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            For Kim Turner

            
                 

            

            There are darknesses in life and there are lights, and you are one of the lights, the light of all lights.

            —Bram Stoker, Dracula

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Let faith oust fact; let fancy oust memory; I look deep down and do believe.

            —Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

             

            
                

            

            Night is a world lit by itself.

            —Antonio Porchia
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         J​ESSE DREAMS THE OLD DREAM FOR THE FIRST TIME IN MONTHS. He hasn’t been sleeping much lately, and when he has, he hasn’t dreamed. On bad days he lies there for hours, tossing and turning; on good ones he drops his lids and dies until the sun goes down. Today, though, one minute he’s staring up at the water-stained ceiling of the motel room, listening to the maid argue with the manager out in the parking lot, listening to Edgar snore on the other bed, and the next, the dream! It reappears like a friend he hadn’t known how much he missed until, hey, there he was again, the rascal. It’s the only dream he dreams, so he’s fond of it. It’s the only time the world isn’t just what it is.

         He’s walking down a road, always the same road, a road he’s traveled in his waking life, but not one he can place exactly. Somewhere near Barstow maybe, somewhere outside Las Cruces. Scrubland, where the plants bristle with thorns and the hot wind never stops blowing, where train tracks slice across salt flats like ropy old scars, and the air is so clear what’s ten miles away looks like it’s two. He’s walking alone on this road, and how he knows it’s a dream is it’s daytime.

         He hasn’t been outside during the day in more than seventy-five years. Seventy-five years since he’s felt the sun on his face, seventy-five years since he’s lain under a tree and run his fingers over leaf shadows flitting across a patch of warm grass, seventy-five years since he’s squinted through his lashes to pin a cawing raven against the noon glare. For the past three-quarters of a century he’s lived by night, in the ebon hours when monsters hunt and good folk keep to their houses. Since he turned, every dawn’s been a death sentence, every sunbeam a white-hot razor.

         That’s why he’s overjoyed whenever he dreams his only dream, when he finds himself walking that road under the blazing sun, under a few wisps of cloud unraveling across the sky. A bounding jackrabbit kicks up dust. A breeze brings a whiff of sage. He comes upon an empty pop can and gives it a kick. Light and warmth worm their way into the coldest, darkest thickets inside him, and if he never woke again, he’d be fine. This would be enough—the road, the sky, the sun—forever.

         
              

         

         “Jesse.”

         Jesse opens his eyes. The ceiling is dark. Night has come down.

         “Jesse.”

         “What?”

         “I pissed myself.”

         Jesse sits up. His brother, Edgar, is lying in the other bed in his own mess. Even Abby, Edgar’s cat, has more sense than that. At least she was smart enough to jump down to the floor. Jesse exhales his disgust. He doesn’t mean for Edgar to hear it, but hear it he does.

         “I’m sorry,” Edgar says, and starts to cry.

         “It’s all right,” Jesse says. “You’ve been doing better.”

         Ten years have passed since Edgar last had trouble holding his water, and Jesse can’t figure out why the problem has returned. He asked Edgar if he was scared or worried about anything, and Edgar said no, so he supposes it’s simply another of his bad behaviors that’ll keep coming back now and then, like the shoplifting and the lying and the wandering off, something he’ll be training out of him again and again for all eternity.

         Can he really be that simple? You teach a dog a trick, a horse, and it remembers forever. So how come every few years he has to remind a grown man not to steal potato chips from the store? Could it be Edgar’s messing with him and secretly reveling in his frustration?

         Jesse makes him walk into the bathroom, take off his undershorts, and put them in the sink. Edgar’s not crying anymore and seems to have forgotten he ever was. “Not too hot,” he says when Jesse turns on the shower. He’s a big fella, bigger than Jesse, over six feet tall, round as a barrel, and getting fatter every year. He’ll always be fifty years old outside and ten inside his head, a child bearing a man’s shell, and Jesse will always have to look after him, because he promised their mother he would. What else could he do, a dying woman’s last wish?

         He unwraps the cake of soap that came with the room and hands it to Edgar. Edgar smells it, licks it, and makes a face.

         “It’s soap, not candy,” Jesse says.

         “Smells like candy,” Edgar says.

         He sings while he showers, his current favorite song, about truck drivers who band together to outwit the Highway Patrol. He knows all the words, including the talking parts, and even cups a hand over his mouth to mimic the sound of a CB radio.

         “Wash everywhere,” Jesse yells over the singing. “Under your arms, your ass.”

         “Ten-four, good buddy.”

         Jesse strips the sheets off the bed. The mattress is already so filthy that one more stain won’t be noticed. He tosses the sheets onto the bathroom floor, will wash them in the shower later.

         Edgar stops singing. “I’m hungry,” he says.

         “There’s Pop-Tarts,” Jesse says.

         “I mean really hungry.”

         
              

         

         The neon sign of the drive-in restaurant across the road from the motel is missing letters. H MBUR      SH K S  FR  S. The first time Jesse and Edgar traveled this stretch, it was part of the highway that ran from Chicago to Los Angeles. There was nothing but orange groves here then, and on that frigid January night when they passed through, they stopped to look at the smudge pots—crude oil-burning stoves kept blazing among the trees until dawn in an attempt to warm the air and prevent the fruit from freezing.

         Thick clouds of greasy smoke billowed from the pots, smoke that scratched at Jesse’s throat and blackened the faces of the men tending the fires. They looked like demons freshly sprung from hell as they slouched in the orange flicker of the flames, eyes and teeth shining out of the darkness. The sight scared Edgar, set him to whimpering.

         “What’s that? Haints?” he asked.

         “No,” Jesse said. “Just men.”

         They tore out the orange trees in the ’30s and replaced them with motels and hamburger stands and filling stations. Then they built a bigger freeway a few miles south that siphoned traffic off the old route, and the motels, burger joints, and filling stations started going under. Those still hanging on are struggling. There’s no money to buy new mattresses or fix neon signs. Broken windows get boarded over, and owners opt to pay electric bills instead of replacing worn linoleum. Not that it matters to the customers they get these days.

         The motel Jesse and Edgar are staying in is a horseshoe of ten cabins that hugs a gravel parking lot. Jesse looks back to make sure Edgar hasn’t followed him out before crossing to the drive-in. The drive-in is where the local whores gather and where the truckers who detour over from the freeway come to find them. They favor this spot because there’s room to park their rigs on a half acre of weedy asphalt next to the burger stand, an expanse that was once a used-car lot.

         The whores and truckers conduct their negotiations at the drive-in’s four wooden picnic tables. Two girls are on duty tonight. One sits at a table, nursing a cherry Coke and staring into the mirror of a compact; the other pretends to talk on the pay phone. Jesse goes to the window and orders an ice-cream cone from the old man who runs the place. The codger’s paper-thin skin is drawn so tightly over his skull, he looks like he’s about to scream.

         “How you?” he says.

         “Doing fine,” Jesse says.

         He takes his ice cream to an empty table and sits. The girls glance at him but quickly turn away. The one with the compact, a fat blonde, is wearing hot pants and a tube top. She’s got a broken heart tattooed on one of her titties. The other girl is a little Mexican with a droopy eye.

         “Sí,” she says into the pay phone, “sí,” all the while watching the road for potential customers.

         A hot night wind blowing off the desert swirls trash. Bugs swarm the streetlights, and bats dart in to feed on them. The top of Jesse’s table is rough with names and dates and dirty words gouged into the wood. BIG JOE + MARY. CARL WAS HERE. FTW 13/69 HELLS ANGELS. There’s a pecker shooting jizz and a naked woman on all fours. Jesse runs his finger over the carvings and wonders about the people who made them.

         An eighteen-wheeler pulls into the abandoned car lot next door. The engine gives a dusty cough and dies. The man who climbs down from the cab is a bandy-legged cowboy sporting a tiny paper American flag in the band of his Stetson. He does a couple of deep-knee bends before approaching the burger stand, where he tilts his hat to Jesse and the girls before ordering a cheeseburger.

         Jesse walks to the liquor store next door. A patchwork Monte Carlo—maroon fender, white door, gray-primer hood—is parked out front. A buzzer goes off when Jesse enters the store. The clerk, a big black man, ignores him. He’s looking toward the beer cooler in back. There, another black man—a pimp in platform shoes, green velvet trousers, and a silk shirt open to his navel—is arguing with a skinny white whore in tight jeans.

         “You best not be holdin’ out on me, bitch,” the pimp says.

         “He only gave me twenty, I swear,” the whore says.

         “That ain’t what Trina said.”

         “Fuck Trina,” the whore says. “I’m the one sucked the motherfucker’s dick, and this is all he gave me.” She waves a twenty. The pimp snatches it away from her.

         “How you gon’ say, Fuck Trina?” he says.

         “Fuck Trina, fuck Trina, fuck Trina,” the whore says. “Fuck her in her motherfuckin’ ass.”

         The pimp backhands her. She crashes into the glass door of the cooler and slides to the floor.

         “Take that shit outside,” the clerk shouts.

         The pimp comes up the aisle toward the counter without another glance at the whore. Instead he focuses on Jesse, bugging his bloodshot eyes. Jesse stares right back.

         “The fuck you lookin’ at?” the pimp says, moving in so he and Jesse are chest to chest.

         “Nothing,” Jesse says.

         “She your sister?”

         “No.”

         “Your mama?”

         “No.”

         “Then keep to yourself.”

         The pimp leaves the store, gets into the Monte Carlo, and roars out of the parking lot.

         “You want something?” the clerk says to Jesse.

         “Give me a half pint of Old Crow,” Jesse says.

         The whore is still sitting on the floor. “Can I use the restroom?” she says.

         “The facilities is for customers only,” the clerk says, handing Jesse his bottle and change.

         “Come on, man,” the whore says. “I need to clean up.”

         “Buy something, then.”

         The whore reaches into her purse, fishes out some coins.

         “You sell loosies? Kools?”

         “No loosies.”

         “I ain’t got enough for a pack.”

         “I don’t give a fuck.”

         Jesse lays a dollar on the counter.

         “Give her her cigarettes,” he says. “And let her use the bathroom.”

         “Thank you, man,” the whore calls after him as he walks out the door.

         
              

         

         He’s leaning against a telephone pole and looking up at a sliver of orange moon when the whore comes out of the store. He’s been nipping at the whiskey and is feeling like he’s ready to do what he has to.

         “Are you waiting for me?” the whore says. She’s pulled herself together after the beat-down, got her sass back.

         “Maybe,” Jesse says.

         The whore takes a drag off her cigarette, exhales smoke, and does a little thing with her hips, a little sway.

         “You want a date?” she says.

         “Who was that guy, the one that hit you?” Jesse says.

         “Sugar?” the whore says. “He’s nobody.”

         “Is he gonna cause me trouble?”

         “He’s nobody, I said.”

         Another truck, as big as a couple of elephants, pulls into the lot. The whore’s eyes dart to it. “What kind of party you looking for?” she says to Jesse.

         “It’s not for me,” Jesse says. “It’s for my brother.”

         “He can’t do his own thing?”

         “He’s slow.”

         The whore makes a face. “I don’t mess with retards,” she says.

         “I’ll pay extra.”

         The whore glances at the truck again, thinking maybe that’d be easier money. She swats at a moth that bounces off her face.

         “Where’s he at?” she says.

         “Across the road, in the motel,” Jesse says.

         “You have to give me ten to walk over, and I’m not promising anything until I see him,” the whore says.

         Jesse takes the money out of his shirt pocket and hands it to her. He considers offering her some whiskey but doesn’t want her mouth on the bottle.
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         THE LITTLE DEVIL’S GOT A GROUCH ON KICKING AND CLAWING and screaming, Feed Me You Sonofabitch. I curl up on the bed lay on my front lay on my back but nothing helps. He keeps raging in the pit of my stomach a fat spiked toad with possum teeth and a snapping snake for a tongue. There’s nothing but black holes where his eyes should be but he can smell blood a mile off. His skin oozes poison that burns worse than fire.

         Jesse brings a girl in. She’s got blond hair and skinny legs. She’s got torn blue jeans and a yellow shirt that shows her belly button. Her eyes are blue too but different blue from the jeans. Abby hisses and crawls under the bed. The girl says, Somebody doesn’t like me much. I say, She don’t take to strangers. The girl nods at the TV and says, What’re you watching? A story about a giant tarantula, I say. Truth is I ain’t been paying attention to the show. Been too busy rassling the Little Devil. He comes on fast and he comes on mean gnawing at my bones and itching me deeper than I can scratch.

         This is Candy, Jesse says, get up and make your manners. I stand and stick out my hand and say, Pleased to make your acquaintance Miss Candy you sure are pretty. Candy says to Jesse, This is your brother? Looks more like your dad. Our daddy’s dead, I say, our mama too. My mom’s dead too, Candy says. Did you cry when she died? I say, I cried when my mama died. Candy smiles. One of her teeth is broke. Give me twenty more and I’ll take care of him, she says to Jesse.

         Want to hear me sing? I say. Candy looks to Jesse. He nods okay. What songs do you know? Candy says. Do you like old ones? I say. Sure, Candy says so I sing Mama’s favorite. I would not die in springtime when all is bright around and fair young flowers are peeping from out the silent ground.

         Jesse steps behind Candy with his stiletto. He claps a hand over her mouth yanks her head back and sticks her in the throat. He hits a gusher on his first try. A jet of blood shoots across the room. Candy’s blue eyes get real big. She tries to pull Jesse’s hand off tries to wriggle free but ain’t going nowhere. Another spurt and her legs buckle. Another and her hands flutter and fall.

         Jesse sits on the bed with her in his lap. Get over here, he says, don’t let it go to waste. I fasten my lips to the hole in Candy’s throat. Hot blood fills my mouth. I suck and swallow suck and swallow. You got to work fast to drink as much as you can before the heart gives out. Abby feeds too. She comes out from under the bed and licks up the blood on the floor. Candy was a bad girl. Her blood tastes like dirty water. The Little Devil don’t care. He gets his fill and settles and I’m not hungry anymore neither not hurting.

         
              

         

         Sometimes Jesse lets me play the radio when we’re driving sometimes he don’t. Tonight he wants quiet. Won’t even let me tap my fingers. There’s no other cars on the road. It’s dark and dark and darker. Nothing to look at but the dotted line. I pretend it’s ears of corn and the Ford’s a hog gobbling them up. I pretend it’s rabbits and the car’s a hound.

         How far are we from Hollywood? I ask Jesse so bored I don’t care if he gets mad at me for talking. We ain’t going to Hollywood, he says. I want to see Daniel Boone and Mingo, I say. Daniel Boone died a hundred years ago, Jesse says. That’s an actor on TV pretending to be him. I know that, I say. No you don’t, Jesse says. You think he’s real.

         Jesse says there can only be one boss and it’s him. Says he makes the rules and I’m to follow them. Like a dog. If he’s so smart how come he don’t know you can only kick a dog so long before he turns and bites?

         We swerve onto a rough dirt road. I hang on so I don’t bang my head. Jesse drives deeper into the dark and pulls over and shuts off the engine. An itty-bitty moon silvers the rocky hills the sand and the trees that look like badmen surrendering. Jesse opens his door and gets out. A coyote yips close by. Abby’s ears is back and her tail’s aswishing. She’d whup a coyote’s ass.

         What’re you waiting on? Jesse says. Drag your lazy butt out here.

         I’ll do anything to get out of shoveling. I’ve played sick. I’ve lied about a bum leg. It don’t sound like Jesse’s in the mood for foolishness tonight though. I climb out and meet him at the trunk. Miss Candy’s in there with a bedsheet for a shroud. Jesse hands me a shovel.

         We walk out a ways and commence to digging. Six foot is Christian but we never go that deep. Ain’t no preacher looking. You got to bury your bodies or burn them. Make them disappear. That’s a rule for all rovers: cover your tracks. Otherwise folks’ll put two and two together and that’d be the death of us all. That’s what happened in Europe in the old days, Jesse told me. Rovers there got sloppy and people caught on and hunted most of them down or run them off. That’s when the first ones come here to the United States of America.

         I say I wish we was rich so we could hire a man to dig for us. Jesse says to wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which fills faster. Or we could turn someone and make him dig, I say. We ain’t turning nobody, Jesse says. There’s too many of us as it is. I ask when he’s gonna take me to Disneyland like he promised. Why? he says. You want to visit Mickey Mouse? You think he’s real too? Mickey Mouse is a cartoon, I say, and a cartoon ain’t real. If you can’t talk and dig at the same time don’t talk, Jesse says.

         After we lay Miss Candy to rest I say a prayer over her. Jesse tells me to hurry it up we got to steal a new car before we hit the road. 10-4 good buddy, I say, I’m about to put the hammer down. I know he won’t let me drive tonight so I don’t ask.
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            June 24, 1976, Portland, Oregon

         

         COFFEE AND DOUGHNUTS FOR BREAKFAST. I PICKED UP NEW enlargements of the photos of Benny to replace the ones ruined by the rain and took them to a place to be laminated. The man there recommended a print shop that could run off more copies of the flyer.

         The guy at the print shop looked at the flyer, then at me.

         “Who was this boy to you, the one who was murdered?” he asked.

         “He was my son,” I replied.

         The man’s eyes flickered like candles about to go out.

         “I lost a son too,” he said. He gestured at a photo hanging on the wall, a kid in a Boy Scout uniform, giving the peace sign.

         “Vietnam,” the guy said. “Eighteen years old.”

         So much grief. So many people in mourning. Souls everywhere bent double under the weight.

         “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

         “And I hope you find who killed your boy,” the guy said. He wouldn’t let me pay for the flyers.

         I drove the Econoline to a park on the Willamette River and ate a can of deviled ham and a sleeve of Ritz crackers for lunch. The sun sparkled where it hit the water, and Mt. Hood floated on a layer of haze. A bunch of hippies sprawled on a patch of grass nearby, white boys with long hair and beards, white girls in Indian-print skirts and headbands. Someone had a guitar, someone else a Frisbee. A couple of the girls got up to dance. A big, yellow dog joined them, barking excitedly. One of the girls took hold of the animal’s front paws and waltzed it in a circle.

         I went over with some flyers and handed them around, asked if anyone had seen Benny.

         “This says he was killed in L.A.,” one of the boys said. “Shouldn’t you be looking there?”

         “He hung out here too,” I said. I have the postcard he sent, the one with the river and the mountain on the front and Doing fine, don’t worry on the back. Like all the rest of the cards, it’s addressed only to you, his mother.

         “I bet the fuzz are useless,” the boy said. “I bet they could give two shits about a dead black kid.”

         What the hell do you know about anything? I wanted to reply, but I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut. “There’s a telephone number there for an answering service,” I said. “I’m offering a reward for information.”

         “Money makes the world go round,” the boy said. He tapped another kid with the Frisbee and told him to go long. Even with the hair, the beads, and the beard, he dreamed of being a quarterback, an all-American hero. The other kid sprinted across the grass. The quarterback sailed the Frisbee to him and whooped and clapped when he made a diving catch. The girls went back to dancing with the dog.

         I spent the rest of the afternoon in the park. I wiped down the side of the van and used shoe polish to reapply the messages: SON MURDERED, REWARD FOR INFO, PLEASE HELP. I put up the photos of Benny and the poster I made that lays out everything I know about his death. A path ran right past the Econoline, and everyone who used it, the bicyclists, the joggers, the dog-walkers, could see the display.

         Then I lay down on my cot in the back of the van and went through the local newspapers. An alcoholic living in a boardinghouse had gone missing. I scissored out the story and pasted it in my scrapbook. The corpse of a young woman had been fished from the river, the body too decomposed to determine the cause of death. I saved that one too.

         And then I came upon one about a little girl murdered a month ago. Suzy Byrd, age ten, left home to walk to school. Her body was found a week later in a junkyard. Her throat had been cut. James and Molly, her grieving parents, were begging for the public’s help in finding the killer. Anyone who knew anything about the crime was asked to call a police tip line.

         Another atrocity for the book. After only a year, it’s almost full. Every city I pass through has had a mysterious death or disappearance, and I still believe that if I gather enough of these stories and peruse them closely enough they’ll lead me like a trail of blood to whoever killed Benny.

         I ate a peanut-butter sandwich for dinner and drove to the Memorial Coliseum, where a rock band was playing a concert. I parked out front but a cop made me move, said I was blocking a fire lane. I found another spot and walked back to pass out flyers to the kids when the show ended.

         They were an unruly bunch, mostly white, mostly high. The majority of them dropped the flyer without looking at it, and those who did take the time to read it were no help. One girl cried and hugged me and wouldn’t let go. “It’s so sad,” she kept wailing. Her boyfriend finally dragged her off, saying, “Sorry, man. She’s tripping.” Another kid raved about satanic cults. He was stoned on something too. His eyeballs wheeled, and he fidgeted like a horse tormented by flies.

         “Did you know Satan was an angel?” he said. “A fallen angel. Can you dig it?”

         When the crowd thinned, I drove to a quiet neighborhood, parked the van, and crawled into my cot. I write this by flashlight after 373 days in the wilderness, feeling farther than ever from the truth. I don’t know if you’ll ever read this, but it does me good to keep a record, helps me organize my thoughts, helps me remember where I’ve been, and gives me someone to talk to. Good night, Wanda. I miss you. Good night, Benny. I miss you too.

         
            TODAY’S PASSAGE: I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of His wrath. He hath led me and brought me into darkness, but not into light.

            —Lamentations 3:1–2

         

         June 25, 1976, Weed, California

         Coffee was all I could handle this morning. My stomach was as tight as a clenched fist. After calling the service from a pay phone in the library to see if anyone had responded to yesterday’s flyers, I dialed the tip line from the story about the little girl who’d been murdered. The cop who answered was suspicious when I said I wanted to talk to the girl’s parents.

         “Do you have information about the crime?” he said.

         “Not specifically,” I said.

         “What’s that mean?”

         “I’m conducting an investigation.”

         “Into what?”

         “That’s classified.”

         “Classified?” the cop said. “Are you with law enforcement?”

         “It’s an independent investigation.”

         “What’s your name?”

         “I’ll tell that to the parents.”

         “You’re not gonna talk to the parents if you don’t give me your name and tell me where you’re calling from,” the cop said.

         I hung up and quickly left the library in case they were running a trace. After what happened last time, I should know better than to go through official channels. You remember that, in Seattle, when I first tried to contact the family of someone murdered in a way similar to Benny. It was a teenage boy there, and I stupidly agreed to meet his mother at the police station after phoning the tip line. When I showed up the cops took me into custody and interrogated me for forty-eight hours before escorting me to the city limits. I never got to talk to the mother, but I read later that the father ended up confessing to the killing.

         This time I drove to another phone booth, at a gas station on the other side of town, and looked in the directory hanging there. I quickly found the address for Mr. and Mrs. James Byrd. Rather than calling, I’d visit in person.

         I cruised past the house, checking for police. The small wooden bungalow looked as if it was about to be set upon by the hulking, ivy-covered trees surrounding it. It hadn’t been painted in who knows how long, and the yard was strewn with junk—a rusted washing machine, a crumpled fender, milk crates full of empty beer bottles. The place fit right into the neighborhood, a poor-white ghetto made up of houses that had seen better days and known better residents. Even on a serene sunny morning, the street oozed melancholy and regret. Satisfied the coast was clear, I parked down the block.

         The pink kiddie bicycle lying on the porch brought tears to my eyes. I picked it up and propped it on its kickstand before knocking at the door. When I heard the lock click, I stepped back, giving whoever was about to answer plenty of space. It was a woman, or rather what was left of a woman whose heart had been torn out and whose brain had been scrambled by loss. I could have put my finger right through her.

         “Yes?” she said in the softest of voices.

         “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but are you Suzy Byrd’s mother?” I asked.

         “I am,” the woman replied. “Who are you?”

         “My name is Charles Sanders, and I wondered if I might talk to you about what happened to your daughter.”

         “She was murdered,” the woman said.

         “I know that, ma’am,” I said. “My son was murdered, too, in the same way, two years ago, in Los Angeles. The police gave up trying to find the killer, but I’ve been working on my own, retracing my son’s path in the last year of his life, gathering information and searching for anyone who might know something about what happened to him.”

         Confusion clouded the woman’s face. “Why would you think I’d know anything?” she said.

         “No, no,” I said. “Excuse me for not making myself clear. The reason I’m here is, as part of my investigation, I’m talking to people whose loved ones died under similar circumstances on the chance there might be a connection the police aren’t seeing.”

         “What connection?” the woman said.

         “One theory I have is that the same person might be committing a lot of these murders,” I said. “They’re identical in many ways. I’ve got some clippings I could show you.”

         “I don’t…I don’t—” the woman said. She raised a trembling hand to her mouth.

         “Your daughter’s throat was cut, right?” I said.

         “What?”

         “Was her body drained of blood?”

         “Oh, my God,” the woman said. “How could you?”

         A man appeared behind her, a big man with three days’ stubble and red eyes.

         “What’s going on?” he said.

         “He asked if Suzy’s blood was drained,” the woman said.

         “How do you know that?” the man said.

         “As I was telling your wife, the same thing happened to my son,” I said. “A small incision over the jugular vein. Very neat. Very precise.”

         “Stop,” the woman wailed.

         “Call Sergeant Emory,” the man said to her and stepped onto the porch. He reached for me, but I slapped his hand away and backed down the stairs.

         “I want to help you,” I said.

         He kept coming. I grabbed his arm, turned, and flipped him over my shoulder with a throw I learned in the Army. He landed hard, air whooshing out of him in a beery gust. I ran to the Econoline, climbed in, and sped away.

         Figuring the police would be looking for me, I got on Interstate 5 headed south. This was my second visit to Portland in the past year, and I think it’s time to admit it’s a dead end. I’m not even sure how much time Benny spent there. It could have been a month, it could have been a quick layover on a bus on his way to somewhere else. The next postcard he sent you after Portland came from Reno. I’ve been there three times already, but I’ll go back and poke around again before working my way down to L.A.

         I pulled into this truck stop shortly after crossing into California, parked between two big rigs, took a shower, and had chicken fried steak for dinner. Afterward I sat in the restaurant and read the local paper but found nothing new to add to the scrapbook.

         I know what you’re thinking, baby: I need to work on my approach if I’m going to continue talking to folks who’ve been through what we have—and I am going to continue talking to them, because that might be the key to finding Benny’s killer. My desperation got the better of me today, and I came on too strong. I’ll ease into the subject next time, use more tact. I bought a book in the store here, one of those self-improvement guides. Maybe that’ll help.

         
            TODAY’S PASSAGE: Always lead with a smile. A smile will open more doors (and hearts!) than the slickest patter.

            —Listen, Respond, Win: A New Path to Success 

by Dr. Christine Pellegrino
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         THE FIENDS ORDER BEER AND WHISKEY: SEVEN LONE STARS, seven shots. The old man behind the bar pours the Jack with a shaky hand.

         “He scared or just decrepit?” Real Deal jokes with Yuma.

         Yuma twists a lock of her long red hair around a finger and smiles at the bartender. “Kinda dead in here tonight, ain’t it?” she says.

         There’s only one other customer besides the Fiends, another old man, this one in an Astros ball cap. He’s trying hard not to stare at the seven leather-jacketed savages who burst through the door of this nowheresville roadhouse and charged the air with evil electricity.

         “Yup,” the bartender says. “I was about to close before you all rolled in.”

         “We won’t keep you too late,” Yuma says. “Promise.”

         Bob 1 and Bob 2 are getting ready to shoot pool, lagging for the break. Johnny Kickapoo studies the jukebox. Antonia and Elijah, the leaders of the gang, sit head-to-head at a small round table, apart from and somehow above everybody else. Antonia is tall and thin, with icy blue eyes that tell you nothing unless you know her and blond hair she keeps cut short. Elijah is the biggest, burliest dude in the gang, but also the most graceful. Behind his unruly black beard is the face of a king or a prince from a 500-year-old painting.

         Pedro, keeping watch out front, opens the door and pokes his head in. “He’s here,” he says, and steps aside to let George Moore’s man pass. George Moore’s man is a Mexican cowboy in a big straw hat. Everybody watches him walk to Antonia and Elijah’s table.

         “You’re to come with me,” he says.

         Antonia looks at Elijah, and Elijah looks at Antonia. They’ve been together so long, they don’t need words to make a decision. They stand at the same time.

         “Hold down the fort,” Antonia says as she and Elijah follow the man out the door. Johnny drops a dime into the juke and punches a couple of buttons. Bob Wills’s “Take Me Back to Tulsa” comes blaring out so loud, everybody jumps.

         Out in the parking lot Antonia and Elijah put on their helmets, climb onto their Harleys, and kick them to life. The rumble of the engines shakes the ground and agitates the very atmosphere, waking every slumbering critter for miles around. Neon ricochets off chrome as the Fiends follow the Mexican’s pickup out of the lot and on down the road. It’s so dark out here in the wilds between San Antonio and Laredo, so desolate, they might as well be racing through a black tunnel.

         Ten minutes later the truck’s brake lights flare. There’s no sign for Moore’s ranch. Antonia and Elijah would have zoomed right past the turnoff if the Mexican wasn’t with them. He unlocks a gate and waves the bikes through, then drives through himself and gets out to lock the gate before taking the lead again.

         The road is dirt now, and the truck throws up a cloud of dust the bikes’ headlights can’t penetrate. Antonia and Elijah hang back so they can breathe. Eventually they turn off the road, following the pickup down a driveway lined with spectral cottonwoods. The driveway ends at a Spanish-style hacienda with thick walls, covered verandas, and a tile roof. The Fiends park their bikes and kill the engines. The silence that replaces the roar is profound, broken only by a dog grousing in the distance.

         The Mexican walks up the stairs to the porch and waits for Antonia and Elijah. They slap the dust off their jeans, stomp it off their boots, and join him. He opens a heavy wooden door onto an entry hall coated in honey-colored light. Old portraits look down on old furniture, a scene from another time, except for the canned laughter of a sitcom coming from somewhere upstairs.

         The Mexican slides a panel aside and nods the Fiends into the room revealed, a library with leather armchairs, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a cold, dark fireplace. An oil lamp flickers on a wide desk at the far end of the chamber, behind which a shadowy figure waits.

         “Welcome,” the shade says.

         Antonia and Elijah approach the desk, their footfalls muffled by the thick carpets covering the tile floor. The man at the desk stands. “George Moore,” he says. “And you must be the Fiends I’ve heard tell about.” He shakes Elijah’s hand, kisses Antonia’s.

         He’s tall and fat. Fat fingers, fat thighs, fat face. In age, he could be anywhere between forty and sixty. It’s hard to read with all the extra flesh. He’s wearing a rich man’s getup from a hundred years ago: waistcoat, watch chain, string tie. His hair is oiled, and his big bushy sideburns look like they’re straining to hold up his chins.

         “I apologize for the gloom,” he says. “But I can’t abide electric light. I was born in 1806, and as far as I’m concerned, the world’s been going to hell since 1860.”

         “We try to keep up with the times,” Antonia says.

         “I heard,” Moore says. “You sounded like Judgment Day coming up the drive.”

         “It does put the fear of God in you, doesn’t it?” Elijah says.

         “Is that what this is all about?” Moore says with a contemptuous wave. “The motor scooters, the jackets, the attitude?”

         “Doesn’t hurt to have people wary of you,” Antonia says.

         Moore takes a skinny cigar from a carved wooden box on the desk and tilts the box toward Elijah. “Care to join me?”

         “Never took it up,” Elijah says.

         Moore starts to close the box. Before he can, Antonia darts out a hand and grabs a cigar. Moore raises his eyebrows but recovers quickly, striking a match and holding it out to her.

         “Is smoking part of keeping up with the times?” he says.

         “Oh, hell,” Antonia replies. “Ladies have been smoking as long as men have.”

         “Not in my circle,” Moore says. “Not ladies.” Antonia makes a face but holds her tongue. Moore sees this and smiles. “Then again, I don’t know much about how things are these days,” he continues. “I haven’t left this ranch in a hundred years—haven’t had to.” He motions to two chairs in front of the desk. “Let’s relax, shall we?”

         The three of them sit. Antonia is still perturbed.

         “No lights, but you’ve got television,” Elijah says.

         “A concession to my wife,” Moore says. “She claimed she was bored out here. Oh, George, I’m so bored.” He mimics her voice. “Now she stares at the damn thing so long and so hard, it’s a wonder she’s not blind.”

         “Is she your cow too?” Antonia says.

         “What a question,” Moore says.

         “Just wondering how you get by. You said you never leave.”

         “I feed off her, yes. I have an arrangement with her family. They’re aware of my needs and sympathetic to them. Lupita is my fifth Sanchez wife. The man who fetched you here, he’s a Sanchez too. They’ve been in Texas two hundred years and have worked for my family most of that time.”

         “Must be nice having people who are so understanding,” Elijah says.

         “I pay them well,” Moore says. “I wouldn’t be suited to the life most of our ilk live, always on the move, always on the hunt. I’d be worn out in no time. Luckily, I have the means for a more settled existence.”

         A clock chimes softly on the mantel. Antonia blows a smoke ring at the ceiling. She’s tired of the chitchat. “Monsieur Beaumont told us you had a job that needed doing,” she says.

         Moore shoots a glare at her, peeved at being hurried. “Perhaps the rules of interacting with hired help have changed too,” he says. “I was taught it was polite to engage in a bit of small talk before issuing my marching orders, in order to avoid appearing imperious.”

         “You’re not talking to your ranch hands,” Antonia says. “Spit it out.”

         Moore purses his lips, then turns slightly, enough so Antonia will notice, to address Elijah only. “I want you to kill a man for me,” he says.

         “All right,” Elijah says.

         “Not just any man. He’s one of us. Do you have a problem with that?”

         “Not if the money’s right.”

         “You’ll be amply compensated.”

         “Where would we find him?”

         “Right now he’s in Phoenix. The man I have tailing him says he’ll be there for another three days. Can you make it by then?”

         “We can.”

         “And have time to do the job?”

         “That part doesn’t take long.”

         “Why not have your man dust him?” Antonia says.

         “He’s afraid of our kind,” Moore says. “Believes all those campfire tales.” He reaches into a drawer and pulls out a stack of money. “I’ll give you twenty-five thousand now,” he says, “and twenty-five when McMullin is dead.”

         “That’s not enough,” Antonia says. “A rover’s harder to sneak up on than your average sonofabitch. And there’s the travel.”

         “I wasn’t finished,” Moore says. He gestures to the man, Sanchez, who came for Antonia and Elijah at the roadhouse. He’s been standing at the door to the library but now leaves the room.

         “What did this guy do to you?” Antonia asks Moore.

         “That’s not your concern,” Moore says.

         “Not usually,” Antonia says, “but this time, with you, I want to know. Tell me why you want him dusted or get someone else to do your dirty work.”

         Moore looks to Elijah, who shrugs. He turns back to Antonia. “While a guest in this house, he seduced my previous wife, fucked and fed off her,” he says. “I’m a proud man. Too proud to let that kind of betrayal go unpunished. My wife, I staked out in the desert and let the sun and ants and coyotes have their way with her. McMullin escaped, though, and I’ve been hunting him for five years. Last week my man finally caught up to him.”

         Sanchez comes back into the library. He approaches the desk, carrying a drawstring sack.

         “Ahh, here we are,” Moore says. “I believe this and the money will be more than sufficient.”

         Sanchez opens the sack. Antonia and Elijah peer inside. A naked baby wriggles at the bottom, a tiny brown baby girl. The Fiends exchange glances.

         “When you bring my man in Phoenix proof you’ve killed McMullin, he’ll hand over the rest of the money and this little treat,” Moore says.

         “Looks like we’re in business,” Elijah says.

         
              

         

         The trouble starts when Real Deal notices a Confederate battle flag hanging on a wall of the roadhouse, up there with the beer signs and girlie pinups. He nudges Yuma.

         “Don’t,” she says.

         Ignoring her, Real Deal calls to the bartender, who’s been sitting sullenly with the other old man, the one in the ball cap, giving him and Yuma dirty looks. He probably doesn’t like seeing a curvy, freckled redhead cuddling a big black man. The bartender gets up, shuffles over, and opens the beer cooler, thinking they want another round.

         “You ever hear of Baxter Springs?” Real Deal says.

         “I don’t believe so,” the bartender says. “Is it in Texas?”

         “Kansas,” Real Deal says. “Baxter Springs, Kansas.”

         “Don’t know it.”

         “How about Quantrill’s Raiders? Heard of them?”

         “Them, yes, I’ve heard of.”

         “I bet you have,” Real Deal says. “Stories about how they gave the Federals hell. How they ambushed Jayhawkers and Red Legs and other nigger-lovers and shot ’em to pieces. I bet you think they were pretty goddamn great, real heroes.”

         “Look, friend,” the bartender says. “I don’t know what you’re getting worked up about. That’s ancient history.”

         Real Deal grabs the bartender’s forearm and presses it to the bar. “Ancient history?” he says.

         The Bobs and Johnny Kickapoo look over, sensing trouble. Real Deal stares into the bartender’s eyes.

         “October 6, 1863,” he says. “Me and my little brother, Henry, were teamstering, hauling the possessions of General James G. Blunt, who was transferring his command from Fort Scott to Fort Smith. We were being escorted by a unit of the 14th Kansas Cavalry and some men from the 3rd Wisconsin. Between the soldiers, us teamsters, and a few civilians, we were one hundred souls.

         “Henry was eighteen. I was twenty. He looked so much like me, people thought we were twins. He was the best horseman I ever saw, even young as he was. All he had to do was think something, and a horse’d do it. He was Mama’s favorite. Mine too.”

         Real Deal’s voice seizes. He takes a sip of beer.

         “This ain’t worth it, baby,” Yuma says.

         “We were on the Texas Road, the old Shawnee Trail, a quarter mile north of Fort Blair, where we were supposed to overnight,” Real Deal continues. “General Blunt called a halt. He had his regimental band with him, and he ordered them into their dress uniforms. He wanted to make an emperor’s entrance at the fort, put on a show.

         “It was late in the afternoon. Me and Henry were laid up against a wagon, smoking and speculating how cold it was gonna get once the sun went down. All of a sudden a hundred Federal troops rode up on us. We first thought it was an escort from the fort, but something didn’t feel right, something about their hats, their beards, even the way they sat in their saddles.

         “‘Those ain’t soldiers,’ Henry said. ‘They’re bushwhackers.’

         “The general knew something was wrong too. He yelled for the troops to mount up, but it was too late. Quantrill and his cocksuckers charged, wearing stolen uniforms, howling like hellcats, and slinging shot. Behind that first wave came even more raiders. Some of the soldiers put up a fight, but most broke and ran, and Quantrill’s wolves set about chasing them down. Me and Henry, unarmed and scared shitless, ducked under the wagon.

         “‘What’s our play?’ Henry said. ‘Stay or go?’

         “Some of the teamsters were trying to get away, hauling ass across the prairie. The wagon we were hiding under joined the stampede, leaving me and Henry with no cover. There was nothing for it but to scatter with the rest of the chickens.

         “I’ve been roaming this earth for 133 years. I’ve forgotten cities I once knew, the faces of women I’ve loved, the names of men I’ve despised. But I remember that day like a slap still stinging my cheek. Running through the tall grass and it trying to trip me. The puffs of smoke and the smell of powder. The gunshots and the screams. And I remember seeing a yellow butterfly and a sea of blue flowers and thinking, This is too pretty a place to die.”

         Real Deal pauses again, again swamped by the past.

         “Let’s go outside and smoke a fatty,” Yuma says.

         “We’re talking ancient history,” Real Deal says. “Don’t make me lose my place.” The bartender tries to ease out of his grip. Real Deal clamps down and continues. “We ran up one gully and down another, and it looked like we might be getting away until we came upon the general’s band. They’d tried to escape, but their wagon lost a wheel. The bushwhackers had caught up to them, had them kneeling in the dirt, ten men and a little Negro drummer boy. You ever heard a man beg for his life? It’s pitiful, something to give even the meanest motherfucker pause. Not those Rebs, though. They shot every one of the poor bastards, whooping and hollering like it was squirrels or cats.

         “Henry couldn’t bear it. He jumped up and ran, and they chased him down. They shot him twice in the back and a bunch after he fell, and it was like they’d killed me too. I lay there like one more dead man and watched the Rebs pile the corpses onto the band’s wagon and put a torch to it.

         “Someone started screaming, someone alive in the pyre, the drummer boy. He untangled himself from the other bodies and crawled out of the fire. Flaming from head to toe, he dragged himself on his belly like a glowworm, leaving a trail of burning grass. The bushwhackers wagered on how far he’d get and pissed on him to put him out when he finally dropped.

         “I laid there all night, hollow as an old cow carcass, while the Rebs drank themselves to sleep. They packed up at daybreak and rode off, and sometime later a scout from the fort out looking for survivors found me.”

         Real Deal releases the bartender, sits back, and strokes his goatee.

         “Eighty-two good men were massacred that afternoon, slaughtered without mercy by four hundred piece-of-shit Reb bushwhackers,” he says.

         He points at the Confederate flag.

         “Take that fucking thing down.”

         “This is my place,” the bartender says.

         In a dark flash Real Deal pulls his pearl-handled switchblade and sticks the point of it under the bartender’s chin.

         “Take it down, or I’ll drain you dry,” he says.

         Pedro comes in from outside. He’s big for a Mexican. His mom used to tell him he was part mountain and part tree. He’s got a thick, black horseshoe mustache that hangs six inches off his chin. “Antonia and Elijah are back,” he says. “Time to go.”

         Nobody moves. All eyes are on Real Deal and the bartender, the tension in the room like a finger tightening on a trigger.

         “I said let’s roll!” Pedro roars, trying to break the spell. “Samuel!”

         Samuel is Real Deal’s true name. Hearing it makes him blink. He takes his knife from the bartender’s throat, goes over to the flag, and yanks it off the wall. Neither of the old men say anything as the Fiends walk out the door, Real Deal carrying the flag. Yuma’s the last to leave. She tosses a hundred-dollar bill on the bar and says, “Ain’t you lucky.”

         Out in the parking lot, Real Deal uses a siphon hose to pull enough gas from his bike’s tank to soak the flag. He tosses a match. Flames claw at the stars, and the flag burns to nothing as the Fiends clatter off into the night.
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