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A Deadly Connection



Suddenly Ryan was suffocating. He grabbed the clipping and the slip with the phone number and dashed across the apartment. He tugged open the sliding glass door by the fireplace, walked onto the tiny wooden deck, and breathed in the thick air.

Finally, when he was steady again, he walked back inside and picked up the cordless phone. He punched in the phone number and waited for the circuits to turn over.

The phone rang twice, three times, four.

Hang up! This is crazy! Hang up!

Then it was too late. A crisp, anonymous female voice said, “Good morning, may I help you?”

No business name, no organization, just Good morning, may I help you.

Ryan cleared his throat. “Ah…”

“May I help you?”

“Department thirty,” Ryan said.

“One moment.”

Hang up!

But he couldn’t. He looked at his mother’s handwriting from seven years ago and he couldn’t.
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For Martha,

my best friend, wife,

and my breath when I had none.
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Prologue



RYAN ELDER KNEW SOMETHING WAS WRONG THE MINUTE he stepped off the plane and saw his mother standing in the terminal.

She hated anything to do with flying and avoided airports with a childlike fear. This was Ryan’s third year away at college and she’d never once come to the airport to see him off, nor to pick him up. That task always fell to his father.

Until now.

It was the day before Thanksgiving, the busiest travel day of the year, and people were elbowing their way quickly through Oklahoma City’s Will Rogers World Airport. Even the name of the airport made his mother nervous—Ryan wished he had a dollar for every time she’d pointed out the folly in having an airport named after a man who’d died in a plane crash.

Ryan clutched his carry-on and folded his coat over his arm. Why is she here? he asked himself, then shrugged his way into the main corridor of the terminal.

“Tell me,” he said.

“Tell you what?” his mother said, a little too quickly.

He looked down at her, nearly a foot shorter, with her fine, handsome Slavic face: the olive complexion, the still raven black hair, the cobalt eyes. Anna Elder was a tiny woman and her frame looked as insubstantial as melting snow, with the exception of her hands. Those hands, with their long tapering fingers and nails groomed with exceptional care. Ryan noticed the fingers of her left hand were manipulating the air at her side, as if searching for just the right notes on an imaginary violin.

But her eyes were everywhere—on the terminal floor, the windows, the signs overhead. Everywhere but on Ryan.

“You two aren’t very subtle,” Ryan said. “Did someone die?”

“If someone died, don’t you think we’d tell you?” Frank Elder said, taking Ryan’s carry-on.

His father and he were the same height and build—six-three and slender—and had the same face, thirty-five years apart: smooth and symmetrical, ruled by a long, sharp nose. The hair and eyes were the same too, light brown on both counts. The only differences were the creases on Frank Elder’s face and the fact that his brown hair was quickly surrendering to the gray, though Ryan had lately begun to discover a few gray threads of his own.

Frank clasped Ryan’s shoulder for a moment—a strange, uncharacteristic gesture—as they moved through the airport. God, he looks old, Ryan thought.

“Well, you’re not telling me a damn thing, so I don’t know,” Ryan said.

The eyes—all over the place. Looking for something? Ryan wondered.

“Are you sure—” he said.

Anna sighed. “A mother wants to see her son come into town.” She shrugged, though it looked more to Ryan like she was trying to hunch into herself. “It’s time I got over this silly thing with airports, yes?”

Her accent had thickened. Most of the time, little of her native Czech language could be heard in her voice—only general American dialect, with a dollop of an Oklahoma drawl. But when she was worried or angry, the Czech asserted itself with a fury.

They threaded their way out the front door of the terminal into Oklahoma November: fifty degrees, gray skies, and wind, always the wind. When Ryan had left L.A. that morning, it had been sunny and twenty degrees warmer. He shivered and tugged down the sleeves of his UCLA sweatshirt.

“Aliens,” Ryan said suddenly.

His parents both stopped and looked at him.

“Remember Invasion of the Body Snatchers, where the aliens took over people’s bodies but you couldn’t tell just by looking at them? I’m thinking that’s what’s happened to you two.”

“Ryan—” Frank said.

“Or try this one—it’s something in the water. Some of those big hog farms up in the Panhandle dumped a bunch of sludge in the river and it came right downstream, got into the water supply, and presto! The Elders turn into two different people!”

Ryan grinned at them, then his face froze. Neither of them laughed. They didn’t even smile.

Throughout the half-hour drive home, his parents sat as still and quiet as mourners at a funeral in an unfamiliar church. They didn’t talk about Ryan’s classes or his father’s job or his mother’s students. They watched street signs and listened to muted classical music on the car radio, until his father pulled the car into their unobtrusive subdivision on an unobtrusive street in the suburb of Edmond.

As they got out of the car, Ryan looked at his mother. She was ghostly pale, disconcerting on someone with her complexion.

“For God’s sake, you two,” he said. “Talk to me. This is crazy. First Mom shows up at the airport for the first time in recorded history and now no one will say anything. If you’re trying to get my attention, you’ve certainly got it. Just tell me what’s up.”

His mother took his arm at the front door of the house. A gust of wind kicked up, swirling leaves at their feet. A bird called somewhere over the back fence. Ryan and Anna both looked toward the sound. They shared an extraordinary sense of hearing.

“Grackle,” Ryan said.

“Just one,” Anna said. “He’s been around for a few days. But just the one.”

Ryan shook his head. “Too weird. Have you started the goulash?” His mother’s authentic Czech goulash was a Thanksgiving Eve tradition.

Anna waited, her head cocked as if she were waiting for the grackle to call again. “Can you believe it?” she said. “A single grackle in November.”

Ryan turned toward her. Her eyes were focused up and away from him, as if he weren’t there, as if she were seeing something other than gray autumn sky and the ordinary roof of their ordinary house. Frank, standing a few steps away, was statuelike.

Almost unconsciously, Ryan began digging at the cuticle of his left thumb with his index finger. The back of his neck started to feel hot.

These are not my parents, he thought with startling clarity.

“Mom? Mom, did you hear me? Are you—”

“Anna,” his father said, almost whispering.

Anna turned her head slowly, first to Frank, then to Ryan. “Goulash.”

“Remember?” Ryan said.

Anna stared at him, empty-eyed. Ryan took her hand and squeezed.

“I wonder where that grackle went,” his mother said, then untwined her hand from his.

“Mom—”

Anna shook her head and blinked several times. When she looked at Ryan again, her eyes were more alive, some of the old animation coming back to her face. “Oh…the goulash. You know, you won’t believe this, Ryan, but I ran out of paprika. Maybe you could run to the store and get some. Frank, give him some money. Take my car.”

“What? But I—”

Then his father was shoving a twenty-dollar bill at him, his father who was so tight fisted that he never carried cash. “I’ll take your bag in,” Frank said.

“Go on,” Anna said. “If you want to help me make it when you get back, we’ll get started.”

“Okay.” He took the coat from his father, still in a haze of confusion. “Maybe when I get back, we can start all over again and you can tell me what this is all about.”

Frank flinched as if he’d been poked in the ribs with a sharp knife.

Ryan raised the garage door and unlocked his mother’s car, a no-nonsense black Taurus, three years old. He climbed in and started the engine, then felt a tapping on the glass.

He rolled down the window and his mother leaned in. He caught her scent, soap and shampoo and the vaguest bit of the White Shoulders she always wore. It was the smell of her, ever since he was a small child. For a moment he was ten years old instead of twenty.

She leaned over him and whispered, “Remember these eyes.”

“What?” Ryan said. “What are you talking about? Mom?”

His mother pulled slowly away from him. Ryan’s head swiveled as if it were being pulled along a track. He met her eyes, so utterly deep and so blue, striking under the black hair. He held her gaze for a long, silent moment, until he knew she wasn’t going to say anything else.

Ryan backed the car out of the garage and into the street.

 

He drove down Santa Fe Avenue to Danforth Road, wading through one-lane traffic. At Danforth, he turned left and passed what seemed like acres of construction equipment on both sides. Bulldozers, earth movers, cranes—now all quiet, lined up like dinosaur carcasses. Orange and white markers closed off parts of the street. Mounds of brick-red Oklahoma earth rose phoenixlike from the ground. He’d never thought he would miss that red clay, but now that he’d been away from it, he found that he did.

Fifteen minutes later, standing in line with a tiny container of gourmet paprika in his hand, he heard a thump, then another, then another. Heads turned toward the door of the supermarket.

“Explosion,” said the elderly man behind him. “That’s what that was.”

Ryan paid for the paprika, got his change, and ran to the parking lot. People were gathering into little groups, pointing west. Back toward Santa Fe Avenue, a mile away.

Tendrils of thick black smoke thundered into the gray sky, then were sucked into the clouds. He thought he saw flames. Sirens sounded from far away. Horns honked. He heard a single shout.

A slow, stinging burn started in Ryan’s stomach. His hands began to shake. He dropped the car keys twice before getting his mother’s car onto the road. He was halfway to Santa Fe when the traffic began to back up. Now he could see the flames, close to the road, the smoke drifting like a homeless person across the orange and white construction markers.

Traffic came to a standstill. He got out of the car, still clutching the white plastic grocery sack with the paprika. The driver of the pickup truck ahead of him was also standing in the road.

“What happened?” Ryan said.

The man pushed his Edmond Memorial H.S. cap back on his head. “Someone plowed into one of those bulldozers sitting there by the side of the road. Then, boom! Must have hit a gas tank.”

Ryan began to run along Danforth. Six cars farther down, he began to feel the heat from the fire. Three more cars and he saw the police blockade, half a dozen officers in the street, two fire units, an ambulance.

“What happened?” he asked an officer.

“Get back to your car, young man,” the officer said.

“But I—”

“You’ll be safer in your car. Go on, now.”

Ryan shouldered past him.

“Hey!” the cop yelled.

Ryan broke into a run again. Now the fire was making him sweat. Gasoline filled the air, along with the smell of burning meat.

He slipped and fell into a puddle of water by the shoulder of the road. He could see it: the hulking remains of a car, its nose smashed into a bulldozer, the flames consuming both and spreading to the other construction equipment. Even the red mound of earth he’d noticed before was on fire.

Then, voices. A man’s, high-pitched, excited: “…and I came out of the 7-Eleven, and they’d pulled out, pointed northbound, then they sort of angled the car, and…and they never stopped. Just floored it, and…”

Ryan stepped closer. He recognized the voice. There! On the far side of the intersection, talking to a knot of police officers, was Dean Yorkton, his parents’ nearest neighbor. He was some sort of an engineer, a pudgy, aging bachelor. Ryan remembered he had gadgets all around his house. Ryan moved closer. Yorkton was looking around wildly—then his eyes found Ryan. He pointed. His hand went to his mouth.

The officers started toward Ryan. First at a walk, then a jog.

“No,” Ryan said.

He heard Yorkton’s voice, talking to someone else: “They never slowed down, took that bump and just plowed straight ahead. I’d just come out of the 7-Eleven. I just don’t know…I talked to them both just this morning….”

The officers were nearly upon him. Thirty yards, twenty.

Ryan spun away, back toward the fire.

“Ryan Elder!”

He ignored the voice and stepped back toward the flames.

“Wait a minute, son! Don’t go there….”

He jogged around the side of the fire, until he was staring at the back of the car. A firefighter in full protective gear grabbed his arm. “Get back!” he shouted through his face mask.

Ryan wrenched his arm free, skittering around the other side. He felt his face blistering.

He heard Dean Yorkton’s voice, farther away, but as clear to Ryan as if it had come through Bose stereo speakers: “…just looked crazy, I tell you. Eerie, weird…”

Ryan chewed on his knuckles. The flames were working their way slowly toward the rear of the car. He blinked, his eyes stinging. He caught a flash of color: there, on the bumper, was the bright blue-and-yellow sticker, just beginning to melt: ASSOCIATED MUTUAL INSURANCE—SERVICE AND INTEGRITY!

His father’s company.

Ryan ran around the burning car until he was even with the passenger door. The footsteps behind him intensified, more in number and faster than before.

“Ryan Elder!”

His hair felt singed. So did his mind. His heart thrummed in his ears.

He opened his eyes wide and finally saw the two charred husks in the front seats of Frank Elder’s car.

Ryan screamed as the two firefighters and two police officers tackled him around the waist and began to drag him away from the fire. He screamed until he swallowed smoke and his lungs began to feel as though they too were on fire.

He barely noticed the oxygen mask when they slipped it over his face. He didn’t hear their questions. He didn’t notice Dean Yorkton putting his arm around him. He didn’t even notice his friend Jeff Majors, also home from college for Thanksgiving, running toward him half an hour later.

He saw, smelled, tasted, felt nothing but the smoke. He finally leaned against the side of the ambulance, realizing his hand ached. He looked down and saw why. He was still clutching the grocery sack with the tiny container of paprika in it. Spice for a meal that would never happen.

Ryan put his head between his legs and vomited.

 

At the police station, his senses gave out one at a time, all except his hearing, that exquisite sense he’d inherited from his mother. He caught snippets of several conversations:

“…ruled as a suicide…”

“…no other living family…”

“…he can sleep at our house…”

“…acting strangely…”

“…waited until the boy came home from college to do it…”

“…such good people. You just never….”

There was a crush of people—police, fire department investigators, his friend Jeff, Jeff’s father, and Frank Elder’s old friend and attorney Jack Coleridge, a man Ryan had known all his life. People touched his shoulder, people gave him Styrofoam cups of water, an EMT took his vital signs. Someone mumbled something about shock. “No shit,” someone else mumbled.

An hour passed. Then two and three and four. He answered a few questions. Finally Jack Coleridge steered him outside. It was already dark, the air was cold, and the wind had decided to be brutal. Coleridge shook his hand and said in a shaky voice that he’d take care of everything.

Ryan was suddenly, acutely aware of two things: the fragrance of White Shoulders as his mother had leaned in the window of the Taurus back in the garage; and the words she’d whispered in his ear before he drove off to buy paprika. Remember these eyes, she’d said.

Then Jeff Majors was at his side, saying something about spending the night at his house. Ryan couldn’t think anymore, and he let Jeff lead him through the cold wind toward his car.








Seven Years Later

1




RYAN MOVED IN FOR THE KILL.

He leaned in so close he could inhale the man’s breath. It smelled like he’d eaten peppers for breakfast. And now there was another smell—fear. The man had been caught and he knew it.

The January sun was full and warm and it felt wrong. Wrong that it should already be sixty degrees at nine in the morning in mid-January. But then, Ryan had spent seven years living in places like Maryland, Vermont, Ohio, and Wyoming, places that had winters. Here on Florida’s Gulf Coast, it was perpetually spring, a shock to his system after these last few years. All his winter clothes were still packed away in boxes. Then again, he reminded himself, so was most of the rest of his life as well.

His prey was standing on a street corner in front of the Pensacola Chamber of Commerce building. The waters of Pensacola Bay lapped at the shore, a few hundred yards from the other side of the Gulf Beach Highway. He heard the water at the point where it made landfall and he tasted the air: wet and thick, like a washcloth that hadn’t been properly wrung out.

Ryan looked around him—the morning rush traffic had abated and Pensacola was settling into the daytime rhythms of any medium-size city. To his left was one TV crew, from across the bay in Mobile. To his right were a couple of print journalists, one from the daily paper and one from the student paper at the university. But it was Ryan’s show—Ryan’s story—and all of them knew it.

“So where did the money go?” he asked. He inched the microphone a little closer to the man’s face and checked the batteries in the cassette recorder.

The man rubbed a finger under his nose. His name was Kirk Stillman and he was in his late forties, tan and lean, wearing a green golf shirt and khakis. His eyes matched his shirt and they never looked at Ryan, instead watching the video camera the whole time.

“I don’t understand the question,” he said.

“It’s very clear,” Ryan said. “The highway project was completed three months ago. Your office sent out a press release about how it came in ahead of schedule and under budget. Half a million dollars under budget. That’s a pretty good savings—”

“Damn straight it is.” Stillman smiled for the camera and nodded. “We work hard.”

“I’m sure you do. But state law says that when a contractor using state-appropriated funds completes the project under budget, the excess is returned to the Department of Transportation within sixty days. The department says they haven’t received a dime from you. Where’s the half-million dollars?”

Stillman brushed his nose again, then again. “Look, if we could just turn off the cameras and the tape recorders, we can work this out.”

“No, sir, this is an on-the-record interview,” Ryan said. “You said that at the beginning and we have your consent on tape.”

Stillman reddened, his tan deepening. “Look, I don’t have to justify—”

“I’m sorry, but you do, sir. Your company is a contractor to the state, and that means the taxpayers of Florida paid for this project. Just answer the question. Where is that money?”

Stillman put a hand in his pocket, jingling keys. He whistled a couple of tuneless notes under his breath. Finally he met Ryan’s eyes. “What did you say your name was, son?”

“Ryan Elder, WPSC Radio.”

“Okay, Ryan Elder, WPSC Radio. You haven’t been in town very long, have you?”

“I don’t see what that has to do with—”

“You see, if you understood a little bit more about our community, you just might—”

“Condone fraud? Corruption? Graft? I don’t think so, Mr. Stillman.”

Stillman took a step forward. Ryan held his ground, keeping the microphone close. Stillman batted it away. “Get that goddamn thing out of my face!” He turned to the TV crew. “You! Turn that off.”

Ryan pushed the microphone up again. “Didn’t you recently take an extended trip to Europe, Mr. Stillman? Didn’t you spend some time in Switzerland? Your travel agent’s records show—”

“This is over!” Stillman shouted. “I’ve had it! I don’t have to put up with this bullshit!” The man turned on his heel and stalked off down the street.

When he was out of view, the TV reporter, a slim, handsome black man a few years older than Ryan, said, “Whoa, Elder. You stuck it to him.”

Ryan watched the direction Stillman had gone. “Yeah, well, he deserved to be stuck.” He turned off his tape recorder and headed for his car.

 

The rush of bringing in a big story was still working on him and he had to check his speed several times on the drive back to the station. His heart thrumming, Tori Amos on the stereo, he tapped out a steady rhythm against the steering wheel with his pen. He hoped the editing room was available immediately. He was already thinking about how to frame the story. Should he open with his own introduction or go straight to Stillman’s evasiveness?

Even after working steadily in the field for seven years, Ryan was still amazed at radio news’s power to excite him. In fact, it was damn near the only thing that could excite him. Radio didn’t have to rely on the same crutches that television and print journalism did. TV had its videotape and print had the capacity for rereading, but radio—the challenge was to tell the story using sound alone. He would use his voice, Stillman’s voice, and the “natural” sounds in the background, nothing more or less than that. It was just Ryan, the sounds he could create, and the audience, with nothing standing between them but their own senses.

After all the interviews were over, the sound bites gathered, then Ryan would go alone into an editing room to create the story, to mold it into an entity all its own, to communicate both fact and feeling to his listeners. That solitary time, that listening to all the threads of the story as they came together, was even more of an emotional high than getting into the faces of people like Kirk Stillman. And the intensity of the concentration, getting every element of the production just right, kept his mind from wandering into its own dark, solitary places.

The perfect environment for me, Ryan thought, as he pulled into the parking lot of WPSC, in a long, low building near the Pensacola Naval Air Station.

At the front of the building, a mountain of a man stood in the doorway, blocking him. Earl Penders was the general manager of the station, a former linebacker and local sports hero. He was in his fifties, with flesh to spare, wore ill-fitting suits, and always talked too loud, but he was a chamber of commerce regular and favorite luncheon speaker with local civic groups.

“You’re back early,” he said, his voice booming halfway across the parking lot.

“It didn’t take long,” Ryan said. “Stillman’s so crooked he should run for Congress. It’s going to be one hell of a story, Earl.”

Penders leaned against the doorway, making no move to step aside. “Say, Ryan, remember when you came on board here, you told me how glad you were this was a locally owned station, not part of some big conglomerate?”

“Sure, I remember.”

“You know Mr. Turner, don’t you? Joseph Turner, who owns one half of the station?”

“I met him at the Christmas party, Earl. What’s this about?”

“Mr. Turner has a sister, Elizabeth. Fine woman, contributes a lot of money to charity in the city. They named a whole wing of the hospital after her. You remember, the children’s cancer center.”

“And?”

“Well, Liz Turner is one of these very modern, independent women. Never took her husband’s last name, you know.”

Ryan’s eyes widened.

“Yup. She’s married to Kirk Stillman. Stillman called his wife, she called her brother, and he called me.”

“You’re joking,” Ryan said. “That’s so…so small-town.”

“We’re a small town at heart. Most cities are, come to think of it. You’ll get a month’s severance pay.” Penders stepped aside and bent over, wheezing. He picked up a cardboard box and handed it to Ryan. “We took the liberty of cleaning out your desk.”

“But the story. You can’t just kill this story! It’s half a million dollars, Earl. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“Doesn’t matter. The story’s dead. Embalm it, say a prayer over it, and bury it. And let me give you a little advice, Ryan. You’re a smart kid with great instincts. Learn a little judgment and you’ll go far in this business.”

Ryan dropped the cardboard box on the concrete. The thud was as loud as a gunshot to him. “Don’t do this, Earl. Come on, show some backbone.”

Penders shifted his bulk in the doorway. “Got plenty of backbone, kid. I’ve also got five kids to feed and a business to run. Now give me your key and your recorder.”

“You bastard, you can’t do this!”

Penders’s jowls shook. “Yes, I can. Now turn over the station property and get out of here before I call the cops and have them arrest your sorry ass for trespassing.”

White with rage, Ryan took out his ring of keys, pulled one off, and put it in Penders’s meaty hand. He very slowly unhooked the portable tape recorder from his belt, took a couple of steps back, cocked his arm, and flung the lightweight tape machine at the building. It shattered against the S in the WPSC sign and the pieces crumbled to the ground like matchsticks.

“Take it out of my last check,” Ryan said, turned around, and walked to his car.

 

As Ryan pulled his five-year-old Toyota Corolla onto the Gulf Beach Highway and pointed it east, back toward the heart of Pensacola, a dark blue Ford Escort with a rental sticker on the window pulled in behind him and followed, staying a careful three car lengths behind. It accelerated when Ryan did, slowed when he slowed, and when Ryan signaled to exit near his apartment complex, the Escort did the same. Ryan didn’t notice.
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FIRED AGAIN, RYAN THOUGHT AS HE CLIMBED THE STEPS to his apartment.

It was in a sprawling complex near the bay, but just far enough away that there was no view. It had been built in the eighties and was populated mostly by transitory military personnel from the naval base and young single professionals who couldn’t yet afford to purchase a home.

At the top of the wrought-iron stairway, he fumbled out his key and peeked into his mailbox, one in a line of six on the second-story landing. He pulled out a wad that included bills, magazines, and the usual junk. He hadn’t checked the mail in three days, so it had piled up. He tucked the mail under his chin and, holding the cardboard box from WPSC under his other arm, unlocked his apartment door.

Inside, he dumped the box on the floor, crossed to the dining area, and threw the collected mail onto the glass-topped table. The kitchen was tiled, with all the standard apartment amenities—almond-colored refrigerator and dishwasher, faux wood cabinetry, fluorescent lighting. Ryan opened the refrigerator and said, “Shit.”

He’d slept at the radio station again last night, only coming home long enough to shower and dress before the interview with Kirk Stillman. He’d forgotten to buy groceries and the only things in the refrigerator were three cans of Pepsi, one already open, a package of American cheese, half a jar of extra-hot salsa, and a pizza box holding two pieces of Domino’s pepperoni/sausage/jalapeño.

Ryan took one of the Pepsis and slammed the door. “Shit,” he said again, and went back to the dining room.

Fired again.

The last time had been in Dayton, Ohio, seven months ago. He’d called the radio station’s news director a stupid prick to his face and told him he didn’t have the slightest notion of news judgment. Before that it had been Montpelier, Vermont, low ratings combined with his “bad attitude.” In Laramie, Wyoming, it was budget cuts. Prior to that he’d been in the tiny town of Frostburg, Maryland, the only job from which he hadn’t been fired. He’d been a one-person news department there, the first real job he had after…

After Oklahoma. Ten days after his parents’ funeral, he notified UCLA he wouldn’t be coming back, straightened out the estate with his father’s attorney, Jack Coleridge, and drove east as the sun set behind him.

Now he’d have to get together his résumé and his tapes again and start looking for work, thanks to crooks like Kirk Stillman and idiots like Earl Penders. He downed half the Pepsi and banged it on the table. A little sloshed out of the can, dripped off the table, and onto Ryan’s pants.

He jerked his knee against the bottom of the table, which only spilled more of the drink and sent his mail flying. “Dammit,” he muttered, then threw the Pepsi halfway across the room, where it bounced off the brick of the fireplace he’d never used.

Let them take it out of my deposit, he thought, as he bent and started to pick up the scattered mail: phone bill, electric bill, Newsweek, U.S. News and World Report, three credit card applications, and a booklet of pizza coupons.

He picked up the magazines and a sliver of white fell out onto the floor. He picked it up, holding it by one corner, a single business-size envelope with a green strip attached to the right side.

A certified letter.

What the hell?

The envelope was battered, with what looked like a dirty footprint squarely across the face of it. The lower right corner was bent backward. A variety of postal stamps covered the front and back: Not at This Address; Return to Sender; Undeliverable; Sender Not Known. He saw three postmarks: Oklahoma City, Los Angeles, Oklahoma City again. There was no return address.

The address was on a typed yellow label that had been slapped haphazardly on the envelope. It was curled upward, giving it a slightly sneering, sinister look. Ryan pulled it off. Underneath was another yellow label with his Ohio address. He peeled that one away and felt his heart sink like a stone into his gut.

The original address, the one this letter had first been intended for, was his dorm room at UCLA.

The handwriting was his mother’s.

 

Across the street from the apartment complex, the Whispering Man sat in his rental car in the parking lot of a strip mall and watched the complex’s entrance. He rolled down his window and gulped the salty air. He wasn’t accustomed to it and the mere act of breathing it made a lump rise in his throat.

Patience, he told himself. He had a hunch his business in Florida would be finished quickly. The son of Frank and Anna Elder would be leaving soon, and the Whispering Man thought he knew where he would be going.

And then the man’s questions would be answered. He would know what was in the letter. The boy would tell him. Ryan Elder would beg to tell him, and then he would finish the business he’d started a long time ago.

He could wait a little longer. He didn’t mind. The Whispering Man was good at waiting.
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Ryan was in a bubble, as if a sheath of plastic had enveloped him. Nothing existed outside it. Nothing existed at all, except for the letter. Not the Pepsi can whose contents were soaking into his carpet across the apartment, not the traffic outside, not Pensacola Bay or WPSC or crooked Kirk Stillman and his wife or spineless Earl Penders. There was only this sliver of white paper in his hand.

There was no question that the handwriting belonged to Anna Elder. He’d thought it odd, even as a child, that such clunky, blocky writing came from those beautiful, artistic hands that made such exquisite music. But they could never write worth a damn. Oh, well, Anna would laugh in those days. These hands were made for playing Mozart and Dvorak and Paganini, not for scribbling.

Ryan didn’t tremble, didn’t swallow convulsively, didn’t stamp his feet. He simply sat and looked at the letter. He could barely make out the original postmark, but it was there. He held it up to the light of the fake chandelier above the dining room table.

It had been mailed the day before….

The day before he came home for Thanksgiving. The day before the world exploded and everything in it changed.

Ryan let the letter flit down to the tabletop. He saw instantly what had happened. His mother had mailed this to his dorm in Los Angeles, but he’d never gone back there. When it arrived back in Oklahoma, the sender was dead and Ryan was gone from there too. So it had been working its way through the postal system for seven years. He hadn’t stayed in any one place too long during that time, grinding through small-and medium-market radio stations, and sometimes forgetting to fill out change-of-address cards when he moved to a new city.

And here it was, on the day he’d been fired from another job.

He picked it up again and ran his hand along the ridge of the envelope’s flap. There wasn’t much inside, maybe a sheet or two. He held it up to the light again—it looked like newspaper inside.

He took the letter into the kitchen, popped open the lid of the trash can, and stood there. Ryan tightened his grip on the edge of the letter. He squeezed his eyes closed, then opened them wide. He finally ripped open the envelope and shook two pieces of paper onto the kitchen counter. He let the envelope flutter to the floor.

One thing was certain—this was no suicide note.

He was right about the newspaper, though. It was a clipping from the Oklahoma City daily newspaper, no date visible. The article was a review of a performance by the Oklahoma City Philharmonic.

Ryan wrinkled his nose as if he’d smelled sour milk. What was this all about?

He turned the clipping over. The back of it was advertising, part of an ad for a furniture store, part of one for a car dealer. No, it had been deliberately cut out for the orchestra review. Ryan read through it. There was nothing the least bit unusual, no penciled messages on the edge, no highlighted words or phrases. Just a positive review of the hometown orchestra.

He thought of standing in the airport, of his mother saying, Tell you what?

But the day before that, she’d mailed him this newspaper clipping.

Ryan’s head started to throb as he put the clipping back on the kitchen counter. The second slip of paper was smaller, a tiny rectangular strip folded and then carefully torn from a sheet of standard white copy paper, the kind bought in five hundred-page reams at any office supply store. Medium thickness. White. Ordinary.

Ryan turned it over. Written on it in his mother’s blocky hand was a phone number. Area code 405, then the seven-digit number. Beneath the number was scrawled Department 30.

He ran his hands over the printing, as if he could absorb some of his mother’s essence through the black ink. For a moment he was back in the garage, with its aromas of motor oil and lumber and the heavy, sweet smell of Oklahoma wind through the open door. Then his mother, with her scent of White Shoulders, was leaning toward him through the open car window….

And then he was even further back, lying face down on his bed at home, doing his best not to cry. Because he was seventeen and seventeen-year-old boys don’t cry. The room mocked him—the UCLA pennant, the CD collection with its racks of U2 and Pearl Jam and Michael Hedges, the autographed photo—To Ryan, I know I’ll be hearing your voice again—of his radio idol, NPR’s Bob Edwards. None of it mattered anymore. And there was a knocking, a steady tap on the bedroom door.

Go away, Mom. I want to be alone.

Like it or not, I’m coming in, Ryan.

His mother was in the room, that fragrance trailing her wherever she went. She sat on the edge of the bed and said nothing until Ryan said, “I’m not going, Mom. Forget UCLA. I’m staying here. Allison said that if I stay in Oklahoma and go to OU or OSU or even Central, that it’s okay. She won’t—”

“Ryan.”

He looked up at her. Behind her, on the wall, Bob Edwards stared at him expectantly.

“Ryan, all you’ve ever wanted is to be in radio news. UCLA has the program you want, you’ve been accepted. You have to follow your heart—”

“My heart? My heart? Oh, that’s cute, Mom, thanks a whole lot. Allison dumped me. Just because I want to do something different than everyone else, she dumped me! I thought she understood—” Crying for real now, he flopped back onto the bed. “I thought she understood.”

“I know,” his mother said. “But you’re going to have to make a choice. You can’t expect others to be true to you if you’re not true to yourself. And maybe Allison’s the one with the problem.” The Czech in her accent snapped down hard. “Nothing I say, or anyone says, will make you feel better, or even different, right now. You’ll hurt for Allison for a long time. But you can at least hurt on your own terms.”

Hurt on your own terms. At the time Ryan had thought that was one of the stupidest things anyone had ever said. Later, he thought it was one of the wisest. This from a woman who’d sent him to the store for paprika so she could blow herself up. But she’d been right. He did hurt for a long time, well after he’d left Oklahoma for UCLA, but Allison McDermott eventually became a dim high school memory. Still, that was before seven years ago, before he was always angry, back when he was someone else, someone Ryan wished he could find again. He occasionally dreamed of Allison and of his mother, and they sort of melded into each other, like some high-tech TV commercial morphing their faces into one. But in the dreams, his mother became the one who’d dumped him, and it was Allison burning to death beside his father.

Now here he was, in a strange city in Florida, a city that meant nothing to him, out of a job, with a letter from the woman who’d told him to hurt on his own terms.

He turned it over and over in his mind, rolling it around like a gambler palms dice. His mother, reaching out from the grave. Except she had been a day away from the bizarre double suicide when she put this clipping and this phone number into an envelope and presumably drove to the post office and asked to send it certified mail. Maybe she and the clerk had chatted. Maybe the clerk had asked who his mother knew in California. Oh, that’s my son, his mother might have said. He goes to UCLA, you know. He’s a junior, majoring in broadcast journalism. All he’s ever wanted is to be on the radio. Maybe the clerk would have smiled.

Suddenly Ryan was suffocating. He grabbed the clipping and the slip with the phone number and dashed across the apartment. He stepped into a puddle of Pepsi and tugged open the sliding glass door by the fireplace. He walked onto the tiny wooden deck and breathed in the thick air. He made himself breathe deeply for five minutes, glancing out across the parking lot.

Finally, when he was steady again, he walked back inside and picked up the cordless phone. He folded the newspaper clipping and slipped it into his shirt pocket. Then he punched in the phone number and waited for the circuits to turn over.

The phone rang twice, three times, four.

Hang up! This is crazy! Hang up! he thought.

Then it was too late. A crisp, anonymous female voice said, “Good morning, may I help you?”

No business name, no organization, just “good morning, may I help you.” Ryan stiffened.

“May I help you?” the voice said again.

Ryan cleared his throat. “Ah…”

“May I help you?”

“Department Thirty,” Ryan said.

“One moment.”

Hang up!, his whole body was screaming.

But he couldn’t. He looked at his mother’s handwriting from seven years ago and he couldn’t. Hurt on your own terms, she’d said.

“Department Thirty, Art Dorian,” said a man’s voice in his ear, considerably more animated than the woman who had answered the call.

Ryan’s heart pounded. Who was this? What was his mother trying to tell him?

“Ah…”

“Speak up, please.”

Ryan’s throat felt as if shards of glass had been poured down it. “Ah…my name is Ryan Elder, and I—”

The voice brightened. “Well, Ryan Elder. What do you know about that? Well, son, I’ve been wondering if you’d ever call. Ryan Elder. Well, I’ll be—”

Ryan stared at the phone in disbelief. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Dorian, Art Dorian. I’d given up thinking that you’d ever call, Ryan. Where are you? Are you here in Oklahoma City?”

“No…ah, no. Florida. I’m in Pensacola, Florida. Look, who are you? What do you do? I got this number—”

“Whoa, wait a minute. I can answer most of your questions, but I sure don’t want to do it on the phone. As to who I am—well, Ryan, let’s just say your tax dollars pay my salary, okay? We’ll leave it at that for now. Are you coming to Oklahoma?”

“No, I…” Ryan stopped. He had nothing to hold him in Pensacola, thanks to Stillman and Penders. Still, he hadn’t been back to Oklahoma since he drove away from it seven years ago. He shook his head, feeling as though fog had seeped in from the bay and shrouded him. “You…you work for the government?”

“I do. Look, Ryan, why don’t you come on back out to Oklahoma for a few days? I bet it’s been a good while since you’ve been here.” Dorian cleared his throat into the phone. “Ryan Elder. I don’t believe it. You were a baby the last time I saw you. Even then, you looked just like your dad.”

Ryan caught sight of his reflection in the sliding glass door. He still looked like his father, except the last few years Ryan had worn a beard. It had grown in surprisingly thick. The gray bothered him, though. He had more gray than any other twenty-seven-year-old he knew. He had more gray than his father had had when he died.

“So you knew my family.”

“Yes, son, I did,” Dorian said. His tone turned sad. “Knew them well. And I know you’ve been through a lot, but like I said, I have some answers you’ve probably been looking for. Let’s meet.”

“Where? In Oklahoma City?”

Dorian seemed to think for a moment. “No,” he said finally. “Let’s meet in Cheyenne. You know, your dad’s hometown, out in western Oklahoma. You know that little store right at the main crossroads—”

“I’ve never been there,” Ryan said. “My dad never took me there.”

“Oh. Well, ah…I guess maybe he wouldn’t have, after all. Considering—”

“He always said he wasn’t happy there, especially after his parents were killed in the fire. I used to ask him about it when I was a kid. He never wanted to go there.”

“Look, Ryan, you’ll understand it all pretty soon.” He reeled off a set of directions to get from Oklahoma City to the tiny town of Cheyenne, Oklahoma. “Today’s Tuesday. We’ll meet, say, on Friday at noon. How’s that? That should give you time to get out here.”

“Look,” Ryan said. “I don’t know who you are, but…what’s this about? I have this letter—”

“Ryan,” Dorian said, “there are some things you have to know.”

“About my parents’ death?”

“Their death, their life…and you. It’s mainly about you.”

 

The Whispering Man took his fourth cup of convenience store coffee back to the rented Escort and sat, his muscles cramping. The surveillance had been numbingly boring, but then, most surveillance was. The only moment of excitement had come when the son of Frank and Anna Elder had stepped onto his little apartment balcony facing the street. The man had instinctively slid down in his seat, although he was sure the kid couldn’t see him from that distance. Still, one couldn’t be too careful. He had come too far to lose it all now.

At one minute past noon, the Whispering Man sat up straight in his seat. The boy was coming down the apartment steps, a battered dark green backpack slung over his shoulder and a duffel bag in one hand.

He watched as Elder tossed the duffel and backpack into his Toyota. The boy drove to the apartment complex office, went in, and emerged fifteen minutes later. Probably making arrangements for his mail to be picked up.

Elder got back into his little car, hesitated for a moment at the mouth of the parking lot, then made a right turn. West. The Whispering Man followed, again three car lengths back. He followed onto the highway, always keeping a discreet distance. After Elder passed the airport without slowing, the man nodded to himself. He was going to drive to Oklahoma, not fly. That made his job easier.

He exited the highway, turned his rental car around, and drove back to Pensacola Regional Airport. He returned the car, then hurried into the terminal and found the first available flight that would connect to Oklahoma City. It would take Ryan Elder anywhere from twenty-four to thirty-six hours to make the drive, depending on how hard he pushed himself. The Whispering Man would be there in less than six hours. The timing was perfect.

“Got you,” he whispered.
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THE FEDERAL COURTHOUSE BUILDING IN OKLAHOMA City is not an imposing structure. It does not impress the visitor with the pomp and power of the United States judiciary. There are no statues of Lady Justice with her scales, no carvings of the profound words of former Supreme Court justices. More institutional than awe-inspiring, and except for the metal detector just inside the main entrance, it could be any downtown office building in any good-size American city.

From a small corner office on the second floor—barely larger than a janitor’s closet, with only one desk, a phone, computer, and filing cabinet—Art Dorian sat and looked out the window across Northwest Fourth Street. That was what was impressive, the Oklahoma City National Memorial, with its giant carved “walls of time” at either end of the space once occupied by the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building. In the center were the reflecting pool and 168 empty chairs, one for each person killed in the bombing.

Dorian sat and looked, lost in thought. He’d believed they should have saved the millions it took to construct the new memorial and left “the fence” with its homemade adornments and testimonies affixed to it. But then, they hadn’t asked him. They couldn’t have, because officially, Art Dorian wasn’t there. Officially, this little corner office with the excellent view was vacant, although still under lease to another federal agency, whose “real” offices were down the hall. Department Thirty didn’t even have a direct phone line. Its calls came through that other agency, then were routed to him here.

Art Dorian was the Oklahoma City office of Department Thirty and had been for many years, although he was occasionally gone for long stretches. He’d grown up in Boston and had gone to Cheyenne, Oklahoma to meet Frank and Anna Elder in the summer of 1976. The department was in its infancy then, and he was already managing two other cases in Oklahoma and Kansas. So he convinced D.C. to let him establish a permanent “regional” office in Oklahoma City. It was out of the way and the location would let him easily follow the Elders and his other cases.

Ryan Elder, after all this time. He’d sincerely doubted that he would ever hear from the boy. Dorian couldn’t have sought him out, although there were times he’d thought of it over the last seven years. No, that would be too flagrant a violation of protocol. Things had changed drastically when Frank and Anna Elder’s car plowed into that construction equipment in Edmond. That had changed the rules. The game was still going on, but Dorian’s part in it had been forever altered. His part had turned to a waiting game—waiting to be contacted by Ryan Elder. He just hadn’t thought it would take so long.

But why now?

He was considering that question when there was a light tap on the door. “Yes?” he said, although he knew who it was. Only one person ever visited him here.

Deputy United States Marshal Faith Kelly poked her head into the room. “I’ve been knocking for several minutes. Where were you?”

“Ah, Faith, my dear. In another world.” Dorian wondered what Faith Kelly saw in him: a skinny man in his late fifties, thinking of retirement from this madness, his only vanities being his carefully groomed toothbrush mustache and his wardrobe. Art Dorian was one of the dying breed of men who didn’t feel comfortable in public unless he was wearing a necktie. He’d heard one of the young bucks in Kelly’s office call him “natty.” It had been meant as a joke, of course, but Dorian liked it. It was such an old-fashioned word that it fit perfectly.

Kelly was the daughter Dorian had never had time to have. In her twenties, less than a year out of the Federal Law Enforcement Academy in Glencoe, Georgia, she was attractive, intelligent, ambitious yet cautious. That she’d opted to go into the good old boy atmosphere of the United States Marshals Service instead of the more sexually integrated FBI or DEA spoke volumes about the young woman. She was going to prove herself, in her own way.

“What does Chief Deputy Clarke think about you sneaking off down here to talk to an old fossil like me?” Dorian said.

Kelly laughed, a pleasant sound. Her hair was the color of brick, her eyes were winter seawater. Her teeth were white and straight, her cheekbones high and just a tad too sharp. Her looks, Dorian thought, were probably not in her favor. The fact was, their mutual colleagues in federal law enforcement tended not to take pretty women as seriously as they did those who were less attractive. Kelly, of course, was out to prove them wrong. She was not what their colleagues would call a “ball-buster,” but could handle a situation so quietly and so deftly that it would be done before anyone knew it. And the people who counted would notice that.

“Since they’ve rotated me into Community Relations duty for six months, he thinks I’m doing a good job if I’m out of the office,” Kelly said. “Out relating to the community or something.” She sat heavily into the chair across from Dorian.

Dorian smiled. “Come, Faith, you’re no good at hiding things. What’s on your mind?”

Kelly shook her head. “You’ve figured me out. You see through me, just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

Dorian shrugged.

“It’s been a…well, a tough week. I talked to my parents again last night. I just can’t deal with them, especially my father. He was on me about Mikael again.”

“Ah.” Dorian steepled his fingers.

Kelly shifted on the chair and lowered her voice to a mocking parody of her father’s. “‘Faith, he’s twelve years older than you are, and how many years has the guy been in graduate school? Studying philosophy—Jesus please us, what the hell do you do with a degree in philosophy? He’s not Irish—with a name like Mikael LeFlore, what is that, some kind of French? He’s not even Catholic. You’re supposed to be smart, so why can’t you get it through your head…’” She looked up and saw Dorian staring at her. “I’m sorry, Art,” she said in her regular voice. “That was uncalled for. All my father’s constant harping gets to me.”

“But how do you feel?”

A curious look crossed Kelly’s attractive face. “What, about Mikael? Why do you ask?”

Dorian leaned back in his chair. “I’ve made a lifetime out of advising people what to do. I’ve been told I’m good at it. And my dear, it has always seemed to me that this relationship is more about antagonizing your father than it is about you and Mikael.”

Kelly waited a moment, then smiled. “You’re right, as usual. What’s strange about the conversation last night is that I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.”

“From what you’ve told me about your father, that doesn’t sound strange at all.”

“No, the strange part is that I didn’t get a chance to tell him that I broke it off with Mikael earlier in the week. And by the time he’d finished ranting, I didn’t even want to tell him. It would be almost like…I don’t know, like conceding defeat. Like saying, ‘You’re right, Dad. I’m completely brainless. Thank you, sir, may I have another?’”

Dorian smiled again. “Faith, the best piece of advice I can give you is to stop trying both to irritate your father and prove yourself to him at the same time. Choose one or the other, but don’t do both.” He leaned forward again. “And the breakup?”

Kelly fidgeted. “You’ve already said it. In a nutshell, Mikael was everything Dad would hate and I made a point of flaunting Mikael at him. The earring, the trust fund, the philosophy degree…all guaranteed to drive Captain Joe Kelly out of his mind. But you know what? Deeper down, under all that, Mikael was the same as my father. He wanted to dictate what I eat, when I sleep, where I go. To him, my career is just an amusing little diversion. I think part of the reason he wanted to date me was the novelty of being with a woman who carries a gun for a living.” She met Dorian’s eyes. “You won’t believe how it ended.”

Dorian raised his eyebrows.

“Mikael was always wanting to have breakfast together. He wanted to come over to my house and whip up these elaborate breakfasts, six-course meals. I usually just like toast and coffee in the morning. But no, he thought he was proving how sensitive he was or something by making me a big breakfast. So he came over and made these beautiful omelets, food that’s so…so pretty you don’t want to eat it for fear you’ll mess it up. And we sat down and he started talking about ‘the next chapter’ of our lives, and how he was looking at some private college in Massachusetts for his first teaching job, and how much we’d love it there and it would be so interesting to tell his colleagues about what I used to do for a living. Used to do. Well, that did it. I’ve worked my tail off all this time and I’ve barely started my job, and he’s talking about what I used to do. It just went from there.”

“And?” Dorian said. “I have a feeling this is building to a big finish.”

Kelly smiled, a little shyly. She tapped her nails against each other. “He started quoting Emerson and Nietzsche at me, and finally I got up and…”

Dorian leaned forward even farther.

“I picked up the plate with this beautiful omelet on it…”

Dorian began to smile.

“And I said, ‘Mikael, I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have to tell you something.’ He sat there with this look on his face, wondering what I could possibly have to say, and I said, ‘I hate omelets.’ And I threw it at him.”

They both burst out laughing.

After a moment, Dorian waggled his finger at her and said, “Faith, Faith. What a waste of good eggs.”

Kelly cracked up again. “I know. He just sat there with eggs and cheese and ham and peppers all over his shirt….” She devolved into a fit of laughter.

Dorian chuckled. Kelly’s laughter was a wonderful sound, full of promise and energy and raw youth. “And you never got around to telling your father all this.”

“No.” Kelly shook her head. “And I had even meant to, until he started his rant. He’s just such a jerk sometimes—make that most of the time. He’s always playing cop, always being Captain Kelly, even with me. I wish—”

She stopped, and Dorian knew what she’d been about to say: I wish my father was more like you, Art.

No, you don’t, Dorian thought, remembering Ryan Elder.

He saw the embarrassed flush on her face, saw the young woman reposition herself on the seat again. “Enough about my crazy life,” she finally said. “What are you working on?”

“Oh, you know,” Dorian said. She always asked and he never answered and they both understood. Department Thirty didn’t share information with anyone. He talked with her in general terms about the work, but never specific cases. In all these years he’d never discussed a single detail about a single case with anyone outside the department.

“No, I don’t know, and that’s why I always ask.” Kelly laughed again, then turned pensive. “You seemed preoccupied when I came in and that is unusual for you. But in perfect Art Dorian style, you shifted the conversation around to what’s going on with me.”

“I guess it’s just as well I’m about ready to retire, since I’m getting rather transparent myself these days.” He swiveled his chair back around to the window facing the street and the memorial. The tourists were already swirling around it like the wind of an Oklahoma thunderstorm. “I got a call from the past this morning, Faith.”

He remembered being right here in this little room, seven years ago, and the phone was ringing. The first thing he’d heard was the man’s voice saying, It’s over, Art.

He’d begged them not to do anything crazy, to let him work it out. The next day, before he could get to them, he’d read in the newspaper about the bizarre car crash at the construction site in Edmond.

It’s over, Art.

“Art?” Kelly said to his back.

He swiveled back around. “I’m going to give you some advice, Faith. We’re in the law enforcement business, but you know something? The law is there to protect people, and if we lose sight of the people we’re supposed to be serving, the rest of it doesn’t matter a whit. Maybe that’s what people like your father have trouble with. If it’s not about the people, then it’s all just bureaucratic blather.”

“What are you talking about?”

Dorian shook his head, running a finger along his mustache. “Nothing. I made a mistake a long time ago. It was very early in the department’s history and I had a tiny lapse of judgment that led to…” To what? Can’t discuss details, old man. You know the rules.

“What?”

Dorian almost said Ryan Elder, then realized what a disaster it would be if he spoke the name aloud. Almost as big a lapse of judgment as the first one, all those years ago. He was getting old and Dorian thought he might see about starting the retirement paperwork earlier than he’d anticipated. He’d do it next week. After Cheyenne. After Ryan Elder.

“Faith, could you excuse me, please?”

Kelly nodded at him but kept her counsel. “All right,” she said, and went out, quietly closing the door. Dorian heard her heels echoing off the floor in the hallway.

Dorian watched the door for a long time, then went to his old three-drawer filing cabinet. It was black, but splotched with gray where the finish was peeling. It was the same cabinet that had been here since he’d moved into the office. He unlocked the top drawer. It was not full—there were only a handful of files. The same material was on the computer, of course, but Dorian preferred the feel of the paper in his hands. He thought he absorbed more information, more of the essence of the information, through that rough paper than he ever did through any cold computer screen. He found the file he wanted, sat down, and began to read.

An hour later, awash in the past, Art Dorian put the file aside and unlocked the lower left drawer of his desk. The government-issue nine-millimeter Sig Sauer was there, carefully stowed in its government-issue holster. Dorian rarely carried it, since most of his work was here in the office, more often than not on the telephone. He thought it had been at least three years since the last time he’d strapped it on.

He turned the gun over in his hands, checking his ammunition supply. Another good thing about Department Thirty—he didn’t have to go through all the paperwork to sign out a weapon and ammunition. He simply got what he needed and the department reimbursed him.

He ran his hand along the Sig Sauer, then laid it carefully on the desk next to the open file. It occurred to him that he was much more comfortable with the paper than he was with the weapon. But he would take the weapon to Cheyenne, not the paper. He hoped he wouldn’t need it.
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RYAN STOPPED ONLY ONCE, SOMEWHERE IN TEXAS, A little north of Houston. He slept for four hours in an interstate motel, then awoke disoriented, betrayed by his ears. He ran barefoot into the parking lot, swearing he’d heard a single call of a grackle. Thinking of his mother, cocking her ear toward the sky: Can you believe it? A single grackle in November.

He checked out of the motel, drove to the all-night truck stop next door, and ordered the high-cholesterol special: chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes, white milk gravy, biscuits, fried okra. He almost allowed himself a smile—he’d been living for seven years in places where people thought chicken-fried steak was an agricultural experiment in crossbreeding beef and poultry.

When the food arrived, he sat for a moment as it steamed in front of him. The waitress asked him if everything was all right. She finally gave up and walked away when he didn’t answer after the third time. Ryan couldn’t remember the last time he’d shared a meal with someone. Really, really shared a meal. Oh, he’d had fast-food lunches with coworkers, but those didn’t count.

He looked down at the chicken-fried steak, gravy running in little rivers all over the plate. Too many meals alone, too much utter bullshit rolling around in him like some great unexplored wilderness. He grabbed the pepper shaker and, almost by rote, started sprinkling until the food was covered.

“Like pepper, honey?” the waitress drawled.

Ryan looked up at her. The waitress was in her fifties, tired-looking, with raven hair from a bottle and the kind of drawl he hadn’t heard in a long time.

Ryan swallowed. Was she talking to him? What had she asked? Pepper, that’s right, pepper. He cleared his throat. “I always feel like I’m eating hospital food if I don’t add something to it,” he finally said.

The waitress laughed throatily, a laugh full of cigarettes and late nights. “Hospital food. That’s pretty good, honey. Well, you enjoy your chicken fry, now.”

He sectioned off a bite of meat, lifted it to his mouth, and put it down again.

He pushed the plate of food away, reached into his pocket, and pulled out the newspaper clipping, the review of the Oklahoma City Philharmonic. Exquisite phrasing and sensitivity…energetic rendition…Beethoven…Smetana…Tchaikovsky…fortunate to have such a fine orchestra in a city our size…

There was nothing, just words on a page sent to him by a dead woman.

The anger tried to rise, but then Ryan felt an overwhelming sense that he needed to hurry. He called the waitress over.

“Everything okay, honey?”

“I’m sorry, I’ve got to get back on the road. Could you box this up for me?”

She shrugged. “I suppose, but the gravy’s not so good when it’s cold.”

“I’ll risk it.”

She returned with a polyurethane container, gravy leaking out the sides. Ryan gave her a ten-dollar bill and told her to keep the change, then left the noise and light of the truck stop. Before pulling the Toyota back onto the interstate, he backtracked half a mile to an overpass. As he’d come down the exit ramp earlier, he’d noticed a grouping of large cardboard boxes, overturned shopping carts, and tattered bedsheets set back from the highway.

He slowed at the corner, opened the car door, and heard movement among the boxes—quiet, furtive, the sound of people accustomed to living unseen by the world. He took the polyurethane container, placed it silently on the ground, and retreated to the warmth of the Toyota. As he turned back toward the interstate, he looked in his mirror and saw a shadowy shape appear next to the stark white of the container, then melt back into the cardboard darkness.

Sorry I couldn’t do more, he thought as he merged onto the highway heading north. I’m homeless too. I may have a place to sleep at night that’s not a box, and I don’t have to stand on street corners to collect quarters from surly drivers, but I’m still homeless. You probably wouldn’t understand that, but that’s what I am. I have no place in this world.

Then the Toyota was humming along at seventy-five miles an hour in the late-night traffic and, for a little while, Ryan wasn’t angry anymore.

 

He crossed the Red River on Interstate 35 at just past five o’clock in the morning, with dawn a red crayon line in the east. He made Oklahoma City at 7:15, grinding through rush hour. Some things never changed—even though he’d been gone for seven years, the city’s highways were still masses of construction. The detours had just moved from one place to another.

He felt himself being pulled along like a dog on a leash. Centennial Expressway north, past the Oklahoma Health Center complex and the state capitol with its working oil wells in the parking lot, past industrial centers and warehouses and more construction. Then he came into Edmond and it struck him that the suburb had grown even more, if that was possible.

Broadway, Danforth Road, Santa Fe Avenue. The corner where his father’s car had exploded was now a shopping center. A right turn, then a left. In the cold gray light of winter morning, he stopped the Toyota in front of the house.

His house. The house of his childhood, his adolescence, his life.

Strangely, it looked smaller. Just an ordinary wood-and-brick suburban home with a two-car garage and a plank fence enclosing the backyard. All the other houses in the subdivision, built by the same contractor, were variations on the theme.

Ryan sat in the street, the car idling, the heater on. He’d realized it was cold somewhere around the time he crossed the Oklahoma state line. He looked at the house. A real estate sign was staked into the ground by the curb.

He got out of the car as if he were dreamwalking and the wind hit him full in the face. Freezing reality struck him. You can’t dream in a strong Oklahoma wind, he thought. While Oklahoma didn’t get as cold as, say, Ohio or Vermont, everyone here understood wind chill factor. He grabbed his coat, a bomber-style jacket emblazoned with the logo of the radio station where he’d worked in Dayton. Walking around the car to the curb, he touched the top of the real estate sign.

“This is a nice neighborhood,” said a voice.

Ryan almost jumped. For a moment he’d forgotten the possibility that other people could exist here. He half turned. In the next driveway over, an Hispanic-looking woman, a few years older than he, was strapping three boys into a Voyager minivan. At least Edmond’s not as lily-white as it used to be, he thought, then it occurred to him that the driveway where the woman stood had been Dean Yorkton’s. His neighbor growing up, the man who’d come out of the 7-Eleven and seen his parents crash through the intersection.

The woman smiled pleasantly at him. “It’s especially nice for the kids,” she said. “And the prices here are a little better than some places in Edmond.”

Ryan took a few steps toward her, his breath fogging around him. She slid the minivan’s side door closed. “Wasn’t this Mr. Yorkton’s house?”

The woman’s smile disappeared. “Yes, it was. But we’ve lived here for over six years. Did you know him?”

Ryan took another couple of steps. One of the boys, as fair as the woman was dark, knocked on the window of the van. “A little. Did he move?”

“I have to go,” the woman said.

“Wait. I was…he was a friend of our family. I’d like to visit him. Do you know where he went?”

The woman gave a glance over her shoulder and used both hands to make a “wait a minute” gesture at the boys. She crossed to where Ryan stood, took his arm, and steered him back toward his own car. “He died. The realtor told us. We got the house at auction. He didn’t have a will and didn’t have any family.”

“What happened to him?” Ryan thought of Yorkton’s fleshy face, the way it always seemed red. “Heart attack?”

“No. He was murdered.”

Ryan stared at her. Across the driveway, the blond boy was tapping on the window. It sounded as loud as gunshots to Ryan.

“The poor man was on vacation, no less,” the woman said. “First vacation he’d had in years. That’s what our realtor said. Someone just walked up to him, demanded his wallet, and shot him when he didn’t hand it over fast enough.”

Ryan looked up. He heard the wind in the trees behind the house…his house. But there was no single grackle calling out longingly, singing out a warning of things to come. Just the wind and a little boy tapping his finger on the glass of a van.

“When did all this happen?” Ryan finally said.

“Well, we bought the house at auction…let’s see, it’ll be seven years this summer. They said it happened in March of that year.”

Four months after his parents, he thought.

Coincidences happen, he argued with himself. Lack of sleep and the newspaper clipping in his pocket had his mind working overtime, searching for…what? Ryan shook his head and the little boy kept tapping the window.

“I have to go,” the woman said. “But this is a nice neighborhood, if you’re interested in that house.” She started back across to her own driveway.

“Where was he?” Ryan called after her.

“What?”

“Mr. Yorkton. When he was killed. You said he was on vacation. Where was he?”

The woman paused with her hand on the driver’s door of her van. “It’s very sad. He was walking alongside the Lincoln Memorial. He was in Washington, D.C.”
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AS RYAN DROVE AWAY FROM HIS HOUSE DEAN YORKTON, the Lincoln Memorial, Department Thirty, and November grackles wrestled for space in his mind. He thought of birthday parties, trips to Lake Arcadia, high school teachers, and football games. All the mundane things and ordinary people which sew together the fabric of a life.
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