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IT’S THE LATE-WINTER blizzards that seem to hit Illinois the hardest. The temperatures are warmer, so the snow never lasts long, but that’s not much of a consolation when there’s a big one swirling around you as you’re creeping down a narrow, unfamiliar country lane. The wipers were about as much use as my drunken companion, and I was depending on him to guide me to a place I wasn’t sure he could find: his home. My feet were cold and wet, and so was my disposition. I just kept on, hoping I’d notice any curves in the road before I slid off into a ditch. The silence was dense and thick like the snow, and every now and then my passenger would slice through it with a snort and a groan. He’d told me his place was five miles down this road, then proceeded to lapse in and out of consciousness.

I hoped he knew what he was talking about. It had taken me almost ten minutes to gain one of those miles. Four more to go. After tonight, I wanted him to be like that tree the philosophers are always referring to. The next time he fell, he’d be way out of earshot, ergo he wouldn’t exist. Meanwhile, I vowed that in the future I was going to make a point of remembering what day it was and celebrate by staying home.

Until I walked into the Tattersall Tavern and my senses were assaulted by shamrocks, green beer, corned beef, and cabbage, I hadn’t realized it was St. Patrick’s Day. That’s a helluva thing for a guy who’s part Irish to admit, but there you have it. Dates just don’t seem important to me. Elaine tells me I’d forget Christmas if it weren’t for the fact that every time you turn on TV It’s a Wonderful Life is on. To me, it was just Tuesday, March 17, and my chances of getting a quiet beer had been reduced to nil.

I was debating whether to hang around for one beer or go home before the snow got bad. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about waking up with a green tongue. Maybe I’d spend some time with the electronic chess set Elaine had given me for Christmas. I had yet to beat it at its most elementary level, and it was fast becoming an obsession. As I pondered the similarities between the white queen and Moby Dick, a small man with thick-lensed wire-rims split off from the Chronicle crowd and joined me at the last vacant table. Jeff Barlowe dropped into the chair while balancing a three-quarters-full stein. “Quint, my man.” He jerked his head back in the direction of the newspaper group. “What d’you think of the blond with the glasses?”

I glanced at the other table. “You mean the one your editor’s hitting on right now?” Her head was cocked to one side, and she was laughing at something he was saying.

“Aw, shit, man,” Jeff said after verifying my observation. “These newly divorced guys just don’t let up, do they?” He shook his head and ran a hand through his mop of hair that curled over the collar of his fatigue jacket.

“Tell me about it,” I muttered, then, noticing Jeff’s hangdog expression, added, “Stay. Have another beer. That’s how long it’ll take her to see behind the beard and the Springsteen platitudes to the guy who refuses to sit in the bleachers at Wrigley Field.” Jeff frowned as he watched them. “If she doesn’t, who needs her?”

“Yeah.” Jeff drew the word out, unconvinced. But he downed a substantial portion of his beer and gestured at the empty space in front of me. “Don’t let me drink alone. Remember, I’m depressed.” The jukebox was playing “In Heaven There Is No Beer,” and a nearby table was loudly debating the theory. Why not?

After Ginny brought our Guinness, a brew that could not be turned green, I drew a swallow up from beneath the stiff foam and enjoyed the bitter, velvety sensation. Someone jarred my elbow as I lowered the glass to the table, and a dollop of stout splashed down the side of my glass and over my wrist.

“I’m sorry.”

I looked up and saw a young woman standing with her hand over her mouth. She wore her dark hair short with heavy bangs, and her eyes were wide, reminding me of one of those big-eyed waif paintings you used to see all over the place.

“S’okay,” I said and smiled.

She tentatively lowered her hand, which covered a shy smile, and shrugged another apology, then stepped back and slid into a chair that was waiting for her at the next table. Two men were waiting for her too—one older and the other closer to her age, mid-thirties maybe. The way the older guy was watching me, I was glad I wasn’t the sort of jackass who made a scene over losing an inch of beer. He shoved his chair right up next to hers and sat so close it looked like they were working on the same crossword puzzle. There was something familiar about the guy, like maybe I’d seen him selling cars on one of the local stations. I figured the other man might have been his son. He appeared to have the same solid, stocky build and the same thick head of hair, although the older man’s was considerably grayer. The younger man was watching the Bulls trounce the Pistons on the wide-screen TV. I guess if my dad were nuzzling up to a woman my own age, I’d be grateful for a basketball game to focus on. Even if I couldn’t hear it. The woman was smiling and nodding at something—a puzzle clue, no doubt. Both of her hands rested on the table, one cupped over the other, as though she were sheltering a small bird.

I watched her for a moment, wondering what an attractive young woman saw when she looked at Quint McCauley. Probably a dark-featured, slightly weathered man on the other side of forty who’s given to frequent contemplation of the world’s complexities. Not that I do, I think it just seems that way. When my mind goes blank or is in low gear putting together a shopping list, I’ve been told I appear to be analyzing some quantum theory or constructing an esoteric poem.

“You two ready for another?” Ginny had moved to our table and scooped up Jeff’s empty glass.

“Can we get more popcorn too?” Jeff asked, gesturing toward me. “If he’s eating popcorn, he forgets about smoking.”

While I didn’t really forget, just found it easier to abstain, I didn’t argue. It was getting so the only place you could smoke anymore without incurring the wrath of law-abiding citizens was in your own house. And there only if the windows were sealed shut. I said to Ginny, “If you have any normal kernels, that’d be real nice. I’m going to be picking green hulls out of my teeth for weeks.”

“Easier to spot if they’re green.” She winked at me. “But suit yourself. I’ll see what I can do.”

Jeff had asked about Elaine, and I was telling him that she was taking riding lessons. All of that was fine, and I wished her well, but she’d also mounted a personal crusade to get me to go along with her.

He shrugged. “Why don’t you just tell her you prefer your horses under the hood of a car?”

Instead of answering, I drank some more stout.

Jeff’s eyes widened and in a tone that implied dawning comprehension said, “Ohhh, I think I get it.” He nodded. “You’re afraid Ed Carver’s gonna start thinking that maybe Foxport PD needs a mounted patrol. And by gosh, the only time he can take lessons is when Elaine takes hers.”

I looked away “That’s not it.”

“Sure it’s not.” He snorted. “Hell, I don’t blame you. If I thought the chief of police was in hot pursuit of my lady, I’d be watching my back end too.” He began tapping the fingers of his right hand on the table, keeping time with “McNamara’s Band.”

“That’s not all of it.”

Jeff shrugged. “Well, you can relax as far as Carver goes. For a while, anyway. I just heard he’s on vacation for a month.” I raised my eyebrows. “I know. Stop the presses, right?”

“With Ellie?”

“Well, she’s not around, but you never know, they might be taking separate vacations. I doubt they could put up with each other for a month.” Now both of his hands were going. “I don’t know what in the hell you’re worried about anyway. You and Elaine are a given.”

“Sure,” I said and drained my glass.

“Which one of the horse palaces is giving Elaine lessons?”

When I told him, he stopped tapping and smiled. “Windemere Farms? No kidding. That guy at the next table, you know, the one whose lady you were admiring, he owns the place.” As I turned to study him from another perspective, Jeff added, “Name’s Brig Tanner. Maybe you’ve heard of him. He’s running for mayor. He’s a cinch to win the Republican primary”—he made a face—“which means you’re looking at our next mayor.” Then, as he followed my gaze, he added, “Uh-oh.”

The three at the table had been joined by a fourth but apparently weren’t aware of it yet. Standing behind Brig Tanner was a big man—easily six feet and stocky. He wore a down vest over a black-and-blue plaid wool shirt. Like Brig, he had thick white hair and a weathered look. Only it didn’t work as well on him. On Brig it made him look distinguished, but this guy just looked like he’d aged hard. He didn’t do anything, just stood there, looking down on Brig, swaying like the Hancock building on a windy day. In no apparent hurry, he drank about an inch off the top of his glass. A few of the surrounding tables, like ours, were watching, waiting, and the noise level dropped perceptibly. Then the younger man drew his attention from the game, his mouth open like he was ready to relate the score. But when he saw the man standing there, his eyes widened and his mouth froze.

Finally Brig raised his head and saw everyone staring at him as though the big shillelagh was poised to bash his head in. His shoulders sagged and his sigh was audible. It was like he knew what he’d find when he looked up. But he did, and there was no surprise on his face when he saw who was standing behind him. He smiled the way you do when you’d rather sneer and curse and pushed his chair back so he could look at the man, but he didn’t stand.

“Jubal. How’s it going?” The words came out flat.

Jubal looked down at Brig and the woman, his jaw clenched.

After a quick glimpse at the big man, she fixed her gaze on the table, looking like a student who’d been caught reading the answer off her shirt cuff.

As Jubal studied her, he finished off his drink, working the gulp around his mouth like it was Listerine, then swallowed and turned back to Brig.

“Talked to Hines this afternoon. He says you two made a deal.”

I had expected his words to be slurred, barely comprehensible, but his enunciation was good and his deep voice carried like a stage actor’s.

Brig shrugged. “I offered him more, and I offered him cash.” He leaned toward the next table and grabbed an empty chair, pulling it up. It made a ratchety noise as it scraped the floor. My ears hurt. “C’mon, sit down.”

Jubal barely glanced at the chair. “I told you to keep your hands off that horse. Don’t listen too good, do you?”

“All depends on who’s talking.” Brig tried to soften the statement with a grin. “C’mon, Jubal. Have a seat.” He patted the chair slats. When he saw no movement on Jubal’s part, the smile dissolved and he added, “Besides, you’re not the only one who raises horses.”

“Morgans?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Brig said, “It’s been a while for you though, hasn’t it?”

Jubal shifted, and the knuckles of his hand gripping the beer went white. I thought the glass was going to shatter as he held it.

Brig frowned and shrugged, rubbing his chin. “A magnificent animal is just that, no matter what the breed.”

Jubal glanced at the young woman but didn’t say anything.

“Jubal,” Brig continued, raising his hands, “Hines needed the money. Now. Not in a couple of months. Not whenever you and your cronies got it together. Plain and simple. If he hadn’t sold to me, he had about three others lined up ready to put good money down. Now.” He jabbed a finger on the table for emphasis.

Jubal pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes. Then he relaxed his features and nodded as though suddenly it all made sense. “You think that’s all it takes. Money. Well think again.”

The younger man had been watching the scene unfold, his features tense. He stood slowly. “That’s enough, Jubal. You’re drunk. Go on home.”

At that moment, Ginny, apparently oblivious to the situation, stepped between Brig and Jubal with a tray holding three green beers and two Guinness.

Jubal eyed the tray, and I could almost see the idea taking shape. “These are on Brig here,” he said, and before anyone could stop him, he grabbed the tray from Ginny and dumped it all on Brig. Fortunately, he was too close to get much momentum going, so while taking five full mugs point-blank in the chest didn’t do Brig any good, his leather jacket incurred most of the serious damage.

Except for the lyrics to “Danny Boy,” the tavern had become still as death. The eyes in the room were divided between Brig, wordlessly wiping the beer from his chest, and Jubal, smiling and nodding like an artist who’s just applied the finishing stroke to his canvas.

The young man was the first to move, grabbing Jubal’s wrist. “You drunken old son of a bitch.”

Jubal pulled his wrist free and turned on him, finger stabbing his chest. “Careful boy, that’s your grandma you’re talking about.”

The Tattersall Tavern didn’t need bouncers. It’s a quiet, well-mannered place, and on the rare occasion when someone gets out of order, there are usually enough regulars to bring him under control. The only cops Sammy gets in there are off duty, and that’s the way he likes it.

When Jubal turned back to Brig, he saw that the occupants of several tables had risen and were waiting for his next move. The odds were at least twelve to one against him, but for a few seconds, as Jubal clenched and released his fists, I thought he was going to take them on. Every one of them. But then he scowled, waved off the whole lot, and turned toward the door. The wooden floor creaked beneath his boots. He had almost reached the door when Brig stood, but before he could speak, Jubal turned on him and, his voice low and measured, said, “You’re gonna be sorry. Know that. You’re not the only one who knows how to take.” Then he left.

The room hung in suspended animation for several long seconds, and I half expected Brigham Tanner to snap out of it and wonder how in the hell he got his jacket all wet. But it didn’t happen that way. The jukebox clicked, the Irish Rovers started singing about some hapless unicorn, and people began to move, sit down, drink. But, at least for now, some of the rowdiness had gone out of the crowd, and when Ginny asked us if we still wanted a drink, I said yes.

Brig Tanner looked as though he was ready to follow Jubal out there and kick some ass, but the other guy was talking him out of it, telling him it wasn’t worth it, that Jubal didn’t need any help in destroying himself. The woman was just sitting there, recovering, with her forehead braced in the palm of her hand. While Ginny went to get their drinks, Sammy was wiping up their table, apologizing. Not that it was his fault, but that’s the kind of guy Sammy is. He takes it personally when any of his regulars have a bad time. It’s like it reflects on his role as host. Now he was telling the three of them that the next round was on the house.

“As opposed to Brig,” Jeff muttered.

As I replayed the scene in my head, my memory snagged on something. “What was that Jubal said about the kid’s grandmother?”

Jeff smiled and folded his hands. “Yeah. Jubal said not to call him a son of a bitch because he’d be talking about his own grandmother.” Just as the light bulb was clicking on, he added, “That was Jubal Tanner. He and Brig are brothers. The younger guy is Will Tanner. Brig’s son. Jubal’s nephew.”

I was only half aware of the return to normalcy, and when Ginny brought our drinks, I took a couple swallows and watched as the crowd gradually filled in the silence and the space where Jubal Tanner had stood. After a few minutes I pulled my gaze from the door in time to catch Pippen put the Bulls up by seventeen.

I imposed the two-Guinness limit on myself, not so much because I thought three would send me over the edge, but because it was a good excuse to leave. The number of sing-along groups had doubled, and there didn’t seem to be any effort to coordinate numbers. I glanced at my watch. Besides, if it was St. Patrick’s Day, then The Quiet Man was probably on the tube. It wasn’t ten-thirty yet. Maybe I’d be able to catch most of it. I zipped up my jacket and wished Jeff luck as he gravitated back to the Chronicle table.

I knew we were in for a bad one when I stepped out the door and planted my foot in four inches of snow. An hour and a half ago when I’d walked into the Tattersall, it had barely started. Now it was a full-fledged blizzard and showed no sign of letting up. I pulled up the collar of my corduroy jacket, relieved that I had only a few blocks to drive. A plow slowly working its way down Main Street sounded muffled, distant. I could tell from the ridge of snow against the curbs that the street had been plowed already, but a couple inches had accumulated since then. I figured those guys had their work cut out for them tonight. Hands sunk into my jacket pockets, I bent into the swirling flakes and plodded through the street. Boots would have been more practical than the low-cut, all-purpose athletic shoes I was wearing, but then I only had to walk across the street.

At the time, I’d considered myself lucky to get a space in the parking lot the Tattersall shared with Foxport Federal, but now I was glad I carried a snow shovel in the trunk. The space had been on the end, next to a City of Foxport dumpster, the front of which was shielded from the street by a redwood fence. It was a good thing I had a landmark to follow, because underneath several inches of snow, cars tend to look the same. I scraped the snow off the lock with my bare hand, started the car, and got the defroster running. While it warmed up, I knocked the snow off with a brush. It was heavy and fell to the ground in clumps—the kind of snow that’s great for packing. I couldn’t resist just one fat snowball, which I lobbed at the side of the dumpster. STEE-RIKE ONE! Its impact dislocated a chunk of snow, which dropped on a white bundle next to the dumpster. Strange. Foxport usually doesn’t tolerate out-of-place garbage. I tried to ignore it and almost succeeded, but it was too large to write off as a bag of groceries or a laundry sack.

My knees cracked as I crouched next to the pile. By then I was close enough to realize it was a person, lying on his stomach with his cheek resting on his hand. Like he was taking a nap. I had to brush only a small amount off the face to determine that it belong to Jubal Tanner.
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AT FIRST I assumed he was dead; then I wondered if he wasn’t just drunk. “Jubal!” I touched his face. It was still warm. I felt for a pulse and found one. “Jubal!” No response, so I brushed off some more snow and slapped his face a couple of times. “C’mon, Jubal.” Still nothing. I slapped him harder and was rewarded with a low moan.

“Jubal, wake up.” I slapped him again. His eyelids fluttered, his lashes thick with white flakes.

The glow from the streetlight made his skin gray. He looked like he’d been frozen and I guess by morning he would have been.

“C’mon, Jubal, get up.”

I went to slap him again, but this time he grabbed for my wrist. His voice cracked as he said, “Quit hittin’ me.”

“Then get up.” I took a fistful of his jacket and tried to haul him up. Talk about a deadweight. I looked around for someone to help, briefly considered going back to the Tattersall, but discarded the notion when I recalled how popular he was there.

“Jubal, I’m gonna hit you again if you don’t help me out.”

“Can’t get … my head on straight.” He looked at his snow-covered forearm like he couldn’t figure out where in the hell it came from. “Dumb sonofabitch. What’s he trying to do?”

“He’s trying to keep your sorry ass from freezing to death. A little assistance would be appreciated.”

“Huh? What?” He looked up at me, squinting. “Who the hell are you?”

“Quint McCauley. You don’t know me from Adam. Now help me out.”

He rolled over on his side, propping himself up with an elbow. Encouraged by the movement, I didn’t push him. Moaning, he ran a hand through his hair, rubbed the back of his neck, and shook his head, as if that might help clear it. Then he glanced at his hand and wiped it on the snow, leaving a slash of red. At that point I figured he must have smacked his head on the dumpster when he fell.

“Let me help you up.”

“Don’t need no help.” Bracing one hand against the dumpster, he rose to his knees first, then slowly worked his way up. Halfway there he stopped and doubled over, and I thought he was going to heave his guts in the snow. I stepped back. Nothing happened. After a few seconds, he groaned and continued his ascent. When he finally stood, a smile of triumph played on his mouth for a few seconds; then he lost his balance and slumped back against the dumpster. I caught him before he went all the way down, then wrapped his arm around my neck and my arm around his waist. Though he wasn’t much taller than me, he must have outweighed me by about thirty pounds. We began to move toward the car. Slowly.

“Hey. This isn’t my car. Where the hell’d I park the damned thing?”

“I’m taking you home.”

He stopped. I stopped too. “The hell you are. Jubal Tanner doesn’t need nobody taking him home.”

“Shut up, Jubal, or I drop you here and let you walk home.”

He wrenched himself away from me and fell against the car’s door. Once he’d adjusted to the new support, he reached into his jeans pocket, groped around for a minute, then pulled out a ring of keys. He hadn’t had any trouble standing up in the bar, so I wondered if he might have done some serious head damage when he fell by the dumpster.

Either way, I couldn’t let him drive like this, and I briefly ran down my options as I studied the man leaning against my car. There was no way I could get him in my car unless he was willing. The only advantage I had was my sobriety. “Okay, why don’t you relax a minute, I’ll go start your car, get it brushed off.” I held my hand out for his keys.

Tilting his head back, he studied me through narrowed eyes.

“You know where your car is?”

“Course I do. Let’s see.” Chin raised, he surveyed the parking lot. “Over there somewhere.” He nodded toward the back of the lot.

That eliminated about half the cars. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.”

Scowling, he swung his arm toward the back of the lot. Apparently he didn’t have a real firm grip on his keys, because they took off in that direction. So much for the psychological approach. Jubal looked at his empty hand. “Crap.”

“C’mon, Jubal. You can get them tomorrow. Let me take you home.”

He squinted at me, and after a few seconds his eyes widened and he said, “I know. I’ve got another set at home. You give me a lift, then we’ll come back for my car.”

“Great idea.” I unlocked the door on the passenger side and helped Jubal onto the seat. He had trouble maneuvering his legs into the car, so I had to pick them up and swing them in after him. His boots smelled like they’d been through a lot. As I slammed the door shut, I hoped he wasn’t the puking kind of drunk.

Had I known my mission would take me down five miles of unplowed road, I might have dropped him at the police station and let them deal with him. But he said he was “just outside of town,” and I was already there by the time I realized that wasn’t quite the case. Foxport is forty miles west of Chicago—the far edge of the city’s suburbs. So far, we’d gone quite a ways over the edge. Jubal had given me instructions, then fallen into a silence, broken now and then by a snore or grunt. Now I was creeping along through a blizzard, unable to see more than ten feet in front of me. And given his condition, I wasn’t overly optimistic that Jubal Tanner knew where he lived. If there really was a farm at the end of this road, how did I know it belonged to him? I decided I didn’t care. I’d just prop him up against the door, ring the bell, and run.

“If I don’t know you, how do you know me?”

Momentarily surprised by my passenger’s consciousness, not to mention his acumen, I glanced at him. Maybe he’d slept it off. He was frowning, the creases in his face etched deep. “I was at the Tattersall.”

“Oh,” he grunted. “You a friend of Brig’s?”

“Didn’t know who he was either until tonight.”

For a minute I thought he’d gone back to sleep. Then he said, his speech thick and clumsy, “Now you know who we both are. What d’ya think?”

“About what?”

“Who d’ya like best?”

“You’ve got all the charm, Jubal.”

He chuckled. “I’m not so bad. Brig, he’s a pain in the ass.”

“What were you picking a fight about?”

“A horse. What else? He don’t know horses. Just thinks he does.” He chuckled again.

“You wanted the horse he bought?”

He sighed and shifted his bulk. “He’s gonna be sorry. That I know.”

“Oh yeah? How come?”

He didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, “Too much horse for him. Too much trouble.”

“Is it worth you two clashing over? I mean, there are other horses.”

“Not like Kessler. Nope. He’s one of a kind. One of a kind.”

“Jubal, you sure we’re on the right road here?”

“Think so. Just taking a while ‘cause you’re driving so damned slow.” His voice faded, and he finished the thought with a snort, then settled into deep, even snores.

According to my odometer, we’d come five miles down this road and had nothing to show for it. “Think so” wasn’t good enough for me. This road had five minutes to come up with a house or I was turning back. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw lights to my left. When I looked, I saw that they belonged to two snowmobiles cutting through the field we were passing. As their buzzing faded in the distance, I was thinking how I wouldn’t mind swapping my front-wheel-drive Accord for something a little more practical. Even a dogsled. I turned back to the road just in time to see the deer dart in front of the car. Fortunately for the doe, she was moving faster than I was. All I needed to do was adjust my steering to miss her. But I braked like I was trying to come to a dead stop on a clean, dry highway. The car began to slide sideways. I released the brake and downshifted, steering into the skid. It wasn’t so much my after-the-fact maneuvering that stopped us as it was the roadside ditch. Not much of a ditch, but enough to send Jubal, who I hadn’t belted in, onto the gearshift. He grunted like he’d just had the wind knocked out of him.

Still draped over the shift, he said, his voice muffled, “Shoulda hit the damned thing. We’d have eaten for a month.”

We were wedged into the ditch at a forty-five-degree angle, and I didn’t hold out much hope of pulling out of it. But I tried anyway. The wheels spun in the snow. Same in reverse. Useless. The mishap had apparently brought Jubal around again, because he was muttering something about the great venison stew someone named Claude made.

“How much farther, Jubal?”

With some difficulty, he pushed the door open and held it there as he stepped down into the snow. Hands tucked in the back pockets of his jeans, he squinted up into the sky. “Snowin’ like a sonofabitch.”

“Thank you, Willard Scott,” I muttered. “How far, Jubal?” I repeated. He slogged his way onto the road, looked ahead, then back. “Just around that bend. I can walk it from here.

Thanks for the lift.” He waved at me and began to shuffle down the road.

I know it does you no good to get mad at a drunk. It’s sort of like yelling at a cat—being amoral, they’re immune to your opinions. All I could do was hope that Jubal Tanner’s hangover would be one to remember. In the car’s headlights, I couldn’t tell if there was a bend up ahead. I killed the lights and bailed out of my seat belt. The flashlight I kept in the glove box didn’t work until I slapped it against my hand a couple of times. “Hold on there, Jubal.” I climbed out on the passenger side. “My car’s not going anywhere. Mind if I use your phone?”

He shrugged like it didn’t matter to him and continued to scuff through the calf-deep snow. God, it was black out. And quiet. The flashlight had about the same effect as the car’s headlights and was only good for about five feet. Jubal seemed to know where he was going without it, and we both plodded on for about fifty feet. I figured it was the fresh air that steadied him, because when we started out Jubal didn’t look like he needed any help. But then he stumbled and dropped to his knees, one hand buried in the snow and the other rubbing the back of his neck. He let me help him up and then let me help him walk. Moving down the road as one, we continued the trek.

“You sure your place is just up ahead?”

“S’long as we’re on the right road.”

Great comfort, I thought as my ears went numb. I remembered how my mother always told me to wear a hat. How most of your body heat escaped through your head. A hat would have been nice. A hat and a dogsled. I started cutting deals with God.

We had slogged along for about fifteen minutes when I stopped. “Jubal—”

“Just a little farther.”

“No offense, but I don’t believe you. I think we’re on the wrong road.”

He pulled away from me. “Suit yourself. See ya around.” He took three steps and dropped like he’d been shot.

Shit. And I thought he was sobering up. In the flashlight’s glare I examined the wound on the back of his head. It was wet and sticky but didn’t seem to be bleeding anymore. I rolled him over and felt for a pulse. My hands were too numb to feel their own fingertips, let alone someone’s pulse.

I hooked my arms under his armpits and managed to drag him to the side of the road. We were fifteen minutes from the car with both of us walking; there was no way I’d make it back there with him in tow. “I sure hope you knew where you were going, Jubal.”

I kept going. I didn’t know how long he’d last in the snow. Hell, I didn’t even know if he was still alive. I thought about Elaine and tried to imagine what she’d be doing right now. Probably drinking a glass of cabernet and watching The Quiet Man, feet curled up under her on the couch, wearing her argyle socks and that bulky gray sweater. I held that image in my head like a treasured snapshot and trudged down the road, trying not to count the parts of my body I couldn’t feel anymore.
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IHADN’T BEEN walking for more than five minutes when the road began to curve slightly. I didn’t exactly get giddy with optimism, but I managed to pick up my pace a little. Somewhere not far away, a dog began to howl. Jubal’s dog? My relief was short-lived when that howl was joined by another, then another. I’d read somewhere about the packs of wild dogs that preyed on livestock, but I couldn’t remember whether there were any in the area. I wondered if they also preyed on stray humans and wished I’d paid closer attention.

I saw the beaten-up mailbox before I saw the lights. It defiantly held its own in a drift of snow. Sticking up through a six-inch snowcap was a red flag. On the sheltered side of the mailbox, TANNER was painted in awkward black letters. Eureka. The snow had long since buried whatever passed as a driveway to the house, but when I looked I saw lights flickering between the snowflakes, maybe a hundred feet away. That was also where the dog sounds were coming from. Wonderful.

As I closed the distance, I wondered what I’d do if no one was home. There was no plan B to fall back on. I could make out a house and a barn, illuminated by a gas lamp in the yard between the two buildings. Two dogs moved into the lamp’s sphere of illumination. They weren’t more than ten feet from me. One looked mostly like a shepherd, only stockier. The other was a black Lab. They were approaching me slowly; the shepherd seemed to be in charge, being several feet in front of the other. His head was down, and I could see big shoulders shifting beneath his fur. I kept moving toward the house, hoping I’d reach it before they stopped me. Then, from out of the shadows, a third dog appeared in the path between the house and me. I immediately reevaluated my leader theory. This guy had to be in charge. He was only a little bigger than the shepherd, but something about the shape of his head and the feral look in his eyes made me think there was some wolf in him. The door was only a few feet away—I was close enough to make out the patches of peeling paint—but it felt like miles. The dog wasn’t moving, just watching me. Weren’t you supposed to let a strange dog sniff your hand? Right. What if he didn’t like the way it smelled? I kept my fists buried in my pockets and took a step forward. The dog growled low and deep, and the other two closed the distance between us.

Then the door opened, spilling light out onto the snow and revealing the silhouette of a woman holding a rifle. The lead dog allowed himself a quick glance over his shoulder before pinning me again with his stare.

“Who are you?” the woman demanded. “What do you want?”

“Is this where Jubal Tanner lives?”

After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Yes. I’m his wife. What do you want?”

“He needs help. He’s up the road about a hundred feet. Out cold.”

“Oh, my God.” She turned, and I caught a glimpse of a slim neck and a sharp chin. “Melissa,” she called back into the house, “get down here. It’s your father.” Then she stepped back from the door. “Come in for a minute. You look frozen.” Her voice was soft but with subtle rhythms that made it carry the distance.

When I looked to the dog for permission, she said, “Bear, it’s okay. Relax, boy.”

Bear raised his head and backed off a couple feet. I think he was disappointed.

A rush of warmth greeted me as I stepped into the house and the small entryway. I tried not to get too comfortable, which wasn’t as tough as it might have been seeing as she made no move to close the door. Bear found a spot on the small concrete stoop and continued his vigil over me.

“How’d you get here?” The woman had propped the rifle up against the wall and was yanking a jacket out of the closet as she spoke. The gray of her hair was threaded with silver, and it fell in a thick braid to the middle of her back. She wore a heavy knit sweater and jeans.

“My car’s back a ways on the road. I missed the deer but hit the ditch.”

She regarded me, and the lines around her eyes deepened as though she were suppressing a smile. But all she said was “Here, put these on,” and she thrust a pair of heavy work gloves at me.

It’s difficult to get numb hands into a pair of gloves, but I managed. I flexed my fingers and willed the feeling back into them.

She was shrugging into the car coat as she fished through its pockets. “Melissa! Get down here.”

I heard no movement in the house, and the woman twisted her mouth and shook her head. She was hurrying, wasting no movements, but there was something almost placid beneath her surface. It was as though this scene had been played out many times, and she knew all the marks. Pulling a set of keys out of her pocket, she said, “Let’s go. We’ll take my jeep.”

Fortunately, the four-wheel drive vehicle had an easier time of it than my Accord, and it wasn’t more than five minutes before we reached Jubal. In that time I learned that the woman, Jubal’s wife, was the Claude he’d mentioned. “Short for Claudia,” she’d explained and said nothing more until we found Jubal. There he was, by the side of the road, and for the second time that night, he’d been reduced to a snow-covered clump.

She knelt in the drift next to him and brushed the snow from his face and took it in her hands. In the jeep’s headlights, Jubal looked like a corpse. “He’s more than drunk, this time, isn’t he?”

“He either hit his head or someone did it for him.”

She glanced at me, eyes narrowed. Then, with long, slender fingers, she probed until she found the spot where the blood was caked. Frowning, she brushed snow off her husband’s shoulders and said, “Let’s get him in the jeep.”

Between the two of us we managed to dump Jubal into the backseat. As I drove back to the house, Claude sat with him, cradling his head in her lap. I pulled right up to the door. As we unloaded Jubal and carried him into the house, Bear paced and whined like he was concerned about the big guy. The other two dogs sat and watched.

We deposited Jubal on an overstuffed brown plaid sofa. Bear tried to climb up with him, but Claude remanded him to the braided rug by the door. Once we got Jubal settled, Claude lifted his head and slipped a pillow embroidered with irises beneath it. When I looked up, a young woman was standing on the steps leading up the second floor. Her hair was wrapped in a faded blue towel, and she wore a red flannel robe and held a brush in her right hand.

“Where were you?” Claude’s tone was sharp, accusing.

“I was in the bathroom. What’s wrong? Is it Daddy?” Her eyes were wide, and she gripped the brush so tight her knuckles were white. Then she looked past the woman to the figure on the couch, and her mouth dropped open. Jubal’s face looked like granite. “Oh, my God. Is he—?” She took a tentative step.

“He’ll be fine. Get some blankets,” Claude said, then added, “and a basin with warm water and a cloth.” Melissa hesitated, apparently drawn toward the body on the couch. “He doesn’t need you gawking at him. Do as I said.” The brush clattered to the step, and she spun on the ball of her foot and ran up the stairs. ‘And some bandages,” Claude called after her.

I helped Claude get Jubal out of his down vest, no easy matter.

As we worked, she asked me what happened. I told her, trying to skim over the part in the bar, but she wouldn’t let me. “Who was involved?”

“Well, his brother was there, his brother’s girlfriend, his nephew.”

“What was that fight about?” She tugged a boot off, revealing a heavy gray-wool sock. That came off too. Jubal was showing signs of life as we worked, emitting a low-pitched groan every now and then.

Before I could tell her, Melissa came down the stairs, two blankets tucked under her arm and carrying a metal basin of water.

Claude turned to me. “There’s Scotch under the kitchen sink. Bring me the bottle and a glass.”

The kitchen reminded me of my grandmother’s with its peeling tile and ribbed porcelain drainer that emptied into a single oversized sink. True to Claude’s word, there was a bottle under it. I found a glass in one of the white metal cabinets.

As I brought it into the living room, I noticed that Bear had managed to cut the distance between him and Jubal in half, apparently by crawling. Neither Claude nor her daughter seemed to notice. Melissa was adjusting the blankets covering her father, tucking them around his feet. “He’ll be okay. Won’t he, Mom?”

Claude shot her daughter a tired look and said, “He always is.” Then she thanked me, took the glass, and poured about an inch of the Scotch. I don’t know what the treatment is for being half frozen, with a probable concussion, but she seemed to know what she was doing. Propping his head up, she poured a bit of the Scotch between Jubal’s lips. Nothing happened for a few seconds; then he coughed and sputtered and fell silent again. Melissa watched as her mother ministered to her father, hands sunk deep in her flannel pockets. When she saw me observing her, she returned the stare, and I went back to observing Jubal. At first I’d figured Melissa to be in her late teens, early twenties. But her face showed traces of baby fat she hadn’t quite shed yet. I reevaluated and put her in high school.

Claude dipped the cloth in the pan of water, wrung it out, then gently turned Jubal’s face toward the back of the couch and began to work at the dried blood at the base of his skull. Melissa sat at her father’s feet, rubbing them through the blanket. She had pulled the towel from her head, and her hair fell, dark and wet, past her shoulders. Hard to believe that a couple of hours ago, this guy was thrown out of a bar and sleeping it off under a pile of snow. Now he had three individuals (I was counting the dog) hovering over him, willing him conscious.

Feeling had returned to my hands, and now they were in the hurting stage. But they were dry, which was more than my feet could say. I dropped down into a brown vinyl chair and worked at the ice-encrusted knot that was my shoelace. It was going to take a while.

“These should help get your feet warm again.”

When I looked up, Melissa was standing there with a pair of socks. They were gray wool and had the nubby imperfections that made them look like they’d been hand knitted. Probably the same kind Jubal wore, and I wondered if Claude had made them. As I pulled them on, I realized they were also warm.

I rejected Melissa’s offer to take my jacket. At this point it was busy helping to raise my body temperature. I figured it wouldn’t take much longer. The house was small and warm, and a fire was dancing in a painted-brick fireplace at the narrow end of the room. Above the mantel, against a paneled wall was a large painting—maybe three by four feet. Above the painting was one of those little lights you see above oils in funeral homes. Only instead of Christ in some impossibly green setting, a brown horse, sturdy and well-muscled, stared down at me from the wall. The unsettling thing was that the creature’s wide, intelligent eyes seemed to be watching me, and I was sure if I were to cross the room, it would continue to stare. I looked away.

Jubal coughed and moaned, and I saw that Claude had just given him another dose. Bear had wormed his way right up to the couch and lay with his chin resting on a cushion. Jubal was trying to raise up, but with her free hand Claude pushed him back into the couch. She set the glass on the hardwood floor. “Jubal?” she murmured, stroking his cheek with the back of her hand. “Jubal.”

“Ohh,” he moaned in response and touched the back of his head, feeling the bandages. His eyes popped open, and he looked around the room as much as he could without turning. As he reached down to pet the dog, he asked, “How the hell did I get here?”

“Mr. McCauley brought you.” Still holding the wet cloth, she gestured toward me. I waved. Jubal frowned and squinted at me; then his head dropped back to the couch. He moaned again, and Claude began to blot his forehead with the cloth. He brushed her hand away like it was a mosquito. “Don’t get my head wet.” He ran his tongue over dry, cracked lips. “Got any more of that medicine?”

“Melissa, get your father a glass of juice. I think we’ve got some grapefruit.”

Jubal made an appropriately sour face. “Forget it, honey.” He began to push himself up, and this time Claude and Melissa helped him gain a sitting position. Elbows on his knees, he cradled his face in his hands for a minute. Slowly he looked up at me. After he seemed to get me in focus, he said, “You ready to go back for my car?”

We were real democratic about it. It was three to one against Jubal. Afterward Claude told Melissa to get a pillow and another blanket for me, and Claude and I helped Jubal up the stairs to their bedroom. Bear was right behind us.

Jubal dropped on the bed’s thick comforter with a groan, and we hoisted his feet up. He squinted and pointed his finger at me. “First thing tomorrow we gotta go back for my car.” His voice was hoarse and thick.

“You bet.” I hoped “first thing” didn’t happen before the snowplows.

Claude gave him a wry smile and, with a light hand at my elbow, maneuvered me out of the room, pulling the door shut behind her. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything other than the couch.” I assured her the couch would be fine and I would be asleep before my body knew it wasn’t a bed. Bear was lurking at the door, watching me.

“I assume the wet dog sleeps up here.”

“He’s not nearly as mean as he looks.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Kind of like Jubal,” she added. Then she placed her hand on my arm. “Thank you for bringing him home.”

I turned to go downstairs, but Claude stopped me. “You never did tell me what the fight was about.”

“Well, from what I could tell it was about some horse that Jubal wanted but Brig bought first.”

It was pretty dark in the hall, and I couldn’t make out her face very well, but I could feel her tense up. “Brig bought Kessler?”

“I think that was his name.”

All that filled the silence was the creaking of the springs as Jubal shifted in the bed. Claude’s voice was barely a whisper when she said “Thank you, again” and stepped into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. Bear lay down in front of the door and waited for me to move past him before dropping his chin to his paws.

As I descended the stairs, all I could think about was how good that couch was going to feel and how nice it would be to blank this night out for a while. But when I got downstairs, I saw that Melissa had settled on the couch with a glass of Scotch. With her free hand, she poured another and offered it to me. “You look like you could use this.” She looked like she wasn’t nearly old enough to drink, but who was I to argue with the bartender? Besides, she was on my bed. I took the glass and found my place in the vinyl chair.

“Maybe that will warm you up enough to take your jacket off.”

I smiled. Not yet. I waved my hand toward the stairs. “This sort of thing happen often?”

She sighed and took a drink, and I was almost sorry I asked. But then she said, “Not so you can set your watch by it, but enough.” I nodded and drank some of my own. It felt good going down. Melissa continued. “When he’s not being like this he’s really, well, he’s a lot different.”

“I figured.”

Melissa watched me as she patted the ends of her hair with the towel. It felt like she was waiting for me to say something, but I was either too dumb or too tired to figure it out. As she sat there, her robe open at the neck and the point of the wide V nestled between her breasts, I wondered if the girls had been that provocative when I was in high school. Maybe I’d just been too worried about my zits to notice. Nah, I may have been dumb, but I wasn’t blind. I guess there’s a big shift in attitude when a girl’s role model is Madonna instead of Gidget. I took another drink. It wasn’t very smooth, but it was Scotch. I was starting to warm up.

Melissa placed her drink on the arm of the couch and proceeded to run a comb through her hair, carefully working out the snarls as she went. She had her mother’s long fingers and slender build and the same arch to her eyebrows. I didn’t realize I’d been staring until she looked up and then smiled like she knew that’s where I’d be.

“You live out here?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Back in town. Foxport.”

“What do you do there?”

“Private investigator.”

She stopped desnarling. “You’re kidding. Really? Like Magnum?”

“Just like Magnum. Right down to the red Ferrari.”

“Oh, well, that’s not really his.” She settled into the couch, dipping her left shoulder slightly. The robe’s V neck was getting wider.

“Do you have any girlfriends?”

I nodded. “One.”

“What’s she like?”

“Smart. Funny.” I hesitated because the next word that came to mind was “complex” and I didn’t want to explain.

Melissa filled in the gap. “I’m dating two guys at once.” She flashed me a smile, quickly covering it with her hand. I wondered if she’d recently shed a set of braces. “They”—she glanced upward—“only know about one. Don’t say anything.”

Since I never planned to see any of them again, I didn’t think it would take too much self-control on my part.

“I’ve been going out with Bobby forever. Almost … oh, let’s see … two years.” She stopped, gulped some Scotch, and continued, barely missing a beat. “He’s really nice, but kind of, you know, immature.”

I nodded.

She wrinkled her nose as she ran her comb down the length of her hair. As it dried, it was curling some.

When she didn’t continue, I found myself saying, “Who’s the other one?”

She smiled slowly, then whispered, “He’s top secret. My folks would have a shit fit.”

“Why?”

“He’s older.” She made it sound sinister. Then she added, “Twenty-seven,” and I flashed ahead forty years to me in a nursing home—a candy striper who looks a lot like Melissa is feeding me a spoonful of pureed carrots. My small, knobby head is tilted back and my tongue wags in anticipation. I am cheeping.

I shook my head to clear it. “Your dad is an interesting man.”

She settled back into the couch, smiling as though I hit on one of her favorite subjects. “Did you meet Jubal in a bar?” “Not exactly.”

When I finished telling her the story, she nodded. “Uncle Brig. It figures.”

“There’s some kind of bad blood there, I’d say.”

“No kidding.” She exchanged her comb for the Scotch and studied me over the glass’s rim. “You must be pretty new to town.”

“Been here over a year and a half.”

“You’re kidding!” Overwhelmed by my ignorance, she lowered her glass and gaped at me. “And you haven’t heard? The Tanner feud is legend around here.”

The next swallow of Scotch convinced me I was warm enough to take off my jacket. Easier said than done. I seemed to be working in slow motion.

“People are always asking me if it’s true.”

“If what’s true?” I was out of one arm and working on the other.

“What started it,” she said, like I’d just asked what’s on after “Wheel of Fortune.”

“Oh. Yeah.” The Scotch might not have been smooth, but it had other things going for it. “The feud.”

“Uh-huh. Lots of people ask me about it.”

I nodded, finally catching on. “What’s the feud about?”

She shrugged, and her robe slipped off one shoulder. She left it there. “No one really knows for sure. You know what I think? I think there’s this, you know, crazy streak in the family and this thing between Jubal and Uncle Brig, well, it’s just part of it.” After pouring more Scotch into her glass, she leaned over to refill mine. I held it out and stared at the floor. When I looked up again, she was sitting back, smiling. Her robe had slipped a couple more inches, revealing the swell of her breast.

I took a swallow of Scotch and closed my eyes as it ate its way through my intestines. “Crazy you say?” I stifled another yawn.

She curled her legs under her, pushing the blankets back. “My uncle blew his brains out.” Her bare knees poked out from her robe.

The combination of Scotch and a warm room made the prospect of sleep irresistible, but her statement, delivered with a practiced nonchalance, roused me a bit. “How come?”

She raised her eyebrows, and for an instant I saw the resemblance between her and her father. “No one knows. Well,” she hurried to add, “I guess everyone knows why, but the rest of it’s this really weird thing.” The last three words were drawn out, and she locked onto my gaze, waiting. “So, what happened?”

She changed positions so she was sitting with her legs crossed and her elbows on her knees. In the process she unconsciously pulled the robe up over her shoulder again. I felt a little sorry for her, she’d worked so hard at getting it down there.

“His name was Cody.” Gazing up at the ceiling, she chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “Let’s see, my father is sixty-three so that would make Uncle Brig sixty-one. There was one other brother, Cody. If he were still alive, he’d be fifty something. But he died young. Before I was born.” She leaned back into the couch and drank some more Scotch. If the stuff was making me numb, I wondered how well she could be functioning.

“What happened?” I figured I’d have to work for this.

“Well, a lot of people don’t really know the story. Most, in fact. They figure that Jubal and Uncle Brig just don’t get along, you know. I mean this happened back when Foxport was a lot smaller. Well, Cody was supposed to get married to this woman who worked as a secretary to one of the local lawyers. You know, real young and pretty, they say. Three days before the wedding, her mother found her in a tub full of blood, her wrists slashed. She cut them this way.” Using the comb, Melissa drew a vertical line down her wrist. “That’s the way that someone who really means business does it. Not the other way.” I nodded. “Can you imagine? I guess it was really gross. They buried her on the day she was supposed to become Cody’s wife. That night—the night they buried her—Cody went out to the cemetery, stood there on her brand-new grave, you know the funeral flowers were practically fresh”—she paused and drew in a breath—“and he blew his brains out.”

After taking a few moments to digest all of it, I asked, “Why?”

She gave me the same look my fourth-grade teacher used on me when I disappointed her. “Cause she was dead.”

“No. I know that. Why was she dead? Why did his fiancée kill herself?”

Staring into my eyes, she drew the pause out. “No one knows. Of course, there were all kinds of rumors. Everything from Cody having another woman on the side to Cody having, you know, a male lover.” She nodded to herself. “Yep. I think the family’s cursed and crazy.”

I nodded. “Sounds like it.”

“Well,” she said and frowned as if testing a brand-new notion. “Maybe it’s the madness. Maybe there’s madness in the family. You know, like some gene or something gone crazy.”

“Melissa!” It was Claude, calling her daughter from upstairs.

“Yeah, Mom.”

“Come upstairs to bed so Quint can get some sleep.”

She scrunched up her nose and stuck out her tongue. “Right away, Mom.” Leaning forward she poked her thumb in the direction of the stairs. “Guess it’s a good thing I’ve got her genes on my side.” She mouthed the word “boring.”

“I said now!”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “I’m coming.”

She took our glasses into the kitchen, taking the time to rinse and put them away. As she passed me on her way upstairs, she touched my shoulder. When I looked up at her, I saw that her eyes shimmered with tears. “Thanks for bringing my dad home.”
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