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			‘Fire being the seed of all existing things, to which they must in time again return, has suggested to generations of pyromaniacs the alarming idea that if humanity could only be consumed entire then it must, as a matter of course, arise from the flames renewed and purified.’

			Richard Cavendish

			Man, Myth & Magico

		

	
		
			Thank you, Peach, for being my daughter. You are pure joy and love, and my love for you grows every day. Thank you for being you.

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Torch and the Tinder

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“If I didn’t know you better,” Joe said, “I’d think you were calling me out.”

			Michelle wouldn’t look at him. “It’s not calling you out, honey. It’s constructive criticism.”

			“Doesn’t feel much like it to me. Feels like you think you married a loser.”

			Michelle did glance at him then, a finger to her lips to warn him off rousing Lily.

			“It’d take a sonic boom to wake her up,” Joe said, but he threw a look in the rearview just to make sure. Their two-year-old daughter was conked, her mouth open and her face turned sideways, a spill of long black hair tumbling down her cheek.

			“Let’s just drop it,” Michelle said.

			“You’re the one who brought it up.”

			She sighed. “Well, it was frustrating, Joe. Aren’t I allowed to feel frustrated?”

			He willed his voice to stay even, but it took an effort. “You don’t think I’m mad about it, honey? Maybe I should shout some cuss words, smash a few beer bottles over my head so you know I’m agitated.”

			“Smartass.”

			“I wanted that contract more than anybody. I work for two months with a client and those Wilson jerkoffs come in at the last minute and undercut me?”

			Some of Michelle’s angst seemed to dissipate. “I know you’re disappointed, dear.” She shook her head, tapped her fingers on her legs. “Maybe it’s the name.”

			Joe felt the skin at his temples tighten. “It’s not the name.”

			“Joe Crawford Construction just sounds so…”

			“Accurate?”

			“Boring.”

			“Thanks a lot.”

			“You know what I mean,” she said. “It’s not catchy.”

			“And Azure Horizons is?”

			She shrugged. “You have to admit Azure Horizons sounds more interesting than Joe Crawford Construction.”

			“Azure Horizons sounds like an airline company,” Joe said. “Or a Latino porn star. Take your pick.”

			She made a pained face. “The Wilson Brothers are no better at building houses than you are.”

			“They’re idiots.”

			“But this is the third time in as many months they’ve outbid you.”

			“Underbid, honey. There’s a big difference.”

			“So lower your bids.”

			He clenched his jaw, forced himself to pay attention to the road. They were nearing town, the Marathon gas station up there on the left. His eyes flicked to the fuel gauge. Nearly empty. They’d have to stop.

			“I’ve explained this, honey,” he said, taking care to keep his tone low. They’d have to wake Lily when they got home, but it was usually best to let her sleep as long as possible. When she didn’t nap, she was more frightening than a terrorist on crystal meth. He went on. “If I put forth a lowball bid and the client accepts it, what happens when the project gets going and the costs start to rise?”

			“You do what every other contractor does and raise the price.”

			“I don’t do business that way.”

			“You won’t do business at all unless you adapt.”

			It hit him like a punch to the gut. Michelle was seldom this way to him, but he’d made the mistake of dreaming aloud of the new car he’d buy her once the contracts on this deal were signed. The ragged edge in her voice was her unvarnished disappointment talking. But that didn’t make it sit any easier.

			She sighed. “Sorry for being selfish.”

			“Are you?” he asked without looking at her. The gas station was a hundred yards up.

			“You know I am.”

			“I can be like everybody else and overcharge for materials and drag my feet to inflate my labor fee, but I’m not going to do that.” He signaled a left turn. The gas station looked busy. All the pumps but one were occupied. He said, “What you’re talking about, that’s dishonest. I tell people the price, and I try to steer clear of overages. If that makes me some kind of chump, then so be it.”

			She smiled wanly. “It’s like I’m sitting here with my dad.”

			He pulled into the station and sidled their black Tundra next to the vacant pump. Cutting the engine, he turned to her and said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

			Michelle’s smile grew a little brighter.

			Joe rolled down the windows and climbed out. He didn’t like the gasoline fumes wafting in toward Lily, but he liked the prospect of her and her mother baking in the unseasonably hot early April afternoon even less. He left the door ajar, swiped his card, and chose the cheapest grade of gas. As he waited for the all-clear to start fueling, his gaze wandered over to a maroon van parked on the other side of the pump. There was a blond woman pumping gas and another blond sitting behind the wheel. He saw what looked like a kid’s car seat behind the passenger’s seat.

			Joe’s pump said “Please proceed” in a pleasant female voice, so he did, inhaling the gas fumes as he pulled the trigger and braced it to remain on until the tank was full. He felt a pang of guilt at enjoying the fumes so much – his mom had always warned that sniffing them would kill brain cells – but he couldn’t help it. He’d always loved the smell.

			A plaintive cry tore at his ears, a child’s cry, and for a moment, Joe thought Lily had awakened. But when he glanced to his right, he saw his daughter still snoozing peacefully and realized it was the kid in the maroon van doing the bawling. He took a sideways step and saw that, yes, there was a little boy in the car seat, and he was indeed wailing. Little fella couldn’t have been more than a year old and had hair the color of bleached straw. He noticed, too, the pretty young woman in the driver’s seat was glaring up in the mirror at her boy with a grim look on her face. She didn’t look so pretty anymore. Or very old, for that matter. She couldn’t have been much over twenty.

			Joe’s eyes shifted to the lady at the gas pump and saw how it was more clearly. The little boy belonged to the younger woman. The woman at the pump was the grandma – the very young grandma. Probably forty-three or forty-four, just a couple years older than Joe. Of course, from the way the grandma was dressed, she didn’t much like the thought of growing older. The denim shorty shorts and the tight white top showed so much leg and midriff that the lady could’ve posed for a nudie magazine with minimal fuss. The shorts were so tight Joe worried her female parts might suffer from oxygen deprivation. But she wore them well, there was no doubt about that. Grandma looked thirty or so, until you got to the face. And though it wasn’t a bad face and might even have been called attractive, there was a hardness there, a fierceness that suggested she’d seen much of life and wouldn’t put up with anybody else messing her over.

			The little boy in the van continued to wail.

			Joe saw the look on the young mother’s face and felt a ripple of misgiving sweep through him. The young mom, her blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, was staring daggers at the kid in the overhead mirror now. Joe glanced at the young grandma at the pump and thought, Hurry, lady. Your daughter’s at the end of her fuse. I’ve got a feeling the toddler in the backseat isn’t a stranger to fussing like this, which means his momma’s nerves are as frayed as old wires.

			“You gonna stand out there all day?” Michelle’s voice called.

			Joe blinked, returning to himself, and glanced at the gas pump. Stepping over and leaning into the open doorway of the pickup, he said, “It’s three-quarters full. Can we get Lily home and into her crib without waking her up?”

			“It’s probably better if she does get up,” Michelle said, checking her watch. “It’s five now. If she doesn’t wake soon, she’ll be up all night.”

			Joe nodded. “You’re right. She’ll be cranky th—”

			A flat, solid sound popped in the spring air. Joe felt his guts squirm. Michelle’s face paled. She was staring at something beyond him. He knew what it was even before he turned, knew it yet hoped against hope it wasn’t true. But when he did crane his neck around and peered through the windshield and saw what was happening, it was as though Joe’s internal organs turned to mush and settled in the pit of his stomach.

			“Joe,” Michelle said in a small, breathless voice.

			Jesus Christ, he thought. Jesus Christ.

			The young mother stood in the van’s open side doorway. She raised her hand again, her face twisted in a snarl. She was spitting sibilant words at the little boy through bared teeth. Her eyes were enraged and full of white.

			His whole body numb and shaking, Joe pushed himself away from the pickup, and his view was momentarily washed out by the late afternoon sun glare boiling off the van’s windshield. But he still saw a flash of brown skin as the young woman’s arm whipped down, still heard the sickening, meaty smack of bony fingers on tender pink flesh. His heart thumping, his gorge a bursting mass of heat, Joe stumbled over the concrete island on legs he couldn’t feel. He was distantly aware of the young grandma’s eyes on him as he drifted around the corner of the van. The scene that awaited him was worse than he ever would’ve imagined:

			The young mother, athletic and curvy and all brown skin. Her right palm rearing back like a sledgehammer, her eyes ringed with hideous white coronas, her gleaming teeth those of a Rottweiler with all the gentleness conditioned out of it, who only knows how to lash out, who only knows how to rip and maim.

			Beyond her were the faces of several bystanders. Though Joe wasn’t looking at them, he could make out their faces in the background. Like horrified constellations they stared at the hideous scene, but not one of them moved. Women. Men. A couple children of maybe four and seven. The faces gaped, but they were frozen in that tableau. Some modernized version of a Bosch painting come to life.

			But the worst of it, by an inestimably vast margin, was the sight of the little boy, too young to know exactly what was happening or to understand the injustice of his situation, but old enough to know he didn’t want to be hit again. Old enough to cry and writhe in his seat while the snot and saliva formed bloody whorls on his lips and his chin. The collar of his baby blue T-shirt, Joe saw, was purpled with sweat and other fluids Joe didn’t want to think about.

			The woman was beginning her striking motion again when Joe reached her. Until this moment he’d known people like this existed, but perhaps he’d deluded himself into believing their crimes really couldn’t be as detestable as the papers described. A mother really couldn’t willingly harm her child.

			What he did do was catch her by the wrist. So powerful was her downward swing that her arm descended another few inches anyway, but Joe was a good deal stronger, and he had enough adrenaline sluicing through his body to stay her slap before it landed on the toddler’s already swelling face. For a split second, it seemed she would relent. Her white, deranged horse’s eyes flicked to his and registered what might have been astonishment.

			Then her left hand curled up in a claw and tore ribbons from the side of his neck to the shelf of his jaw. The pain was incredible, but the instinct for self-preservation won out. Before she could get at him again – and she was already retracting her scythe-like talons for another vicious swipe – Joe jerked her sideways, away from the squalling toddler and his heartbreaking tears. She staggered, nearly fell, and Joe almost came down on top of her. There was someone batting at his shoulders, a voice shrilling at him to Let Angie go! Let Angie go! But Joe’s only thoughts were of preventing more abuse to the child in the van and of saving what was left of his own looks by immobilizing those lethal fingernails.

			They were halfway between the pumps and the gas station. A car had stopped about ten feet shy of running them over and sat there idling impatiently. The young woman was thrashing in his grip and spouting obscenities at him, words like cocksucker and motherfucker and other things so foul he didn’t even know what they meant. Beyond the shrieking harpy he could make out the pink, full-moon faces of onlookers who’d stepped out of the gas station to spectate. On their right flank, the crowd from the small parking lot had closed in, perhaps to get a better look at Joe’s bloody neck.

			The young woman – Angie, the grandma had called her – reared back and let loose with a gob of spit that slapped him in the cheek. Meanwhile, the grandma was tearing at his arms, his shirt, now interposing herself between him and Angie to pry loose his fingers.

			“Let my girl go, damn you!” Grandma whacked him across the chest, the shoulder. “Let…her…go!”

			Joe threw her a look. “Tell her to stop carving me up with those nails of hers and I will.”

			The grandma seemed not to hear him. She hauled off and swatted him across the bridge of the nose, and goddammit, did that hurt. Angie was still flailing about, her arms like electrified nunchucks, and now she was kicking at his legs, rearing back like an NFL placekicker and booting him with all her strength in the left shin.

			Joe stifled a cry of pain and gave her a shake. “Stop it, damn you, and I’ll let you go!”

			Angie aimed a knee at his crotch and only barely missed neutering him.

			For the love of God, Joe thought. I’m in the middle of a sordid daytime talk show, the kind where guys hump their sisters and the bodyguards have to work overtime.

			He spun Angie away from Grandma so he could avoid the older woman’s bruising slaps, but she kept at it, revolving with him in an unceasing attempt to disengage him from her daughter. A gas station attendant, a young guy with longish brown hair, had finally exited the building and was now just a few feet away from the scrum. The young guy’s face was etched in a disbelieving mask, but he looked like he could be an ally if he’d snap out of his stupor.

			“Help me,” Joe managed in a strangled growl. The young guy gave him a reluctant nod and ventured to put his hands on the grandma, but no sooner had he made contact than the woman whirled and slugged him in the mouth. The dull thud of her knuckles on the young guy’s teeth would’ve made Joe wince under ordinary circumstances. But these were not ordinary circumstances. The Twilight Zone has landed in Northern Indiana, he thought. Forget about ordinary.

			Angie was grinning crazily at him now and actually snapping at his forearms with spit-flecked teeth. He dodged her first lunge, but on the second, those gleaming white teeth sank into the meat of his forearm like it was a filet mignon. This time Joe did bellow in pain and, without thinking, he shoved the young woman away. The force of it surprised them both and her teeth came loose with a disgusting schlurping sound. She landed in an awkward tangle, her wrist pinned under her side. Joe heard a gruesome wet crack and made a futile wish it wasn’t a broken bone. But her pinched features and her inhuman wail of pain suggested otherwise.

			The grandma shouldered past him and fell at her daughter’s side. Grandma cradled her daughter’s thrashing head and shot Joe a look of such venom that his stomach performed another somersault.

			“You’ll burn for this,” Grandma hissed. And so venomous was her expression and so resolute was her tone that Joe experienced a moment’s guilt for shoving the young woman. But he’d tried, hadn’t he? He’d tried not to hurt her. Surely everyone could see that.

			He looked up at the young gas station attendant, but there was no help there. The poor guy was doubled over, his hands on his knees, his mouth frothing so much bloody slaver that he looked like a college freshman suffering the aftermath of his first drinking binge. Damn, but the grandma had done a number on the kid.

			Joe scanned the faces surrounding the scene, but they were like shell-shocked soldiers fresh off an unexpected air raid. No help there either. Joe turned and saw Michelle, who stood ramrod straight about ten feet from the truck, her hands pressed together at her lips, concern and horror showing in equal parts in her big brown eyes.

			Then Joe remembered the boy.

			The toddler was still crying, but it was an exhausted sound now, the kid’s face livid with anxiety and hurt. Joe exhaled shuddering breath and crossed to the boy. He reached out and endeavored to mop the blood off the kid’s lips but only managed to smear it. Joe patted his pockets in the bleak hope there’d be a handkerchief there, but of course, there wasn’t. Joe never carried one. His father had, but Dad was dead twenty years now. Joe glanced dismally at the van floor and saw nothing but crinkled fast food wrappers and what might’ve been an empty wine bottle. There was a green pacifier just visible beneath the passenger’s seat, so Joe plucked it from its nest of dirt and hair and proceeded to wipe it off with the front of his shirt. He became aware of the little boy’s gaze. Joe met it. The kid’s blue eyes – no doubt his mother’s – were swollen with tears, but they were watching him curiously. Joe’s lips trembled into a smile. He checked the pacifier one more time to see if it was free of grime and decided it was good enough. He reached out, placed the pacifier in the kid’s mouth. The kid accepted it eagerly and began to suck. Joe felt tears stinging his own eyes and had a wild urge to kiss the boy on the cheek.

			But that was when both women fell on him.

			They slammed him like an inrushing tide. Joe’s forehead cracked against the van doorway, his midsection pushed into the side of the boy’s car seat. There was a surge of shouting voices, the sense that a melee was forming behind him, and as Joe spun around, he saw this was the case. There was Angie, there was her mother. But their attention was now on Michelle, whose trance had finally broken and who was now nose-to-nose with Grandma. Both women had their index fingers jammed into each other’s faces, their hoarse shouts merging in a hell’s chorus of recrimination. Angie was cocksuckering and motherfuckering a half dozen bystanders who’d converged on the van. Present also was the gas station attendant, who despite his split lips and his bloodied front was gamely demanding the women get the hell off the premises. Joe admired the young guy’s pluck. Also haranguing Angie were a tall, skinny man of perhaps seventy, a stocky mother with curly brown hair and a small child at each hip, as well as a grizzled man in a faded Grateful Dead T-shirt and black leather chaps. This guy, who looked to Joe like a thinner, healthier Jerry Garcia, was almost as animated as Angie herself, and gesticulating so wildly that Joe worried he’d knock the young woman unconscious.

			Then again, maybe that would be for the best.

			Just when Joe thought the whole situation would explode like some violent sports brawl, the sound of a child’s screams reached his ears. He thought at first it was the toddler in the van, but no, he saw with a glance, the boy was merely watching the spectacle with a look of polite interest now.

			Then Joe remembered Lily.

			“Honey?” he said to his wife. She whipped her head around and looked for a moment like she’d unleash her vitriol on him too – dear God, he’d never seen her so fired up. Then something like coherent thought seemed to seep back into her pretty face and she made for the pickup truck.

			The gas station attendant, God bless him, took it as a cue to restore order. He pointed at Angie and her mom in turn. “You and you, get your skanky asses in that van and get the hell out of my station.”

			Frantic loathing showed in Grandma’s eyes. “This place isn’t yours! Terry Overmeyer owns it!”

			The attendant nodded, his bloodied lips twisting into a flinty smile. “That’s right. And he’d tell you the same damned thing. You think he’d be okay with a woman assaulting a baby at his station?”

			Grandma’s face scrunched in mocking denial. “Angie never assaulted that child. It’s called discipline, you stupid shit, and it’s none of your business anyways.”

			“She beat the crap out of him, and you know it,” the Jerry Garcia clone said.

			“Bullshit,” Grandma answered and took a step toward him.

			“We all witnessed it,” the older man said. Joe looked at the man’s white hair and formal Sunday clothes and felt a desperate wave of affection for him. The older man nodded at Joe. “We’ll all testify on this man’s behalf.”

			“Fuck you too,” Grandma said.

			Angie was massaging her wrist. She shouted at Joe, spit flying from her lips, “You’re the one attacked me, and you’re gonna pay for it. I hope you got a good lawyer, you son of a bitch.”

			“You’re not fit to be a mother,” a woman’s voice said.

			Joe saw that this had come from the short, stocky woman, the one with a child on each flank. The woman’s lips were trembling, but there was steel in her unflinching gaze. Joe gave silent thanks for her support.

			“You go to hell,” Angie said, but some of her spirit seemed to have been stolen by the woman’s firm declaration.

			There was a pregnant moment when no one spoke. Joe felt unspeakably weary and feared he might throw up. But when Grandma broke the silence, she said, “Come on, Angie. Let’s get out of this hellhole.”

			Angie started to follow her mom toward the van, then she stopped and stared at the white-haired man, who Joe now saw was punching numbers on an older cell phone. “What’re you doing?” Angie asked, with what might’ve been a glimmer of apprehension.

			“I’m calling the police,” the white-haired man said.

			Angie’s mouth worked for a moment. Then, looking like a spoiled child who’s just been deprived of a toy she covets, she said, “Good. Tell ’em Angie Waltz needs to file a complaint about this asshole.” A nod at Joe.

			“Get out of here,” the attendant said, pronouncing each word slowly. “Now.”

			Angie’s lips pressed together, whitened, her nostrils flaring with pent rage. But she went then, stalking over to the sliding side door of the van. Without so much as a look at her son, she slammed the van door shut. Joe jumped a little, the racket of it something felt in his bones. Grandma was at the wheel now, and as she gunned the engine, Angie climbed into the passenger’s seat. Joe could see his wife and daughter on the other side of the pumps, Michelle bouncing Lily gently and soothing her. Lily was two, but she still insisted on being held like a newborn when she got worked up like this.

			The sight of his wife and his girl did his heart good, reminded him that life maybe could get back to normal, that he might not go to jail for accidentally breaking that little punk’s wrist.

			But when Joe glanced up at the van, which had started to roll forward, he knew how far from over this was. Angie Waltz was glaring at him with a look that made his flesh crawl. She didn’t just hate him, she didn’t just want him to suffer. The look on her face in the moments before the van veered onto Washington Street made him think of real-life courtroom clips he’d seen, the ones where accused murderers shrivel under the baleful stares of grieving loved ones. The measureless look of hatred often present in the loved ones’ eyes…that was how Angie Waltz had looked at Joe before they’d pulled away.

			Joe watched the van grow slowly smaller as it rolled toward whatever place of misery the girl and her son called home. Probably Grandma’s house.

			A horrorshow of images unspooled in his mind:

			The squalid house awaiting the little boy.

			Unchanged diapers.

			Unwashed dishes.

			A hovel full of raised voices and bitterness and nicotine.

			Neglect and abuse.

			Jesus Christ, Joe thought. He realized he was weeping quietly. Jesus Christ, son. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The second policeman showed up around nine-thirty that night.

			Joe expected it, of course. After all, he’d had Michelle call the police just a few minutes after they got home from the gas station, and they’d dispatched an officer – a young guy not much older than Angie Waltz herself – to take their statements. Joe had known that wouldn’t be the end of it, known it even as he was rocking his daughter to sleep and depositing her gingerly in her crib. But it still struck Joe as surreal to see the big black police car roll to a stop along the curb in front of their house. The cop inside – a husky black man in his late-forties – engaged the emergency brake before climbing out, which Joe took as a good sign. The man was cautious. Joe’s house was near the crest of a steep hill, and though the cruiser probably wouldn’t go rolling to the bottom unless it was rear-ended, it always made Joe relax a little when folks used their emergency brakes.

			The cop climbed out, adjusted his belt buckle, and ambled around the rear of the cruiser. The man’s pants were navy blue, as was his shirt. He wore no hat, but there was a gun holstered at his side, a hell of a big one.

			Suddenly dry-mouthed, Joe moved to the front door and awaited the policeman’s coming. The guy mounted the front porch, saw Joe holding the door open for him, and entered the house without so much as a nod.

			Joe told him he could sit anywhere. The cop took the armchair beside the couch. Joe didn’t mind that so much – the only chair he really liked was in the basement anyway – but he detested sitting on their couch. It was an uncomfortable, flowery thing that reminded him of his mother-in-law, who’d helped Michelle pick it out.

			The cop introduced himself as Police Chief Darrell Copeland. Joe gave his name, and Copeland nodded curtly. “I assume you know why I’m here, Mr. Crawford.”

			“Not really,” Joe said and attempted a smile that didn’t take. “I’m not accustomed to stuff like this. Thankfully.”

			Copeland eyed him steadily. “Well, you might as well get accustomed to it now. After all, you are at the center of it.”

			Now what the hell was that supposed to mean? Joe was about to point out he hadn’t created this situation, but Copeland was going on.

			“After a brief investigation,” Copeland said, “the child and his mother were both taken into custody. We’re not sure what to do about Grandma yet.”

			Joe felt a surge of emotions, but dominant among them was a sort of paralyzing nausea. “So what happens next?”

			“Depends on who you’re talkin’ about. The girl or the little boy? Or Grandma?”

			Joe didn’t like the chief referring to Angie Waltz as the girl. It made her seem less like the vindictive harpy he’d encountered at the gas station and more like a kid who made a mistake.

			Joe said, “Let’s start with Angie.”

			“That one’s pretty straightforward. She’s charged with child abuse, so she’s either gonna await trial or be let out on bail.”

			“Can they afford bail?”

			“Don’t see how. That old house of theirs is in such deplorable shape I’m surprised they can afford groceries.”

			“Where do they live?”

			“About two blocks from the gas station. Big old home that probably looked nice about a hundred years ago. Now the whole neighborhood’s low-rent.”

			Joe’s belly was knotting up again, but dammit, how come? Was it his fault Angie was a child abuser? Was it his fault she chose to make her mistreatment of the little boy so public? And what if Joe hadn’t done anything? What then? He didn’t feel good now – hell no, he didn’t – but he felt a damn sight better than he would’ve had he not intervened.

			“You think she has a case?” Joe asked.

			“Who, the girl?”

			“Angie Waltz.”

			Copeland grunted, gave him a deadpan look. “There were a dozen witnesses, five of which have already given statements corroborating your account.”

			Joe sat forward on the couch. “She’ll serve time, right?”

			Copeland shrugged. “I’m not the judge, but yeah, I’d say there’s a very good chance of it.”

			Joe mulled it over. “They usually go pretty strict on cases like these? Even if it’s a person’s first time getting reported?”

			Copeland frowned, appeared to study the backs of his hands.

			“It wasn’t the first time.”

			“You’ve dealt with her before?”

			Copeland was still staring at his hands, which Joe now noticed were the size of catchers’ mitts. Dark brown, wide, veins wending their way up the salt-shaker knuckles. At length, Copeland said, “I’ve known Angie and her mom for going on four years now. Ever since they moved here, they’ve been bad news.”

			“Bad news how?”

			Copeland looked up. “That happens to be none of your business.”

			Joe met Copeland’s gaze with difficulty and told himself he wouldn’t be the first to look away. When neither of them did, Joe said, “You told me it wasn’t her first time being reported for abuse.”

			“That’s none of your business either.”

			“I thought all that stuff was public record.”

			Copeland propped a forearm on his knee and leaned toward him. “Don’t gimme that line of bullshit. The public has a right to know and all that. It’s been a long day, and my patience has just about run out.”

			“Or maybe you don’t have much of it to begin with.”

			The catchers’ mitts balled into fists – Jesus God, look at the size of those things. Then Copeland’s temperature seemed to lower a degree or two.

			“I don’t have to tell you anything, Crawford, so I’d back off if I were you. But because I feel like it – don’t ask me why – I’ll tell you one thing. When we looked at the kid, we saw bruises all over his cheeks, swollen lips, nose still crusty with blood—”

			“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” Joe said. “She was beating the shit out of him.”

			“You mind shuttin’ that mouth of yours for a minute?” Copeland said. “You’ll let me, I’m tryin’ to tell you something off the record.”

			“Sorry.”

			Copeland went on, not looking the slightest bit mollified. “The injuries we found weren’t totally consistent with your story.” When Joe opened his mouth to protest, Copeland overrode him. “Or at least your story doesn’t account for all of them. Especially the age of the wounds.”

			Joe shook his head. “I don’t get—”

			“There were old bruises too, you understand?” Copeland said, his voice coming fast and fierce and low. “There were the new ones, sure. The bloody nose, the blackened eye. Kid’s bottom lip so swollen, you’d think…” Copeland broke off, voice suddenly thick. He cleared his throat. “But there were old bruises too. Those gray-green ones you sometimes see? The kid had ’em on his arms. Like he’d been grabbed, maybe shaken. He had yellowish contusions on his rear end, like he’d been smacked repeatedly there. And not just a spanking, either. The yellowish marks were long and thin. Like maybe she’d taken a stick or a fishing rod and whipped him with it.”

			“Oh hell.”

			“There were all kinds of colors on the boy. Even some faint bruising on either side of his neck.”

			Joe could scarcely breathe. “She choked him?”

			“I’m not confirming anything,” Copeland said, looking away. “I didn’t even tell you the stuff you thought you just heard.”

			A voice from their left said, “And the boy?”

			Joe turned and saw Michelle, a nearly empty wine glass held to her chest, standing atop the short flight of stairs leading to their bedroom.

			Copeland looked up, surprised. Then he scowled at Joe as if Joe had beckoned his wife in to join them. His voice cheerless, Copeland said, “He’s in state custody at the moment, Mrs. Crawford.”

			“That quickly?”

			“You’d rather the kid stay in that house, ma’am?”

			She took a deep breath, shivered a little. “It’s not that…it’s just…what will happen to the boy now?”

			Copeland’s gaze was steady. “God willing, he’ll be remanded into foster care and eventually adopted.”

			Michelle took a step forward. “Isn’t that a bit…extreme? Can’t Angie go to classes? You know, become a better mom?”

			Joe felt like he’d been socked in the gut. Somehow, hearing Angie referred to by her first name was even worse than hearing her called the girl. Because it created a link between Michelle and Angie Waltz, some bond forged by motherhood.

			Copeland reached out, fingered the spines of the books on the built-ins. “I’d wager the boy’s never gonna set foot in that house again.”

			Michelle and Joe exchanged a glance. He was hoping she’d be relieved by the news, but her expression was deeply troubled.

			She said, “So that’s it? They jail Angie and take her child away?”

			“Don’t forget Grandma,” Copeland said. “She’s as much a part of this as the girl.”

			That word again. Angie Waltz wasn’t a girl, Joe thought. Girls didn’t batter one-year-olds as they sat helpless in their car seats. Girls didn’t flay the necks of men who tried to protect children. Joe realized he was gnashing his teeth and forced himself to stop.

			Michelle moved down the steps, ran her fingers nervously around the rim of her wine glass. “Do you think it’ll be permanent? The loss of custody?”

			Joe saw something in Copeland’s face. Joe said, “We’re not just talking about what happened at the gas station, are we? You found something else in that house.”

			Copeland looked sharply at him, seemed to debate with himself. He pushed to his feet and continued his study of Joe’s books.

			“Angie Waltz is bad news. She’s been jailed twice that we know of. Once for a DUI, another for manufacturing crystal meth with an ex-boyfriend.”

			My, my, Joe thought and glanced at Michelle. It was small of him, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. How’s that motherhood kinship now, dear? Does it transcend drug-dealing too?

			Joe made a face, disgusted with himself. Christ, what an evening it had been. And it wasn’t even ten o’clock yet.

			When Joe looked up, he realized that Copeland had been watching him. The man’s dead stare made it impossible to know what he was thinking.

			“Listen,” Copeland said, reaching into his shirt pocket and coming out with a pad of paper and a pen. “If you all need me, here’s my cell phone. I don’t like being disturbed when I’m off duty, but if it’s something to do with this business, you can call me here.”

			He finished scratching out his number and handed it to Joe.

			Michelle said, “You mentioned them finding more in the Waltzes’ house?”

			Copeland regarded her with what looked like bitterness, or maybe just distaste, but before he could answer, there came the ring tone of the cop’s cell. Copeland took it out, said, “I’m here.”

			Joe heard the ghostly intonations of the voice on the other end and saw Copeland’s brow furrow, the man looking indignant.

			“But how could she?” Copeland asked.

			More ghostly muttering.

			Copeland’s lips drew back, exposing straight white teeth. “Son of a motherf—Huh? Yeah, I’m still here.”

			He listened, nodded sourly, and hung up.

			“What is it?” Michelle asked.

			Copeland laughed humorlessly. “Well, you can forget what I said about Angie not making bail. Somebody already paid it.”

			* * *

			Wind gusted outside their white bungalow home. The rain pattered against the windows, steady but not exactly an all-out assault. Joe did his best to concentrate on the book he was reading – The Nightrunners, by Joe R. Lansdale – but he couldn’t keep to it. The thunking of the rain on the windowpanes kept intruding.

			As did the face of Angie Waltz.

			He kept seeing her not as she’d been yesterday at the gas station but as she might have been as a young, pregnant mother. Probably a scared, young, pregnant mother. He saw her lying propped up in bed because her back ached, saw her stroking the taut skin of her distended belly, pausing every now and then to feel for a kick or one of those breakdancing moves fetuses often performed.

			He saw Angie Waltz in labor, watched her eyes whiten not in rage but in raw terror. He remembered when Michelle went into labor with Lily. God, they’d been through so much trouble and heartache trying to conceive that Joe had assumed the actual pregnancy would be a breeze.

			But it wasn’t. First, there was an ultrasound scare, the OB thinking Lily might have cystic fibrosis. Then, when that fear was quelled, it was the incapacitating morning sickness, which Michelle called morning, noon, and night sickness. Her back hurt like hell, her emotions went haywire. And on the day her water broke, it took twenty-seven hours of agonizing labor for their OB to suggest they try a C-section.

			Had Angie Waltz gone through hell too? Had she experienced even a modicum of what Michelle was forced to endure? If she had, Joe couldn’t help but feel—

			“Why aren’t you in bed?” Michelle asked, and Joe damn near shat himself.

			He put a hand on his chest, felt his heart galloping. “I’m gonna put a bell around your neck, stop you from giving me a heart attack.”

			“It’s one in the morning.”

			“You practice that or something? Sneaking up on people?”

			She made her way over, knelt on the carpet, and placed a warm hand on his knee. “Come to bed, honey. Lily’s gonna be up bright and early.”

			“No doubt.”

			She massaged his knee. “Want a backrub?”

			He smiled wearily. “That’s nice of you, sweetie, but you don’t need to. No reason both of us should go without sleep.”

			She rested her chin on his knee, peered up at him. “You don’t regret it, do you?”

			“What? Helping the kid?”

			She waited.

			He threaded his fingers through her silky black hair, let his fingertips move gently over her scalp. They’d been married ten years, and he was more attracted to her now than he’d ever been. And those brown eyes of hers…they calmed Joe more than anything in the world.

			“Joe?” she asked.

			He said, “Only thing I regret is that there are people like Angie and her mother. I’ve never been much for the death penalty, but when it comes to hitting an innocent little kid…”

			Michelle closed her eyes. “I know. I can still hear the sounds of her slapping him.”

			Joe continued stroking her hair. Outside, the wind had abated slightly, but the rain was coming down in sheets. “I keep thinking of Lily.”

			“Don’t.”

			“I can’t help it. She’s not much older than that boy.”

			Michelle exhaled shuddering breath, leaned back. “Come to bed, Joe.”

			“I’ll just lie there awake.”

			“Make love to me.”

			Unexpectedly, he felt a crooked smile forming on his lips. “Isn’t it past your bed time?” And it was. Michelle often remarked how she’d go to bed at seven p.m. every evening if it weren’t for Joe and Lily, both of whom were night owls.

			“I’m awake now,” Michelle said, pushing to her feet. “And the way you were fondling my hair made me horny.”

			“I’ll be in directly.”

			She angled toward the stairs and smiled at him over her shoulder. “Thought that’d get you to come.”

			Joe chuckled. He reached over, fetched the paperback, and dog-eared the page he’d been reading. Placing the book on the nearest shelf, he twisted off the lamp on the end table and rose. He’d already brushed his teeth and washed his face, but he’d never eaten dinner. Of course, he thought as he passed through the dining room and into the dark kitchen, if he grabbed a bite now, his window of opportunity with Michelle might pass. She’d nod off soon, and there was no way she’d wake up just to have sex with him. The woman could sleep through a nuclear holocaust.

			Going mostly by feel, Joe fished a glass out of the cabinet and filled it with tap water. The sensation of it washing over his desiccated throat was exquisite, and for the first time since pulling into the gas station, what might have been the start of some good spirits began to pierce the turmoil that had shaded his existence. He deposited the glass on the counter and made his way through the dark house.

			Coming back into the living room, he noticed that the raindrops were intermittent now. They’d aired out the house earlier that day, and Joe was pretty sure they’d closed all the windows securely. Still, he couldn’t stop himself from walking over and making sure. No sense in allowing the windowsills to warp out of carelessness. Joe had checked the first two windows and was reaching for the third when he became aware of a chill at the nape of his neck. There wasn’t a draft – he could see well enough now that the third window was shut as securely as the other two had been. Suddenly sure Michelle had snuck up on him again, maybe as a joke or just feeling so frisky she couldn’t wait for him to come to bed, Joe spun and stared into the darkness leading up the short flight of stairs.

			Empty.

			So Michelle was in bed waiting for him.

			He blew out nervous breath, but for whatever reason that sense of being watched remained. Joe was moving away from the window when something in his periphery drew his attention. Something in the road out front of their house.

			Joe froze.

			Holy God, he thought.

			Angie Waltz stood in the middle of the road, hair soaked and tangled. She was staring at Joe. Her head was tilted down, but he could just make out the hollows of her eyes, see how they were upturned and glaring. Searing into him through the veil of murk and rain. It couldn’t be more than forty-five degrees out there now, even colder with the rain and the wind. Yet Angie wore only a sodden tank top and jeans. The rain glistened on her shoulders, drizzled down her slender arms and onto her balled fists.

			Unhinged, Joe thought. The word was inescapable. Unhinged.

			He didn’t think he could move, but his feet obeyed his orders, carrying him away from the girl’s cursed stare and toward the short flight of steps. Joe was about to ascend, but he paused, thinking of the depthless fury he’d glimpsed in the girl’s oval moon of a face. Heart hammering, he rushed over and tested the locks on the front door. After a moment’s deliberation, he hurried to the kitchen and checked the back door too.

			It was locked, but what of the windows? God, of all the days for Michelle to have chosen to open every window in the house. Joe hated the notion of Angie Waltz seeing that she’d gotten to him, sent him scurrying to double-check every window they had. But he had to be certain.

			He moved through the living room making sure not to look toward the street again. He didn’t need to see Angie Waltz to know she was there. Hell, he could feel the malice baking out of her.

			Joe crept into his bedroom, and it was as he suspected. His wife was asleep already.

			Careful not to wake up Michelle, Joe tiptoed out of the bedroom, closed the door, and sat on the stairs. He thought it over for maybe ten seconds.

			Then, he called Darrell Copeland.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“So what’d the cop say?” Kevin Gentry asked.

			Joe shined his Maglite into the dank, cobwebbed basement and shook his head. “Not much of anything. Said it was a free country. Angie’s out on bail, and the street is public property.”

			“Yeah, but that’s your house, man. She can’t just stalk you like that.”

			Gentry was standing too close to Joe, his breath like spoiled eggplant soaked in coffee. Joe had employed the guy for three years now, but Gentry still didn’t grasp the concept of personal space. Or personal hygiene.

			At least he was good with a circular saw.

			They walked toward the eastern corner of the basement, which was even less promising than the other three corners had been. Here there were numerous cracks in the foundation, the brown stains of water damage and rot.

			Joe sighed. “That’s what I said to Copeland. But he said I’d have to file for a restraining order, go through all that rigmarole.”

			“I assume you’re goin’ to, aren’t you?”

			“Damn right,” Joe said. “I don’t want her around Lily. Or my wife.”

			Kevin was quiet a moment. Then he asked, “What’d Michelle say?”

			“I didn’t tell her.”

			“Come again?”

			“You heard me.” Joe knelt, ran his fingers over one of the largest cracks in the cinderblocks. It was almost as wide as his thumb. Bad news, he thought.

			“But you’re gonna tell her, aren’t you?”

			“Why scare her? She was upset enough as it was.” Joe straightened, armed sweat off his brow. “There’s no way they can do that second floormaster without shoring this up.”

			“The Johnsons have the budget for that?”

			“I doubt it.”

			Joe started for the steps. Trailing after him, Kevin asked, “So what’re we gonna do?”

			“We’re going to tell them their project can’t go forward until they repair the foundation. Since that could cost twenty grand or more, they’ll tell me to get lost and go with someone who’ll do the job without the foundation work.”

			Kevin groaned as they began trudging up the steps. “Come on, Joe, it’s not that dangerous. What’s the worst that could happen?”

			“Nothing much.” Joe opened the door to the ground floor. “Other than the whole house coming down on their heads.”

			Gentry shook his head. “Stubborn.”

			“That’s what Michelle always says.”

			“Maybe you should listen to her.”

			“Maybe you should stop humping goats.”

			Gentry chuckled as they passed through the kitchen en route to the mudroom. They went out the back door toward Joe’s truck, the yard mucky from last night’s rainfall.

			“It’s a shame,” Gentry said. “I like this place.”

			“Enjoy it while it’s still standing.”

			They got to Joe’s black Tundra and climbed in.

			Gentry said, “Well, I like it. You know, not all of us can live in the high-rent district like you.”

			Joe ignored that. “You know the place I’d really like to work on?”

			“A titty bar?”

			“The house next to mine.”

			Gentry rolled down the window, leaned on an elbow. “Seriously? You won’t work on this one because of a few cracks, and you wanna go messin’ around in a house that’s one good storm away from fallin’ down?”

			“It’s not that bad,” Joe said, pulling out of the driveway.

			“Place should be condemned,” Gentry said. “Probably full of animals, water damage—”

			“It isn’t.”

			“How you know that?”

			“I’ve been in it.”

			Gentry giggled. “What, you and Michelle go over there and tear one off?”

			Joe arched an eyebrow at him. “What do you think we are, a couple of teenagers?”

			Gentry shook his head. “It was me married to Michelle, I’d sure as hell take every opportunity I could.”

			Joe stiffened. “That’s enough,” he said as evenly as he could.

			But he could see Gentry’s leer from the corner of his eye. “Yeah, you should be worried, ol’ hoss. She’s what, eight years younger than you?”

			“Six.”

			Gentry nodded. “Uh-huh. She might just get tired of you and your Viagra and decide to try out someone closer to her age one of these days.”

			Joe turned left at a four-way stop. “Keep talkin’ and I’ll chuck your sorry ass out that door.”

			Gentry chuckled at that, a little too loudly, Joe thought. He resisted an urge to make good on his threat.

			Easy, he told himself. Kevin’s only a kid.

			He’s almost thirty, a voice answered. That’s old enough to stop gawking at other men’s wives.

			“So where to next?” Gentry asked.

			“Your residence,” Joe said. “It’s your day off, remember?”

			“Then why’d you ask me to inspect this house with you?”

			Joe shrugged, motored slowly toward Gentry’s modular home on the edge of town, where he lived with his wife and two young sons. “If that basement caved in, I wanted someone taller than me to take the brunt of the crash.”

			“That’s awfully kind of you.”

			Don’t mention it, Joe thought. And I won’t mention the real reason either. That after what happened yesterday and last night, I don’t really want to be alone.

			The more witnesses, the better.

			* * *

			At least there was the Hawkins place. Though the water had been turned on again and he could’ve just drunk from the tap, Joe went out the back door and headed for the aged red pump back where the yard turned to forest. He’d grown up in a place similar to this, and being here, especially at midday, reminded him of his time with his parents and his kid brother. Reminded him of his dad most of all.

			Joe realized his skin had gone cold.

			Shivering, he raised the thick, cool handle of the pump, and water sluiced out over the grass. In time, if the Hawkinses’ grandkids came out here often enough, the grass would turn to a bare, muddy patch again. But the Hawkinses were elderly and seldom used the pump. Sadie said she operated it occasionally to grab a quick sip during her escapades in the garden, but most of the time the thing just remained there unused, like a neglected child left standing in the corner.

			Joe bent, braced himself on the neck of the pump, and gulped long and lustily. God, it tasted good.

			Joe enjoyed coming out here so much that Michelle had accused him of intentionally losing other bids so he could work on the Hawkins place. And while that wasn’t true, he supposed he hadn’t been in too much of a hurry to finish. After all, the Hawkinses only summered here and would be another two weeks in Punta Gorda, Florida. Joe and his crew would likely be done by then, and his afternoon respites at the pump would come to a permanent end.

			Joe was straightening and drawing a forearm across his lips when Shaun Peterson came around the corner of the white farmhouse looking pale and shaken.

			Son of a gun, Joe thought, because he knew what Shaun would say even before the tall blond kid pulled up about fifteen feet away, as though he was afraid to come any closer because what he was about to say would piss Joe off. But Joe didn’t think he was going to be pissed off. He thought he was going to be sick. Because it was about the Waltz girl.

			“I’m sorry, Joe,” Shaun was saying, breathing heavy and stooped over as if he’d just run the 400-meter dash instead of walking from the front yard to the back. “I tried to tell her you weren’t available, but…” He broke off, looking sheepishly at Joe. Then Joe saw her, slinking around the edge of the house.

			Angie Waltz scarcely resembled the girl he’d tangled with at the gas station and looked even less like the rainswept specter who’d scared the living crap out of him last night by conducting her vigil in the middle of Hillcrest Road. But despite the fact that she now looked quite sultry – if a bit cheap – in her too-short white tank top and her skimpy Daisy Duke jean shorts, those dreadful feelings of the night before returned to Joe like symptoms of a terminal disease. Angie moved toward him like some inexorable force of nature, and though Joe had only been acquainted with her for less than twenty-four hours, he already felt like she was an albatross he was unable to escape.

			Shaun took a few backward steps, the young guy’s face showing plainly he wanted no part of Angie Waltz. Did Shaun know her already? Joe hadn’t thought to ask him, mainly because he was trying to forget about her. But if he thought of it later, he would ask. The two couldn’t be more than four or five years apart in age.

			“Hi, Joe,” Angie said, and the way she said it, with that white smile and languid complacence in her eyes, it was as though they were old friends rather than two people who’d needed to be physically separated yesterday. As though she weren’t the reason he wore white tape and gauze pads on his throat and jaw.

			Joe nodded and held his ground, but he’d be damned if he’d return that smile of hers.

			Her eyebrows went up in mock bewilderment. “You told me he was busy, Shaun. All he’s doin’ is having himself a drink.”

			Shaun kept his eyes studiously trained on Joe. “I told her we were busy. I told her we had to be outta here by the end of the month so Harold and Sadie could enjoy their new addition.”

			Angie planted her hands on her shapely hips and nodded toward the back of the house. “Harold and Sadie must have a fair amount of money to build on like that.”

			Joe said, “What can we do for you, Angie?”

			Angie cocked a hip. “That all you’re gonna say, Joe? After you get my baby taken away from me?”

			Here we go, Joe thought. “I told the police exactly what happened.”

			For just a moment, the yesterday Angie resurfaced. The tight lips. The flashing eyes. The tendons in her neck straining like some tethered mare.

			Then her expression changed into one of hurt. “He’s all I’ve got, Mr. Crawford. Little Stevie’s my whole life.”

			Little Stevie, Joe mused. Now where have I heard…

			Little Stevie Wonder, a familiar voice spoke up. We used to listen to him all the time, Joey.

			With a start Joe realized who that voice belonged to – his dad, Joe Crawford Sr., who along with his mom and little brother were the only people who ever called him Joey. Joe’s flesh began to crawl.

			Angie took a step toward him, just out of arm’s reach. Joe’s hands hung at his sides, but if the woman drew any closer, he’d have them up and ready to fend her off. He’d seen how quickly Angie Waltz could strike.

			“Mr. Crawford,” she said, one hand massaging her throat, the other cupping her elbow, “can’t you do something for us? I know what I did was wrong.”

			She must’ve seen Joe’s expression change because a deeper desperation seeped into her voice. “I’ve got a temper. I know it’s a problem, and I’m already calling around to get help for it. I saw what it could do yesterday. I saw—” Her eyes filled with tears, which looked genuine enough to Joe. She swallowed. “The last person in the world I’d ever want to hurt is Little Stevie. He’s…he’s everything to me, Mr. Crawford. Please don’t let them take him away from me because of one mistake.”

			And listening to the tremor in her voice and seeing the heartache in her eyes, Joe was almost convinced.

			Then a stern voice spoke up. Remember what Copeland said last night. The bruises on that kid’s body weren’t just from the gas station. There were old ones and new ones, bruises of every shape and color.

			Joe shook his head. “I don’t see what I can do, Miss Waltz.”

			She leaned forward a little, her eyes incredulous. “You don’t see, Mr. Crawford? What do you mean you don’t see?”

			“I mean what’s done is done. You beat the crap out of that child, and the authorities had to act.”

			“‘That child’?” she demanded, the gas station Angie appearing again like some sort of deep-sea monster emerging from the depths. “You mean my child, Mr. Crawford. You mean Steven Patrick Waltz, the only child I have and the only thing in this shit stain of a town that means anything to me.” As she spoke, her arms shook, and a little fleck of spit arced out of her mouth. But she didn’t advance on Joe. Not yet.

			He cast a glance at Shaun, who was watching the young woman with a look that reminded Joe of a child watching the coming of a bad storm through a basement window. Shaun was scared to death of Angie, and Joe couldn’t blame him. Truthfully, Joe was too. He was still damned glad the kid was here. Who knew what kind of crazy story Angie Waltz might spread if she got Joe alone?

			Joe took a steadying breath, met Angie’s fierce glare, and said, “I didn’t pull into that gas station with the intention of breaking up your family, Miss Waltz.”
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