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For my beloved little sis, Molly Meghan



chapter one


THE LAST TIME I was this close to Rudy Mayfield he was leaning across the seat of his dad’s truck trying to grope my recently ripened breasts.

I close my eyes, and for a moment I smell a teenage boy’s sweaty, horny desperation barely masked by Dial soap instead of the sweetish smoky reek of charred flesh mixed with the acrid odor of sulfur always present in this poisoned ghost town.

“Who does something like that?” Rudy asks for the tenth time in the past minute.

It’s become his mantra, a numbing chant to help him cope with the impossibility of what he encountered this morning on his daily trek down this deserted road.

His dog, Buck, a shaggy, white sheepdog mix, raises his head from where he lays at Rudy’s feet and gives him a sympathetic look.

“You’re absolutely sure you didn’t see anyone?” I ask again.

We both glance around us at the buckled driveways leading to the crumbled foundations of a dozen missing houses, and the gnarled leafless trees clawing their way out of the softly simmering earth like giant hands of the undead. The bright orange rust coating of a child’s toppled bicycle fender is the only speck of color anywhere in the desolate landscape.

“My grandpa’s the only one who stayed at the Run who’s still alive. Aside from me checking on him, no one comes here. You know that.”

“Well, obviously someone came here,” I point out. “That girl didn’t show up on her own and light herself on fire.”

Rudy’s face turns the same shade of gray as the faded blacktop beneath his feet. He swallows and stares hard at his impressive beer gut straining against an old undershirt spattered with various colored stains like countries depicted on a great white globe.

“We had a few good times back in school,” I say to him in as light a tone as I can manage under the circumstances.

The distraction works and he gives me a lopsided smile, the same one he used to give me in health class whenever our teacher said something obvious or useless, which was most of the time. He still has the same pretty green eyes half hidden in the shadow cast by the brim of his ball cap; the years haven’t dulled them.

“Yeah,” he says. “I never understood why we didn’t go out. I liked you.”

“Maybe you should’ve told me that.”

“I thought us doing it in my dad’s truck told you that.”

“That just told me you liked doing it in your dad’s truck.”

I still remember his surprise when I didn’t stop him. He probably thought it was my first time, and it should have been; I was barely fifteen and too young to be fooling around, but my mother’s robust sex life had aroused my curiosity at an early age. It had the opposite effect on my sister, Neely, who felt she knew everything she needed to know about the act from the many times we couldn’t avoid hearing it and the few times we peeked. She never seemed to have a desire to explore it on her own, but I wrongly believed my mom did it because she enjoyed it, and I wanted to know what made it so great that she’d prefer rolling around with naked, grunting men instead of playing with her kids or feeding them.

I hear a car approaching. Buck raises his head.

The road through Campbell’s Run has been closed for as long as I’ve been alive and is so shattered by potholes and overgrown with weeds, it’s impossible to see from a distance. We left the gate open for the coroner, but it’s a state police cruiser and two unmarked cars that arrive first.

“I have to get back to work,” I tell Rudy as I bend down to give Buck a scratch behind his ears. “But don’t go anywhere. We might have some more questions for you.”

Corporal Nolan Greely comes walking toward me. He looks like the kind of big, solid, humorless trooper that makes a motorist’s heart sink when he sees him in his side-view mirror. He’s actually a detective in the state police Criminal Investigations Division and no longer wears a uniform but he doesn’t need to. From his iron gray crew cut and the slow, purposeful pace of his steps, there’s no denying he’s a cop.

He stops in front of me and looks me up and down with a face set in stone and a pair of mirrored sunglasses hiding his eyes.

“Hello, Chief,” he greets me. “You on your way to have tea with the queen?”

I’m in an iris blue skirt and blazer and a new pair of taupe patent-leather pumps I just bought at Kohl’s with a 30 percent–off coupon. The blouse I’m wearing is a bright floral print in honor of the sunny summer day.

“I’m supposed to be at a Chamber of Commerce breakfast at the VFW.”

His expression doesn’t alter. I can’t tell if he admires, pities, or envies me.

“I have to admit I was surprised you called me right away,” he tells me. “There was a time when we would’ve had to pry this case away from you.”

“I’ve decided not to waste my time and energy fighting the inevitable,” I reply.

“You mean me specifically?” he asks. “Or the entire state police force?”

I give him a slight smile.

“You, Nolan,” I joke. “If you were a superhero, that would be your name: the Inevitable. And your superpower would be always showing up, even when you’re not wanted or needed.”

“I’m always needed,” he says without smiling.

“Well, I’m not reluctant to ask for your help this time,” I explain. “I have a good bunch of guys working for me, but none of them are prepared to deal with this.”

“That bad?”

“Worst I’ve seen. I think she’s a teenager.”

I reach down and slip off my shoes.

“I can’t walk back there in heels,” I explain, “and I don’t have a pair of practical shoes with me.”

Again, I can’t tell if Nolan admires, pities, or envies me.

We start walking toward the site. Nolan motions at the two crime scene techs that arrived with him. They head toward the body in their duty uniforms of cargo pants and polo shirts with the state police badge embroidered over their hearts carrying their cameras and evidence kits. I motion at Colby Singer and Brock Blonski, the two officers on the scene with me. After initially examining the body and waiting as they stumbled away and threw up, I sent them off to look for bloodstains, footprints, or any other kind of evidence.

Blonski and Singer are rookies to police work and life in general. They’re in their early twenties and both still live at home, although Blonski recently made the bold move to an apartment above his mom’s garage. I hired them about a year ago. The only dead body Singer’s ever seen prior to this girl was his grandmother who was dressed in her Sunday best lying peacefully in her white-satin-lined casket. Blonski was first on the scene at a traffic fatality a few months ago. It wasn’t pretty, but it was nothing like this.

“Have you ever been here before?” I ask Nolan.

“Once on a dare when I was a kid.”

We stop next to a snarl of fallen barbed wire.

“You can’t get over that in your bare feet,” he says to me.

“I did it before.”

Without saying another word, he grabs me around the waist and swings me in the air over the wire.

“That was humiliating,” I comment once I’m on the ground again.

“I would’ve done the same for a man,” Nolan assures me, “only I rarely run across one performing his duties without shoes.”

I ignore his dig. I’ve been in a male-dominated profession for my entire adult life. I’ve experienced every kind of alienation, sabotage, and harassment the Y chromosome has to offer. Most of it isn’t sincere; it’s simply expected. I save my disgust for the true misogynists.

The mine fire that destroyed the town of Campbell’s Run began several miles belowground more than fifty years ago before finally making its presence known on the surface ten years later when a sinkhole opened up in a backyard, releasing a cloud of steam rife with the rotten-egg stench of sulfur. The hole turned out to be three hundred feet deep and the temperature inside it turned out to be almost twice that number. Soon afterward, a little girl’s rabbit hutch was swallowed up, then a birdbath. One morning the handlebars of a prized Harley were found poking out of a ten-foot-long ragged slash in the owner’s driveway.

All of the town’s residents were relocated except for a few holdouts like Rudy’s grandfather, who refused to go and somehow managed to remain living here while all around him his neighbors’ empty houses were torn down, roads were barricaded, and warning signs went up.

The only other building left standing was the white clapboard church. The government didn’t have the nerve to tear it down. From where I’m standing now, it’s hidden around a bend in a road and I can glimpse only the weathered gray cross at the top of its spire, but I can picture the rest of it clearly: a simple forgotten sanctuary, the once bright red paint on the front doors almost completely worn away except for a few stubborn strips.

I was out here a dozen years ago when Rudy’s grandfather called to tell us someone had stolen the church’s stained glass windows. I worked that case hard while everyone around me considered it a waste of time. I was more successful than I imagined I’d be. I discovered the thieves were professional antique scavengers working out of New York, but I was never able to come close to an arrest or track down the property. Here those windows were miraculous bursts of color and faith in the midst of bleakness. Now they’re in the summer homes of the filthy rich and go underappreciated. I feel personally violated every time I think about it.

I step gingerly over the scorched ground, fully aware of the dangers beneath my feet, while Nolan stomps heavily behind me, daring it to give way.

Where the fire burns hottest, more than a dozen smoldering gashes have opened up. Dead trees have broken loose from the weakened soil and fallen over. Their exposed roots remind me of the tangled legs of dried-out spiders that Neely and I used to find in our attic.

In one of these fiery holes in the ground, someone has stuffed a dead girl.

Nolan and I stare down at her.

The top portion of her body has been badly burned. Her eyes are open and staring in surprise out of a face that looks as if it’s been slathered in barbecue sauce and overbaked until it’s begun to crack and flake. Most of her hair is gone, and the damage to her skull is obvious. I highly doubt she survived those blows. Hopefully they were inflicted before she was lit on fire.

“We’ve searched the area and the road. There’s no sign of blood from those head wounds. She must have been killed somewhere else and brought here,” I tell him, needing to fill the silence. “It’s been dry lately, so unfortunately, no footprints, no tire tracks.”

Nolan kneels down to get a closer look.

“I think whoever put her here thought she’d burn up and disappear,” I go on, “and when she didn’t catch on fire, he doused her in some kind of accelerant. Then there’s this.”

I gesture at a comforter streaked in bloodstains and black burn marks we found in a bank of weeds.

“Chantilly pattern in corals and oranges with a turquoise medallion overlay. I’m pretty sure that’s from the Jessica Simpson Sherbet Lace collection. You can find it at Bed, Bath and Beyond.”

Nolan looks up at me with his unreadable reflective eyes.

“I was shopping for some new bedding recently,” I explain. “I didn’t get that,” I further justify myself. “It doesn’t look like she was allowed to burn long. Maybe someone tried to put out the fire with the blanket.”

“Could be the killer felt some remorse, or could be someone was with him who couldn’t stand to watch,” Nolan contributes. “How’d Mayfield find her?”

“His dog.”

He doesn’t say anything else. My officers and I stand by while he continues to stare intently at the dead girl from behind the black depths of his glasses.

Even eerier than the landscape is the absence of any noise. It’s a perfect June day and not a single bird is chirping, not a fly is buzzing, dogs aren’t barking and children aren’t calling out to each other. No one is mowing a yard or playing a radio or wielding a power tool.

“How do you want to get her out of there?” I ask Nolan.

She’s only a few feet down, but there’s no way of knowing how fragile the earth is around her and how deep the chasm might be beneath her. There’s also no way to know the extent of her burns and the resulting condition of her body. If we try to pull her out, she might come apart.

Nolan finally stands back up.

“One of us needs to get down there to help hoist her up,” he says. “We can tie a rope around whoever goes. I’ve got two troopers with me, but they’re big guys.”

He sizes up Blonski, who has a stocky, no-neck weight lifter’s build, then Singer, who’s tall and lanky, then me.

“Do you weigh more than him?” he asks me.

“No,” I reply sharply.

“You sure? He’s skinny as a stick.”

“He’s six-two and a man. I weigh the least. I’ll do it.”

“You’re wearing a skirt, Chief,” Singer ventures hesitantly. “And you don’t have any shoes.”

“Yeah,” Blonski chimes in. “Shouldn’t we wait for someone with the proper clothes and equipment who knows what they’re doing?”

“Who knows what they’re doing?” I repeat in a tone that puts an end to any further argument.

I take off my jacket and slip a rope under my arms while the men hold the other end. I’m not worried for my safety, but I am worried about my blouse. I hate the fact that I’ve been caught off guard unprepared to do my job, but in all fairness to me, this is not my job anymore. I have an office now with a comfortable chair and a Keurig: I’m a coordinator, a schedule maker, a form filer, a public relations maven, a handshaking figurehead. I’m the first female police chief in the county. I cling to this knowledge in an effort to maintain some dignity as I descend into a muddy hole to retrieve a corpse.

I try not to think about the girl or to look at her until I absolutely have to. The hole is hot and steamy, and I also try not to think about the earth around me falling away, exposing the leaping flames of hell a mile beneath my dangling feet.

I wedge myself against one side and reach out to grab the body around its midsection. It looks as if the fire didn’t spread below her hips.

The sight of her young bare legs sticking out from a pair of cutoff shorts makes my throat tighten. Miraculously one of her flip-flops is still on one of her feet. Her toenails are painted neon pink, and an anklet made of sparkly hearts glimmers in the black dirt.

I gently pull her toward me, ignoring the sound, smell, and feel of seared flesh and bones, and try to imagine the girl she once was before her heart stopped beating and her soul fled. Did she like school? Did she have a lot of friends? What did she want to be when she grew up? Did she ever get to do it in a pickup truck?

None of us speak once we have her laid out on the ground. We stand around her in a protective circle and silently share our individual grief. Tears are acceptable in even the most hardened police officers in situations like this. They’re all thinking of sisters or daughters. I’m the only one who sees myself.

I’m the first to look up and away from the dead girl and this dead town to the lush green waves of rolling hills on the blue horizon, and I feel the familiar ache that always comes over me whenever I’m faced with ruined beauty.

One by one, the men turn away, too, consumed for a final moment by their private tortured thoughts before returning to the practiced numbness that enables them to do their job but unfortunately can’t shield them from their dreams.

Our sleep will be haunted tonight by those legs that even in death look like they could get up and run away from here.



chapter two


SINGER AND BLONSKI arrive back at the tan brick municipal building that houses our department well before me. I had to stay and talk to the coroner and strategize with Nolan. Campbell’s Run is a no-man’s-land when it comes to police jurisdiction since it doesn’t exist as a town anymore according to the state of Pennsylvania. The road going through it doesn’t exist either. Buchanan is the nearest community with its own police force, and I’ve been the chief here for the past ten years.

Nolan has all the resources of the state police at his disposal, including their forensic lab. I have six officers (two on vacation), four vehicles, and a frequently broken vending machine. The investigation is his, but we’ll assist. The arrangement would be the same if the girl had been found on my doorstep. The crime is too heinous to risk failure due to our inexperience with homicides and a budget that can barely put gas in our cruisers and ink in our printer.

It doesn’t hit me until I pull into my parking space and realize I’m still in my bare feet because I wouldn’t put my new shoes back on, that I forgot to go home and shower and change. I think about turning around and leaving, but we have a single shower in our locker room and I have a pair of sweats in my office. I have a lot to tackle this morning. I’ll go home and get some real clothes on my lunch hour.

Singer and Blonski are deep in conversation with Karla, our dispatcher, and Everhart and Dewey, my two other available officers. This was their day off, but I need all hands on deck. Dewey has four kids out of school for the summer and seemed happy to be called into work. Everhart’s wife is pregnant with their first child, just past her due date, and is driving him crazy; he seemed even happier. All talking ceases when I enter the building.

“I realize I’m a little dirty,” I say, and walk past quickly without allowing any commentary.

I motion at Singer and Blonski.

“You two. A word, please.”

They follow me into my office. This ten-by-twenty-foot enclosure painted the color of khaki pants with one window overlooking a parking lot and no central air is the closest I come to having a nest, and the vigilant fondness that comes over me once my officers enter here is the closest I come to feeling maternal.

“How much do you weigh?” I ask Singer as I open my window and perch on the sill, hoping for a breeze.

“One sixty,” he says.

“No way,” Blonski cries out, plopping down in a chair the same way he might land on a buddy’s chest during a backyard tussle. “And you’re six-two? You’re a freak. You need to bulk up.”

“It doesn’t matter how much I eat. I don’t bulk,” Singer replies, lowering himself into the other chair.

“I didn’t appreciate your comments in front of Corporal Greely,” I tell them.

“We were trying to protect you,” Singer replies.

“You’re an idiot,” Blonski informs him, shaking his head.

“If I were a man would you have felt the need to protect me?”

“If you were a man you wouldn’t have been wearing a skirt and a—”

“Do you know why I’m dressed like this?” I interrupt Singer.

“I like your blouse,” he says.

“Because I was on my way to eat tasteless scrambled eggs and soggy bacon with town officials and concerned citizens and discuss the potholes on Jenner Pike and the new dog-barking citation. Next time you want to protect me, protect me from that.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Blonski grins. The chastisement was meant for both of them, but Singer has taken on all the blame and this means Blonski won.

The first time I saw BROCK BLONSKI written across the top of a job application, I pictured a linebacker from Fred Flintstone’s favorite football team, and when I met him, aside from the fact that he wasn’t a cartoon character wearing a loincloth, he fit the bill: square-jawed, broad-shouldered, competitive, with a deceptively lumbering large-primate gait. He spoke in grunts and monosyllables and ate entire rotisserie chickens for lunch. I was beginning to think the fact that his first name was only one swapped vowel away from the word “brick” completely summed up his personality until I overheard him explaining the latest developments in neuroscience nanotechnology to the mother of a boy who had just suffered a head wound after wrecking his dirt bike. He only pretends to be dumb.

“I wanted to thank you for volunteering,” Singer says to me. “I was afraid the detective was going to ask me to do it.”

“I wanted to do it,” Blonski says.

I look at them sitting side by side: one with thick dark hair parted fastidiously on one side, long limbs folded into his seated body umbrella-style, a live-wire jumpiness about him; the other a human ATV, head shaved, leaning back in his chair with eyes half-closed like he’s about to nod off. They’re two seemingly very different young men, physically and mentally, but to someone my age all that matters is they’re both twenty-three, which means they’re exactly the same.

“Were any missing-persons reports filed recently for a teenaged girl?”

“Nothing in our county,” Blonski responds.

“Too bad it’s summer and school is out. An absentee list from the high school would be a good place to start looking.”

“Won’t the state police be doing all that stuff?” Singer asks.

“I’m sorry, Officer, would you like the day off?”

His face reddens.

“No, it’s just that . . . ” he begins.

“We’re going to conduct our own investigation. We know the area and the people living in it better than they do. Corporal Greely welcomes our help.”

“Welcomes?” Blonski wonders skeptically.

“Feels obligated to accept our assistance,” I correct myself. “I’m going to take a shower. When I’m done, we’re going to brainstorm.”

Singer gets up from his chair and heads for the door. Blonski lingers.

“She might not be from around here,” he says.

“Only someone from around here would think to dump a body out at the Run,” Singer counters.

“Maybe the killer is from around here but the girl is from somewhere else?”

Singer disagrees.

“How would he have found her? Have you ever run into anyone around here who isn’t from around here?”

Blonski gets up and leaves. I stop Singer as he’s heading out my office door and hand him one of my new pumps.

“Can you get out that scuff?” I whisper to him.

“Sure thing, Chief,” he says.

I NEVER USE the locker room. I’m surprised to find that it’s neat and clean. I realize immediately that I don’t have a towel, soap, or a comb. There’s a faded blue beach towel with a picture of a shark on it, fangs bared, folded and sitting on the end of the bench. I pick it up and inspect it. It’s dry and it doesn’t smell. Wrapped inside is some kind of bodywash.

As I walk past the mirror, I stop and stare dumbly at my reflection. I can’t believe I just had a conversation with two of my men in this condition and they were able to keep straight faces. I look like a chimney sweep.

I can’t help thinking about my mom and what her reaction would have been to my appearance. She was obsessive about personal cleanliness to the point where she named her first child after her favorite soap. She took at least two showers a day and set aside a full hour every evening for her religiously observed bubble bath complete with lit candles, soft music on the radio, fizzy pink Mateus wine in a plastic gold chalice from a Renaissance Faire, and an altar set with shiny glass bottles, tubes and ceramic pots with metallic lids, and sparkly silver lipstick cases.

Her desire to be immaculate didn’t extend past her body, however. I can’t ever recall seeing my mother run a vacuum or wash a dish. Our grandmother used to stop by sometimes and tidy up until I got old enough to do it, but her visits weren’t often enough to combat the filth, piles of clutter, and soiled clothes that accumulated everywhere.

I always wished Grandma would get mad at Mom and tell her she needed to be a better mother and a better housekeeper, but she thought her daughter’s refusal to attend to such mundane domestic tasks was perfectly acceptable because she was beautiful.

“Your mother shouldn’t have to worry about things like this. It would be a crime for a girl that pretty to do dirty work,” she’d say as she attacked our sticky kitchen linoleum, her hair covered with a knotted bandana, wearing a colorless housedress and clunky rubber-soled shoes.

Anyone seeing Grandma would’ve never known she had produced an offspring too lovely for mopping.

The ever-practical Neely finally piped up one day and asked, “If being pretty is such a big deal, why doesn’t Mom use it to make money? She could be a movie star, or Miss America.”

Grandma looked like she was about to scold Neely, then her face softened like she was going to say something kind. She ended up not saying anything.

What we didn’t realize was that Mom was using her looks to make money. Various boyfriends bought her clothes, paid our rent, gave her spending money. When times got desperate, she’d work for a little while as a waitress or secretary in town, but each job would quickly lead to finding a new sugar daddy.

I step into the shower and turn on the water, making it as hot as I can stand. I watch it turn black as it hits my muddy skin and streams off my body before swirling down the floor drain. No matter how much I scrub and dig, I can’t get the grit out from under my fingernails.

I wonder if the dead girl was pretty. Probably. Most teenage girls are some kind of pretty simply by virtue of their youth, even though almost all of them think they’re ugly.

I make the water hotter until I can’t stand it anymore, knowing it’s still not anywhere near as hot as the flames that had begun to consume the girl’s face.

I’ve managed to keep the details of her at bay, but standing here naked and exposed on a concrete floor, I lose my resolve. The image washes over me along with the steaming water: patches of burned skin the amber brown of pipe tobacco crisped tautly over her face and bare arms; her skull, caved in on one side, scattered with straggly shocks of singed hair; her hands clutching at nothing, the fingers like strips of jerky. It suddenly strikes me that her hands were burned worse than any other part of her body. I file this away in my head as possibly important.

I know this is the moment when I should finally cry for her, for the life she didn’t get to live and the horror of her final moments, for her family and the anguish they will never be able to escape for the rest of their days, but the tears don’t come until I abandon my thoughts of the murdered girl and begin to concentrate on the monster who could do something like this. It’s familiar territory for me, and the rage and righteousness I find there warms and comforts me. They’re not tears of grief but of relief.

Back in my office, still in bare feet, with my unruly dark hair pinned to the top of my head, wearing gray YMCA sweatpants and a pink sweatshirt from a breast cancer fund-raising fun run, I sit at my desk and reach for my reading glasses with a sigh.

I started wearing them last year. At first I kind of liked them. I convinced myself I was rocking the sexy librarian look. That delusion ended fairly quickly.

I just turned fifty a couple of weeks ago. The number on its own doesn’t bother me. I didn’t even get upset when Singer unthinkingly proclaimed with sincere admiration, “Wow, fifty! That’s half a century.”

I’m in good health. Aside from a little bit of gray in my hair that I cover, a few lines on my face, and the beginning sag of certain body parts, I still look good. I’m okay with my age, but nobody else is. Especially men.

I bristle at the thought of Nolan hurling me over that fallen barbed wire back at Campbell’s Run this morning like I was a sack of road salt. He would’ve never done that when I was younger, because the same act would have had the sensual connotations of a romance novel lover swinging his sweetheart over a babbling brook.

He also would have never asked me about my weight with the dispassionate scrutiny of a farmer passing by a penned hog at the county fair.

Maybe this is my comeuppance for spending so much energy during my life trying to make men in my profession ignore my face and figure and take me seriously as an equal. I didn’t want them to treat me like a girl; now I do, and all they see is a sexless blob.

Singer knocks on my door even though it’s open. He pauses and sniffs the air.

“I smell Axe bodywash,” he says.

“Never mind.”

“There’s a guy out here who insists on seeing you.”

“Something to do with our girl?”

“No. He won’t give his name, but he says he killed your mother.”

He let’s the weight of this statement sink in. I’m sure he expects a reaction from me, but I have none to give.

“Are you okay, Chief ? Do you think this joker is serious? Should we check on your mom?”

“My mom was murdered when I was fifteen.”

He drops his eyes to the floor.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay. Show him in.”

I’m perfectly calm. I don’t have to force it. I really feel nothing, and I wonder fleetingly if that means there’s something wrong with me.

I assumed I’d never see him again, but I never ruled out the possibility. He’s an old man now but still vain about his looks. He hasn’t lost his hair. It’s completely gray but thick. He’s put an oily gel in it and slicked it back from his forehead. He’s wearing a faded but clean short-sleeved checked shirt with fake pearl buttons and an enameled American flag belt buckle as big as his fist. His bare arms are covered with tattoos in heavy black ink. He didn’t have any when he went in, so they must be the work of a prison artist who seems to have randomly scribbled on and slashed at him. I can’t make out a single image or word.

“Hi there, Dove.”

He smiles at me. His teeth haven’t fared as well as his hair. They’re stained, and he’s missing a few.

“You’re all grown up. Well, you’re past grown up. You’re way on the other side of grown up.”

“I get it. You’ve made your point,” I say.

“Though you weren’t exactly a little kid when I went away. You already had a good-size rack on you. Nice ass.”

“Still the charmer, I see.”

I fold my hands on my desk.

“What do you want, Lucky? Or did your nickname change to something more accurate in prison? Is it Pathetic Loser now?”

“No need to make personal attacks,” he replies, taking an unoffered seat. “It’s still Lucky. Compared to a lot of guys where I just come from, I am lucky. And I got a few years shaved off my sentence for good behavior. What could be luckier than that?”

“I was notified you were being released.”

He sizes me up in the covetous way he used to look at Mom and me and Neely but also cases of beer, our neighbor’s Trans Am, and our TV before he turned it on and sat down to watch a ball game. He had two expressions: a sullen bored pout for things he didn’t care about or didn’t understand, and a greedy groping gaze for everything else.

“How’s that little sister of yours? I hear she’s a lesbian.”

“She’s not a lesbian.”

“That’s not what I heard. I heard she’s a real man-hater.”

“Lots of heterosexual women hate men. Thanks to men like you.”

“Too-shay,” he exclaims, flashing me another hay-colored smile. “I hear she’s a dog trainer now. Some kind of dog whisperer or, in her case, more like a dog shouter.”

He laughs, highly amused by the sputtering spark of his own dim wit.

“You’ve heard a lot for a guy who’s spent the past thirty-five years behind bars,” I say.

I’m as amazed as I was in my youth that my mother had anything to do with him, but this was common musing for me back then. As far as I could tell, my mother’s only standard for men was that they could afford her. Young, old, handsome, homely, muscly, portly, blue-collar, white-collar, married, single, educated, and dumb as dirt: we watched all kinds come and go.

Very few appealed to Neely and me, and those who did initially always proved to be jerks in the long run. Lucky had been a jerk from the start, although we both agreed he was good-looking. He worked in a factory that made parts for mining equipment and drove a black Harley with a dazzling electric blue stripe. He drank too much, but so did our mom, and he treated my siblings and me like we were the hired help or naughty pets depending on his mood, but so did our mom.

“Maybe I’ll go see her.”

“Stay away from Neely.”

“Hit a sore spot,” he cries, grinning. “Come on. You aren’t still mad over that pop I gave her that one time for talking back to your mom? If you’d had a dad, he would’ve done the same thing.”

“What do you want?” I repeat.

“I think you know.”

“I have no idea.”

“How about your little brother? What was his name? Spot? Fido? Bandit?”

“Champ.”

“Yeah, right, Champ.”

“He left the state when he graduated from high school.”

“Running away from his sisters, huh?”

He was running away from something. Definitely not his sisters. At least Neely and I have always prayed this wasn’t the case.

I’m not about to allow this conversation to turn to Champ.

I look at Lucky over the tops of my glasses.

“I’ve got a lot to do today. I need you to leave.”

“So you’re not going to be nice about any of this? Even after all these years?”

“Good-bye, Lucky.”

“Not good-bye. I’ll be seeing you around. Your sister, too.”

He stands up and stares down at me. I know he’s trying to rattle me, but he has no idea what he’s up against.

I’m suddenly struck by the vivid image of my mother as I saw her before I left for school the day she died. She was standing in front of Gil’s big bay window in her shorty emerald green bathrobe sipping a cup of coffee and playing with her mane of Farrah hair. She was studying the neighbors’ trash as the garbage men tilted their cans into the masher at the back of the truck. She said you could tell a lot about people by what they threw away.

Since she had married Gil and finally attained the respectability of a shared last name and a big house in an upscale part of town, she had begun spying on the neighbors, a pastime she had never indulged in when we were poor. Then, she had been content to be the object of everyone else’s prying eyes. Grandma called her new habit being a nosey parker until Gil taught her the word “voyeurism.” She preferred it, saying it sounded classy.

Those acquainted with my mom’s past would go on to say that Cissy Carnahan dying on trash day was perfect timing.

Lucky turns to leave and I begin to let my guard down, but he stops in the doorway.

“All I want to know is why you and Neely lied and sent me to prison for something I didn’t do.”

I don’t flinch. I stare him down, saying nothing, until he finally gives up and leaves.

I will never tell him that I’ve often wondered the same thing.



chapter three


MY MOM’S MURDER is something I keep hidden most of the time; when I have to bring it out, I wear it like a crown or a noose, depending on my mood. After talking to Lucky, I’ve slipped it over me like a Kevlar vest.

Her violent end happened thirty-five years ago, and even though it was the most heinous crime this town has ever seen up until today, it has been largely forgotten except by her children, her mother, and, of course, the man who unfairly paid for it.

I like to think the man she was married to at the time remembers, too, as he continues to float around Europe on a cloud of family money serving out his self-imposed exile. At the time I wanted Gil as far away from my siblings and me as possible, but now I think I could finally deal with him properly. I wouldn’t mind if he came home again.

However, I realize I’m not ready to deal with Lucky. I may have seemed tough and detached when I talked to him, but my conscience was wringing its hands inside me. My actions against him seemed inarguably necessary at the time; now I’m not so sure. One of the worst aspects of growing older is the lengthening of hindsight. As it stretches, it becomes thinner and more transparent and we see things more clearly.

I drive home around noon to change my clothes. I’m still shoeless, and the feel of the gas pedal beneath my bare foot conjures up memories of Lucky giving me driving lessons. It was summer. He’d come roaring up on his motorcycle on a Saturday morning relishing the disapproving scowls on the faces of Gil’s neighbors peering out from behind their fancy drapes the same way Mom watched their garbage. I’d grab Gil’s car keys and run out to meet Lucky, usually forgetting to slip on my Dr. Scholl’s.

Lucky’s relationship with Mom had ended five years earlier. After they broke up, a parade of men came and went before she finally took the plunge with Gilbert Rankin. I had begun to think that Mom was not only too beautiful for housework but also for marriage. I could imagine Grandma’s reasoning: “It would be a crime for a girl that pretty to only be able to manipulate one man for the rest of her life.”

Mom had entered her thirties not seeming the least bit interested in a commitment, but I think Gil’s money and availability had been too much to pass up.

Gil came from one of Buchanan’s wealthiest families. All small towns have a few who no one knows exactly where their money originally came from, but in Pennsylvania it can almost always be traced back to something dark or invisible that’s been dug, blasted, or piped out of the ground. His father had given him a department store and two restaurants to keep him busy. He also appeared to have an active love life, but despite constant rumors about possible potential spouses, he had never married or had any children.

One day I came home from school to find Lucky lolling on Gil’s avocado-green-and-sunflower-yellow paisley-swirled couch with his steel-toed biker’s boots propped on the Lucite coffee table that looked like a gigantic ice cube made from lemonade. He had a can of beer in one hand and the other hand on Mom, who was laughing at something he’d said. They didn’t try to cover up anything when I walked in. It occurred to me fleetingly that they might be doing something they shouldn’t, but I had learned a long time ago not to judge my mother’s actions, since nothing productive or satisfying ever came of it. Mom was as oblivious to moral censure as Gil’s constantly yapping terrier was to shouts of “Shut up!”

Lucky happened to drop by one day while I was asking Mom to take me driving. I was going to be able to get my permit soon, but I didn’t have anyone to teach me.

Lucky volunteered. I don’t know if he did it thinking it might earn him points with Mom or if he wanted to be near my nice ass and already good-size rack, but I think the main reason was that before and after my lessons in the empty high school parking lot he got to drive Gil’s big, shiny, cranberry Buick Riviera, and he drove it way too fast.

Learning to drive was one of those rare moments where I missed not having a dad. As far as I could tell, no one needed a dad. I didn’t feel this way because Cissy had been one of those impressive single moms who stepped up and admirably performed the roles of both parents; she barely showed up for her own part. It was because my siblings and I had survived without one, and we couldn’t miss what we didn’t have.

However, society dictated that there were certain milestones in a daughter’s life that required a father. A dad taught you how to ride a bike, took you on your first camping trip, walked you down the aisle, and gave you driving lessons.

I had never known my father, but at least I knew his name: Donny McMahon. He denied he was my father from the moment Mom informed him she was pregnant. This was back in the days before blood and DNA testing. They weren’t married, and Mom already had a bit of a reputation. There was no way to make him or the rest of his family accept me, although Grandma told me he came to see me when she was babysitting me and we were alone. My mom’s pride prevented her from allowing me to have a relationship with a man who spurned her and, more important, refused to pay up. Grandma insisted my dad loved me as long as no one was looking.

He died two years after my birth, on a sleety day in March in the first Pontiac Sunbird our town had ever seen. The accident left him too mangled for an open casket. I have two photos of him that were taken before his face would become unrecognizable to his loved ones: a wallet-size senior picture from high school where my resemblance to him is painfully obvious, and a faded Polaroid of him grinning and posing next to the car that would be the instrument of his death a month after its purchase.

Neely’s father was “passing through.” This is the only information we were ever given about him. We used to come up with all kinds of scenarios for who he was and how he and Mom met. Our favorite was to paint him as a masked hero along the lines of Zorro, or the Lone Ranger, or Batman. He broke into Mom’s bedroom one night, got her pregnant, and continued passing through before she was able to discover his identity.

Champ’s father, on the other hand, was someone Mom knew well. He was a respectable guy with a wife and kids, or so Mom told us one drunken dateless night when she was stuck at home feeling sorry for herself. She went on to say she could never tell Champ his father’s name because she had promised him his bastard son would never try to contact him.

Unlike Denial Donny and Passing Through, Champ’s principled father gave Mom a stack of ten-dollar bills once a month. It was hush money and that meant it was more reliable than traditional child support because he would’ve never dreamed of missing a payment. We called him the Envelope.

I always felt bad that Neely and Champ were saddled with an added burden that I had been spared. Throughout their childhoods they were forced to wonder about their dads and knew they could see them in the street and never know. It could have even happened to Neely. If her dad had passed through once, he could pass through again.

I didn’t have these lost-father worries. I had a name, two photos, and I knew exactly where mine was at all times: the cemetery behind the Buchanan Methodist Church.

After I change and make a sandwich, I drive to Neely’s before I head back to work. I don’t know why I feel the urgency. Even if Lucky was ambitious enough to try and find her, he’d never get anywhere near her unless she wanted him to. I don’t think he’d try to physically hurt her, and if he did, it would be bye-bye Lucky or at least good-bye to Lucky’s balls. I’m also not worried about any potential emotional damage he could cause her. Neely put away her feelings about Lucky a long time ago. I envy her that ability.

I need to tell her now because otherwise I’ll spend the rest of the day thinking how wrong it is for me to know something big that Neely doesn’t know.

The drive to her place raises my spirits and helps turn my thoughts away momentarily from the dead girl who’s lying on cold stainless steel in the county morgue waiting to be given a name. Neely’s compound is deep in the woods off a gravel road that runs through state park land past Laurel Dam, a lake fed by freezing mountain springs with a sandy beach area populated this time of year with picnicking families, blasé teens stretched out on blankets, and shrieking, blue-lipped children.

No one would ever be able to find Neely’s place if it weren’t for the totem pole of warning signs at the bottom of her mile-long driveway that leads back through more dense forest to her home and office. She doesn’t advertise her business at all. Starting from the bottom, they read: NO TRESPASSING, NO SOLICITING, NO HUNTING. At the top is a gift from a grateful bichon frise owner who came to her all the way from Pittsburgh with a nippy, piddling, chronic yapper and left with a calm, quiet accessory she can now tuck confidently away in her designer tote; it’s a handcrafted sign that reads: BEWARE OF DOGS BUT BE TERRIFIED OF ME.

Both of Neely’s pickup trucks are parked in their usual spots along with a car I don’t know. She must be with a client.

I get out of my car and close the door and wait for the woods to come alive.

I’m sure the dogs hear any vehicle the moment it turns up the drive, but they wait until it arrives at Neely’s log cabin office, parks, and the occupants get out before they appear. Neely never trained them to do this. It’s something they’ve developed on their own.

No matter how many times I’ve experienced their greeting ritual, my heart always races and my mouth goes dry partly from an instinctual fear that dates back to our Neanderthal ancestors and partly from the thrill of watching these animals patrol their land.

One moment, I’m alone. The next, I’m surrounded by five German shepherds. They materialize out of thin air without making a sound and stand evenly spaced around the edges of the tree line.

When a newcomer notices one, he or she might smile or even call out to it. After all, they wouldn’t be at Neely’s place if they weren’t dog lovers. Then they spy another and another. Their eyes begin to dart nervously. They turn around and check behind them and what do they find? Oh, yes. Another one.

The dogs don’t bark. They don’t rush forward. They stand perfectly still and watch. There’s Kris and Kross, identical red-and-black littermates with impeccable bloodlines brought over from Germany; the dignified Owen, a retired police dog from the Bronx; Maybe, a coal black shepherd mutt Neely rescued; and her beloved Smoke, an enormous ten-year-old pure white that I’m convinced not only understands the human language but can read our thoughts as well.

Besides Neely and the boy, Tug, who works for her, I’m the human they know the best. They recognize me instantly but take their time acknowledging my right to be there. Maybe always breaks rank first and trots over with his tail waving happily behind him. Kris and Kross see this as their release cue and come galloping toward me. They’re only three years old, the youngest of the group, and want to play. I keep a couple tennis balls in my glove compartment for this very reason. As they approach, I hold one up in each hand. They both stop at the same instant, their eyes fixated on their quarry. I throw both balls at the same time in opposite directions and they tear off after them.

Owen arrives next and walks the perimeter of my car before he lets me pet him. Smoke disappears back into the trees.

Kris and Kross are back already.

I throw the balls again.

Neely’s office door opens and she walks out along with a man and a pit bull.

It’s a hot day but she’s in her usual jeans, work boots, and a plaid flannel shirt over a T-shirt. Her long blond hair, sugared with strands of silver, is pulled back in a ponytail and hidden beneath a state police K-9 unit ball cap.

Over the years, I’ve come up with the theory that stunningly beautiful women can only deal with their affliction in one of two extreme ways: they can embrace it wholeheartedly at the expense of everything else about them, or they can deny it and try to hide from it.

Neely has gone the second route. It hasn’t worked in my opinion. She can cover herself up in men’s clothes and shun makeup, jewelry, and blow-dryers all she wants, but unless she were to put on a mask like we used to theorize her dad wore on the fateful night of her conception, her exquisite face is there for all to see.

Strangely enough, even though she’s the attractive female offspring of an attractive female, she and Mom never bore any resemblance to each other except for sharing the same wide-set, pale blue topaz eyes. I told Neely once in a burst of sisterly ego-boosting that they looked just like the December birthstone ring behind the Woolworth’s jewelry counter she wanted so badly. She told me my eyes looked like melted brown sugar. This is one of the nicest compliments I’ve ever been given.

Neely’s dogs all start toward the pit bull that begins to bark menacingly and strain on its leash. Neely calls out in a stern voice, “Stop!” She doesn’t repeat the command. She doesn’t deliver it as an angry shout or a wheedling request. All of her dogs do what they’re told. They stand at attention, panting. Smoke reappears, slipping silently out of the trees.

The pit bull goes nuts.

Neely tilts her head and gives the man an expectant look.

He immediately begins yanking upward on his dog’s leash and yelling, “Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!”

“Make her heel,” Neely says. “In a circle. Like I showed you.”

“Heel!” the man shouts. “Heel!”

“Say it; don’t scream it.”

“Heel,” he says.

The man starts walking in a tight loop while continuing to yank on the chain. The dog falls into step but doesn’t stop barking and lunging. The man’s arms move up and down like pistons. His neck turns a dangerous shade of red, and patches of sweat form under his arms. I’m beginning to think he might have a stroke when the dog finally begins to obey. By the time Neely releases them and allows them to get into their car, the two of them are walking well together. The dog is focused on the task at hand, not the other dogs.
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