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  MISSISSIPPI RIVER: The first day in June




  ‘David.’ She didn’t get up. She didn’t turn.




  ‘You expecting somebody else?’




  ‘I’d know your step anywhere. Are you in your tux?’




  ‘Of course.’




  She sat cross-legged on the ground facing the Mississippi. Water disappeared over the horizon in front of her and off to either side: an ocean with a southerly current. ‘Hello, my

  love.’




  David Marion studied her back for a moment. Brown hair. Blonde streaks in it. Expensive.




  He walked up behind her, crouched, pulled her body against his, let her nestle there a moment, then slipped his hands up under her ears. Meadowlarks make a haunting, liquid sound, unknown

  outside the prairies; he could hear one in the distance. As for the word carotid, it comes from the Greek for ‘deep sleep’. An ancient, largely painless method: abrupt pressure on the

  arteries in the neck. Even her cry was muffled; she sagged forward in his arms.




  Usually the earth around here is so boggy that getting to the river itself takes a pier; the earliest summer – and already the driest one – in Midwest history had changed all that.

  Earth throughout Illinois baked and cracked. Trees dried into blackened skeletons. Dust devils swirled along roads. He couldn’t have buried her if he wanted to. The joke of it was that

  she’d chosen the spot herself. Nothing daunts the Mississippi, and coroners along stretches of its route get a fee per body. If the coroner at Hannibal fished her out first, he’d

  pronounce her dead by drowning, stick her back in the river and telephone the coroner downstream at Gilead that she was on the way. Aloysia Gonzaga, named for a saint, had prided herself on her

  unpredictable life. She might make it all the way to the Gulf of Mexico before anybody realized she was missing.




  Only the last few yards to the river were the usual bog. He sank into mud up to his ankles, carried her out into the water until he could feel an undercurrent, held her head under until she

  stopped breathing, let her go.




  After a drought like this, the first rain smells of vomit. Big drops began to fall as he sloshed his way back through the mud. By the time he reached his car, water bucketed out of the sky.




  The weather forecast had used the word ‘monsoon’. Illinois doesn’t have monsoons.
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  SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS: The same day, towards evening




  Mayor Jimmy Zemanski twirled his half-moon glasses in front of the mirror. He put them on his nose and peered over them. Which looked better? On his nose? Off it? The question

  was serious. A mayor should carry his mantle easily. Victory celebrations are an ecstasy, but they don’t last. The honeymoon period is over all too soon. Less than six months in, and the

  Journal-Register was whining that he hadn’t completed the water utility’s $20 million automated control room. What was the matter with people? How could he possibly be

  responsible for delays in electronic supplies?


  

  The time had come to tell the elite of Springfield that more important changes were on the way. It was going to be a delicate job, one that called for

  careful handling. He’d thought hard before choosing tonight’s reception. He’d laid some groundwork, recruited a couple of allies. Everybody who was anybody in town would be there,

  an exclusive crowd that included the Governor of the state and the President of the University of Illinois at Springfield. The Journal-Register would certainly cover the event. The

  Chicago Tribune just might send a journalist.




  Jimmy practised what he was going to say as he combed his hair. His cowlick gave him a boyish innocence even though he was pushing fifty, and he’d been born with the sensual quality all

  good politicians have, an animal warmth, an ease of movement. He’d grown in stature since the election too. He was aware of that himself, pleased if a little surprised by it.




  Rain battered the windows of his lakeside house. The long-term forecast had warned of severe storms throughout the summer, and the wind increased as he eased his Daimler out of the garage; it

  whipped leaves off trees all the way along Lake Shore Drive. His windshield wipers were struggling so hard that he had to creep through Leland Grove towards Vinegar Hill; he could hardly see the

  houses that got bigger and bigger until they ended at the iron gates of the Freyl property.




  Springfield is the capital of Illinois, two hundred miles south of Chicago, right in the heart of the corn belt; and Freyls had ruled the town for generations. When Abraham Lincoln became

  President, great-great-grandfather Freyl had gone into business with Lincoln’s old law partner, made money fast, started buying up property all over Illinois. He’d kept

  Springfield’s prime site for himself; beyond the gates, a road wound nearly a quarter of a mile through woods and dense overhang, then opened out at Freyl House. Today’s head of the

  family was Atlanta born and bred; she’d designed this Midwest mansion as though to dominate a long-forgotten South of cotton fields and mint juleps. A first floor balcony ran all around it.

  Two-storey-high columns rose up to a pure copper roof. Arched and many-paned windows looked out on lawns and flowers.




  Cars packed the stone forecourt. Jimmy left the Daimler at the rear of the building and dashed to the cover of the veranda, his raincoat over his head. Even so, he was dripping wet when he rang

  the bell beside the panelled double doors.




  ‘Good evening, Mr Mayor.’ The woman who opened both doors to him wore the uniform of the Maid for You professional service. The rumble of conversation from the living room meant

  there had to be well over a hundred people in there already.




  ‘Hi . . . uh’ – Jimmy leaned over to read her name tag before turning a smile on her – ‘Billy-Jo. Where’d all this rain come from?’




  She smiled back, reaching out to take his coat. ‘We can certainly use it, sir.’




  ‘Can’t I put this coat somewhere myself? It’s awful wet.’




  She smiled again and took the coat from him.




  ‘Jimmy!’ Donna Stevenson cried, rushing out from the crowded room beyond. ‘There you are!’ She hugged him, kissed his cheek, hugged him again. Even on the least exciting

  of days, Donna looked like she’d got a finger stuck in a light socket, eyes wide, hair spiky, cheeks flushed. ‘I had such a good time Friday.’




  ‘Me too,’ Jimmy said.




  ‘Did you really?’




  He touched her cheek. ‘Let’s go somewhere quiet when all this is over.’




  ‘Let’s go now, Jimmy. Right now. Right this very minute.’




  He laughed. ‘The dowager first.’




  Donna and Jimmy had met a decade ago when he joined the Freyl law firm; she’d just got a job teaching English at the university to pay the bills while she wrote her novel. They’d

  both been new to town, loved it, made each other laugh, moved in together, worked on her magnum opus together – he gave it the title Faith Like a Jackal – talked about getting

  married. Helen Freyl, heir to the great fortune, stopped everything cold. That summer she’d graduated from Vassar and come home for the holidays. Jimmy took one look and acted as though

  he’d been hit by a truck. Donna suffered, married a broker instead, divorced him, thought about going after Jimmy again, decided she didn’t really want him any more.




  Now Helen had gone and married somebody else. This reception was to celebrate the marriage, and Donna found herself quite enjoying Jimmy’s misery. She wasn’t one to waste an

  opportunity either. When he’d suggested they meet at the St Nicholas Hotel last Friday, she’d agreed happily, let him buy her dinner, spent the night with him basking in his warmth as

  she had all those years ago – but at a comfortable distance, emotionally speaking. They hadn’t talked much about the marriage. Too painful for Jimmy. Not that she thought it was a good

  idea herself. Nobody did.




  But only old Mrs Freyl, the ‘dowager’ and Helen’s grandmother, hated the whole idea as much as Jimmy did, and it had become close to a blood bond between them. The groom was

  not suitable. Not suitable at all. Becky had despised him from the moment she first laid eyes on him; everybody knew that. Even so, this was a town where appearances mattered. The general consensus

  made it imperative to present him on society pages as a new member of the family. From now on, deference would be his due, whether he deserved it or not.




  In the marble foyer of Freyl House Donna took Jimmy’s arm and led him through French doors into the crowded living room.




  High ceilings and deep carpets imposed a sense of calm despite the crush of people. Tall, narrow windows made the storm outside seem like mere backdrop for brightly coloured dresses, glistening

  jewellery, black ties. Noise levels rose and fell amidst bursts of laughter as the two of them shook hands with young Mrs Leaplevine (who owned a stable of horses), paid obeisance to Deacon Banning

  of the First Presbyterian Church (where Lincoln worshipped a century and a half ago), moaned about the weather with the English MP (on a tour of British investments in the Midwest).




  It took them a good ten minutes to reach the fireplace where old Mrs Freyl sat in a motorized wheelchair, a couple of people in attendance beside her, a young man at her feet. Rebecca Freyl,

  Becky to her friends, was at least eighty years old. Even so, a young man at her feet didn’t seem incongruous; wheelchair or not, Becky had the grace and confidence that beautiful people

  never lose no matter how old or feeble they get.




  ‘Hey, what’s this with the chair?’ Jimmy said to her. He leaned sideways to examine the contraption. It had six wheels and a control panel that belonged on a jet airplane.

  Becky had been walking only weeks ago when he last saw her.




  She looked up at him. ‘I’m tired, Jimmy.’ Her Atlanta background showed in her voice, long vowels, that soft lilt. What the Southern accent didn’t hint at was the iron in

  Becky’s soul; her friends had marvelled at it for years. Who else would have the guts to throw a huge reception for a marriage everybody knew represented a slap in the face?




  Jimmy bent down and kissed her cheek. ‘Not easy,’ he whispered in her ear.




  ‘I’m gratified that you’re here.’




  ‘I can’t say it’s any real pleasure.’




  ‘I’m all too aware of that, Jimmy.’ His adoration of Helen had developed into a town joke. She turned to Donna; this time she smiled. ‘You too, Donna. I’m very

  grateful.’




  ‘I wish I were as brave as you,’ Donna said.




  ‘No, you don’t.’ Becky didn’t bother to dilute the acid in her response. ‘Not even God approves this dreadful union.’




  Jimmy chuckled. ‘Since when have you been taking note of what He thought?’




  ‘The registry office!’ Becky shot back. ‘No Freyl has ever married in the registry office. I don’t even know where it is.’




  ‘It’s in the—’




  ‘I don’t want to know, Jimmy. We haven’t had weather like this in the history of the county. Doesn’t that sound like a comment from the Almighty?’




  Jimmy chuckled again. ‘At least it’s a new theory for global warming.’




  Spring doesn’t usually bother with the Midwest, but most years have a couple of days that might pass for it. This year, summer had started in March, dried up whole rivers, sucked the

  moisture out of the ground, turned hundreds of acres of prime Illinois farmland into something all too close to desert. Reservoirs and water tables dropped to record levels. There’d been talk

  of water rationing for weeks.




  Less than two hours ago, skies throughout the state had opened up and started dumping all that water back to the ground at once.




  ‘I really don’t get the wheelchair,’ Jimmy said as he and Donna left Becky to seek out the guests of honour.




  ‘She took to it the day Helen told her about getting married.’




  ‘Yeah. Sure. That’s what you said. But a wheelchair. Jesus. Seems to me this thing’s really addled her brain.’




  At the St Nicholas last Friday, over dinner and in bed after that, he’d nudged Donna – gently, he’d thought – towards Becky’s weaknesses. He didn’t need her

  to tell him what a body blow this marriage had to be, but he hadn’t realized how much tonight’s celebration was taking out of the old woman. Mainly, though, he’d been looking for

  confirmation of the standard old person’s fear that intellect is failing. Donna was one of Becky’s inner circle; she assured him the fear was there, and he’d heaved a sigh of

  relief. He could work with fear, especially with a conjunction of fears. Becky herself had taught him how. Now he even had a wheelchair thrown in. He needed Becky on his side no matter how dirty he

  had to fight to get her there.




  ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if this marriage finished her off,’ he went on to Donna as the two of them pressed back into the crowd.




  ‘Oh, come on, she’ll eat the man alive before the year is out. What I don’t get is how can Helen bear him. I mean, really. How can she?’




  The room was so full of people and so noisy that Donna had to shout, and it was Helen Freyl – the bride herself – who answered the question. ‘You never did know how to keep

  your mouth shut, Donna,’ she said.




  Donna swung around. ‘Oh, God, Helen, I’m so sorry.’ She flushed. She put her hand over her mouth. ‘You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that. Don’t

  pay any attention to me. Where is the lucky guy anyhow?’




  ‘How the hell would I know?’




  ‘He’s not here?’




  ‘You jackals will just have to feed on somebody else while you wait.’




  ‘Oh, Helen!’




  ‘What about you, Jimmy?’ Helen said, turning to him. ‘Don’t you want to show me you can stick a knife in too?’




  Helen’s tongue was as acid as her grandmother’s. For Jimmy, that only added to the allure. She’d inherited her grandmother’s fine-featured beauty, but her eyes were the

  same intense green as her father’s, dark outline around the iris too. Her father had been blind. The pathos of the similarity moved Jimmy deeply. His own eyes misted over, and his mind

  struggled against mooncalf phrases like ‘the fragile bravery of springtime bloom’. Just looking at her caused him acute physical pain.




  He opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, frowned, then turned towards the buffet in the dining room without a word.




  His face said it all. Donna watched his back retreat from her; he’d live the rest of his life making an ass of himself over Helen. Nobody could doubt it. That wasn’t the only threat

  to his security of mind either. Jimmy had always had more than a streak of the con man in him, but bedding Donna just to dig into Becky’s weaknesses was too crude. It hadn’t fooled

  Donna. If he actually followed through with what she figured he had in mind, he was going to be in trouble.




  She relished the prospect.




  Becky Freyl’s table was always special. She created the menus herself, and this time her selection included a whole loin of pork, a platter of smoked salmon, sliced

  Chateaubriand in a rich wine sauce. There were salads and asparagus, a vegetable pâté, strawberries, cakes, champagne.




  Donna joined Jimmy as he was filling his plate. She gave him a warm smile and began filling her plate too. A crowd gathered around them as they ate. He couldn’t say he was used to

  celebrity yet, but six months of it was enough to let him know that he wasn’t going to tire of it quickly, and there wasn’t anything like it to ease the pain of Helen’s marriage.

  The other guests laughed at his jokes even though he knew they weren’t as funny as all that. He made a delicate reference to Becky’s wheelchair and the vagaries of an old lady’s

  memory. They stayed with him: a promising sign. He led them step by step – another reference to Becky’s frailty, a snippet of insider information – to the future he was planning

  for Springfield. The platters on the table began to empty.




  He told them that he knew they saw the problems he faced. Who could miss them? Today’s monsoon-like storms would continue to alternate with the kind of drought that the town had just

  experienced. All the forecasts said so. Fresh water was getting scarcer and more expensive every year. On top of that, he’d inherited a city in debt like so many cities all over the world.

  He’d studied environmental reports and financial balance sheets, talked to experts in town planning, city finance, water supply and global warming.




  All this was true.




  He said he’d come reluctantly – very reluctantly – to the conclusion that selling off public utilities to a private corporation was the only solution that would approach these

  problems: get money in city coffers without taking it out of people’s pockets and ensure that Springfield always had an abundant water supply.




  This wasn’t, well, strictly true.




  Worse, it was an open defiance of Becky as well as a direct U-turn on his campaign promises.




  Jimmy’s predecessor had been a Republican who’d proposed selling off Springfield’s water utility towards the end of his term. As soon as he did, Jimmy seized his own chance.

  Democrat? Republican? What’s the difference? Jimmy had become a Democrat for the simple reason that Becky was as staunch a Democrat as they come, and she was where the power lay. The morality

  of water rights interested him even less, but in Illinois, Democratic party policy opposed privatizing public utilities. So he took Becky to lunch, made her laugh, told her he’d run for mayor

  expressly to defeat the measure. He knew he could win if she backed him. He also knew that she’d really enjoy the challenge of designing a campaign that could beat an unbeatable

  Republican.




  ‘You have little leverage, Jimmy,’ she’d said to him. People had grown used to the incumbent, the face, the voice, the manner. ‘You’ll have to use fear.’

  That’s when she’d taught him the techniques he intended to use on her tonight to get her support.




  She’d designed his campaign to concentrate on the dangerous irresponsibility of commercial businesses: services and safety – always first out of an industry spokesman’s mouth

  – always bottom priority on the balance sheet. She’d coupled that threat with the imminent threat of terrorist attack on public utilities. Jimmy had gloried in all of it, and the

  terrorist stuff had turned out to be easy; work on the control room for Springfield’s water supply was almost finished despite the slurs in the Journal-Register.




  Privatization was more problematic.




  His view of it took its abrupt about-face during a long lunch with an industry representative. A week later he’d banked a substantial sum – an ‘enterprise inducement’ the

  representative had called it – in carefully laundered investments.




  As for Becky, he couldn’t really see her objection. Why would somebody that rich care about the price of water? Or about toeing a party line? But he knew he’d never get her to change

  her mind in private. She liked consistency and despite the bonds between them, she didn’t like him enough to abandon it without asking questions he wasn’t prepared to answer, questions

  that might even touch on things like ‘enterprise inducements’. Presenting his change of heart to her was what he’d practised in front of the mirror before he left for this party,

  and he was confident that in the presence of her guests she’d give way if he presented it to her exactly as he’d rehearsed it.




  ‘Jimmy’s been invited to the White House,’ Donna said as she replenished the salmon on her plate.




  ‘Really?’ said one guest. ‘To discuss privatization?’




  ‘For a reception?’ asked another.




  ‘Dinner,’ said Donna.




  Jimmy gave her a quizzical glance. ‘Hey, Donna, isn’t a reception enough? Even for a novelist?’




  ‘Dinner? Jesus. Will you get to meet the President?’




  ‘You mean, will he get to meet me?’ Jimmy said.




  The guests burst into laughter. One of the men slapped him on the back: ‘That’s our Jimmy.’




  ‘I bet they seat you right beside him,’ said Donna.




  Jimmy winked at her, and she smiled back. The invitation was for a reception; he would be one of many hundreds. But Donna’s exaggeration was the kind of joke they’d enjoyed in the

  early days. The only trouble with it was that Becky could skewer him with it; he was about to diffuse the threat by letting the others in on it when a silence fell over the room. All eyes were on

  the man who’d just come into it; he wore a bedraggled tuxedo, muddied right up to the knees.




  ‘Jesus Christ, David,’ Jimmy said. ‘How the hell can you be late to your own wedding reception?’
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  SPRINGFIELD: A heartbeat later




  David Marion had grown up behind the thirty-foot high walls of South Hams state prison, sent there at the age of fifteen for the murder of two men: life without the possibility

  of parole. The only reason he stood here in Becky’s living room was that her son Hugh, Helen’s father, had organized his release on the basis of a technicality.




  Hugh had taught him in prison before that and taught him well, taking him from grade school all the way through a bachelor’s degree; in those days, prisoners could still study under the

  University of Chicago’s extension department. When David got out, Hugh went to work with the same zeal, fighting to civilize his protégé, make him into somebody Springfield

  could accept. In that, the failure had been total. Except for Helen of course. The rest of Springfield expected remorse, humility, gratitude in ex-convicts, especially in one so extraordinarily

  blessed as to have entrée to their circle. David showed them none. Not for Hugh’s largesse nor for the tolerance it required from them. They saw hatred in his eyes. They saw contempt.

  They sensed something feral, predatory, held back by only the thinnest of threads.




  Hugh had died three years ago. Everyone here assumed David was responsible – they’d openly accused him of it – just as they assumed he was responsible for every other

  suspicious death in town, every mugging, every theft. They’d also assumed Hugh’s death would rid them of this ill-bred imposition on their society.




  Helen’s marriage had come as a terrible shock.




  ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Jimmy demanded of him now.




  ‘Wading in the Mississippi,’ David said. Hugh had gone to Harrow and Oxford. Among other things, he’d taught David grammar; along with it, David had picked up the faint English

  accent that Hugh Freyl had never been able to rid himself of.




  ‘Why would you do a dumb thing like that?’




  ‘I like big rivers.’




  ‘I didn’t think you’d show up at all,’ Helen said. ‘You must be starving, and this lot have eaten everything in sight.’




  At just that moment, two caterers entered with fully replenished platters. Amusement softened the planes of David’s face. ‘You tell too many lies,’ he said.




  ‘The best food is always in the kitchen. Come with me.’ She took his hand. ‘You look wonderfully tousled. Was it warm?’




  ‘Was what warm?’




  ‘The Mississippi.’




  ‘Very warm.’




  ‘Did you wade far?’




  ‘Intent on rescuing me, are you?’ Black hair, black eyes, a scar that ran down the cheek and in under the chin. The eyes always had the slightly swollen look of a child awakened from

  sleep. A very American face despite the accent.




  ‘You think I can?’ Helen asked him. She’d never been in love before.




  ‘Nobody else is going to try.’




  ‘My dear friends’ – she turned away from David to face the guests – ‘I trust you will excuse us for a moment. We have important business to attend to.’




  The room burst into an excited babble as soon as the two of them disappeared from it.




  Out in the kitchen, in the midst of a flurry of caterers, Lillian Draper washed platters and bowls in a sink full of soapy water. For thirty years, Lillian had been

  Becky’s maid and companion. She was much, much more to Helen. As far back as Helen could remember, Lillian had been the mainstay of her life. It had always been Lillian’s warmth she

  craved, not her parents’. It was Lillian she’d run to with a scraped knee and cried out for when she woke with nightmares.




  Lillian’s approval was the only approval that really mattered to her. ‘We’ve come out to get your blessing.’ Helen embraced her, kissed her cheeks.




  Lillian laughed. ‘You got it months ago. What you all doing in here with me now?’




  ‘Running away.’




  ‘Think you can hide behind my skirts, huh?’




  ‘You’re not threatening to turn us out, are you? Poor David’s starving.’




  Lillian eyed David’s sodden tux. ‘Try some of that pumpkin salad afore they take it out.’




  ‘Any good?’ David asked.




  ‘I made it myself.’




  He took a plate and spooned some salad onto it. Lillian dried her hands on her apron, opened Becky’s vast refrigerator, took out a Budweiser.




  ‘Beer?’ he said. Beer was the only alcohol he really liked, and he liked it in the can.




  ‘I knew Miz Freyl wasn’t going to order none, so I brought a couple from my house. A bridegroom ought to get what he wants to drink at his own wedding party.’




  ‘That what you said to her?’




  ‘She don’t scare me.’ Lillian opened the Budweiser and handed it to him.




  He took it from her, then ate a bite of the pumpkin salad, nodded appreciatively. ‘How’s he doing?’




  ‘How’s who doing?’




  David took a swig of the beer. ‘I hate it when smart people act stupid.’




  ‘Little Andy done time before.’




  ‘That’s not what I asked.’




  Lillian had her own children to tend to as well as Helen. She had seven of them, and she’d fought hard for them all. Little Andy was the youngest, bright, rebellious, charming – and

  right now serving five years in David’s alma mater, South Hams. South Hams had been a ‘State Prison’ when David entered it. It’d become a ‘State

  Penitentiary’ about halfway through his sentence. Only days after he left it, the state sold it to a private corporation. There’d been many changes, including its label; these days it

  was the South Hams State Correctional Facility. Little Andy had ended up in it for hacking into the university’s financial records. Among other things, he’d shifted the state

  legislature’s appropriations for combating sexually transmitted diseases among students into an account that belonged to a local whorehouse. The university was not amused.




  ‘Oh, David’ – Lillian’s intake of breath was uneven – ‘I really don’t know how he’s doing. He’s always been trouble, but mostly he

  don’t seem worried about telling me what’s wrong. Kinda likes it. Figures he can shock me. This time? He won’t tell me nothing. But he don’t look well. He got bags under his

  eyes, and his eyes is bloodshot. He’s all skinny and kind of twitchy.’




  ‘You think he’s on drugs or something?’ Helen asked.




  ‘Miss Helen, I ain’t sure what to think.’




  David finished off the salad in a few bites. ‘I could ask some questions,’ he said.




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘When you visiting next?’




  ‘A week from Sunday.’




  ‘Pick me up on your way.’




  ‘David, you sure about that?’ She took his plate from him.




  ‘Why wouldn’t I be? Nice ride in the country.’ He gave her a wry glance. ‘Get me away from this town for a couple of hours.’




  She smiled. ‘About ten o’clock? Now go on you all. Go on out to your party. Shoo, both of you.’




  On their own, the elite of Springfield were just plain scared of David, but in groups – as they were tonight – they felt comfortably in control. While he and Helen

  were in the kitchen, plays on the name David Marion made the rounds of the party. Marion Federal Penitentiary was the harshest maximum security prison in the country, and David’s prison

  career had begun with a brief stay there. Then there was Maid Marion of Sherwood Forest. Even better was Marion Donovan, who’d invented disposable diapers in Indiana. Or Marion Davies,

  Hearst’s gold-digging girlfriend, especially since the Freyls were by far the richest family in this very rich capital city.




  At a normal gathering, these conjunctions wouldn’t cause much of a ripple. But at tonight’s wedding reception they bound the guests in a Masonic brotherhood, and it was a brotherhood

  Jimmy knew he could exploit if he needed it. Their initial response to his project encouraged him; as soon as David and Helen’s re-appearance put a stop to the mockery, he steered the group

  around him back to the virtues of privately owned water utilities.




  They picked up themes and industry buzz words as he introduced them, got quite excited about it, started talking over one another.




  ‘. . . such a sensible investment . . .’




  ‘. . . efficiency and cost effectiveness . . .’




  ‘. . . the money we’ll save!’




  ‘We need new solutions,’ Jimmy was saying. ‘We can’t move ahead without—’




  ‘Negotiating already, are you, Jimmy?’ Becky’s wheelchair wasn’t altogether silent, but Jimmy had been so wrapped up in his adoring audience that he’d missed it.

  The alarm on his face told Becky all she needed to know.




  ‘Negotiating?’ Jimmy said. How in hell had she learned about that? Were there no secrets he could keep from her?




  ‘He says privatization is the wave of the future,’ said Donna, sensing combat ahead.




  ‘So is crime in cyberspace,’ Becky snapped.




  What was it about the woman that turned grown men into naughty schoolboys? Despite himself, Jimmy lowered his eyes. ‘We got some pretty complex problems here, Becky.’ He launched

  into what he’d been rehearsing in front of the mirror. ‘Sometimes senior citizens don’t quite understand—’




  ‘The problem is exceedingly simple.’ Becky’s interruption was sulphuric. ‘You promised people one thing, and suddenly you veer off toward the opposite without so much as

  a warning shot.’




  ‘He’s been invited to the White House to discuss it,’ one of the guests chimed in. ‘He’s going to have dinner with the President.’




  ‘Fiddlesticks,’ Becky said.




  ‘Oh, God, that was a joke,’ said Jimmy irritably. ‘A reception is an enormous honour, enough for anybody.’ But he could feel his support slipping, and he knew he had to

  unite the others or lose the edge he’d gained.




  ‘Hey, David,’ he said, giving his half-moon glasses a twirl, ‘you got an opinion about this? Going to tell us what you think?’




  David and Helen stood beside a bank of windows, rain beating down hard against the glass. David was easily the tallest man in the room; his edgy belligerence created an area of calm around her.

  They were deep in conversation, and the small gestures – tilt of head, movement of shoulders – revealed a physical intensity so palpable that to watch was to trespass.




  ‘Hey, David!’ Jimmy repeated with a laugh. ‘I’m talking to you.’




  David dragged his gaze away from Helen. He still had the beer can in his hand. ‘What do I think about what?’




  ‘Putting out bids for Springfield Power and Light.’




  ‘That the electric company?’




  ‘The water’s what interests us at the moment.’ Jimmy gave his glasses another twirl.




  ‘You’re kidding.’




  ‘Why would I do that?’




  ‘Well, I have to admit that I can’t think of a more boring subject to have an opinion on – at least not offhand.’




  ‘This isn’t about water,’ Becky said. The sulphur hadn’t left her voice. ‘It’s about abuse of power.’




  David crushed the beer can in his hand, flicked it into a waste-paper basket a few feet away and shook his head in disbelief. ‘Nothing to do with me.’




  Then he turned his back and walked out of the room.
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  GILEAD, ILLINOIS: The next day




  Aloysia’s body began its river journey just north of Hannibal, Illinois, where they have the best catfish in the state.




  Europe is an upturned saucer; its rivers run down to the seas at its edges. The Mississippi scores America right down the middle, a furrow through the cheeks of a gigantic ass. Which is apt

  really because the river is shit-brown. Completely opaque. Midwesterners call it ‘The Big Muddy’, and it’s a superlative place to lose a corpse even though it’s so slow its

  surface looks like a lake. There’s lots of traffic on it, commercial boats, pleasure boats, barges, towboats. When any of these makes a sharp change in direction, it throws off a huge wake

  that collapses back into the water and boils deep down beneath. The Mississippi is different down there; it’s a maelstrom of sandbars, crags, hidden currents. The undertow that caught Aloysia

  managed to jet her seventy miles straight down here to Gilead in a mere twenty-four hours.




  A record time for any floating object without a driving force.
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  SPRINGFIELD: Monday after the reception




  At Municipal Center West, a soulless building in glass and concrete, an executive session of the City Council was about to begin.




  Six of Springfield’s ten representatives – a carefully chosen majority of its aldermen and alderwomen – sat around a table with Mayor Jimmy Zemanski. Behind him, the Stars and

  Stripes, the white Illinois state flag and the deep blue city flag shared the wall with a projection screen that read:




  

    The G.R.A.N.D. canal


  




  ‘Where’s La Gonzaga?’ he asked the alderwoman beside him.




  ‘Aloysia? God knows.’ The alderwoman gave him a crooked smile.




  ‘Allo . . . Who?’ An alderman asked her.




  ‘Allo-wish-ah. Aloysius Gonzaga was a saint.’ She turned to Jimmy again. ‘Our saint is being “unpredictable”, I bet. You’re not relying on her, are you?

  I’m told she has a new secret lover these days.’




  ‘Another one?’




  ‘Um.’




  ‘Anybody know who this time?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘What about the last one?’




  ‘No idea.’




  ‘Christ.’ Jimmy shrugged irritably. But he didn’t feel irritated. This was going to be fun, and Aloysia’s presence would only distract from it. He called the meeting to

  order, dispensed with the preliminaries. ‘You’ve all signed a Non-Disclosure Agreement,’ he began, ‘and since this is a private session, let’s forget protocol.

  Interrupt at any time. All of us need to know just where questions arise. Our subject’ – he gestured at the projection screen – ‘is the G.R.A.N.D. Canal, just the

  “Grand” for short. I know. I know. You’ve heard all about it. But I bet you don’t have any idea how it’s being built or why it’s getting built so quickly. And I

  bet you’d be surprised to hear that the reason you don’t know is that the entire project is covered under the US National Security and Patriot Acts and the Canadian National Security

  Law. That’s how come you had to sign those Non-Disclosure Agreements.’




  Official secrets: Jimmy had them in the palm of his hand already.




  ‘The Grand canal isn’t any ordinary canal,’ he went on. ‘It’s literally the greatest engineering project in the history of mankind. Panama? Suez? The ancient

  pyramids? Put them out of mind. The Grand dwarfs every one of—’




  ‘Remind me what the initials stand for,’ came the first interruption.




  ‘The Great Recycling and Northern Development Canal,’ Jimmy said. ‘Even sounds impressive, doesn’t it? For sixty years – more than sixty years –

  engineers have been dreaming of bringing water all the way down the east coast of Canada and deep into the United States. This dream is about to become a reality.’




  A huge body of water in bright blue flashed onto Jimmy’s screen, a Landsat satellite image taken at five hundred miles up. Jimmy pointed to a line – nothing natural looks so straight

  – that ran from one side of the water to the other, cutting off the lower half. ‘What you’re looking at here is the longest dyke in the world. It separates Canada’s James

  Bay off from Hudson Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. Very soon James Bay in Quebec will be the biggest freshwater reservoir in the world.’




  ‘It’ll never work.’ The protest was querulous. ‘It’s got to be salt water if it’s off the Atlantic. We can’t drink that.’




  Ordinarily Jimmy wouldn’t have liked the tone. But for this question? Perfect. ‘The process is kind of magical. Dr Gonzaga promised she’d explain it, but since she

  hasn’t arrived, I’ll just have to do my best. Look at the rivers here and here and here’ – he gestured at the screen – ‘I can’t even remember how many of

  them empty into James Bay, but together they amount to enormous volumes of glacier water every single day. Only fresh water comes in. The overflow gets sluiced out into the ocean through a system

  of locks, taking salt with it. In a surprisingly short time, you have a freshwater reservoir. It’s not a new technique. It’s not untried. A hundred years ago, the Dutch cut off a bay

  named the Zuider Zee, and the rivers pouring in made a reservoir just like the one we’re making. Now the Zuider Zee is one of the Seven Wonders of the Modern World. Next to the Grand? Ladies

  and gentlemen, it’s Lilliputian. We’re making history here.’




  The excitement around the table was an audible rustle.




  Jimmy’s next images tracked the Grand canal down through Quebec to the Canadian border: canals, locks, pipelines, dams, power plants that carry the water to the Great Lakes, flush the

  fresh water through them and supply American states as far east as Pennsylvania and as far west as Arizona. ‘Since Illinois is at the tip of Lake Michigan, Illinois will be the first American

  state to benefit.’ Jimmy paused, then gave them a half-puzzled, half-worried smile. ‘And here’s something to surprise you: Springfield will be the first city.’




  The table erupted in a babble of consternation.




  ‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘We’re two hundred miles inland. Why not Chicago? It’s right on the lake. Or Kankakee? Or Bloomington? Look, guys, there always has to be

  bad news with the good news. And the bad news is the real reason why you had to sign that Non-Disclosure Agreement.’ He drew his breath in sharply. ‘Lake Springfield is

  dying.’




  Lake Springfield supplied the town’s water, had been purpose-built to supply it, had supplied it for nearly a century. This time the rustle around the table was fear.




  ‘But where can we get our water from?’




  ‘How can a lake just die?’




  ‘What are we supposed to do? Dig wells?’




  Jimmy held up his hands to quieten them. ‘Water levels go down every year. They used to come back up. Not any more. Everybody in the Midwest is in trouble, but nobody’s as bad off as

  Springfield. The simple fact is that right now we’re barely coping at all. The need for this Canadian water is absolute.’




  Jimmy had to hold up his hands again to quieten them. ‘Yeah, sure, there are huge amounts of money involved. But guess what? It turns out that men and women with spades and shovels are

  faster and more reliable than machines if you can get them properly organized. I know it sounds crazy, but the progress is phenomenal. Absolutely amazing. I’ve seen it for myself. And the

  government is subsidizing it. But as I say, there are huge amounts of money involved, and there’s no way we aren’t going to feel the pinch ourselves. But how? Tax increases?Vast hikes

  in water bills?’




  Jimmy knew that when questions like that came out as rhetorical, his audience belonged to him. This was how things worked when Becky Freyl kept out of it. It was how they should work. More than

  that: it was how they would work from now on.




  ‘The only acceptable solution,’ he said, ‘is to persuade private investment to bear the brunt of the cost. We have no choice, ladies and gentlemen. We sell our publicly owned

  utility to a corporation that’s going to pay us handsomely for it and then take over the burden of financing the Grand canal.’ He paused. ‘It’s either that or our town dies

  of thirst.’
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  TAZEWELL COUNTY, ILLINOIS: Friday of that week




  Twenty-five buses, all of them white, all of them scrubbed clean – all of them with the words ‘South Hams State Correctional Facility’ on their sides in

  jazzy, friendly looking letters – travelled in a convoy along one of those straight roads that score the cornfields north of Springfield. A few miles later they stopped at a razor-wire fence

  with an armed guard. A sign near the gate read:




  

    WARNING




    EXTREME DANGER




    Army practice range




    Guard dogs




    US Government Property




    NO


    TRESPASSING


  




  The guard at the gate checked each of the bus drivers and waved the convoy through. The tarmac turned into an unpaved road. The buses juddered on for half a mile, then pulled up

  in a stretch of cleared land and turned off their engines.




  The front door of the foremost bus opened. Two men in black climbed down, bodies padded out with bulletproof vests, truncheons, ammunition belts, knee protectors. Both of them carried 12-gauge

  shotguns; both led police dogs.




  ‘Inmates, move!’ the biggest of them shouted.




  The next person to emerge wore pyjamas in wide, horizontal black and white stripes just like the movies of olden-time chain gangs. He wore chains too, but not the kind that connected him to the

  next man; cuffs around both his ankles chained his legs loosely to a belt around his waist that incorporated an alarm and an electronic tag. Some forty men followed him, heads shaved, the insignia

  ‘1B’ – their work detail number, first bus, B shift – printed in foot-high letters across back and chest. They formed two lines. The other guard distributed hard hats.




  ‘March time. March!’ the guard shouted




  The inmates snapped into orderly rows, and the first in line began the chant: ‘Left. Left. Left, right, left.’ The others fell into lock step behind him.




  ‘Hell, yes, I’m dirty . . .’ the chanter went on.




  ‘Hell, yes, I’m dirty . . .’ The others echoed.




  ‘’Cause I piss dirty.’




  ‘’Cause I piss dirty.’




  ‘Got to get my life straight . . .’




  As the prisoners marched forward, the door to the next bus opened. Its guards climbed out, followed by its prisoners and its march chant.




  The prisoners of Work Detail 1B continued across the open space to a set of wooden stairs that led down into a ditch as wide as a four-lane highway at the top, sides sloping downwards to a path

  at the bottom some twenty feet below ground level. The afternoon air was steam-bath hot, so clogged with moisture that five minutes’ exposure was enough to glue clothing to backs and legs

  with sweat; as they descended, other prisoners struggled up the steps, filthy, soaked through, stumbling with exhaustion, harried by their own guards and their own chanter.




  ‘Stuff our boots and mop our brow . . .’




  ‘Stuff our boots and . . .’




  ‘In line, inmate!’




  Work Detail 1B began in the depths of the ditch. Behind them, the excavation stretched as far north as the eye could see. To the south – in front of them – the ground rose in tiers

  up to the surface, each tier a yard or so above and a couple of yards wider than its predecessor, each as long as a football field. Within ten minutes of the buses’ arrival, the site was

  swarming with men – nearly a thousand of them – wielding picks, shovels, spades, pushing wheelbarrows, manoeuvring rocks out of the ground.




  Work Details 18B to 22B were at work on the top ground, where the earth was easiest to dig, although today the whole area was muddy from last night’s downpour. The excavation went only a

  metre deep, but occasional mudslides interrupted even here. Mud made the labourers slow. Their foremen – prisoners too, but skilled, privileged, wearing orange jumpsuits instead of black and

  white stripes – shouted at them to step it up, get moving. The guards in black were irritable, the dogs edgy.




  About halfway through the shift, one convict sat down abruptly on the ground. Police dogs barked, straining at their leads.




  ‘Up, shithead,’ one of the guards called out.




  The convict dropped his head into his hands.




  ‘You make me come over there and get you up, you’re gonna regret it.’




  The convict didn’t move.




  The guard slogged over to him, poked him with the butt of the rifle.




  ‘I ain’t feeling so good,’ the convict said.




  ‘You’re going to be feeling a fuck of a lot worse if you don’t—’




  The convict threw up, a projectile vomit that caught the guard in the crotch. The other inmates turned to laugh.




  ‘You motherfucker.’ The guard struck out with his rifle, catching the prisoner on the cheek, knocking him over. ‘Come on, motherfucker. Up!’ The guard kicked him.

  ‘Up, you fuck. Get up!’ The inmate pulled himself into a tight foetal position.




  ‘Hey, Quack, maybe you’d better take a look.’




  The inmate who clanked over was older than most of the others, slender build, a little stooped. He knelt down, checked the prisoner’s pulse, felt his forehead.




  ‘Get him back to work,’ the guard said.




  ‘I don’t think that’s very likely, officer.’ Quack’s voice was gentle, educated, respectful.




  ‘Sure it is.’




  ‘I’m afraid not.’




  ‘Come on, Quack, you telling me he’s not faking?’




  ‘Clammy skin, vomiting . . . oh, and some pretty serious diarrhoea.’




  ‘Jesus, is that what the stink is?’




  His voice was so loud that several inmates swung around to look. ‘Get back to work!’ the guard ordered. The inmates seemed puzzled, abruptly distracted by the sick man; they moved

  towards him as a group. The guard fired a warning shot into the air. Other guards snapped their rifles into position. The dogs’ barking was frenzied.
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  SPRINGFIELD & KNOX COUNTY, ILLINOIS: Sunday




  Helen had found an old garage to convert on Van Buren Avenue just beyond the fringes of Springfield’s rich west side, a rare artefact that still carried a weather-beaten

  sign:




  

    Otto’s of Springfield




    Auto Repair & Service




    at the right price!


  




  Otto had been out of business for over thirty years now, and the area had degenerated around him. Not that Van Buren Avenue had ever had any claim to sophistication; there

  wasn’t much of it, and it ended in the desolation of Route 54, a four-lane highway from nowhere to nowhere, with only the Irish Barrel Head Pub and the Saigon Café to keep it in

  business. All Otto’s windows had been broken for years. Dried weeds sprouted out of its stolid 1930s roof and its tarmac forecourt.




  Helen adored the seediness the way only the rich can adore what’s poor and ugly. As for David, he’d grown up on Springfield’s east side and saw no romance here, but he’d

  tried the west side for a while. Not a good idea. Van Buren Avenue provided a no-man’s-land between the two ways of living.




  Helen had cajoled him into supervising the reconstruction of Otto’s. She hadn’t had to cajole too hard. He quite liked the idea, and he wasn’t without experience. He’d

  spent his last years at South Hams trying to escape; he’d made it once, got close a couple of other times, spent many months in solitary as punishment. Attempts to find a way had involved

  learning everything he could about locks, alarm systems, electricity, plumbing, prison architecture and construction; he liked techniques. When he got out, Hugh Freyl had put all that learning to

  use; with Hugh’s backing, David became a designer and installer of security systems. He’d been good at it. Companies from Evansville in the south of Illinois to Rockford in the north

  hired him. That’s how he’d ended up owning a house on the town’s west side.




  All that screeched to a halt with Hugh’s death. Within days of it, the Springfield elite accused David of murder. They’d done it publicly too and hadn’t stopped until

  he’d found them somebody else to fit up for the job. That only made them hate him more; they were still certain he was guilty, and now he’d cheated them of watching him put away for

  good. Nobody within two hundred miles would hire him. He lost his house, his car, his bank account, became homeless, drifted across the country, not knowing what else to do but shut out the days

  and nights – black stuff, China white, Georgia homeboy, Mexican Valium – and wait for something to happen. That something had been Helen, and the life of luxury she offered.




  Only an idiot would turn it down.




  Besides, he loved her. Not that he’d ever tell her so.




  Nine days after the wedding party at Becky’s, he paced back and forth in front of Otto’s, waiting for Lillian, cigarette dangling from his mouth, smoke curling up

  into his eyes. Dumpsters were in place for demolition to begin tomorrow, scaffolds around the house-to-be.




  ‘David!’ Lillian pulled up beside him in a Toyota that Becky had given her. ‘You look like one of them wild cats at the zoo. What you doing pacing like that? It’s too

  hot. Where are them storms the forecasters keep talking about? Come on. Get in this car.’ He did as she told him. ‘Ain’t you gonna say “Good morning”?’




  He gave her an irritated glance, rolled down the window of the air-conditioned car, flicked the cigarette out into the road.




  ‘David, I sure do appreciate you coming with me today.’




  ‘I might not learn anything.’




  ‘I know that.’




  ‘If I do, you might not like it.’




  ‘Ain’t nothing I can do to help my boy when I don’t know what’s hurting him. How you gonna get inside? They don’t allow no ex-cons in there.’




  ‘I haven’t properly introduced myself, have I?’ He gave her a bow of the head. ‘I do apologize. My name is Gwendolyn. Richard François Gwendolyn. I’m

  Canadian.’




  ‘Oh, yeah?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Gwendolyn, huh? Like a girl?’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘David, them guards is gonna know who you is.’




  ‘No they’re not.’




  ‘They ain’t gonna let you near the gates.’




  He shook his head. ‘They’re all new.’




  ‘You can’t know that.’




  ‘It’s in the papers.’




  ‘You believe everything you read?’




  ‘Every word.’




  The sale of South Hams State Penitentiary to private enterprise had changed more than the prison’s name. Private accountants had gone to work at once trimming off the fat. They’d

  contracted out prisoners en masse as a labour force and charged all running costs to a government happy to brag of ‘rehabilitation’ and ‘work experience’.

  They’d got food per prisoner down to fifty cents a day, a third of the cost of feeding the dogs that guarded the grounds and accompanied inmates on work details. As for the guards, it had

  taken only months to break the union; the entire staff had walked out, refusing to work for the pittance the accountants offered. Standards for new staff were low, training minimal, turnover

  high.




  Lillian started the engine, stopped it, shook her head. ‘David, you got a passport or something saying you’re this Gwendolyn guy?’




  ‘Passport, driver’s license, life story – even a national insurance card. Born in Peterborough, Ontario (Canadian Graduate, The University of Toronto).’




  ‘How’d you get that?’




  ‘You don’t want to know.’




  She shook her head again, chuckled to herself, restarted the engine. ‘I never been to Canada,’ she said.




  ‘Me neither.’




  ‘You’re joshing me.’




  ‘Nope.’




  South Hams State Correctional Facility was north and west of town. Thirty-foot high, grey stone walls rose out of flat farmland that stretched away to the horizon in every direction. David

  hadn’t been back since his release.




  ‘What’s going on here?’ he said as they approached it an hour later. ‘Boy scouts?’




  A series of fences made a large enclosure at the base of those walls. First came a boundary fence, then a high, chain-link periphery with coiled razor wire on top, then two internal chain-link

  fences, also with razor wire on top. Row upon row of khaki-coloured tents big enough to sleep a hundred people clustered inside.




  She snorted. ‘They calls it “boot camp”. Andy calls it “Tent City”.’




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘You build you a prison out of bricks and mortar, it gonna cost you a hundred million. One of these? Just an itty-bitty million, and you just picks it up and moves it when you want. They

  musta brought fifteen hundred guys down here six weeks ago. Maybe more.’




  ‘All this for the canal?’




  ‘Little Andy says the foremen was trained in one of them internment camps near Joliet.’




  Details in the media were scanty, but anybody connected with South Hams knew that without chain gangs, the Grand canal would never get built. Leasing prisoners as labour had spread across

  America; they were making the country competitive again. Why farm out shoemaking, clothes manufacture, computer assembly to China and Indonesia when American prisoners could do it for less at

  home?




  ‘You done wash all your clothes like I told you?’ Lillian asked David.




  He nodded. ‘I always do what you tell me.’




  ‘You don’t got no dollar bills on you?’




  ‘Like I say, I always do—’




  ‘Okay, okay.’ She handed him a wad of dollar bills she’d washed last night and dried in the oven.




  One of the few areas that the prison’s new administration had beefed up was security. The first time Lillian had come to visit Little Andy, the ion sensor that scans visitors had come up

  with the reading that she was carrying cocaine. They sent her away, told her she couldn’t come back for forty-eight hours. When the forty-eight hours were up, the scanner said she was

  carrying methamphetamine. They banned her for thirty days. She’d burst into tears right there in the main control room, and somebody else’s mother told her that most likely the problem

  was the dollar bills she was carrying; every single dollar bill in circulation has traces of drugs on it.




  And few people came to South Hams State Correctional Facility without dollar bills in hand. The vending machines in the Visitation Room took only dollar bills, and only visitors could use the

  machines. Fifty cents a day for food kept the prisoners hungry, and the prison canteen – where inmates could buy toothpaste, candy, cigarettes – charged three times the price on the

  outside. No food could be brought in. Guards were forbidden to make change, and visiting hours were always over lunch.




  After the thirty-day ban, Lillian’s planning had been meticulous, and she’d never had trouble again. There was no trouble this time either.




  Nor did the scanner pick up anything on Richard François Gwendolyn.




  The Visitation Room was large. Blue and yellow plastic chairs faced each other in rows bolted to the floor. A prison guard wearing earphones walked up and down like an

  invigilator at a college entrance exam. David used sixteen of Lillian’s one dollar bills to buy two coffees and two sandwiches.




  ‘They’re making a fortune here,’ he said, handing a paper cup and a sandwich to the convict he’d come to visit. ‘You don’t look as healthy as I

  remember.’




  ‘I’m a little tired, that’s all.’ He was the one they called Quack, and his freckled face showed an old man’s tracery of lines, although he wasn’t much over

  forty. ‘You know, I never thought I’d see Richard François Gwendolyn again,’ he said. ‘It was such a surprise to get your letter – such a pleasure.

  It’s been so long I can’t even remember where we met.’




  ‘University of Toronto,’ said David, who had no idea whether Quack had been to Canada any more than he had.




  ‘Aha!’ said Quack. ‘You mean the Hole.’




  ‘Precisely.’




  ‘“Introduction to Management”, wasn’t it?’




  ‘That’s the one.’




  ‘Rather a dull course, I always thought.’




  ‘Did you? I remember it fondly.’




  ‘That’s because you went into a more interesting line of business than I did.’




  David had started trafficking in drugs in South Hams while Quack actually was studying a course called Introduction to Management, although not at the University of Toronto; he was a Chicago

  graduate, known as Brendan Kolb back then. These days he served as the prison’s medic. Not that he was a real doctor either – he’d picked up medicine behind bars – but

  prison suited him. A prison medic has respect. Outside, he’d been just one more middle management nobody going nowhere, doing work he despised.




  ‘This won’t be the only visit, will it?’ he said to David.




  ‘Now you’re going to tell me you miss me.’




  ‘Of course I miss you. How could it be otherwise? I don’t have anybody to talk to, and you’re so’ – Brendan searched for the word – ‘so unpleasant. But

  I have four men in the ward recovering from something in the gut. Dunno what it is. Makes me nervous when I got four down with something I don’t understand. I need to keep a careful eye on

  them.’




  ‘Flu or something?’




  ‘The medical service says gastroenteritis. I’m inclined to think food poisoning.’ Medical Services Direct was a subsidiary of the St Louis-based parent corporation that owned

  and operated South Hams as well as dozens of other prisons in the Midwest. They consulted only by telephone; in all his years as a prison medic, Quack had encountered only two real live doctors and

  a handful of nurses. The subsidiary that had just taken over the catering was the one that had reduced the costs to fifty cents a day per inmate. At that price, food poisoning was the most likely

  explanation.
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