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    “Bryan Gruley is a gifted writer, and in The Skeleton Box he’s turned his gifts to the secrets and lies that ultimately rip apart Starvation Lake. . . . Gruley writes elegiacally about small-town America, but his deepest love is for its newspaper.”


—SARA PARETSKY


“Gruley knows how to drag you kicking and screaming into a story so gripping that you’ll probably devour it in one gulp.”


—CHICAGO TRIBUNE


“An author who has mastered the conventions of his genre. Discriminating readers will be anxiously awaiting the third book in this promising series.”


—ASSOCIATED PRESS


“A major talent.”


    —HARLAN COBEN


“Bryan Gruley is off to a phenomenal start!”


—MICHAEL CONNELLY


“Bryan Gruley: Remember the name. You should be hearing it often in the future.”


—SAN DIEGO UNION-TRIBUNE









Does Gus Carpenter really want to know what’s inside the skeleton box? In Anthony– and Barry award–winning author Bryan Gruley’s gripping new novel, Gus must decide if the truth is better off dead and buried.


Mysterious break-ins are plaguing the small town of Starvation Lake. While elderly residents enjoy their weekly bingo night at St. Valentine’s Catholic Church, someone is slipping into their homes to rifle through financial and personal files. Oddly, the intruder takes nothing—yet the “Bingo Night Burglaries” leave the entire town uneasy.


Worry turns into panic when a break-in escalates to murder. Suddenly, Gus Carpenter, editor of the Pine County Pilot, is forced to investigate the most difficult story of his life. Not only is the victim his ex-girlfriend Darlene’s mother, but her body was found in the home of Bea Carpenter—Gus’s own mother. Suffering from worsening dementia and under the influence of sleeping pills, Bea remembers little of the break-in.


With the help of Luke Whistler, a former Detroit Free Press reporter who came north looking for slower days and some old-fashioned newspaper work, Gus sets out to uncover the truth behind the murder. But when the story leads him to a lockbox his mother has kept secret for years, Gus doesn’t realize that its contents could forever change his perception of Starvation Lake, his own family, and the value of the truth.
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Father, forgive me, for I have sinned. I have succumbed to the temptations of the flesh, to the venal allure of physical pleasure, to the enrapture of lust and all that goes before it, and with it, and alongside it. I have let sin reign in my mortal body and I have obeyed its desires. I have committed atrocity and tolerated it and sought the false and sinful asylum of denial. I have made company with men who would do the same while demanding my silence and wicked acquiescence. I seek your divine mercy and everlasting forgiveness as I write these things down on the twenty-first day of August in the year 1950. . . .




 



MARCH 2000



 


[image: images]




 



ONE



 


4TH BINGO BREAK-IN STRIKES FEAR INTO TOWN OF STARVATION LAKE


By Lucas B. Whistler
Pilot Staff Correspondent


The Bingo Night Burglar may have struck again.


In what appears to be the fourth such break-in since the New Year, the Pine County Sheriff’s Department said an intruder entered the home of John and Mary Hodges on Sunday evening while the retired couple was at bingo at St. Valentine’s Catholic Church.


The burglary wasn’t technically one because, as in previous break-ins, nothing was taken. As before, the intruder appears to have rummaged through file cabinets and desk drawers containing personal and financial documents.


“I don’t know why, but that’s even scarier than if they walked off with our TV,” said Mary Hodges, 178 Little Twin Trail.


Pine County sheriff Dingus Aho released a statement saying, “The department is treating these various incidents as burglaries.” He declined to comment further. All four break-ins have occurred while the occupants of the homes broken into were at bingo. Police have no suspects.


Bingo attendance has declined, while sales of padlocks have soared at Kepsel’s Ace Hardware. “Starvation Lake is scared,” said County Commissioner Elvis Bontrager. “Sheriff Aho ought to start doing his job, or we’ll find someone who will.”


Before a Jan. 9 break-in at the home of Ted and Gardenia Mapes, Starvation Lake hadn’t had one since 1998. B and E’s followed at the homes of Bill and Martha Nussler on Jan. 16 and Neil and Sally Pearson on Feb. 6.


“I hope the police catch somebody soon,” Sally Pearson said. “One of these times, somebody could get hurt.”




 



TWO



We ignored the first knock. The punk who drove the Zamboni had been barging in and yelling at us about leaving empties in the dressing room. So we started locking the door.


“Soupy?” I said. “Cold one?”


I reached into a plastic bucket filled with ice and fished out a Blue Ribbon. My squad, the Chowder Heads of the Midnight Hour Men’s League, had just beaten the Ice Picks of Repicky Realty, 7–0.


“Pope shit in the woods?” Soupy said. I tossed him the beer. He slumped on a bench between Wilf and Zilchy, his hair a sweaty blond tangle, his hockey socks bunched around his ankles. The room smelled of mildew and tobacco dip. I grabbed myself a beer, the ice stinging my knuckles, and dropped my goalie mask into my hockey bag.


Soupy hoisted his can toward me. “You stoned them tonight, Gus. When’s the last time you had a shutout?”


I shrugged. “I think I was still living downstate.”


I had left our little northern Michigan town, Starvation Lake, in the 1980s and worked at a big Detroit newspaper. I came home after getting in some trouble on the job. I could have gone a lot of places—Battle Creek, Toledo, Daytona Beach. But I returned to Starvation.


I’d been back only two and a half years, and at times it felt as if I’d never left. Which was frightening, if I let myself think about it. At other times I felt as if I’d wanted to come back all along, as if I had some unfinished business, some question I had to answer about myself. Meantime, I played goaltender at night and spent my days as executive editor of the Pine County Pilot, circulation 3,876 and falling.


“Speaking of goalies, where was Tatch?” Wilf said.


Tatch was the Ice Picks goalie. He’d been a no-show that night.


“Goalies,” Soupy said. He took a pull on his beer, the liquid clicking inside the can, then thrust it up over his head. “The hell with them. How about them Rats?”


Most of us had played for the River Rats, the local youth team, as teenagers. We’d lost the 1981 state final on a goal I should have stopped.


“State finals, baby,” Wilf said, “right here in beautiful Starvation Lake.”


There was another, harder knock at the door. Then a voice.


“Police. Open up.”


“Hell, it’s just Skipper,” Soupy said. “Game tomorrow’s at seven. Pregame at my bar. The Enright’s Pub shuttle will leave for the rink at six-thirty sharp. Adult beverages will be provided.” He looked at me. “You coming?”


“Yeah, right.” As a Rats assistant coach, I didn’t drink much before games.


“Pussy.”


The door swung open and Pine County sheriff’s deputy Skip Catledge stepped into the room. I saw the Zamboni punk slink away with a ring of keys. The deputy pointed at me. “Get dressed.”


“He wasn’t drinking, Skip, honest.”


“Shut up, Soup. Let’s go, Gus. We have a situation.”


I thought of my mother. She was watching TV in her pajamas when I left for the game. Our next-door neighbor, Phyllis Bontrager, had come to sit with her.


“A situation where?”


“I’ll be outside,” the deputy said. “In two minutes, I’ll come in and haul your butt out.”


Cop flashers blinked in the distance as Catledge steered his sheriff’s cruiser off Main Street and onto the beach road along the lake’s southern shore. The lake itself was invisible in the blackness beyond the naked trees. Twin bands of packed snow ran down the asphalt lanes between the steep banks on both shoulders.


The deputy, his hat perched on the dashboard, had spoken barely a word since we’d left the rink. He had had me sit in the front next to him. Not a good sign.


“Are those flashers where I think they are?” I said.


“We’ll be there in a minute.”


Half a mile ahead, the flashing lights obscured my mother’s little yellow house. I imagined what might have happened. A greasy pan Mom had left burning on the stove. A fireplace flue she had neglected to open. A door she had forgotten to lock. Dammit, Mother, I thought, then immediately felt bad about it. We’d never had to lock our doors in Starvation Lake. Then the break-ins had begun.


“Why no siren?” I said.


“No need to wake up the whole town.”


“Skip, if it’s—”


“Gus, I don’t know, OK? Sheriff told me not to call him and he hasn’t called me. He’s probably keeping it quiet so every old lady with a scanner doesn’t show up to watch.”


“Watch what?”


He stepped harder on the gas. The trees and houses flew past, cozy log cabins and plank board cottages built in the 1940s and 1950s, and makeover mansions of red brick and cut rock and cantilevered decks built in the 1990s. We were heading to Mom’s house, all right. There were no flames that I could see. I told myself Mom was all right.


Catledge grabbed his hat and set it on his head. We slowed. A hundred yards ahead, another deputy emerged from the shadows along the road shoulder, a flashlight beam bouncing in front of him. Catledge blinked his headlights. The beam waved us through.


Some of Mom’s neighbors stood along the road, pajamas and bathrobes sticking out from under winter coats. As we passed, one spied me and shook her head and brought her hands up into a clasp at her face.


“Christ,” I said. “What the hell’s going on?”


Static crackled on Catledge’s shoulder mike. I heard the Finnish lilt of the sheriff’s voice. “Deputy,” it said. “Did you collect Mr. Carpenter?”


Mom’s house sat on a snow-covered bluff overlooking the lake. Now it was surrounded by five police cars, two ambulances, and a fire truck. The swirling blue and red lights striped the aluminum siding and roof shingles. Why two ambulances? I thought.


We stopped at the end of Mom’s driveway. One ambulance was parked there. The other waited in the snow in Mom’s front yard, one of its twin rear doors swung open. I saw sheriff’s deputies moving around in the light blazing inside the house.


As I climbed out of the cruiser, I heard a woman’s sob, sharp and halting, as if she were trying not to cry. I knew that sound. I looked in the direction of the ambulance in Mom’s yard.


“Darlene,” I said, then louder. “Darlene.”


A door slammed. The ambulance eased out of the yard onto the road. I turned to Catledge. “Where’s Darlene?”


Darlene Esper was another Pine County sheriff’s deputy. She was also my ex-girlfriend and the daughter of Phyllis Bontrager—Mrs. B to me—the next-door neighbor who had been with my mother that night.


“I don’t know,” Catledge said. He took my elbow and nudged me toward the house. “The sheriff’s waiting.”


“I heard her in that ambulance,” I said. “They must have—shit. Is Mrs. B in that ambulance?”


Pine County sheriff Dingus Aho stepped into the muddy snow outside the sliding glass doors to Mom’s dining room, a walkie-talkie squeezed in one pork-chop hand. He was a big man who looked bigger silhouetted against the backlit wall.


“I can’t go in?” I said.


Dingus shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s a crime scene.”


“It’s my family.”


“I’m sorry.”


I had glanced into the kitchen as I passed, noticed a glass casserole soaking on the counter next to the sink. Yellow police tape was strung everywhere. The dining room, except for a cop flashlight resting on the table, looked to be in order. Beyond there, officers wearing latex gloves shuffled in and out of the bathroom next to Mom’s bedroom.


“Where’s my mother? Is she in one of those amb—”


“No. She’s fine. Phyllis Bontrager is on her way to Munson.”


Munson was the medical center in Traverse City, forty miles west. You didn’t go there for cuts and bruises.


“What happened?”


“There was a break-in.”


“I want to see my mom.”


He hooked his walkie-talkie on his belt. “Calm down.”


“What’s the big fucking secret, Dingus? It’s another Bingo Night Burglary, isn’t it?”


Dingus stepped toward me. The sweet aroma of Tiparillo floated off of his handlebar mustache. “Watch your language,” he said.


“You mean ‘bingo night’?”


My newspaper had made the connection between the break-ins and bingo night. That had not pleased the sheriff, who was up for re-election and didn’t appreciate headlines reminding voters that he had no clues, no suspects, no idea why someone was breaking into homes, rifling through personal papers, and then leaving empty-handed. “Bingo Night Burglaries” was catchy and I’d heard people saying it at the rink and Audrey’s Diner and Fortune Drug and imagined that it might help circulation.


“We’re not sure what happened here,” the sheriff said. “As I’ve said, bingo night is a coincidence. There’s bingo every night somewhere around here.”


Mother had been waiting when Darlene, the sheriff’s deputy, had arrived, heeding Mom’s 911 call, he told me. Darlene found her mother lying unconscious on the bathroom floor. Questioning my mother so far had proved fruitless.


“She’s a little confused,” Dingus said.


“You know Mom’s got memory issues.”


She was going on sixty-seven. Her memory had always been selective, but now she wasn’t always certain what she should be selecting. Sometimes she was all there, sometimes hardly at all. The illness played tricks on her, and Mom tried to play tricks back, often in vain.


“I understand.”


“Is Mrs. B going to be all right?”


The sheriff looked away, into the house. “Doc Joe’s on his way to Munson.”


Doc Joe Schriver was the county coroner.


Mrs. B had been stopping by at night to make sure Mom had turned off the stove, doused the fire, and done whatever else she needed to do before bed. Sometimes Mrs. B stayed for a while and sat in the rocking recliner to read while the fire died. I pictured her sitting there in her favorite winter sweater, the red one knitted with the shapes of reindeer heads.


I felt a pinprick of sleet on my cheek. “The guy attacked her?”


“We don’t know it’s a guy. We don’t—”


“Gus!”


The voice came from the road. Dingus and I both turned to see Luke Whistler, the Pilot reporter I’d hired four months before. He was standing with the bathrobes outside the police tape. Whistler had written most of the Bingo Night stories. The cops weren’t fans. I waved and called out, “Go to Munson.”


Whistler pointed his notebook at the deputies keeping him and the crowd back. “They won’t let me in,” he said.


“Just go,” I said.


I looked down the road and was relieved not to see the Channel Eight TV van. I turned back to Dingus. “Murder?” I said.


He couldn’t bring himself to look at me. “Maybe we can get you in to see your mom for a minute.”


In the other break-ins, the intruder or intruders had come when no one was home. Maybe they’d come tonight thinking Mom would be at bingo. She went most Sundays but hadn’t tonight. The only light likely to have been burning was the one on the end table by the chair where Mrs. B did her reading. I imagined Mom dozing in bed, maybe watching something on the tiny black-and-white tube that sat atop her dresser, Mrs. B in the living room, absorbed in Maeve Binchy.


“That would be good,” I said.


“Just do me a favor. Try not to jump to any conclusions.”




 



THREE



Can you leave us alone for a few minutes, please?”


The paramedic, a woman I did not know, glanced at the doorway to Mom’s bedroom, where Skip Catledge stood guard.


“If you’re done,” the deputy said.


“Surely.”


She gave me a sympathetic nod on her way out.


Catledge stepped out and slid the bedroom door closed. Mom sat up against the headboard, her eyes closed. “Gussy,” she whispered.


I sat on the edge of the bed, took one of her hands in mine. “Mom, are you all right?”


She wore the button-down pajamas she wore every night from October through April, off-white flannels printed with floral designs so faded that you couldn’t tell the shapes were flowers anymore. I had bought the pajamas for her sixtieth birthday.


Mom shook her head. Her eyes were puffy and red. Wads of used tissue cluttered the nightstand. Her shoulders rose and fell with her breathing.


“She was my best friend,” she said.


“I know.”


“Is she going to be all right? She wasn’t . . . she wasn’t moving when they took her.”


“It’s not looking good, Mom.”


“What am I going to do?” I had no answer but to squeeze her hand. “From the day your father died, Phyllis has been my rock.”


A single tear dripped off her face onto her arm. I snatched a tissue from the box. Mom balled it up in her right hand and held it in her lap.


I thought of the two of them, Phyllis and Bea, sitting next to each other at the end of our dock, the sun golden on their backs, their hair tied back in twin ponytails, their feet dangling in the water. They wore one-piece bathing suits and drank lemonade from tall pink plastic cups.


They’d sit for hours, talking about what was in the paper that day, who gossiped what about whom at euchre night, how Mr. B had to go to the doctor about the lumbar pain that turned out to be cancer, which salads and Jell-O molds they would make for the town’s annual Labor Day picnic. About Darlene and me, and when we would both finally decide that we were made for each other and do something about it. When the late August sky blew chilly on their shoulders, they wrapped themselves together in a towel and kept talking.


Mom looked up. “Darlene,” she said. “Where is she?”


“On her way to the hospital with Mrs. B.”


“Oh, God.”


“You know Darlene. She’ll just funnel it all into finding out what happened.”


“That poor girl. She’ll be all alone.”


Mom dabbed at her eyes. I was all she had left now. The Damico family who had adopted her sixty-four years before were all dead but for a stepbrother in Oregon she hadn’t seen in years. She had plenty of friends, but none so close as Mrs. B.


“So what happened, Mom?”


She glanced at the bedroom door, leaned in close to me. “I don’t think Sheriff Aho is very happy with me. He kept asking questions: ‘Who was it? Did you see a face? Did you hear a voice? Was it someone you knew?’”


“Were you asleep?”


“Yes. Then I woke up, because I had to pee. I’d had an extra cup of tea.”


“And you found her.”


She swallowed a sob, her eyes welling again. “There was—there was so much blood.”


“Mom.”


“I was useless. Useless to my best friend.”


“Mom, it’s not your fault.”


She picked up her hands then and held them in front of her face. She stared at the palms, then turned her hands over and stared again.


“What’s the matter?” I said.


She let her hands fall. “If only she hadn’t been here.”


“Why didn’t you go to bingo?”


“She shouldn’t have been here. I am not her responsibility.”


No, I thought, Mom was my responsibility. That’s what I heard her saying, whether she meant it or not.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “Do you want me to move back in? Maybe just till summer breaks?”


“I’ll be fine, son. They won’t come back.”


I wasn’t so sure. I heard the door slide open behind me.


“Gus,” Catledge said.


I gave Mom’s hand another squeeze. “I love you,” I said. “I’ll find out what happened.”


“You always do.”


Catledge took me through the dining room and outside.


I had sat at Mom’s dining room table that Sunday morning, with Mom and Mrs. B.


I’d come with a copy of Saturday’s Pilot. A few days before, a snowplow had flattened the blue plastic Pilot tube in front of Mom’s house, then dragged it halfway around the lake. Saturday’s delivery guy was probably too hungover to bother to stop his station wagon and carry Mom’s paper to her door. The Pilot came only twice a week, on Tuesdays and Saturdays. Mom hated to miss one.


When I walked in, Mom was talking in a low voice, almost a whisper.


“Shush,” Mrs. B said. “You’re imagining things, Beatrice.”


“Why aren’t they taking things?” Mom said. “Can you—” She cut herself off when she noticed me coming in.


“Maybe they are,” Mrs. B said, “and the police are just keeping it quiet.”


I set the fresh Pilot on the table where they sat on either side of a corner behind cups of tea.


“Good morning, Gussy,” Mom said. “Do you want some tea?”


“No thanks. Keeping what quiet?”


“You,” Mrs. B said, “until I get my hug.”


I smiled and went over and hugged her from above, smelling her hair spray mixed with perfume. She looked dressy in a silver necklace bedecked with peridots over a lavender turtleneck. She had been to nine o’clock Mass.


Mom had not. My mother had stopped going to church when I was a boy. She never said why and I hadn’t asked, because I didn’t like going anyway. I figured her adoptive family had worn the Catholic out of her, with years of grade school, weekday Masses, then years working at the church rectory. She didn’t talk much about any of it. Every few years, Mrs. B would drag her to Mass, and Mom would swear off it again.


Still, she liked the Epistles and Gospels and Psalms. Mrs. B stopped by every Sunday to fill Mom in on the readings over tea and coffee cake. “I’m happy to hear what God has to say,” I’d heard Mom declare a hundred times. “But I can do without the priests grubbing for money. I give them plenty at bingo anyway.”


On that Sunday morning, I helped myself to a slice of poppy-seed Danish and gazed out at the evergreens along Mom’s bluff. They threw blue-hued shadows on the untrampled backyard snow. I imagined how different they would look in summer, how they’d dapple the grass shimmering green in the sun. Mom and Mrs. B chattered away about a recipe for vegetable lasagna, which sounded terrible to me.


Mom had read somewhere, probably something ping-ponging around the Internet, that vegetables were good for people with memory issues. She’d been eating a lot of broccoli, carrots, and cauliflower, so I’d been eating a lot of broccoli, carrots, and cauliflower, because I made sure to visit Mom for dinner at least twice a week, less for the cooking, which wasn’t as good as it once was, than to check in.


“Are you making it tonight?” I said. “Maybe I’ll bring some Italian sausage to go with it.”


“Tonight is bingo at St. Val’s,” Mrs. B said, pushing her goggle-sized glasses up on her nose. “There’s a potluck before.”


Mom was frowning. “I don’t feel like cooking.”


“I have a nice pot of goulash already made, dear.”


“I’m not sure I’m feeling up to it.”


“Oh, boo, Beatrice. You have to get those old bones up from that chair and out of this stuffy house.” As Mom of late had found less energy for going out, Phyllis had happily become her scold, because she thought Mom needed to get out, needed to see people, needed to keep her mind working. She reached over and patted my mother’s hand. “I’ll pick you up at six sharp.”


Mom stared at the hand Mrs. B had placed on hers. I heard snowmobiles whining their way past the house on the lake below.


“I don’t like church,” Mom said.


“We’re not going to church. We’re going to bingo.”


“We shouldn’t leave the house on bingo night.”


“How else are we going to go to bingo?” Mrs. B said. “Maybe Gus will babysit.”


“What about my house?” I said, grinning.


“Right,” Mom said. “That’s what the burglar must be looking for—smelly old hockey equipment.”


“I’ll have my lovely daughter swing by,” Mrs. B said. “I think she’s on duty tonight.”


“I have a game,” I said. Mom was staring at Mrs. B’s hand now. “Mom?”


“I don’t like the mothballs,” she said.


Mrs. B gave me a reassuring glance, then addressed Mom. “There are no mothballs, Bea. That was a long time ago.”


“We kept the robes in mothballs.”


She was talking about the job she’d had at the church rectory, many years before I was born. She did this from time to time, slipped back into the long ago like falling backward off of our dive raft into the lake. On recent Sunday mornings, I had noticed, she was more likely to go back a long way. Then she’d suddenly arrive back in the moment, as if she’d emerged from a time machine, as alert as if she had never left.


“Yes, I know,” Mrs. B said. “The mothballs are gone now.”


Mom pursed her lips, thinking. I hesitated as I might with someone having a nightmare. I had heard you weren’t supposed to wake them up. I didn’t know what to do. The doctors weren’t sure, either.


“Mom?” I finally said. “Are you all right?”


“Bingo?” she said. “Phyllis?”


“That’s right, tonight,” Mrs. B said. “I’ll be here at six.”


Mom folded her arms. “Call me at five. We’ll see.”


I recalled that morning and how sweet Mrs. B had smelled, as I steered my pickup truck west on M-72 through sleet as thick as oatmeal.


I had hesitated to go, but Dingus, who probably didn’t want reporters around anyway, had assured me a nurse and a deputy would stay with Mom through the night.


I pushed my truck as fast as I safely could on the slippery road to Munson Medical Center in Traverse City. I had tried to call Darlene on the way but she didn’t answer.


My cell phone burbled as I swung south onto U.S. 31.


“Darlene?”


“Dude.” It was Soupy. In the background I heard laughter and music and clinking glass. He was at Enright’s, the bar he owned on Main Street. “Man, I’ve been trying to call.”


“Had my cell off.”


“One of your mom’s neighbors just came in.” He stopped, sounding choked up, but mostly drunk. “I’m so fucking sorry. Mrs. B was the best.”


“Yeah.”


“Who the hell would want to do that?”


“Nobody.”


“How’s your mom?”


“As you might expect.”


“Mrs. B was her best pal.”


“Yeah.”


“And you’re—Hold on.” Soupy muffled his phone but I heard him anyway, taking an order for a round of shots. He came back on. “Sorry, man. I mean, what was I saying?”


“Nothing. I’ve got to go.”


“Jesus, Trap, let’s get”—he was choking up again, one of his late-night jags coming on—“let’s get together tomorrow.”


“Right.”


I tossed the phone on the passenger seat. Two hours from closing time and Soupy was shitfaced in his own bar.


I steered along the shore of the east bay, trying to focus on the driving, trying to think of anything but how it could have been Mom instead of Mrs. B on the coroner’s table.


I imagined Mrs. B cutting through Mom’s yard in the dark that evening with her casserole in one hand, her other arm outstretched for balance as she minced through the snow in her brown galoshes with the undone buckles clacking. She would have let herself in and slipped off her galoshes before sliding the casserole into the oven. Hello, honey, she would have said. Always honey or dear or sweetheart or sweetie-pie.


Sweetie-pie.


They were the first words I had heard when I awoke in a hospital bed after getting my tonsils out. I was seven years old, somewhere in Detroit, a faraway city with big buildings and the Red Wings and doctors who promised my throat would stop hurting.


Do you want ice cream? Chocolate or vanilla or strawberry? Mrs. B asked as she held both my hands in one of hers, smiling down at me. Your mother will meet us downstairs soon. Chocolate? Would you like chocolate, honey?


My father had died barely a year before in that hospital, and Mom could not bear to go inside, so Mrs. B would go with me, and Mom would be waiting when I came out.


Can I have two? I asked. May I? May I have two? Of course, sweetiepie. Mrs. B fed me vanilla and strawberry in slow, alternating spoonfuls, telling me to let it melt in my mouth before I swallowed so it wouldn’t hurt as much. I watched her face as she fed me. I swirled the ice cream around on my tongue. I forgot about my throat.


Who could have killed that kind, precious woman?


I pounded the heel of my hand against the steering wheel. My throat constricted. A sob forced its way up. Then came another, and another, and finally I couldn’t stop them.


I pulled my truck onto the shoulder along the bay. But I veered a little too quickly, forgetting the sleet, and my rear end fishtailed left and right and then left again and I felt the truck slipping and grinding toward the blackness of the water. “Goddammit!” I shouted, stomping the brakes and wrenching the steering wheel to get one of my tires back onto the asphalt.


The truck crunched to a halt just short of the knife-edged rocks along the water, my headlight beams disappearing in the gloom beyond. “Fuck me,” I said, and dropped my head to the steering wheel, crying to the plinking of my hazard lights.




 



FOUR



Sorry. Hospital’s closed. Nobody’s going in.”


Sheriff’s Deputy Frank D’Alessio stood with his arms crossed in front of the double glass doors at Munson’s emergency entrance.


“Hospitals don’t close, Frankie,” I said.


“They do today. Especially to vultures.”


As he swayed to and fro on his heels, his forehead moved in and out of the light thrown by an overhead lamp.


I held up my empty hands. “No pen, no notebook. I just want to see Darlene.”


She was standing with her back to me down the corridor behind D’Alessio, talking to a nurse. Doctors and cops milled in the hall beyond her.


“Your mom doing OK?” D’Alessio asked.


“As well as can be expected.”


“Good. Go home and take care of her.”


“I need to see Darlene.”


He glanced over his shoulder. “She’s with her mother. Why don’t you leave her alone?”


“Have they pronounced her dead?”


“I’m not at liberty to say.”


“A little ticked you’re not working the scene, Frankie?”


“What scene? A bunch of people stumbling over each other. I’m fine right here.”


What an asshole, I thought. But that was Frankie. I’d played hockey against him for years, and he was no different on the ice. My pals in the Midnight Hour Men’s League referred to him as a short little prick with a short little prick.


“So when are you going to announce?” I said. “Noon tomorrow would be perfect, don’t you think? By then, every voter in the county will have heard what happened tonight.”


D’Alessio was the subject—and probably the source—of rumors about a possible election challenge to Dingus. The two had never gotten along. For many years, running against Dingus, who stayed on budget and made sure locals didn’t get too many speeding tickets, would have been futile. The burglaries had changed that. Murder would change it more.


“No comment,” D’Alessio said.


“Right. So I won’t quote you in the Pilot on your fellow deputies stumbling around and you let me duck in and see Darlene. OK?”


“How about, Sorry about what happened but go home.”


“Whoa,” came a voice behind me.


“Mr. Whistler,” D’Alessio said.


“Deputy,” Luke Whistler said.


Of course they knew each other. Whistler had gotten a few scoops on the Bingo Night stories and I figured his source was D’Alessio, who was leaking stuff to make Dingus look bad. Whistler hadn’t had anything juicy for a while, so I assumed Dingus was now keeping D’Alessio in the dark.


“What’s going on here?” Whistler said.


He wore a drab down vest patched in four or five places over a faded navy-and-orange sweatshirt announcing the Detroit Tigers as American League Champions, 1984. Sleet had mussed his white hair and streaked it dark along the sides of his boxy head. His retiree’s gut pushed the sweatshirt’s belly pocket out so that I could see the outline of a tape recorder inside.


“Sorry, no reporters allowed,” D’Alessio said.


“Of course not,” Whistler said. “Big story. No reporters. Who needs reporters?” He waggled a ballpoint pen in one hand and clutched a notebook in the other. He looked at me. “Sorry, boss. This can’t be easy for you.”


“I’m OK.”


“Your mom’s all right?”


“Yeah. Where were you?”


“Stopped at the cop shop.” He held up his notebook, open to a blank page. “Here’s what I got—squat. Nobody talking. How about you, Deputy?”


“Talk to the sheriff,” D’Alessio said. “Anyway, your boss isn’t here for the big story. He came to see his ex-girlfriend.”


Darlene Esper, née Bontrager, had been my first love. We’d broken up the first time, years before, when I’d left Starvation to be a big-shot reporter in Detroit. After I’d come home, chastened, I found Darlene in an unhappy marriage, and we found our way back to each other. But by the time her divorce was final, we were apart again. I’d come to the hospital more out of a sense of duty to her mother than to her. At least that’s what I told myself.


“Sure he did,” Whistler said. “Her mother’s dead. I’d just like to talk to the next of kin, whoever it is. That’s what reporters do.”


“Parasites.”


“Been called worse by my exes, believe me. But you’ll be the first to pick up the paper and look for your name, won’t you, Deputy?” Whistler turned to me. “Shall we go?”


I took a last look into the hospital. There was Darlene, halfway down the corridor, facing my way. She raised a hand in a halfhearted wave, bit her lip. Then a doctor approached her and she disappeared around a corner.


“How’d the game go tonight?” D’Alessio said. “I was working.”


D’Alessio skated for the Ice Picks.


“You had no goalie, so we won easy,” I said.


“Where was Tatch?”


“Hell if I know. Probably with his fellow born-agains.”


“Frigging goalies.”


As I pulled out of the lot behind Whistler’s gigantic sedan—an Olds Toronado, black with red pinstripes, 1970 or 1971—the Channel Eight TV van was trying to pull in.


Tawny Jane Reese was hanging out of the front passenger window, yelling and gesturing angrily at two Traverse City cops waving the van away from the lot. She stopped for a few seconds to give Whistler a look as he slid past. It usually felt good to see my competitors hitting a stone wall. Tonight, nothing felt good.


I parked on Main in front of the Pilot. The sleet had stopped. A snowplow’s brake lights made red needle points in the dark two blocks down. I stood on the sidewalk watching the plow veer along the lakeshore, toward Mom’s house.


The street lamps had gone black at ten p.m., one of the austerity measures adopted by the town council. The late night darkness lured high school kids out for impromptu beer bashes on the beach, which required police visits, which probably cost more than the council had saved on shutting the lamps off. It made for decent copy in the Pilot.


I let my eyes adjust to the darkness until I could make out the snow-mottled beach, the frozen gray scar of the lake’s edge beyond. The two-lane street stretched back from the beach, flanked on both sides by two-story clapboard-and-brick buildings. The marina, a bait shop, Repicky Realty, a vacated lawyer’s office. An abandoned movie theater, Fortune Drug, Kepsel’s Hardware, a vacated dentist office, Sally’s Dry Cleaning and Floral, and Kate’s Cakes, closed for the winter. Between them all, empty storefronts like missing teeth in a hockey player’s mouth. Behind the shops on my right, the Hungry River flowed unseen beneath a crust of ice.


I smelled dampness in the air.


Fuzzy amber light glowed in the front window of Enright’s Pub. I wondered if Soupy had forgotten to turn it off or had just passed out in his office. Two doors down, Audrey’s Diner was dark, but in an hour or two, the lights would flick on and the proprietor would bustle about preparing for the breakfast rush of old men and their old wives.


On this particular morning at Audrey’s, there would be less of the usual jabber about the River Rats’ chances in the state playoffs, or how the weather was helping or hurting the tourist business of snowmobilers up from downstate. The men and women would lean on the counter together and listen as the little radio Audrey kept over the griddle told them that one of their own, a woman who had sat with them eating French toast with powdered sugar, never syrup, had been found dead in the home of Bea Carpenter.


It was my job to tell them what had happened and why. Whether they wanted to hear it or not. Whether I wanted to or not. Through the Pilot window I saw light bleeding from the newsroom into the reception area. My watch said 2:27 a.m.


“Shit,” I said, and fitted my key into the door.


Luke Whistler kept tapping on his keyboard as I threw my jacket over my chair and sat. I looked at my blank computer screen, considered having to write the obituary of Phyllis Marie Snyder Bontrager. Behind me, the tapping stopped. I heard the deadening hum of the fluorescent lamps overhead.


“Hey, guy,” Whistler said.


I heard him from behind the notes and files and newspapers and fast-food wrappers heaped on his gray metal desk. All I could see of him over the pile was the sheet-white top of his head.


“Yeah?”


He leaned back so that I could see his face. “Really sorry for what happened,” he said. “I couldn’t really say much back there with the copper.”


“Thanks.”


“You want to figure this out, boss?” He pushed his swivel chair out from behind his desk, the metal chair wheels crinkling the sugar packets scattered on the tile floor. “Huh? Me and you?”


I let out a breath. I didn’t want to break down in front of Whistler.


“Yeah. Hell yeah.”


“Good. Listen to these.”


Whistler stood, still in his down vest, and hit some buttons on the phone on his desk. A dial tone blared on the speaker. He was calling our voice mail system. Usually it was filled with people complaining about soaked papers and missed deliveries.


Now the automated voice said we had thirty-two new messages.


“That a record?” I said.


“Hang on.”


He played message twenty-one. “When are you guys in the media going to pick up the damn ball and run with it on this bingo guy? Our alleged police department can’t police a damn thing, and I don’t know what the hell we’re paying them for. We need you to find this bingo guy.”


“Yes, sir,” Whistler said.


He played message twenty-two. This voice was muffled, like one you’d hear coming from the other side of a motel wall. “Anyone checking on those whackaroonies at the Christian camp? They’re all agitated with the county. Maybe they’re just messing with us, and now they made a big damn mistake.”


Message twenty-three. A woman this time. “I can’t leave my house and go to bingo? Have you asked the church . . . Saint, Saint, oh, I can’t remember the name, I’m not Catholic . . . but have you asked the church—” A burst of static obliterated the rest of what she said. Whistler turned it off and sat. “Crazy, huh?”


“The natives are restless.”


“The natives are shitting their pants. But we’re going to figure it out.”


“Let’s do it.”


Luke Whistler had come to me, at the age of fifty-six, from the Detroit Free Press. Thirty years before, he had been the youngest Free Press staffer ever to be a finalist for a Pulitzer Prize, for a series of stories he wrote about a Washtenaw County detective’s obsession with finding someone who was raping and killing young women in Ann Arbor. Whistler had never quite matched that performance, at least in the eyes of the Pulitzer judges, but his byline inspired awe and trepidation in the newsroom of my paper, the Detroit Times, because invariably it sat atop investigative stories that we wished we’d had the vision and courage and persistence to have pursued ourselves.


Whistler was nothing if not relentless. He had a reputation for immersing himself in stories so deeply that editors worried he’d have trouble resuming a normal life once he’d finished them, not unlike undercover cops who find themselves thinking more like the crooks than the good guys. Whistler hung around an emergency room for six months and came out knowing how to suture switchblade gashes and clean gunshot wounds. He became desperately ill from an ammonia leak while working undercover in a chicken processing plant for a story. Long after his stories about the Washtenaw detective had run, Whistler still met him once a week for double Crown and Cokes at the Tap Room in Ypsilanti. The serial killer was never caught.


I’d also heard he had a penchant for smashing computer screens. All reporters fantasized now and then about driving a fist into a balky monitor on deadline. I’d never known one who actually did it. Then came Whistler. He hadn’t been at the Pilot a month before I came into the newsroom one day and found a handwritten note on my keyboard. “Sorry about the computer,” he had written. “Thing kept freezing and I got carried away. Will pay for it.” I walked over to his desk and saw the shattered monitor, jagged cracks spidering out from a black circle at the center of the screen. Now that’s passion, I thought. I told our parent company, Media North, that the thing shorted out and blew up, and accounting reluctantly paid for a replacement.


I could have been just as good as Luke Whistler, or at least I liked to think so. But I had gone places I shouldn’t have, broken the law, and wound up back in Starvation Lake.


Finding Whistler’s résumé in the mail the previous fall had surprised me. I was usually forced to choose between journalism school grads who couldn’t latch on at a decent paper and old ladies who wanted to use the columns of the Pilot to opine on the way teenagers dressed. I didn’t really vet him, didn’t bother calling his boss at the Freep, a know-nothing named McFetridge who couldn’t cover a house fire but had been promoted high enough that he could no longer do much damage. I knew Whistler’s clips and his reputation and, I had to admit, there was something perversely delicious about hiring him away from the Free Press, the competition I had so loathed and occasionally feared during my Detroit days. Besides, with the budget year nearing an end, I had to hire somebody or risk having the bean counters take the slot back. When I offered Whistler the job in a phone call one day, he told me, “They say all journalism careers end badly, it’s just a question of when.”


“Never heard that,” I said. “Funny.”


“Well, I’m going to prove them wrong.”


He insisted he’d come to Starvation not to retire, no, not a chance of that, but rather just so he wouldn’t have to worry every day about the Detroit Times or one of the network affiliates beating him to a story he’d been working on for weeks or months. His doctor had warned him about his blood pressure; strokes ran in his family, he said. Better to walk away now, settle into something less stressful, still be able to do what he loved, maybe have time for a little fishing, maybe read a book now and then.


Yet no one who had seen him around town, literally trotting from new source to new source, would think this hoary-headed guy in the ratty down vest and low-top sneakers had lost his passion. Whistler could get just as excited about a story on the new four-way stop at Horvath and Hodara roads as he could about the school millage vote that had split the town so savagely that Dingus assigned an extra deputy to the polling station. Hell, Whistler had happily written our annual story about the turkeys that survived Thanksgiving at the Drummond farm north of Mancelona.


Despite what he’d said about fishing and books, he was usually in the newsroom late at night, banging out the stories he had collected during the day. I would come in at 8:30 in the morning to e-mails and voice mails he had sent me just a few hours earlier. He avoided the place during daylight hours. “No news in the newsroom,” he liked to say.


I looked around the newsroom now, smelling old coffee and potato chip grease. There were three desks, some squeaky swivel chairs, a copier-and-fax machine that actually worked once or twice a week, and an old mini-fridge that made beers into slushies if you kept them in there too long.


“Can you hear those fluorescent lamps?” I said. “I hate that damn buzzing.”


Whistler shrugged. “Newsroom,” he said. “You know, I obviously didn’t know her well, but Phyllis was a good lady.” Mrs. B had worked the front counter at the Pilot. “I enjoyed getting to know her a little better at your mom’s the other night.”


Mom had had us both to dinner, and invited Mrs. B.


“Yeah.”


“Tell me. What’s the nicest thing she ever did for you?”


Someone who didn’t know Whistler might have told him it was none of his business. But I knew him, at least a little, and I knew he could not keep his curiosity bottled up.


“The nicest thing.” I thought about it. The story about getting my tonsils out was too personal. “When I was a kid,” I said, “she fixed one of my goalie gloves. My lucky glove.”


“Which?”


I flapped my right hand. “The stick hand.”


“Still got the glove?”


“Nope.”


“You know,” he said, “you remind me a little of Tags.”


“Who?”


“My old partner. Byline, Beverly C. Taggart. We’d be on some story, and she’d be acting all indifferent, but really she was the kind of reporter who wanted to knock on the door of somebody who’d just lost a daughter or a husband, maybe they didn’t even know it yet. Get there before the cops. She was good at that. Creepy good.”


“Before the cops? That’s out there.”


“Yeah. That’s probably why I married her.”


“She was one of your exes?”


“Both, actually. Married her twice. Divorced her twice.”


“You mean she divorced you.”


“Takes two,” Whistler said. “But I wouldn’t want to be married and divorced twice to any other woman in the world.”


“And I remind you of her why?”


“Well, you don’t have her caboose,” Whistler said.


I waited.


He said, “You’re not letting on how much you care. I mean, sorry for saying it, but what happened tonight could’ve happened—perish the thought—to your mother.”


I had let that notion curl into a ball in a dark corner of my mind. Better to imagine that the whole thing was some case of mistaken address or identity. I glanced at the ceiling, a suspended grid of warped beige panels that looked like they’d been dipped in piss.


“I don’t know why anyone would want to kill Mrs. B,” I said. “Or my mother.”


“Your mother have a safe?”


“A safe? Right. Only the bank has a safe.”


“Valuables?”


“Define valuables. Her cross-stitch collection? She cashed in her jewelry a few years ago for like four hundred bucks and gave it to the Salvation Army. She’s got a coin collection she hasn’t looked at since my dad died. And a bunch of pictures of me in hockey gear.”


“Guns?”


“No. I mean, a twenty-two, for shooting muskrats and chipmunks, but they give you a twenty-two here when you get out of fourth grade.”


Whistler clapped his hands on his knees and rose from his chair. “OK then. We’ll talk tomorrow.” He zipped up his vest. “I suppose the next step is to figure out what this has to do with the other burglaries.”


“It happened on bingo night.”


“Yeah, but people know we already made that connection, so it’s a convenient cover.”


I hadn’t thought of it that way.


“Anything to that Scratch guy not showing up?” he said.


“Who?”


“The hockey guy D’Alessio was talking about.”


“Oh, Tatch. A born-again Christian who plays goalie? Harmless.”


“If you say so.”


My cell phone rang. Mom, I thought. “Excuse me,” I said. Into the phone, I said, “It’s Gus.” It wasn’t Mom. I listened. I hung up.


“Who was that at this hour?” Whistler said.


“No one.”


“You’re the boss,” he said. “Just tell me what you want me to do. We’ll get out there and dig some dry holes. You know what I say.”


“Can’t find a gusher without digging a few dry holes.”


“Yes sir.”


He went out the back door. The clock on the wall over the copier-and-fax said three minutes after three. I wanted to go to bed, but Darlene was waiting.




 



FIVE



The tree house,” she had said on my cell phone. “Ten minutes.”


Beneath four months of snow, the one-car garage seemed barely more than a bump on a hill. If you didn’t know it was there, with a 1969 Pontiac Bonneville parked inside, you probably wouldn’t have thought it was anything more than a gigantic snowdrift.


I felt a tinge of regret seeing the shrouds of snow drooping from the eaves. My dad would have wanted me to climb on top of the garage and push the snow off so the weight didn’t cave the roof in. He had built the garage when I was two or three years old. On the back he had attached a platform of planks ringed by a wooden railing. He called it his “tree house.”


From up there you could peer across the tops of shoreline trees and see the southwestern corner of the lake, watch the falling sun play its last orange and purple sheen across the water’s mirror before going away. Dad spent many a summer evening up there, smoking cigars, drinking Stroh’s, listening to Ernie Harwell narrate the Tigers. Mom almost never went up, which I think was how Dad wanted it, though I never heard him say so. “Girls don’t really get it,” he would tell me with a wink on the nights he let me come up. He’d pop me an Orange Crush and we’d clink bottles in the dusk.


I had brought a shovel from my pickup. I used it to dig my way through knee-deep drifts to reach the side door. The door was unlocked. I shoved it open. The smell of gasoline washed over me. I stepped inside.


“Hey, old girl,” I said.


The Bonneville was gold with a cream vinyl roof. I pulled the driver’s door open and sat down. The keys were in the ignition. I had been starting the Bonnie every few months since moving back to Starvation. I had taken it out only once, two years before, for a long drive that almost killed her. After that, I let a mechanic have at her, and she’d come back almost as good as new. But now I hadn’t been out to the tree house in so long that I worried her battery had succumbed to the winter damp.


I turned the key. There were a few clicks. Then nothing.


“Shit,” I said. “My fault. Sorry.”


“What are you sorry for now?”


Darlene was silhouetted in the gray light framed by the side doorway, in uniform, a badge glinting on the furry front of her earflap cap. Her face was obscured in the shadow, but I could feel her gaze, pensive and wary and sad.


I got out of the Bonnie, pushed the door closed behind me.


“Hey, Darl,” I said. “I’m—”


“Don’t.”


“Why?”


“Please.”


Darlene took off her cap and her dark hair fell around her shoulders. Her hands trembled as she held the cap, every muscle in her face straining to keep it from cracking. She started toward me and, as she did, she dropped the cap, as if it was too heavy to hold. I bent to pick it up but she fell to one knee and snatched it up in both hands, lifting it to her face, where she buried her eyes in its fur, her shoulders heaving.


“Darlene,” I said. I started to lay a hand on her left shoulder but hesitated, unsure whether I should.


“I can’t,” she said.


“You can’t what?”


She stood. She wrapped her arms around me, pressed her face into my chest.


I remembered the night after her father’s funeral. We were in my dad’s garage. It was two or three in the morning. Darlene hadn’t spoken a word since we’d left the community hall where my mother and Soupy’s mom had stayed close to Mrs. B while the other ladies clucked around Darlene, telling her what a wonderful man her father had been. We left our clothes down in the garage and climbed the short stairway to Dad’s tree house. We fell asleep in the humid dark, waking just before dawn. Then she curled her body into me, shivering against the dew.
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