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  CHAPTER 1




  October 1, 2004




  THE DEATH WARRANT ARRIVED THAT morning, packaged in a large white envelope marked confidential and addressed to Tab

  Mason, Superintendent, Oregon State Penitentiary. Mason had been warned the order might be coming. A couple of weeks earlier, the Crook County DA had let the word slip that after nineteen years on

  death row, condemned murderer Daniel Joseph Robbin had stopped his appeals.




  Mason dropped the envelope on his desk, along with a file about as thick as his fist, then ran his hand over the top of his cleanly shaved skull. He’d been in corrections for twenty

  years—Illinois, Louisiana, Florida—and on execution detail a half-dozen occasions, but he’d never been in charge of the actual procedure. Those other times he’d simply

  walked the guy into the room, strapped him down, opened the blinds on the witness booth, then stood back and waited. He’d worked with one guy in Florida who’d done the job fifty times.

  “It becomes routine,” the officer told Mason, who was busy puking into a trash can after witnessing his first execution.




  Now Mason slid into his chair, flicked on his desk lamp, and opened Robbin’s file. There was the man’s picture. A front and side shot. He had been nineteen years old when he was

  booked, had long scraggly hair and eyes squinted to a hostile slit. Mason turned the page and began to read. On the afternoon of May 6, 1985, Daniel Joseph Robbin beat, then shot fifteen-year-old

  Steven Joseph Stanley (aka “Shep”) while in the process of robbing the boy’s home at 111 Indian Ridge Lane. The victim was found still alive by his father, Deputy Sheriff

  Nathaniel Patrick Stanley, but died before medical assistance could arrive. The remaining family members—wife and mother, Irene Lucinda Stanley, and twelve-year-old Barbara Lee (aka

  Bliss)—were not present during the incident. The Stanleys, who were originally from Illinois, had been living in Oregon for a year and a half when the incident occurred.




  The superintendent leafed through more pages—court documents, letters, photos—then leaned back in his chair and looked out his window. A squat rectangular building sat on its own

  toward the north end of the prison’s twenty-five-acre grounds. The last time someone had been executed out there was seven-plus years ago. Mason had been working his way up through the ranks

  at the Florida State Prison out of Raiford, aspiring for a job like the one he had now—head of a large correctional institution, good salary, power. He blew out a long, disgusted breath. Why

  now? The Oregon penitentiary was way overcrowded, inmates doubled up in their cells, half of them out of their minds; fights were breaking out left and right, gangs getting tougher to handle; there

  were race issues, drugs—all while funding for counseling and rehab continued to get slashed. Why now, and why this?




  Mason reread the warrant. The execution was scheduled for October 29, 12:01 A.M.




  “Less than a goddamn month,” he said, shaking his head. Then, as if to rouse himself, he clapped his mismatched hands, one as dark as the rest of his black skin, one strangely,

  almost grotesquely white. There was no complaining in this job, he told himself. No moaning about what needed to be done. No stammering or stuttering or doing anything that might show the slightest

  bit of reluctance or hesitancy. No. Everything in his career had been leading him to this kind of challenge: his demeanor, his words, his actions would all set a tone. And he knew exactly what that

  tone had to be.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 2




  September 1983




  SHE REMEMBERED THE DATE, SEPTEMBER 20, and the time, 6:00 P.M. The scent of the air was spiked with

  apples and over by the river geese were taking to the sky. Her son, Shep, thirteen and a half years old, stood in the field near the barn playing his trumpet. And her youngest, Bliss, was on the

  tire swing with her best friend Jeff. And she, Irene Stanley, thirty-two years old and trim as a pin, was making her family dinner.




  Nate pulled up in their brand-new pickup, tugged off his wide-brimmed Smokey Bear–style hat, waved to his kids, banged through the back door, and smacked a U.S. map on the counter next to

  where she was cutting vegetables.




  He was a handsome man, with fighter-hard muscles, copper-colored hair, and bright green eyes. She smiled as he shucked off his jacket, dropped it and his hat on the kitchen table, and announced

  that a buddy of his back in the service had called that morning. “He’s a sheriff out in Oregon. Says he wants me to come be his chief deputy.”




  Irene glanced up from her cutting. “Since when are you looking for a job?”




  Nate had been a Union County deputy for going on nine years. Not chief deputy, but getting there. He was smart, gregarious, a war hero. He’d be elected sheriff one day, Irene was

  sure.




  “Since I talked with Dobin. That’s his name. Dobin Stubnik. We were pretty tight in Nam.”




  “Sheriff Stubneck?”




  “Stubnik.”




  “Ooohh.” Irene reached for a potato, sliced it in half. It’d be stew for dinner. Beef, with carrots, potatoes, and those little onions Nate hated but the kids loved.




  “He’s a good guy,” her husband said. “Smart, quick, going somewhere.” He pushed aside Irene’s cutting board, then opened and flattened out his map—crisp

  and new, blue and red lines crossing the lower forty-eight. Nate traced his way from the middle of the heavyweight paper to its very left side, stopping on the word Oregon. “It’s

  desert country out that way,” he said. “Wide and open. Hell, parts of it are still considered frontier.”




  Irene looked at where Nate’s finger stopped and imagined a scene from some John Wayne movie: cowboys, Indians, saloons with buxom barmaids. The farthest west she’d ever been from

  their home in Illinois was St. Louis, and that felt good enough.




  “There’s everything there, sweetie. Mountains,lakes,theocean— you name it.”




  Irene set down her knife. She’d grown up in the house where she now stood. Her mom had cooked in this kitchen; so had her grandma. The place was built by her great-granddad, and it sat on

  a fine and fertile piece of ground with the Mississippi curving around it like a hand. And Nate? He grew up not three miles away. For fifty-five years his family had run Carlton’s only

  butcher shop. Irene and Nate’s two children, Shep and Bliss, went to the same school she and Nate had gone to. Had some of the same teachers, even. Southern Illinois was their home, their

  only home. And it damn well was going to stay that way. She turned to face her husband. “Family, Nate. We have no family out there.”




  Nate snatched up his map, then folded its creases tight and clean. “Yeah, well, we’ve always lived ’round family. Yours, mine—I mean, don’t you ever just want to

  break out and see what we can do on our own?” He slapped the map against his hand. “It’d be good for us to get out of here.”




  Irene gave her husband a look, then pulled her cutting board back in place, wondering what in the world had gotten into him and, more important, how in the hell she’d get it out. Nate

  wasn’t a tall man, but he carried himself with the sureness of one. A thick, sturdy neck holding up an even thicker head. Nothing got in his way once he made a decision.




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Nathaniel Stanley. Moving wouldn’t be good for anyone but you, if that.”




  Nate grabbed a carrot, bit into it, then walked to the sink. Irene sighed and cut into another carrot, her knife snapping the board loud and hard. “You don’t just pull your life out

  of the ground like some kind of weed, Nate. I mean, I know people do it, but it doesn’t make it right. This is home.” Snap. “Everyone’s here.” Snap.

  “Your mom, your brother, aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews.” Snap, snap, snap, snap. “Everyone who’s anything to us, right here. It doesn’t matter if

  we’re tired of them, mad, bored, or what. They’re family. You don’t leave family.” Irene scraped the cut rounds into her bowl and walked to the sink.

  “Anyway,” she said, nudging her husband out of the way with her hip, “the kids are in school. Bliss just got voted class secretary, and Shep, well . . .”




  She turned off the water, picked up a towel, and looked out the window. The sun, a burgeoning red ball in a scarlet sky, had turned everything—the ground, the barn, even the

  children—all shades of peach and pink. Bliss and Jeff were climbing the old maple, and Shep was still in the field with his trumpet. He was playing “Silent Night,” and its long

  pleading notes made Irene clutch the towel to her chest. It was his closing piece to the day, and he’d either play it outside, when the weather was good, or inside on the piano. Nate often

  complained that it drove him nuts to hear a Christmas song all year long.




  “Shep.” Nate spat the last piece of carrot into the sink, then slammed the window shut. “A place like Oregon? Hell, it’d be good for the boy, you know that?” He

  wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Fact is, Irene, I think it’s just what the kid needs.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 3




  October 1, 2004




  SUPERINTENDENT TAB MASON’S RIGHT HAND had begun to lose its color while he was in his mid-thirties. It started in

  patches, making it look like the tall, muscular black man had been hit by bleach. Then the patches spread and merged until the entire appendage looked as though it could belong to any one of the

  white men on Oregon’s death row. The only difference: his hand had never killed anyone.




  Not that he hadn’t come close. A memory triggered, a single flash of a smile, a scent of chalk, wood, and sweat. Tulane and that hideous garbled laugh of his . . . Mason tightened his grip

  on the phone receiver and shut down the images with a quick and nearly effortless efficiency.




  “Mason, buddy.” Dick Gefke’s voice came over the receiver. “You going to the game?”




  Mason rolled his eyes. He’d been on hold for four and a half minutes and didn’t have time to talk sports.




  “No, sir, ’fraid I can’t make the game.”




  “Now, Tab, you have any idea what you’re missing?”




  Mason admitted he didn’t, and his boss sighed. The way Gefke, a former college quarterback, figured, black men just had a natural affinity for sports. “An instinct,” he’d

  said more than once. Taken as a whole, the superintendent considered the director of the Department of Corrections a kindhearted ass, just like a lot of people Mason had met since moving to Oregon

  five years earlier. Nice enough individuals, but so unused to being around blacks they constantly overcompensated, coming up with all kinds of comments that if said in another

  environment—Chicago, for example—would have gotten their asses kicked. That or just shot.




  “I got other things going, sir.”




  “That’s too bad, ’cause we’re sure as hell gonna blow Arizona out of the water. Me and Suzie, we’re heading to Eugene tonight. Avoid the traffic.”




  Mason imagined the big, bearlike man and his exuberant exclamation point of a wife cruising down Interstate 5 in their pine-green Expedition decked out with their alma mater’s mascot.

  The fighting fuckin’ Ducks. He shook his head. “Yeah, well, I’m sure it’ll be a good game. Look.” He ran his hand over his smooth head. “There’s

  another reason I’m calling.” Mason told Gefke about the death warrant.




  “Well, goddamn. Stopped his appeals, huh?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “And we’ve got what, four weeks to get ready? Guess they couldn’t have timed that any better. You know where the governor is right now?”




  Mason picked a piece of lint from the sleeve of his suit coat, rolled it between his fingers. “No.”




  “Portland, talking with a victim’s rights group. His staff just called a little while ago, wanted figures on the new prison. You know what he’s doing?”




  “Campaigning,” Mason answered, dropping the lint into a small silver trash can.




  “That’s right, campaigning. It’s a tough race, and with this thing coming when it is—Jesus. Well, let’s just say you’ve got yourself one mighty big

  responsibility.”




  Mason nodded into the phone. He hadn’t considered the upcoming election when he read the death warrant.




  “When was the last time we had one of these things, anyway?” the director asked.




  “Nineteen ninety-seven. Seven years, four months, two weeks, and two days ago, to be exact.”




  “What, you don’t know how many hours?”




  Knowing that it took an average of twelve minutes for a man to die by lethal injection, Mason glanced at the clock and did a quick calculation. “Eleven,” he said. “And

  forty-eight minutes.”




  Gefke chuckled. “You’re something, I’ll give you that. You still have that container of pencils all sharpened up?”




  Mason’s gaze went back to his desk, where he did indeed have twelve pencils all honed to needlelike tips.




  “That’s what I like about you, Tab—no surprises. Look, you’ve probably thought of this already, but you should get hold of the superintendent in charge the last time we

  had one of these things. See how he handled it, ’cause I’m telling you, there can’t be any slipups. Especially coming when it is. But you can handle that, right?”




  Mason grabbed a pencil and began tapping it against his thigh. “I can handle it, sir.”




  “Good. So, from my end, what is it you need?”




  Mason looked across the room at a picture of his daughter. She was seven in that one. Still tied her hair up with those colorful rubber bands. Still smiled. Now the pictures her mom sent showed

  a young woman with orange hair and an overload of makeup planted on a way too knowing face. Sixteen years old, and he swore she looked like a hooker. “You’re supposed to inform the

  governor and the attorney general about the warrant. I’ll have copies delivered.”




  “Right,” said Gefke. “I’ll handle the outside end, but I’m telling you now, I won’t exclude you. I know you don’t like it, but you’re going to

  have to be front and center on this. Press conferences, interviews, all of it. And I’m warning you, those reporters—they’ll be like flies on shit, no question about it.”




  Mason stopped drumming the pencil. He didn’t like dealing with the press, but more than that, he didn’t like the director’s analogy. It felt too precise. Executing someone

  was a shitty job. Maybe not for others, but to him, right then, on that bright, clear October morning, that’s just what the job felt like.




  “So,” Gefke said, “what are the odds?”




  “Sir?”




  “Hundred bucks says soon as you tell this guy Robbin his time’s up, he’ll hightail it to a phone and call his attorney. There’s no way in hell he’ll just sit back

  and let this thing happen. It’s against human nature.”




  “I’m not sure,” Mason replied. “He’s not an easy one to figure out.”




  “Yeah, well, we’ll see. Just be careful. Have a staff member or two nearby when you tell him, just in case he loses it or something.”




  Mason considered this. Robbin’s record at the penitentiary was clean. Cleaner than clean, really—didn’t bother anyone, read a lot, sketched. He’d even earned the

  privilege of taking a few classes. “I don’t think there’ll be trouble, but that brings up something else. Waters is supposed to be there with me when I tell Robbin—you know,

  as security manager. But he’s off hunting with his kid. He won’t be back for a week.”




  “That’s your call. Have someone else there if you want.”




  “What about you?”




  Gefke laughed. “I don’t think so, buddy. Like I said, this is your baby. I handle the political end, you handle the procedure. Are we clear?”




  “Yeah,” Mason said. “Completely.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 4




  October 1983




  LAYERS OF SOFT, PULP-COLORED FLESH bulged and sagged around Pastor Samuel White’s pale blue eyes. He was

  thinking— elbows on his desk, hands crossed, index fingers tapping. Irene sniffed and wiped her nose with a soggy handkerchief. How could she not be upset? They were moving. Nate had called

  from Oregon that morning. He had accepted the job and even signed papers for a house in some place called Blaine. “It’s nice,” he said. “Nice neighborhood, and the town,

  nice and small. Just like Carlton.”




  But Irene didn’t want to live in Blaine. Didn’t even want to hear its name. Moving made no sense, no sense whatsoever. But what was she going to do? She asked her pastor.

  “What? Tell me, what do I have to do to stop this thing?”




  “Now, Irene.” White folded his hands and leaned against his desk, a large old wooden platform covered with church bulletins, hymnals, and heaps of mail. “It’s not going

  to do you any good to get all worked up over this.”




  She frowned. Her sister, Carol, had told her the same thing. “You go where the job is,” Carol said. Completely ignoring the fact that Nate already had a job, and a home, and a

  church, and friends, and family. Irene could go on and on.




  Pastor White looked over his glasses and counseled Irene to calm down and accept Nate’s decision. It was her job to support her husband. “Your duty,” he said, righting his

  posture.




  “But my kids . . .”




  “Bliss and Shep will be fine. You’ve got to remember, you-all wouldn’t have been given this challenge if the Lord didn’t think your family was up to it. I mean, who knows

  what waits for you out there? You just have to have trust, that’s all.” With that he lowered his head and began to pray for Irene and her family. And as she sat in that old wooden

  chapel, home to a thousand different memories, she could feel her will begin to bend and shape itself around her husband and his desires.




  Just as it always had.




  The next day Nate returned from Oregon with a fistful of postcards and a mortgage for a house at 111 Indian Ridge Lane. He described Blaine as rural and his job as “exciting, more

  responsibility, bigger region, that kind of thing.” And from the postcards the place did look beautiful, with snowcapped mountains, trees as wide and tall as silos, and rivers as clear as cut

  crystal.




  “It’s really something,” Nate told his family. “We’ll learn to ski, go mountain climbing. The ocean’s nearby, and there’s rodeos all summer long. Heck,

  one of the biggest in the country’s right out there in Oregon.” He pronounced the name of the state just like he did the name of the old Wurlitzer at church, an organ, and

  corrected Irene when she said it otherwise. “Or-ee-gone, hell. You got to learn to say the name right. You never hear no one but tourists call this place Ill-i-noise.”




  He had a point, but then, Irene hadn’t ever met a tourist anywhere near Carlton. Southern Illinois was a quiet backwater filled with lakes, swamps, hills, bluffs, and towns named after

  coal companies and the thick carbon they hauled from the ground. Icy in winter, thick with bugs and snakes in summer, the area simply didn’t draw people like the Ozarks did to Arkansas or

  Nashville to Tennessee. Carlton didn’t have lines of shops selling T-shirts and fudge; there were no wooden Indians outside its storefronts, or cabins along its lakes. Its feel was small, its

  ambitions even smaller, and Irene liked it for that. It made her think their life was safe. It made her think it wasn’t a good idea to leave.




  But they did. On October 19, 1983, they boarded up their old farmhouse, said goodbye to friends and family, and, under a cover of autumn rain, left Carlton.




  FOUR DAYS LATER THEY ARRIVED in Blaine, Oregon, population 5,000 and clearly declining. Nate drove a U-Haul with eleven-year-old Bliss at his side, and

  Irene and Shep followed behind in their Chevy pickup. They’d driven together the entire trip because Shep had refused to ride with his father. And Irene couldn’t blame him. Not one hour

  before they left, Nate had dropped the bomb.




  “Truck’s full,” he said, pulling down the U-Haul’s door with a big whacking clash. “Piano’s staying. There’s no room.”




  “No way!” Shep yelled through the rain.




  “What do you mean, no room?” Irene grabbed the door, pushed it back up. “There’s got to be room.”




  But there was no space for their six-foot-long upright.




  Irene offered to leave the couch, the dining room table, their bed, anything. But Nate wouldn’t budge.




  “I’m not about to start hauling things out of this truck just to make room for an old piano that will likely take up too much space in our new house anyway.”




  A few minutes later, Irene found Shep huddled in the corner of his bedroom.




  “I’m sorry,” she said, pulling her cardigan around her as she slumped beside him. “You know it probably wouldn’t have been good for the piano, anyway. Altitude

  change, and the cold, and with this rain . . .” She took a deep breath and looked around. The bedroom had been hers growing up. One window faced east, toward the road, and the other looked

  out on an apple tree she and her father had planted when she was little. The tree filled the window now, and the few apples that still clung to its branches looked like ornaments against the pewter

  clouds. It made her want to cry. “We’ll get you another piano, son. I promise.”




  Shep’s gold-colored hair fell forward as he tucked his head to his knees. “He doesn’t like me playing.”




  “Now, Shep.”




  Her son had started playing the piano when he was two, pulling himself up on the wooden bench and fingering the keys, not pounding them, like most toddlers, but touching them lightly, then

  letting each note play itself out to nothing. This went on for weeks, one note after another, with Shep just sitting and staring at the yellowed ivories as if he could see the sound. Then, out of

  nowhere, he began putting notes together to make songs—“Mary Had a Little Lamb,” “The Wheels on the Bus,” simple one-handed stuff he’d poke out while singing

  softly to himself. Irene began singing more complicated tunes, then bought a few albums to see if he could copy those as well. Before she knew it, he was playing “Simple Gifts,”

  “Für Elise,” and “Ave Maria.” At age four he began lessons with the church organist; then, when he turned seven, Irene brought down her father’s horn from the

  attic, and with that she discovered she no longer needed evidence of God. She could hear him every single day declaring through that horn that there was more to this world than she would ever

  know.




  Shep wiped his face with the sleeve of his flannel shirt. “He ever say why we’re moving? I mean, the real reason? He ever tell you that?”




  “The real reason? Shep, he’s got a good job waiting. And it’ll be good for us, seeing new parts of the country. It’ll be exciting.” She patted his arm.

  “You’ll see.”




  He looked at her. “You know he hates me. You know that. Right?”




  “Shep! You shouldn’t ever talk like that. It’s not right. Your pa, he was thinking of you, thinking of us all when he accepted this new job.”




  Years later, Irene would remember her son’s look: disbelief, carved by a sadness that lay way beyond his years.




  “I don’t believe that, Ma,” he’d answered. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t.”




  IRENE FOLLOWED THE U-HAUL THROUGH Blaine, driving down a one-way street named Main South. Crippled-looking buildings lined both sides of the pavement,

  plywood nailed over many of the windows. She knew what it was like to live where people depended on what either lay deep in the ground or sprouted up out of it, and the quality of the smile in the

  market always depended on the price farmers got at the co-op or the chance discovery of another seam of bituminous. But Blaine looked different—harder and uglier in a way that almost seemed

  tragic. Even during the worst days of Il-linois’s farm crisis, with foreclosures everywhere and businesses shutting down one after another, Carlton’s tree-lined streets and sturdy brick

  storefronts still held the promise of better times to come. Blaine, in contrast, looked incidental, an afterthought built by people who had no intention of staying.




  Nate had told her before they arrived that cattle prices were down, and that Blaine’s last remaining mill was knocking workers off the line as fast as it had once pushed through logs. And

  she knew that in hard times the law—Nate and men just like him—would be busy. Fights, abuse, suicide: all the dark stuff comes out when the land can’t provide. Irene had known all

  that before she came, but still . . .




  She put on her blinker and followed Nate onto Tannenbaum, driving past a grimy-looking gas station and a Dairy Queen. At the end of the road they took a left into a neighborhood of flat,

  brick-shaped homes lined up like abandoned railroad cars. Irene stopped the truck and reached for Shep’s hand as her husband backed into the driveway of the third house on the left, a

  dirty-yellow ranch with a chain-link fence and a for sale sign pounded into the ground, the word Sold smacked right across its face.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 5




  October 1, 2004




  THE OREGON STATE PENITENTIARY STOOD in the center of the city of Salem. One hundred and thirty-eight years old, it occupied

  its ground like a fortress, ringed by a twenty-five-foot-tall concrete wall and nine eight-sided gun turrets. Two thousand men lived in its stark confines, some for a little while, some for longer,

  and some, like Daniel Robbin, held for the rest of their lives in a separate building called the IMU—Intensive Management Unit— or, to people like Mason, death row.




  A harsh metallic buzz signaled Mason’s entrance into the IMU. A moment later there was a loud click as the electronic dead bolt slid back, then a snap indicating that the superintendent

  could open the door to the two-story, windowless building. Inside, an officer stood in a harshly lit alcove. He nodded, then handed the superintendent a clipboard with a chart, which Mason signed

  beside the date and time of day. The north end of the unit held solitary: one hundred and twenty cells with close to that many inmates, each too out of control to be kept with the general

  population. At the other end was death row. Mason took a deep breath of the caged air, handed back the clipboard, then proceeded down the south hall.




  Three more doorways, three more officers. Mason gave each a cursory nod, then waited as the final door buzzed then snapped open. Mason entered a small oval room surrounded by thick bulletproof

  glass looking out on two tiers of six-by-nine-foot cells. “The fishbowl,” the inmates called the control room, though they had no way to see through its one-way glass. Instead, what

  they saw was a reflection of their own cells, reminding them, day after day, that that’s all they’d ever see. At least in this life, Mason thought as the door clicked shut behind

  him.




  Two men dressed in drab olive uniforms sat at a curved metal desk cluttered with clipboards, charts, and coffee-stained mugs. They turned and greeted their boss. The

  superintendent—“General,” they liked to call him—made a habit of visiting the IMU at least once a month, always taking time to talk with staff, then getting a few inmates

  aside to talk with them as well. That way, Mason figured, his showing up was never a big deal, which was important when you had a couple thousand angry guys locked up on the same piece of

  ground.




  Mason peered past the officers to the cells. Seven of the twenty-three inmates were out in the yard, Robbin among them. Of the others, most had TVs on, some were asleep, one was on the can, a

  few were yelling—some to one another, some to no one at all. Or at least no one anyone else could see. Most had demons, shadows lurking in some dark part of their minds. Confined as they

  were, twenty-three hours every single day, they were driven nuts. Every one of these guys, different levels of crazy, Mason thought. Except one.




  The superintendent’s eyes stopped at the bottom tier of cells, third one from the right. Daniel Robbin had a way with charcoal and pencil, and his concrete cell walls were covered with his

  work. Mountains, forests, cliffs, and waterfalls were scratched onto whatever scrap of paper he could find. Some had a sparse Asian feel, trees reaching out over foggy crests. Some were flamboyant,

  almost chaotic—a tumble of stone, a waterfall crashing.




  Since his move to Oregon, Mason had spent quite a bit of time traveling around the state, and a lot of what he’d seen was captured in Robbin’s drawings. Slick, fern-lined paths;

  Goliath-sized trees with bark as thick and gnarled as elephant skin. He’d driven through a good part of Oregon’s desert too, open country punctuated by blood-colored hills and

  vicious-looking outcrops of near-black stone. And just the weekend before he’d gone an hour west of Salem and watched the surf tear at what looked like the same rough volcanic rocks Robbin

  had sketched using nothing more than a paper bag and a pencil.




  Mason took these little trips because doing so reminded him that he could. And it reminded him that there was something bigger and more permanent in life than any of the doors in any of the

  prisons he’d ever known.




  Probably why Robbin draws, he thought. Probably just exactly what keeps the guy sane.




  “That Robbin sure’s got a lot of talent.” Mason pointed at the man’s cell.




  Officer Pauly, fleshy lids swabbing bloodshot eyes, dug out a grunt. The other, a chiggery-looking guy named Stowenheim— cockeyed aviator glasses, oily hair—glanced where his boss

  pointed, shrugged, and went back to his charts.




  Mason understood. The place—locks, walls, shit, piss, hate, loads of it heating up like a rank compost—got to most people. What the hell did they care about the talents inmates might

  or might not possess? By and large, the officers considered the men animals, heartless, cruel, and warped, and often enough they were proved right. Recently one of the staff had been struck in the

  leg by a shit-soaked dart. He was laid up in the Salem hospital for close to a month. Then last week an officer had been slashed while helping an inmate to his feet in the shower. The guy had

  hidden a razor up his ass. Whatever inkling of skill or capacity a prisoner might have was dwarfed by all that. Made insignificant. Robbin might have been an artist and might never have caused them

  any problems, but he was behind bars, and that’s what counted.




  Mason sighed. It used to be there was a kind of satisfaction in his job. The control, the punishment, even the brutality made sense in a world where people were doing all kinds of hideous things

  to one another. But lately the work just seemed fruitless. There were no good stories in this work. Just mistakes laid on top of more mistakes, with there being no way to make things any

  better.




  “I got a death warrant from the Crook County Circuit Court today. It looks like Daniel Robbin’s next.”




  The officers swiveled around in their chairs.




  “Well, now, there’s some news.” Stowenheim yanked off his glasses. “They actually have a date?”




  “October twenty-ninth, one minute after midnight.”




  The officer glanced at a calendar hanging by the door—picture of the ocean, big rocks, white waves, endless stretch of sand, all laid flat against a concrete wall. “That’s just

  four weeks from now.” Stowenheim turned toward Pauly. “Shit, I bet you it won’t even happen. I’ll bet you we get ourselves all ready for it, and some fuckin’ judge

  will grant another stay, and there we’ll be with our thumbs up our asses.” The two men nodded at each other like park-tough kids, bored and pissed with being bored. Stowenheim glanced

  back at Mason. “How long’s Robbin been in—fifteen, sixteen years?”




  “Nineteen,” the superintendent answered, articulating every sound in the two simple syllables. Mason hardly ever let his voice rise much above a whisper. “He came in when he

  was nineteen, and he’s been in nearly nineteen.”




  Stowenheim rolled his eyes up toward the white bars of light. “Half his life! Christ Almighty, see what I mean?” He knocked Pau-ly’s arm. “I tell you, these things, they

  take for-fuckin’-ever.”




  The superintendent pulled his shoulder blades together, exposing a scar that ran down the left side of his neck from just below his ear to his throat. He snapped his head, right, left.

  Straightened. “These things take as long as they need, Stowenheim. We’re talking about a man’s life, and I won’t be tolerating any talk that may lead someone to believe we

  are in any way eager to take on this job.” Mason did not blink. “You got me?”




  Stowenheim met his boss’s stare. “I’m not saying I’m eager, I’m just saying—”




  “I know what you’re saying. I also know you’ve never been through this before, and I’m here to tell you, there’s nothing easy about it. Understand? Nothing. And if

  it takes forever, then it goddamn takes forever.”




  Stowenheim sucked in his right cheek and nodded. “I gotcha, General. But I wasn’t meaning nothing.”




  “Yeah, we’ll see.” Mason pointed to the monitor. “How much time they got left in the yard?”




  Pauly glanced at the clock, its second hand moving with tight, steady jerks. “Five.”




  “All right. Have everyone brought in except Robbin. Play like it’s routine—just a visit. Have someone stationed nearby. I’ll give him the news out there.” Mason

  pulled on the sleeves of his suit jacket and glanced again at the condemned man’s cell. Among all the drawings Robbin had taped to his wall, Mason knew of only one human image: a portrait of

  a young boy with wide innocent eyes.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 6




  May 6, 1985




  THEY’D DONE A PRETTY GOOD job adjusting to their new life, Irene thought as she straightened a shelf of pickles at

  Glen’s Market. It wasn’t easy; that first night in Blaine the house was so filthy she wouldn’t even let them sleep in it. And then all of them struggling to fit in—new

  school, new church, new jobs, new sights, sounds, smells. But now, a year and a half later, it looked like they were making it. Bliss was president of her seventh-grade class, Nate loved his job,

  and she had this one at Glen’s. It helped with the mortgage, though it still bugged her to no end even to have to consider the word. But what the hell? They were all okay. Even Shep. He loved

  the desert, he told his mom. Liked seeing what he called “the roots of the earth,” and he would take off on his bike for hours, exploring.




  And Irene was happy for him. Happy for them all as she wiped the shelves at Glen’s and pulled forward the gherkins and relish to make the shelves look fuller than they were. Facing,

  it was called. When she heard her name paged on the intercom, she even paused to straighten a price tag before climbing down from her footstool. It was a Monday; a truckload of dry goods was due.

  Years later she would recall that “Ruby Tuesday” was playing from the speakers, and that she hummed along as she walked to the back of the store.




  Glen was waiting by the dairy cooler, looking agitated. He told her to come to his office. Her boss did as much work as anyone in the store. More, really. But he wasn’t nice about it.

  “Harsh,” she’d told her family over a dinner of Glen’s best-cut Boston butt.




  He pointed to the phone. “You have a call,” he said, and then he left and closed the door behind him.




  Irene shrugged, then leaned over Glen’s desk, picked up the phone, and pressed the button.




  “Get home,” she heard Nate say. “Right now.”




  “Are you sick? You need me to bring something?”




  But her husband only repeated himself, and something in his tone made her go cold.




  When she stepped out of the office, Glen was waiting. “Let me know if there’s something I can do,” he said. Then his hand reached for her arm, and Irene looked at the place

  where his skin met hers, and without her being aware of it, the towel she’d been holding dropped to her feet.




  AS IRENE DROVE, SHE DECIDED that Nate must have gotten bad news from home. His mom, maybe, or maybe something had happened to her sister, Carol, or one

  of the kids. She hit the Chevy’s steering wheel, damning her husband for dragging them to this godforsaken stretch of desert, and separating them from everything and everyone back in

  Illinois. And as she stewed about this, she turned right off Main South, drove past the filling station with its faded green canopy and the Dairy Queen, strangely empty of kids, then turned left

  onto Indian Ridge.




  Squad cars were everywhere—the street, the grass. An ambulance sat in their driveway, lights flicking off windows. And people— policemen, firemen, neighbors—stood huddled like

  small flocks of frightened birds. Irene slammed to a stop in the middle of the road, yanked on the parking brake and ran from the truck.




  A deputy intercepted her. “Irene!” He grabbed her shoulder and walked her toward the driveway. “Nate’s over in the squad car with the sheriff.”




  The passenger door was open; her husband sat inside, rocking back and forth. Irene dropped to her knees. “Oh my God, Nate. What happened?” Blood covered his shirt, his face, his

  hands. She knew this would happen one day—her husband, a cop, so tough. There must have been an accident, some bad seed somewhere doing something. “Tell me, where’re you

  hurt?”




  His head remained down.




  Frantically, she looked over at the sheriff. “Why isn’t he in that ambulance?”




  Dobin Stubnik’s gaze went out to the street, where neighbors stood holding one another. A few were crying. She tugged on her husband’s arm.




  “Nate? What’s going on?”




  Her husband’s bloodied hand went to his mouth, and she could see he was shaking. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”




  “What? What are you talking about? Tell me.”




  Nate pulled himself from the car.




  The blood wasn’t his. She could see that now. There was no wound on him.




  “It’s Shep,” he said, placing his hands on Irene’s shoulders.




  Irene’s head began to shake.




  “It’s bad, honey.”




  Her breathing stopped.




  “He’s dead, Irene. Our son, he’s . . . he’s dead.”




  There was a moment of silence, like the quiet before a tornado. Then the impact, hitting her full in her chest, her gut, her stomach, legs giving way, chest heaving, releasing a sound that was

  nowhere near human.




  Nate clutched her as she struggled. “It was a robbery,” he said. “They tore the place apart looking for something. I don’t know what. All I know is I found it that way,

  then I found Shep. He’d been shot. I tried to save him, but it was too late, Irene. Do you understand? It was too late.”




  Her husband, blood-soaked, eyes wild—she’d seen him that way before. Huddled in the corner of the bed pleading for someone, somewhere, to stop something. War dreams.




  She pulled her arm loose and struck his chest, his arms, his face, yelling for him to stop lying. Sheriff Stubnik was suddenly there. “Where’s my son?” she screamed. “You

  take me to my son!”




  The man looked at Nate.




  “Don’t look at him! Look at me! Where the hell’s my son?” Then the tiny woman who had never fought against anyone in her whole life pushed her husband aside and took off

  across the dry ground up to her front door.




  Nate yelled her name. Shep yelled too; she could hear him calling. There was no way she would let her boy die. He was her life, her breath, her son. She would cover his mouth with hers and

  breathe life back. She could do these things. She had to do these things.




  A mother does not let her child die.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 7




  October 1, 2004




  STEVEN JOSEPH STANLEY’S JAW HAD been cracked, his right shoulder dislocated. He was shot at close range, five or six

  feet. The angle and trajectory of the bullet indicated that the boy had been low to the ground, possibly kneeling, when struck. The bullet, a .22, had entered his left lung, penetrated his liver,

  then lodged in his spine. Daniel Robbin’s rap sheet said his victim had died of asphyxiation.




  “Drowned in his own damn blood,” Mason muttered as he stepped into the rec yard.




  Smoke raked the eastern sky, flooding it like something evil. “Damn shame to put so much crap in the air,” Mason said as he approached the prisoner. He’d never get used to

  farmers burning off their fields.




  “Used to be worse.” Daniel Robbin stood. “Ten, twelve years ago, they burned all summer.” He licked his lips. “You could taste it. Even shut up inside, you could

  taste it.”




  “That’s what I hear.”




  Robbin was a small man, medium height, thin, with sharp angular features and steel-gray eyes. He wore blue jeans and a denim shirt, the word inmate stenciled in orange across the front

  and back.




  Mason reached inside his suit jacket, pulled out a red-and-white pack of cigarettes, glanced at the guard standing some fifteen feet away, then pointed the pack at Robbin.




  The prisoner grinned and shook his head. “That’s contraband, you know.”




  “You try keeping these things out of here.” Mason tapped out a single cigarette, tucked it under his lip, flicked a lighter, inhaled.




  “I didn’t know you smoked.”




  Mason exhaled. “I don’t.”




  A plane buzzed low. Geese honked. The rec yard was surrounded by two fences, each topped by coils of razor wire that caught and reflected the afternoon light like scraps of glass. Beyond the

  prison grounds, I-5 droned with its constant catalytic undertow, pulling at the imagination of every inmate in the place. In one direction the interstate led south to Mexico, in the other north to

  Canada. Either way meant freedom. Mason looked south, feeling the weight of the warrant in his jacket pocket, the stern, still pressure of what lay ahead, and the old, dull ache of just wanting to

  run.




  Robbin broke into his thoughts. He’d changed his mind about having a smoke, and Mason, relieved to give the man something other than a death warrant, shook out another and flicked his

  lighter.




  Robbin inhaled, then gagged. “You know,” he said, hitting his chest, “you could get your job done a lot quicker if you just handed out a shitload of these.” He looked at

  the cigarette, then took another drag. “So tell me”—his gaze back on the clouds—“they set a date?”




  Mason rolled his cigarette between his thumb and index finger.




  “It’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”




  “End of the month,” Mason replied.




  “Halloween?”




  “The twenty-ninth. First thing.”




  A breeze stirred Robbin’s hair, and Mason noticed the gray that hid underneath, like a kind of down.




  The inmate took another drag, then breathed out. “I see.”




  Mason didn’t know what more to say, so he reached into his pocket and pulled out the letter. “You want me to read it to you? I’m supposed to read it to you.”




  “If you’re supposed to, then I guess you should.”




  Mason looked at the envelope, turned it over, then handed it to Robbin. “You can call your lawyer when you get back inside. That, or first thing tomorrow.”




  Robbin dropped his cigarette, crushed it with the heel of his gym shoe, and took the letter. “Why would I want to go and do that?”




  “I guess that’d be for you and your lawyer to decide.”




  Robbin shook his head. “There’s nothing left to decide, Mr. Mason.” He ran his hand over the envelope as if he were reading Braille. “I’m not fighting this

  thing.”




  Mason gave the inmate a sidewise glance, wondering if it would be easier to execute a man who wanted to die. And while he considered this question, Robbin pointed.




  “Look at that, would you?”




  Mason turned and looked, then whipped back his head. “Look at what?”




  “Hummingbird. It just flew by—didn’t you hear it?”




  Mason locked his eyes on Robbin, taking him in whole. A man, even one behind bars, could have a weapon. A toothbrush filed down to a blade, a screw loosened from a piece of furniture. People had

  been known to mold instant coffee into knives. Mason had done it himself, once. A small shell-shaped blade that cut through flesh as easily as warm butter.




  “A rufous,” Robbin continued. “You know, mostly brown, bright red throat.” The inmate looked past Mason. “What is it? October first, second? I don’t remember

  ever seeing one this late in the season.”




  “A hummingbird?” Mason asked. “Here in the yard?”




  “Yeah. A male, too. A male rufous.”




  “Right.” Mason ground his cigarette under his shoe, pissed with himself for turning like that. Guard down. Vulnerable. Totally against instinct and training. “And why would a

  hummingbird be here? Look at this place—there’s nothing for it to live off.”




  Robbin’s gaze went back to the superintendent. Then he smiled. Not a full one, both sides of the mouth up, but one of those half-sized things, a lip lifting and something like a chuckle

  coming. “It’s all right there, General. That bird’ll find its way. We all do, eventually.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 8




  May 11, 1985




  THEY WENT TO BURY THEIR son on a cool, gray day, the clouds hanging like linen on the land. Sounds were an up-close, almost

  touchable thing, and Irene heard them all as they left Missionary Baptist. Footsteps . . . Coughs . . . Cars . . .




  Nate helped his wife and daughter into their truck, then settled himself behind the wheel. Bliss sat between her parents, her twelve-year-old hands folded neatly on her lap. Irene looked down at

  her child’s perfectly trimmed and painted nails. Her sister, Carol, had polished them. She’d also done her niece’s hair and bought her a new dress at Runkle’s. Carol had

  arrived within a day of Nate’s call: a bus north to St. Louis, a flight to Portland, a rental car across the mountains, then into Sheriff Stubnik’s guest room, where she’d found

  Irene and held her all night long.




  Irene put her hand to her mouth and tore at a cuticle. Her own nails were unpolished, and her dress was something from Mrs. Stubnik’s closet—a simple black sheath, polka dots like

  tiny stars covering a tiny slice of night. Mrs. Stubnik had lent Irene a scarf as well, and it now hung down on either side of her face as Nate pulled behind the hearse and followed it out of the

  gravel lot and onto Main North.




  They drove past the post office, Blaine Grain and Feed, Run-kle’s, other places either boarded up long ago or looking so empty and forlorn they ought to have been. They saw a tall, thin

  vagrant named Heath. He had a bristly beard and a weather-beaten hat that appeared molded to his head. He was a near fixture around town, but no one had known much about him, not even his name,

  until Shep had finally asked. She and her son were loading groceries into their truck when the aging vagabond walked by, hauling a garbage bag filled with cans. Shep introduced himself and his

  mother, then asked him his name. “Heath,” he responded shyly, and from then on Shep always gathered whatever cans he ran across and left them near where he and the old man had met.




  Heath stopped walking and looked up at the phalanx of vehicles led by the lone black hearse. Then he pulled off his hat and held it to his chest.




  “Look at that,” Bliss said, pointing.




  But Irene looked away. Her mission on this day was to stay upright. To bear this thing called a funeral with her mind as closed off to its sights and sounds as possible. Her lips trembled with

  the effort, and her pulse quickened as her daughter buried her face in Nate’s arm.




  They drove on, the sound of the truck whining as they climbed up out of town, past the mill and its empty lumber bays, and then left onto a steep gravel road surrounded by a still and lonely

  landscape of sagebrush, bunchgrass, and cindery blocks of iron-brown basalt—mile after mile, climbing and descending like wrinkles on a bedsheet. At a wide spot in the road, Nate pulled over.

  Nearby, a rocky path led up a ridge to a small cemetery bordered by a weathered iron fence.




  “You can’t tell with these clouds,” Nate said, turning off the truck, “but from here you can see quite a bit of the Cascades.”




  Nate had picked their son’s burial site, and Irene nodded her thanks. Shep loved the mountains, read everything he could about them, and was always out exploring. Just the autumn before,

  he had got the family to pile into the truck and head an hour and a half west, past cattle ranches and those huge red-barked pines. They all talked over each other as they drove higher and higher,

  curving around switchbacks and getting glimpses of Mount Jefferson, Three Fingered Jack, and other mountains with names Irene couldn’t remember. Then suddenly the trees stopped and they were

  out on a wild and windy plateau covered in every direction with sharp black rocks tossed in a way that made her think it was where the state dumped its asphalt. Shep laughed when she said that,

  then explained that it was lava. “These mountains are still growing, Ma.” He began climbing the jagged blocks, leaping and hollering into the wind. She’d never seen him so

  thrilled, going on and on about how exciting it was to live someplace where things actually change.




  NATE GAVE HIS WIFE AND daughter a wan smile as he helped them from the truck, then hunched his back and walked to where the pallbearers were gathering,

  all of them in their Sunday boots and hats, western-style shirts, and Wrangler jeans held up by belts with buckles the size of saucers. Carol walked over from the sheriff’s car and took

  Irene’s arm in one hand, her niece’s in the other, and when the time came they followed the men up the hill.




  At the cemetery’s entrance the gate opened with a screech that was echoed by the sound of a bird. A raven, possibly a crow, stared down at the group from the top of a lone juniper. Beside

  the tree lay a mound of sandy-colored soil. Irene held her breath as dizzying spikes of color flashed before her closed eyes.




  “No,” she whispered. “I can’t.”




  Carol tugged on her arm, but Irene’s feet held fast to her spot of ground. “Come on now, sweetie.” Carol’s voice sounded muffled, a distant sound attempting to break

  through a nightmare. “Come on now, everyone’s coming up behind us now. You can do this.”




  Irene conceded and stiff-legged it forward, one foot after another, the weave of Mrs. Stubnik’s scarf obscuring everything but the sight of her own small feet.




  At the grave she reached for her daughter, but the girl broke free and took off for the tree. It was a scraggly-looking thing, with a thick trunk and wizened branches holding fanlike tassels of

  green. A few minutes later, Bliss was back with a small handful of yellow, sap-filled pearls.




  “They look like tears,” she said, showing them to her aunt Carol and then her mother. “Like the tree’s crying.”




  Irene ran her hand down her child’s arm, then looked away. There are certain things you should never have to see in life. A crying tree standing beside your son’s grave was one.




  That was one.




  THEY MADE AN ARC AROUND the casket, a small broken circle lined with grim faces. Then one by one people left the group and gravitated toward the

  Stanleys. “It’s too sad,” they said, picking up and holding Irene’s hand as if it were a piece of old and tattered lace. “It’s just too sad.”




  A short, pudgy boy about Shep’s age, maybe younger, stood in front of the Stanleys, his hair pressed flat from the baseball cap he’d just taken off. He stuttered out an apology and

  Irene gasped. At his feet was Shep’s horn. She’d recognize its case anywhere, beat up and bound with duct tape. The detectives had had Nate and Irene search their home for any missing

  items. Irene noticed the horn’s absence right off. Then her mother’s pearls, her father’s watch, and the heart-shaped pendant Nate had given her the Christmas they moved to

  Blaine.




  “Where’d you get that?” Nate’s voice was ice.




  The boy stepped back. “Sh-Shep. He lent it to me. I played it in church the Saturday before. He’s been teaching me how.”




  Irene glanced from the boy to her husband. Shep had never lent out his horn, and he hadn’t mentioned teaching anyone, either.




  “You sure about that?” Nate asked.




  The boy retreated another step. “Ye-ye-yes. My sister, she’s over there.” He pointed to a short, pink woman. “I played it at her wedding.”




  Nate stared at the boy a few seconds longer, then Irene picked up the case and pressed it against her chest.




  “Thank you,” she whispered. “I thought . . .” She swallowed at the image of her home, furniture overturned, lamps busted, blood. “I thought it’d been

  stolen.”




  “No, ma’am. Shep offered to let me use it for the wedding. I got my own, but it’s nothing like his.”




  Irene smiled at the boy. The horn had been her father’s. He’d played it in the Army Band, and perhaps because Nate once told Irene that being in the Army Band was nothing like being

  in the army—“He didn’t do shit to save us from the Japs”—she’d taken particular joy in her son’s playing.




  “I-I meant to return it to him on Monday, but I got sick. I never did—” He turned his face toward the crying tree. “I never did get to th-thank him.”




  “I had no idea,” Irene said.




  Nate grimaced as if he’d swallowed something sour, then greeted someone else.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
The

CRYING

TREE

Naseem Rakha

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
You are a mother.
Your child is murdered.
How do you go on?






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





