell her it was my fault.


No you won’t, and she wouldn’t believe you anyway. Just give me a hand down and let’s go face the music.


On their way to the house, in no rush to get there, Parnell said, I’ve got a job or two around here needs doing, if that interests you. It’s OK it if doesn’t. But we could work it into the deal if you cared to.


I guess it depends on the size of the job or two, said Sean. I kinda gotta focus on this bigger job.


What job is that?


I’m building a new laundry room for a man. Moving his machines up from the basement. He can’t go down the steps anymore.


I know that feeling. Who’s the man, if you don’t mind me asking?


A man named Devereaux, up in the bluffs not far from here.


Parnell did not pause or even slow his steps, he did not look at Sean, but something in him changed.


I assume you mean Marion Devereaux, he said.


You know him?


I know of him. How did you get hooked up with that old varmint?


Sean explained: the leaking radiator, Lyle the firewood man who’d put him in touch.


Parnell stopped and stood studying his boots. As if struck by the blackness of them in the snow.


I guess you’d hear it from somebody else if not me, he said, so I’m just gonna say it. So you won’t be blindsided down the road.


All right.


Well. Years ago three little kids went missing from around here. Grammar-school boys. One a year, beginning in 1975 and ending in 1977. Forty-one years ago this spring, that last one. And one way or another some folks got their minds around to the Devereauxs, who lived out here in the bluffs. In that house—I assume it’s the same house.


It’s an old house, said Sean.


Loners, they were. Not altogether normal, as families go. Three of them: the old woman, her son, who’d got his bell rung pretty good in the war as I recall—Vietnam War—and her grandson, who was Marion Devereaux. Must’ve been about thirty at the time. His parents had been killed in some kind of house fire, is how he came to live with his uncle and grandmother. Anyway. Folks talked. Some folks.


Parnell looked sidelong at the carpenter. Reading his face.


Sean shook his head, just to do something.


The old woman died around that same time, Parnell said. I remember that. I do believe the uncle moved on somewhere, and the house fell to Devereaux. Must be the same house.


Sean was silent.


Peggy would call me a gossiping old woman if she could hear me, Parnell said. Marion Devereaux hasn’t bothered a soul I know of in all these years. He’s just an old man now like me and I’ve got no business telling stories on him and his kin. I just thought you might as well hear it, is all.


And the little boys?


They never did find ’em.


Sean blew out his breath. Jesus. Forty-one years. Forty-one years when a day of it could kill you—the panic, the searching, the praying. Worst of all, the imagining.


Parnell cleared his throat. We lost our own son during those times. Older than those other boys. That’s how I remember the year.


Sean shook his head again. I’m sorry, he said.


The old man’s coat shoulders rose and dropped. He looked off into the woods and said, He hanged himself.


Sean said nothing.


He wasn’t but fifteen years old, Parnell said. What does a fifteen-year-old boy know about life that he’d go and do a thing like that?


They walked on in silence, but before climbing the steps to the back stoop Parnell stopped again and said in a lowered voice, Of course there’s another theory as to what happened to those three boys and why they never were found. Might put your mind at ease. Might not.


What’s that? said Sean, and Parnell aimed a forefinger at the sky. Sean looked up.


Spacemen, said Parnell.


Now come on inside, he said, opening the storm door, and let’s get some coffee in you.


Ten—now eleven days ago that was, and Sean had seen little of Niles or Peggy Parnell since. If he saw them at all it was as he was getting in or out of his truck, and the wave they sent from the big house did not encourage or discourage interaction, and he went about his business. He settled in as the tenant he was, and when he was finished with the Devereaux project he would load up and move on.


Move on where? Parnell—anyone—might’ve asked.


To wherever the next job was. To the next place, or the place after that, until the job crossed his path or he crossed it. He would stop and see his father in Madison, a night or two there. Drive across town and see his mother, who would make a fuss, cook for him. Fresh sheets in the other bedroom, where his sister’s old ribbons layered the corkboard, where trophy figures posed in stride like gilded miniatures of the girl herself. He’d lie in that bed until he knew his mother was asleep and then he’d get up and slip out, leaving the note on the table saying he’d woken up early and decided to get an early start, Love, Sean.


He bent to crush the butt of his cigarette on the sole of his boot and when he looked up again he saw the figure come out of the trees and his heart clenched—the man in the woods. Then he recognized the winter coat, the black rubber boots, the watchman’s cap.


The old man trudged on toward the house, head down, hands deep in his coat pockets. He climbed the steps to the back stoop, paused there to stomp each boot once, then opened the door and stepped inside.


In an hour or two the Parnells would drive into town and go to church. Perhaps they’d see Marion Devereaux there, who did not want Sean working in the house on Sundays. A believer, apparently, the old crank. Scowling old child abductor of the bluffs.


Sean had not been to church since he himself was a child, and even then he’d believed not in heaven but in the heavens: The planets, the stars. The great spiral galaxies so distant they were pinpricks of light in the corner of a constellation named by the creatures of a small blue planet on the outer rings of the Milky Way galaxy, itself a pinprick of light in some other creature’s sky.


He’d believed in spacemen.
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They didn’t expect to see him but then there he was, standing just inside the door and peering into the darkness like a boy come to fetch his father.


Devro, they called, and waved him over.


The man named Sheldon scooted out the fourth chair with his boot and the new man sat down. Three pint glasses of beer already on the table. Packs of cigarettes, lighters, a green Bakelite ashtray. Friday after work. Payday.


Above a general fog of smoke a denser layer seethed, a ceiling cloud glowing red, blue and green, as if hidden within it were weird, hovering aircraft. An early evening babble of voices and laughter. At the jukebox a young woman stood bent at the waist pushing the buttons, her face lit with jukebox light. The selected disc played and she swayed in place, then swayed to the bar and stepped between the knees of a man seated there who tracked her all the while.


As did Devereaux. Like a man unused to seeing such things.


The man named Wilby sat watching him.


Ever been in here before? he said, and Devereaux’s gaze quickly shifted, as if drawn to some other thing of interest in the bar.


A time or two, he said. Not for some time, though.


A waitress was passing by with empties in her hands and Wilby reached out to detain her. She took his order for one more pint and when she moved on again he watched her go.


Turning back to the table he took a hit on his cigarette and squinted at Devereaux. Smoke?


Devereaux looked at the offered pack. No thanks, he said. Reckon I’ll just breathe the air in here.


Wilby smiled and the men laughed. Devro, making a joke. Devereaux himself smiled.


The fourth man, a man named Petey, lit a cigarette with a plastic disposable lighter. Wilby sat turning his silver Zippo on the table.


That’s a good lighter there, Devereaux said, and Wilby stopped turning it. Then stood it upright like a little book.


You recognize that emblem?


Yes, sir. That’s Marine Corps.


Were you over there, Devro?


No, they didn’t take me. My uncle was, though. He was Marine Corps too.


Korea, said Sheldon.


No, Vietnam.


Shit. How old is he?
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