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CHAPTER 1

G. Bowman Epps and Ginger Piper died the same day, the same morning—maybe, I sometimes imagine, at the same instant. Neither could have known the fate of the other: They were nine thousand miles apart and hadn’t spoken in months. In a purely physical sense, their deaths were unrelated. Still, the same day My father used to place great significance on coincidences like that. The anomalies of life entertained and finally terrorized him. Not that you could pin him down to any specific meaning of events like these. He simply believed the past—and, worse, the future—were talking to him personally. He had what you might call a hot view of life, and probably because of that, I’ve tried to cultivate a cold one. The simultaneous deaths of Bow and Ginger were chance, no more—though I’ll go to my grave believing their last thoughts were of each other.

They were stars, of sorts, of our small town, Laroque, Wisconsin—thrown together in a way that was probably inevitable, despite their differences. Bow was a rich, scarred, overweight, middle-aged lawyer; Ginger was thirty years younger, a splendid high school athlete, a talented, charming, rather mysterious boy from a bitter family. Overall, I think, each saw in the other a grace, a sort of beckoning of possibilities, that raised them and ultimately pulled them apart.

My name—s Charlie Stuart. I’d known Bow—or, at least, known of him—for as long as I could remember. To every child in Laroque, he was an unspoken moral lesson: Money can’t inoculate you against misfortune. Bow was the son of a banker, the richest man in town. But an early bout of polio had left Bow with a bum right leg and a laborious limp. As if that wasn’t enough, when he was four, the family cook knocked a pot off the stove, splashing boiling oil onto the side of his head. Doctors saved the eye, but the scar was permanent—folds of flesh that seemed to be melting from Bow’s right hairline to his jaw. He was a dozen years ahead of me, and as a child I remember watching him around town, a fat, lonely, bookish boy dragging his foot along the sidewalk, his scar lighting up bright red from exertion. Eventually, he went east to college, then came back to earn a law degree in Madison. When he returned to Laroque as a young lawyer, he had a wife, a plain, slender woman with pale skin and dark hair. She stayed perhaps five years, by the end barely venturing out of their house. There was a miscarriage, and shortly after she left.

By then, Bow was wedded to his law practice. He handled criminal appeals, almost nothing else. Some wretched fellow would get convicted of robbing a liquor store, and Bow would take the man’s case up through the courts, arguing any procedural error that might overturn the verdict. He was good at what he did; over the years, he made a lot of the criminal case law in Wisconsin. Of course, there wasn’t any money in it—most of his clients were indigents, assigned to Bow by the state, which paid a small fee for the work. But he was an only child and his parents had left him a small fortune. His life lay in the thick transcripts of court proceedings that piled up around his office above his family’s bank. He’d disappear for days, poking through a trial record. I think the neatness of the process satisfied him—disorder reduced to, say, nine hundred pages of type. And from a desk that looked out over the Agnes River and the grubby street of bars and bait shops that lined its bank, he could pick over and second-guess every tactic, every ruling, every moment that counted. I hooked up with Bow several years after his wife left. He found me one day at the county courthouse, where I used to sit through trials, enjoying the cheap drama. I even sat through a few of my own—nothing serious, public inebriation, that sort of thing. Bow had seen me around town, and he remembered my father. For years, Bow had battled with his own father, an imperious man as cold as his treasured sheets of financials, and in Bow’s mind he and I belonged to a select fraternity of tortured sons. He offered me a job and I became his assistant—his secretary, investigator, chauffeur, companion. He didn’t mind if I vanished for a few days every now and then on a bender, and he wasn’t above offering me an occasional drink if he thought it would brighten my spirits. My beloved Lucy, who knew me through this time, thinks Bow stole years of my life, but though I respect Lucy’s judgment on virtually everything else, she never really understood how it was between Bow and me.

I first met Ginger Piper while I was working for Bow. At the time, in addition to his law practice, Bow ran a small collection business—not that he needed the income, but he bought the paper cheap from the bank, and I think he enjoyed the anthropology of it, dipping into the life of the town. He gave it up after a year or so, but at one point a man named Errol Piper turned up as one of the deadbeats. Piper had taken a loan to buy a used truck from Harry Bigler Motors and then stopped paying. Often enough, a letter with Bow’s name on it was sufficient to bring in the money, but in this case, two or three letters had been ignored. One of the tricks with deadbeats is to catch them in front of their families—sometimes the shame works outright, and other times, the wife, the kids, the grandparents start asking later whether that embarrassing bill has been paid. So one evening about dinnertime, I drove out for a visit.

Errol Piper’s home sat one road off the highway in a scraggly forest of pines. He’d probably built the place himself—it appeared to be one of those lifelong projects, an expandable shack with tarpaper siding and small, dark windows. This was late spring, the weather had started to soften, yet bales of straw still circled the base of the house, holding in a bit of heat. I parked on the pine-needle lawn and knocked on the door. A woman opened it cautiously, and before she could object, I pushed inside. In the dim light, she made a hollow, shadowy figure with her arms folded protectively across her chest. I asked for her husband, and in a moment Errol Piper stepped out of a room in back. He stood a slender six feet tall or so, and with a face so cool and withholding he seemed almost ascetic.

“That truck don’t run right,” he said when I explained why I was there.

“Why didn’t you take it back?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t of done any good. Bigler knew it was bad when he sold it to me.”

“Well, you’ve had it for a year now. You’ve got to pay up.”

“Hasn’t been a year,” he said, as if that settled the matter.

“Look, where is the truck?” I said. “Show me what’s wrong with it and maybe we can make an arrangement.”

Errol Piper looked at his wife. “I don’t have the patience for this,” he announced, then turned and walked away.

I followed him into the kitchen, a low-ceilinged space cluttered with a mix of appliances and furniture—an old sink-and-stove combination, a ragged sofa, a plywood wardrobe painted pale green and bursting with clothes. Piper was sitting at a round table with two children.

“You better find some patience,” I said noisily, “because Mr. Epps is going to haul you into court.” Of course, I knew Bow would never bother to do that.

Piper didn’t look up from spooning a milky soup into his mouth. The room was oppressive. The soup had a dense, fishy smell, and the light fixture on the ceiling bathed everything in yellow. I stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to do. Then I happened to glance at the smaller child, a boy I’d noticed so far only as a burry black haircut. He was staring at me intently. His face had a kind of glow, as bright as a new dime, so full of interest and candor that I had to fight an urge to explain to him why I had barged into his family’s house during dinner. Instead, I fled, past the ghostly mother and into the night.

That was Ginger Piper. He would have been eight or so then, and it was another eight or nine years before he and Bow struck up together, in the spring of 1966. That seems so long ago, the memories are sepia toned. The three decades between then and now feel like a great divide. Some people say this country changed course when John Kennedy was shot, others say it happened with Vietnam. A case can be made for either, but for a little place like Laroque, the change didn’t come so much from an event as from a feeling, a slow-turning, unarticulated revision of attitude. At some point—1967, 1968—as we watched our televisions or read the Milwaukee Journal or talked over drinks at the Wanigan, it occurred to just about everyone in town that we were all alike. Young or old, rich or poor, man or woman—the differences, the separations that seemed a natural part of life, no longer counted for much. Distances were breached. The wait was over. Something happened to someone in New York in the morning, it was on television in Laroque that night—it had happened to us. Someone got something in Los Angeles—we wanted it, too. The same promises, the same rules (or lack of rules), applied to everyone.

As Bow would have put it, we were all equal, and equally reduced. He was a Menckenite (after one of his heroes)—a simultaneous advocate of civil liberties and privilege. But I’m not talking in a political sense here. (After all, I come from a family of virulent Democrats. My father’s letters to Senator McCarthy were ferocious enough to draw visits from the FBI.) I’m talking about a mood, a shared assumption, and I’m only trying to make the point that when Bow and Ginger struck up, Laroque was a place vastly different from the one it became just a few years after.

Of course, by appearances, Laroque hasn’t changed much—it’s still the shell of the boomtown it had been just over a century ago when the lumber business was humming in northern Wisconsin. French trappers founded the town on a rocky bluff overlooking the Agnes River. By legend, the bluff was favored as a campsite because breezes up there kept the mosquitoes down. Though the first white homesteaders built up high, development settled along the river, particularly as lumbering flourished. At one time, three great mills snarled away along Laroque’s stretch of the Agnes, as huge patches of white pine forest were cut clean. Today, the open-again, shut-again Hanson Door Company is all that survives.

Even so, the legacy of the town’s heyday echoes in countless ways, some real, some rankly commercial. Above all, the past is there in the glorious gingerbread Opera House that sits in the center of town. Bow’s grandfather helped build the place. He came out from the East as a young man and founded the Laroque State Bank. The business thrived with the town, and soon he and Laroque’s other fathers decided they needed a symbol, a kind of monument to their success. With an opera house, they had some antique civic notion about bringing culture to the muscled, sweaty immigrants who cut the trees and sawed them into planks. More to the point, the town’s leading men wanted a place to show off the splendid baubles they’d bought their wives. In any case, an architect was imported from Philadelphia, and in 1890 or so, Laroque acquired its only true landmark. Even today, with the building shuttered and peeling, I’ll occasionally see a cluster of visiting fishermen marveling over the elegant Victorian structure. They stare at the cracked and rotting tilework that borders the roof. They consider the tall, silent bell tower, now held vertical by a spider’s web of chains and wires. Sometimes, they climb the steps and pound on the thick, wood doors, though who knows why they think they’d be admitted. They seem to imagine that this proud building is a kind of ghost castle put there for their amusement, like the Pitch-’n’-Putt outside of town, or the Pioneer Log Cabin Village, built in 1972.

The lumber business started to move west even before the building went up, but the Opera House carried on for decades. In the twenties, my father brought his muse and his demons out from New York, to manage the place and put on shows. He was a great talker and finagler, and the performances he directed were historic, in their way. People from Milwaukee and Minneapolis and as far away as Chicago used to come by train; on summer weekends, even during the Depression, McGill’s Hotel was packed. From my boyhood, I remember those nights in bursts of intense light—the milling, whispering crowd on Main Street; the reek of exotic perfume; the sparkle of jewels and of bright, freshly polished black shoes; above all, the Opera House, glowing like a Chinese lantern, drawing life from the forest blackness.

A few years ago, when the town was hoping to get the Opera House going again, someone put up some money to restore the great canvas curtain that draped its stage. Over the years, the front of the curtain had been painted and repainted dozens of times with advertisements for Laroque’s stores and businesses. By tradition, though, the back had been signed by the cast of each show. When the restorer finally got down to business, the crackling canvas was found to carry names like Katharine Cornell, Lenore Ulric, Walter Hampden, Orson Welles, Herbert Nelson, and countless others, famous then but now long forgotten.

I hadn’t forgotten. The stars would eat at our house, gossip about Broadway, make remarks about the locals—not knowing, or not caring, that my mother was a local girl—and then move on, often as not taking my father with them. He’d come back a week or so later, just in time to save his job and mount another show. But he eventually wore down all of us, the town and his family It was Bow’s father, the chairman of the Opera House committee, who finally fired him. The shows had petered out by then. This was 1942, when I was twelve—what my father’s personal wars hadn’t finished off, the wider war had. He disappeared overnight. Mr. Epps came to the house to explain what had happened, and this time Dad was gone for years.

The Opera House never recovered. After the war, they used it for town meetings or the occasional school play, but it sat empty for months at a time. Then, in the fifties, during the baby boom, when classroom space was tight, they braced the stage, opened up the sides, and turned the place into the high school basketball court. The theater posters in the lobby came down, replaced by pictures of the team’s best players. A big, black electric scoreboard was hung at the back of the stage. On Friday nights during the season, everyone came out—this was before they built the regional school south of town—and the Opera House again became the center of life, an ornate pile of mortar and brick, still stretching, reaching into the sky, heedlessly pulling us along.



CHAPTER 2

I keep hearing about this boy,” Bow said.

“This boy?”

“The basketball player.”

“Oh, him. He’s good.”

“Is he a shooter?”

“He’s more like a smart player,” I said.

“Oh, Christ.” Bow shifted heavily in the passenger seat and stared out the window of the car. It had been snowing on and off all day, thick, soggy, late-winter flakes that burdened the trees and clogged the roads. Bow’s wide, boaty Bonneville held the highway well, but I had to concentrate hard on the driving.

“He’s got a decent shot,” I said.

“If he’s not a shooter, he’s not worth much,” Bow groused.

“Just wait,” I offered, uselessly, since Bow had obviously analyzed the matter to his satisfaction.

I steered wide around a snowplow scraping along on the edge of the pavement, and the Bonneville fishtailed slightly before sliding back into our lane.

“Slippery?” asked Bow. He was forty-seven years old, but he had never learned to drive. He liked to say he was too stupid to learn, but what he meant was he couldn’t be bothered by it.

“Wet.”

“Listen,” he said. “What do they call him again?”

“Ginger Piper.”

“Ginger?”

“Yes.”

He rolled his eyes for my benefit, indicating, but not outright saying, “These people and their names.”

We were on our way back to town to see the Laroque High School Lumberjacks play the Kawnipi Blue Jays for the county title. That day, I’d driven Bow over to the state prison in Lovington, where he’d met with several prisoners and collected Jack Barragan, whose conviction for holding up a Skelly station in Beauville had just been overturned. The prison staffers didn’t dislike Bow, but they tended to resent his victories, and they were slow about getting Barragan’s paperwork together. By the time we’d dropped him off at his mother’s house in Wausau and made our way through the snow back to Laroque, it was after eight.

As we turned onto the Turner Bridge, the car’s headlights swept over the Agnes, dense with thick, dirty-white islands of drifting ice. Ahead, two figures, smudges in the snow, were making their way on foot. I slowed going around them and recognized Archie Nye, a local thug who liked to call himself a half-breed. He was wearing a flimsy black jacket with the zipper pulled to his chin and the collar turned up. I didn’t recognize his pal. Both were hunched over against the snow and the wind, alone in the dismal landscape. Across the bridge, beyond a dark line of buildings, the spotlighted bell tower of the Opera House shone through the thick air.

“The game’s probably started already,” Bow said.

I dropped him off in front and parked down the street. We bought tickets in the curlicued box office at the entrance on the first floor. The lobby and the basketball court were actually one story up, and we had to climb the lovely, curving staircase. By the top, Bow was wheezing and needed a quick breather. The thick double doors to the auditorium were closed, but we could hear the patterned roar of the crowd, rising and falling with the action of the game. When Bow got his wind again, we entered and stood at the back. The balcony, once my favorite place in all the Opera House, hung over us heavily like a wasp’s nest under the eaves. The air had the dense, sweet odor of the inside of an old fur glove. Down in front, the basketball made thundering drumbeats on the stage. Every seat was filled.

After a minute or so, the vice principal of the high school, Alvin George, noticed Bow, and he sent a student out to get two folding chairs. During a time-out, Mr. George led us down an aisle and set the chairs up on the side in front next to the stage. Just above us, the Kawnipi cheerleaders were kicking their way through a routine. The girl on the end noticed Bow. The exertion of the stairs had turned his scar bright crimson; beneath his thinning strands of pale brown hair, his round face was jaggedly two-toned, giving it an almost Cubist aspect. The cheerleader stared and fell out of step, bumping into the next girl.

Several people called out greetings from the seats behind us. Bow waved without looking back and sat down with relief. I helped him shed his overcoat, and we stuffed it under his chair.

A buzzer sounded, ending the time-out. The ten boys who’d been playing drifted onto the court. They were already dripping sweat. Kawnipi had a star, a skinny boy with enough of a reputation that he went simply by his surname, Slagle. He had a loose, jangly way of moving and a sleepy expression on his narrow face. Slagle was one of those natural players you used to see every now and then in small towns—a simple kid who didn’t look like much until he had a basketball in his hands, and then he had a skill that seemed beyond training, beyond confidence, something God-given.

Slagle’s team had the ball, and he trotted up the court toward us, guarded by a Laroque player named Billy Johnson, a Chippewa boy. After several passes, the ball ended up in Slagle’s hands about ten feet from the basket. He did a dance step, faking right, spinning left, losing Billy Johnson, then, in the same sequence, jumping to shoot, his long, bony arms snapping like pennants in the wind. The ball swished through the net. The auditorium erupted. Half the people were from Kawnipi.

“There’s a shooter,” said Bow.

Ginger Piper played guard for Laroque. He was wiry and small, and, when he played, concentration wrung the softness from his boyish features. Unlike Slagle, he had to work to get it right, and his job was to lead the team, guiding the ball around the court, translating the ancient, static, and nounless plays of creaking old Coach Gourdon (“Pass, see? Then run here. Cut, cut. Pass. See? There. Pass. Cut. Down. Pass. Cut. Shoot!”) into something resembling the modern game.

Ginger dribbled the ball quickly into Kawnipi territory and then played catch with Billy Johnson for several seconds. When the boy guarding Ginger stepped too close, Ginger darted around him, dribbling into the thicket of players under the basket. The Kawnipi team converged around him, and Ginger plopped the ball to tall, plodding Karl Nygaard, who easily laid it in.

“Hey, not bad,” said Bow. He recognized Karl. The boy had painted Bow’s house the summer before.

The ball came back upcourt toward us, and Slagle scored with a long, effortless shot. Kawnipi was already ahead by six points. Bow fidgeted. The folding chair looked ominously delicate beneath him.

“You comfortable?” I asked.

He grunted.

“If it gets bad, let me know, and I’ll see what I can find,” I told him.

Slagle dominated the game. He made four more shots without a miss. Finally, someone tossed him the ball on the edge of the court, just above us. He faked and made a move, but as he pivoted, his gaze swept low across the auditorium and tripped over Bow. The ball bonked off Slagle’s foot and bounced out of bounds. Slagle took a few steps back downcourt, then peeked once over his shoulder, confirming the odd blot in the tapestry of faces.

“I’m the best defense we’ve got,” said Bow glumly.

By half-time, Kawnipi was ahead by nine points. Bow wanted to take a few puffs on a cigar, so we made our way along the side aisle toward the lobby. The press of people pushed me against the wall, damp from the heavy air. Since they’d started using the place for basketball, the original fleur-de-lis wallpaper had begun to brown and curl at the seams. The stately brass sconces were corroded and dull.

In the lobby, Bow made his way to an open window and blew waves of cigar smoke into the night air. The snow had stopped. Down below, people spilled noisily onto the Opera House steps. A few smokers in boots had wandered across the plaza on Main Street to the little triangular park with the war monument, where their orange-red cigarette tips bobbed and jerked in the dark.

Across the room, someone waved and called out. Boyce Rensinger, who owned the drugstore, pushed his way through the tangled crowd, trailing a sour, stocky man I didn’t know. “Looks bad, don’t it,” Rensinger said to Bow, after giving me a frosty nod.

“Nine points.” Bow shrugged as if it were nothing.

“Slagle’s too much for the Indian.”

“You’re probably right,” Bow said wearily.

Rensinger shifted his weight from one foot to another. The stocky man with him was trying not to stare at Bow’s face.

“This here’s Bill McCloud from over in Knife Lake,” said Rensinger, sounding apologetic. “He wanted to meet you, Bow.”

Bow stuck out his hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, McCloud reached out and shook it. Rensinger waited for the hands to drop apart, then he said, “Bill here has a nephew who was working at that Skelly station the night Jack Barragan held it up. He wanted to talk to you about the case.”

Bow let a stream of cigar smoke float up out of the good side of his mouth. He knew what was coming.

McCloud squeezed closer. “The son-of-a-bitch held a shotgun to that boy’s head,” McCloud said. His voice sounded hoarse, scratched by the words. “That was my sister’s kid. He could have been shot. He pissed in his pants, and that son-of-a-bitch Barragan just stood there and laughed.”

“I’m sorry,” said Bow.

McCloud edged closer, gaining confidence. “Not so sorry you didn’t defend the son-of-a-bitch,” he rasped. “Not so sorry you didn’t get him out of jail.”

“See here,” said Bow. “Your gripe is with the police. Your nephew’s identification was worthless after the cops had paraded Jack in front of him with handcuffs on. There was the problem.”

McCloud curled his shoulders and set himself. He wanted emotion and now Bow was sliding away with logic. “Don’t give me that crap. You know Barragan did it. You know he did. The son-of-a-bitch oughtta be shot.”

“Well, before we shoot him,” Bow said mildly, “we ought to give him a fair trial.”

“Yeah, well …” McCloud’s speech got choked off in his throat. His tongue snaked out of the corner of his mouth. Rensinger sensed the next move and stepped in.

“See, Bow,” he said flabbily “all Bill here is really getting at is how guys like Barragan keep getting off on technicalities. It’s not you he’s mad about, it’s these goddamned technicalities.”

Bow smiled weakly. He waited for effect. When he spoke, he’d dropped his voice to a low roll. “There are no technicalities,” he pronounced, jabbing gently with his cigar. “There is only the law.”

How many times had I heard him say that? He was every bored actor who’d ever stepped on a provincial stage, hamming his way through a script he disdained, milking a line for an audience he despised. Still, Bow’s delivery was impeccable. McCloud’s mouth softened, his lips moved as if to tremble. This was a fight he couldn’t win. He stepped back.

“I still don’t understand why a rich guy like you is defending scum like that,” he said, trying to cover his retreat.

“Okay, okay,” said Rensinger, taking his friend by the arm. “You’ve had your say Now, let’s get back and win this game.” He looked miserably at Bow. “Sorry to bother you, Counselor. Talk to you later.”

McCloud gave up on Bow and glared at me, then let himself be led off into the crowd.

“Nice work,” I told Bow when Rensinger and his pal were out of hearing. “For a minute there, I thought he was going to pop you.”

Bow rolled his eyes. “Mencken put it best: ‘Injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is justice.’” He was used to getting abused for his work and his politics, despite being a dedicated Republican and even ginning up a show of enthusiasm in 1964 for Barry Goldwater, with whom Bow shared deep misgivings about government. But other Republicans distrusted Bow. They couldn’t reconcile his criminal defense practice with his otherwise conservative views. Bow occasionally tried to explain that a true conservative held to principles, such as the right to a fair trial, no matter who asserted them. But serious Republicans seemed to think Bow was putting something over on them. And maybe they were right, in a way. Bow was a lawyer, not a politician.

He turned and leaned out the lobby window again, slowly blowing cigar smoke, a kind of neutral blessing, over the people on the steps below. After a minute or so, he said, “What would your father think, Charlie? These crowds, this commotion—wasting his beautiful building on a basketball game.”

“He liked audiences. They made him feel at home. I don’t think he much cared what the occasion was.”

“He’d feel the difference,” said Bow, putting out his cigar, carefully crushing the fire against the windowsill outside. “No matter what else you say about him, Malcolm Stuart was a cultured man.”

Once, in the late thirties, just as the whole world was starting to go to hell, Broderick Crawford brought his acclaimed Broadway portrayal of poor, slow Lenny in Of Mice and Men up for a show in the middle of the week. Broderick Crawford is remembered today, if at all, as the gravelly voiced star of the fifties TV program Highway Patrol, but his Lenny was momentous, and my father talked him into gifting Laroque with the show. At the end of the play, after Lenny had cried he could “see it”—see that imagined, sweet, green patch of land across the river—and his buddy, George, in an act of mercy, had shot him in the back of the head, and the heavy canvas curtain had clunked down, scattering a fine snow of tiny paint chips on the stage, the Opera House audience, these big, fleshy working people, these dour white blonds in their black suits and black hats and their plain Montgomery Ward dresses, had sat silently in their seats for at least a minute, trying to fill up again with the energy to go on. Backstage, I found my father alone in his office. His eyes were on fire and he couldn’t speak. He hugged me to his chest, so I could smell his smoky breath and feel the nervous twitter of his heart. “Now, that’s acting,” he managed to whisper.

Bow inspected his cold cigar, then stuffed it into his top jacket pocket, the charred end sticking up like a boutonniere. “Malcolm Stuart was no philistine,” Bow continued, “and that’s more than you could say for my old man.”

Back in the auditorium, three trumpets, two trombones, and a drum pumped out the U.W. fight song. The teams were warming up, heaving rainbows of balls at the two baskets. Boyce Rensinger came up, drops of sweat zigzagging down his forehead. “I’m sorry, Bow,” he shouted over the band. “I had no idea.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Bow waved him off.

“He’s the brother of a vendor, a guy who sells me lotions and things. He gives me great deals.” Rensinger continued shouting though the band had stopped. “You know how these things work.”

Bow nodded. His pale eyes drifted off to the corner near us. Archie Nye and his pal, the two men we’d seen crossing the bridge earlier, had made it to the game. They were whispering intensely to each other. “How’s your son?” Bow asked Rensinger.

“Great, great.” Rensinger lowered his voice, grateful for the change of subject. “He loves it. He’s shipping out next week.”

“It’s heating up again over there.”

Archie Nye’s hand fluttered and dropped something into his friend’s palm, and the two of them hurried out, unlit cigarettes dangling from their mouths.

“You know how kids are,” said Rensinger. “They want to be where the action is. This Peace Offensive worried him. He was afraid Johnson was going to call the whole war off before he could take a shot.”

“I don’t think that’s too likely,” said Bow.

“No, there’s too much at stake.”

The buzzer sounded for the start of the second half, and Rensinger hurried off to his seat. Coach Gourdon had made a change at halftime: Now Ginger Piper was guarding Slagle, even though Ginger gave away three or four inches. A Kawnipi guard with an anachronistic brown crew cut dribbled the ball downcourt—away from us this time, since the teams had switched ends. He found Slagle with a pass in the corner. For a moment, Slagle’s long arms held the ball tauntingly above his head. Ginger took a ritual swat, and with that, cashing in on the smaller boy’s wasted effort, Slagle was off. He dribbled once, then whirled, jumped, and shot. His pointy elbows and knees vanished into the fluid ease of his motion, his angular body turning into something smooth and animal, Pinocchio brought to life. The ball clanged off the old metal backboard and dropped through the net.

“They can’t stop him!” screamed a man just behind us. “He’s unconscious!” Bow slapped the air around his ear, as if chasing a mosquito.

Ginger brought the ball upcourt, his face skewed in irritation. The change of assignments at half-time meant that Slagle was now guarding him. Once Ginger crossed the centerline, he passed the ball to Billy Johnson, who threw it to one of the forwards, who tossed it, perhaps a bit too hard, to Karl Nygaard, whose big, flat, paddle hands couldn’t hold on. The ball bounced through wickets of legs and arms before Billy Johnson grabbed it, his eyes bugging, hardly believing his good luck, and quickly laid it in.

Going back downcourt, Ginger stayed tight at Slagle’s shoulder, never letting him get more than a few inches away. Under the basket, Slagle wove around his teammates, trying to break free, but Ginger kept up, trailing so closely that after a while he seemed almost an appendage to the taller boy, a physical burden, Slagle’s hump. The other Kawnipi players passed the ball among themselves, but they’d spent a season in service. Now, with their star unreachable, they got frustrated and careless. The crew-cut guard threw the ball away.

“That’s the secret, don’t let Slagle touch it,” Bow said to no one in particular. Above us, Karl Nygaard spindled himself up to tap in a rebound. Bow slapped me on the knee. “Now we’ve got a game,” he said.

By the end of the third quarter, Laroque had cut the Kawnipi lead to two points, and Slagle had scored only once more. The fluid had drained out of his movements, and his face had turned pinched and pouty around the lips; he looked like a fish, a smallmouth bass. Ginger, meanwhile, was gushing sweat, leaving great puddles wherever he paused and trailing a team of small boys wielding soggy white towels to mop up.

“He’s gonna wash away,” said Bow.

The teams traded baskets. Slagle bumped Ginger off on a pick and got away long enough to pull in a pass and take an awkward shot that hammered around the rim and fell in. Back at our end, Slagle the fish puffed after Ginger, who angled under the basket, cutting around his teammates, and slipped free for a layup.

The auditorium had turned into its own, closed ecosystem, overheated and short of air. A hazy fog, the gray on the edge of the horizon on hot summer days, seemed to separate us from the churning rows of students in the balcony. Bow kept his suit jacket on, but he loosened his collar and mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. The side of his face pulsed red.

With less than a minute to go and Laroque ahead by a point, the Kawnipi coach called a time-out. The auditorium exploded in noise. Everyone stood. The squads of cheerleaders tumbled onto center stage and tried hopelessly to organize the chaos. Mr. George, the vice principal, strode out with a megaphone and warned students in the balcony not to stomp their feet, the vibrations could damage the supports. The band rose and attacked “On, Wisconsin” again, the trombonists swinging their instruments like swords. The Kawnipi coach drew something on a small blackboard and screamed at his players. Coach Gourdon bleated out a few, sparse commands. Above our heads, the great ball of a chandelier, hanging over what had once been the orchestra pit, swayed gently, the tinkling of its glass jewels lost in the white noise below. Bow was right: The screams, the sweat, the inflated emotions—basketball games were an affront to the memory of this place. A temple of order and insight had been turned into a supermarket of shared glory. Even the players, their faces pale and sullen, their eyes avoiding their teammates’, seemed to recognize that their performances had been swiped.

But Bow was in thrall. “Keep the ball away from Slagle,” he recited with a lilting singsong. “Keep the ball away from Slagle.” Without looking, he swung his arm to grab me. “Where are you, Charlie?” he called, pulling me beside him.

Kawnipi had the ball. A stocky, frightened sophomore threw it to the crew-cut guard, who stood dribbling out near the midcourt line while the rest of the players scrambled underneath the basket. The ball drummed on the hollow stage. Slagle kept squeezing past picks, but Ginger pushed through after him. Both boys looked exhausted, gray ghosts sliding around their teammates. Ginger’s arms flailed the air, and Slagle batted back at them, trying to clear his view.

With a few seconds left, Slagle finally ran to midcourt, circled the crew-cut guard, and snatched the ball before Ginger could get a hand in. Now Slagle had a half-step advantage. He dribbled four times toward the basket before Karl Nygaard ranged up, his big, clumsy arms waving like loose antennas. Slagle’s left foot pounded the floor and he sprung up, floating, suspended, a bird drifting on an updraft in the dense Opera House air, ten thousand hours of shooting the ball at a tinny rim hammered on the side of his family’s barn coming down to one automatic uncoiling of those snaky arms. The ball popped through the basket, and by the time Slagle’s feet were on the floor again, the fish had disappeared; his face had that old, skinny Slagle nonchalance. No sweat: He was unconscious. Ginger crumpled to his knees and slammed the stage with his palms.

“Well, shit,” said Bow.

Coach Gourdon scuttled down the sideline to signal for a last time-out. There were two seconds left.

In the commotion, Bow stretched, arching his back and spreading his arms. “I need room,” he said, and I slid away.

The auditorium settled quickly. The Kawnipi fans were celebrating, but there seemed fewer of them suddenly, and their screams had the freedom to carry and echo. The clammy air, with its close, human fragrance, was almost an embarrassment. People started packing to go, picking up empty popcorn cartons and paper cups. Bow took his calendar out of his inside jacket pocket and pretended to consider his schedule.

Onstage, Ginger was the last player to come back to the huddle. Coach Gourdon gave him a reassuring slap on the rump with his arthritic old arm, and Ginger took his place in the circle of his teammates. After a few seconds, he glanced up at the electric clock, the little white bulbs curling into that desolate “2.” The color was returning to his face and his eyes were clear. He looked at the floor, then glanced up at the clock again. Was it my imagination, or was there a kind of glow about him, an aura in the gloom? Qualities of light are acute to eyes tortured by alcohol.

“Watch this,” I said to Bow.

“Huh?” He fumbled and put away his calendar.

The buzzer sounded and the teams came back on the stage. The auditorium was almost quiet. Under the far basket, the referee handed the ball to Karl Nygaard, who wrapped his big hands around it, then waved his arms stupidly above his head. Ginger, who’d been standing close by, suddenly broke away, dashing down the sideline with Slagle right behind. Nygaard finally cocked one arm and heaved a football pass upcourt. The ball sailed past Slagle’s ear and Ginger caught it over his head just in front of the midcourt line. He dribbled once, then dropped his right shoulder and shot-putted the ball, getting his legs, his back, and his whole arm into the effort. The ball arced high over the court, heading for the basket just in front of us. At first, the ball seemed to hover, floating like a moon, a light, graceful thing, gentle and familiar. But as it peaked and began to descend, it picked up speed, growing fat and heavy, becoming a huge, deadly rock, a meteor. It was coming straight at Bow. The buzzer sounded a frantic, nasal warning. I grabbed Bow’s arm, but I couldn’t move him, and still the ball held its murderous course, faster, heavier, meaner, until it dived exactly through the net with the sweet swishing sound of a fireworks rocket, and I felt for a moment something approaching the awe and longing of that night when I was a child and Broderick Crawford had struck my father dumb.

“Jesus!” gasped Bow.

In the tumult, we worked our way out along the side aisle. People were moving in all directions, gaily bumping and pushing one another. Bow put his unlit cigar in his mouth as a kind of prow and tried to tack his way through the crowd. We were halfway down the curling stairway to the ground floor when above us, in the lobby, someone shouted. There was quiet and then a chorus of screams, and the crowd, packed and tangled like a huge, many-jointed insect, began to surge forward. A panic was on. Everyone pushed, trying to rush down the stairs and outside to safety. I got lifted off my feet and crushed against two men in front of me. Bow grabbed the railing to keep from falling. People shouted, warning others to hold up, but still the crowd above pressed forward, fighting to escape. I didn’t know what was happening, but, like everyone else, I’d read about the terrible hotel fire in Iowa a week or so before, and I sniffed the air for traces of deadly smoke. Clinging to each other, Bow and I maneuvered down several steps, feeling our way with our feet. Gradually, the crush started to relent. The crowd held itself and eased down the stairway, a pulsing, two-hundred-footed creature taking tiny, awkward children’s steps. Finally, it burst through the front door and scattered on snowy Main Street.

Someone said that Archie Nye and his friend had argued in the lobby A man insisted that Archie had pulled a knife. No, he was corrected, the buddy had pulled the knife. “This is worse than Vietnam,” said a woman with a high, laughing voice.

Back in Bow’s Bonneville, we joined a line of traffic puttering down Main Street, working its way through the mob of pedestrians. Bow had been subdued since the game ended, and now, vacantly watching the people flock through the street, he said softly, “I’m pooped, Charlie.”

“You almost got crushed in a stampede.”

His head rocked gently, and for a moment I imagined he was again following the splendid arc of the basketball. The outcome of the game seemed to have depressed him, as if there were only so much heroism to go around, and now more of it had been spent.

His heavy, awkward body was bundled in a thick black overcoat. His bum leg poked out stiffly under the dashboard. In the passenger-side window, I could glimpse the blurred reflection of his scar. Despite his money, everything ordinary about his life seemed to entail grueling effort, and he only got by, as far as I could tell, by being the hardest man, in will and character, that I have ever known.

He sighed as I turned up Summer Street toward his home. “Maybe we should have a drink,” he said.



CHAPTER 3

The morning after the basketball game, everyone down at the Wanigan, the local diner, was talking about Ginger Piper and his shot. Most people didn’t know much about the boy, only what they’d observed on the basketball court and what they’d heard: He was one of the top students in his class. Growing up outside town, he’d gone to a one-room, rural elementary school, one of the few still scattered around the county, so he hadn’t spent much time in Laroque until high school. A couple of the fellows at the Wanigan knew that Ginger’s mother had died several years before. Now he lived alone with his father, whose demeanor apparently hadn’t brightened much in the years since I’d met him trying to collect a debt. “I don’t think the old man even goes to the games,” said Clyde Dawson, whose daughter was a cheerleader. “Can you imagine? Having a son like that and not paying attention.”

“Yeah, his dad’s a real prick,” agreed Rita, the diner’s longtime waitress, who was weaving among the tables, filling coffee mugs. “He comes in every now and then. Never smiles.”

“Maybe that’s why the boy’s so cool,” suggested Boyce Rensinger. “I don’t think he ever doubted he’d sink it. And afterwards, he was the calmest guy out there.” Boyce snorted. “Hell, I think I was more excited than he was.”

The Wanigan—named for the mess hall in a logging camp—usually did a lively business on Saturdays, but this morning the place was packed. The half dozen tables scattered in front were jammed by witnesses to the Great Shot. Another line of testifiers was propped against the trophy wall, where Eli Warzonek’s forty-nine-pound muskie, a Laroque treasure caught in the Agnes in 1942, hung mounted on a polished slab of oak. I’d stopped in to get some sweet rolls to take back to Bow’s office, but my buddy Ox Mueller was sitting at the counter, lurking on the edge of the conversation, and he called me over. “You there last night?” he whispered. “Unbelievable, right?” Ox’s big, puffy face glistened with excitement.

“I’ll tell you what that shot means,” pronounced Tom Mitford, who owned a haberdashery. “It’s money in the bank, that’s what it is. The Packers win on Sunday, my sales go up on Monday. Never fails.”

“That’s right,” Rita the waitress agreed. “I see the same thing here. We ought to pay that boy a commission.”

“Remember when Eisenhower came through in the fifty-two campaign?” Mitford continued. “Laroque got mentioned in every newspaper in the country. I sold more suits that fall than I ever did, before or after.”

“That’s politics,” someone pointed out. “This is sports.”

“I’m talking about the psychological impact.”

Ox agreed, nodding thoughtfully. He was a huge man, and years ago he’d had a career as a semipro boxer. Thick, slow, immovable, he was known as a guy who could take a punch. Now the talk of glory had stirred something in him. He gazed up toward the trophy wall. With the layers of drifting cigarette smoke, Eli Warzonek’s great muskie seemed to be swimming through the air. “Jeez, would you look at that monster,” Ox marveled softly. “You bring in a fish like that and you’re set for life. I mean, mentally speaking. You’ve made it.”

Outside, yesterday’s weather had left a couple of soggy inches of snow on the ground. I was headed down Main Street with my bag of sweet rolls when an old dark blue pickup rolled past and parked in the A&P lot. Ginger Piper sat for a moment behind the wheel, as if collecting himself, then climbed out and slammed shut the truck’s door. It had barely been twelve hours since the stage of the Opera House had erupted around him, but now, bundled in a maroon winter coat and clomping along in a pair of rubber-bottomed boots, he looked reduced, more childlike than in his Lumberjacks uniform, as if the props of his life, the layers of clothing and the rusting pickup, conspired to hold him earth-bound. He waved to the boy shoveling snow in the A&P’s parking lot and tromped into the store. Out of curiosity, I followed.

Ginger yanked a shopping cart from its nesting row and started down the dairy aisle. He was obviously making the weekly family shopping run: a half gallon of milk, a dozen eggs, four sticks of butter. He went to the items immediately, familiar with the routine. The store was busy, the narrow aisles clotted by carts, and Ginger was quickly accosted—a Little League coach, a high school teacher, a couple of fellow students, a dozen or so people in all. They stopped to congratulate Ginger, many of them introducing themselves and offering their observations about the game. Mitford was right: There was a connection between sports and politics, and Ginger could easily have been a candidate out massaging the voters. He responded politely to everyone, shaking hands, nodding and laughing. But all the while he kept moving along the aisles, still shopping, casually plucking an item off a shelf and dropping it into his cart.

He was a handsome kid, with fine, coal-black hair combed neatly back and small, even features. He still had the startlingly bright, open face that I remembered from a decade before, but watching him now, I sensed that the boyishness was transitory, as if his face was on the verge of change, and that if you saw him in five years, all traces of the boy would be gone. Already, when his expression occasionally turned serious, he had a starkly new look.

The cramped A&P conveniently organized itself with four aisles, so you could start on the east wall and shop your way methodically west, up and down the rows, concluding with a final swing past the meat department on the opposite wall and landing at the two checkout counters in front. As Ginger moved past the glass trough of frozen meats, he tossed a few packages of pork and chicken into his cart and then picked up a steak. Just at that moment, the A&P’s young assistant manager came up, and he and Ginger began to chat. They clearly knew each other. Meanwhile, Ginger absently slipped the steak under his arm and pushed the cart to the checkout counter. The conversation continued through the checkout line, and soon chunky, motherly Mrs. Fremont, the cashier, joined in. Still talking, Ginger emptied his cart onto Mrs. Fremont’s conveyor belt, but he kept the steak under his arm. He wasn’t hiding it—the package was plainly visible, tucked up in his armpit, as he used both hands to transact his purchases, digging a wallet out of his back pocket and counting out the bills. I kept waiting for one of the three of them—Ginger, the assistant manager, or Mrs. Fremont—to realize what had been overlooked, but they all chattered away, completely focused on their conversation and oblivious to the pricey package of meat. Finally, Ginger scooped up his two brown paper bags of groceries—the steak still under his arm—bid good-bye, and shouldered out the revolving door. If one of the store employees had suddenly awakened, of course, nothing would have come of it: They would have laughed at their absentmindedness, and Ginger would have paid for the steak. Watching the incident unfold, I had no idea whether he’d simply forgotten the package or swiped it by design. I went to the A&P’s front glass window as Ginger trudged through the parking lot, hugging his bundles. When he set the bags in the back of his truck, I half expected him to realize what had happened and come running back to the store. But, no, he simply tossed the steak into one of the grocery bags with the same nonchalance he’d used in carrying it. Then he climbed in the truck and drove off.

Whether he knew it or not, he’d just committed the perfect crime.



CHAPTER 4

Bow worked out of a space on the second floor of the Bank Building, looking out over the bars of River Road and the churning Agnes just beyond. The room had been his father’s secondary office, a private redoubt where he entertained his secretary and mistress, Miss Sinclair. Mr. Epps had installed an imposing oak desk and a long, undulating sofa that took up one whole wall, and he’d put in an adjoining bathroom, complete with a huge clawed tub. Once when Bow was young, he’d come looking for his father and surprised him there, soaking in the tub, while Miss Sinclair perched stiffly on the edge of the toilet seat, taking dictation. Now the office was lined with law books. Bow still used the oak desk, and I sometimes spent the night on the sofa. A bust of Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., the great, aphoristic lawyer, anchored a bank of file cabinets on one side. Holmes was one of Bow’s heroes, along with Mencken, and Winston Churchill, and, of course, that god, Vince Lombardi, the coach of the Packers. Above Holmes, an oil painting of Bow’s father hung from the wall. The painting had been downstairs for decades, but when the bank redecorated with some bright fifties optimism a few years before, someone had decided that bald, dour old man Epps was bad for business, and Bow had inherited him.

As Bow’s assistant, I sat under that portrait at Miss Sinclair’s old desk, a squat hunk of wood topped by a typewriter. One of my principal chores was to answer letters from inmates. Bow’s reputation had blossomed inside the state’s prisons, and he got a steady flow of requests for help getting out, a dozen or so a week. Though we always responded, most of the letters were easily dismissible—pleas from men who had missed the deadline for filing or had already exhausted their appeals and, now, with the advice of their cellmates, had concocted elaborate theories of the injustices they’d suffered. One day that spring, though, the mailman dropped off a letter that piqued Bow’s interest. It arrived in a long manila envelope—page after page of yellow legal paper, each sheet covered, front and back, with precise, tiny handwriting, two lines filling each allotted line on the paper. The writing was almost impossible to read, but the effect was of something lacy and decorative.

Bow spread the sheets before him and sent me out to the dime store to buy a magnifying glass. Poring over the pages, he ascertained that the letter came from a man doing time at Lovington for burglary. “His name’s Gary Fontenot,” said Bow, rather pleased with his deciphering. “See, here’s his signature.” At the bottom right of the last page, Bow pointed out two thin, wavery dashes, bacilli squirming across the paper. The first was preceded by a miniature G, the second by a tilted F. The graceful, hopeless precision of the writing must have echoed something that Bow felt about his own work. “It’s remarkable, isn’t it?” he said, admiring the yellow sheets splashed across his desk. “So perfect. Not a word crossed out. Think of the effort.”

“But impossible to read,” I pointed out.

“It’s as if the actual argument only exists in his mind,” Bow said wonderingly.

The week after Ginger sank his shot, Bow and I drove to Lovington to meet Gary Fontenot, the first time we’d been back to the prison since springing Jack Barragan. The old facility sat on a small, treeless hill, a barren empire surrounded by high, barbed-wire fences. The original building stood neatly square, but additions over the years had oozed out in all directions, creating a squat, formless blot of architecture. A brick smokestack, long ago painted white, towered over the campus, visible for miles around.

Bow and I checked in at the perimeter gate and again at the guard station at the entrance to the main building. We emptied our pockets and put all the contents in small metal boxes. An old guard named Clarence, who’d been admitting Bow for years, searched his briefcase and then patted down the two of us. Clarence asked whom Bow was visiting, but the guard didn’t know Gary Fontenot. “They come and go, then come again,” Clarence cawed, shaking his head.

“You must be about ready to retire,” Bow suggested.

“If I retired, I’d just sit around,” Clarence explained. “I do that here, and they pay me for it.”

“Good point,” Bow conceded, rolling his eyes for my benefit.

Gary Fontenot turned out to be a sinewy little tough guy with a thatch of blond hair bobbing over his forehead and an elaborate tattoo of an eagle on the inside of his right forearm. We met him in one of the prison’s small, airless interview rooms. He was sitting at a scarred wood table, and he didn’t bother to stand or even to offer his hand. Like most of the inmates we met over the years, he didn’t show any reaction to Bow’s elaborate scar. Bow insisted that was because the convict population was more accepting of freaks; I always suspected that criminals simply didn’t care enough about other people to register a response.

“How are you getting along?” asked Bow, trying to get acquainted. He and I had settled into metal chairs on the other side of the table.

Fontenot shrugged. “Same.”

“How many times have you been inside?”

“Once before here. Once down at Oswego.” He didn’t look directly at Bow when he talked, instead aiming his conversation somewhere over Bow’s left shoulder.

“Food as good as ever?” Bow asked, smiling.

Fontenot tilted back in his chair, looking faintly amused. He gave the impression he’d be happy to sit there all day, talking about nothing.

“How old are you?” Bow continued.

“Thirty-four.”

“You got any family?”

“A sister. She’s downstate somewhere. I haven’t talked to her for a while.”

“Never been married?”

“Nooooo.” He shook his head. The idea was preposterous.

Bow reached down and unsnapped his briefcase, taking out Fontenot’s letter. “Well, I’ve looked this over as best I could, but I’m not sure what to make of it.”

“Oh, don’t bother with that,” said Fontenot, waving his hand dismissively. “That’s just a lot of bullshit.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s bullshit.”

Bow studied him for a few seconds. Fontenot rocked up and back on the rear two legs of his chair. “Didn’t you write this?” Bow asked.

Fontenot nodded.

“You obviously put a lot of time in on it.”

“I thought about it later. It’s worthless. I ripped up my copy.”

“You made a copy of this?” Bow asked.

“By hand.”

Bow studied him again, then folded the letter and put it carefully back in his briefcase.

“I don’t know nothing about the law,” Fontenot offered.

“I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“A guy here was telling me stuff, giving me cases to mention.” The letter was peppered with citations from law books, each neatly underlined. “But he didn’t know nothing either.”

“Did you pay him something?”

Fontenot considered for a moment, then nodded.

“Do you still want to appeal your case?” Bow asked. “We’d have to file a notice soon.”

The wood table was narrow, and it occurred to me that Fontenot kept tipping back in his chair because the seating arrangement pushed us a few inches too close for his comfort. “Sure,” he said after a few seconds.

“I’ve glanced at the transcript,” said Bow, “and it looks like you got a pretty fair trial. Judge Borofsky is a pretty good judge for this state.”

Fontenot looked directly at Bow. “See, it didn’t work out like I wanted,” he said.

“Obviously not.”

“There was a big mistake.”

“You know about the attorney-client privilege, don’t you?” Bow said. “Everything you tell me is confidential. It can never come out in court.”

Fontenot thought for a moment. “See, I didn’t do what they said.” He seemed to be fighting a smile. “I mean, I’ve done other things, but not this.”

Two cops had pulled over Fontenot at three one morning because a brake light was out on his car. The cops asked him to step out, and, searching the glove compartment, they found a box of jewelry that had been stolen several days before from a house in Northrop. They opened the trunk and found a carton of burglary tools. At the trial, Fontenot claimed he didn’t know anything about the jewels or the tools—he’d loaned the car recently to a man he’d met in a bar. Afterward, he couldn’t find the man or remember his name. The jury was out forty minutes before convicting Fontenot on all counts.

“Well, guilt or innocence is only one of the issues I consider on appeal,” Bow said, “and it’s usually not on the top of the list.”

Fontenot rocked vigorously. Squeezing the table for support, he flexed the muscles in his forearms; the tattooed eagle was flying. “How long will it take?” he asked.

“Depends. There may be no grounds, in which case I’ll let you know. How much time are you doing?”

“Five to seven.”

“We’ll have an answer before it’s up.”

Behind us, in the corridor outside, a guard shuffled past, tapping his nightstick on the wall, unnecessarily announcing his presence. Aside from a peephole in the door, the only window in the room was a small square of unbreakable glass set in concrete and fronted by bars. The pathetic little patch of gray sky only worked to churn my claustrophobia.

Bow asked Fontenot, “You got something to do if we can get you out of here?”

“Have some fun.”

Bow smiled. “Beyond that.”

Fontenot shrugged. “I got friends. They’ll help out.”

“Did you ever learn a trade?” Bow asked.

“I used to be a painter.”

“An artist?” Bow was dreaming.

“Houses.”

“That’s a decent job.”

“It was too tempting—standing up there on ladders, looking in people’s windows….” Fontenot let the thought trail off and glanced mischievously at Bow.

“I see what you mean,” said Bow, nodding gravely He liked this guy.

When we got up to leave, Fontenot stayed in his chair, but reached out to shake hands. He had a surprisingly soft grip and his fingers felt delicately bony. Bow told him he’d be in touch.

We stayed another hour or so, seeing other prisoners. Afterward, outside, as we walked past a wire fence around the recreation yard, a group of inmates who’d been shooting baskets stopped to stare. Several of them recognized Bow. Someone called out, “Hey! Mr. Appeal!” and Bow waved.

About halfway between Lovington and Laroque, on the edge of a woods outside a little town called Atkins, Bow had discovered a truck stop that made waffles with sour-cream batter. We always dropped in on our way back from the prison. Three rigs were parked in the wet, gravelly lot, their motors running, throwing gray smoke into the chill air. A trail of duckboards meandered through the mud and puddles to the front door of the restaurant. Inside, we sat at a booth and Bow ordered half a dozen waffles.
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