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To Jill





Born and raised in southern Oregon farm country, Ellie Spaneker flees her home and abusive husband, her trail dogged by a brutal ex-cop in the hire of her vengeful father-in-law.

In Portland, retired homicide detective Skin Kadash fills his idle days drinking coffee and searching for Eager Gillespie, a teen runaway of special interest as the only witness in a troublesome and long unsolved murder.

Eager, meanwhile, is on his own, grifting and working the angles in the homeless underground, oblivious to the unfolding events which will force him to face the consequences of a crime, and a longing, which has haunted him for years.

These disparate trails converge at a bloody standoff, the harrowing end of a string of violence that stretches from the high desert to the streets of Portland— committed by a perpetrator known only as Shadow.
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PART ONE


THE TRUTH HAS A WAY OF ELUDING CAPTURE
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November 19 — 8:03 am

The Idiot With the Pistol

Eager Gillespie once told me he’d be more likely to shit a diamond than live to see his twenty-first birthday. I dumped his beer anyway and he wandered off, shaking his head at the cruel injustice of it all. It will be almost a year before I see him again, in the street out front of my house—still years shy of drinking age but just in time to catch a bullet with his face.

The police have surrounded the house across from mine, established a temporary command center in my living room. Doesn’t bother me, being a once-upon-a-time cop myself, though it might have been nice if they’d used the magic word before hijacking my Sumatra Mandheling and high-speed internet connection. Inside the target house huddles the man who’d fired the shot that scattered his family like a flock of juncos shadowed by a hawk. The police have emptied the adjacent homes, pushed onlookers out of the tactical sight lines. A cluster of press vans are double-parked a block away. The blades of the news chopper circling above beat out a staccato background music that seems tuned to the cadence of my heart.

Watching through my dining room window, I first catch sight of Eager among the crowd straining against the barricades the cops have erected. Near me, the negotiator speaks calmly into a captive cell phone whose mate has been tossed through the open front door across the street. The man with the gun—my neighbor for chrissakes, fellow named Mitch Bronstein—doesn’t have much to say. No one knows what set him off. His wife Luellen, a fifteen-years younger corn-fed trophy from down south is no use. She seems to be in shock. Aside from answering a question about their little boy— “he’s with his grandfather now” —she’s got nothing to say. I can’t tell if she’s pleased about Grandpa or not. The older boy, a sweaty eighteen-year-old with a video gamer’s sullen detachment, identifies the gun as some kind of revolver. “Something big.” Spoken with cold self-possession. “Maybe an S&W 500.” No other guns in sight. So the cops figure best case is four hammer-blow rounds in the cylinder, assuming the kid knows a Model 500 from his left nut. Next best is Mitch topped off after his wife and son fled. But maybe he has something tucked in his waistband too. Worst case could be pretty bad when you spun out the potential scenarios—gun shows make anything possible. Thus the captive phone, the command team in my living room, the calm-voiced negotiator.

Except Mitch appears at his front door. For a moment he seems baffled by the tactical tableau before him, but then his eyes find focus and his gun hand rises. Half a dozen cops or more open fire. Mitch gets the one shot off. It’s then I realize Eager has slipped through the barrier, somehow managed to get down among the clot of uniforms. No one is sure in the confusion, but it appears Eager is in the path of Mitch’s bullet. I hear Luellen scream as Mitch sits down in the doorway, peers at his bloody chest and prods one of the bullet holes like he’s investigating dry rot. I follow the cops out into the street. Eager looks like he’s weeping blood. He opens his mouth, but only gibberish comes out, something about Jesus. I’ve never heard him mention Jesus. Someone rushes over to him but he insists he’s fine, maybe a little headache is all. Still bleeding, a slow trickle—the eyeball bulging and red but otherwise intact. He sits on the fender of a patrol car and waves off the EMTs. Eager never cared for doctors, or anyone with half an ounce of authority— maybe why he likes me. From the porch, Mitch calls out, asks for a glass of water. He’s got five bullets in him. Eager has just the one, a .22 from what turns out to be a single-shot long-barreled pistol, a pup’s gun. Ten minutes later Eager has vanished, no one knows where or how, and Mitch still wants his glass of water. He has to settle for an IV as the EMTs pack his wounds.

Mitch will claim he found the pistol in his older son’s bedroom. Jase is the kid’s name, from Mitch’s first marriage. The initial discharge, the one that sent Jase and Luellen scrambling, was supposedly an accident. He’d barged into the kitchen to confront his son, fired a shot without meaning to. Anger and a too-tight grip is his story. When the others ran and the cops showed, he panicked, replaced the bullet with one he’d found in a box under Jase’s pillow. Ashamed he was such a poor parent he didn’t know his son even had a weapon, he couldn’t stand the thought of what that meant about who he was. The second bullet was for himself. Then the phone bounced through the door and the calm voice talked to him. Just come to me, friend, and we’ll work this out. And so he’d come walking through the doorway and lifted the gun to offer it to the calm voice. When the cops all started shooting he’d fired again. Another mistake, a reflexive clench. Bang. He never meant to hurt anyone. Just wanted to know where his son got a goddamn gun.

No one would be buying Mitch’s bullshit. His wife has a darkening bruise on her cheek she claims she got on the way out the door, but everyone knows it’s from the back of a man’s hand. Even worse, a kid took a bullet in the face. He’s a dipshit stray maybe, but one you couldn’t help but like the way you like any puppy anxious to please. Half the cops present have rousted or arrested Eager at one time or another. No one is gonna believe the idiot with the pistol. Especially when they get inside the house and find a bullet hole in the kitchen wall big enough to shove your fist through and blood spatter like a spilled jar of paint trailing out the back door.

But Mitch isn’t my concern. I’m more interested in what brought Eager Gillespie to my street this morning out of so many, and where he’s gone so fast with a bullet in his head. Jesus. And I can’t help but recall Eager had once complained to me that some asshole stole his piece, a single-shot .22 he carried for protection, right out of his bindle as he slept under the Burnside Bridge.
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November 11


Silly, Silly Shadow


Shadow. That’s what he was. A shadow, cold and fluid. He moved like darkness sliding under the eaves at dusk. Like runoff pooling at the foot of a bluff. Like the chill that arrives a step ahead of bad news. It was who he was, though if you asked him about it he’d look through you like a man trying to read a sign in fog.


Shadow.


He loved the word, loved it like he loved his own name. It was his name, a word he could say, a sound half-breath, half-song. He rocked on his heels and gazed at the convenience store shelves around him, so many shapes and colors, like being lost in a box of crayons.


An old man came out of the back room and took up a spot behind the counter, fixed him with a cloudy gaze. A voice argued with itself from a radio on the counter. “How can I help you, son?”


“S-s-s-shadow ...”


The old man’s gaze flicked to the cloth wrapped around Shadow’s head and he frowned, puzzled. “Come again?”


“S-s-s-singing ... S-s-s-shadow.”


The old man seemed to deliberate for a moment. A cigarette smoldered in an ashtray between the cash register and the need-apenny-take-a-penny dish. The old man reached for it, took a long drag. Coughed up a moist pillow of smoke. His eyes gleamed as though he’d figured something out. When he spoke again, his voice was quiet.


“Where you from, son—the clinic? You got any family?”


He rolled his head ... not a shake, not a nod. He didn’t know how to answer the question.


“No one?” Flesh hung from the old man’s neck like a curtain and fluttered when he spoke, a streamer in a soft breeze.


“S-s-s-soft.”


The old man leaned back, eyes troubled. He seemed to come to a decision. “Soft all right.” His words were more breath than voice now. “Soft in the head.” He chuckled, weary, and started to turn away, to reach for the phone on the wall at his back.


Shadow didn’t think. Maybe couldn’t think. His hand shot forward, swift as a snake. The oldman’s larynx popped like an apple under a boot heel. A moment later, Shadow was behind the counter, singing over the fallen body. “S-s-s-silly, silly ...”
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Three Years, Three Months Before

Grass Fed and Pasture Raised

Elizabeth Spaneker, Ellie to her friend and Lizzie to most everyone else, sat on the bus stop bench at 41st and Hawthorne, August something, Year of Our Lord ... Year One, as far as she was concerned. Day One. Her head rested against the blank brick wall at her back, her eyes on the building across the street. She didn’t feel like herself. A spattering rain fell, off and on, but she hardly noticed. She was thinking back to a day at Givern Valley Regional High School. Sixth period health class, ninth grade. A different Ellie sat next to little Stuart Spaneker—the boy from whom she would later get both her last name and the stiffness in her neck on cold, damp days. At the front of the room, the teacher gestured with smooth, long-fingered hands. “Listen to me, people. Are you listening? This is serious stuff here, information that could save your lives.” No one was listening. Whispered conversations hissed on all sides. Ellie was more interested in the rain outside, hoping it would stop before school let out. At the front of the room the teacher frowned, lips tight, as if to say, “Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.” The skin of her face seemed dry and brittle. She was giving the condom lecture, a breathless flood of information she offered every April in a bid to mitigate the impact of hormones and spring fever, for all the good it did. In time, the lecture would get her fired as the increasingly lurid presentation collided with community standards, but Ellie would be graduated by then.

Stuart had leaned over to Ellie’s desk and dropped a half-sheet of folded notebook paper. She opened the note, face front as though she was listening to the condom lecture. Hey, Ellie. Do you prefer smooth, or ribbed for her pleasure? He’d signed it, Stu Baby.

Ellie crumpled the note. “Pervert.” She focused on the anxious teacher—Ellie, sitting at the bus stop, could no longer remember the woman’s name—but out of the corner of her eye she saw Stuart wink and make a smoochy face. He’d claim later it was in that health class that he’d set his sights on her, and Stuart had inherited the relentless drive and sense of entitlement that made the Spanekers first family of Givern Valley, Oregon.

“Everyone is talking about you and Stuart,” Luellen told her later. “They’re saying you two make a cute couple.”

Ellie thought about Stuart’s short, stocky form and ragged chestnut hair. “I don’t mate outside my species.”

“I think he’s kinda cute.” Luellen’s eyes gleamed. “He’ll spend money on you. His dad is rich.” She’d been Stuart’s target before Ellie, and seemed to enjoy the attention—and Stuart’s willingness to spend Hiram Spaneker’s money. Ellie gave her a look.

“Lu, please don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

“I’m just saying you might as well enjoy it.”

“Forget it. He’s a troll doll.”

Years later, a different Ellie would make excuses for abandoning her instinctive loathing of Stuart. She’d tell herself she’d been dazzled by the Spaneker money, which flowed like snowmelt when Stuart wanted to impress, or by the shaggy bangs that hung loose on his forehead, by the excess of confidence in his round, shiny eyes. Or maybe it was his sudden charm whenever she seemed primed to tell him to kiss off. But by the time she began to question her capitulation, it was too late; they were married and Stuart had knocked a baby from her womb.

A woman appeared out of the rain and dropped heavily onto the bus stop bench. She shook her umbrella, spraying Ellie with fine droplets. “Goodness! It’s been so rainy lately.” The woman looked away as she spoke, as if the comment was meant for someone else. There was no else. Half a block up Hawthorne a boy wheeled around on a skateboard, his t-shirt pasted to his shoulders by rain. Back in Givern, rainfall like this so late in August could make the difference between bankruptcy and a solvent winter for many families.

Ellie slid to the side to make room for the woman’s spongy hips and overstuffed canvas tote.

“It’s been wet this year, don’t you think?”

“I wouldn’t know.” The sky hung dark and heavy. The weathered blue awning above the bench offered little in the way of shelter. She’d lost the umbrella Pastor Sanders had given her. Yet one more small thing left behind, like so much else.

“You’re not from around here?”

Ellie brushed her hair off her face. The woman looked at her. Ellie stared back, her eyes tracing the caked and flaking boundary of foundation makeup that ran along the woman’s chin and up the back edge of her cheek. Her grey, wiry hair seemed to want to fly off in all directions, a well-used scrub brush. The woman leaned back on the bench and clasped her hands across her bosom. Her fingers were long and thin, the skin smooth on the backs of her hands, younger than the crazy hair and pancake makeup suggested. Suddenly, Ellie could almost smell her health teacher’s perfume. Miss Layton, that had been her name. Lady Latex behind her back.

“Are you going downtown?”

“Just getting out of the rain.”

“Ah.” The woman hesitated. “There’s a nice café up the way.”

Ellie fixed her gaze across the street at the white lap-sided building hugging the opposite corner, the wide glass windows adorned with posters advertising color copies for 79¢, overnight shipping with FedEx, UPS, or DHL, and private mail boxes for rent. The Ship Shop. Not the destination she’d imagined when she fled Givern two days before. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

The woman stiffened. “I just thought you might be more comfortable.”

Ellie had seen the café earlier. Hot tea would be nice, but she hesitated to spend the money until she knew how things would work out. And in any case, she needed to keep an eye on the Ship Shop, needed to see if Luellen arrived to pick up her mail.

“I’m fine right here.” None of the previous Ellies would have been so blunt to a stranger. Not Givern Ellie, no. But now she was different. Not herself—a new self. Bus Stop Ellie. Ship Shop Ellie. Waiting and Watching Ellie.

Hard to believe a week before she’d been someone’s wife.

The bus arrived, groaned to a stop. The woman threw Ellie a sour look and climbed aboard. Ellie pressed herself against the bench as the rain began to fall harder. She’d sent a letter to Luellen from Klamath Falls, but she had no way of knowing if Luellen had received it and no other way of getting in touch with her. There was no Luellen Granger in the phone book.

Earlier, when she’d first arrived at the Ship Shop, the boy behind the counter had cleared his throat and fiddled with a silver hoop that hung from his eyebrow. “I dunno ... I’m not supposed to ... you know.”

Ellie didn’t know. “I’m just trying to get in touch with my friend. Can’t you tell me how to reach her?”

The kid seemed to be only a teenager. He wore a green polyester vest over a wrinkled white dress shirt, his name DYMO-taped to a tag on his chest. RAAJIT. Ellie didn’t want to guess how to pronounce that. His dull brown hair, matted into long ropes, hung down past his shoulders and tattoos snaked up his neck from under his shirt collar. She caught a whiff of nutmeg and cedar shavings.

“You see, the thing is ...” He looked past her, eyes blank as if he’d just awakened from a long sleep inside the shop. Rip Van Raajit. “That’s the thing, you see.”

“I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

“My manager will be here soon.”

Yet when the manager arrived, he was even less helpful. “We don’t give out personal information about our customers.” His manner was as focused as Raajit’s was vague. He fixed Ellie with a hard stare from behind metal-framed glasses and adjusted his tie. No green vest or name tag for him. Ellie felt self-conscious about her own appearance. She’d arrived in Portland the previous evening after a long, anxious day on the bus. Armed with a Tri-Met transit map, she’d made her way across the river, found a cheap motel on East Burnside. She might have done better to sleep under a bridge. The motel, a decaying concrete and pressboard box called the Travel-Inn, tended to noisy shouting matches in the parking lot and frequent sex broadcast through the thin walls. She got almost no sleep, and the lukewarm shower in the morning did little to refresh her. Someone had stolen her duffel bag when she dozed off on the bus. This made the third day running in the same clothes. Luellen, she hoped, would have something clean she could wear.

“Maybe you could call her and let her know her friend Ellie is here from out of town.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that your friend has a personal mailbox here. Customer information is private.”

“I don’t have to know what number you call.”

“I can’t help you.”

“Would you at least put a note in her box?”

“Only regular mail or deliveries from shipping services go in the rental boxes.”

“I’ll buy a stamp.”

“And you can put your note in the mail pickup bin. It’ll get back here tomorrow or the next day, when it can be properly sorted and delivered.”

Ellie looked away. There were no benches. Just a row of self-service copy machines and a couple of counters. Staplers and paper cutters. The rental mailboxes lined the side wall. Nowhere to sit, but Ellie could stand until Luellen showed up. She’d stand all day if necessary. She moved toward the corner, took up a position next to a rack of office supplies.

The manager turned to the kid. “I’m going to get a latte.”

“Okay, Mister Blount.”

“I want her gone by the time I get back.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Ellie saw the boy squirm. The manager glowered at her as he pushed through the door. Ellie turned to Raajit, pressure building in her chest.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry—” Ma’am. She was only a few years older than he was.

“It’s been over a year since I’ve seen her.”

“You can’t stay here.”

“I don’t know how else to reach her.”

The boy looked out the window, watched until his boss was out of sight. “Okay. Give me the note. But you can’t wait around here. Most folks don’t come in every day to check their mail.” And so Ellie made her way out to the bench, to sit in the rain, to dodge offhand conversation, to wait and to watch.

The bus pulled away, carrying off the woman and her thick makeup. Across the street, Ellie saw a man in front the Ship Shop. He looked back at her, hands at his sides, a settled quality to his stance as though he’d been there all along. Big fellow with a round head propped atop his barrel trunk, sun-bleached crew cut capping his wide face. He wore jeans and a canvas jacket, stood tall and indifferent to the rain. Grass fed and pasture raised, so the stolid, pious folks back home might say of him, seeing the devout and steadfast in his obvious resolve. Ellie knew better. As she met his stare, she felt her face go slack with fear. The man belonged to Hiram Spaneker.




[image: comman1.jpg]


November 9


Local Farmer Found Dead


WESTBANK, OR: Local police in Westbank report the discovery of the body of Immanuel Kern, a Givern Valley farmer, in his home Friday night. Cause of death has not been determined, pending the post mortem examination. Responding officers, however, report no evidence of foul play. Kern was 64.
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Almost Four Months Before


Get Yourself Some Sandpaper


In over twenty-five years as a cop, I only shot one person. Mitch Bronstein was angling hard to be number two—and my first fatality. Shortly before seven o’clock on a Friday morning my doorbell rang and I knew it would be him. Since I retired, no one else would dare.


I opened the door in a sleeveless t-shirt and boxers, cup of coffee in my hand.


“Kadash, I got a problem.”


“So do I. Standing on my porch at the crack of fucking dawn.”


“Someone painted my house.”


I sipped my coffee. Ruby Jane had given me a French press a few weeks before, a birthday present months before my birthday. I was still figuring it out, still getting the grind and portioning right. Even short of perfect, the coffee was pretty damn good. “So what happened? Painter overcharge you?”


He threw up his hands. “No. Jesus.” He turned and waved toward his place. “I mean, like, graffiti. My goddamn front door might be ruined.”


“Sorry to hear it, Mitch.” Mount Tabor isn’t Felony Flats, isn’t Eastside Industrial or Portsmouth, but we get our share of taggers, especially in the summer when too many kids have too much time on their hands. Hell, my own house has been tagged once or twice over the years. As the ancient philosopher suggests, paint happens.


“The thing is, I was hoping you could help me out.”


“I’m not much of a handy man.”


“No, not like that. I mean, help me find the guy who did it.”


I knew what he was going to ask as soon as he mentioned graffiti, but I’d hoped my attempt at willful witlessness would derail his intent before I had to tell him to blow me. “Sorry, Mitch. Can’t help you.”


“You’re a cop though. Aren’t you?”


“I’m retired, Mitch.” He looked at me. From his expression I might as well have been speaking Klingon. “I don’t work for the police bureau anymore.”


“What’s that got to do with anything?”


“Well, what you want is a cop. I’m not a cop.”


“I just thought—”


“Listen. What do you do for a living?”


“What difference does that make?”


“Indulge me.”


“You know what I do, Kadash.” True. “I’m a marketing consultant. I develop campaigns, do some creative direction and copy writing. Media, you know.”


I nodded. “Sure. Makes sense.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I bet you have a half-finished novel or screenplay tucked away on your hard drive. You work on it weekends, or when Lu takes the kids out for ice cream. But you’ve got this busy life keeping you from giving it your all. Am I right? So you tell yourself when you retire you’ll finally dedicate yourself to who you really are. Not just copywriter, but author with a capital A.”


He regarded me for a moment, his expression a mix of bewilderment and restiveness. I guessed I’d hit pretty close to the mark. Mitch wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Early forties, fit. He kept his dark hair cut short and combed back. He’d obviously been up a while, was coifed and dressed for casual Friday at the office: white polo shirt and tan Dockers. “What’s your point?”


“It doesn’t work that way for guys like me. I was a cop. Being retired means not having to be a cop anymore. If I wanted to still be a cop, I’d still be a cop. But I’m not. I sit on my deck. I watch the birds. I read vampire novels and rent movies.”


“But—”


“Mitch, listen to me. I’m not sitting over here itching to investigate your shitty little vandalism. Do you hear what I’m saying?”


From the moment he moved in, Mitch exuded a hail-fellow, well-met bonhomie I had little patience for. He might show up at any time, invite himself in for a beer or try to drag me over to see his latest toy. Stainless steel gas grill, high def television, margarita blender. I tried to be polite, but the extent to which Mitch and I knew each other was mostly dependent on his own need to be seen and heard.


“What am I supposed to do?” The hurt added a wobble to his voice.


I sighed. “Go back home, pick up the phone, and dial the Southeast Precinct non-emergency line. They’ll take your report right over the phone. Hell, I’ll give you the number if you like.”


“Kadash—”


I stuck up my free hand. “Your graffiti problem is not a novel on my hard drive. My hard drive is for Audubon Society newsletters and internet porn, okay? You want someone to do something about your door, you do what I told you. In a week or a month, an actual cop might stop by. Or not. Just in case, take a picture of the tag before you clean it off so they can add it to the file if someone ever shows up.”


“What’re you, Kadash, fifty-something? Fifty-five, tops? That’s too young to go limp, man.”


I imagined his polo shirt drenched in coffee. Ruby Jane would decry the waste of a good cuppa joe. “Mitch, I’m retired.”


“But, Jesus, man. Look at the front of my house. You’re the neighborhood cop.”


No one would blame me if I shot him. Goddamn seven o’clock in the morning over some spray paint. The fact I was up and fiddling with the French press was beside the point. A man needed boundaries. But then Mitch turned and flung his arm out, like he was pointing at a heap of bodies. I looked across the street. His place was bigger than mine, a nice two-story faux Victorian with a wide front porch. When he and his cute little wife moved in a few years before, they’d painted the joint an overly lemon yellow with blue and white trim, had the yard landscaped. Pulled out the rusted chain link fence and installed cedar pickets.


The tagger had hit the oversized oak front door: the black symbol stark against the blond wood and inset stained glass. A deft touch with a spray paint can.
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“What the hell am I supposed to do about that?”


“Get yourself some sandpaper.”


“I thought you were a police officer.”


I was talking to a houseplant.


“I mean, you still know people. Right? You know how to do this. I sure as hell can’t do it. What the hell do I know about tracking down a criminal?”


“Southeast Precinct. Non-emergency line. Report.” I waved tata with my cup, took a step back, started to close the door.


Mitch stuck a Topsider across my door jamb and stood before me, arms crossed, lips pressed out. I sighed, shook my head. My coffee was getting cold, but Mitch was oblivious. I suppose I could have told him I already knew who did it; I recognized Eager’s tag. I didn’t know he was back in town. He was supposed to be living with his mother in Spokane. And while I didn’t want Mitch to know it, I had to admit I was a wee bit curious why he chose the Bronstein door as a spot to plant his flag.
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Three Years, Three Months Before

None of Your Concern

Just before sundown, a man showed up on the front porch of the duplex, hollering and banging. He appeared during summer evening twilight, front windows open to let some air in. Eager had just got his sisters into the tub. They’d laughed at his dumb joke about how you could grow tomatoes in the dirt caked on their fingers, something he’d heard some granny say in Fred Meyer. He left them splashing in the bubbles and was sitting in front of his mother’s TV flipping between Spongebob and Scrubs when he heard the voice boom through the house. “Charm! Hey! Open up!” Eager looked down the stairs and caught a glimpse of the man’s bulk in silhouette through the narrow window beside the front door.

“Who is that?” Eager tried to talk to his mother as she swept through the hallway from the kitchen.

“You’re supposed to be getting your sisters ready for bed.”

“They’re taking a bath.”

“Mmm.” Charm Gillespie forgot Eager in an instant, went to the door and flipped the porch light switch.

Eager crouched on the stairs. Charm had her chef’s knife in one hand, a cigarette in the other. She called through the front door. “Who’s there?”

“Hey, baby. How you doing?” The man’s voice echoed.

“Big Ed?” She opened the door as far as the chain would allow, peered through the gap. “For chrissakes, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Come on, baby. Open the door. I came to see you.”

The girls appeared at Eager’s back, their skin soapy and slick. He raised a finger to his lips, then started sliding down the stairs, butt cheeks bumping one step at a time. Gem and Jewel, wrapped in towels, pressed their faces between the uprights of the banister and dripped onto the worn carpet. Below, Charm had one foot jammed against the base of the door as if she expected the man to pop the chain. She was slapping the knife blade against her thigh, the gesture increasingly wayward. Eager hoped she didn’t slice through the shiny denim and open a vein. He’d have to clean the blood up.

“You got no business here. Get lost.”

“Don’t be that way, baby.”

She dragged deep on her cigarette. “Drop dead, and when you do, make sure it’s not on my fucking porch.”

“Jesus, Charm. You’re so dramatic. I happened to be in town and wanted to see you and the kids.”

“Ever think I don’t want to see you? As for the kids, I doubt you could pick ‘em out in a room full of monkeys.”

“They’re that wild, huh?” The big man’s laughter rattled the window frames.

“No, asshole, you’re that stupid.”

“Aww, come on. I thought we could spend some time together.” He reached through the opening, grappled her breast with his meaty hand.

She swung the knife up so quickly the big man barely yanked his hand clear in time. “You are out of your fucking mind if you think I’m letting you or your septic cock anywhere near me.” She brandished the blade. “Grab my tit one more time and you’ll wake up in a body bag.”

Eager reached the bottom of the stairs and slipped up behind his mother. “Who’s that?” He caught a glimpse of the man’s big face and crew cut through the open door.

“Nobody.” Charm spat smoke through the gap in the door. “Fuck off, asshole. I squared my debt with you and Hiram ages ago.” She pushed the door shut in his face, flipped the deadbolt as he shouted out on the porch.

“Charm, goddamn you! Open the door, you skanky bitch!”

She swept into the front room and closed the windows, muffling the shouts of the big man on the porch. Eager followed her through the dining room into the kitchen. The air in the house seemed to condense behind her.

“How come he wanted to see us kids?”

“Shut the hell up.” She grabbed the phone off the charger and punched the number pad like she was trying to poke out someone’s eyes. “Police, yes, goddammit.” She looked like she wanted to swallow the handset. “There’s a goddamn psycho screaming on my porch and I want to know what the hell you’re gonna do about it.”

The guy beat feet long before the cops arrived.

Next day, Eager asked his mother about him while she drank her coffee at the kitchen table. “Just some crazy asshole who overreacted to a misunderstanding a long time ago. None of your concern.”

“Why was he yelling like that?”

“What did I tell you? I’ll kick your balls up into your belly you don’t shut up about it.”

He shrugged and munched cereal. Charm was a big talker; he got worse from bullies at school. The girls came down, poured cereal and spilled orange juice on the kitchen table. They started flicking Cheerios at each other. Charm ignored them. She sat haloed in smoke and stared into her coffee cup until her cigarette burned down to the filter. Then she dropped the butt into her cup and got up.

“Eddie, Gem, Jewel, I expect you all to get this shit hole cleaned up while I’m at work. And don’t you dare leave this house.”

The girls stopped playing with their cereal and looked at Eager. He rolled his eyes. Charm didn’t seem to notice. She left her cup on the table. Ten minutes later, Eager was out the door and skating down to Hawthorne to scare up some spending money. Beg, borrow, or steal, only there’d be no borrowing and little enough begging. The girls were on their own, digging holes in the yard or setting fires or whatever it was they did all day.

The last thing he expected was to see the big man from the porch again, this time in the auto repair parking lot next to the coffee shop, with his hand clasped around some woman’s throat.
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November 11


Disturbance At Area Clinic


MERRILL, OR: County police were called in to help control a disturbance at the Upper Basin Center for Cognitive Medicine outside Merrill last night. Staff at the private clinic report a female visitor became agitated with a patient. When asked to calm down, she responded with verbal abuse and threats of violence toward staff members. The woman fled before police could arrive, but in the ensuing confusion a number of patients left the facility.


County sheriffs are currently searching for the missing patients, who suffer from a variety of cognitive impairments. Deputy Raelene Suggins of the Klamath County Sheriff’s Office asks area residents to report anyone seen wandering or suffering apparent disorientation or confusion.
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November 19 — 8:20 am


Roaming Eye Rolls


I’m not part of this. This electronic buzz, this steadfast authority. Cops move from here to there in the street out front of my house, pre-programmed automatons following invisible tracks. Some enter Mitch’s; others come out. A few stand at the crowd control barricades, shaking their heads and repeating the phrase, “We’ll have this cleared up as soon as we can, sir and/or ma’am.” Others work the street, knocking on doors or interviewing neighbors. On his porch, the EMTs crawl over Mitch like ants scaling a picnic lunch. Everyone has a job. Each knows exactly what to do.


I have no idea what’s going on anymore.


A typical November drizzle falls, too thin to send gathered onlookers looking for umbrellas. I feel it in my shoes. I ask a few people about Eager, but no one has seen him. The EMTs are focused on Mitch and don’t have time for me. I’m only allowed inside the barricade out of deference to my status as a former one-of-us—a pity lay. Or maybe it’s the fact they still have command of my house. I’m talking to one of my neighbors, a woman with two daughters in pre-school, when Mitch goes into cardiac arrest.


“What an awful thing.” She’s watching the EMTs. Her name is Helen, and this is the most we’ve spoken since she and her husband moved in three years before. “Right here on our street.”


It can happen anywhere, I tell her. “A street full of manicured lawns and well-maintained minivans sure as hell didn’t stop Mitch from going off the rails, did it?” She looks troubled, mutters about her daughters stuck inside with her mother. They need to get going. Everyone is late for everything: work, day care, bridge club. Helen flinches when, up the street, a television news van backs up under a birch tree and catches a branch with a satellite dish raised up on its telescopic armature. The branch snaps with a sound like a gunshot. Helen trots toward her house, hands gripping her upper arms, cotton-swathed thighs swishing. No doubt I’ll see a For Sale sign in her yard in the next couple of weeks, she and her husband convinced life is more certain out in Forest Grove or Happy Valley.


I move back to my front lawn. The EMTs have got Mitch on an IV now, oxygen mask over his nose and mouth. His face is bone white and the way his head flops side-to-side makes me wonder if I’ll ever see him again. A hand grasps my elbow. I turn and there’s Susan, my former partner in Homicide. Lieutenant Mulvaney now. She’s running the investigative side of this circus, coordinating with tactical from my living room. I’ve known Susan for a long time.


“Skin, do you have a cigarette?”


“You’re smoking again?”


She squeezes her lips together. “If I was smoking again don’t you think I’d have my own cigarettes?”


“I dunno. Maybe you’ve become a mooch in your old age.”


“Do you have a cigarette or not?”


“I quit.”


Susan is tall and slender, with dusty blond hair wrapped up in a loose bun under her hat. She’s in uniform this morning, a look I’m not used to. Her green eyes appear dull in the watery light, and her hair sports more grey than I remember. She breathes through her nose. There was a time when I could read her every expression, but things have changed between us. “You’re sticking with it then.”


“Sometimes it’s easy, sometimes not so much. You know how it is.”


“I had Eric and Leah to keep me honest.”


I’m not sure if she’s tossing a jab my way or not—she knows enough of my own disastrous romantic history to be aware of my shortage of anyone to keep me honest. But with Susan it isn’t always easy to tell, especially since I retired and she got her promotion. Like a marriage falling apart, the collapse of our partnership had been driven by both bitterness and regret. To say our relationship is amicable these days is perhaps overstating the case. But at the same time, I’d still like to believe I can trust her when my nuts are in a vice.


“How long has it been?”


“A year and a half.”


She nods. “That long.” The skin under her eyes is dark. I can tell she has something else on her mind, but I’m not sure if she’s come out here to share with me or is taking a break from all the clanking brass furrowing their brows in my living room. I myself had fled at least two captains and a commander, and hell, even the Man herself, Chief Rosie Sizer, who solemnly shook my hand, thanked me, and apologized for my trouble before handing me off to some spit-polished sergeant who wanted to know where he could plug in a tangle of cell phone chargers. I can’t blame Susan for slipping away. She’s been juggling a lot all morning, and I almost feel bad about adding to her troubles.


“So. Who you got looking for Eager?”


Her posture goes taut. “Eager Gillespie? Why should I have anyone looking for him?”


“You didn’t see it? When Mitch got the shot off?”


“What are you saying?”


“Eager took the bullet in the eye.”


She doesn’t answer right away. “No one informed me.” I can tell she’s not pleased, but her only outward concession to an emotional response is to blink a couple of times. “Where is he now?”


I turn over my hands. “That’s what I’d like to know. The paramedics checked him out, but he got pissy the way he does and they turned their attention to Mitch. Next thing I know, he’s outa here. No one knows where.”


“You must not have seen it right.” I’m sure that’s what she’d prefer. If he wasn’t shot, he’s not her problem. She also won’t have to deal with the fact she wasn’t informed of another victim of this morning’s fiasco.


“I was looking right at him when the gun went off, Susan.”


Her tongue probes the inside of her cheek. She’s staring across the street at Mitch’s porch, but I don’t think she sees anything. “Maybe he’s all right.”


“Has Eager ever been all right?”


She drops her gaze and tilts her head, conceding the point. We encountered Eager the first time together after he was discovered at the scene of a homicide. Young woman shot to death, murder weapon never recovered. Eager the only witness—a useless witness, as it happened.


“I don’t know what to tell you, Skin.”


“Don’t you think it’s interesting he was here this morning?”


“I don’t know. Should it be interesting?”


“Well, we’re a short stroll from the scene of an unsolved murder he was part of and now he appears again the morning a straight goes Virginia Tech on his own family. I find that interesting.”


“You think Eager has something to do with this?”


“I think it’s pretty damn convenient he happened to show up this morning. Here.”


“Hmmm.” She’s wishing my interest in Eager would burn off like the morning fog. All Eager can do at this point is make her life more difficult, particularly if Mitch’s errant bullet is in back of his eyeball. “Skin, here’s the thing: Luellen Bronstein and the kid, Mitch Bronstein’s son?”


“What about them?”


“What do you know about them?”


“Only what anyone knows about his neighbors. They’ve only lived here a few years.” Susan cocks her head at me. For some people, that’s enough time to get written into the will.


“You’ve never talked to her?”


“Luellen? Sure. Mostly to say hi, lousy weather we’re having. Why?”


“What do you know about the kids?”


“Their names.”


“Jason and Danny.”


“Right.” I’m being more reticent than necessary, but I’m annoyed Susan isn’t concerned about Eager. I don’t want to tell her I’ve watched the little one for Luellen more times than I can count. Good boy, calls me Mister Skin. Beyond that, I know Jase has been in and out of trouble ever since his mother left Mitch when the kid was fourteen. But I also know if I tell Susan all this she’ll want to interrogate me, and I have no interest in becoming a part of her investigation.


I’ve also never been able to match Susan’s patience. “Jase is from Mitch’s first marriage.”


“He doesn’t get along with Luellen. I could see it in their body language.”


“Near as I can tell, Jase doesn’t like anyone.”


“This morning when the first patrol cars responded to the 9-1-1, they caught him running one direction, Luellen another. When we talked to them, she was upset, anxious. Like you’d expect. He acted like we were keeping him from something more important.”


I turn my hands over. “Susan, he wouldn’t piss on you if you were fire.”


“How about Danny?”


“What about him? He’s four years old.” I study her face, but as usual she’s a stone. “Susan, what’s this about?”


“The Bronsteins were married three years ago. According to one of his colleagues at work they only met a few months before they were married.”


“Okay. Danny isn’t his kid. So what?”


“Danny wasn’t there this morning.”


“Damn good thing too.”


“At least, that’s what she told us. ‘He’s with his grandfather now.’” She pulled at her lower lip. “Now. Don’t you think that’s an odd way to put it?”


Susan doesn’t talk just to hear the sound of her own voice. I know from long experience she’s trying to fit the pieces together, looking for what connects to what. Mitch, Danny and his grandfather, the .22, the blood in the kitchen, the bullet hole in the wall. I’d be doing the same thing if I was still on the job. And, in a way, maybe I am. But I have my own interest.


“Have they recovered the bullet?” I’d rather Susan answer my questions than the other way around.


“From the kitchen wall?” She nods, pensive. “There was tissue and blood present. Justin Marcille says it’s most likely  .357 or .38, but he won’t know for sure until he gets it processed.”


“It went through somebody.”


Another nod.


“And definitely not from Mitch’s gun.”


“Not the one he had on him, no.”


“And you don’t believe any of that shit Mitch jabbered at the EMTs.”


“We’ll check it out.”


“What does Luellen have to say?”


Her lips squeeze together again and she raises her hand to her face. It shakes a little as she rubs one eye. Susan isn’t easily troubled, and I feel a chill run through me. Or maybe it’s the rain dribbling down inside my collar.


“Luellen and Jason are gone.”


“What do you mean? Gone where?”


“I left them in my car to catch their breath while I talked to Bronstein’s boss. They’d had a rough morning, you know?” She’s breathing through her nose again. “The officer I asked to keep an eye on them got distracted by an argument, one of your neighbors unhappy his car was inside the perimeter. When the officer got back to my car, they were gone. No one saw them leave.”


She’s losing witnesses left and right. “Whose blood is it? In the kitchen.”


“We’re pretty sure it’s not Bronstein’s. His wounds all appear to be from the exchange on the porch, and the trail goes out the back door, not toward the front of the house. It’s definitely not Luellen or Jason’s. They were both uninjured.”


Who does that leave? Susan doesn’t ask and I don’t answer, but we’re both thinking the same thing. Someone else was there. Grandpa maybe. Packing heat, whoever it was. But who got shot, and who did the shooting? Neither of us want to contemplate little Danny in that kitchen.


“Susan.” I’m trying to duck the obvious. “This isn’t the first time Eager’s appeared at a scene involving a missing gun.”


“Okay.” But then she shakes her head. “It’s not his blood either. I don’t know why he was here this morning, but a teenager making an appearance in his old neighborhood is hardly cause for a press conference.”


“He’s supposed to be in Spokane with his mother.”


“So now we’re surprised Eager Gillespie isn’t where he’s supposed to be?” She gives me a sad little smile. “Skin, I know you like him. A lot of us like him. But that doesn’t change the fact he’s a poster child for mandatory minimum sentencing. I don’t have time to deal with him and all his crap right now.”


I feel a tickle in my throat, the beginning of a cigarette craving. Thanks, Susan, for waking that up again. This would be the time to tell her about Eager’s tag appearing on Mitch’s door a few months back, but instead I shake my head and turn away. “Sorry for troubling you.” I try to keep the edge out of my voice, but don’t think I pull it off. I’m fuming, because I hate the feeling that a year into retirement, I rate no better than some guy down on Pioneer Courthouse Square selling Scientology or 9/11 conspiracies.


“Skin, wait.” She grabs my forearm before I can walk off. “Listen, if he’s hurt, he’ll turn up in an ER sooner or later. I’ll put the word out, make sure I’m flagged. Okay?”


“Sure. Fine.”


“I’ve got to go. We’ll be out of your place soon.” She lets go of my arm, turns toward the house.


“Susan, do me one favor at least.” She looks back at me. “Check the bullet from the kitchen against the one they pulled out of that girl.”


“Skin—”


“Just do it. Might get a surprise.”


She heads back up my walk. Sun breaks through from the east, but the rain is still falling. I glance around. The chaos continues. So many vehicles are idling, cop cars, news vans, I feel light-headed from the exhaust. Reporters hound my neighbors, some on camera, some on tape. I can hear the voices but can’t make out the words. Uniforms are talking to others, making notes. Detectives will do more detailed interviews later. Thankfully not me.


I decide it’s time to get the hell out of there. Come back when things are back to normal. But before I can lift a foot, I catch sight of a figure standing at the barricade. For a second I think it’s Eager. But only for a second, because the size and shape of their frames are the only things this fellow and Eager have in common. I almost turn away, thinking about coffee, but then I give him another look. Something about him. He’s short, half past five, and narrow at the waist but thick at the neck and forearms, dressed in what appear to be dusty scrubs under a denim jacket. His head is wrapped in dirty white cloth, a scarf of some kind, an imperfect turban. He stares at Mitch and Luellen’s house, watches as Mitch is attended by the EMTs. When they hoist Mitch onto the gurney, he turns my way, and for a moment our eyes meet—his are dark and round and unfocused, and one, the left, rolls loose and independent of the other.


I don’t interest him, though, and after only a brief pause his head keeps turning and rising until it stops, abruptly fixed. I follow his gaze up and over my shoulder to the summit of Mount Tabor behind me. When I look back, he’s still staring. Then, arms stiff at his sides, his hands flex open and his roaming eye rolls into place. Flex, fists, flex, fists. I can almost see the recognition in his face. But of what, I wonder. I know what I think of whenever I look that direction. Three years before, we found Eager Gillespie up there on the summit weeping beside the body of a dead young woman.


I blink, and the man is gone.
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Years Long Gone


Thinking the Devil’s Thoughts


Ellie was born on a simmering June night, an event she’d recall years later with almost as much clarity as supper the day before. It didn’t occur to her there was anything odd about such a memory. She remembered the sound of her mother’s cries, and strange lateral motions and choking pressure. The first piercing sensation of light. “I’m glad I don’t have to go through that again,” she mused one morning over scrambled eggs and sliced tomatoes. Age nine. Ellie’s mother, a hard-eyed woman with forearms like canned hams, asked what possessed her little Lizzie to say such a thing. Unconscious of the sharp edge to her mother’s voice, Ellie described the pain of being turned in the womb, her sudden awareness of cold and moisture, of being smothered by her birth caul. Her mother flinched at mention of the caul and started clearing the breakfast dishes, her movements brisk.


“What’s the matter, Mommy?” Her father and brothers were already up and out, her sister still in bed. Ellie didn’t often get to be alone with her mother.


“Finish your eggs.” Spoken to the window over the kitchen sink.


“I didn’t think I was alone in there, but I guess I musta been, huh?”


Her mother turned and slapped her, a blow so powerful it spun Ellie around in her chair. She held onto her tears, but ran from the kitchen and never mentioned the memory to her mother again. The only other people she ever told were Stuart and Luellen. The admission to Stuart came in a moment of foolish weakness after Rob, her oldest brother, revealed during her mother’s funeral reception that Ellie had had a twin. It was a boy, half-developed and stillborn, buried as Aiden Kern in the children’s plot behind the adult graves. Ellie had seen the stone, but it included no dates and for her it had always been just one among many. The Kerns had been in Givern Valley for a long time, longer even than the Spanekers.


Stuart loved gossiping almost as much as talking about himself. The story of Ellie’s recollection spilled from his mouth into the ears of Pastor Wilburn and others at the Little Liver Creek Victory Chapel during Men’s Breakfast the following Saturday. The same afternoon the old man took it upon himself to drive out to the house to tell Ellie she should forget such nonsense.


When she heard why Wilburn was there, she refused to make coffee. They sat in the front room of Ellie and Stuart’s little house on the secondhand couch passed down from her grandparents.
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