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For Ian Campbell Ross



AUTHOR INTRODUCTION

When people speak of the elements of mystery fiction, they often bring up character, or plot—and they should certainly mention those two in that order, for plot comes out of character: the less enlightened reader or critic may dismiss mystery fiction as essentially plot-driven, but all good fiction is character-driven.

But landscape or location plays just as crucial a role. Mystery writers lay claim to the places about which they write. They mythologize them, creating shadow versions of them in which their fictions can work. Think of Raymond Chandler’s Los Angeles, or James Lee Burke’s Louisiana, or Ross Macdonald’s Santa Teresa, which is a fictionalized version of Santa Barbara. Even Agatha Christie’s invented English villages are careful constructs, confined environments that function like hothouses, allowing all kinds of nasty emotions to germinate.

There are two landscapes at work in the mystery novel. The first is essentially psychological, an exploration by the detective of human motivation. But that journey involves moving through a second landscape, a physical one, and when the physical landscape complements the psychological one, a kind of resonance is achieved. To return to Burke, I’ve always felt that he has a fascination with corruption—of states and cities, of institutions, of individuals, and, ultimately, of the human soul. That fascination finds an echo in the landscape of Louisiana, in the sense of an environment that is hot and sticky, and in which the natural cycles of decay and regrowth, of things rotting and providing nourishment for new life, is clearly visible in the bayous. In other words, in Burke’s Louisiana novels we have a near-perfect conjunction of subject matter and setting.

When I began writing the Parker novels, I chose Maine as a location because I’d worked there, and had an interest in, and affection for, the state. But I came to realize, too, that my fascination with its natural environment came from a European perspective. I was brought up with folktales from the European tradition, and they’ve become an integral part of my work. Many of the Nocturnes stories look back to that tradition, and The Book of Lost Things is indebted to it. Deep woods and forests loom over European folktales, representing all that is to be feared in both the literal and symbolic senses. Northern Maine has over 3.5 million acres of forest, most of it uninhabited. It’s a true wilderness, with its own mythology, but for me it raised echoes of those great forests that once covered Europe, and inevitably brought back memories of those tales from my childhood. So it is that something of that European sensibility has always infected the Parker novels, right back to the figure of Caleb Kyle in Dark Hollow, and The Wrath of Angels is infused with it.

This book is also a kind of sequel to The Black Angel, in the sense that some of its revelations will, I hope, be more unsettling if you’re familiar with the characters from that earlier work. With certain novels in the series, I’m aware that I’m testing some of my readers’ tolerance for the supernatural. It’s a little like leading a slightly nervous individual down a dark road and encouraging him or her to keep taking small steps after coming so far without harm. The Wrath of Angels is completely in thrall to the supernatural, although I suppose, if one chose to do so, one could simply decide to dismiss those strands and assume that those who are convinced of their otherworldly origins are just deluded. Okay, you might struggle a bit toward the end, but it would be an interesting experiment.

A word, too, on the cover design. In the UK, this novel marked the last of the old covers incorporating a flame motif containing hidden faces and forms. I was very fond of those covers, but The Wolf in Winter provided an opportunity for change, and one should always be open, in creative terms, to embracing change. I am often asked about my input, if any, into the covers of my books. In the early stages, particularly for three of the first four Parker novels in the UK, I suggested illustrations, which probably explains why those covers tended toward the macabre. My British and American publishers still tend to be kind enough to ask me for cover ideas, most of which they very sensibly ignore, but they’ve never pushed through a cover with which I wasn’t happy, or about which I had not been consulted. “Never judge a book by its cover” is true of everything except books, which is why I do try to stay involved.

Similarly, I usually take the first stab at the jacket copy, as that’s the first thing people will usually read if the cover convinces them to take the book from the shelf. After that, it’s on to Chapter One, and with luck they’ll be hooked.

Then again, I still recall the first time I ever saw one of my books on the shelf of a bookstore. It was on Grafton Street, Dublin, in December 1998. Every Dead Thing had been released in my home country a couple of weeks before it appeared in the UK and elsewhere, but I hadn’t yet received any finished copies, so this was my first sight of it. I can remember pausing at the bookstore window and thinking, Hang on, that looks a bit like the cover of my book. So I stopped and watched as a woman reached for a copy, glanced at the cover, read the jacket stuff, skimmed the prologue, and then returned the book to the shelf with a look that can only be described as one of acute distaste. It was a salutary lesson, and everyone is a critic . . .


I

I prefer winter and fall, when you feel the bone structure of the landscape—the loneliness of it, the dead feeling of winter. Something waits beneath it, the whole story doesn’t show.

—Andrew Wyeth (1917–2009)



CHAPTER

I

At the time of his dying, at the day and the hour of it, Harlan Vetters summoned his son and his daughter to his bedside. The old man’s long gray hair was splayed against the pillow on which he lay, glazed by the lamplight, so that it seemed like the emanations of his departing spirit. His breathing was shallow; longer and longer were the pauses between each intake and exhalation, and soon they would cease entirely. The evening gloaming was slowly descending, but the trees were still visible through the bedroom window, the sentinels of the Great North Woods, for old Harlan had always said that he lived at the very edge of the frontier, that his home was the last place before the forest held sway.

It seemed to him now that, as his strength failed him, so too his power to keep nature at bay was ebbing. There were weeds in his yard, and brambles among his rosebushes. The grass was patchy and unkempt; it needed one final mow before the coming of winter, just as the stubble on his own chin rasped uncomfortably against his fingers, for the girl could not shave him as well as he had once shaved himself. Fallen leaves lay uncollected like the flakes of dry skin that peeled from his hands and his face, scattering themselves upon his sheets. He saw decline through his window, and decline in his mirror, but in only one was there the promise of rebirth.

The girl claimed that she had enough to do without worrying about bushes and trees, and the boy was still too angry to perform even this simple service for his dying father, but to Harlan these things were important. There was a battle to be fought, an ongoing war against nature’s attritional impulse. If everyone thought as his daughter did, houses would be overrun by root and ivy, and towns would vanish beneath seas of brown and green. A man had only to open his eyes in this county to see the ruins of old dwellings suffocated in green, or open his ears to hear the names of settlements that no longer existed, lost somewhere in the depths of the forest.

So nature needed to be held back, and the trees had to be kept to their domain.

The trees, and what dwelled among them.

Harlan was not a particularly religious man, and had always poured scorn on those whom he termed “God-botherers”—Christian, Jew, or Muslim, he had no time for any of them—but he was, in his way, a deeply spiritual being, worshipping a god whose name was whispered by leaves and praised in birdsong. He had been a warden with the Maine Forest Service for forty years, and even after his retirement his knowledge and expertise had often been sought by his successors, for few knew these woods as well as he. It was Harlan who had found twelve-year-old Barney Shore after the boy’s father collapsed while hunting, his heart exploding so quickly in his chest that he was dead within seconds of hitting the ground. The boy, in shock and unused to the woods, had wandered north, and when the snow began to descend he had hidden himself beneath a fallen tree, and would surely have died there had Harlan not been following his tracks, so that the boy heard the old man calling his name just as the snow covered the traces of his passing.

It was to Harlan, and to Harlan alone, that Barney Shore told the tale of the girl in the woods, a girl with sunken eyes, and wearing a black dress, who had come to him with the first touch of snow, inviting him to follow her deeper into the woods, calling on him to play with her in the northern darkness.

“But I hid from her, and I didn’t go with her,” Barney told Harlan, as the old man carried him south upon his back.

“Why not, son?” said Harlan.

“Because she wasn’t a little girl, not really. She just looked like one. I think she was very old. I think she’d been there for a long, long time.”

And Harlan had nodded and said, “I think you’re right,” for he had heard tales of the lost girl in the woods, although he had never seen her himself, unless bad dreams counted, and he prayed to his god of air and tree and leaf that he might be spared the sight of her. There was a time, though, when he had felt her presence, and he had known as he was searching for the boy that he was once again drawing close to her territory.

He shuddered and thought carefully before he spoke.

“If I were you, son, I wouldn’t mention the girl to anyone else,” he said at last, and he felt the boy nod against him.

“I know,” he said. “They wouldn’t believe me anyway, would they?”

“No. I reckon they’d think you were suffering from shock and exposure, and they’d put it down to that, most of them.”

“But you believe me, don’t you?”

“Oh yes, I believe you.”

“She was real, wasn’t she?”

“I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use for her. I don’t reckon that you could touch her or smell her or feel her breath upon your face. I don’t know that you could see her footprints indented in the snow, or discern the stain of sap and leaf upon her skin. But if you’d followed her like she asked I’d never have found you, and I’m certain that nobody else would ever have found you either, alive or dead. You did well to keep away from her. You’re a good boy, a brave boy. Your daddy would be proud.”

Against his back began the convulsions of the boy’s sobs. It was the first time he had cried since Harlan discovered him. Good, thought Harlan. The longer it takes for the tears to come, the worse the pain.

“Will you find my daddy too?” said the boy. “Will you bring him home? I don’t want him to stay in the woods. I don’t want the girl to have him.”

“Yes,” said Harlan. “I’ll find him, and you can say goodbye to him.”

And he did.

Harlan was already in his seventies by then, and had a few more years left in him, but he was no longer the man he once had been, even though he, and he alone, had found Barney Shore. Age was part of it, that was for sure, but so too were the losses he had endured. His wife, Angeline, had been taken from him by a cruel alliance of Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s one year before Barney Shore spoke to him of predatory girls. He had loved her as much as a man can love his wife, and so nothing more need be said.

The loss of his wife was the second such blow that Harlan would receive in less than a year. Shortly after she passed away, Paul Scollay, Harlan’s oldest and closest friend, had sat on a bucket in the little woodshed at the back of his cabin, put his shotgun in his mouth, and pulled the trigger. The cancer had been nibbling at him for a while, and now had got a taste for him. He put an end to its feeding, as he had always told his friend that he would. They had shared a drink earlier in the day—just a beer or two at the pine table beside that very woodshed with the sun setting behind the trees, as beautiful an evening as Harlan had seen in many a year. They had reminisced some, and Paul had seemed relaxed and at peace with himself, which was how Harlan had known that the end was near. He did not remark upon it, though. They had simply shaken hands and Harlan had said that he would see Paul around, and Paul had replied, “Ayuh. I guess so,” and that was the end of it.

And though they spoke of many things in those final hours, there was one subject upon which they did not touch, one memory that was not disinterred. They had agreed years before that they would not talk of it unless absolutely necessary, but it hung between them in the last of their time together as the sun bathed them in its radiance, like the promise of forgiveness from a god in whom neither of them believed.

And so it was that at the time of his dying, at the day and the hour of it, Harlan Vetters summoned his son and his daughter to his bedside, the woods waiting beyond, the god of tree and leaf moving through them, coming at last to claim the old man, and he said to them:

“Once upon a time, Paul Scollay and I found an airplane in the Great North Woods. . . .”



CHAPTER

II

Fall was gone, vanished in wisps of white cloud that fled across clear blue skies like pale silk scarves snatched by the breeze. Soon it would be Thanksgiving, although it seemed that there was little for which to be thankful as the year drew to its close. People I met on the streets of Portland spoke of working second jobs to make ends meet, of feeding their families with cheap cuts of meat while their savings dwindled and their safety nets fell away. They listened as candidates for high office told them that the answer to the country’s problems was to make the wealthy wealthier so that more crumbs from their table might fall into the mouths of the poor, and some, while pondering the unfairness of it, wondered if that was better than no crumbs at all.

Along Commercial Street some tourists still wandered. Behind them a great cruise ship, perhaps the last of the season, loomed impossibly high above the wharves and warehouses, its prow reaching out to touch the buildings facing the sea, the water supporting it invisible from the street, so that it seemed a thing discarded, marooned in the aftermath of a tsunami.

Away from the waterfront the tourists petered out entirely, and at the Great Lost Bear there were none at all, not as afternoon melted into evening. The Bear saw only a small but steady stream of locals pass through its doors that day, the kind of familiar faces that ensure bars remain in business even during the quietest of times, and as the light faded and the blue of the sky began to darken, the Bear prepared to ease itself into the kind of gentle, warm mood where conversations were hushed, and music was soft, and there were places in the shadows for lovers and friends, and places, too, for darker conversations.

She was a small woman, a single swath of white running through her short black hair like the coloring of a magpie, with an S-shaped scar across her neck that resembled the passage of a snake over pale sand. Her eyes were a very bright green, and, rather than detracting from her looks, the crow’s-feet at their corners drew attention to her irises, enhancing her good looks when she smiled. She seemed neither older nor younger than her years, and her makeup had been discreetly applied. I guessed that most of the time she was content to be as God left her, and it was only on those rare occasions when she came down to the cities for business or pleasure that she felt the need to “prettify” herself, as my grandfather used to term it. She wore no wedding ring, and her only jewelry was the small silver cross that hung from a cheap chain around her neck. Her fingernails were cut so close they might almost have been bitten down, except that the ends were too neat, too even. An injury to her black dress pants had been repaired with a small triangle of material on the right thigh, expertly done and barely noticeable. They fit her well, and had probably been expensive when she bought them. She was not the kind to let a small tear be their ruination. I imagined that she had worked upon them herself, not trusting in another, not willing to waste money on what she knew she could do better with her own hands. A man’s shirt, pristine and white, hung loose over the waist of her pants, the shirt tailored so that it came in tight at the waist. Her breasts were small, and the pattern of her brassiere was barely visible through the material.

The man beside her was twice her age, and then some. He had dressed in a brown serge suit for the occasion, with a yellow shirt and a yellow-and-brown tie that had probably come as a set, perhaps with a handkerchief for the suit pocket that he had long ago rejected as too ostentatious. “Funeral suits,” my grandfather called them, although, with a change of tie, they served equally well for baptisms and even weddings if the wearer wasn’t one of the main party.

And even though he had brought out the suit for an event that was not linked to a church happening, to an arrival into or departure from this world, and had polished his reddish-brown shoes so that the pale scuffing at the toes looked more like the reflection of light upon them, still he wore a battered cap advertising “Scollay’s Guide & Taxidermy” in a script so ornate and curlicued that it took a while to decipher, by which time the wearer would, in all likelihood, have managed to press a business card upon you, and inquire as to whether you might have an animal that needed stuffing and mounting, and, if not, whether you felt like rectifying that situation by taking a trip into the Maine woods. I felt a tenderness toward him as he sat before me, his hands clasping and unclasping, his mouth half forming slight, awkward smiles that faded almost as soon as they came into existence, like small waves of emotion breaking upon his face. He was an old man, and a good one, although I had met him for the first time only within the hour. His decency shone brightly from within, and I believed that when he left this world he would be mourned greatly, and the community of which he was a part would be poorer for his passing.

But I understood, too, that part of my warmth toward him arose from the day’s particular associations. It was the anniversary of my grandfather’s death, and that morning I had placed flowers upon his grave, and sat for a time by his side, watching the cars pass by on their way to and from Prouts Neck, and Higgins Beach, and Ferry Beach: locals all.

It was strange, but I had often stood by my father’s grave and felt no sense of his presence; similarly for my mother, who had outlived him by only a few years. They were elsewhere, long gone, but something of my grandfather lingered amid the Scarborough woods and marshes, for he loved that place and it had always brought him peace. I knew that his God—for each man has his own God—let him wander there sometimes, perhaps with the ghost of one of the many dogs that had kept him company through his life yapping at his heels, flushing the birds from the rushes and chasing them for the joy of it. My grandfather used to say that if God did not allow a man to be reunited with his dogs in the next life He was no God worth worshipping; that if a dog did not have a soul, then nothing had.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What did you say?”

“An airplane, Mr. Parker,” said Marielle Vetters. “They found an airplane.”

We were in a back booth of the Bear, with nobody else near us. Behind the bar, Dave Evans, the owner and manager, was wrestling with a troublesome beer tap, and in the kitchen the line chefs were preparing for the evening’s food orders. I had closed off with a couple of chairs the area in which we sat so that we would remain undisturbed. Dave never objected to such temporary changes of use. Anyway, he would have more significant worries that evening: at a table near the door sat the Fulci brothers with their mother, who was celebrating her birthday.

The Fulcis were almost as wide as they were tall, had cornered the market in polyester clothing that always looked a size too small for them, and were medicated to prevent excessive mood swings, which meant only that any damage caused by non-excessive mood swings would probably be limited to property and not people. Their mother was a tiny woman with silver hair, and it seemed impossible that those narrow hips could have squeezed out two massive sons who had, it was said, required specially built cribs to contain them. Whatever the mechanics of their birth, the Fulcis loved their mother a lot, and always wanted her to be happy, but especially so on her birthday. Thus it was that they were nervous about the impending celebrations, which made Dave nervous, which made the line chefs nervous. One of them had cut himself with a carving knife when informed that he was to be solely responsible for looking after the Fulci family’s orders that evening, and had requested permission to lie down for a while in order to calm his nerves.

Welcome, I thought, to just another night at the Bear.

“You mind me asking you something?” Ernie Scollay had said, shortly after he and Marielle arrived and I’d offered them a drink, which they’d declined, and then a coffee, which they’d accepted.

“Not at all,” I replied.

“You got business cards, right?”

“Yes.”

I removed one from my wallet, just to convince him of my bona fides. The card was very simple—black on white, with my name, Charlie Parker, in bold, along with a cell-phone number, a secure email address, and the nebulous phrase “Investigative Services.”

“So you got a business?”

“Just about.”

He gestured at his surroundings.

“Then how come you don’t have a proper office?”

“I get asked that a lot.”

“Well, maybe if you had an office you wouldn’t get asked it so much,” he said, and it was hard to argue with his logic.

“Offices are expensive to keep. If I had one, I’d have to spend time in it to justify renting it. That seems kind of like putting the cart before the horse.”

He considered this, then nodded. Maybe it was my clever use of an agricultural metaphor, although I doubted it. More likely it was my reluctance to waste money on an office that I didn’t need, in which case I wouldn’t be inclined to pass on any associated costs to my clients, one Ernest Scollay, Esq., included.

But that was earlier, and now we had moved on to the purpose of the meeting. I had listened to Marielle tell me of her father’s final days, and to her description of the rescue of the boy named Barney Shore, and even though she had stumbled a little as she spoke of the dead girl who had tried to lure Barney deeper into the forest, she had kept eye contact and had not apologized for the oddness of the tale. And I, in turn, had expressed no skepticism, for I had heard the story of the girl of the North Woods from another many years before, and I believed it to be true.

After all, I had witnessed stranger things myself.

But now she had come to the airplane, and the tension that had been growing between her and Ernie Scollay, the brother of her father’s best friend, became palpable, like a static charge in the air. This, I felt, had been the subject of much discussion, even argument, between them. Scollay appeared to pull back slightly in the booth, clearly distancing himself from what was about to be said. He had come with her because he had no choice. Marielle Vetters planned to reveal some, if not all, of what her father had told her, and Scollay had known that it was better to be here and witness what transpired than to sit at home fretting about what might be said in his absence.

“Did it have markings?” I asked.

“Markings?”

“Numbers and letters to identify it. It’s called an N-number here. It’s usually on the fuselage, and always begins with the letter ‘N’ if the plane was registered in the United States.”

“Oh. No, my father couldn’t see any identification marks, and most of the plane was hidden anyway.”

That didn’t sound right. Nobody was going to fly a plane without registration markings of some kind.

“Are you sure?”

“Very. He said that it had lost part of a wing when it came down, though, and most of the tail was gone.”

“Did he describe the plane to you?”

“He went looking for pictures of similar aircraft, and thought that it might have been a Piper Cheyenne or something like it. It was a twin-engine plane, with four or five windows along the side.”

I used my phone to pull up an image of the plane in question, and what I saw seemed to confirm Marielle’s statement about the absence of markings. The plane’s registration number was on the vertical fin of its tail; if that was gone, and any other markings were on the underside of the wing, the plane would have been unidentifiable from the outside.

“What did you mean when you said that most of the plane was hidden?” I asked. “Had someone tried to conceal its presence?”

Marielle looked at Ernie Scollay. He shrugged.

“Best tell the man, Mari,” he said. “Won’t be more peculiar than what he’s heard already.”

“It wasn’t a person or people that did it,” she said. “My father told me that it was the forest itself. He said the woods were conspiring to swallow the plane.”



CHAPTER

III

They would never even have found the airplane had it not been for the deer; the deer, and the worst shot of Paul Scollay’s life.

As a bow hunter, Scollay had few equals. Harlan Vetters had never known a man like him. Even as a boy, he’d had a way with a bow, and with a little proper training Harlan believed that Paul could have been an Olympic contender. He was a natural with the weapon, the bow becoming an extension of his arm, of himself. His accuracy wasn’t merely a matter of pride to him. Although he loved hunting, he never killed anything that he couldn’t eat, and he aimed to dispatch his prey with the very minimum of pain. Harlan felt the same way, and for that reason he had always preferred a good rifle with which to hunt; he didn’t trust himself with a bow. During archery hunting season in October, he preferred to accompany his friend as a spectator, admiring his skill without ever feeling the need to participate.

But as Paul grew older he came to prefer the rifle to the bow. He had arthritis in his right shoulder, and in a half-dozen other places too. Paul used to say that the only major part of his body in which he didn’t have arthritis was the one place where he would have appreciated a little more stiffness, if the good Lord could have seen His way to answering that kind of prayer. Which, in Paul’s experience, He never did, the good Lord apparently having better things with which to occupy Himself than male erectile dysfunction.

So Paul was the better shot with a bow, and Harlan the superior hunter with a rifle. In the years that followed, Harlan would muse upon the likelihood that, had it been he who took the first shot at the deer, none of this business, for good or bad, would have happened.

But then they had always seemed opposites in so many ways, these two men. Harlan was soft-spoken where his friend was loud, dry where he was obvious, driven and conscientious where Paul often seemed aimless and unfocused. Harlan was thin and wiry, a fact that had sometimes led drunks and fools to underestimate his strength, even though only a strong man could have carried a grief-stricken boy for miles across rough, snow-covered ground without stumble or complaint, even in his seventies. Paul Scollay was softer and fatter, but it was padding over muscle, and he was fast for a big man. Those who did not know them well had them pegged for an odd couple, two men whose diverse personalities and appearances allowed them to form a single whole, like two matching pieces of a jigsaw. Their relationship was much more complex than that, and their similarities were more pronounced than their differences, as is always the case with men who maintain a lifelong friendship, rarely allowing a harsh word to pass between them, and always forgiving any that do. They shared a common outlook on the world, a similar view of their fellow man and their obligations toward him. When Harlan Vetters carried Barney Shore home on his back, the beams of flashlights and the raised voices guiding him at last to the main search party, he did so with the ghost of his friend walking by his side, an unseen presence that watched over the boy and the old man, and perhaps kept the girl in the woods at bay.

For after Barney Shore had spoken of her, Harlan had become aware of movement in the trees to his right, a roving darkness obscured by the falling snow, as though the mere mention of her existence had somehow drawn the girl to them. He had chosen not to look, though; he feared that was what the girl wanted, because if he looked he might stumble, and if he stumbled he might break, and if he broke she would fall upon them both, boy and man, and they would be lost to her. It was then that he had called upon his old friend, and he could not have said if Paul had truly come to him or if Harlan had simply created the illusion of his presence as a source of comfort and discipline. All he knew was that a kind of solace came over him, and whatever had been shadowing them in the forest retreated with what might have been a disappointed hiss or just the sound of a branch surrendering its weight of snow, until at last it was gone from them entirely.

And as he lay on his deathbed Harlan wondered if the girl had remembered him, if she had recalled him from that first day, the day of the deer, the day of the airplane. . . .



THEY HAD STARTED LATE. Harlan’s truck had been acting up, and Paul’s was in the shop. They’d almost not headed out at all, but it was beautiful weather and they had already made their preparations: their clothing—their checked Woolrich jackets, their wool pants from Renys, and their union suits, the one-piece garments of underwear that would keep them warm, even when wet—had been stored overnight in sealed bags of cedar to mask their human scent, and they had eschewed bacon and sausage patties in favor of oatmeal for breakfast. They had food in airtight containers, and each carried a bottle in which to pee as well as a flask from which to drink. (“Don’t want to go getting those two mixed up,” Paul would always say, and Harlan would laugh dutifully.)

So they had pleaded like children for Harlan’s daughter to allow them to use her car, and she had eventually relented. She had recently returned to live with her parents following the breakup of her marriage, and spent most of her time mooning around the house, as far as Paul could tell. He had always considered her to be a good kid, though, and thought her an even better one after she handed over her car keys to them.

It was already after three when they parked the car and entered the woods. They spent the first hour or so just jawing and giving each other the pickle, heading for some old clear-cut they knew that now had second-growth timber beloved of deer: alders, birches, and “popples,” as men of their age tended to call poplar trees. They each carried a Winchester 30–06, and moved softly on their rubber-soled L.L.Bean boots. Harlan had a compass, but he barely glanced at it. They knew where they were going. Paul carried matches, a rope to drag the carcass, and two pairs of household gloves to wear while dressing the animal and to protect against ticks. Harlan had the knives and shears in his pack.

Harlan and Paul practiced what was known as “still hunting”: not for them the use of stands or canoes or groups of men to drive the deer onto their guns. They relied solely on their eyes and their experience, seeking traces of buck sign: the rubs where the bucks were drawn to smooth-barked aromatic trees like pine and balsam and spruce; the deer beds where they lay down; and the desire lines that the deer used to traverse the shortest distance between two points in the woods, thereby conserving their energy. As it was now afternoon, they knew the deer would be moving to low ground, where the cold air would drive scents down, so they walked parallel to the ridge lines, Harlan seeking a trace on the ground while Paul kept an eye on the surrounding woods for movement.

After Harlan came upon red hairs caught on some blades of grass, and signs of big-deer rub on a mature balsam, both men grew silent. The hunt drew on, the urgency of it growing as the light dimmed, but it was Paul who caught first sight of the deer: a big nine-point buck, probably weighing close on two hundred pounds. By the time Paul spotted him the buck’s tail was already raised high in alarm, and it was preparing to run, but it was only thirty feet away from him, if that.

Paul went for the shot, but he rushed it. He saw the deer falter and stumble as the bullet struck, and then it turned and fled.

It was such a spectacular miss that he would scarcely have believed it if he hadn’t witnessed it with his own eyes, the kind of misfire he usually associated with neophyte hunters from away who fancied themselves wilderness men even while their fingers still bore the ink stains of their office jobs. He’d known more than one guide who was forced to finish off a wounded animal after his client, or “sport,” failed to find the mark, the sport lacking the energy, the guts, or the decency to follow the trail of the wounded animal in order to put it out of its misery. Back in the day, they’d kept a blacklist of such sports, and guides were discreetly warned of the risks of accompanying them into the woods. Hell, Paul Scollay himself had been among those who were forced to track a wounded deer and finish it off, hating the suffering of the beast, the waste of its life force, and the stain that the slow manner of its dying was destined to leave upon his soul.

But now he had become just such a man, and as he watched the agonized buck vanish into the dark woods he could barely speak.

“Jesus!” he said at last. “What the hell was that?”

“Ham shot,” said Harlan. “Can’t be sure, but he could go far.”

Paul looked from the rifle to his fingertips and back again, hoping that the blame for what had transpired might be found in damage to the sights, or a visible weakness in his own hand. There was nothing to be seen, and later he would often wonder if that was the sign, the moment when his body began to fail, when the process of contamination and ruination commenced, as though the cancer had sprung into being in the seconds between squeezing the trigger and firing the bullet, and the error had been caused by his body spasming minutely in sudden awareness of the first cell being turned against itself.

But all that came later. For now, all Harlan and Paul knew for sure was that they had caused a mortal injury to an animal and they had a duty to end its suffering. A pall had been cast over the day, and Harlan wondered how long it would be before Paul went hunting again. Not that season, certainly. It wasn’t in Paul’s nature to return to the woods and prove that the miss had been a one-off. No, he would brood over it, and consider his gun, and practice some on the range at the back of his house. Only when he had racked up bull after bull would he consider aiming once again at a living animal.

The buck left a clear trail for them to follow, dark-red blood and panic excrement splashed on bushes and leaves. They moved as fast as they could, but both were older men now, and the pace quickly wore on them. The buck, disoriented and in agony, was not cleaving to any known trail, and it seemed to be making no attempt to cut behind them to familiar ground. Their progress slowed. Soon they were bathed in sweat, and a low branch gave Harlan a bad scratch on his left cheek that bled into the collar of his shirt. It would need stitches, but Paul pulled a couple of adhesive strips from the first-aid pack to hold the cut together, and eventually it began to clot and the bleeding stopped, although the pain made Harlan’s eyes water, and he thought that there might be a splinter buried in the wound.

The woods grew darker, the branches meeting above their heads to cut off the sunlight. And then the clouds came, and what little light there had been was suddenly obscured, and the air grew colder around them, all warmth now gone so quickly that Harlan could feel the sweat cooling upon him. He examined his compass. It told them that they were moving west, but the last known position of the sun gave the lie to this, and when he tapped it again the needle shifted position, and west became east, and after that the needle didn’t spin, exactly, not the way it did in those fantasy films that they showed at the movie theaters in summer, but it refused to remain fixed.

“You keep that with your knife?” asked Paul. A knife could throw off the magnetism of a compass.

“No, I never do.” As if he’d make that kind of amateur error.

“Well, something’s up with it.”

“Ayuh.”

Harlan and Paul knew that they were heading north, though. Neither of them suggested that they should turn back and leave the buck to its fate, not even as the day died, and the foliage became denser, the trees older, the light dimmer. Soon it was dark, and they resorted to flashlights to guide them, but they did not give up on the animal. The blood was not drying out, which meant that the injury was fatal and the buck was still suffering.

They would not leave it to die in pain.



ERNIE SCOLLAY INTERRUPTED THE tale.

“That was my brother’s way,” he said. “Harlan’s too,” he added, although it was clear that his focus was on his late brother. “They weren’t going to give up on the buck. They weren’t cruel men. You have to understand that. Do you hunt?”

“No,” I said, and I watched as he tried to hide a kind of smugness, as though I had confirmed a suspicion he had of me and of my innate city softness. Then it was my turn to add something—“Not animals”—and maybe it was petty, but there was some small pleasure to be derived from watching his expression change, good man or not.

“Anyhow,” he continued, “my brother never wanted to see a living thing suffer, animal or human.” He swallowed, and his voice broke on his next words. “Not even himself, at the end.”

Marielle reached out her right hand and placed it gently upon Ernie Scollay’s knitted fingers.

“Ernie is right,” she said. “You should know, Mr. Parker, that they were both good men. I think they did the wrong thing, and their reasons for doing it weren’t wholly justified, not even to themselves, but it was uncharacteristic of them.”

I said nothing, because there was nothing to be said, and they were moving ahead of themselves. They were no longer talking about the buck but about what came after. All I would have by which to judge these two dead men was the tale itself, and that was not yet ended.

“You were telling me about the buck,” I said.



IT WAS STANDING AT the edge of a clearing, swaying on its legs, blood and froth at its mouth, the lower part of its hide soaked in red. Harlan and Paul couldn’t figure out how it had kept going for so long, yet it had barely slowed until the last mile or so, when they at last started to catch up with it, and now here it was, seemingly dying where it stood. But as they drew closer it inclined its head toward them, and then back in the direction of the clearing. The trees were so thick at either side of it that, if it had the strength to do so, it could only go on or come back in their direction, and it seemed torn between the two choices. Its eyes rolled, and it sighed deep within itself and shook its head in what Harlan thought was almost resignation.

With the life that was left to it, the buck turned and ran at them. Harlan raised his gun and blasted the animal in the chest. Its momentum took it onward even as its forelegs collapsed beneath it, and it came to rest barely inches from its killers. Harlan thought that he’d never felt worse about an animal, and he hadn’t even fired the original errant shot. The buck’s strength, its desire to survive, had been enormous. It deserved to live, or at least to die a better death. He looked at his friend, and saw that his eyes were wet.

“It came right at us,” said Harlan.

“But it wasn’t charging us,” said Ernie. “I think it was trying to run away.”

“From what?” asked Harlan. After all, what could be worse than the men who were trying to kill it?

“I don’t know,” said Paul, “but it’s the damnedest thing.”

“The damnedest thing,” agreed Harlan.

But it wasn’t the damnedest thing.

It wasn’t at all.



CHAPTER

IV

Ernie Scollay excused himself and headed to the men’s room. I went to the bar to retrieve the coffeepot in order to freshen our cups. Jackie Garner walked in while I was waiting for the coffee to finish brewing. Jackie occasionally did a little work for me, and he was a bosom buddy of the Fulcis, who looked up to him the way they did to the handful of people whom they considered saner than themselves without being square. He was carrying a bunch of flowers, and a box of fudge from the Old Port Candy Company on Fore Street.

“For Mrs. Fulci?”

“Yeah. She likes fudge. Not almond, though. She has an allergy.”

“We wouldn’t want to kill her,” I said. “It might cast a pall over the celebrations. You okay?”

Jackie looked flustered, and distracted. “My mom,” he said.

Jackie’s mother was a force of nature. She made Mrs. Fulci look like June Cleaver.

“Acting up again?”

“Nah, she’s sick.”

“Nothing serious, I hope.”

Jackie winced. “She doesn’t want people to know.”

“How bad is it?”

“Can we talk about it another time?”

“Sure.”

He slipped past me, and there were cries of delight from the Fulcis’ table. They were so loud that they made Dave Evans drop a glass and reach for the phone to call the cops.

“It’s okay,” I told Dave. “That’s their happy sound.”

“How can you tell?”

“Nobody got hit.”

“Oh, thank God. Cupcake Cathy’s made her a cupcake birthday cake. She likes cupcakes, right?”

Cupcake Cathy was one of the Bear’s waitstaff. She had a sideline baking the kind of cupcakes that led strong-willed men to propose marriage in the hope of ensuring a regular supply, even if they were already married. They figured their wives would probably understand.

“She likes cake, as far as I know. Mind you, if there are nuts in it they could kill her. Apparently she has an allergy.”

Dave paled. “Jesus Christ, I better check.”

“Can’t hurt. Like I told Jackie Garner, hard to see the evening recovering from the death of the birthday girl.”

I took the coffeepot to the table, refilled our cups, then gave it to one of the waitresses to take back. Marielle Vetters sipped delicately from her cup. Her lipstick left no mark.

“It’s a nice bar,” she said.

“It is.”

“How come they let you use it for . . . this?”

Her left hand drifted lightly through the air, her index finger raised, a gesture that contained both elegance and amusement. Something of this was in her face too: the faintest hint of a smile despite the nature of the story that she was engaged in telling.

“I work the bar sometimes.”

“So you’re a part-time private investigator?”

“I prefer to think of myself as a part-time bartender. Anyway, I like it here. I like the staff. I even like most of the customers.”

“And I guess it’s different, right? Different from ‘not hunting animals.’ ”

“That’s right.”

“You weren’t just kidding either.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

The smile came again, a little uneasier this time. “I’ve read about you in the newspapers, and on the Internet. What happened to your wife and child—I just don’t know what to say.”

Susan and Jennifer were gone, taken from me by a man who thought that by spilling their blood he could fill the emptiness inside himself. The subject of them sometimes arose with new clients. I had come to realize that whatever was said came with the best of intentions, and people needed to mention it, more for their own sakes than for mine.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I heard—I don’t know if it’s true—that you have another daughter now.”

“That’s right.”

“Does she live with you? I mean, are you still, you know . . . ?”

“No, she lives with her mother in Vermont. I see her as often as I can.”

“I hope you don’t think that I was prying. I’m not a stalker. I just wanted to find out as much as I could about you before I started sharing my father’s secrets with you. I know some cops in the County”—nobody in Maine ever called it Aroostook County, just the County—“and I was tempted to ask them about you as well. I figured they might be able to tell me more than I could find online. In the end, I decided it would be better to say nothing and just see what you were like in person.”

“And how’s that working out?”

“Okay, I guess. I thought you’d be taller.”

“I get that a lot. Better than ‘I thought you’d be slimmer,’ or ‘I thought you’d have more hair.’ ”

She rolled her eyes. “And they say women are vain. Are you fishing for compliments, Mr. Parker?”

“No. I figure that pond is all fished out.” I let a few seconds elapse. “Why did you decide not to ask the police about me?”

“I think you know the answer already.”

“Because you didn’t want anyone to wonder why you might need the services of a private investigator?”

“That’s right.”

“Lots of people hire investigators, for lots of reasons. Cheating husbands—”

“I’m not married anymore. And, for the record, I cheated on him.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Are you shocked?” she asked.

“No, I just wish he’d had my card. Business is business.”

That made her laugh.

“He was a jerk. Worse than a jerk. He deserved it. So why else do people hire you?” she said.

“Insurance fraud, missing persons, background checks.”

“It sounds dull.”

“It’s safe, for the most part.”

“But not all the time. Not for the kind of investigation that ends up with your name in the papers, the kind that ends with people dying.”

“No, but sometimes investigations start out as one thing and mutate into another, usually because someone tells lies right from the start.”

“The client?”

“It’s been known to happen.”

“I won’t lie to you, Mr. Parker.”

“That’s reassuring to hear, unless that itself was a lie.”

“My, the world has taken its toll on your idealism, hasn’t it?”

“I’m still idealistic. I just keep it safe behind a carapace of skepticism.”

“And I don’t want you to hunt anyone down either. At least, I don’t think so. Not in that sense, anyway. Ernie may disagree with me on that one.”

“Did Mr. Scollay try to dissuade you from coming here?” I asked.

“How did you know that?”

“A trick of the trade. He’s not very good at hiding his feelings. Most honest men aren’t.”

“He believed that we should keep quiet about what we knew. The damage was done, in his view. He didn’t want his brother’s memory besmirched in any way, or my father’s either.”

“But you didn’t agree.”

“A crime was committed, Mr. Parker. Maybe more than one.”

“Once again, why not go to the police?”

“If everyone went to the police, you’d be a full-time bartender and a part-time private investigator.”

“Or no private investigator at all.”

Ernie Scollay was returning from the men’s room. He removed his baseball cap as he walked and ran his fingers back through his thick white hair. If I was conscious of a tension between him and Marielle, I was more conscious still of the fact that Ernie was frightened. So was Marielle, but she hid it better. Ernie Scollay: the last of the honest men, but not so honest that he didn’t want to keep his brother’s secrets hidden. He glanced at Marielle and me, trying to ascertain if we had been discussing anything that we shouldn’t have in his absence.

“Where were we?” he asked.

“At the clearing,” I said.



PAUL AND HARLAN LOOKED toward the clearing. The buck lay dead at their feet, but the fear it had emanated was still with them. Harlan tightened his grip on his rifle; there were four bullets left in his magazine, and Paul had the same. Something had spooked the buck, perhaps drawn by the smell of its blood, and they didn’t want to face a bear with their hands hanging or, God forbid, a mountain lion, because they’d both heard stories about the possible return of big cats to the state. Nobody had seen one for certain for the best part of twenty years, but they didn’t want to be the first.

They stepped around the remains of the buck and advanced on the open space. It was only as they drew nearer that they smelled it: dampness, and rotting vegetation. A body of still black water lay before them, so dark that it was more pitch than liquid, with the promise of a viscosity to match. Staring into it, Harlan caught only the barest reflection of his own face. The water appeared to absorb more photons than it should have, sucking in the beams of their flashlights and what little illumination filtered through the branches above, allowing almost nothing of it to escape. Harlan took a step back as he felt his sense of balance faltering, and he bumped into Paul, who was standing directly behind him. The shock caused him to teeter, and for a moment he was about to fall into the pool. The ground seemed to tilt beneath his feet. His rifle fell to the ground and he raised his arms instinctively and flapped them at the air, like a bird striving to escape a predator. Then Paul’s hands were on his torso, pulling him back, and Harlan found a tree against which to lean, circling its trunk with his arms in a desperate lover’s embrace.

“I thought I was going in,” he said. “I thought I was going to drown.”

No, not drown: suffocate, or worse, for just because he was certain that no living thing moved through its depths (Certain? Certain how? Certain that north was north, and east was east? But such certainties did not apply in this place; of that, at least, he was convinced.) did not mean that the pool was empty. It stank of malevolence, of the possibility that something more than the sucking power of its mass might drag you down if you fell into it. Harlan was suddenly aware of the silence of this place. He was conscious, too, that night was coming on quickly: he could see no stars in the sky, and the damn compass was gone all to hell. They could be stuck out here, and he didn’t want that to happen, not one damn little bit.

“We ought to leave,” said Harlan. “This place feels wrong.”

He realized that Paul had not spoken since they found the pool. His friend stood with his back to him, the muzzle of his gun now pointing at the ground.

“You hear me?” said Harlan. “I think we should get out of here. It’s bad. This whole damned place is—”

“Look,” said Paul. He stepped to one side and shone his flashlight across the expanse of the pool, and Harlan saw it.

It was the shape that marked it out, although the forest had done its best to obscure its lines. At first glance, it looked only like the trunk of a fallen tree, one much larger than those that surrounded it, but a portion of one wing protruded from the foliage, and the flashlight made parts of the fuselage glitter. Neither of the men knew much about airplanes, but they could see that it was a small twin-engine prop, now minus the starboard engine, lost during the crash along with most of that wing. It lay on its belly to the north of the pool, its nose cone hard against a big pine. The forest had closed over the path that it must have torn through the trees upon its descent, although that in itself was not so remarkable. What was strange, and what gave the men pause, was that the plane was almost entirely covered with vegetation. Vines had wrapped their tendrils around it, ferns had shaded it, shrubs had masked it. The very ground itself appeared to be slowly absorbing it, for the plane had sunk some distance into the earth, and the lower portion of the port engine was already lost. The plane must have been there for decades, Harlan thought, but the portions of it that were visible through the greenery did not appear that old. There was no rust, no obvious decay. As he would tell his family during his final days, it was as though the forest were absorbing the plane, and had accelerated its growth accordingly so that this end might be more rapidly achieved.

Paul began walking toward the wreckage. Harlan released his hold on the tree trunk, and gave the pool a wide berth as he followed his friend. Paul used his rifle butt to test the earth around the slowly sinking plane, but it was hard, not moist.

“It’ll soften during the spring thaw,” said Harlan. “That might explain the way the plane is going down.”

“I guess,” said Paul, but he didn’t sound convinced.

All the windows of the plane were covered with ivy, including those at the cockpit. For the first time, Harlan acknowledged the possibility that there might still be bodies in there. The thought made him shudder.

It took them a while to find the door, so thick was the cloak of vegetation. They used their hunting knives to hack at the ivy. It came away reluctantly, coating their gloves with a sticky residue that gave off a sharp, caustic odor. Paul got some of it on his exposed forearm, and he would carry the burn scar that it left until the day that he took his own life.

When they had exposed the shape of the door, they found that the sinking of the plane had left an inch or more of it beneath the earth, so they had to hack at the ground to make enough space for the door to open out a little. By that time the blackness was upon them.

“Maybe we ought to come back when it’s light,” said Harlan.

“You think we’d even be able to find this place again?” asked Paul. “It’s not like any part of the woods I’ve ever seen.”

Harlan took in their surroundings. The trees, a mix of tall evergreens and huge, misshapen deciduous, were older here. This area had never been logged. Paul was right: Harlan couldn’t even have said where they were, exactly. North: that was all he knew, but this was Maine, and there was a lot of north to go around.

“We can’t find our way back in the dark anyway,” said Paul. “Not with the compass on the fritz and no stars to guide us. I figure we got to stay till first light.”

“Stay here?” Harlan didn’t like the sound of that at all. He glanced at the black pool, its surface smooth as a plate of obsidian. Vague memories of old horror movies came to him, B features in which creatures emerged from ponds just like that one, but when he tried to put a name to the films he found that he couldn’t, and he wondered if he had made up those images.

“You got a better idea?” said Paul. “We have supplies. We can light a fire. Wouldn’t be the first time we spent a night in the woods.”

But not in a place like this, Harlan wanted to say, not with a pool of not-quite-water calling to us, and the wreck of a plane that might well be a tomb for anyone still inside. If they could get far enough away from it, the compass might begin to function properly again, or, if the sky cleared, they could navigate their way home by the stars. He tried to find the moon, but the clouds had smothered all, and there was not even the faintest glow to be seen.

Paul had his hand on the exterior handle of the door.

“You ready for this?” he said.

“No,” said Harlan. “But I reckon you’d best go ahead anyway. We’ve come this far. We may as well find out if there’s anyone left in there.”

Paul turned the handle and yanked at the door. Nothing happened. Either it was stuck fast or it was locked from the inside. Paul tried again, his face contorted with effort. There was a grinding sound, and the door came free. Harlan raised his hand to his face, expecting the smell of death, but there was only the musty odor of damp, rotting carpets.

Paul poked his head inside and passed the flashlight’s beam around the interior. After a couple of seconds, he climbed in.

“Take a look at this,” he called to Harlan.

Harlan steeled himself and followed his friend into the plane.

The empty plane.



“EMPTY?” I SAID.

“Empty,” said Marielle Vetters. “There were no bodies, nothing. I think that helped. It made it easier for them to keep the money.”



CHAPTER

V

The money was in a big leather holdall behind what Harlan figured was the pilot’s seat. In every film he’d ever watched the pilot sat on the left, and the copilot sat on the right, and he had no reason to believe that this plane would be any different.

Harlan and Paul stared at the money for a long time.

Beside the holdall was a canvas satchel containing a sheaf of papers sealed in a plastic wallet for further protection. It was a list of names, typewritten for the most part, although some had been added by hand. Here and there sums of money had been included, some small, some very large. Also, again sometimes typewritten and sometimes handwritten, notes had been added to some of the entries, mostly words like “accepted” and “declined,” but occasionally just a single letter “T.”

Harlan couldn’t make much sense of it, so he turned his attention back to the money. It was mainly in fifties, used and nonconsecutive, with some twenties thrown in for variety. Some of the wads were held together with paper wraps, others with elastic bands. Paul picked up one of the bundles of fifties and did a quick count.

“That’s five thousand dollars, I reckon,” he said. The flashlight picked out the rest of the money. There were probably forty similar bundles of cash in there, not counting the twenties. “Two hundred thousand, give or take,” he concluded. “Jesus, I never seen so much money!”

Neither of them had. The most cash Harlan had ever held in his hand was thirty-three hundred dollars, which he’d got from selling a truck years before to Perry Reed up at Perry’s Used Autos. Perry had screwed him over on that truck, but then nobody ever went to Perry the Pervert for a fair deal; they went to him because they were desperate and needed money fast. Having that much cash was the closest Harlan had ever come to feeling rich. He hadn’t felt wealthy for long, though, because the money had gone straight to servicing his debts. Now Harlan knew that both he and Paul were thinking the same thing:

Who would know?

Neither would have considered himself a thief. Oh, they’d shaved a few dollars here and there from the IRS, but that was your duty as a taxpayer and an American. Someone had once told Harlan that the IRS factored cheating into its calculations, so you were expected to do it, and by not holding out on the system you actually messed it up. You caused more trouble by not cheating on your taxes than you did by smudging your return, the fella said, and if you looked too square the IRS would start thinking that maybe you were hiding something, and next thing you knew it had its claws in you and you were scouring the attic for receipts for ninety-nine cents just to stay out of jail.

But now they weren’t talking about a hundred dollars here and there kept back from Uncle Sam’s purse; this was potentially a serious criminal enterprise, which raised the second question:

Where had it come from?

“You think it’s drug money?” asked Paul. He watched a lot of TV cop shows, and immediately associated any cash sum too large to be kept in a wallet with drug dealing. It wasn’t like drugs weren’t a thing here, either; they flowed across the border like driven snow, but they mainly came in by truck and car and boat, not by plane.

“It’s possible,” said Harlan. “I don’t see no drugs, though.”

“Could be they sold them already, and these are the proceeds,” said Paul. He flipped through the bills with his index finger, and seemed to like the sound they made.

A larger object in the cash bag caught Harlan’s eye, and he pulled it out. It was a copy of the Gazette out of Montreal, dated July 14, 2001, just over one year earlier.

“Take a look at that,” he told Harlan.

“It’s not possible,” said Harlan. “This plane has been here longer than that. It’s almost part of the woods.”

“Well, unless the Gazette delivers to crash sites, she hit the ground sometime around July fourteenth,” said Paul.

“I don’t remember hearing nothing about it,” said Harlan. “A plane goes down, you figure somebody’s going to notice and come asking, especially if it went down with a couple of hundred thousand dollars on board. I mean—”

“Hush!” said Paul. He was trying to remember. Something about a reporter, except . . .

“I think someone did come asking,” he said at last.

A moment later, Harlan caught up.

“The magazine woman,” he said, then grimaced as Paul added, “And the man who came with her.”



ERNIE SCOLLAY SHIFTED IN his seat. His unease was more obvious now. It was the mention of the man and the woman that had provoked it.

“Did she have a name?” I asked.

“She gave a name,” said Marielle, “but if it was her own she never wrote for any newspaper or magazine that my father could find. She called herself Darina Flores.”

“And this man you mentioned?”

“He wasn’t the kind to give a name,” said Ernie. “They came separately, and didn’t keep each other’s company, but Harlan saw them talking together outside the woman’s motel. It was long after dark, and they were sitting in her car. The interior light was on, and Harlan thought they might have been arguing, but he couldn’t be sure. Harlan already thought there was something hinky about the whole business. That just confirmed it for him. The next day they were gone, and the woman didn’t come back again.”

The woman didn’t come back again.

“But the man did?” I said.

Beside him, Marielle trembled slightly, as though an insect had crawled across her skin.

“Oh yes,” she said. “He came back for sure.”



DARINA FLORES WAS AS beautiful as any woman Harlan had ever seen. He had never been unfaithful to his wife, and they had each given up their virginity on their wedding night, but if Darina Flores had offered herself to Harlan—a possibility as unlikely as any that Harlan could imagine short of his own immortality—he would have been sorely tempted, and might somehow have found a way to live with the guilt. Her hair was chestnut brown, her face olive-complected, and there was a hint of Asian to her eyes, the irises so brown that they shaded to black in a certain light. It should have been disconcerting, even sinister, but instead Harlan found it alluring, and he wasn’t alone; there wasn’t a man in Falls Bend—and perhaps a couple of women too—who didn’t go to bed at night with impure thoughts of Darina Flores after meeting her. She was the talk of the Pickled Pike from the moment she arrived, and probably the talk of Lester’s too, although Harlan and Paul didn’t frequent Lester’s because Lester LeForge was an asshole of the highest order who had played loose with Paul’s cousin Angela when they were both nineteen and had never been forgiven for it. Harlan’s son Grady drank at Lester’s whenever he came back to Falls End, though, just to spite his father.

Darina Flores took a room at the Northern Gateway Motel on the outskirts of town. She told folk that she was putting together a magazine feature on the Great North Woods, an attempt to capture something of their grandeur and mystery for the kind of people who not only subscribed to glossy travel magazines but had the money to visit the places described therein. She was, she said, particularly interested in stories of disappearances both recent and not so recent: early settlers, any Maine equivalents of the Donner Party, hikers who might have vanished. . . .

Even airplanes, she added, because she’d heard the woods were so dense that planes had come down in them and had never been found.

Harlan wasn’t sure how stories of folk going missing or resorting to cannibalism would appeal to well-heeled travelers with a lot of disposable income, but then he wasn’t a journalist, and, anyway, the dumbness of people had long ago ceased to surprise him. So he and Paul and Ernie and a few others recycled all the old tales they could recall for the delight of Darina Flores, embellishing the details where required or making them up entirely where necessary. Darina Flores dutifully took note of them, and bought rounds of drinks on her expense account, and flirted outrageously with men who could have been her grandfather, let alone her father, and as the night drew on she gradually brought the conversation back to airplanes.

“You think she might have a, you know, a thing for airplanes?” Jackie Strauss, one of the town’s three resident Jews, had asked as he and Harlan stood side by side in the men’s room, making space in their bladders for more beer and, by extension, more time with the divine Darina Flores.

“Why, you hiding an airplane that I don’t know about?” asked Harlan.

“I was thinking maybe I could borrow one and offer to show her around.”

“You could join the Mile High Club,” said Harlan.

“I got a fear of flying,” said Jackie. “I was hoping we could just stay on the ground and do our business there.”

“Jackie, how old are you?”

“Seventy-two next birthday.”

“You got a dicky heart. Any business you did with that woman would probably kill you.”

“I know, but it’s how I’d like to go. If I survived, my wife would kill me anyway. Better I go in the arms of a woman like that than give my Lois the pleasure of beating me to death after.”

And so the men fed Darina Flores tales both real and fantastic, and she in turn fed their fantasies, and a pleasant night was had by all except Ernie Scollay, who wasn’t drinking at the time because he was on medication, and who had noticed that Darina Flores barely sipped at her vodka tonic, and her smile rose no farther than her upper lip, never even coming close to those extraordinary eyes that grew darker as the night drew on, and she had long ago stopped writing and was now listening yet not listening, just as she was smiling yet not smiling, and drinking yet not drinking.

So Ernie tired of the game before the others did, and he excused himself and left. He was walking to his truck when he saw April Schmitt, who owned the town’s other motel, the Vacationland Repose, standing outside the motel office, smoking a cigarette in a manner that could only be described as distracted. April didn’t smoke much, Ernie knew, this knowledge based upon the fact that he and April were content to share a bed when the mood struck them, each being generally inclined to solitude yet still requiring a little company on occasion. April smoked only when she was unhappy, and Ernie preferred April to be happy, as that state of mind was more conducive to bed-sharing, and Darina Flores, falsely affable or not, had put him in the mood for some female company.

“You okay, hon?” he asked, laying a hand gently on the small of April’s back, the heel of it resting upon the swell of her still fine buttocks.

“It’s nothing,” she said.

“You’re smoking. It’s never nothing when you’re smoking.”

“There was a guy came asking for a room. I didn’t care for the look of him, so I told him we were full up.”

She took a drag on the cigarette, then looked at it in disgust before throwing it to the ground, still only half smoked, and stamping it out. She wrapped her arms across herself and shivered, even though it was a warm evening. Tentatively, Ernie put an arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him. She was shaking, and April wasn’t a woman who scared easily. Her fear drove any carnal thoughts from his mind. April was a frightened woman. Ernie loved her in his quiet way, and he did not wish her to be frightened.

“He asked me why the vacancy light was on if we were full,” said April. “I said that I’d forgotten to turn it off, was all. I could see him looking at the lot. I mean, there are only four cars in it, so he knew that I was lying. He just smiled, the ugly piece of shit. He smiled, and his fingers moved, and it was like he was stripping the clothes from my body, and the flesh from my bones. I swear, I felt his fingers on me, in me—in my . . . in my private parts. He was hurting me, and he wasn’t even touching me. Christ!”

She started to cry. Ernie had never seen her cry before. It shocked him more than what she had said, the swearing included, because April didn’t swear much either. He held her tighter, and felt her sobbing against him.

“Fat, bald son of a bitch,” she said, gasping the words out. “Piece-of-shit bastard, touching me like that, hurting me like that, all over a fucking motel room.”

“You want me to call the cops?” asked Ernie.

“And tell them what? That a man looked at me funny, that he assaulted me without laying a hand on me?”

“I don’t know. This guy, what did he look like?”

“Fat. Fat and ugly. He had a thing on his throat, all swollen like a toad’s neck, and he had a tattoo on his wrist. I saw it when he pointed at the sign. It was a fork, a three-pronged fork, like he thought he was the Devil himself. Bastard. Miserable rapist bastard . . .”



“WHAT?” ERNIE HAD STOPPED talking. “What is it?”

He had seen the look on my face. I could not hide it.

I know who he was. I know his name.

After all, I killed him.

“Nothing,” I said, and he caught the lie, but chose to set it aside for now.

Brightwell. Brightwell the Believer.

“Go on,” I said. “Finish the story.”



DARINA FLORES LEFT AFTER two days with little to show for her efforts but a hole in her expense account, real or fake, and a store of old tales that were barely on nodding terms with reality. If she was disappointed, she didn’t show it. Instead, she passed around some cards with her phone number printed on them and invited anyone who remembered anything useful or pertinent to her article to call her. Some of the more optimistic men of the town, strengthened by a beer or three, tried calling the number in the days and weeks after she left but got through only to an answering service on which Darina Flores’s dulcet tones invited them to leave a name, number, and message, with a promise to get back to them as soon as possible.

But Darina Flores never called anyone back, and over time the men grew tired of the pursuit.

Now, squatting in the wreckage of a plane in the Great North Woods, Harlan and Paul thought back on Darina Flores for the first time in years, and once the floodgates of memory were opened a torrent of related incidents followed, each inconsequential in itself but suddenly meaningful when taken as a whole in light of what they had just found: city men and women who hired guides for hunting or hiking or, in one unlikely case, bird-watching, but who seemed to have little interest in nature while being very clear on the areas that they wished to explore, to the extent of marking them carefully in the form of grids on their maps. Harlan recalled Matthew Risen, a guide long since deceased, talking to him about a woman whose skin was a virtual gallery of tattoos that seemed almost to move in the forest light. She had not spoken a single word to him during the long hours of a deer hunt that ended with a single desultory shot at a distant buck, a shot that might have scared a squirrel that was halfway up the tree struck by the bullet but posed no danger to the deer itself. Instead, her partner did all the talking, a garrulous man with red lips and a pale waxen face who reminded Risen of an emaciated clown and never even unslung his rifle, chatting and joking even as he gently overruled his guide’s choice of direction, moving them away from any deer and toward . . .

What? Risen had not been able to figure that out, but now Harlan and Paul thought they knew.

“They were looking for the plane,” said Paul. “All of them, looking for the plane, and the money.”

But it was Harlan who wondered if it was less the money that interested those strangers than the names and the numbers on the papers in the satchel, as he and Paul Scollay sat by the fire that they had made, the barest flicker of it reflected on that black water. He kept coming back to the list of names even as they discussed the cash. The list made him uneasy, but for no reason that he could figure out.

“You could use the money,” said Paul. “You know, what with Angeline getting sick and all.”

Harlan’s wife was showing the first signs of Parkinson’s. She was already in the middle stage of Alzheimer’s, and Harlan was finding it harder and harder to take care of her needs. Meanwhile, Paul was always being chased by some bill or another. There would be hard times ahead as old age tightened its hold on them and theirs, and neither man had the kind of funds that would permit any difficulties to be handled with ease. Yes, thought Harlan, I could use the money. They both could. That still didn’t make it right.

“I say we keep it,” said Paul. “It stays out here much longer and it will sink into the ground along with that plane, or it’ll be found by someone even less worthy of it than we are.”

He tried to make a joke of it, but it didn’t quite work.

“It’s not ours to keep,” said Harlan. “We ought to tell the police about this.”

“Why? If this was honest money, then honest men would have come looking for it. It would have been all over the news that a plane had gone down. They’d have been scouring the woods looking for wreckage or survivors. Instead, what did we get but some woman pretending to be a reporter, and a swarm of creeps who were no more hunters or birders than the man in the moon?”

The bag lay between them. Paul had left it open, probably deliberately, so that Harlan could see the money inside.

“What if they find out?” said Harlan, and his voice almost cracked as he spoke. Is this how evil is done, he asked himself, in small increments, one step at a time, softly, softly until you’ve convinced yourself that wrong is right, and right is wrong, because you’re not a bad person and you don’t do bad things?

“We use it only as necessary,” said Paul. “We’re too old to be buying sports cars and fancy clothes. We just use it to make the years that are left a little easier for ourselves and our families. If we’re careful, nobody will ever find out.”

Harlan didn’t believe that. Oh, he wanted to, but secretly he didn’t. That was why, in the end, though they took the money, he chose to leave the satchel where it was, with its list of names intact. Harlan sensed its importance. He hoped that if the plane was eventually found by those who had been seeking it they would accept his offering as a form of recompense for their theft, an acknowledgment of what was truly important. Perhaps if the papers were left for them they wouldn’t come looking for the money.

That had been a long, long night. When they weren’t talking about the money, they were talking about the pilot or pilots. Where had they gone? If they had survived the crash, why hadn’t they taken the money and the satchel with them when they went to look for help? Why leave them in the plane?

It was Paul who went back inside, Paul who examined one of the passenger seats and found that its arms had been broken, Paul who found two pairs of handcuffs discarded beneath the pilot’s seat. He showed all that he had discovered to Harlan.

“Now how do you suppose that happened?”

And Harlan had sat in the seat and gripped the broken armrests, pulling them up. Then he’d examined the handcuffs, each set with the key still in the lock.

“I think someone was cuffed to this chair,” he said.

“And they got free after the crash?”

“Or before. Could be they even caused it.”
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