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From the flat roof of the kitchen Patch looked out through serried pin oaks and white pine to the loom of St Francois Mountains that pressed the small town of Monta Clare into its shade no matter the season. At thirteen he believed entirely that there was gold beyond the Ozark Plateau. That there was a brighter world just waiting for him.


Though later that morning, when he lay dying in the woodland, he’d take that morning still and purse it till the colors ran because he knew it could not have been so beautiful. That nothing was ever so beautiful in his life.


He climbed back into his bedroom and wore a tricorne and waistcoat and tucked navy slacks into his socks and fanned the knees until they resembled breeches. Into his belt he slid a small dagger, metal alloy but the bladesmith was skilled enough.


Later that day the cops would crawl over the intricacies of his life and discover he was into pirates because he had been born with only one eye, and his mother peddled the romance of a cutlass and eye patch because often for kids like him the flair of fiction dulled a reality too severe.


In his bedroom they would note the black flag pinned to hide a hole in the drywall, the closet with no doors, the fan that did not work, and the Steepletone that did. The antique treasure chest his mother had found at a flea market in St Louis, doubloon movie props, a replica one-shot flintlock pistol. They would bag a roll of firecrackers and the June 1965 Playboy, like they were evidence of something.


And then they would see the eye patches.


He looked them over carefully, then selected the purple with the silver star. His mother made them and some of them itched, but the purple was satin smooth. Eighteen in total, only one carried the skull and crossbones. He decided he might wear that one on his wedding day should he ever work up the courage to speak to Misty Meyer.


He removed the hat. His hair touched white in summer months and sand come winter, and he combed it but a tuft by the crown stood to attention like an antenna.


In the kitchen his mother sat. The night shift mortified her skin.


‘You picking up signals with that thing?’ she said, and tried to fix his hair with her palm. ‘Pass me the Crisco.’


He ducked away as she laughed. Patch liked his mother’s laugh.


The weekend before she’d taken him to Branson to see about a job. Ivy Macauley chased near misses like acceptance of place was the greatest sin. He’d fill up the Fairlane with just enough gas and she’d fill up the cab with excitement, fixing her hair into a Fonda shag and squeezing his hand and telling him this was it. He’d wait the interview hour alone in towns he did not know.


She’d fixed eggs, and he wondered just how tough it was to be a parent, and if at times all poor kids were some kind of well-intentioned regret.


‘Today will be the best day of my life,’ he said.


He said that often.


Because he could not know what would come.
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He heard the mailman and ran for the door in case there was another letter from the school, but she took the envelope from him and closed her eyes and kissed it. ‘It’s got a St Louis postmark.’


A month before, she’d interviewed at the botanical garden while Patch smiled at symmetrical families in the shade of Tower Grove House.


He held his breath till the sag of her shoulders.


Their Monta Clare rental was the kind of temporary already growing roots, the foundations knotting around his mother’s ankles no matter how hard she hacked at them with declarations of women’s lib, or how loud she played Dylan to remind herself that times were changing.


‘We take something from every knock,’ he said, and screwed up the letter. He scanned the empty shelves in the refrigerator. ‘Black Bart Roberts took near five hundred ships in his time. But he started out when he was captured himself. A legendary navigator, his captors spotted his potential and let him live. Before long they voted him captain.’


Sometimes she looked at him like he was the sum of her failings. Each night he lifted rusted dumbbells until his skinny arms burned, grinding his childhood away.


She noticed the bruise by his cheekbone as she removed his waistcoat and fixed his pants and licked her palm to smooth his hair down.


‘Fighting, Joseph. Try to remember you’re all I’ve got.’ She went to move the eye patch but he gripped her wrist and she softened.


‘Then it sucks to be you.’ He added a smile.


Sometimes he took the album from beneath her bed and mapped the rise and fall of her.


‘You need to eat breakfast,’ she said, as he pushed the plate down toward her.


‘They give us something at school if we forget,’ he lied too easy.


‘You nervous? My little pirate. No more trouble from here on. No stealing and no fighting. New school, new start, right?’


‘Show me a pirate that never got in some kind of trouble.’


‘I’m serious, Joseph. I don’t need the school on me. That woman who stopped by, she looked at me like I can’t even care for you.’ Ivy cupped his face. ‘Promise me.’


He could’ve told her he didn’t ever start it. ‘No more trouble.’


‘You walking in with Saint?’


He nodded.


Ivy would go through this with the first responder, and then Chief Nix. She’d tell them she didn’t notice anyone hanging around. Or see a dark van. Or anything much beyond the slow wake of Rosewood Avenue.


And later, when it got worse, she’d wonder how much of her son’s life she had missed.
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Across the street Mr Roberts pushed his new Lawn Boy. The Robertses’ house was painted each spring, white clapboard, navy gable. That night in place of Hawaii Five-O the Robertses’ would sit on their porch and watch the cops crawl over the Macauley house. Mrs Roberts would pour them a couple of fingers of bourbon to steady the nerves as Mr Roberts said it was only a matter of time before something bad happened to that kid.


Green grass. Buffed sedans. Flags hung limp and still. Their house was tall and maybe once was grand, but a generation of neglect dragged at its shine. The only rental on the street, Patch tore weeds from the yard, cleared leaves from the gutters, and hammered slates to the roof after each storm like he did not know he was furnishing someone else’s future. He’d whistle as he worked, nodding hello to passing neighbors. Smiling. Always.


The next morning the cops would walk that same road, knocking on doors and asking questions, trying to piece together events that would mar their town for years to come.


News vans would set up outside the small police station and ramp up the pressure on Chief Nix, who would stand before the flashing bulbs and stammer his way through an ill-prepared statement. For that one day, Patch would wrestle Lynette Fromme and her assassination attempt on Gerald Ford from the front page of the St Louis Post-Dispatch.


He found a long stick and slashed at the air, then turned it into a gun and fired warning shots at the approaching armada.


‘Man the cannon, sea hag,’ he said to the Anderson widow as she strolled past. She did not man the cannon.


At the foot of Main Street he looked for Saint, for the blue dungarees torn at each knee, the single braid she wore each day because she claimed it kept the hair from her eyes when she climbed the Morrisons’ apple tree and tossed down the choice picks.


He gave her five minutes then kicked a can along Main Street. He affected his best Curt Gowdy cowboy and commentated, ‘Patch Macauley, the first one-eyed boy to kick a seventy yarder.’


Outside Lacey’s Diner sat a cherry-red Thunderbird. Chuck Bradley and his older brothers leaned against it.


‘Vikings,’ Patch whispered beneath his breath. He tried to turn when Chuck noticed him and nudged the other two.


It would take the cops two days to get to Chuck and his brothers, but only a half hour to confirm their alibis.


Patch ducked down the alleyway behind the stores.


He heard footsteps, turned and saw the three, so backed himself into a corner.


‘Nowhere to run,’ Chuck said. He was tall and older and handsome enough. His brothers, wholesome copies. Chuck dated Misty Meyer, the feted beauty Patch had remained deeply in love with since kindergarten.


They moved a little closer. Patch backed up further until he felt the cool brick against him, and that was when he felt it, digging into his back.


He slipped the dagger from his belt and throttled the grip.


‘No way you’re using that,’ Chuck said, though Patch heard the doubt in his voice.


Patch stared at the blade as his knees shook. ‘November 1718, Robert Maynard finally captured the legend, Edward Teach. You’ll know him as Blackbeard.’


Chuck glanced at his brothers. One of them laughed.


‘Maynard cut him twenty times with a knife just like this. Then grabbed a handful of his hair and hacked his head clean off.’


‘You’re not a pirate. You’re a one-eyed freak.’


‘Maynard hung Blackbeard’s head from the bowsprit of his ship to let others know not to mess with him.’


He held the dagger out.


And then he walked toward them, heart pounding as they backed off just enough. A yard past and he ran.


Threats were called.


He did not stop till he made it clear.
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Pines rose through golds and blue shadow, the light leaves swept aside as he followed trails that skirted the town limits. A long way above he’d see Loess Hills buffeting the Missouri River, the low climb of industrial air over cities and farmland pinned by silver silos.


A Dodge with no fender was sunk in the earth, no wheels, just left for the wild, for kids to bullseye the windshield.


A leaflet caught in the spindles of Eastern redbud. The pinks wrapped a smiling Jimmy Carter, shirtsleeves rolled up like he was close to the kind of people he was calling on to vote for him.


The lake came into view. A faded sign warned of an undercurrent. In the summer, kids jumped from slick rocks the color of emerald. A boy named Colson had gone swimming and never come back, and rumor had it he lived at the bottom, watching the girls’ legs as they kicked, choosing the right moment to reach out and take one.


Patch picked up a flat rock and counted six skims as the water coined toward blades of common reed.


He balanced along the rusted rails of the old Monta Clare railroad, arms out, the steels red and warped.


He watched a scissor-tailed flycatcher dart from its perch.


The scream stopped him.


A hard scream.


Down into a high-sided valley he saw splinters of a navy van, the brush so thick he moved nearer still. Maybe it was a rat rod or a Ford.


He knelt in the dirt as he saw her.


Misty Meyer.


For a moment he figured she was out with a boy and he’d misread it. She was in his math class, his age but passed too easy for older.


Then he saw the back of a man, his hood up despite the heat.


Patch desperately looked around for anyone at all. Anyone who could handle this, who could ease the responsibility, the acute burden of seeing a girl in trouble.


Another scream.


He whispered a curse, reached a hand up and touched the eye patch as his mind ran to Silver-Tongue Martin, and Wild Ned Lowe. The band of fearless.


He moved.


Misty screamed as Patch slid down the bank.


He bent low and wished he had his slingshot as he picked up a rock.


At ten feet away the man heard him and turned.


A balaclava hid all but the dead of his eyes.


Patch held his breath, hurled the rock and dropped low as he took the man down at the knees.


‘Run,’ Patch yelled.


Misty stood frozen, fear claiming her muscles. Shirt torn, her bag in the dirt. Dazed like she’d been dragged into a nightmare.


The man rolled over him.


‘Run,’ Patch managed to whisper, his lungs empty. He felt a hand on his throat, and he begged Misty with his eye.


Snap from it.


Finally, she saw him.


She was tall, a track star. Their eyes met, and then she turned and pumped her arms and lit out through the woodland.


The man was up and moving to follow her, but Patch was right up with him.


He pulled the dagger for the second time that morning.


The man grabbed his wrist and twisted.


Sun hit the blade till it met Patch’s stomach.


He fell back to the ground and clutched at the wound and the forest around turned to night but he saw no moon and no stars.


The next day an army of walkers would beat the woodland to find a purple eye patch with a silver star.


Chief Nix would run over every bad man within a hundred miles.


His mother would fall apart entirely.


His best friend Saint would stalk the streets when hope had long since burned, getting herself into another world of trouble.


None would yet know of the evolving tragedy that would be their lives.
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That same day Saint woke at dawn, crept down the stairs and out onto the rear porch.


Seven streets away Patch watched that same sunrise.


She rubbed her eyes as mist smoked from the grass like fire burned beneath.


Her morning routine, same each day since they arrived.


She was about to head in when she heard it.


Or didn’t.


She crossed the yard, bare feet in the damp, stopping a few feet from the hive.


Saint crouched and peered inside at the stragglers.


She looked around, back at the tall house, the neighbors, the treetops.


Her eyes wide as she tried to make sense of it.


The bees had gone.


Inside she barreled up the old staircase and crashed into her grandmother’s bedroom.


‘Someone’s stolen the bees,’ she said, breathless.


Norma turned from her spot by the window. ‘You’re not wearing your glasses. Maybe the bees are there but you can’t—’


Saint ran from the room.


‘And brush your teeth,’ Norma called.


Up spiraling steps to her bedroom in the attic. She took the round glasses from her nightstand and watched the world come to focus through lenses so thick her eyes magnified as if in perpetual amazement.


She pulled on denim dungarees, both knees newly patched.


Saint cleaned her teeth with paste on her forefinger because she’d used her brush to dust mud from a fossil Patch delivered that later turned out to be dried dog shit.


Outside she found her grandmother standing before the empty hive, squinting toward the sky.


Norma cleared her throat, her silver hair cut short, wiry muscles in her forearms hinting at steel beneath. ‘But why would they—’


‘Could be ants. But I laid the traps,’ Saint said, low panic in her voice.


‘Can’t be then.’


‘Like, if you keep interfering then they go. But I …’


Norma sighed. ‘You sit out here with them each day, sometimes for hours.’


‘They know me by now. It’s been four years.’


‘Could be a skunk,’ Norma offered.


Saint straightened at that. ‘A rotten old skunk. I’ll go fetch my slingshot.’


‘I read about a keeper over in Wayne County … He got arrested for stealing hives.’


Saint stopped dead, her small nose turning up into a snarl. ‘Someone stole my bees?’ She paced up and down, oblivious to the burgeoning regret on her grandmother’s face.


‘I’ll bet it was Mr Lewis.’ Saint spat the name.


‘The old deacon? He’s—’


‘He’s a greedy old diabetic—’


‘Language,’ Norma warned.


‘He took three samples last time I laid out my stall. Licking it from his fat old fingers, didn’t even buy a jar neither. I told Patch to limit the tasters. I’ll go there and I’ll—’


‘You will not go there.’


‘I’ll take it to Chief Nix then. He can cuff the fat old—’


‘Enough.’


Saint turned and ran from the side gate.


Norma sighed and shook her head in despair.
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Saint spent more than an hour tramping woodland that fanned like a seashell around the back of the tall house and toward the Tooms farmland beyond, stopping now and then and hoping to God to hear the low hum of her bees, that they’d simply clustered on a tall elm while her scouts looked for a new home.


By the time she made it to Main Street her braid had pulled a little loose and sweat was beginning to dot her upper lip. In the small police station she was about ready to call for the arrest and swift beheading of Mr Lewis when she saw Misty Meyer standing before a cop.


Young and scared and breathless.


The skin scraped from her knees.


Saint saw a stack of papers fluttering as the girl fell like she’d been robbed of the bones in her body. The cop caught her and helped her into a chair.


‘Take a breath,’ he said, kneeling in front of her.


‘He’s there,’ Misty said, glancing back into the bright of the street, her body shaking as she stared straight through Saint.


Saint noticed the red print on her arm. A hand. A big hand. A slight swelling by her eye, her shirt torn at the neck.


‘You’re safe now,’ the cop said. ‘There’s no one out there.’


‘You don’t get it,’ she said, still breathless. ‘He saved me.’


‘Who saved you?’


Misty took a drink of water, her lips full and pink against hair so light it touched platinum. A halo for a girl who already carried too much that shone.


Saint might have turned, left her bees for another day, but then she heard it, and her blood cooled and her skin pricked, and it was like she knew that things would be different from then on.


‘The pirate kid,’ Misty said.


Saint moved toward them, instinct guided her. Instinct and that cold kind of dread.


‘He hit him. But the guy was so big,’ Misty said, tears falling now.


Saint felt her pulse quicken. ‘Joseph Macauley?’


Both turned and noticed her. Saint stood there tiny, her frames balancing on a small nose with a smattering of freckles. Her collar bones stood proud, her braid thick over one shoulder. She wore a simple gold cross on a thin necklace. Her grandmother had given Patch a matching one.


‘Where is he now?’ Saint said.


The cop crouched, his muscles tight against a shirt bright and unblemished.


Saint knew about shock, the way it purged rational thought. She’d learned that the day she came home from school and found her grandfather lying in the kitchen as her grandmother pumped his chest, face straight like she was beating a mixture.


‘Misty.’ Saint tried a smile. Her grandfather had said it was a good smile, the kind that lit January mornings, that recalled spring in the belly of Missouri winter.


‘Where did this happen, Misty?’ the cop tried.


Misty made no sound as the cop took a jacket and wrapped her in it to stay the shivering.


‘Goddamn, where the hell is Patch?’ Saint said, as the cop reared up.


‘The clearing. By the old railroad,’ Misty said.


Saint heard the cop reach for the radio, and then she sprinted down Main Street, drawing looks as she seared toward the woodland.





7



Trees swayed as Saint parted the cover of a willow to roots rising like hands reaching up, preaching caution at each step.


She moved past the quake of aspens, white trunks thin and strong and pocked dark. An old metal sign rusted through, the letters too faint. The grove thickened. She smelled dust and Christmas. Sometimes when it rained she and Patch walked to the confluence three miles up to sail paper boats into the waters’ fold.


Trees took the light as a low hill leveled out, her mind on her friend, on how he smiled too much for a kid with such a draw, on how his mother once told him of pirates because that made his difference more than affliction.


Her breath crowned in her ears.


She moved quick past fallen trees that bookended the clearing. Head up, she scouted, but it wasn’t till she met the foot of the valley that she saw the spot.


The T-shirt.


The blood.
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Word ate through the town. The easy wheels of local business ground to the kind of stop that left Main Street dying as they gathered at the edge of the woodland. Kids rode hard, red cheeked as they dumped bicycles, spoke beads still spinning as they joined the procession, watching and waiting for a dead kid to shade the color of their childhoods.


Saint stood apart from them and watched as Chief Nix rolled his cruiser past a line of local press, already backed up and herded by a barrier made from traffic cones and some tape.


He climbed out and blocked the sun with his hat. Most days his moustache framed a smile. He watched Saint as she watched a man photograph the tire tracks, like they weren’t baked hard into the mud, the kind of fossilized nightmare Saint would pay homage to over the coming weeks.


Saint looked up at his handsome face, then back down at the mud again. A low pain spread in her stomach. A tightness across her bony shoulders that would mature and stop her sleeping each night until she no longer knew herself. Each part of that woodland was claimed with soft memories, and she battled tears. Her and Patch holding out stick guns and chasing phantom goons. Her hanging upside down from the twisting limbs of sweet gum, warning him not to try it because his missing eye fucked up his balance. Him trying to stand on one leg to prove her wrong. Her helping him back to his feet.


Nix crossed before her, hollering to the other cops, ‘All points. Got the whole damn county locked up tight. Highway 42 to 86, you can’t get in or out without a flashlight in your face.’


‘Interstate 35,’ she spoke in a whisper that carried toward the big chief, who stepped toward her.


‘You’re the bus driver’s granddaughter?’


She nodded.


‘You’re friends with this kid?’


She nodded again.


‘He did a brave thing.’


She might’ve screamed that he was not tough enough. She might’ve told them he once sat on the low roof by her bedroom window the whole winter night when she got sick with bad flu. That Norma found him blue in the early hours and brought him in to thaw. That he spent six hours rounding up silverfish, longhorn beetles, and even a luna moth when she fretted over her vacant bug motel. That he stole only what he needed, and not ever what he wanted.


Dogs jumped from the back of a white Taurus.


The scream hit them.


A cop stood his ground, one arm wrapped around the waist of Ivy Macauley as he struggled to keep hold of her.


Chief Nix waved a hand toward the cop who gratefully let her free. Ivy walked toward them slow, didn’t lose it again till she saw the bloodied shirt in the bag. She was put together, always, even when she cleaned at night. When she scrubbed piss from the floor of bathrooms and swept tobacco from mahogany desks.


Ivy folded, arched her back and screamed the kind of wrenching sound that stained them all. The echo Saint would hear when she sat in the yard that night, shivering though it was warm. Trying hard not to cry out when news spread through the town.


A local, Pattie Rayburn, had seen the van.


It made a right turn onto Highway 35.


Patch was gone.
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That first night was like none Saint had known.


She sat cross-legged on the front porch, the soles of her feet dark with dirt. Her grandmother standing when the low lights of a police cruiser passed by. Norma did not offer comfort or platitudes. Saint did not know a tougher woman to fear or emulate.


She could not smell the barbecue smoke or see church lanterns or the verdancy of Monta Clare, so beautiful it clung to memory when you left. Patch hung over the small town like city smog so turgid mothers ushered their children inside and made sure the news was deadbolted at the door. Saint had felt the pervade of those passing minutes as cops came from the towns of Pecaut and Lenard Creek. Chief Nix sent them out armed with a photograph that showed her friend smiling widely, eye patch in place.


At nine her grandmother climbed the stairs and told Saint that she should not stay up late because the boy would likely return soon enough, and she would need her energy to receive him.


At ten Saint climbed onto her rusted Spyder and pedaled hard in the direction of Main Street, breaking her grandmother’s strict curfew.


Main Street was lit with locals gathered outside Lacey’s Diner. She propped her bike outside the Aldon Funeral Parlor and listened as they talked of calls coming in from Jefferson City and Cedar Rapids and even one of the Amana Colonies. Later that night she would fix pins to the map that hung above her bookshelf.


I hear they got a guy over by Pike Creek.


I heard that.


Alibi has him working a double shift at the Roan Arnold Energy Center.


Could be. Midwest derecho wrecked a cooling tower.


And so it went.


She ducked through a cluster of onlookers and made it to the window of the station, and inside saw the kind of bustle that calmed her a little. The phone rang out as cops gathered around maps and pored over files. At the far end she saw Chief Nix pinch the bridge of his nose like the unfurling was too much.


In the state of Missouri two high school girls and a college kid had gone missing in the past eight months. Cops had shown up at Monta Clare High School and told the students the importance of vigilance, said it while they hooked their thumbs into their waistbands, fingers meeting the steel of their Model 39s. For a while the town hung in the kind of rampant fear that meant Saint was no longer allowed out of her yard when the sun dropped.


They’ll catch this devil, her grandmother had said as she sucked on a Marlboro and rocked on her chair.


‘Go home, kid. Ain’t you heard, there’s a bad man out there,’ a Pecaut cop said as he passed by.
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At eleven she rode down Main Street. Carved into a valley, the town of Monta Clare rose out and crept the low rise of the mountain, the roads neatly forged into acres of tilted green.


She coasted, then pedaled hard to meet the foot of the climb onto winding streets minted with Virginia bluebells and butterfly weed and bear’s breeches. So much fucking color. Sheaves of warmth ached from grand homes. When the trail grew too steep she dumped her bicycle in a flourish of bushes and hiked the last couple of hundred yards.


Where the hell are you, Patch?


Up the wind of a steep driveway toward the spread of stucco and leaded glass; turreted rooflines of blue slate above a porch of natural stone topped with reclaimed wood gnarled just deep enough to tell it had travelled to adorn something so beautiful. Saint turned and saw the town spark a long way beneath.


She had not seen the Meyer house up close before. But she knew it. Everyone in town knew it.


The door opened before she could knock. A man filled it, and she noticed his tired eyes and the pavilion trusses behind him, his bare feet on parquet floor.


She swallowed back nerves of different kinds. ‘Mr Meyer.’


He fixed her with apathy like what had gone before had scooped out everything he thought he knew about their town and his daughter’s place in it.


‘You’re Misty’s friend,’ he said, like he knew nothing of his daughter’s life.


A lamp burned behind, her shadow spearing the glow.


‘Is she—’


‘She’s sleeping. You shouldn’t be out this late.’


Saint tried not to see everything the Meyer family had, instead how much they might have lost.


She glanced back and could just make out the tops of eastern white pine. Beneath them Patch Macauley had saved the life of his daughter. Saint blinked back her tears. ‘I have to talk with her.’


‘She’ll speak with Chief Nix after she’s slept. Her mother …’ He swallowed. ‘You go on home now.’


Saint knew that some people mistook money for class, anger for strength.


When he closed the door all she felt was his fear.
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That night she did not sleep at all, instead stared at her map and marked with a yellow highlighter the route the van had taken. Her shelves bulged with books; the walls held no posters or photographs. She did not own makeup or perfume or a wardrobe that extended beyond school and church.


At dawn she found her grandmother sitting at the oak table, and the old lady’s eyes told that she had not slept even though she would drive the bus that morning from Monta Clare through six towns and the forge of Palmer Valley.


‘The bees?’ Saint asked, and her grandmother shook her head.


Upstairs she wet a washcloth and wiped her face and beneath her arms and already noticed the red in her eyes and the unruly strands that fled from her braid. Her front tooth was crooked because she had lost her retainer while chasing Patch through the corn on the old Hinton farm. And after, when she caught him, the two had sat together, their bare arms touching. She recalled his face as well as her own, his mess of hair, how he too was skinny and pretty and when he aimed his smile just right …


God, let him come home today.


Her grandmother fixed eggs that neither of them ate.


‘School is closed today,’ Norma said. Deep lines channeled from the corners of her eyes like rivulets forged from the hot tears spilled the day Saint’s mother passed.


‘I wasn’t going to go,’ Saint said, looking up through her lenses like she was waiting on a rebuke. She had not ever missed a day of school. Some might’ve thought it was because Norma was hard on her, but sometimes Saint thought the truth was less palatable. She liked to learn.


‘They’ll find him,’ Norma said. ‘They will.’


After breakfast Saint went to the woodland.


Chief Nix had put the call out late, that they’d need men to go trudge the woodland on the kind of grim journey where success and failure were one and the same.


Monta Clare answered, and near a hundred stood in weighted silence and listened to Chief Nix tell them what they mostly already knew. Walk in line and keep your mouth shut and your eyes open.


Chief Nix whittled them to only the most able, Saint swallowing dry when he shook his head at her.


Behind her fifty or so farmworkers and laborers and stone-faced teens with acned cheeks tried to dull their excitement. Midges steamed from the dirt and they batted at them idly, focused on the thrill of finding the kid’s bloodied clothes.
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Past white hawthorn blossoms she walked up Rosewood Avenue. The houses were old and large, and it was easy to spot the Macauley place because Patch had carved a skull and crossbones into the face of the red oak that guarded the yard.


Saint wore faded Nikes and did not hear the buzz of mowers. Mr Hawes had left his fence half painted. The Atkinson twins’ jump rope lay in the front yard.


Ivy Macauley wore a smart dress cut low on her chest like she wanted to show the world they were decent but did not own the right clothes for the occasion.


Saint followed her inside past wood panels and brickwork paper and sand-colored drapes against brutally florid walls. The kind of mismatch that screamed furnished rental, the cheapest end.


Saint watched the sway in Ivy’s hips and sometimes tried to copy the walk.


‘Goddam it, Saint,’ she said, and the girl stepped into a hug that smelled faintly of smoke and vodka and perfume.


There was a steady drip from a leaking faucet, like a metronome that scaled up the tension.


‘I heard Nix say there’ll be a team come to search the house again,’ Saint said.


‘Search it for what? You think he stole again?’


Saint shook her head, though knew it had been only a week since Patch stole the gold cufflinks from Dr Tooms’s bag when he visited the house. She’d ridden with him to the pawn shop two towns over to collect nine dollars.


‘Look at you, Saint. How old are you now?’


Saint straightened a little. ‘Thirteen.’


Ivy broke a smile that was hard and beautiful. Her hand shook as she lit a cigarette. Saint noticed the bulge of Ivy’s hips, the way her skin plumped above each elbow. Sometimes she wondered if she herself would one day turn into a woman, if it would happen more suddenly for her because most of the girls in her class had tits arriving like they’d preordered and Saint had missed the window. Most times she reasoned they could do nothing but slow her down when she ran and climbed, and likely would make snaking beneath the Fullertons’ front porch and searching for quarters near impossible.


‘They’ll find him today,’ Ivy said, holding the smoke deep. ‘It’s not … I mean we all know what these men do with the girls. Those girls from Lewis County, and the college kid,’ Ivy said evenly, because even Saint knew. ‘Most men play at appearing decent; the rest aren’t as good at the game.’ She blew smoke toward the window. ‘There’s a lot of them today, down by the woodland?’


Saint nodded.


‘It should be that girl missing. The Meyers, they have so damn much.’ She caught herself, raised a hand of apology to an audience Saint could not see. ‘Misty … is she okay?’


‘I think so.’


‘I want to be there today, but Nix said no. In case there’s a call. What fucking call?’


A little heat crept into Saint’s cheeks when Ivy cursed.


Ivy reached out and settled Saint into the wooden kitchen chair and retied her braid with an expertise Saint could not ever match. Like it was a skill to be handed down solely from mother to daughter.


‘He’s alive,’ Ivy said. ‘I’d feel it if he wasn’t.’
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At ten o’clock Saint leaned against a truck and watched the search party.


‘He’s dead.’


She turned to see Chuck Bradley and two of his friends.


She heard a little laughter, but it didn’t carry far, like it was rote, like even they knew it wasn’t the place.


‘Shit, those reporters in town, making the kid sound like a hero.’


‘He’s a little thief. I remember when he broke into the Johnsons’ garage. Stole a mower.’


‘We’re at twenty-four hours, right?’ Chuck said. ‘Everyone knows once that passes … kid’s dead.’


Saint swallowed when Chuck turned to her.


‘Missing your boyfriend? Go cry to your dyke grandmother.’


‘Enough.’


Saint stared up at Dr Tooms, who sent the boys on their way. He wore a sport jacket and the kindest smile.


‘Dr T,’ she said.


He turned.


‘All that blood …’


‘Bleeding … it often looks worse than it is.’


Chief Nix came over, touched the doctor’s arm gently and sent him back to the walkers.


Chief Nix knelt to her level. She smelled his cologne and beneath it the sweat. ‘I asked around. I know you and him … you’re close. More like family, right?’


‘You have to bring him back now,’ she said.


‘He wanted the girl. And he got your friend instead. Now we’re taking that as a good sign. You’ve got to keep faith.’


She saw Sammy, the drunkard owner of Monta Clare Fine Art, smart in his starched white shirt, five-button vest, and laced low tops. His eyes told that he had not slept either, like the entire town felt it. ‘How’s the Meyer girl doing?’ Sammy asked.


Nix was about to speak when they heard the call.


They stopped dead as one woman raised her hand.


Nix tried to keep Saint back, but she slipped from his grasp and ran toward, stopping cold when she saw it.


Nix pulled on a glove and held the small cloth up to the light.


Saint looked at the purple and the silver star and almost cried out.


They would search that land for three days. Through pleats of dogwood, breathing honeysuckle and witch hazel and elderberry. The group would thin, but Saint would stay with them, begging local kids to help out.


She would not sleep more than a few hours each night.


She would be there to watch each second of their summer die.
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Saint had found the Langstroth hive the day they moved into the tall house on Pinehill Cemetery Road, buried beneath dwarf shrubs and succulents and bulbs. She picked a rusting hatchet from the woodshed and hacked a path, her grandmother busy with the movers, a couple of distant cousins with a U-Haul that leaned when they turned because the suspension was shot.


She stared at the boxes, the faded grain of the ten-frame, the three-quarter-inch lumber, each cut so neat she ran her fingers across the sawn edge. The summer unruly, they’d driven through a Burlington storm before the heat of Jefferson City, the windows open to a flat wall of air and the promise of something new. She’d been lured with talk of a backyard, room for her toys, a neighborhood where you didn’t have to leave the street as the sun dropped.


She had dragged her grandmother into the yard while her bare-chested cousins heaved her bed frame up to the attic room.


‘It’s a hive,’ Norma said, then turned and left her.


‘Can I—’


‘No.’


It took Saint the best part of that first year in Monta Clare to convince her grandmother that keeping bees was a good idea. She borrowed a book from the library, spoke of honey each morning and smacked her lips, chased bees around the yard to convince Norma she was entirely unafraid, and even managed to stem her tears when a worker reared on her and planted its tail in the lobe of her ear.


‘Are you happy now?’ Norma said, balancing Saint on her knee as she tweezed the stinger out.


‘Very,’ Saint sniffed.


She saved her allowance and ordered in copies of The Hive and the Honey Bee, but fell short of the five dollars a year needed to subscribe to the American Bee Journal.


Saint was methodical in the breakdown of her grandmother, each Saturday morning riding Norma’s bus route and perching herself on the seat just behind, her mouth level with Norma’s ear so she might bend it with dazzling bee facts. Saint told her one out of three mouthfuls of food she consumed depended on pollinators. That the buff-tailed bumblebee had a brain the size of a poppy seed. That she had already planted primrose and buddleia and marigold to encourage nectaration, which she wasn’t entirely sure was a real word, but Norma didn’t question it.


And then she brought her A game. The waggle dance. Maybe it was a communication technique, maybe it was a celebration of bee life—scientists weren’t entirely sure—but Saint took to the center aisle as Norma crested Parade Hill, crouched a little and shook her ass while buzzing at the mouth.


‘Jesus,’ Norma said, and she was not one to blaspheme.


The following weekend, under promise that it would be Saint’s Christmas and birthday gift for the following two hundred years, Norma called a supplier over in Boonville and the order was placed.


They spent their summer in the yard. Saint watched intently as Norma wired the frame, handed her cigar box nails before she could ask, fetched iced tea when she began to sweat. Saint read from the limited instructions as she went about the repair, strengthening the comb, replacing the gunnysack, cursing at the goddamn pollen trap.


‘How come you can do so much?’ Saint said, as her grandmother fetched a block plane to smooth a wavelet.


‘You ever ask that question to your grandfather when he was alive?’


Saint shook her head.


Norma went on.


Saint stood on their driveway waiting for three hours then screeched when she saw the white of the van on its approach.


‘They’re here,’ she screamed as she ran into the house and dragged her grandmother by the hand.


Norma did not sleep the night after the bees arrived, walking through the night garden to check on them, waking Saint because of the hum.


‘Why aren’t they sleeping?’ Norma said.


Saint stood in the dark in her shorts and vest and rubbed at her eyes. ‘They’re cooling the hive. They flap their wings at the same time and it sounds like an electric fan.’


‘I thought they were dying.’


Saint clutched her hand as they walked back toward the house. ‘I’m glad you care about the bees, Grandma.’


‘Twenty bucks. I want my honey.’


Norma looped a small cloth canopy over the tree beside the hive, and Saint did her schoolwork beneath it, watching the workers, and sometimes singing, ‘Be Thou My Vision’ and ‘Abide with Me.’


Saint did not make friends, though she aimed her smiles, did not raise her hand too much even though she knew the answers, and invited each girl in her class to come see the hive, spending an hour fashioning each invitation, dotting hand-drawn bees with glitter glue and crepe paper.


She finessed the drone escape and was stung two dozen times, appearing at the breakfast table with swellings and a smile.


The season was good. August rains kept the dry from total, and in September of 1973, as her grandmother mourned Jim Croce, she caught the final nectar flow. The honey capped, two supers primed. She could not afford a bee brush, so with Norma watching from the safety of the kitchen window she shook the bees free, remembering to release the stragglers the next morning from the old store, which her grandmother had repaired and turned into her honey house.


In early fall, after a procession of trial and error, of extraction dismay and filtration concerns, she jarred her first batch. They kept a little for themselves. She gave a few out to girls who had shown passing interest in her produce and potential friendship, and the rest she placed on a gingham tablecloth upon a folding table in the center of Main Street.


Sammy the drunk emerged from Monta Clare Fine Art and demanded to see her vendor permit, till Norma threatened to go fetch her Colt Python from their garage.


Saint grinned at locals and offered samples on graham crackers, stopped short of the waggle dance, and sold five jars.


‘I’ll reinvest the profit. Perhaps pick up a tank, a new brood box, maybe even a third super. Think of the yield. Honey money.’


Norma frowned. ‘Technically you’ve realized a considerable loss.’


It was on the last day of summer break, as Saint lay on her stomach in the soft grass, her feet kicked up behind her, that she noticed the boy standing by the side gate and staring at her.


She knew him from school, hard to miss with the patch covering his eye.


He wore jeans and a T-shirt, and when he yawned and stretched she noticed a hole beneath each arm.


Saint stood and glared and was about to see him off when she saw the small card in his hand. One of hers, handmade with a dashed glitter bee trail and dotted with cotton wool. Though as she neared she noticed he had crudely crossed out the name of the girl it was intended for and replaced it with his own.


‘I’m here about the honey,’ he said, and stared past her as if he were seeking out a jar for himself.


‘Oh.’


‘I received this invitation, which I believe is good for a sample, and perhaps a tour of the facility.’


He was clearly an imbecile.


He noticed the hive and let out a long whistle. ‘Manuka, right?’


‘Manuka honey is produced in Australia and New Zealand.’


He closed his solitary eye and nodded, as if he were testing her.


His arms were more bone than flesh, and his hair long. He smelled faintly of mud and candy and carried grazes across his knuckles like he’d been pulled from a fight, and he wore a leather belt looped twice at his waist, and in it was tucked a wooden cutlass.


She might have told him to leave, but then he smiled. And it was the first time another kid had smiled her way since she had arrived in Monta Clare. And it was a good smile. Dimples. Neat teeth.


‘I’ve heard it’s the finest honey this side of …’


‘I worked a whole six months on the hive,’ she said. Though clearly afflicted, he was the first kid to show real interest, and so she grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the Langstroth, took her moment and shone, dazzling him with bee facts he quickly claimed to already be aware of. Sometimes he chimed in with absolute nonsense.


‘And these are pure bees?’ he said.


She pretended not to hear.


When they came to the honey house his eye widened at the shelves. Two dozen jars, some glowed golden.


She handed him one, told him to wait as she headed into the kitchen to fetch a spoon, some crackers, a stack of napkins, and her honey apron.


Saint returned to find him sitting beneath a butterfly bush, the jar half-empty and his hand caked in honey.


She marched toward him, placed her hands on her small hips and glowered.


He looked up at her as honey ran from his chin. ‘Tell you what, I’d say this is the sweetest thing I ever saw … and then I saw you, Becky.’


‘Who the hell is Becky?’


He scratched his head, leaving a deposit of honey at his hairline. Then he reached for the invitation.


‘Becky Thomas is the girl that invite was meant for,’ she said.


‘Well … then who put my name on it? Maybe fate intervened. Cupid aimed his bow.’ Patch made an O with the forefinger and thumb of his left hand, before penetrating it with the index finger of his right.


‘What was that?’ Saint said.


‘I see the older kids doing it. I believe it’s cupid’s arrow sticking right into my heart.’


She rolled her eyes.


‘You could smear this on chicken. Or maybe pork ribs. We should go into business together. Honey hustlers. Regional, then national. Maybe Latin America. It’s highly addictive.’ He licked his entire hand, like a grooming cat.


Both looked up when they were cast into the forbidding shadow of Norma.


‘The bus driver,’ Patch said, and offered her a sticky hand.


Norma turned to glare at Saint for an explanation.


Saint shrugged. ‘Apparently Cupid sent him.’


Once again Patch made an O with the forefinger and thumb of his left hand, before penetrating it with the index finger of his right.


‘Get off my property,’ Norma said.
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Four days and she was remnants of before.


She had slept and eaten little, walked the woodland dawn till dusk, showed at the police station and took to sitting on the wooden chair like they needed the reminder. The cops had long since tired of telling her to leave.


The week had closed out in perceived progress, in the fever of missing youth patterns, tip cards, and school incident files.


‘This kid,’ Officer Cortez had said as he flipped through minor indiscretions like they were gateways to something grander. His shirt opened to a swathe of tan chest, his sideburns thick like drops of tar.


‘The pirate thing,’ Officer Harkness replied.


‘That why he steals?’


‘Nah, he steals ’cause they ain’t got shit. You’ve seen the house.’


‘Kid carried a dagger and pulled it when he was outnumbered. Moxie.’


‘Served him well.’


Cortez laughed.


Saint wondered how they could laugh, how they could sip black coffee and eat pastries and talk football.


She heard mention of a person pattern analysis and heard the name John Stokes and a little of his record. She knew those men existed, every kid did when they hit a certain age.


‘The mother couldn’t even find his birth certificate. Makes you wonder. Still, the ass on her though,’ Cortez said.


Friday Saint had been to see Daisy Creason from The Tribune, and to her credit Daisy had not laughed her out of the cluttered office above Monta Clare Insurance, instead took a little time to listen, to learn more about the pirate boy who saved the richest girl in town. Saint had sat there two hours and spilled all she had.


‘So the boy likes honey,’ Daisy said, as things wrapped up.


Saint left with a promise that Daisy would not let the story drop.


‘How about a reward?’ Saint said.


A further promise was made. If Saint could squeeze dollars from townsfolk, Daisy would run it on the front page, print the posters, and put out calls to neighboring towns.


None of it eased it, that low pain that filtered through her blood and told her it was too long now.


Four days was too long.
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She dressed in navy overalls with a white blouse beneath and downstairs found her grandmother at the table reading The Tribune.


‘You look too skinny,’ Norma said.


Saint looked down at the jut of her hip bones. ‘I’m fine.’


‘You have dirt beneath your nails.’


‘I always do.’


‘Wear your wedge sandals. Church.’


Beneath the fallow stone Saint stood in the colored flood of the sainted windows and did not sing with the others or listen to the old priest. He preached theirs was not a vengeful God, and Saint fought the urge to ask why the fuck not.


As they chorused about the fail of helpers and the flee of comforts a cruel hush fell for Ivy Macauley, who slipped in at the back and sat alone. She wore a corduroy A-line dress, buttoned high, her dark hair pulled back, her eyes’ betrayal hidden only by a refusal to meet their gaze.


A kid from her class, Jimmy Walters, carried a single-chain thurible, but Saint did not see smoke, only the smile he aimed at her.


She ignored him, and her grandmother tutted at the slight.


‘He smiled at you,’ Norma said.


‘His brain is likely damaged from inhaling too much incense. He doesn’t even realize he’s smiling.’


Norma sighed. ‘It’s okay to have more than one friend.’


‘I don’t need more than one friend.’


The priest led them in prayer for the missing child. And at that Saint knelt on the cold and clasped her hands so tightly together her bones ground in plea. She had not had call to ask much of God in her short life, but she offered herself fully, made promises she did not yet understand, if only he would have her friend return safely.


At the close she picked her way through a straggling crowd of one-time mourners.


Misty Meyer wore a neat navy dress and flats and no makeup at all. Her lips were plump and her hair thick.


Together they sat on dry-laid stones.


‘You’re friends with the pirate,’ Misty said.


Saint nodded and felt a flutter of pride that Misty knew that.


‘Every winter people say Monta Clare is too beautiful. It’s like a bigger crime, right? Because it happened here. It’s like none of us were prepared for the outside creeping in,’ Misty said.


Saint wondered how Misty could be so poised, so complete at that age when she should be ill-fitting parts and contradiction.


‘Cops can’t find him.’ Misty’s eyes were warm blue and told her every thought before it reached her mouth. ‘My parents won’t talk about him … the pirate kid. Or the man. They won’t talk about what he might have done to me.’


‘You want to talk about that?’


‘If I’d gone straight to school … instead of cutting in the woods. You think he would’ve tried it in the street? I keep looking at people and wondering about them. I can’t see his face. When I sit with Chief Nix, he’s so patient and I want to tell him, but … the guy, he wore a mask. And, I mean, I’m kind of used to ignoring boys.’


Saint had been there when the Meyers came to the station, and through the window she’d watched them flip the pages, waiting for the nod, the call to go to some place likely upstate, maybe by the turnpike where the dozen or so hunters cabins sat. Most knew there were likely a hundred more not on any kind of map, just dug into land fed by the backwater. The low hum of a generator buried beneath the baldachin of nature. They’d find him dead. Of course. And they’d catch the guy, but there would not be reason for it.


‘My grandmother says some people are born to make others work harder,’ Saint said.


‘The dyke that drives the bus?’


‘She’s not a dyke.’


‘She has the short hair and she smokes cigars.’


Saint shrugged. ‘She doesn’t really smoke them much. She just smells them.’


‘She should beware, you know. Cancer of the snout.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘My grandfather smoked thirty Pall Malls each day and his dog developed cancer of the snout from smelling the fumes.’


Saint did not know what to do with that.


‘Your grandmother isn’t a hound,’ Misty offered.


Saint did not know what to do with that either.


‘Why did you cut that morning, Misty?’


Misty looked over at her, studying her so finely Saint knew she could do nothing but disappoint.


‘I didn’t prepare for the math test.’


‘You ace every test, Misty. People think you’re dumb because you act dumb for the boys. But you’re—’


‘It’s a meaningless lie,’ Misty said.


They watched suited men, their hair long on their collars, trousers a little flared, and boots that carried a heel. Stomachs leaned over belts.


Saint plucked a cardinal from the long grass and shelled petals and waited. When it came her breathing quickened.


‘I saw someone. I wanted to help him.’


‘Who did you see, Misty?’


Misty finally tore her eyes from the stone and looked at Saint. ‘I saw Dr Tooms.’
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‘You’ve got to stop this, kid,’ Nix said from across the desk.


The tired dragged her mind to the dark place that told her the wheels were slowing, the grind easing, and a low acceptance was beginning to pervade.


There were no photos on his desk, no wife or kids or handshakes with monied guys and golf buddies. His focus was total. He could not find her friend.


She picked the mud from beneath her nails, fussed with her braid, and pushed her frames up a nose too small to carry such weight. She knew when he looked at her, when most looked at her, they saw a poor girl. Not poor like Patch, because her grandmother drove the bus and they owned a decent home because her grandfather had insurance, but poor in an altogether more complex way. A poor girl who had no sense of style, or femininity, no chance of finding a boy and then a man. A girl who looked to books for answers to questions that would never be asked of her. Weighed questions that had nothing to do with fashion or baking or making a goddamn motherfucking home.


‘Dr T was just there that morning, in the woods right by where it happened?’ she asked.


Nix glanced behind her at the glass-paneled door like he was trying to catch the eye of someone who would come save him. ‘He was just there, Saint.’


She was too small, her feet stuffed into wedges that had fit her a year before, her arms scratched and cut at each elbow. She knew girls like Misty already powdered their cheeks and painted their lips and tweezed at their eyebrows.


At the door she stopped and turned. ‘Why was he there, though?’


‘He was looking for his dog. The thing ran away. Your friend Misty was helping him search.’


She tucked her hands into her pockets, rolled remnants of tissue and lint across her fingertips and stared at the big policeman. ‘He doesn’t have a dog.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘My grandmother’s house backs onto the Tooms farm. In the winter when the trees are bare I can see the miles to his house. Me and Patch used to run through onto the farm. I didn’t ever see a dog, Chief Nix. Not ever.’


Nix was about to reply when the phone rang.


Saint watched the color drain from him.


That afternoon the news would spread through Monta Clare.


Another girl had gone missing.
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Her name was Callie Montrose.


She lived in a town near seventy miles from Monta Clare and had not returned from school.


When Norma heard, she took the Colt from its place in the garage, checked it was loaded, and slept with it in the drawer of her nightstand.


That night Saint took her small rucksack and filled it with a pocket flashlight, a slingshot, a book of matches, and a jackknife so rusted the pivot caught.


She walked down sleeping streets, and at the Macauley house slipped in through the kitchen door and found Ivy passed out on the sofa. Saint covered her up, noting the empty bottle, and crept up the stairs. In the haunt of Patch’s bedroom she retrieved the pistol from its dented biscuit tin and took a moment to stare at the empty bed.


‘I’ll bring you home,’ she said, quiet. ‘I swear it.’


The pistol lay heavy in her hands, its origin heavy on her chest.


‘What did you get for your birthday?’ he said.


‘Spyder,’ she said, and pointed toward the enamel-framed bicycle with the drum brake and the quilted banana seat. ‘It has a basket for my things.’


So far her things were books, a chain of daisies, and a small rock she would later take to the library in Panora, where she would scan the geology section and discover it was not an emerald.


He let out a customary whistle. He wore a navy hussar waistcoat crossed with fine gold detail and pearl buttons, his eye aching for her to return the question.


She waited a full minute before he caved.


‘The waistcoat. I got the waistcoat, Saint.’


‘It’s not your birthday yet.’


‘I found it hidden in my mother’s closet. Who can wait for such a thing?’


She saw it had been made from an old dress shirt, his mother a skilled enough seamstress.


‘It’s a thing of beauty, Patch. Really, it is.’


Sometimes she was giddy about having a friend to call her own. At first she was mindful of the fact he was only after her honey, but then he suggested they run the corn maze together, and the roots of first friendship took hold. She was careful not to load him with too much of anything other kids deemed nerdy. She bit her tongue when he talked pirates, because she’d read three books on the subject to better understand his kind, and his facts were riddled with inaccuracies. She did not correct his English, his grammar, did not flinch when he cursed, which was often, and was something she would try to emulate, which thrilled her grandmother no end. She fought the urge to invite him for dinner when she found out his mother worked shifts that did not leave enough time for her to care for him. To her he was an exotic creature she would do well not to grasp too tightly for fear of scaring him off.


‘I reckon it’s the same kind Henry Every wore when he slaughtered the Mughal vessels,’ Patch said, then pulled a rusted spyglass telescope from his pocket and aimed it toward the frosted woodland.


Saint pulled back a thin branch and gamely joined in. ‘I read his crew also raped the slave girls.’


He frowned, looked down at his waistcoat, and then frowned again. ‘So I look like a rapist?’


Jesus. ‘Not at all, if anything you look the opposite … like rape is the last thing on your mind.’


He frowned once more.


Friendship was a difficult art to master.


Theirs had blossomed after he showed up at her house with a stolen spoon and a single cracker, bloomed when he sat next to her at lunch each day, eyeing her sack lunch to see if it contained honey. And now she knew several cogent facts about him.


His mother worked nights, and drank wine, and sometimes passed out cold from the combination.


He believed his one eye was more powerful than her two, and that he could read print from a hundred yards. A theory they had tested with his copy of Playboy in her backyard.


‘Ursula Andress. Born March 10, 1936. Honey Ryder,’ he called, squinting at the page.


‘Always with the honey,’ Saint said, though marveled at his skills.


He was both brave and stupid in a way she could not understand, like he knew nothing of risk or consequence. On their second outing she had confided in him her desire for a second hive to expand her empire. That same evening he had attempted to steal a colony from the Meltons’ farmstead. The resulting massacre had seen him absent from school for three days.


‘I guess I could give you your gift early too then,’ she said, and sprinted back into the house while he stayed in the yard.


She made him close his eye as she placed the one-shot flintlock replica gun into his small hands.


And when he saw it his mouth fell open. He looked at her, then the gun, then at her again. ‘How did you—’


‘Lucky find.’ She would not tell him the luck was born of trawling the flea market, Goodwill stores, and pawn shops on her grandmother’s bus route and beyond. Of emptying her piggy bank and still coming up short, and so striking a loan agreement with Norma whose terms involved Saint mowing the lawn and pulling weeds for the next seventy years.


He hugged her then.


Unexpected.


‘You just wait till you see what I got for you,’ he said.


She did wait, and a week later was thrilled with the butterfly brooch he gave her, until she saw an impassioned plea from Miss Worth for its safe return on the church bulletin board.
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Back in her yard Saint watched the empty hive, and through deep wades of moonlight walked along the foot of their land, the trees like guardians that wavered only in a single spot she had found with Patch that same evening two years before.


She stayed close behind as he forged them a path with a wooden cutlass.


‘I carved our initials in the oak tree by the graveyard,’ he said.


‘Defacing nature for me, be still my beating heart,’ she said, biting her lip to keep back her smile.


‘I like that when we’re gone, it’ll be there. It’ll last.’


‘Do you want to come to my birthday dinner tonight?’ she said, and did not dare breathe for a long time.


He stopped dead, dropped to one knee, and tilled the leaves with a pale hand. ‘Wolf scat.’


She wrinkled her nose and made a mental note to spray him with Lysol on their return.


‘Ready the pistol,’ he announced.


Saint pulled the replica one-shot flintlock pistol from her satchel and cocked it, thrilled that she had been entrusted with such a prize.


‘Does it fire?’ she said.


‘Doesn’t need to. You stare down the barrel of that and you spill your pockets and your secrets. Or you take off running. If you see one it’s best to aim for the eye,’ he said.


‘Savage. Especially coming from you.’


They moved on.


She cleared her throat. ‘Are you coming to this birthday dinner or not? Because I have lots of boys who might like—’


‘Will there be cake?’ he said, not looking back over his shoulder. She followed the shape of him, his bony shoulders and the narrow V of his waist. His trousers stopped an inch shy of ankle. He smelled strongly of cologne, a kind she did not know, a kind he had found in a box of his father’s things that perhaps might have been better buried with the man, if only to ward off scavengers.


‘What kind of party doesn’t have cake?’


‘Yes, but what kind of cake?’


‘I mean … it carries a skull and crossbones … that’s all they had left in the store.’ Her cheeks flamed a little at the lie. She had spent near a week working from the Wilton Yearbook of Cake Decorating, had her grandmother pick up mint wafers, shoestring licorice, and two packs of chocolate fudge frosting so she could fashion the ship.


He turned slowly, his smile so wide she fought hard not to match it. ‘You have a pirate cake?’


‘Indeed.’


‘I’ll be there. And I’ll bring a little offering. A gentleman corsair does not show with an empty hand.’


Later that evening he would turn up with half a bottle of apricot schnapps, which he would make a show of pouring like wine for her grandmother, who could do little but shake her head at the whole sorry affair.


They met with nettle so dense their arms were streaked when they finally made it through onto Tooms’s land, which pitched and fell in unruly pits.


In the distance lay a lone house, and above crowned a darkening sky that soon broke and hammered rain onto the land. Saint made to head for the trees, but Patch sat down on mats of grassland and then lay back.


‘When the sky opens you got a better chance of seeing heaven,’ he said.


She lay beside him.


Their heads side by side, their feet the north and south of a compass.


‘Will things be different now that I’m a year older?’ she said.


‘Your tits might finally arrive.’


She nodded at that.


‘Not that you need them or nothing.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘You’re smart, right? Already you know that you’re smart. But also, in the right light, you look a little like Evelyn Cromer. She was the most beautiful pirate that ever sailed. Of course, she wore her hair in a braid, and slaughtered—’


‘You think I’m beautiful?’


He nodded. ‘Entirely and absolutely.’


The rain eased to gentle fall, and she turned from him and smiled, ran her tongue over her crooked front tooth and wondered if one day it would straighten by itself.


‘Why is your name Saint?’


Her breath caught a little. ‘My grandparents named me.’


‘Because your mother died before she could.’


She nodded.


‘But the name …’


‘They said I was every good thing, Patch. Can you believe that?’


He turned his head to look at her. ‘Sure, I can. Entirely and absolutely.’
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Saint snapped herself from the memory as she turned and looked back at the tall house one last time. Only the low purple from her attic lava lamp kept the smother from total.


She found the clearing and moved across arid fields, a path trodden over iced winters as they made it their gateway.


A black border marked the beginnings of Thurley State Park.


The house was grand and old like most in Monta Clare.


She knew Dr T like everyone in town did, because when she had strep throat it was his kind eyes she looked into. He was the man who came to their school and talked to the girls about menstruation, about changing hormones and bodies.


She walked lines of peach trees, plum, apple, and cherry. And in the dark breathed honeysuckle.


Saint heard a wild call and drew her slingshot, her hands already shaking as she thought of doubling back, climbing into her bed and pulling the sheet up high over her head.


She knocked on the door and waited, and as she did she willed herself to calm. She had borrowed The Peterson Davies Book of Police Detection from the library, and it told her she would have to play it clever, work around the tale he’d told and maybe find a way into his house so she could search for her friend.


At the side window she cupped her hands to the glass but saw little more than her own panicked eyes reflecting back.


Saint hammered the door harder, stood back and stared up at double-hung windows so dark she could not ever imagine such a place being a home.


At the rear porch she climbed the steps and shone her flashlight over the fading frieze beam and the columns and through the glazed door into an oak kitchen. Saint tracked the beam along dark countertops. She saw a dresser open to pots and herbs, and on the planed top a single ashtray, a cigar stubbed and balanced on the edge.


Along the tiled floor she could not see a dog bowl or bed, or a lead hanging from the bronze hare hooks by the door.


She rattled the door and found it locked, kicked it once and cursed. She tried the windows, and though the panes were single and thin and there was play within their frames, she could not prize them open.


‘Patch,’ she called, though did not believe he could hear her or reply, and maybe did not believe that he was being held there at all, just that the doctor had lied and no one had called him on it.


She cast her light back across the fields, and though her heart was heavy with another failure she began to slowly cross her way toward home.


And then she heard it.


A scream.


A scream so stark and desperate and utterly terrifying that she began to cry.


She turned back toward the house, and though her tears turned to sobs of fear she walked slowly back toward the sound.


‘Patch,’ she cried out.


Saint ran back toward the front of the house.


And it was as she turned the corner that she felt a hand on her shoulder.


She screamed, and Dr Tooms raised his hands, his face pale and stricken.


Saint moved back from him, keeping a good distance.


She did not move to wipe her tears or ask him to explain or lead her to her friend. Instead she raised her flashlight, and only when that blue-white beam met the crimson blood on his hands did she turn and run.
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As cooling rains hammered the windows, Saint sat at the old piano and played Chopin’s suffocation as her grandmother sat in the rocking chair beside.


Saint closed out the doleful notes, her fingers thin like her frame, her cheeks sallow and her skin paler. In the weeks that had passed, the realization that they had lost Joseph Macauley drowned her. She did not eat much or sleep much, and at school she sat mute, only now and then turning in her chair to notice the empty seat at the back of the class.


She had thought she was close the night she ran from the doctor. Norma had found her granddaughter sitting on the hardwood kitchen floor with the door bolted behind.


‘It’s him,’ she’d said.


Chief Nix arrived, and Saint had ridden in the back of his cruiser beside her grandmother, and then sat outside the Tooms farmhouse as the doctor walked from it and the two men spoke for a long time.


She heard Nix apologize and saw Tooms offer a sad smile directed toward the car.


Saint spent hours in the woodland behind her house, lying on her stomach and watching the Tooms land through Patch’s spy telescope. Norma said he was a doctor and blood came with the territory. That the scream could have been mating wolves. Sometimes she noted a vehicle on the other side beneath trees that kept its color and driver in shadow, and she wondered if the doctor allowed house calls.


A further week and the reward money grew to two thousand dollars after Saint delivered handwritten letters to the folks on Parade Hill.


And the case began its slide from headlines to murmurs.


A bar fight turned into a murder in Cedar Rapids; a drunk ran a stop sign in Mount Vernon and killed an expectant mother. A group armed with placards torched a Planned Parenthood clinic in Columbia. Saint read of TRAP laws and crisis centers and broached the subject with Norma.


‘We should have total control of our own bodies,’ Saint said.


‘You would not be here if we did,’ Norma said, not looking up from her newspaper.


‘But my mother would.’


‘It’s a sin.’


‘Tell that to Jane Roe,’ Saint said.


‘It’s not your fight to take.’


‘Only because you wouldn’t let me. I wanted to stand there with Misty and the other girls. I wanted to carry the placard and show my support on the front page of The Tribune. It’s not fair.’


‘Fair has little to do with religion and politics.’


Life in all its uneven fairness went on. As summer bled out, the fall air brought a chrysalis of calm. Greens ceded to browns and golds Saint did not notice. She took long searching walks through dimming woodland, her eyes straining the ground no matter how much she tried to force herself to look up. She missed curfew, walked close to the highway like bait. If the man was still hunting, she willed herself to be taken. Nix found her and drove her home, and her grandmother moved from anger to fear to desperation.


Norma wanted her to see a counselor over in Cossop Hill.


Saint told her she was fine, choked down a mouthful of stew but could not manage more. She lost more weight, her cheekbones high, her hair still thick and too heavy for her meager frame. She had no hips and still no chest, but she no longer cared about such nonsense.


Evenings crackled with bonfire smoke.


Patch’s name was mentioned under people’s breath that now smoked with cold.


Saint marked the change in Ivy Macauley each Sunday at church. How the woman’s hands trembled as she prayed. How vodka now overpowered the perfume.


Saint watched the television screen as Ronald Reagan threw his hat into the ring, promising the kind of change not even a dozen lifetimes could boast … This is it, you’ll see.


Saint was not sure exactly what it was, but the next morning as she watched the Ford flags stand defiant in frosting yards, she could think of nothing good at all.
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In the woodland one fine frozen morning she found Chief Nix casting his rod out into the lake. She silently sat beside him because he was closer to Patch, her only link now, her only chance. Over coffee topped with brandy he breathed the steam.


‘You need to check on Mrs Macauley,’ Saint said.


‘I do.’


Despite the cold he had his shirtsleeves rolled back. Soft, dark hair covered his arms. Saint heard the women in town talk of him, perhaps the most eligible man in Monta Clare. She had not seen him step out with any one of them, and for some reason it made her glad.


‘She takes drugs now,’ Saint said.


She watched his handsome face, his blue eyes and dark moustache. He lit a cigar from a silver case.


Saint flexed her fingers to bring the feeling back. ‘If Patch … if he’s dead, I know I won’t be able to—’


‘You will.’ He spoke with such certainty as he watched the bevel of ice clips felling reed tops like snow was due.


‘Get on, Saint.’


‘I am—’


‘You don’t sleep. I pass by your place and I see your light burning no matter the hour.’


She did not tell him she was studying her maps. That she knocked on doors, that she had filled her blackboard not with math problems but with names and addresses she had gotten by begging a Cedar Rapids cop, who had shown mercy. Everyone who owned a navy van. And that sometimes after school she went to watch houses and rotten timber garages.


‘The newspaper said Callie Montrose came to see you a month before she was taken,’ Saint said. ‘Why?’


He licked the dry from his lips and watched the water. ‘That’s between me and the girl.’


‘Even if she’s dead?’


He reeled slow and she watched the bobber.


‘Even then,’ he said, finally.


‘Her daddy is a cop,’ Saint said.


‘A good one, the way I hear it.’


‘Is he—’


Nix exhaled. ‘He’s broken. Like Mrs Macauley. Like you.’


‘And like you?’


He watched the bobber. ‘You believe in God, Saint?’


She did not hesitate. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘You pray for your friend. And you leave everything else to me. You promise me that now.’


She did not speak.


‘I mean it, kid. Your grandmother … you’re all she’s got. Swear it, that you’ll let it go now.’


She stood, and she lied, and she went on her way.
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She passed dormant bulbs. Witch’s hair hung from gables alongside dripping icicles caving to daybreak, and braids of poison oak targeted the Macauley house like it knew it would not be wrenched free. Three weeks into three months as winter undressed Monta Clare, tipping its way down the bare hillside, the naked arms of trees knitting a white sky without break.


Saint’s grandmother bought her a shearling jacket she saw in the window of a Goodwill store, leaving her bus idling outside, the patrons moaning loud.


The collar was fur lined and the thing so heavy Saint struggled to put it on, but she no longer much cared what she looked like, no longer much cared when the other kids laughed at her, or said her grandmother was a bus-driving dyke. She pulled her hat down to the slaughter of winds and spent a moment looking at the rot of lattice that had once been wrapped with roses of different names and colors.
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