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	  To Rosie, for introducing me to my adult self.
And to Natalie, for making it all make sense.






      
     
	 I won’t be the lonely one.

      Glasvegas, ‘Daddy’s Gone’

   



      Prologue

      The four-year-old boy stirs in the backseat of the station wagon, his body little more than a bump beneath the blanket draped
         over him, his hip sore where the seat belt’s buckle presses into it.
      

      He sits up, rubbing his eyes in the morning light, and looks around, confused.

      The car is pulled to the curb, idling beside a chain-link fence. His father grips the steering wheel, his arms shaking. Sweat
         tracks down the band of flushed skin at the back of his neck.
      

      The boy swallows to wet his parched throat. ‘Where . . . where’s Momma?’

      His father takes a wheezy breath and half turns, a day’s worth of stubble darkening his cheek. ‘She’s not . . . She can’t
         . . . She’s not here.’
      

      Then he bends his head and begins to cry. It is all jerks and gasps, the way someone cries who isn’t used to it.

      Beyond the fence, kids run on cracked asphalt and line up for their turn on a rusted set of swings. A sign wired to the chain-link
         proclaims, IT’S MORNING AGAIN IN AMERICA: RONALD REAGAN FOR PRESIDENT.
      

      The boy is hot. He looks down at himself. He is wearing jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt, not the pajamas he’d gone to bed
         in. He tries to make sense of his father’s words, the unfamiliar street, the blanket bunched in his lap, but can focus on
         nothing except the hollowness in his gut and the rushing in his ears.
      

      ‘This is not your fault, champ.’ His father’s voice is high-pitched, uneven. ‘Do you understand me? If you remember . . . one thing . . . you have to remember that nothing that happened is your
         fault.’
      

      He shifts his grip on the steering wheel, squeezing so hard his hands turn white. His shirt cuff has a black splotch on it.

      The sound of laughter carries to them; kids are hanging off monkey bars and crawling around the beat-up jungle gym.

      ‘What did I do?’ the boy asks.

      ‘Your mother and I, we love you very much. More than anything.’

      His father’s hands keep moving on the steering wheel. Shift, squeeze. Shift, squeeze. The shirt cuff moves into direct light,
         and the boy sees that the splotch isn’t black at all.
      

      It is bloodred.

      His father hunches forward and his shoulders heave, but he makes no sound. Then, with apparent effort, he straightens back
         up. ‘Go play.’
      

      The boy looks out the window at the strange yard with the strange kids running and shrieking. ‘Where am I?’

      ‘I’ll be back in a few hours.’

      ‘Promise?’

      His father still doesn’t turn around, but he lifts his eyes to the rearview, meets the boy’s stare for the first time. In
         the reflection his mouth is firm, a straight line, and his pale blue eyes are steady and clear. ‘I promise,’ he says.
      

      The boy just sits there.

      His father’s breathing gets funny. ‘Go,’ he says, ‘play.’

      The boy slides over and climbs out. He walks through the gate, and when he pauses to look back, the station wagon is gone.

      Kids bob on seesaws and whistle down the fireman’s pole. They look like they know their way around.

      One of the kids runs up and smacks the boy’s arm. ‘You’re it!’ he brays.

      The boy plays chase with the others. He climbs on the jungle gym and crawls in the yellow plastic tunnel, jostled by the bigger kids and doing his best to jostle back. A bell rings from
         the facing building, and the kids fly off the equipment and disappear inside.
      

      The boy climbs out of the tunnel and stands on the playground, alone. The wind picks up, the dead leaves like fingernails
         dragging across the asphalt. He doesn’t know what to do, so he sits on a bench and waits for his father. A cloud drifts across
         the sun. He has no jacket. He kicks the leaves piled by the base of the bench. More clouds cluster overhead. He sits until
         his rear end hurts.
      

      Finally a woman with graying brown hair emerges through the double doors. She approaches him, puts her hands on her knees.
         ‘Hi there.’
      

      He looks down at his lap.

      ‘Right,’ she says. ‘Okay.’

      She glances across the abandoned playground, then through the chain-link, eyeing the empty parking spots along the curb.

      She says, ‘Can you tell me who you belong to?’
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      Chapter 1

      
      
      
      Mike lay in the darkness, his gaze fixed on the baby monitor on the nightstand. He had to be up in three hours, but sleep
         wasn’t coming any easier than it usually did. A blowfly had been circling the bedroom at irregular intervals as if to ensure
         his continued alertness. His mother used to say that a blowfly in the house meant that evil was stalking the family – one
         of the only things he remembered about her.
      

      
      He took a moment to catalog some less morbid memories from his early years. The few imprints he’d retained were little more
         than sensory flashes. The scent of sage incense in a yellow-tiled kitchen. His mother bathing him. How her skin always seemed
         tan. Her smell, like cinnamon.
      

      
      The red light bars fanned up on the monitor. A crackle of static. Or was that Kat coughing?

      
      He nudged the volume down so as not to wake Annabel, but she shifted around beneath the sheets, then said hoarsely, ‘Honey,
         there’s a reason they call it a baby monitor.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I’m sorry. I thought I heard something.’

      
      ‘She’s eight years old. And more mature than either of us. If she needs something, she’ll march in here and announce it.’

      
      It was an old argument, and Annabel was right, so he muted the volume and lay morosely staring at the damn thing, unable to
         click it off altogether. A little plastic unit that held a parent’s worst fears. Choking. Illness. Intruders.
      

      
      Usually the sounds were just interference or crossover noise from other frequencies – a charge in the air or the neighbor’s toddler snuffling from a cold. Sometimes Mike even heard voices
         in the rush of white noise. He swore there were ghosts in the thing. Murmurs from the past. It was a portal to your half-conscious
         mind, and you could read into its phantom whisper whatever you wanted.
      

      
      But what if he turned it off and this proved to be the night Kat did need them? What if she awakened terrified and disoriented from a nightmare, sudden paralysis, the blowfly’s evil spell, and
         lay stricken for hours, trapped alone with her fear? How do you choose the first night to take that risk?
      

      
      In the early hours, logic and reason seemed to fall asleep before he did. Everything seemed possible in the worst kind of
         way.
      

      
      He finally started to drift off, but then the blowfly took another loop around the night-light, and a moment later the red
         bars flared again on the muted unit. Kat crying out?
      

      
      He sat up and rubbed his face.

      
      ‘She’s fine,’ Annabel groaned.

      
      ‘I know, I know.’ But he got up and padded down the hall.

      
      Kat was out cold, one slender arm flung across a stuffed polar bear, her mouth ajar. Chestnut hair framed her serious face.
         She had her mother’s wide-set eyes, pert nose, and generous lower lip; given her looks and whip-smart demeanor, it was sometimes
         hard to tell whether Kat was an eight-year-old version of Annabel or Annabel a thirty-six-year-old version of Kat. The one
         trait that Kat had received from Mike was at least an obvious one – one brown eye, one amber. Heterochromia, they called it.
         As for her curls, who knew where she got those?
      

      
      Mike leaned over her, listened for the whistle of breath. Then he sat in the glider chair in the corner and watched his daughter.
         He felt a stab of pride about the childhood he and Annabel had given her, the sense of security that let her sleep so soundly.
      

      
      ‘Babe.’ Annabel stood in the doorway, shoving her lank hair off her forehead. She wore a Gap tank top and his boxers and looked as good in them as she had a decade before on their honeymoon.
         ‘Come to bed. Tomorrow’s a huge day for you.’
      

      
      ‘Be there in a moment.’

      
      She crossed, and they kissed quietly, and then she trudged off to bed again.

      
      The movement of the glider was hypnotic, but his thoughts kept circling back to the unresolved business of the coming day.
         After a time he realized he wasn’t going to be able to sleep, so he went into the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. Back in
         the chair, sipping contentedly from his mug, he soaked in the pale yellow walls, the raft of dolls on the floating shelf,
         his daughter in angelic repose. The only interruption was the occasional buzz from the blowfly, which had stalked him down
         the hall.
      

   



      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      
      Kat skidded through the kitchen, her ponytail loose and off center. Annabel paused above the omelet pan and regarded the fount
         of curls. ‘Your father did that, didn’t he?’
      

      
      Kat shoved her stuffed polar bear into her backpack and climbed onto a counter stool next to Mike. Annabel slung the omelet
         onto Kat’s plate, then leaned over and readjusted her daughter’s hair tie with a few expert flips and tugs. She dropped the
         pan into soapy water, mopped the leak beneath the farmhouse sink with a foot-held paper towel, and moved back to finishing
         Kat’s lunch, cutting the crust off her peanut-butter – no jelly – sandwich.
      

      
      Slurping at his third cup of coffee and watching his wife, Mike felt like he was moving in slow motion. ‘I’ll fix the sink
         tonight,’ he said, and Annabel gave him a thumbs-up. He noted the furry white arm protruding from his daughter’s backpack.
         ‘May I ask why you packed a polar bear for school?’
      

      
      ‘I have a report today.’

      
      ‘Another report? Aren’t you in third grade?’

      
      ‘It’s for that enriched-learning thing after class. I’m talking about global warming—’

      
      Annabel, sarcastic: ‘No kidding.’

      
      ‘—and this isn’t just any polar bear.’
      

      
      Mike lifted an eyebrow. ‘No?’

      
      Kat pulled the white bear from her backpack and presented it theatrically. ‘This is no longer Snowball, my favourite stuffed animal. This . . . this is Snowball, the Last Dying Polar Bear.’ She removed her eyeglasses from their case and put them on. The round
         red rims added gravity to her expression. Not that she needed the help. ‘Did you know,’ she asked, ‘that polar bears will
         probably be extinct by the time I’m a grown-up?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Mike said. ‘From that Al Gore movie. With the melting icecaps and drowning polar bears. You cried for two days.’

      
      Annabel said, ‘Eat your omelet.’

      
      Kat picked at the edge. Mike gave the nape of her neck a squeeze. ‘Want me to walk you to class today?’

      
      ‘Dad, I’m eight.’
      

      
      ‘So you keep reminding me.’ Mike tugged his sturdy cell from his pocket and hit ‘redial.’ A few rings, and then the bank manager
         picked up. ‘Hi, Mike Wingate again. Did the wire hit?’
      

      
      ‘Just a minute, Mr Wingate.’ The sound of keyboard typing.

      
      As Kat and Annabel negotiated how many more bites Kat had to eat, Mike waited, drumming his fingers nervously on the counter.

      
      It had taken him thirteen years to work his way from hired hand to carpenter to foreman to contractor. And now he was on the
         brink of closing out his first deal as a developer. He’d taken some ulcer-inducing risks to get here, leveraging their house
         and maxing out a handful of loans to buy a section of undeveloped canyon at the edge of town. Lost Hills, a Valley community
         thirty miles northwest of downtown Los Angeles, had a number of advantages, the main one being that real estate was merely
         expensive, not obscene. Mike had carved the land into forty generous parcels and built a community of ecological houses that
         he had named, uninventively, Green Valley. Not that he was a diehard ecofreak, but Kat had shown an interest in environmental
         stuff from an early age and he had to admit that those futuristic computer-generated photos of Manhattan flooded due to sea-level
         rise scared the hell out of him.
      

      
      The state’s offer of green subsidies had helped the houses sell quickly, the cash from the final cluster of sales due to be wired from the title company this morning. This wire would get
         him out from under the bank – finally, entirely – after three and a half years and meant they’d no longer have to eyeball
         their checking-account balance before deciding to go out to a meal.
      

      
      The bank manager’s breath whistled over the line. The typing stopped. ‘Still nothing, Mr Wingate.’

      
      Mike thanked him, clicked his cell closed, and ran the sweat off his forehead with the heel of a hand. The little nagging
         voice returned: What if, after all this work, something did go wrong?
      

      
      He caught Annabel looking at him, and he said, ‘I shouldn’t have bought that stupid truck yet.’

      
      She said, ‘And what? Duct-taped the transmission together on your beater pickup? We’re fine. The money’s there. You’ve worked
         hard. So hard. It’s okay to let yourself enjoy it a little.’
      

      
      ‘And I certainly didn’t need to drop eight hundred bucks on a suit.’

      
      ‘You’ve got a photo shoot with the governor, honey. We can’t have you show up in ripped jeans. Besides, you can wear it again
         at the award ceremony. Which reminds me’. She snapped her fingers. ‘I need to pick it up from the tailor this morning after
         class. Kat’s got that back-to-school checkup this morning. Can you take her on your way in? Meet back here at lunch?’
      

      
      In the past year, their schedules had gotten more complicated to coordinate. Once it had become clear that Kat and third grade
         were getting along, Annabel decided it was time to go back to Northridge University for her teaching degree. State-school
         tuition was manageable, as long as they bent the budget here and there.
      

      
      Mike flipped his phone open and checked the screen in case he’d missed the bank calling back with good news. He rubbed a knot
         out of his neck. The stress, still holding on. ‘I don’t know what was wrong with my old sport coat.’
      

      
      Kat said, ‘I don’t think anyone wears plaid jackets anymore, Dad.’

      
      
      ‘It’s not plaid. It’s windowpane.’
      

      
      Annabel nodded at Kat and mouthed, Plaid.
      

      
      Mike had to smile. He took a deep breath. Tried for a full exhale. The money was already at the title company. What could
         go wrong?
      

      
      Annabel finished at the sink, tugged off her rings, and rubbed lotion into her hands. The engagement ring, a fleck of pale
         yellow diamond that he’d scraped together two paychecks to afford, gave off a dull sparkle. He loved that ring, like he loved
         their nice little house. The American dream distilled into two bedrooms and fifteen hundred square feet. Having money come
         in would be great, sure, but they’d always known to be grateful, to appreciate how fortunate they were.
      

      
      Annabel reached for his hands. ‘Come here, I got too much lotion.’ The light from the window was pouring over her shoulders,
         bronzing her dark hair at the edges, and her eyes, picking up the frost blue of her shirt, looked translucent.
      

      
      He raised the cell phone, framed her in the built-in camera, and snapped a picture. ‘What?’ she said.

      
      ‘Your hair. Your eyes.’

      
      Annabel rolled her hands in his.

      
      ‘Gawd,’ Kat said. ‘Just kiss and get it over with already.’

      
      The Ford F-450 gleamed in the garage like a spit-polished tank. The four-ton truck guzzled enough diesel to offset whatever
         help Green Valley was lending the environment, but Mike couldn’t exactly haul gear to a construction site in a Prius. The
         truck was extravagant – irresponsible, even – but he had to confess that when he’d driven it off the lot yesterday, he’d felt
         more delight than seemed prudent.
      

      
      Kat hopped into the back and stuck her nose in a book, the usual morning procedure.

      
      Pulling out of the driveway, Mike gestured at the roof-mounted TV/DVD player. ‘Stop reading. Check out the TV. It’s got wireless
         headphones. Noise-canceling.’
      

      
      
      He sounded like the brochure, but couldn’t help himself; the new-car smell was making him heady.

      
      She put on the headphones, clicked around the channels. ‘Yes!’ she said, too loud since the volume was cranked up. ‘Hannah Montana.’
      

      
      He coasted up the quiet suburban streets, tilting down the sun visor, thinking about how nervous and yet excited he was about
         today’s photo shoot with the governor. They passed a jewelry shop, and he looked at all the glimmering ice in the storefront
         window and thought that once that wire hit, just maybe he’d stop by and get something to surprise Annabel.
      

      
      As they neared Dr Obuchi’s, Kat’s face darkened, and she tugged off the headphones. ‘No shots,’ she said.

      
      ‘No shots. It’s just a checkup. Don’t freak out.’

      
      ‘As long as there are no needles, there will be no freaking out.’ She extended her hand with a ceremony beyond her years.
         ‘Deal?’
      

      
      Mike half turned, and they shook solemnly. ‘Deal.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said.

      
      ‘Have I ever broken a promise to you?’

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘But you could start.’

      
      ‘Glad to see I’ve built up trust.’

      
      Her mouth stayed firm for the rest of the drive and all the way into the examination room, where she shifted back and forth
         on the table, the paper crinkling beneath her as Dr Obuchi checked her reflexes.
      

      
      The doctor finished the physical and eyed Kat’s chart. ‘Oh. She never got her second MMR, since Annabel wanted me to spread
         out the vaccines.’ She tugged at a lock of shiny black hair. ‘We’re late on it.’ She fussed in a drawer for the vial and syringe.
      

      
      Kat’s eyes got big. She stiffened on the table and directed an imploring stare at her father. ‘Dad, you swore.’
      

      
      ‘She prefers to get ready for shots,’ Mike said. ‘Mentally. A little more notice. Can we come back later in the week?’

      
      ‘It’s September. Back to school. You can guess what my schedule looks like.’ Dr Obuchi took note of Kat’s glare. Unwavering. ‘I might have a slot Friday morning.’
      

      
      Mike clicked his teeth together, frustrated. Kat was watching him closely. He put his hands on his daughter’s knobby knees.
         ‘Honey, I’m wall-to-wall with meetings Friday, and Mom has class. It’s my worst day. Let’s just do this now and get it over
         with.’
      

      
      Kat’s face colored.

      
      Dr Obuchi said, ‘It’s just a prick. Over before you know it.’

      
      Kat tore her gaze from Mike and looked at the wall, her breath quickening, her arm almost as pale as the latex glove gripping
         it. Dr Obuchi dabbed some alcohol on Kat’s biceps and readied the needle.
      

      
      Mike watched, his discomfort growing. Kat kept her face turned away.

      
      As the stainless-steel point lowered, Mike reached out and gently stopped the doctor’s hand. ‘I’ll make Friday work,’ he said.

      
      Mike drove, chomped Juicy Fruit, and tried to keep from checking in with the bank manager for the fourth time that morning.
         As they approached Kat’s school, he rolled down the window and spit his gum into the wind.
      

      
      ‘Dad.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘That’s not good for the environment.’

      
      ‘Like if a bald eagle chokes on it?’

      
      Kat scowled.

      
      ‘Okay, fine,’ he said. ‘I won’t spit any more gum out the window.’

      
      ‘Snowball the Last Dying Polar Bear thanks you.’

      
      He pulled up to the front of the school, but she just sat there in the backseat, fingering the wireless headphones in her
         lap. ‘You’re getting some award thing for the green houses, aren’t you?’ she asked. ‘From the governor?’
      

      
      ‘I’m being recognized, yeah.’

      
      
      ‘I know you care about nature and stuff, but you’re not, like, really into it, right? So why’d you build all these green houses?’
      

      
      ‘You really don’t know?’ He angled the rearview so he could see her face.

      
      She shook her head.

      
      He said, ‘For you.’

      
      Her mouth came open a little, and then she looked away and smiled privately. She scooted across and climbed out, and even
         once she was halfway across the playground, he could see that her face was still flushed with joy.
      

      
      Letting the breeze blow through the rolled-down window, he took in the scene. A few teachers were out supervising the yard.
         Parents clustered among the parked cars, arranging play dates, coordinating car pools, planning field trips. Kids whooped
         and ran and tackled one another on the grass.
      

      
      It was a life he’d always dreamed about but barely dared to believe he could have for himself. And yet here it was.

      
      He dialed, raised the cell phone to his face. The bank manager sounded a touch impatient. ‘Yes, Mr Wingate. I was about to
         call. I’m pleased to tell you that the wire came through just this instant.’
      

      
      For a moment Mike was rendered speechless. The phone sweaty in his grip, he asked for the amount. And then asked the bank
         manager to repeat it, just to make sure it was real.
      

      
      ‘So the loan is paid off now, yeah?’ Mike said, though he knew he had just received enough to close out the remaining debt
         five times over. ‘Fully paid off?’
      

      
      A note of amusement in the man’s voice. ‘You are free and clear, Mr Wingate.’

      
      Mike’s throat was tightening, so he thanked the manager and hung up. He tipped his face into his hand and just breathed awhile,
         worried he might lose it here in the middle of the Lost Hills Elementary parking lot. It was the money, sure, but it was so
         much more than that, too. It was relief and pride, the knowledge that he’d taken a gamble and put nearly four years of nonstop effort behind it, and now his wife and daughter would never have to worry about having a roof over their heads and
         food in the refrigerator and overdue tuition bills tucked into the desk blotter.
      

      
      Across the playground, her image split by the cross-hatching of the chain-link fence, Kat climbed to the top of a fireman’s
         pole and dinged the top bar with a fist. The sight of her made his heart ache. Her safe little world, composed of small challenges,
         open horizons, and boundless affection.
      

      
      Late for work, he sat and watched her play.

   



      
      Chapter 3

      
      
      
      The workers clustered around Mike’s truck as soon as he pulled onto the job site.

      
      ‘Whew-wee!’

      
      ‘Boss got a new vee-hicle.’
      

      
      ‘What’d this baby run ya?’

      
      Mike climbed out, waving off the questions to hide his discomfort. He’d never fully adjusted to being a boss and missed the
         easy camaraderie that came from working beside the guys day after day. ‘Not as much as you think.’
      

      
      Jimmy leaned on the hood with both hands, one fist gripping a screwdriver.

      
      Mike said, ‘Watch the paint,’ and immediately regretted opening his mouth.

      
      Jimmy put his hands in the air, stickup style, and the others laughed.

      
      ‘All right, all right,’ Mike said. ‘I deserve that. Where’s Andrés?’

      
      His irritable foreman trudged over, stirring a gourd with a stainless-steel straw. The gourd held yerba maté, and the straw
         – a bombilla – filtered out the loose leaves so Andrés could suck the bitter tea all day without spitting twigs. He shooed the workers
         off. ‘Well, what you wait for? You supposed to loaf when the boss leave, not when he show up.’
      

      
      The workers dispersed, and Andrés set down his maté gourd on the truck’s bumper. ‘Aargh,’ he said without inflection.

      
      ‘Aargh?’

      
      
      ‘It is National Talk Like a Pirate Day. What a country. All these holiday. Take Your Kid to Work Day. Martin Yuther King Day.’

      
      An import from Uruguay, Andrés was finally applying for naturalization and had become a walking repository of obscure U.S.
         trivia.
      

      
      Mike said, ‘I’ve heard they called him Martin Luther King.’
      

      
      ‘That what I say, matey.’

      
      They headed up the slope into the heart of the planned community. The forty houses, framing a parklike sprawl of grass in
         the canyon’s dip, stretched up the slope on either side, rising in altitude and sticker price. At first glance they looked
         like ordinary houses, but closer inspection revealed bioswales for storm-drain runoff, roofs scaled with photovoltaic cells
         and breathing with vegetation, vitrified-clay pipes instead of nondegradable, toxin-leaking PVC. Even with all that, the houses
         had barely squeaked by to get the coveted Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design green certification. But they had,
         and now, aside from some final electrical and trim work and a few cosmetic flourishes, the job was done.
      

      
      They crested the rise and walked down into the park. It was Mike’s favorite part of Green Valley, positioned in the center
         where parents could look out their kitchen windows and see their kids playing. The development was zoned for two more lots
         there, but he couldn’t bring himself to build over that land.
      

      
      They headed for the hole at the far edge of the park, already prepped for the pouring of the fire pit’s foundation. ‘What
         are we waiting for?’ Mike asked.
      

      
      ‘That tree-hugger concrete take longer to mix,’ Andrés said. ‘But my control-freak developer boss don’t let me use the normal
         kind.’
      

      
      This was their routine – an old couple, bitter and exasperated, but in it together to the end.

      
      ‘The LEED certification is too tight. We don’t have the wiggle room.’ Mike grimaced, ran a hand over his face. ‘Jesus, who
         knew what a pain this would be?’
      

      
      
      Andrés took another pull through his bombilla. ‘What we gonna build next?’
      

      
      ‘A coal factory.’

      
      Andrés snickered, poked the stainless-steel straw into the gourd. ‘I tole you, we no do this green, we could’ve pull another
         twenty-percent profit off the top. Then we all drive new trucks.’
      

      
      As they approached, Jimmy waved and started backing up a concrete mixer to the fire-pit hole. Andrés lifted an arm in response,
         the bombilla flying from his gourd into the pit. He frowned down as if this were only the latest in a string of the day’s disappointments.
         ‘Forget it. I buy another.’
      

      
      Staring at the reed-thin steel straw stuck in the mud, Mike heard Kat’s voice in his head, chattering about trash and decomposing
         metals. His conscience reared up annoyingly.
      

      
      Jimmy was just about to tip the drum of concrete when Mike shouted to him and pointed. Jimmy rolled his eyes and stepped off
         for a smoke while Mike hopped down. The hole was about five feet with sheer walls; they’d gone deep for the gas lines. As
         Mike crouched to pluck up the straw, he spotted an elbow of drainpipe protruding from the dirt wall. The water main.
      

      
      He froze.

      
      His stomach knotted. The metal straw fell from his hand. The mossy reek of moist earth and roots pressed in on him, crowding
         his lungs.
      

      
      At first he thought he was mistaken. Then he fingered around the crumbling dirt, and dread finally broke through the shock.

      
      The pipe wasn’t the environmentally friendly vitrified clay he’d paid a small fortune for.

      
      It was PVC.

      
      ‘How much was used?’ Mike stood at the edge of the hole now with Andrés, trying to keep the panic from his voice. He’d sent
         the other workers away.
      

      
      Andrés said, ‘I don’t know.’

      
      
      ‘Get the van here,’ Mike said. ‘I want to run plumbing cameras through the sewage and drain lines.’

      
      ‘The day rate for that van—’

	  ‘I don’t care.’

      
      Mike grabbed a shovel from a nearby mound of decorative rock, jumped down into the hole, and started chiseling at the wall.
         He’d retained his laborer’s build – muscular forearms, strong hands, broad enough through his chest to stretch a T-shirt –
         and he made impressive progress, but still the packed earth didn’t give way under his shovel as it might have a few years
         ago. Andrés called for the van, then stood with his arms crossed, chewing his cheek, watching. Mike’s grunts carried up out
         of the hole.
      

      
      After a few moments, Andrés picked up a second shovel and slid down there with him.

      
      The plumbing van idled in the middle of the street, a pipe video camera snaking through the laid-open rear doors and dropping
         down a manhole. Despite the hour the workers, except for Jimmy, had been sent home. Aside from the occasional passing bird,
         a pervasive stillness lingered over the development. The community of shiny new houses, beneath the late-morning sun, seemed
         like a fake town awaiting an atomic test blast.
      

      
      Inside the van, crammed beside the hose reel, their clothes muddy, their faces streaked with dirt, Mike and Andrés watched
         a live feed on a small black-and-white screen – a grainy, endoscopic view of black piping. The hose reel next to their heads
         turned with a low hum as the camera continued its subterranean crawl, transmitting footage so consistent it seemed looped.
         Meter after meter of PVC pipe, stretching out beneath the hillside, beneath the streets, beneath the concrete slabs of the
         houses.
      

      
      Light from the screen flickered across the men’s faces. Their lifeless expressions did not change.

      
      Jimmy crawled up from the manhole, his dark skin glistening with sweat, and peered through the open van doors. ‘We done?’

      
      
      Mike nodded, his eyes distant. Barely able to register the words. ‘Thanks, Jimmy. You can go now.’

      
      Jimmy shrugged and walked off. A moment later an engine turned over with a familiar growl, and then the men listened to Jimmy
         putter off in Mike’s old truck.
      

      
      When Mike finally spoke, his voice was cracked. ‘PVC is the worst of all of it. The chemicals leak into the soil. The shit
         migrates. They find it in whale blubber. They find it in Inuit breast milk, for Christ’s sake.’
      

      
      Andrés leaned back, resting his head against the wall of the van.

      
      ‘How much would it cost?’ Mike asked.

      
      ‘You kidding, no?’

      
      ‘To make it right. To replace it with vitrified clay.’

      
      ‘It’s not just under the street. It’s under the slabs. Under the houses.’

      
      ‘I know where pipes go.’

      
      Andrés sucked his teeth and looked away.

      
      Mike registered a dull ache at the hinge of his jaw and realized he was clenching. Tearing up the houses would be a nightmare.
         A lot of the families had already sold their old places. They were middle-income folks who wouldn’t have the money for a rent-back
         or a prolonged hotel stay. Hell, that had been a big part of this – to help families get into nice houses. Many of the properties
         he’d placed not with the highest bidders but with people who needed them – single mothers, working-class couples, families
         who needed a break.
      

      
      Mike said, ‘How did you not notice this?’

      
      ‘Me? You choose the grading contractor. Vic Manhan. The guy roll in with thirty workers and do the whole thing over Christmas
         break. Remember – you were thrilled.’
      

      
      Mike stared across at his Ford with resentment and enmity. A fifty-five-thousand-dollar pickup – what the hell was he thinking?
         Would the dealership take it back? His anger mounted, the fuse burning down. ‘You got Manhan’s number there?’ he asked.
      

      
      
      Andrés scrolled through his cell phone, hit ‘send,’ and handed it off to Mike.

      
      As it rang, Mike ran a dirty hand through his sweaty hair, tried to slow his breathing. ‘This prick better carry a hefty insurance
         policy. Because I don’t care what it costs. I’m gonna hit him with as many lawsuits as I can—’
      

      
      ‘This number is no longer in service. If you believe you have reached this recording in error—’
      

      
      Mike’s heart did something in his chest.

      
      He hung up. Clicked around in Andrés’s phone. Tried Manhan’s cell.

      
      ‘The Nextel subscriber you are trying to reach is no longer—’
      

      
      Mike hurled the phone against the side of the van. Andrés looked at him, then leaned over slowly, retrieved his phone, eyed
         the screen to make sure it still worked.
      

      
      Mike was breathing hard. ‘I checked his goddamned license myself.’

      
      ‘You better check again,’ Andrés said.

      
      His shirt sticking to his body, Mike made a chain of calls, jotting down each new number on the back of an envelope. The picture
         swiftly resolved. Vic Manhan’s license had expired five months ago, shortly after he’d finished the job for Mike. Manhan had
         let his general-liability insurance lapse before that, so it had not been in effect when he’d laid in the PVC pipes. The policy
         documents he’d produced for Mike had been fraudulent. Which meant – in all likelihood – no money to cover damages.
      

      
      For the first time in a long time, Mike’s mind went to violence, the crush of knuckles meeting nose cartilage, and he thought,
         How quickly we regress. He lowered his head, made fists in his hair, squeezed until it stung. His breath floated up hot against his cheeks.
      

      
      ‘You can’t be that surprised,’ Andrés said. ‘About finding the PVC.’
      

      
      ‘What the hell kind of thing is that to say? Of course I’m surprised.’
      

      
      
      ‘Come on. Vitrified clay is heavier than cast iron. More expensive to make, to truck, to install. So how you think Manhan’s
         quote come in thirty percent below everyone else’s?’ The brown skin at Andrés’s temples crinkled. ‘Maybe you didn’t want to know.’
      

      
      Mike looked down at his rough hands.

      
      Andrés said, ‘You got forty families moving in. This week. Even if you want to spend all the money to replace, what are you
         gonna do? Jackhammer through all their houses? Their streets?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’
      

      
      Andrés lifted an eyebrow. ‘To switch one set of pipes with another?’

      
      ‘I signed,’ Mike said. ‘My name. Guaranteeing I used vitrified-clay pipes in place of PVC. My name.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t do anything wrong. This guy screw us.’

      
      Mike’s voice was hoarse: ‘Those houses are built on a lie.’

      
      Andrés shrugged wearily. He climbed out of the van with a groan, and a moment later, Mike followed, his muscles feeling tight
         and arthritic.
      

      
      They faced each other in the middle of the street, blinking against the sudden brightness like newborns, the canyon laid out
         before them, beautiful and steep and crusted with sagebrush. The air, crisp and sharp, tasted of eucalyptus. The green of
         the roofs matched the green of the hillside sumac, and when Mike squinted, it all blended together and became one.
      

      
      ‘No one will know,’ Andrés said. He nodded once, as if confirming something, then started for his car.

      
      Mike said, ‘I will.’

   



      
      Chapter 4

      
      
      
      Mike sat on the hearth of their small bedroom fireplace, his back to the wall, staring at the cordless phone in his lap. Debating
         with himself. Finally he dialed the familiar number.
      

      
      A strong voice, husky with age. ‘Hank Danville, Private Investigations.’

      
      ‘It’s Mike,’ he said. ‘Wingate.’

      
      ‘Mike, I don’t know what else to tell you. I said I’d call if I found anything, but I’ve got nowhere else to look.’

      
      ‘No, not that. Something new. I have a guy I need you to track down.’

      
      ‘I hope it’s something I can actually make headway with this time.’

      
      ‘He’s a contractor who screwed me.’ Mike gave him a brief rundown. He could hear the faint whistle of Hank’s breathing as
         he took notes. ‘I need to know where he is. To say it’s urgent is an understatement.’
      

      
      ‘How much you in for?’ Hank asked.

      
      Mike told him.

      
      Hank whistled. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said, and hung up.

      
      Mike was used to searching for information he probably didn’t want to know, but that didn’t make the waiting any easier. He
         got into the shower and leaned against the tile, blasting himself with steaming water, trying to pressure-wash away the stress.
         As he was drying off, the phone rang. Towel wrapped around his waist, he picked it up, sat on the bed, and braced for bad
         news.
      

      
      
      ‘Vic Manhan’s last-known puts him in St. Croix,’ Hank said. ‘A bounced check at a bar two months ago. God knows where he is
         now. His wife left him, he was staring at an expensive divorce, all that. Probably figured pulling a last job and splitting
         with his cash would be a better way to go. I’m not sure how he dummied the insurance papers and the databases, but there were
         no real policies backing him when he did your job.’
      

      
      Mike closed his eyes. Breathed. ‘You can’t find where he is now?’

      
      ‘The guy’s on the run from the cops and his wife’s lawyers. He probably hightailed it to Haiti by now. He’s not findable.’

      
      Bitterness rode the back of Mike’s tongue. ‘Come on. The guy’s hardly Jason Bourne.’

      
      ‘You’re welcome to have someone else try. I thought I did pretty good for fifteen minutes.’

      
      ‘It’s just another dead end, Hank. We seem to keep hitting them.’

      
      Hank’s voice sharpened with indignation. ‘Oh, we’re back to that now? I told you when you first came in that what you were
         asking for would be next to impossible. I never promised you results.’
      

      
      ‘No, you sure didn’t.’

      
      ‘You can be displeased with the facts, but I’m too old to have my character questioned. Come by the office and pick up your
         file. We’re done.’
      

      
      Mike held the phone to his face until the dial tone bleated, regret washing through him. He’d acted like an asshole, looking
         for someone to blame, and he owed Hank an apology. Before he could hit ‘redial,’ he heard the door to the garage open and
         then Annabel breezing through the kitchen. He tossed the phone onto the bed just before she swept in, his suit slung over
         her shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Sorry I’m late. He pressed the pants wrong, made them look like Dockers. Come here. Grab a shirt. Put this on.’ She jangled
         her watch around her wrist until the face came visible. ‘We can still get you there on time.’
      

      
      
      The photo shoot. Right.

      
      He obliged, moving on stunned autopilot. He couldn’t figure out how to stop getting dressed and start telling her.

      
      Annabel moved around him, tugging at the lapels, straightening the sleeves. ‘No, not that tie. Something darker.’

      
      ‘It used to be I could pick out my own tie,’ Mike murmured. ‘When did I become so useless?’

      
      ‘You were always useless, babe. You just didn’t have me around to point it out.’ She went on tiptoes, kissed him lightly on
         the cheek. ‘You look amazing. The governor will be impressed. Might hit on you, even. Could be a scandal.’ She stepped back, appraised him. ‘Certainly
         beats that plaid jacket.’
      

      
      ‘Windowpane,’ Mike said weakly. ‘Listen . . .’

      
      ‘Lord.’ She’d spotted his work clothes, kicked off on the bathroom floor. ‘What’d you do, crawl through a sewer?’
      

      
      She went over and scooped up the grimy clothes. A small brown box fell from the pocket of the jeans, bounced on the linoleum,
         and spit out a ring – the two-carat diamond he’d chosen at the jewelry store after dropping Kat off at school. He’d forgotten
         about it.
      

      
      Annabel’s hand went to her mouth. She crouched reverently over the ring, plucked it up. Her eyes glimmered with tears. ‘The
         deal closed!’ She laughed and ran over, embracing him. ‘I told you it would all work out. And this ring. I mean, Mike, are you kidding?’ She slid it onto her right hand, splayed her fingers
         to admire the stone. The joy on her face was so absolute that the notion of breaking the spell tightened his throat, made
         it hard to breathe.
      

      
      He set his hands gently on her shoulders. Her bones, delicate and fragile beneath the skin.

      
      She looked up at him. Her gaze sharpened. ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      There he was, in their tiny walk-in closet, wearing a jacket and shirt with no pants. ‘The pipes. Remember the pipes?’

      
      ‘Vitrified clay. Arm and a leg. Of course.’

      
      ‘The subcontractor screwed us and took off. I just found out. Everything stubbed up through the slabs is vitrified clay. That’s how we passed environmental inspection.’ He moistened his
         lips. ‘But everything buried beneath the surface is PVC.’
      

      
      A flicker of understanding crossed Annabel’s face. ‘How much? To fix it?’

      
      ‘More than we’ll make.’

      
      She took a step back and sat on the bed. Her hands were clasped and her eyes on that big diamond sticking out, gleaming even
         in the faint light of the bedroom. She and Mike breathed awhile in the silence.
      

      
      ‘I love my old ring anyway,’ she finally said. ‘You married me with it.’

      
      Something in his chest unraveled a bit, and he felt suddenly much older than his thirty-five years.

      
      ‘It’s you and me,’ she said. ‘And Kat. We don’t need more money. I can put school on hold, get a job for a while. Just until,
         you know. We’ll find room in the budget. We can pull Kat from that after-school enrichment program. We’ll live in a condo.
         I don’t care.’
      

      
      He pulled on his pants, slowly, his legs heavy and numb, like they didn’t belong to him. He couldn’t meet Annabel’s eyes because
         he was scared of what that would make him feel.
      

      
      ‘You are always true,’ she said. She took off the two-carat ring, set it on the duvet beside her, and managed a smile. ‘Make
         this right however you have to.’
      

      
      The suite in the Beverly Hills Hotel was the largest Mike had ever seen. Bill Garner sat behind an antique letter desk, cocked
         back thoughtfully in a leather chair that seemed designed for musing. He studied the photo, a computer printout that showed
         PVC pipe protruding into the ditch.
      

      
      Through the open door to the sitting room wafted laughter, tidbits of conversation, and the occasional camera flash. The recipients
         of the community-leadership award were to mingle now and take some PR photos to lay the media foundation for the formal ceremony Sunday evening. Aside from the governor,
         who – judging by the chorus of salutations – had just swept in, Mike had been the last to arrive.
      

      
      Garner rose, strode across, and poked his head through the doorway. ‘Are the setups ready? Okay, give us a minute here.’ He
         closed the door and resumed his spot behind the desk. His face, teenage smooth, registered nothing but pleasant optimism,
         as it had the entire time Mike had explained the problem.
      

      
      Garner templed his fingers. ‘You’re going to pay for the fix?’

      
      Mike said, ‘I am prepared to do that.’

      
      ‘Those PVC pipes. Where do you think they’ll go once you dig them up?’

      
      ‘I hadn’t given that much thought,’ Mike said.

      
      ‘Into a landfill, I’d guess. So you want to move pipes from the ground back into the ground in another location? And use a
         lot of gas-guzzling machinery to do it?’ He smiled affably. ‘Sounds a bit silly, doesn’t it?’
      

      
      Mike became suddenly aware of his new suit. ‘Yes. But honest, at least.’

      
      ‘These houses you’ve built, they’re ninety-nine-percent green. There’s a lot to be proud of.’

      
      Mike studied him a moment, trying to read his face. ‘I don’t see it that way.’ He shifted on the plush armchair, uncomfortable
         in the dress clothes. ‘I’m not sure I’m following the direction this conversation is taking.’
      

      
      ‘The governor’s hung his hat on this project, Mike. You know how strong he is on the environment. And your housing community,
         with our pilot subsidy program, shows that a green model can work not just for rich assholes – that it can make sense for
         working folks. Green Valley is the governor’s baby. He’s been talking it up in the press for months.’
      

      
      ‘I understand that this is an embarrassment,’ Mike said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      
      ‘The subsidies are a pilot program, tenuous at best. The governor is under fire from both sides of the aisle. If we don’t
         parade out a community model to show the energy benefits – soon – those subsidies will be off the table. You’re aware of the
         election in a month’s time? The governor’s got a host of ballot initiatives he’s put his neck on the line for. That’s why
         we timed the press, the photo shoot, the award ceremony this Sunday.’ He pursed his lips. ‘How long will it take you to switch
         out these pipes?’
      

      
      Discomfort glowed to life in Mike’s stomach, crept up his throat. ‘Months.’

      
      ‘And your award for outstanding community—’

      
      ‘Obviously, you’ll have to withdraw that.’

      
      ‘See,’ Garner said, ‘that’s the thing. No award ceremony means no press. No press means no public support. No public support
         means no state subsidies for those home buyers.’
      

      
      Mike’s mouth went dry.

      
      ‘How much are the subsidies?’ Garner asked. ‘Three hundred thousand per family?’

      
      ‘Two seventy-five,’ Mike said faintly.

      
      ‘And these are middle-class families you have moving in there. I mean, that was the point, really. And now you’re gonna tell
         these folks that not only can they not move into their new houses for months but that the subsidies upon which they’ve based their financial planning will no longer be there for them?’ He grinned ruefully.
         ‘That they will have to come up with nearly three hundred grand more apiece? Or were you planning on covering that as well?’
      

      
      Mike swallowed to wet his throat. ‘I don’t have anywhere near that kind of money.’

      
      ‘Then are you sure you want to pass on this problem to those families?’

      
      For the first time, Mike had no ready answer.

      
      Garner placed a manicured fingertip on the photograph and slid it slowly back across the antique desk.

      
      
      Mike stared down at it.

      
      An impatient knock on the door. A young aide leaned into the room and said, ‘We need him now. The photographer’s restless, and I have to get the governor on a plane back to Sacramento.’ From behind him Mike could make
         out the governor telling a joke, the firehose-pressure vowels of the Austrian intonation. Garner held up a finger. The aide
         sighed, said, ‘You got thirty seconds,’ and withdrew.
      

      
      Mike and Garner regarded each other, the silence cut only by the ticking of a carriage clock and muffled conversation from
         the sitting room.
      

      
      ‘So what do you say?’ Garner leaned forward on the desk, a flash of skin peeping through the slit in his shirtsleeve. ‘For
         the benefit of forty families, think you can smile for a few cameras?’
      

      
      He gestured toward the sitting room, his gold cuff link glittering.

      
      On his knees, Mike peered into the flickering fire. It threw an orange glow across his face, the carpet, the white duvet of
         their bed. In his hand he clutched the photo showing that telltale elbow of PVC. Ridiculously, it struck him that his posture
         was that of a shamed samurai.
      

      
      Annabel stood behind him, still absorbing the scene. Kat, thankfully, was in her room with the door closed, engrossed in homework.

      
      Annabel hadn’t spoken. Not since he’d trudged in, tugged off his suit jacket, and taken his spot on the floor. She didn’t
         have to. She already knew and was just waiting for him to tell her.
      

      
      ‘They don’t want a delay,’ he said. ‘They need the PR from the award ceremony. They threatened that the families will lose
         the subsidies.’
      

      
      ‘Then we should absorb the cost for them,’ Annabel said. ‘How much is it? On top of the pipe replacement costs?’

      
      ‘Eleven million dollars.’

      
      
      He heard the breath leave her.

	  ‘So what . . . what are we going to do?’ she asked.

      
      He held out his hand, dropped the photograph into the flames. The picture curled and blackened.

      
      ‘Okay.’ Her voice was faint, crestfallen. ‘I guess I’ll buy a new dress.’

      
      The bathroom door clicked shut behind her. He stared into the fire, wondering what the hell else a lie like this could open
         up.
      

   



      
      Chapter 5

      
      
      
      A baby’s sputtering cry split the night air, rising from the basket placed on the front porch. Folds of fluffy blue blanket
         poked up from the woven straw. All was still, save the flecks of circling gnats in the yellow smudge of the porch light. Night-blooming
         jasmine, trellised up the porch, perfumed the air. SUV bumpers gleamed up and down the street. Every third house was being
         remodeled, the lowboy Dumpsters as much a mark of the neighborhood’s affluence as the Boxsters slumbering beneath car covers.
      

      
      The intermittent cries strengthened into a wail. Finally footsteps came audible within the house, then the beep of an alarm
         being turned off. The front door cracked so far as the security chain allowed, and a woman’s sleep-heavy face peered down.
         A gasp, then the door closed, the chain unclasped, and she stepped out onto the porch. A well-kept woman in her fifties, she
         clasped a blue bathrobe shut at her throat. Stunned. Her knees cracked as she crouched to grab the basket with trembling hands.
      

      
      The blanket was twisted over itself, and she tugged at the folds frantically but gently, the cries growing louder, until finally
         she pulled back the last edge of fabric and stared down, dumbfounded.
      

      
      A microcassette recorder.

      
      The red ‘play’ light beamed up at her, the baby’s squawks issuing from the tiny speakers.

      
      The crunch of a dead leaf floated over from the darkness of the front lawn, and then a man’s massive form melted into the cone of porch light. A gloved fist the size of a dumbbell flew
         at her, shattering her eye socket and knocking her back into the front door, rocketing it inward so hard the handle stuck
         in the drywall.
      

      
      A moment of tranquillity. Even the crickets were awed into silence.

      
      The large man stood at the edge of the porch, breath misting, shoulders slumped, his very presence an affront to the quiet
         suburban street. His plain, handsome face was oddly smooth, almost generic, as if his features were pressed through latex.
         He held a black duffel bag.
      

      
      Another set of footsteps padded across the moist lawn, a second man finally entering the light. He was lean and of normal
         height, but he looked tiny next to his counterpart. He shuffled as he walked, one foot curled slightly inward, matching the
         awkward angle of his right wrist. As he finished tugging on his black gloves, his arms jerked ever so slightly, a symptom
         of the illness.
      

      
      Ellen Rogers grunted on the foyer floor where she’d landed, one eye screwed off center, the skin dipping in the indentation
         where her cheekbone used to be. Her nose was split along the bridge, a glittering black seam. One leg was raised off the tile,
         paddling as if she were swimming. Her breaths were low, animal.
      

      
      The men stepped inside, closed the door behind them, stared down at her. The lean one, William, said gently, ‘I know, honey,
         I know. Dodge can put some muscle behind a punch. I’m sorry for your face. Don’t think we wanted this any more than you.’
      

      
      She whimpered and drooled blood onto the tile.

      
      When Dodge dropped the duffel, it gave a metallic clank. He placed two cigarettes in his mouth, cocked his head, got them
         going with a cheap plastic lighter plucked from his shirt pocket, and passed one to his colleague. William sucked an inhale
         past yellowed teeth, closed his eyes, let a ghostly sheet of smoke rise from his parted lips.
      

      
      
      ‘Mr Rogers,’ he called down the hall. ‘Can we please have a word?’

      
      The muted light thrown from the Tiffany lamp seemed the only thing holding darkness at bay. The office’s mallard-green walls
         dissolved into black; they might as well have not been there at all. Beyond the lip of the desk, a stock-ticker screen saver
         glowed out of nowhere. An artful photograph framed on the sofa’s console table showed the family a few years earlier posed
         cute-casual on the rear deck: proud parents leaning over beaming teenage son and daughter, matching smiles and pastel polo
         shirts. A nautical motif suffused the room – burnished brass compass, gold-plated telescope, antique loupe pinning down the
         parchment pages of a leather-bound atlas. It was the office of a man who fancied himself the captain of his own destiny. But
         William and Dodge hadn’t chosen the room for the design.
      

      
      They’d chosen it because it was soundproof.

      
      Ted Rogers propped up his wife on the distressed-leather couch, which Dodge had covered entirely with a plastic tarp. Ted
         had a softness befitting a man his age and circumstances. A fine, well-fed belly, spectacles accenting a round face, a close-trimmed
         white-gray beard – all jiggling now with grief and terror. When William had asked him into the study, he’d taken one look
         at Dodge and complied with all instructions.
      

      
      Ellen shuddered in her husband’s arms, murmuring incomprehensibly. Her neck kept going slack, Ted’s plump hands fussing to
         keep her head upright.
      

      
      ‘Boss Man is displeased.’ William scratched calmly at the patchy scruff on his neck. ‘That little move of yours, it’s gonna
         prove costly to him.’
      

      
      Old cigar smoke had settled into the furnishings, sweet and comforting.

      
      ‘I . . . Listen, please, tell him I’m sorry,’ Ted said. ‘I understand, now, the gravity—’

      
      
      William held up a finger. ‘What did Boss Man tell you?’

	  ‘I can get it all back first thing tomorrow. I swear to you.’

	  ‘What. Did. Boss. Man. Tell. You?’
      

      
      Ted’s chest jerked beneath his bathrobe. ‘If I did anything to betray his trust, he’d kill me.’

      
      William moved his hand in a circle, prompting, cigarette smoke swirling like a ribbon. ‘How would he kill you?’
      

      
      Ted leaned forward, gagged a bit, wiped his mouth. His voice came out unnaturally high. ‘Painfully.’ His hand rose, chubby
         fingers splayed, a man used to resolving conflict, to meeting halfway, to finding sensible solutions. ‘Look’ – his rolling
         eyes found William again – ‘you can take anything. Whatever this has cost him, I can set right. I mean, he can’t possibly prefer to . . . to . . .’ He sputtered to a stop, an engine winding down.
      

      
      William and Dodge just stared down at him.

      
      Ted’s tongue poked at the inside of his lip, making that well-trimmed beard undulate. ‘I was in some trouble and made a stupid
         decision. But I can undo it. I will pay for whatever the costs of the fallout will be. I can take a third mortgage on the
         house. I have equity in . . . in—’
      

      
      Beside him his wife keeled over, her bruised face pushed into the cushion. Ted began to weep. ‘Look at her. Let me get her
         to a hospital. Let me call 911. We won’t say what happened. There’s still time. We can still get everything straightened out.’
      

      
      William turned the cigarette inward, studying the cherry. Then he ground it out against his front tooth. He placed the butt
         carefully into a Ziploc bag, which he returned to his pocket, then continued as if there had been no interruption. ‘My uncle
         used to tell me: All we have is our word. All we have is what we promise we will do. Our employer is a man of his word. And
         I’m a man of mine. Ethics, see? So we’re in a predicament here. We don’t like hurtin’ folks, but we have to do what we say.
         Following orders, like in the armed services, or the whole damn thing falls apart. It’s a sad business all around, but that’s
         how it’s gotta be.’  His close-set eyes never faltered. Strands of facial hair, strawberry blond and wiry, fringed the sallow skin of his jawline.
         The smell coming off him was medicinal and sour. ‘In our business you gotta make sure a man’s promise to you is upheld. If
         it’s not, you gotta set precedent. You, Ted, are that precedent.’
      

      
      Ted thumbed back Ellen’s eyelid. The pupil, dark and dilated. ‘Can you, please, please’ – his hand tightened into a fist – ‘take her to the hospital? She had nothing to do with this. She knew nothing about—’
      

      
      The gunshot, even muffled, brought him upright on the couch. Ellen’s head bobbed, and then, through the fresh tear in the
         drop cloth, a single feather floated up from the cushion, flecked crimson. Shock at the sight overtook Ted instantly – glazed
         eyes, spread mouth, ice-water tremble of his muscles, like a horse flank shuddering off flies. A small, shapeless noise escaped
         him, a vowel sound drawn out and out.
      

      
      Dodge leaned over, reached into the unzipped duffel, and rummaged inside. Objects clanked.

      
      ‘We need to take pictures,’ William explained. ‘At various stages. So we can show them to the next guy, see, who thinks he
         can get one over on Boss Man.’
      

      
      When Dodge’s gloved hand emerged from the duffel, it was gripping a ball-peen hammer.

      
      Ted moaned softly.

      
      William said, ‘I need you to sit over here. So we have room. The angle, you see. No, here. There you go. Thank you.’ Stunned,
         Ted complied. William stepped back, admired his positioning. ‘Dodge here, he gets impatient. So we’re gonna get going. Dodge,
         where you want to start?’
      

      
      Dodge hefted the ball peen, let it slap the leather of his palm.

	  ‘Joints,’ he said.

      
       The white van rattled up the dirt road, veering side to side on wide, trash-littered switchbacks. The ground finally leveled
         off, the headlights sweeping past an endless chain-link guarding a disused auto-wrecking yard. Vehicles smashed into neat rectangular
         bales were stacked treetop high, the unlit aisles running as long and true as cornrows. Caught wrappers and plastic bags wagged
         in the barbed wire. Rust ground into the hilltop dirt had turned the soil an Indian red.
      

      
      Past the wrecking yard, beyond a massive setback of dead weeds, rose a two-story clapboard house. It had settled westward,
         resigning itself to the wind. A blue oak twisted up out of the brown earth like something from a painting.
      

      
      The van halted in front of the house, dust clouding around the tires. The breeze picked up to a faint moan. Dodge climbed
         out, slammed his door, stretched his spine. It was early-morning dark, the hilltop as desolate as an abandoned mine.
      

      
      A light clicked on upstairs in the house.

      
      William was a bit slower getting out. Wincing, he fumbled a pill from his pocket and downed it dry, then rubbed at the backs
         of his legs. He palmed a handful of sunflower seeds into his mouth, his jaw shifting with machine precision, then spit a few
         hulls in the dirt. He’d started at eleven years old with tobacco dip, but a few years ago someone had shown him a video of
         people with holes in their lips and cheeks, and so sunflower seeds it was. He had enough problems already without a sieve
         for a jaw.
      

      
      He walked around the van, running a hand along the chipped white paint, and opened the back door. Ted lunged out, bellowing,
         his voice strained through the pillowcase tied over his head. William sidestepped, his wilted leg nearly buckling, and Ted
         tumbled off the rear bumper into the dirt. He screamed, arms flopping boneless at his sides, shattered at the shoulders and
         elbows.
      

      
      He used his chin to shove himself up, shuffling and grunting like a blind bear, then bolted. The pillowcase was spotted red
         around the mouth where William had punched a knife through to give him some air; it was hard to be precise when they struggled.
      

      
      
      About twenty yards away, Ted tripped and fell. Found his feet. Kept on.

      
      William’s brother, Hanley, emerged from the front door and paused on the rickety porch, staring out across the Sacramento
         Valley. Morning edged over the horizon, a thin plane of gold. Hanley gave a half nod to the new day, stepped down, and peered
         into the back of the van. A body neatly wrapped in plastic drop cloth, one leather couch cushion seared from a bullet, rags
         soaked with bleach strong enough to make the eyes sting. When Hanley nudged the couch cushion to explore the bullet hole,
         the microcassette beside it clicked to life, a few baby squalls escaping until he stopped the recording again.
      

      
      The footing of the sprawling front yard was uneven, ground squirrels doing their work beneath cover of the weeds. Ted ran,
         tripped, knee-crawled, ran. He blazed a frantic, meandering path, making poor progress. The three men paid him no mind.
      

      
      Hanley drew a hand across his mouth, his stubble giving off a rasp. The family resemblance was apparent, though Hanley was
         clearly a healthier version of his older brother. Well-defined muscles, smooth pale skin, no kink in the posture or tweak
         in the limbs. ‘Nice work, brother,’ he said. ‘Dodge do his thing?’ Eagerness showed in his voice. This was new for him, and
         more than a little exciting.
      

      
      ‘He did indeed,’ William said.

      
      Dodge was rooting in the duffel bag. He’d donned a rubber butcher’s apron and slaughterhouse goggles. The apron, pulled tight
         across his massive chest, held the marks of jobs past. He paused from cataloging his implements and drew himself upright,
         towering a full head above the van’s roof. That mannequin face, blank as a turned-off TV.
      

      
      Behind them Ted collided with the trunk of the oak and went down hard with a grunt, vanishing into the waving foxtails. He
         struggled back up and stumbled onward at a new trajectory.
      

      
      William nodded, bunched his lips. ‘We’ll prep the cellar,’ he said.

      
      
      The brothers started toward the house, Hanley helping William up the stairs.

      
      Somehow Ted had navigated his way across the giant stretch of yard. His ragged breaths carried back on the wind. He was sobbing
         something unintelligible, trying to form words.
      

      
      Dodge shouldered the duffel and started calmly after him.

	  Leaning heavily on his brother, William dragged his lame leg up,
         one step at a time. They reached the porch, and he glanced down at a plastic-wrapped edition of the Sacramento Bee. He jerked to a halt.
      

      
      Hanley said, ‘What, brother? You all right?’

      
      William’s cheek twitched to one side, a dagger of teeth showing in the wire of his beard. He pointed down at the newspaper’s
         front-page photograph. ‘The face,’ he said.
      

      
      Hanley looked down. Dumbstruck. ‘It’s not possible. It can’t be.’

      
      William’s eyes hardened. He spit seeds across the black-and-white print. ‘Sure as hell looks like it. We’ll find out. We’ll make sure.’
      

      
      ‘And then?’

      
      Down below they heard Dodge catch up to Ted. A crunch of bone and tendon, followed by a thin, wavering scream. A grunt as
         Ted was hoisted onto a shoulder and then the scrabble of arms flailing weakly against Dodge’s back.
      

      
      ‘Coming,’ Dodge said.

   



      THEN






      
      Chapter 6

      
      
      
      ‘What’s your name? Can he hear? Is he listening? Hello? Hey there. Your name?’

      
      ‘Michael.’

	  ‘Okay, great, kid. Last name? Can you tell me your last name?’

	  ‘He’s in shock, Detective.’

	  ‘You don’t know your
         last name? How about your dad’s name? Do you know your dad’s name?’
      

      
      ‘John.’

      
      ‘Good, that’s good. And your mom? You remember your mom’s name? Hello? What’s your mom’s name?’

      
      ‘Momma.’

      
      ‘Okay. Okay. That’s fine. John and Momma. It’s a start, right?’

      
      ‘I don’t see how sarcasm’s going to help either of you, Detective. Michael, honey, how old are you?’

      
      ‘Four. And a quarter.’

      
      ‘Good, kid, that’s good. We need to figure out how to get you home. Do you understand?’

      
      ‘I think we should give him some more time, Detective.’

      
      ‘Time is of the essence, ma’am. Son, do you live nearby? Do you know – Hey, kiddo, over here. Look at me.’

      
      ‘I really think I should complete my assessment before—’

      
      ‘What town are you from? Michael? Michael? Do you know the name of the town you live in?’

      
      ‘The United States of America.’

	  ‘Jesus.’

   



      
      Chapter 7

      
      
      
      The first year passes in bits and pieces, fragments with sharp edges. It is defined by voices. Conversations. Like this one:

      
      ‘How about a street? C’mon, help us out here. You must remember a street sign, something.’
      

      
      And him pointing to the letter X on an alphabet puzzle. ‘Like that.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, Joe, you know any street names start with the letter X?’
      

      
      ‘How ’bout Fuckin’ Xanadu?’

	  ‘I think that starts with a F.’
      

      
      And this one:

      
      ‘My dad’s coming back.’

      
      ‘Sure, shithead. My momz, too. All our parents is coming back. We gonna have a big fat Thanksgiving turkey dinner and fall asleep ’round the fireplace.’
      

      
      There are flashes, too – light and movement, photographs that can be strung together to form herky-jerky story lines. There
         is the Trip to the Hospital, him trembling in the sterile white hall, terrified that he’d been brought here to be put down
         like the neighbor’s Doberman who’d bitten a Sears repairman. (Which neighbor? Why remember a Sears repairman but not his own
         mother’s name?) The doctor comes for him, towering and imperious and breathing Listerine, and leads him to a tiny room. He
         goes passively to his death. They count his teeth, assess his fine motors skills, X-ray his left hand and wrist to check bone
         development. Then they give him a birthday.
      

      
      
      A week later he gets a last name.

      
      Doe.

      
      A random assignment by a faceless clerk in an unseen office. The fact that a brand like that, a goddamn name could be yoked to him forever seems the punctuation mark on a lifelong sentence he will have to serve for a crime he didn’t
         commit. Michael Doe. Reborn and renamed and left to build from scratch.
      

      
      Over the months he has added to the memories here, amended them there, losing pieces to the shock that preceded and followed.
         He had rubbed the narrative curve to a high polish, like river rock, wearing in contours, revealing new seams in the excavated
         quarry, until what remained, what he beheld, may not even have been the same shape anymore, until he’d freed a different sculpture
         from the same marble block. But this – this bastardized fusion of past and later – is all he has. This is his imperfect history.
         This is how it lives in his bones.
      

      
      Then there is nothing but a snowstorm.

      
      When it clears, he is six.

      
      A run-down house at the end of a tree-shaded lane. He is kneeling at a bay window, nose to the glass, elbows on the sill,
         fists chubbing up his cheeks. Waiting. The yellow plaid cushion beneath his knees reeks of cat piss. Waiting. A car pulls
         up, and his spirits fly to the stars, but the car keeps on driving, driving away. Waiting.
      

      
      A girl’s voice from behind him, ‘Shithead still thinks Daddy’s comin’ back.’

      
      He has told no one about his mother. That he suspects her dead. His mind flits like a butterfly over poisonous flowers. Did his father kill her? Did he use a knife? What is his bloody inheritance?
      

      
      He doesn’t turn from the window, but his thoughts have moved to the kids gathering behind him, sneakers shuffling on worn
         carpet. One voice rises above the others, boy-cruel and high with prepubescence: ‘Get over it, Doe Boy. Daddy didn’t want
         you.’
      

      
      
      Mike tries to slow time. He makes a conscious decision to form a fist, the steps of curling, tightening, where to put the
         thumb. He will use this, his hand, to smash. But then anger bleeds in, overtakes him. A frozen expression of surprise on Charlie
         Dubronski’s face as Mike charges. A fist, fatter than his, blotting out the bright morning. A whirl of rust-colored carpet
         and a dull ache in his jaw. And then Dubronski leaning over him, hands on dimpled knees, leering red face. ‘How’s the weather
         down there, Doe Boy?’
      

      
      Mike thinks, Calmer next time.
      

      
      And then, weeks later, he is in the bathroom at three in the morning, the one time it is unoccupied. He needs a stool so he
         can lean forward over the sink, to see his face in the dim nightlight glow. Looking in the mirror, he sees a missing person.
         He examines his features. He does not have his mother’s high cheekbones. He does not have her beautiful black-brown hair.
         His skin does not smell like cinnamon, and his clothes do not carry the faintest whiff of patchouli as did hers. With the
         exception of the final imprint, his memories of his father are all good ones, gentle ones. But memories are weighted by quality,
         not quantity. He pictures his father’s hands gripping the steering wheel. That splotch of red on his shirt cuff.
      

      
      He cannot help fearing just how much like his father he might be.

      
      He does not know his last name. He does not know in which state he was born. He does not know what his room looked like or
         what toys he had or if his momma ever kissed him on the forehead like the mothers in children’s books. But he does know, now,
         that he is sixish years old and being raised in an overcrowded foster home in the smog-draped Valley of 1982.
      

      
      Daylight. The Couch Mother lays in her hermit-crab shell of corduroy sofa, bleating instructions, giving off great wafts of
         baby powder and something worse, something like decay. An ashtray surfs of its own accord between formless breast and thigh,
         adrift on a sea of gingham. Ginger hair done in a sixties flip, easy smile, that Virginia Slims voice rattling after them down the hall: Charlie dear, pick up the bath mat. Tony dear, wash the dishes. Michael dear, empty my ashtray.
      

      
      The communal dresser. He hates the communal dresser. Hates when he’s the last one to get dressed for school and winds up with
         the salmon-colored shirt that is cruelly mistaken – the day long – for pink. He hoards shirts at night, sleeps with them.
         But this night, when he gets back from brushing his teeth, his pillow is turned aside; the blue-striped shirt is gone. Dubronski,
         cross-legged on his bed, is smiling. And of course Tony Moreno, skinny sidekick, is laughing with implausible vigor.
      

      
      Mike says, ‘Give it back.’

      
      Dubronski holds out his fat bully hands as if catching rain. ‘Give what back?’

      
      This, to Tony M, is high comedy.

      
      ‘You can’t even fit it,’ Mike says.

	  ‘Then why don’t you take it?’ Dubronski says. ‘Oh – that’s right. Because I’ll give you
         a beat-down.’
      

      
      Something hard and gemlike flares in Mike’s chest. It is blue-hot, but this time as controlled as a pilot light. He leans
         forward, says, ‘Yeah, but you have to sleep sometime. And my bed is right next to yours.’
      

      
      Dubronski’s face changes. Tony M stops laughing. Dubronski recovers, quickly, with tough words. He cannot give up the shirt,
         not now, not with six sets of eyes watching from the surrounding cots. But the stench of his fear lingers in the room after
         dark. The spell has been broken.
      

      
      The next day Dubronski limps to school. Mike is the Wearer of the Blue-Striped Shirt.

      
      He is in the bay window as usual. Waiting. Michael dear, go outside and play – you practically live in that window. There is a new kid, skin and bones, with huge feet like a puppy’s paws. When he arrived, his hair was curly and long, but
         now it is close-cropped like everyone else’s. Head lice make their rounds with such frequency that the Couch Mother has ruled for crew cuts; she wields a pair of clippers with the impersonal proficiency
         of a bureaucrat denying a request. Function over form, always.
      

      
      The new kid has a dog name to go with the puppy paws – Shep. Right now Dubronski and Tony M are pummeling him. From his perch
         on the cushion, Mike watches him get back up, lips bleeding. Another punch. Dubronski’s mouth moving: Stay down, ya little faggot. The neighbor’s kids are at their windows; they are used to the Roman theater that is 1788 Shady Lane. Shep struggles, finds
         his feet. Dubronski draws back his fist for the fifth or fifteenth time. The Couch Mother’s voice sails from the living room
         – ‘Diii–ner’ – terminating the day’s festivities.
      

      
      The new kid’s voice is funny, too loud – Hey, Retard Voice, why you sound like such a ree-tard – so he doesn’t talk much. He eats at the long kitchen table, head down, shoveling, his rail-thin body burning off the calories
         before he finishes chewing. The Couch Mother arises to refill her jug of Crystal Light, and Dubronski leans across the table
         and swats Shep’s fork as it goes into his mouth. Shep emits a faint bark. The Couch Mother whirls. ‘What’s wrong, Shepherd
         dear?’ He winces, shakes his head. When Couch Mother disappears again behind the refrigerator door, he dips his mouth into
         a napkin, drools blood.
      

      
      A dream. Beneath flickering eyelids Mike’s mind dances with fantasies of domesticity, of waffle irons and cream-white linens.
         He wakes up cramped on the too-small cot, staring at a ceiling blotched seaweed brown from water damage.
      

      
      Back on the yellow plaid cushion. Waiting. Shep out front. Couch Mother engrossed in a talk show and a cantaloupe in the TV
         room. Outside, Dubronski hammers Shep into the dirt. Shep gets up, jeans torn, knees bloodied. Even Tony M can horn in on
         the action, can knock the small kid down. Mike can hear Dubronski shouting, exasperated, ‘Stay down, douchebag! Stay down.’
         Shep rises again. Mike turns his eyes to the end of the road. There is no station wagon there.
      

      
      
      Now it is sloppy-joe night. Zucchini was on sale yesterday, so it substitutes for onions. Zucchini bits are not meant to appear
         in sloppy joes, with good reason. But the foster children are hungry; they eat with relish. The Police da-da-da from the crackly
         radio by the toaster. Dubronski has just taken his insulin – Remember, Charlie darling: Cold and clammy, you need some candy. Dry and hot, you need a shot – so he must wait fifteen minutes to eat. When the time is up, he scrambles to the kitchen. On his way back, he pauses behind
         Shep, extends his overladen tray above Shep’s head, lets it clap to the table in front of him. The sound is like a gunshot
         in a bank vault, but Shep doesn’t so much as blink. A spray of runny meat spatters his face. Unfazed, he scoops a fingerful
         off his cheek and pops it into his mouth. The Couch Mother looks at him sidewise, her chins ajiggle, and the next day Shep
         arrives late to school wearing hearing aids from the Shriners Hospital. On the playground at recess, Dubronski heat-seeks
         his target. ‘Hey, look at the old man! Shep needs hearing aids like a old man!’ A crowd has gathered. Shep pulls the flesh-colored units from both ears, drops them to the asphalt, crushes them under
         a sneaker. His stare is level, Zen-like, and for once his voice is even. ‘I don’t need anything.’
      

      
      A rumor makes its rounds, something involving Shep’s drunk of a dad and a gun with blanks. Like a stubborn shellfish, Shep
         will not let himself be pried open, will not let his treasure spill. Whereas Mike has strength, Shep has will, and Mike is
         sharp enough to know which is the rarer commodity.
      

      
      Time scribbles forward a few months and there Mike is, still on the piss-smelling yellow cushion, nose pigged against the
         bay window. An unearthly light pervades 1788 Shady Lane, turning it slate gray; it is a black-and-white movie. The street
         is empty. A station wagon makes the turn, and Mike feels his heart soar. It nears and – yes – pulls to the curb and – yes – that is a man, a solitary man who climbs out – yes – and makes his way up the walk, and a fall of light breaks through the trees and the slate gray pall, lighting his face in full color and – yes – it is his father. Mike runs to the door and is swept up in strong arms, he and his father spinning like a shampoo-commercial
         couple in a field of foxtail yellow, and he hugs him, feels the cheek warm against his own, the grit of stubble beneath the
         clean shave, the crinkle of the starched collar. His father sets him down and says, I am so sorry. I came back for you at the playground, and you were gone. I’ve been looking for you all these months, every
            waking hour, for-going food and sleep, and look – he holds out his shirt cuff with the bloodred blotch – this is just a splash of cranberry juice, and look – he points to the car, and there, waving from the passenger seat, his mother, her smile sending out a light all its own
         and –
      



OEBPS/images/9780748112685.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAA

The past isn’t gone. "
i ni
& " I
1
|

@GREGG’HURWITZ





