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The Dog won’t fish anymore.

After five years of self-imposed exile on the rivers of America, trout bum Ned “Dog” Oglivie has burned his waders and hat, given away his rod, and turned his lumbering Cruise Master RV toward home. The waters Hemingway made famous in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula didn’t receive the Dog the way he expected — his Nick Adams baptism failed to wash away his guilt.

Bound for reconciliation with his past, the last thing Dog expects to find in his bunk is a dead man. But there lies Heimo Kock, the big-shot guide who locals called “The Governor of the U.P.” With a vodka-Tang fire in his belly and an admittedly skewed view of justice, Dog dumps the body where he figures it’ll be found.

He didn’t figure on the local sheriff, a varmint-faced water thief, and the sheer “doggedness” of the local librarian …
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Dog quit fishing that night.

Dolf Cook came by in a bathrobe and slippers, toe-stubbing drunk through the campground from his summer cottage on the other side. He said, “Here’s your money.”

Dog counted it. The bills added up to a thousand dollars. Dog put the cash in the glove box of his Cruise Master RV.

“Stop over before you go,” Cook told him. “I want to give you something. When you leaving?”

Dog arranged pine twigs in a teepee around a crumpled map of the Upper Peninsula. He was done with the place. He stuck his lighter in there and got a flame going. “About an hour.”

“Where in New York is that again? I used to fish the Finger Lakes when I had a hit restaurant up in Rochester. Christ, I used to top-line stickbaits for Atlantic salmon in there, catch fish my brother never even dreamed of. He never landed the Prince of Salmon. Sure, he’s a big-name guide around here, but there’s a lot of fish he never caught that I did, and you know, my good friend, if you coulda seen my dumb brother …”

On went Cook into his nightly logorrheic coma. All topics led to the man’s famous brother and festered there. This was the sixth night running.

Hungry flames licked up through the pine twigs as Dog laid in kindling the thickness of his thumb. This was going to be a fast, hot fire — just what he needed. “Not New York. Massachusetts,” he interrupted Cook. “I’m going back home. Take care of some personal business.” Dog paused. He was still finishing the idea. “For a long time I’ve been trying an approach that doesn’t work. Now I’m going to do the right thing.”

“Atta boy,” Cook slurred.

Dog looked at him across the leaping flames. Cook swayed. His fire-shadow thrashed against the pine trunks behind him. Now and then he raised his flask and the shadow of his left arm slashed across the outhouse and darkened the bear box that held the trash cans.

“I met your brother,” Dog said. “This morning at the Rainbow Lodge. I asked him about the West Fork of the Two Hearted.”

“What’d that peacock sonofabitch say?”

“He said it was barren. No trout in it.”

“Shit, everybody knows that. Not a goddamn trout in the whole river. Hell, I’m not a famous guide, but I coulda told you — ”

“So I went up there. Caught about a dozen brookies over twelve inches. Best fishing I’ve had on the peninsula.”

“Hell,” Cook said. He lurched toward the fire. “I coulda told you that.” Dog watched the sloppy mental flip-flop. “Like I told you, my brother lies. It’s all about him and his celebrity clients. He doesn’t have time for me. I only own restaurants in fifteen states. I never fished with Coach Bob Knight or did it in the woods with Miss Michigan. Sonofabitch hasn’t fished with me since Billy Sims ran for the Lions.”

That morning Dog had recognized Cook’s brother, Heimo Kock. The living legend who locals referred to as “The Governor of the U.P.” had nearly knocked Dog over as he barreled out of the Rainbow Lodge with a half pint of Bailey’s Irish Crème in one fist and several spools of Berkeley Tri-Line in the other. The brothers looked alike, but Heimo Kock was handsomer and more robust, richly silver-haired and dressed like a sales rep for outboard motors. What Dog had wondered about was the wee bottle of girly liqueur. But he didn’t want to start Dolf Cook on that topic.

Instead he asked, “I’m curious. Who changed the family name, you or your brother?”

“I was born Adolf Kock. You want a name like a goddamn Nazi porn star?”

“But — Heimo Kock? — your brother doesn’t mind his name?”

Cook leveled a soused glare across the fire. “Perfect fit,” he said.

Dog turned to his woodpile. Earlier he had dragged big, awkward branches out of the forest. With a saw and an axe, he had made a decent stack. “Maybe what you want to give me, you could bring over here.”

“Aw, come on.”

“I’m not drinking tonight.”

“You’ve been drinking my liquor all week.” Cook shook the flask. “Where’s your cup?”

This fire was moving. Dog had to stay with it. “I packed it,” he said, circling, laying on arm-thick branches.

“First day of the rest of your life and all that crap.” Cook let go a presumptuous chuckle. He was one of those lonely guys Dog met on the road who tried to take shortcuts to fellowship. He had appeared across Dog’s fire the first night in a fishing hat and pinstriped pajamas, bearing two Cohibas and a flask full of Glenlivet. To a complete stranger he had brayed: “How’d we do today, partner? We knock ‘em dead, did we?”

“Two days from tomorrow morning,” Dog told him now, “my son would be ten years old. These last six years I tried to heal the pain of losing him in a way that hasn’t worked.” He was composing this explanation for himself, knowing Cook didn’t care. “Fishing seems to do the job, but then this time of year comes around again, and I realize a helluva a lot of trout have suffered for nothing. I’ve decided to try something different.”

Cook chuckled again, shaking his jowly head as if there were great ironies in the air. “Rewrite history and yada-yada, yakity-yak. Been there, done that. Christ, back in ‘81 I brought this nice lady and her sixteen-year-old daughter here up to the cottage for the summer — and goddamn if my brother didn’t somehow get his gaff into the daughter behind my back. I thought that lady was going to be Missus Cook number three, but she dumped me because of it. I never forgave my sneaky, horn-dog sonofa — ”

Dog threw on a big log that splashed sparks up into Dolf Cook’s face.

“I’ll come over and get whatever it is,” he said. “You go back and wait.”



A few hours earlier, Dog had navigated upstream five miles along the sand road beside the West Branch of the Two Hearted River. He had been a fool to drive in that deep. He was always a fool, this time of year. The road became a soft-bottomed roller coaster, interrupted by hard patches where heavy tree roots humped across the narrowing track. Dog turned the engine off at the base of a sand hill that his eight-ton RV could not climb. The road there sloughed into bog on either side. The river was a nasty bushwhack to the southeast. Dog left the vehicle like a cork in the road. He was unsure how a person would turn around. But he didn’t worry about it. It didn’t matter.

He geared up and fished, productively and in total isolation. He smoked Swishers to fuddle the mosquitoes. He saw two eagles, a kingfisher, a porcupine up in a tree, and a Detroit-to-Shanghai jet in the high blue sky. This time of year he became aware of exactly where he was on the calendar. Eamon’s birthday was three days away.

He fished streamers down to where a shelf of the Canadian Shield planed the river into a sheet of root beer candy. That smooth brown water wanted to buckle his knees from the back. As the current shoved him along, Dog found himself recontemplating the Hemingway story that had sent him on this six-year fishing trip in the first place. “Big Two-Hearted River” had stoked in him a hope that was just intense enough to keep him looking ahead. At last he had come to the story’s sacred source — only to discover that there was no Big Two Hearted River.

There was a North Branch of the Two Hearted, a West Branch of the Two Hearted, a South Branch of the Two Hearted, and a Little Two Hearted — all of them willow-clogged, sand-bottomed, peat-stained affairs, with low densities of small trout — but no majesty, no gravity, no Big Two Hearted River, the place where Hemingway’s Nick Adams figured things out and got better.

Nothing on Dog’s horizon anymore, in other words.

And here came Eamon’s birthday around the calendar again, asking its annual question.

Dog had overshot his streamer into hostile brush and snapped it off. He had waded on with his line trailing. Eventually the shelf narrowed, clogged with snags, and dropped off, pouring the West Branch into a deep, chaotic froth.

Dog had stared at the swirling turmoil. His sadness would not leave him, he decided. It never would.

He laid aside his rod and hat. He unbuckled his wader belt and stepped in.



When Cook had gone, Dog built up a waist-high bonfire and first burned his waders. The campsite now stank of inhuman proceedings. He drizzled a hundred trout flies over tall orange flames, watched the flies sizzle and vanish, then dropped in his battered plastic boxes and stepped back from more foul smoke.

He forged on. He emptied vest pockets one by one: strike putty, leader wallet, tippet spools, each creating its own quality of flame. Most spectacular was the squeeze bottle of Uncle Z’s Tropical Bug Dope, which caved in and then erupted like a tiny bottle rocket.

That junk didn’t work on U.P. mosquitoes anyway. Nothing did but Swishers.

The vest was too soggy to burn, but Dog was patient. He hung that tattered sack of pockets over his lawn chair. He paced around the campground’s dark little circle, smoking and thinking while the vest dried out.

He couldn’t go through Canada. You needed a passport these days. And word was out that the Mackinac Toll Bridge to lower Michigan was closing at night for repairs. So Chicago, via Wisconsin.

He tossed his fishing hat into the fire. It crackled like bacon. Red sparks jumped through the flaming hoop of his landing net. Eventually the vest was dry enough. In no time it was white ash and orange buttons. Dog stripped the line off his reel. That line had held about ten thousand trout: browns, rainbows, brookies, cutthroat, bull, golden, dolly varden, apache, grayling, greenback, steelhead, coasters. A good number of chubs and whitefish too. Plus one large snapping turtle, several bats, a swallow, and a six-foot water snake. He balled the line into a handful and lobbed it into the fire. It melted fast, squealing like a live thing. Dog’s heart hurt. But if he fished again, nothing would be the same. He would start over: gear, purpose, and all.

Now that was it. His rod was graphite, wouldn’t burn. He snapped it into a handful, like fat black spaghetti, and dropped the pieces into the campground trash can. He let the lid on the box slam down.

That left just him and his pistol. He retrieved that from the Cruise Master’s glove box and stood in the chill beneath the stars. Last chance for a bear attack. Going once. Going twice. He kicked his lawn chair into the fire. He fit the pistol into a jacket pocket. He turned his back and walked over to Dolf Cook’s place.



The frothing plunge pool on the West Branch of the Two Hearted River had twisted Dog around and pulled him upstream before it submerged him. He had a view of tannin-stained river pouring over bedrock — smooth as dark beer from a bottle. Then it punched him under.

Dog went limp and spun like a coin flip. His waders sucked against him. Something rough along the bottom nearly took his head off. Then he felt water rush down his left leg. In a few seconds that foot became heavy as a stone. Anchored and twisting, Dog felt his knee wrench. His eyes bugged open. Centered in the fastest current, he was trapped flotsam. Anything in his vest not pinned or zipped — floatant, indicators, cigar butts — streamed around him. His torso whiplashed frenetically, at the mercy of the river.

Then he came loose.

No explanation for it. He was tumbling, knocking his skull along the bottom in an arc from the center of the pool. In the next moment he was sitting in the shallows, a minor riffle plowing up his nose. He corkscrewed out of the current and staggered to his feet. His rod and hat and wader belt sat tidily upon a boulder not twenty feet away. His knee was tweaked but stable. He was hardly out of breath.

And there Dog had decided. He would go home and see Mary Jane, and he would stand with her at Eamon’s grave on his birthday. Maybe he had to go into the agony, not away from it.



Dog called the man’s name and waited. Cook wasn’t in his summer cottage. A satellite television showed news of a drought in the southwest. The worst dry spell on record. Crops and animals dying of thirst. A Phoenix man had stabbed a neighbor for stealing from his hose.

Dog looked around Cook’s place. Phony crap crowded the shelves and walls. An antique deer rifle, circa 1850. A Mauser machine gun from the Great War. A shadow box full of historical salmon flies. The dusty severed head of a musk ox. It was real stuff, but God only knew where it came from. Cook was a drunk and a cheat.

Dog snooped around for the photograph. The day before, Cook had hired Dog as a fishing guide. The man had obsolete gear and no skills. He could hardly draw water with a cast. Steady nips on the flask had nursed out his purpose: “A thousand bucks, partner, you catch a nice one for me.”

They were on the Sucker River, at an upstream sweet spot Dog had discovered. For about three times a normal guiding fee he would catch a nice one with his bare hands if need be. He had ordered his “client” bank-side. There, finishing his flask, Dolf Cook had yammered about his brother non-stop while Dog teased a brush heap with a Mickey Finn and hooked a monster brook trout. It was better than a “nice one.” It was the kind of fish that fed by moonlight, eating mice and baby wood ducks. It was the kind of fish you saw in photos laid out on a car hood, in Hemingway’s time. Cook might have peed his waders. At least Dog could smell something.

He had landed the trout without serious difficulty. The old man held it. Dog took a picture with Cook’s camera. Cook swore Dog to silence and then reached for his wallet. Oops. No cash. But he was good for it, the old man said. This had turned out to be true.

Now, here on Cook’s dining table lay the fish porn. Cook had printed the photograph at eight-by-eleven: in his rabbit felt fedora with the gamecock feather, sunglasses on a lanyard around his neck, his sleeves rolled up, his sloppy mustache and his drunken blue eyes, his soft little hands where Dog had positioned them because the man had never held a fish that large. It was a fine fish and a fine photo. The trout, an instant later, had tail-whipped Cook in the face and escaped beneath a reef of submerged alder. Dog had caught up with Cook’s soggy hat about thirty yards downstream.

Cook startled him. “Even the great Heimo Kock never caught a fish like that!”

Dog turned from the cluttered table, thinking neither did you. Tottering in the same doorway that Dog had come through, Cook was a sight. His robe was twisted, and he looked wet. Mosquitoes clung to his face. He was out of breath. He held out his old pushbutton Pflueger fly reel.

“I must have dropped the darn thing outside,” he panted. “Hell to find it in the dark.” He extended the reel to Dog. “You admired this. I want you to have it.”

“No thanks. I’m divesting.”

“Take it. I insist.” Cook lurched forward and caught Dog by the shoulder. “C’mon. You’re my friend.” Dog took the damn thing.

“Thanks.”

“Hang on to that, it’ll be worth a fortune.”

Cook tottered downhill to his liquor cabinet. He splattered more Glenlivet across the tops of two Detroit Red Wings shot glasses. Dog took the drink to keep it off his shirt.

“You’re really leaving, right, partner? Now that you got all that money? Driving out to New York?”

Cook slung a soggy arm around Dog’s shoulders. Dog peeled it off. “Massachusetts.” He produced the pistol from his back pocket. It was a modest thing, a short-barreled Colt automatic, easy to carry but probably not enough hammer to stop the black bears that sometimes marauded through Cook’s cottage. Shoot to scare, Dog was about to explain. But Cook had shrunk away against his booze supply. He aimed a trembling finger at Dog.

“I … you … I won’t be blackmailed.”

Dog downed the Glenlivet. What the hell. He removed the pistol’s magazine and placed it with the pistol on the table.

“Well, good for you,” he said. “But here’s a little something to wave around if someone tries.”

He walked out. He tossed the Pflueger into a kindling box inside the front door, thinking: blackmail?



Back at his own site, Dog knifed open an ancient package of Krazy Glue. The glue was still good. He squeezed the entire contents of the tube onto the flat nose of the Cruise Master. He gobbed that glue on right between the wipers. He attached his beloved fly reel, the only thing he was keeping, in the hope that it would spin and click in the wind when he got up to speed.

It did. It spun and clicked all the way down through Seney, Manistique, Rapid River, Gladstone, Menomonie, and Marinette.

Later, as the Cruise Master leaned through a cloverleaf in Fond du Lac, Dog had the idea that he was spiraling inward and backward toward some essential center, some fiery forge where, hand-in-hand with Mary Jane, everything would be destroyed and remade.

He would phone her in the East Coast morning. Let her know he was coming.



There was no place on earth less like a trout stream than ex-urban Chicago, Dog observed at sunup. He entered a bland, nesting-doll landscape as he curled off the interstate, one no-place inside another no-place, inside another no-place, until he parked the Cruise Master in the outer lot of a Road Ranger truck stop. There he faced a fence that faced another fence that faced another fence. The fences seemed to keep patches of dead grass and concrete from trespassing against each other. This was the outer ring of agony, Dog thought.

The reel stopped spinning and he got out. He rattled a fistful of quarters, yawning and snapping his knee joints. Out of the Cruise Master behind him wobbled the last few U.P. mosquitoes, drunk on Dog blood. They were in trouble now, he thought. This was different. This air would kill them.

He stood for a minute. He watched people traverse asphalt. The surface appeared smooth. Yet these people appeared to struggle, like into current. Dog shook himself. When he stepped toward the red-glowing Road Ranger mini-mart, he felt like a man on the moon, bounding through zero gravity, moving almost too easily.

“Excuse me, ma’am.” He got the attention of the young woman clerk inside. “I can’t seem to locate your pay phone.”

“My what?”

“Your public phone.”

“My what phone?”

Dog rattled his quarters and smiled. She called security.

“Oh, they took them things out years ago,” the old Per-Mar gentleman said. “Them’re long gone.”

“Depends where you are,” Dog said.

The old gentleman put a shaky hand on Dog’s elbow. He made a gesture toward the great outdoors. Dog caught his own reflection in the glass. The image startled him. “So let’s just move along,” the gentleman said. “Heckuva day outside here. There we go.”

This was Schaumburg, Illinois. At that one moment, six airplanes plied the sky. A thousand cars and trucks streamed and swirled, pursued by the next thousand. The headlines in the newspaper boxes were all about the drought in the southwest. Golf courses were dying, and apparently this was a national concern.

Dog took a walk around the chain-link perimeter. The truck stop featured a play area with a weedy sandbox and swings, a rusty slide caked with road smut. One bloated kid about ten slumped on a landscape timber, thumbing a device.

Dog made an offer. “All these quarters if I can make a phone call with that thing.”

The boy squinted up. Dog went to a squat and stacked out four dollars and seventy-five cents on the tarry timber.

“Are your hands clean?” the kid asked him.

“I’ll go wash them.”

In the Road Ranger men’s room, Dog washed his face too. He strained a few bits of cobweb from his patchy beard. He rinsed a smashed and bloody mosquito from his temple and tried to put a little fluff into his hat-bent hair. There was another dead mosquito on his neck. His skin had gone to dark jerky everywhere except where his sunglasses had preserved a goggle-shape of nude flesh. He had fished himself into quite the handsome specimen.

The kid had to dial for him. At Mary Jane’s number, a man answered and went to fetch her. Dog could hear him calling out “sweetheart” and “baby” and “Hey, what the hell? You gonna answer me?” but getting no response.

“She must be in the can,” he told Dog. His voice was all Boston. “I take a message?”

Dog swallowed. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Tell her I’m going to be there at the cemetery this time so we can do it together. Tell her I’m on my way.”

M.J.'s man was silent. Dog too. Both of them reflecting. Then from Boston: “This who I think it is?”

“More or less.”


“Your ex don’t want to see you, pal. Get it? Your ex.”

It was true. He and M.J. were official. Harvey Digman had sent him the final papers last winter in New Mexico.

“It’s not about what she wants,” Dog said.

“She don’t need it neither.”

“I called a year ago,” Dog informed this one. “It wasn’t you that answered. It was a guy with a British accent. Believe he said his name was Colin. The time before that, middle of the night, it was my old friend Patrick. I guess you’ve been around M.J. what, a couple months?”

“Five.”

“So you’ve got no idea what she needs,” Dog said. “But a few weeks from now when the locks change, you’ll get a better idea of what she doesn’t.”

“How about you eat me, jerk?”

The phone changed hands. Mary Jane was there, sounding hoarse and exhausted.

“You’re on the way home, to stand with me at the grave? That old story again?”

“I’m really coming this time.”

“Ned,” she said, “you are such a — ”

“Just hang up,” said M.J.'s man in the background.

“Hands off, Ray.” She continued to Dog: “Seriously, you are such a …”

“Gimme the phone. I’ll tell him what he is.”

“Get away!”

“I said hang up!”

Was that a slap?

Dog said, “I’m on my way, M.J.”

“You are not.”

“I am,” he said, but she was gone.

Such a dog, he finished for her. I know. Bad. Lost. Feral. Runaway. But now I’m homeward bound.



He was nearly at the Cruise Master when the kid yelled, “Hey, mister! Some guy called you back!”

Dog put the device to his ear. A frail and grizzled voice said, “So you’ve finally fished your mind away?”

“Harvey?”

“M.J. just called me. You’re coming back, fine, but coming back to see her?”

It was good to hear Harvey Digman’s voice, his Boston accent getting sharper, like cheese. The old man was Dog’s tax accountant, counselor, sole believer, and overall spiritual irritant. He was nearing ninety.

“And this is how I find out? From the beast herself?”

Dog glanced down. This fat kid had his hand out. Dog shrugged: no more coins.

“I was going to call.”

“You were going to call. And I was going to grow my teeth back.”

Dog heard muffled voices away from the phone. Harvey had cut out of the conversation to tell some young lady — an elbow therapist, a macrobiotic bowel coach, a private hula teacher — where the no-fat yogurts were in the refrigerator.

He returned now. “M.J.'s a mess, Dog. She’s toxic. Christ, I talked to her six months ago — she wants alimony that you don’t have — and afterward I had to get my liver flushed. Burdock and dandelion root. You ever try that?”

The fat kid had begun to circle, whining for his device back. Dog turned away.

“Harv, listen. Did you read that Hemingway story I told you about? The two-part one, where fishing heals the guy?”

Dog endured a silence. Vaguely, he tracked the kid’s urgent waddle toward the Road Ranger.

“You didn’t read it. Well, anyway, I don’t feel better. It’s not happening.”

“Oof,” Harvey said. “Thank you, dear. That was lovely. No, I did read the story.” He said starry. “I read it a couple times. Here’s my analysis. It’s a starry.”

“Of course it’s a story. But come on, Harvey. Don’t you see how fishing makes the guy better? I tried that. Now I have to try something else.”

“I see. Like extreme — oof! — and pointless suffering.”

“Come on, Harvey …”

Dog heard a shriek from outside the Road Ranger. A large woman in Illini sweat clothes plodded toward him, her lump of a son wrenched along by his arm. Her other arm ended in an index finger that jabbed across the blacktop at Dog.

“I figured out that I need M.J. to get over Eamon’s death,” he said. “That’s what I’m saying. And she needs me.”

“Oh … my … Lord,” Harvey Digman grunted out. “And what starry is that from?”



Dog surrendered the device and his entire collection of toll booth change, leaving just his ten hundreds from Cook. He needed to rest now. He emptied his bladder inside the mini-mart, earning a third and clearly less cordial defenestration from the Per-Mar gentleman.

Inside the Cruise Master’s galley kitchen, Dog fixed himself a vodka-Tang and smoked a nap-time Swisher. He walked a tired circle, pulling shut his curtains. He took his socks off, wrinkled his nose at the reek. He had to go outside and pin the socks beneath his wipers in the sun.

When he came back inside the Cruise Master, the bad smell was still there. It puzzled him. Five years of road was its own sour and musty thing. This smelled like river mud and body odor.

Dog thought about it. Maybe it was the mosquito protection he had hung across his bunk area. The netting was salvaged from a wind-wrecked screen tent, dredged from a swampy corner of the Two Hearted downstream of the campground. He had cut out a wide piece of mesh, rinsed it and dried it. Duct taped around his bunk, the tent-shred had become the perfect sleep shield. It was bug-proof and opaque, but it breathed. Now it stunk too, apparently. He had to get rid of it.

Dog finished his vodka-Tang in one gulp. He pinched back a curtain, checked the lay of the land. About a hundred yards away against the back of the mini-mart was a dumpster. But the gentleman from Per-Mar Security seemed to be pointing from the gas pumps straight toward the Cruise Master. Beside him was a police officer.

Dog yawned. Hell. Just stuff the mosquito net in a trash sack for the time being, set it outside the door. He didn’t need trouble. He needed rest.

He peeled up a corner of duct tape, ripped it sideways, and down came the net.

In his bunk lay a man.

Dog froze, his mind stunned and blank except for one thought: no pistol.

The man was big-shouldered. He lay on his side facing away, half covered with Dog’s sleeping bag.

“Hey …”

No movement. He made himself jostle the man.

“Hey … pal … come on.”

Dog clenched a fist and held it like a club. He rolled the man. The sleeping bag came around too, stuck to skin and clothing. The fetid body odors billowed out. The man’s face was bruise black. His neck was encircled with fly line wrapped about a dozen times, cutting into skin. He was way dead.

Dog’s mind slung itself backward. How had he missed this?

His fingers moved on their own. The fly line that killed the man was an ancient one, pale orange and cracked. From its end trailed a damaged leader, bumpy with wind knots created by the gruesome casting of an unskilled fisherman.

He rolled the body over and — it was Dolf Cook.

How?

The blocky silver-haired head. The blue eyes. The jug-handle ears and stiff gray moustache. The drunk’s nose.

But no.

It was not Dolf Cook.

This man was bigger. Firmer. This man wore an Evinrude jacket and a Skoal belt buckle and had presence, even dead. This was the “Governor of the U.P.,” the big-shot guide, the one who kept his Finnish name and stayed home to nail Miss Michigan and fish with Bobby Knight.

This dead man in Dog’s bunk was Cook’s brother, Heimo Kock.
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Outside Sheboygan, at a beach on Lake Michigan two hours north of Chicago, Dog pulled over and threw up.

He dragged out his sleeping bag, his fouled foam mat and its stained plywood support sections. He lit all this afire in the sand and drove on. He had other plans for the body. In the scrambled civics of the moment, Dog clung to this: he had paid too much for death already. This one was on Dolf Cook.

With every backward mile, Dog became more enmeshed in his course of reaction — and more uncertain of it. But what else could he do? His deadline was fixed in his mind. His primordial re-beginning wouldn’t wait. He pictured Eamon’s headstone, the timeless engraving, the horrible date. And he pictured M.J. sprawled on a floor, her face swelling. Never mind Harvey Digman. It wouldn’t work unless she stood with him.

The corpse of Heimo Kock, swaddled in a plastic tarp, slid on the corners. Miles trickled through Dog’s odometer. His gut seared. He could not stop the chatter.

Do what instead? Call over that City of Schaumburg policeman?

Tell him what? “Hey, I brought this stiff down from the U.P. Didn’t know I had him, honest. You guys can take it from here. I gotta go. I’m innocent. Promise.”

He would be tied up in no-man’s land for days. Maybe even weeks.

If Dolf Cook had done a half decent job of framing him, he could be tied up for a lifetime.



The Cruise Master broke the tape into Upper Peninsula Michigan at mid-afternoon. Desolation followed. Dog chewed a Swisher stump, trying to stay awake another fifty miles.

By the Seney Swamp, he was certain he could dump the body anywhere. Bears and coyotes would take the flesh. Flies would oviposit. Maggots would scour the bones. Porcupines would gnaw for salts.

Dog could visualize the entire procedure, right down to Heimo Kock’s massive set of photogenic teeth, perched for eternity atop a hummock of bog sedge, preserving the fishing guide’s wide and boastful grin.

He pushed on. He had to play it as straight as he could. At least he had to leave the body where it could be found. His plan was to unload Kock upstream from Dolf Cook’s cottage, give justice and closure a floating chance. Wasn’t that half right anyway? Inside his plastic cocoon, Heimo Kock was silent, shifting ever-so-faintly on the corners.

Luce County occurred, to the indifference of the landscape. It began to rain. Fat drops steamed on asphalt. Then the road was awash, Dog’s wipers unable to cope. Then it stopped.

Runty pines blurred the roadside. Dog needed nourishment and relief. He dropped rocks of Tang straight into Smirnoff’s. He nursed on the jug, moonshine-style, getting good and logical. Keep moving. Here was the upper North Fork of the Two Hearted. Getting close.

At about Mile 37 on State 410, Dog picked out a logging road that looked wider and less sandy than average. He eased in, knowing this was his biggest gamble, an eight-ton RV on a sand road with no turnaround. But he had managed it before. He had to do it again.

Getting in was not bad. The road hit the river at a high bank about a quarter mile upstream of the Reed and Green Bridge Campground, where he had spent the last week. This was the same distance, approximately, from Dolf Cook’s cottage. River depth and current were decent. The rain had helped, putting more push in the river. The Two Hearted was swollen, almost red.

Heimo Kock made egress from the Cruise Master with his head banging down the steps like a rock. Dog grabbed the tarp, dragged the body. With his boot prints straddling, the course to the high sand bank left a track like a colossal turtle. He would have to wipe that out.

At the edge of the bank, Dog maneuvered Heimo Kock sideways. He held onto the tarp’s open end and let it unroll, launching the body into a thirty-foot tumble and then a splash. The river did its work. Heimo Kock floated out and away.

Dog shook the tarp. He cut out the grommets with his Leatherman and threw them in the river. He marinated the remaining tarp in diesel and lit it afire. It burned well, but with copious black smoke. Dog looked up. Visible for miles no doubt. Go, Dog, go.

He scouted the area for an exit plan. He backed the Cruise Master onto a crackling scrum of deadfall branches that gave good traction. He pulled forward onto a rocky knoll just wide enough to support his front wheels. He eased back into the deadfall once more. He pulled forward, now turning, one wheel up on the rocky knoll and the other sinking into sand. He goosed it. His rear tires spun. A dead branch shot back, shattered against a tree trunk. The Cruise Master tilted, engine racing and tires spitting sand. Then the old RV jerked forward, punched its nose into a tangle of sumac. Dog’s windshield was shrouded with serrated red leaves. Calm down. Calm down or else.

His rear wheels — where were they? He got out. His rear wheels had emerged solidly into the narrow roadway. They should be ok. But the burning tarp would get involved if he backed his gas tank into it.

Dog worked two rocks loose from the sand. He measured, positioned, then backed up the Cruise Master until the rocks stopped his tires.

He got out again. His front end had ripped out a mustache of sumac leaves. He cleared these, feeling the ground ahead with his boots. Very soft. He wished he had waited to burn his plywood bunk supports.

He used his galley table and bench top instead. He tore them out and shoved them under the front tires. He heard them crack and splinter as he pulled forward. He tried to stop just before he came over the front end. He got out to look.

He needed to do the same thing again. He tore off his cupboard doors, discovering he had forgotten, last night, to immolate his collection of roadkill fly-tying materials and his leader-building kit. Later. Backing, he eased onto the doors, listening carefully to their slow ruination. He stopped just right. He forwarded the busted galley table and bench. Then the cupboard doors once more. Then with a risky spurt of gas he was out, facing home.

But there were all those tire tracks and footprints behind him. He parked the Cruise Master a short distance up the road, walked back and found a bristly deadfall that worked like a giant broom. He swept in circles around the fire to the high bank. He looked over at the river. The body had hung up on a sand spit about fifty yards downstream.

Dog slid down the bank. He waded out but quickly bogged down in muck. He crawled to the bank and worked his way downriver through dense brush to the sand spit. The mosquitoes were trying to make a goddamned citizen’s arrest. He took Heimo Kock by the shoulders and pulled him into deep water, let him go again. That was all he could do. He fled the river bank.

Dog recovered his deadfall broom, walked backwards to his driver’s door, dragging the broom behind him. Now it looked like a UFO had landed and tried to take off again — close to how Dog felt about his whole U.P. experience.

Yet he was going to make it. He visualized: out the sand logging road, down the dirt highway to the gravel highway, down the gravel highway to the pavement, down the pavement through Newberry, Engadine, and Manistique, through Escanaba, Marinette and Green Bay, back through lovely Schaumburg around midnight, around the Horn of Gary, east into a turnpike sunrise — 

But an old green bus barricaded his path to the dirt highway.

Not an old green bus. Different. Modified. Doors fore and aft on the side facing him. Solid body in between. Windshield in two angled pieces, wipers at the top. Antique, wallowing, misplaced thing. Dog slowed, squinting. Lettering on the side of it.

Unbelievable words.

Really? On this occasion? Here?

The Luce County Bookmobile?



Dog blew his horn.

Into the window of the front flap door, a young woman’s face popped into view, then out, then in again — a pigtailed redhead — then out again to stay.

Dog horned hard. She did not reappear. The driver’s seat remained unoccupied. He considered ramming the thing. But old attachments paused him in neutral: all that Dr. Seuss in there, all that Curious George. The sacred texts, The Wind in the Willows, Goodnight Moon — he took his foot off the gas.

The bookmobile door was locked. Dog pounded. A shrill voice inside told him, “You’re under arrest, buddy!”

“The hell I am. Move this thing.”

“I’m calling the sheriff right now!”

“Move it.”

“I saw what you did!”

Dog circled, cussing in large, hair-curling terms. He stood on the front bumper and cupped his hands to the glass. Keys hung from the ignition. In the rear of the bus, a wiry young woman flattened her body against a loaded bookshelf, a cell phone open against her cheek. She met Dog’s eyes with a hot glare. Dog lingered inside his hand-tunnel, eyes adjusting. Her frightened face was spotted with huge freckles, framed in coppery hair shaped in square bangs and weird, horizontal pigtails. She wore a patchwork shift, mismatched knee socks and clod-hopping boots.

All this looked vaguely familiar. But he couldn’t place it. He jumped off the bumper. He tried to take the Cruise Master around, through the brush-clogged ditch. He went at speed, embedding the front end in a tangle of small-bore limbs and stumps until his wheels spun. Backing out, he sheared off his far-side mirror. His keepsake fly reel snapped off between the wipers. Something popped between his ears. His brain went fizz.

When he emerged from the Cruise Master this time, he carried his camp axe. He hopped the bumper. He inserted the camp axe through the bookmobile’s divided windshield with one crisp chop.

She shrieked. “Fucker!”

Dog shoved his head through broken glass. “Never heard that word in a library.”

She shrieked again. “Get away you fucker!”

“You parked me in.” Dog elbowed safety glass to the side. “That’s not nice.”

“You are under citizen’s arrest!”

“The hell I am. I’m moving this bus.”

“Stay — fucker! — stay where you are!”

Dog kicked in head first over the window seal. He hung upside down, reaching for the keys. Her big clodhoppers clunked. She was coming. He grabbed the steering column to stop himself from somersaulting. He strained for an extra inch. She snatched the keys from his grasp.

Boot-clunks scampered back. “Now he’s got an axe,” she informed someone through her phone. “He’s coming in.”

Dog let go into the somersault. He hooked glass, tore his pants from crotch to cuff. He came up lunatic with pain and desperation. Yes, he did have an axe. He raised it for emphasis.

“Give me those keys.”

“No! Yes! State 410, a little west of Reed and Green! I’ve got him blocked in. Tell Margarite. She’s where? Oh, shit.”

Dog inched toward her. “I didn’t kill that guy.”

“I saw you.”

“I had nothing to do with it.”

“I saw the smoke. I walked in there and I saw you dump him in the river.” To the phone she said, “I know you have to tell the sheriff. Just tell Margarite too.”

“Give me the keys.”

“You were burning evidence.”

“You read too many books,” Dog said. “Why don’t you give me the keys, and mind your own business.”

She clipped the keys to a lanyard around her neck, where they hung with an ID card. She reached behind her. She hurled a heavy book past his head.

“Ok,” she said into the phone. “Put her on.”

She hurled another book. Very accurate. Dog felt the spine graze his shoulder.

“Stay where you are, fucker. Stay back. Margarite? Jesus, Margarite — you’re all the way in Brimley? With Julia? Not with Julia. Fishing? Not fishing. Ok. Ok. Yes, I have the pager. I didn’t think of it. Ok. But wait — it’s behind him.”

Breathing fast, she eyed Dog up and down. “Yes, an axe. About six feet and thin, sunburned, green eyes maybe, shaggy brown hair, and a dirtball beard. Forty or so. What? Yes. But he’s right there in front of that, too. Ok — ok, I’ll try.”

She folded the phone with a pop that charged the air between them.

Dog said, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Sure.” Those weird pigtails emphasized the incredulous tilt of her head. “I’ll bet you’ve said that before. Right before you started chopping limbs off.”

Dog leaned the axe against Local History. He tried to settle himself. “I’m not dangerous. Please. You’re a librarian. Is that right?”

“I do have a degree in Information Sciences, so that’s right, fucker.”

“I’ve heard it’s bad luck to hurt a librarian.”

“Oh, it is,” she said. “The worst. Don’t mess with us. Or me, in this case. I’m the only one in Luce County, and they’ve cut me back to part time. How about that?”

“Keys,” Dog said, holding out his hand. “You won’t be letting loose a criminal. I promise. I’m a good guy. It will all work out.”

“You’ve got all the lines, axe man.”

She began to creep those clod-hopping boots toward a little checkout station at the rear door of the van. Meanwhile she was changing tones, keeping Dog off balance.

“I’ll bet you just need a chance.”

“You’re right. I do.”

“You just need a break. Just this once.”

“That’s it.”

“Someone to believe in you.”

“Right.”

“You haven’t done anything all that wrong. Anyway, you didn’t mean to.”

“Not really, no.”

She was near the desk, near the door. “Lately, I’ll bet, you’ve done a lot of soul searching.”

“More than you can imagine. And stop fucking with me. Give me those keys.”

“And … you’ve changed,” she said. “You really have … honest.”

“Look … why don’t we just move this bus and let the cops worry about me.”

Dog had followed her in little dry-fly stalk-steps. Again he reached his hand out.

“Just give me the keys. Please?”

“Ok.” Suddenly teeth and dimples. “You convinced me.”

She raised the keys, jingled them, and threw them over his head. No, she didn’t. She faked him. They never left the lanyard. When Dog turned back, she had punched the rear door and jumped.

Dog followed. When he got out, she was heading back into the bookmobile by the front door. Dog arrived just as that door locked. “Fucker!” he heard shrieked from down by the rear door, which was now locked too.

Dog howled his own terrible words into the cool purple of a U.P. dusk. Mosquitoes descended.

He went back to the Cruise Master and looked at his map. He considered hoofing it, running from here to Dolf Cook’s, grabbing the picture of Cook and the brookie, digging in the wood box for the old Pflueger reel, the one Cook had tried to plant on him, with its cracked pale-orange line to match the one around his brother’s neck. But Brimley — where this “Margarite” was — Dog guessed was forty minutes away. There was time to work this out. This was a damn bookmobile, after all. This was a librarian, in pigtails and magic marker freckles, terrified, with her knee socks falling down. How hard could it be?

But when Dog dropped once more through the broken windshield, she shoved a vintage shotgun in his face. She had his axe too, filed behind her in Psychology. She showed him a small, black pager.

“Hey, fucker. Welcome back.” The pager buzzed. “There we go. The sheriff’s department now has your exact GPS coordinates.”

She pulled up a little stool from the kiddie section and got comfortable. Her legs folded smoothly beneath those baggy knee socks, one black, one brown.

“You too. Sit down.”

She adjusted her aim until with one squeeze she could shelve Dog’s head in Self Help. Then she gave him the perfect, perky, storytime smile.

“So … let me guess, Mister …”

“My name is Ned Oglivie. I’ve been calling myself Dog.”

“Oh, how sad,” she said. “Because deep down you’re just a lost puppy who’s in a lot of pain. Right? Fucker?”
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Esofea Maria Smithback watched him check her up and down, boots to pigtails, with bloodshot eyes surrounded by sunburn and rimmed in a mask of pale, dirty skin the shape of his sunglasses.

This she called “varmint face.”

She had seen it a thousand times.

This was the taxonomic mug shot of the Yooper hose monkey as he woke up in middle age on the verge of renal failure and a permanent vehemence against all things that frustrated him, primarily women. It was a fact that her boyfriend, the hose-monkey varmint-face fucker Danny Tervo, was currently diagramming his big passage into man-hell, and he was planning to take her with him.

She was calming down, her brain beginning to work again. She had seen this “Dog,” this canine member of the Tervo brotherhood, drag a large man’s body off a little hump of sand and let it go into the river current. She had felt frightened, then she had felt filled with civic outrage, then frightened again — but now she felt mostly sick with exasperation. She had so been here before.

He ran a dirty hand through his dirty hair and looked around the Luce County Bookmobile. She had reorganized the old bus that morning, while it was parked outside the county office. She had put all books with Edmund Fitzgerald shipwreck references together on the Focus Shelf. These had been for the Crisp Point Light Historical Society luncheon. She had snuck in books on U.P. Indian massacres and the epic deforestation of the white pine, making a backdoor point about real tragedies, the kind that kept on happening. After the luncheon, she had dressed up and done a “Hop on Pop” at a birthday party in Deer Park — slipping a little Pippi Longstocking into that one.

This varmint was exactly what Danny Tervo was planning to be in another few years — wasted, stupidly criminal, but still thinking he was smooth. He said, “Let’s calm down. So, you fish?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Salvelinus fontinalis on your ears.” He nodded. “Your earrings.”

“Is that what they are?”

“Brook trout.”

Esofea didn’t know brook trout from Brooke Shields. Her new girlfriend in the Sheriff’s Department, Deputy Margarite DuCharme, a lesbian, had given the earrings to her. Platonically, it was understood.

“So you think you can flirt your way out of this? Is that it? Fucker?”

“I thought we could get to know each other a little. See if that helped any.”

He glanced at the shotgun, probably wondering if she knew how to use it. She released the cross-bolt safety at the rear of the trigger guard, to convey the fact that as a Smithback woman, she did know, and she had, and she would. He tried to act unimpressed. Old ground.

“Brimley is a long way off,” he said. “What else are we going to do?”

“Maybe you could beg for your life.”

“You’re some kind of librarian.”

“Yeah?” Esofea said. “Which kind?”

“In my experience, yours are a peace-loving people.”

She studied him a while. Dirty, dangerous, lippy, and clever — yes, she did have a weakness. She and Deputy DuCharme had discussed these things — tendencies and patterns — over instant coffee in the break room of the Luce County office.

“So who did you kill?”

“Nobody. But that was Heimo Kock.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’ve seen Heimo Kock. Looks just like his brother Dolf Cook but in better shape. Silver hair and red face. Dressed in boat-rep swag.”

She was truly astonished. If this were true, it was perfect. If Heimo Kock was dead, no doubt Danny Tervo was involved. With this “Dog.” Amazing how these fuckers found each other.

“You offed Heimo Kock …”

“I didn’t off him.”

“Unbelievable. Somebody finally offed Heimo Kock.”

“I didn’t touch him until he showed up dead in my vehicle.”

“You’re a hero. And a dead man.” These elemental Yooper truths just came to her. “Assassin to the ‘Governor of the U.P.’ What a feeling, huh?”

He just shook his head, no.

Esofea sat back on the kiddie stool to give the shotgun a little more room. Remarkable how these fuckers could claim they had not done what they had obviously just done. Their trick was they believed their own bullshit. She tried to recall if Pippi, including the movies and all the Swedish TV episodes, had ever held a psychopathic criminal at gunpoint. Times like this, Esofea had a mantra for herself. What Would Pippi Do? WWPD, for short.

“Can I have a lollipop?” the fucker asked her.

They were in a basket behind her. “Those are Jolly Pops,” she told him, “and there are no Jolly Pops for bad boys.”

“Come on. Toss one over here.Purple.”

“Purple, huh? Your favorite?”

“No.”

“Then why purple?”

He waited to respond, building drama. “Well,” he said at last. “Well,” he repeated, “shit.” His shoulders slumped. “Ok, I’m going to tell you.” And here came the classic hose-monkey-varmint-face shift to the quivering voice and the teary eyes. To the tender man grief. “You know where I was headed before you parked me in?”

“Hmm … Mexico?”

“Walnut Hills Cemetery, Boston, Mass.”

“Oh, good boy. You visit your victims.”

She tossed him a green Jolly Pop. He gave her this deflated look, as if to say: Green? How could you? Danny Tervo made that same face when she nailed him, like it just wasn’t fair to turn over the rotten log of his soul and watch the bugs squirm. And half the time the fucker would get an apology out of her, complete with her special acrobatic make-up sex. That was the sickest part, really. Her gullibility. Her guilt and loneliness. Her inability to take the risk and cut him off forever. And this all went way back.

Discussion points, all of these, with Deputy Margarite, who was now on the cell phone, updating. Just out of Brimley, coming up on Raco. Thirty minutes. Was she ok? Did she have her varmint gun on the suspect?

“He whacked Heimo Kock,” she interrupted the deputy. “Can you believe it?”

Margarite was silent a moment. “Well, hang on to him,” she said finally. “For the sheriff’s department, obviously, but for his own good, too. Know what I mean?”

“No shit,” Esofea said.

Varmint Face, watching her for a weakness, repeated, “I didn’t kill him. I haven’t done anything wrong. I made a bad decision, but I didn’t kill anyone.”

Funny: even green eyes like Danny. “A sheriff’s deputy will be here in three minutes,” she lied, dividing the situation by ten.

“Can you listen to me? Can I tell you what happened?”

“Sure. We can make it story time. Go ahead.”

“I was at the campground. I was the only one there except for Dolf Cook. I left about midnight. I drove down to Chicago and that’s where — ”

“Don’t give me the ‘I-didn’t-do-it’ story,” Esofea interrupted. “You can try that one on my friend the deputy. She’s a lesbian. Not having had the pleasure, she might be more sympathetic. As for me, the story I’m game for is the ‘I-couldn’t-help-it’ story. It’s my favorite. I hear it all the time.”

He swallowed. Looked hurt still. “You,” he said, “ought to be driving something like a parking enforcement vehicle, not a bookmobile.”

“I love kids,” she said. “They really are innocent.”

“They haven’t double parked yet.”

“Right.”

“They’re not so injured. Like me and you.”

That slowed her down a beat. Like her? Injured? He could see that? Were the freckles too thin? Danny never saw it.

“After a certain point we’re all in pain,” he went on. “Some more than others.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “My little boy drowned in the bathtub six years ago, while my wife and I argued about tulips.”

Esofea squinted at the varmint. “Wow. Swinging for the fences right away. You don’t even need to warm up?”

“He would have turned ten in two days.”

“Oh, sure, and — ”

“And I’ve been away,” he talked over her, “more than five of those years. This Saturday his mother is going to drive through the gates of the cemetery, like she has every year, with flowers and balloons and toys, and she’s going to wonder where the hell I am. This time I was planning to be there. But someone dumped a body on me — and here I am, trying to dump it back … and be on my way.”

Esofea scooted her kiddie stool a bit to the left. “Good story,” she said. Funny how the fucker was so anatomically correct, with the tight brown forearms, the long-fingered hands, the slightly feral slouch. “Hemingway-caliber bullshit. My boyfriend Danny Tervo loves that macho pain junk. But I’ve built up my immunity.”

She kept the shotgun pressed into her shoulder as she reached back, feeling along the Health and Wellness bookshelf with her left hand. The book she wanted was a heavy one, with a brittle dust jacket. She tossed The Family Guide to Abnormal Psychology across the floor. “Look on page eighty-six. And read,” she said.

She re-established the shotgun. “Read. It’s good for you.”

Varmint Face read, “‘A USC study has found the first proof of structural brain abnormalities in people who habitually lie, cheat, and manipulate others … significant association with criminality and other antisocial pathologies …’”

He looked at her without blinking. His kind could do that. “You think I’m lying? Right behind you. Green Eggs and Ham. Open it. I’ll prove I was a father.”

Esofea snorted and broke out laughing. She had heard all kinds of Yooper hose-monkey-varmint-face malarkey in her twenty-nine years but never had she heard of Tervo et. al. begging for a chance to prove paternity. I didn’t do it. That was their motto. Suddenly here was someone different, refreshing actually, axing his way into her life.

She balanced the shotgun in one hand. She opened the Seuss book. “That’s quite an offer, Dad. But it’s gotta be perfect.”



Dog had played a game with Eamon. For a while his little boy was obsessed with x-ray vision. So Dog had learned to close a book and pretend to read it through the cover. He would grunt and struggle, grit his teeth, shake the book. He would ask Eamon to massage his temples. He would spew nonsense. “I am a donkey.” He would tilt the book to a new angle and improve to half-nonsense. “I am Rick.” At last he would ask Eamon for a stiff slap to the back of the head — whap! — and finally Dog would get it right.

“I am Sam,” he said now. “Sam I am.”

The librarian was instantly unimpressed. “Never mind,” she said, twisting abruptly to re-shelve the book. The shotgun never lost its vector at his head. “Everybody knows that. It’s the only book most people can remember. Now where did you say you were from?”

“Boston.”

“A father in Boston in would know Sterling Carpenter.”

“I do.”

She brayed an awkward laugh that seemed to hurt somewhere in her chest. For a moment she stared blankly at Dog. At last she said, “Of course you do. God, you are so much like Danny Tervo, knowing every goddamn thing a person can think of, or claiming to. Go on. Prove it.”

Dog fumbled in his memory for a title, a topic, any purchase on the work of Sterling Carpenter, who was right up there with the Make Way for Ducklings guy — was it Robert McCloskey? — yes, right up there with McCloskey in the pantheon of local writers erected by the Boston Chamber of Commerce. Christ, there was a bronze statue of Mrs. Mallard in Boston Commons. Then he had it: the lobster. A plaque on the Boston Harbor Walk. Ludwig the Lobster, by Sterling Carpenter. About a silly lobster in the live tank at a grocery store, anxious to be selected.

Dog began, “‘Pick me!’ cried Ludwig the Lobster …”

The librarian seemed startled.

“… as he tip-toed in the tank. ‘I’m the nicest! I’m the brightest! I’m so much handsomer than Hank!’”

He looked at her. “More?”

“Of course more,” she said, “fucker.”

Dog ground his teeth. He wondered if the shotgun was loaded, if there had been time in the frantic moments before he had plunged back through the windshield.

He went on. “‘Over here!’ waved Ludwig Lobster, as he wiggled in the tank. ‘I’m a singer! I’m a dancer! I’m so much fancier than Frank!’”

Now Dog summoned up in wrenching detail the wideness of Eamon’s eyes as they had frozen on the picture of crackpot Ludwig, begging to be chosen for someone’s kettle of boiling water. Eamon’s alarmed expression, Dog recalled, had showed a nervous father just how vast was the innocence he was charged with defending, and maybe that explained why the words of Sterling Carpenter had never left his mind. Here came more.

“‘I’m the one!’ proud Ludwig signaled, as he swam around the brim. ‘I’m oh so stronger! Oh so longer! Oh so healthier than Slim!’”

The librarian had him fixed in a grim squint. He noticed the whiteness of her knuckles on the stock of the shotgun. “And?” she said. “Next?”

“We closed the book then. We put it back.”

“Why? Liar. It’s hilarious. Sterling Carpenter is goddamn hoot.”

Dog stared down the shotgun barrel into those pinched green eyes. “Yeah, well … fatal ignorance, self-inflicted doom … those concepts are hell on four-year-olds, I guess. My little boy was horrified.”

She lowered the barrel a little. She shook her strangely pigtailed head side to side in mock admiration. “Wow. You’re good. Ludwig the Lobster, not age-appropriate. That is developmentally correct, as a matter of fact. But probably this is just an aspect of your psychopathy, knowing just how children get messed up.”

“Oh, I messed him up, all right.”

Dog’s voice trembled on the confession. But with a silent effort he bit off his grief. He could hurl the heavy reference book at her, he thought, then roll and dive for the shotgun. But not yet — now that she was sort of smiling at him, her elbows looking loose.

“Ludwig the Lobster escapes,” she said. “Did you know that?”

He didn’t know that. He drifted a hand beneath the book. “Yeah? How?”

“Someone falls in love with him. You know, with his self-delusion, his damaged behavior, his complete lack of a realistic worldview.”

“Lucky Ludwig.”

“You want to put the psych book down? Slide it across the floor? Put your hands behind your head? Fucker? Thanks.”

With the effort of raising his arms, Dog realized he was weak on adrenaline, not much juice left in the gland. Still, he summoned an idea.

“You still think I’m lying?”

“Brilliantly.”

“Then how about this. My boy’s favorite book. Mine too. Right behind you again. McElligot’s Pool.” She re-tightened her grip on the shotgun. Dog clasped his hands exactly on top of his head. “Go on. Open it. You might have forgotten. It’s about hope, and enthusiasm, about never giving up, and trusting what you believe.”

“It’s about fishing.”

“Like I said.”

She found the book by feel, right over her shoulder, its cellophane jacket cloudy and cracked.

Dog said, “Go to the page second from the end, the one with all the fish in the sea.” She paged. He waited. “With curly noses and feather tails and buck teeth. One with frog feet. One with a kung-fu moustache. How many fish are there in the sea?”

“How many fish in the sea? Just one.” She gave him a cheesy smile — bitter cheese. “Just my man.”

“On the page.”

“‘A number’ it says.”

Dog said, “My son counted sixty-eight. Is he right?”

The librarian looked down, her eyes roving over the Seussian throng of goofball swimmers.

“Go on,” Dog urged. “Sixty-eight. Check him.”

She sighed, “Ok, stop,” and closed the book.

“Fucker,” she muttered, glaring at him.

Dog let a breath out. “Is there a society of professional librarians?” he asked, “where I can report you?”

“If I let you go,” she answered, “will you kill someone for me, too?”

“Sure.”

“Liar.”

“This boyfriend of yours must be a real asshole. What’s his name again?”

He watched her eyes press shut. Quickly, silently, he un-knit his hands and sprang to one knee. But she caught it. She aimed the shotgun at his groin. “I believe you know him. Danny Tervo. And what was your son’s name?”

“Ea — ”

The word, the name, the first sound of it, made Dog’s heart ache and his throat close. “Eam — ” His airway stuck. His heart had ballooned up and choked him.

“The lollipop would be cute right now,” she said, “while your eyes tear up.”

Dog squeezed a breath in and out. A strange thought entered his mind: if he were ever free of this, he could ask this woman on a date — and strangle her.

“Eamon Theodore Oglivie.”

This made two tears spill out and wander into his beard. Then a third.

“Fucker,” she murmured. “You’re a pro. You oughta teach the class. He was how old?”

“Four. Four-and-a-half.”

“And he drowned in the tub? And you didn’t kill yourself? See, I know something about the pain of that, and that’s how I know you’re lying.”
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