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For the twins, Thomas and Edward



TWO TALENTED BASTIDS
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My father—my famous father—died in 2023, at the age of ninety. Two years
before he passed, he got an email from a freelance writer named Ruth
Crawford asking him for an interview. I read it to him, as I did all his personal
and business correspondence, because by then he'd given up his electronic
devices—first his desktop computer, then his laptop, and finally his beloved
phone. His eyesight stayed good right up to the end, but he said that looking
at the iPhone’s screen gave him a headache. At the reception following the
funeral, Doc Goodwin told me that Pop might have suffered a series of mini-
strokes leading up to the big one.

Around the time he gave up his phone—this would have been five or six
years before he died—I took early retirement from my position as Castle
County School Superintendent, and went to work for my dad full-time. There
was plenty to do. He had a housekeeper, but those duties fell to me at night
and on the weekends. I helped him dress in the morning and undress at night.
[ did most of the cooking, and cleaned up the occasional mess when Pop
couldn’t make it to the bathroom in the middle of the night.

He had a handyman as well, but by then Jimmy Griggs was pushing eighty
himself, and so I found myself doing the chores Jimmy didn’t get around to—
everything from mulching Pop’s treasured flowerbeds to plunging out the
drains when they got clogged. Assisted living was never discussed, although
God knows Pop could have afforded it; a dozen mega-bestselling novels over
forty years had left him very well off.

The last of his “engaging doorstoppers” (Donna Tartt, New York Times) was
published when Pop was eighty-two. He did the obligatory round of
interviews, sat for the obligatory photos, and then announced his retirement.



To the press, he did so graciously, with his “trademark humor” (Ron Charles,
Washington Post). To me he said, “Thank God the bullshit’s finished.” With the
exception of the informal picket-fence interview he gave Ruth Crawford, he
never spoke for the record again. He was asked many times and always
refused; claimed he’d said all he had to say, including some things he probably
should have kept to himself.

“You give enough interviews,” he told me once, “and you are bound to stick
your foot in your mouth a time or two. Those are the quotes that last, and the
older you are, the more likely it becomes.”

Yet his books continued to sell, so his business affairs continued. I went
over the contract renewals, cover concepts, and the occasional movie or TV
option with him, and I dutifully read every interview proposal once he was
incapable of reading them himself. He always said no, and that included Ruth
Crawford’s proposal.

“Give her the standard response, Mark—flattered to be asked, but no
thanks.” He hesitated, though, because this one was a little different.

Crawford wanted to write a piece about my father and his long-time
friend, David “Butch” LaVerdiere, who died in 2019. Pop and I went to his
funeral on the West Coast in a chartered Gulfstream. Pop was always close
with his money—not stingy, but close—and the whopping expense of that
roundtrip said a lot about his feeling for the man I grew up calling Uncle
Butch. That feeling held strong, although the two men hadn’t seen each other
face to face in ten years or more.

Pop was asked to speak at the funeral. I didn’t think he would—his
rejection of the public spotlight spread in all directions, not just interviews—
but he did it. He didn’t go to the podium, only stood up where he was with the
help of his cane. He was always a good speaker, and that didn’t change with
age.

“Butch and I were kids going to a one-room schoolhouse before the Second
World War. We grew up in a no-stoplight dirt-road town fixing cars,
patching them up, playing sports and then coaching them. As men we took
part in town politics and maintained the town dump—very similar jobs, now
that I think about it. We hunted, we fished, we put out grassfires in the



summer and plowed the town roads in the winter. Knocked over a right
smart of mailboxes doing it, too. I knew him when no one knew his name—
or mine—outside of a twenty-mile radius. I should have come to see him
these last years, but I was busy with my own affairs. I thought to myself,
there’s time. We always think that, I guess. Then time runs out. Butch was a
fine artist, but he was also a good man. I think that’s more important. Maybe
some here don’t and that’s all right, that’s all right. Thing is, I always had his
back and he always had mine.”

He paused, head down, thinking.

“In my little Maine town there’s a saying for friends like that. We kep’
close.”

Yes they did, and that included their secrets.
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Ruth Crawford had a solid clip-file—I checked. She had published articles,
mostly personality profiles, in a dozen places, many local or regional (Yankee,
Downeast, New England Life), but a few national, including a piece on the
benighted town of Derry in the New Yorker. When it came to Laird Carmody
and Dave LaVerdiere, I thought she had a good hook to hang her proposed
story on. Her thesis had come up glancingly in pieces about either Pop or
Uncle Butch, but she wanted to drill down on it: two men from the same
small town in Maine who had become famous in two different fields of
cultural endeavor. Not only that, either; both Carmody and LaVerdiere had
achieved fame in their mid-forties, at a time when most men and women have
given over the ambitions of their youth. Who have, as Pop once put it, dug
themselves a rut and begun furnishing it. Ruth wanted to explore how such
an unlikely coincidence had happened... assuming it was coincidence.

“Has to be a reason?” Pop asked when I finished reading him Ms.
Crawford’s letter. “Is that what she’s suggesting? I guess she never heard about
the twin brothers who won large sums of money in their respective state
lotteries on the same day.”

“Well, that might not have been a complete coincidence,” I said. “Assuming,
that is, that you didn’t just make the story up on the spur of the moment.”



[ gave him space to comment, but he only offered a smile that could have
meant anything. Or nothing. So I pressed on.

“I mean, those twins might have grown up in a house where gambling was
a big thing. Which would make it a little less unlikely, right? Plus, what about
all the lottery tickets they bought that were losers?”

“I'm not getting your point, Mark,” Pop said. Still with the little smile. “Do
you even have one?”

“Just that I can understand this woman’s interest in exploring the fact of
you and Dave both coming from Nowheresville and blossoming in the middle
of your lives.” I raised my hands beside my head as if framing a headline.
“Could it be... fate?”

Pop considered this, rubbing one hand up the white stubble on the side of
his deeply lined face. I actually thought he might be about to change his mind
and say yes. Then he shook his head. “Just write her one of your nice letters,
tell her I'm going to pass, and wish her well on her future endeavors.”

So that was what I did, although something about the way Pop looked just
then stuck with me. It was the look of a man who could say quite a lot on the
subject of how he and his friend Butch had achieved fame and fortune... but
who chose not to. Who chose, in fact, to keep it close.
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Ruth Crawford might have been disappointed in Pop’s refusal to be
interviewed, but she didn’t drop the project. Nor did she drop it when I also
refused to be interviewed, saying my father wouldn't want me to after he'd
said no, and besides, all [ knew was that my father had always enjoyed stories.
He read a lot, went nowhere without a paperback jammed in his back pocket.
He told me wonderful tales at bedtime, and he sometimes wrote them down
in spiral notebooks. As for Uncle Butch? He painted a mural in my bedroom—
boys playing ball, boys catching fireflies, boys with fishing poles. Ruth wanted
to see it, of course, but it had been painted over long ago, when I outgrew
such childish things. When first Pop and then Uncle Butch took off like a
couple of rockets, I was at the University of Maine, getting a degree in
advanced education. Because, according to the old canard, those who can’t do



teach, and those who can’t teach, teach teachers. The success of my father and
his best friend was, I said, as much a surprise to me as to anyone else in town.
There’s another old canard about how no good can come out of Nazareth.

I put that in a letter to Ms. Crawford, because I did feel bad—a little—
about not giving her the interview. In it I said they surely had dreams, most
men do, and like most men, they kept those dreams to themselves. I had
assumed Pop’s stories and Uncle Butch’s cheerful paintings were just hobbies,
like whittling or guitar-picking, until the money started rolling in. I typed
that, then handwrote a postscript: And good for them!

&= &

There are twenty-seven incorporated towns in Castle County. Castle Rock is
the largest; Gates Falls is the second largest. Harlow, where I grew up, the son
of Laird and Sheila Carmody, isn’t even in the top ten. It’s grown considerably
since I was a kid, though, and sometimes my pop—who also spent his whole
life in Harlow—said he could hardly recognize it. He went to a one-room
school; I went to a four-roomer (two grades in each room); now there’s an
eight-room school with geothermal heating and cooling.

When Pop was a kid, all the town roads were unpaved except for Route 9,
the Portland Road. When I came along, only Deep Cut and Methodist Road
were dirt. These days, all of them are paved. In the sixties there was only one
store, Brownie’s, where old men sat around an actual pickle barrel. Now there
are two or three, and a kind of downtown (if you want to call it that) on the
Quaker Hill Road. We have a pizza joint, two beauty parlors, and—hard to
believe but true—a nail salon that seems to be a going concern. No high
school, though; that hasn’t changed. Harlow kids have three choices: Castle
Rock High, Gates Falls High, or Mountain View Secondary, most commonly
known as the Christer Academy. Were a bunch of country bumpkins out
here: pickup-driving, country-music-listening, coffee-brandy-drinking,
Republican-leaning hicks from the sticks. There’s nothing much to
recommend us, except for two men who came from here: my pop and his
friend Butch LaVerdiere. Two talented bastids, as Pop put it during his brief
over-the-fence conversation with Ruth Crawford.



Your mom and pop spent their whole lives there? a city person might ask. And
then YOU spent your whole life there? What are you, crazy?

Nope.

Robert Frost said home is the place that, when you go there, they have to
take you in. It’s also the place you start from, and if youre one of the lucky
ones, it’s where you finish up. Butch died in Seattle, a stranger in a strange
land. Maybe that was okay with him, but I have to wonder if in the end he
wouldn’t have preferred a little dirt road and the lakeside forest known as the
30-Mile Wood.

= &=

Although most of Ruth Crawford’s research—her investigation—was centered
in Harlow, where her subjects grew up, there are no motels there, not even a
bed and breakfast, so her base of operations was the Gateway Motel, in Castle
Rock. There actually is a senior living facility in Harlow, and there Ruth
interviewed a fellow named Alden Toothaker, who went to school with my
pop and his friend. It was Alden who told her how Dave got his nickname. He
always carried a tube of Lucky Tiger Butch Wax in his hip pocket and used it
frequently so his flattop would stand up straight in front. He wore his hair
(what there was of it) that way his whole life. It became his trademark. As to
whether he still carried Butch Wax once he got famous, your guess is as good
as mine. [ don’t know if they even still make it.

“They used to pal around together back in grade school,” Alden told her.
“Just a couple of boys who liked to fish or go hunting with their daddies. They
grew up around hard work and didn’t expect nothing different. You might
talk to folks my age who'll tellya those boys were going to amount to
something, but I'm not one of em. They were ordinary fellas right up until
they weren'’t.”

Laird and Butch went to Gates Falls High. They were placed in what was
then called “the general education” courses, which were for kids who had no
plans to go to college. No one came out and said they weren’t bright enough;
it was just assumed. They took something called Daily Math and Business
English, where several pages of their textbook explained how to correctly fold



a business letter, complete with diagrams. They spent a lot of time in
woodshop and auto shop. Both played football and basketball, although my
pop spent most of his time riding the bench. They both finished with B
averages and graduated together on June 8th, 1951.

Dave LaVerdiere went to work with his father, a plumber. Laird Carmody
and his dad fixed cars out on the family farm and sold them on to Peewee’s
Car Mart in Gates Falls. They also kept a vegetable stand on the Portland
Road that brought in good money.

Uncle Butch and his father didn’t get along so well and Dave eventually
struck out on his own, fixing drains, laying pipe, and sometimes digging wells
in Gates and Castle Rock. (His father had all the business in Harlow, and
wasn’t about to share.) In 1954 the two friends formed L&D Haulage, which
mostly meant dragging the summer people’s crappie to the dump. In 1955 they
bought the dump and the town was happy to be rid of it. They cleaned it up,
did controlled burns, instituted a primitive recycling program, and kept it
vermin-free. The town paid them a stipend that made a nice addition to their
regular jobs. Scrap metal, especially copper wire, brought in more cash. Folks
in town called them the Garbage Twins, but Ruth Crawford was assured by
Alden Toothaker (and other oldies with intact memories) that this was
harmless ribbing, and taken as such.

The dump was maybe five acres, and surrounded by a high board fence.
Dave painted it with murals of town life, adding to it each year. Although that
fence is long gone (and the dump is now a landfill), photographs remain.
Those murals remind people of Dave’s later work. There were quilting bees
that merged into baseball games, baseball games that merged into cartoon
caricatures of long-gone Harlow residents, scenes of spring planting and fall
reaping. Every aspect of smalltown life was represented, but Uncle Butch also
added Jesus followed by the apostles (last in line came Judas, with a shit-eating
grin on his face). There was nothing really remarkable about any of these
scenes, but they were exuberant and good-humored. They were, you might
say, harbingers.

Shortly after Uncle Butch died, a LaVerdiere painting of Elvis Presley and
Marilyn Monroe strolling hand-in-hand down the sawdust-floored midway



of a smalltown carnival sold for three million dollars. It was a thousand times
better than Uncle Butch’s dump murals, but it would have looked at home
there: the same screwy sense of humor, set off by an undercurrent of despair
and—maybe—contempt. Dave’s dump murals were the bud; Elvis & Marilyn
was the bloom.

Uncle Butch never married, but Pop did. He'd had a high school sweetheart
named Sheila Wise, who went away to Vermont State Teachers College after
graduation. When she came back to teach the fifth and sixth grades at Harlow
Elementary, my father was delighted to find she was still single. He wooed and
won her. They were married in August of 1957. Dave LaVerdiere was Pop’s
best man. I came along a year later, and Pop’s best friend became my Uncle
Butch.
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[ read a review of Pop’s first book, The Lightning Storm, and the reviewer said
this: “Not much happens in the first hundred or so pages of Mr. Carmody’s
suspenseful yarn, but the reader is drawn on anyway, because there are
violins.”

[ thought that was a clever way to put it. There were few violins for Ruth
Crawford to hear; the background picture she got from Alden and others
around town was of two men, decent and upstanding and pretty much on the
dead level when it came to honesty. They were country men living country
lives. One married and the other was what was called “a confirmed bachelor”
in those days, but with not a whiff of scandal concerning his private life.

Dave’s younger sister, Vicky, did agree to be interviewed. She told Ruth
that sometimes Dave went “up the city’—meaning Lewiston—to visit the
beer-and-boogie clubs on lower Lisbon Street. “He’d be jolly at the Holly,” she
said, meaning the Holiday Lounge (now long gone). “He was most apt to go if
Little Jonna Jaye was playing there. Oh my, such a crush he had on her. He
never brought her home—no such luck!—but he didn’t always come home
alone, either.”

Vicky paused there, Ruth told me later, and then added, “I know what you
might be thinking, Miz Crawford, most everyone does these days when a man



spends his life without a long-time woman, but it’s not so. My brother may
have turned out to be a famous artist, but he sure as hell wasn’t gay.”
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The two men were well liked; everyone said so. And they neighbored. When
Philly Loubird had a heart attack with his field half-hayed and thunderstorms
in the offing, Pop took him to the hospital in Castle Rock while Butch
marshaled a few of his dump-picking buddies and they finished the job before
the first drops hit. They fought grassfires and the occasional housefire with
the local volunteer fire department. Pop went around with my mother
collecting for what was then called the Poor Fund, if he didn’t have too many
cars to fix or work to do at the dump. They coached youth sports. They
cooked side by side at the VFD pork roast supper in the spring and the
chicken barbecue that marked the end of summer.

Just country men living country lives.

No violins.

Until there was a whole orchestra.

& &

[ knew a lot of this. I learned more from Ruth Crawford herself at the Korner
Koffee Kup, across the street from the Gateway Motel and just about a block
down from the post office. That's where Pop got his mail, and there was
usually a pretty damn good budget of it. I always stopped at the Koffee Kup
after grabbing the post. The Kup’s java is strictly okay, no more than that, but
the blueberry muffins? You never had a better one.

I was going through the mail, sorting out the trash from the treasure,
when someone said, “May I sit down?”

It was Ruth Crawford, looking slim and trim in white slacks, a pink shell
top, and a matching mask—that was the second year of Covid. She was
already sliding into the other side of the booth, which made me laugh. “You
don’t give up, do you?”

“Timidity never won a fair maiden the Nobel Prize,” she said, and took off
her mask. “How’s the coffee here?”



“Not bad. As you must know, since you're staying right across the street.
The muffins are better. But still no interview. Sorry, Ms. Crawford, can’t do
it.”

“No interview, check. Anything we say is strictly off the record, okay?”

“Which means you can't use it.”

“That’s what it means.”

The waitress came—Suzie McDonald. I asked her if she was keeping up
with her night classes. She smiled behind her own mask and said she was.
Ruth and I ordered coffee and muffins.

“Do you know everyone in the three towns?” Ruth asked when Suzie was
gone.

“Not everyone, no. I used to know more, and a lot more people, when I
was still Superintendent of Schools. Off the record, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Suzie had a baby when she was seventeen and her parents kicked her out.
Holy rollers, Church of Christ the Redeemer. Went to live with her aunt in
Gates. Since then she’s finished high school and is taking classes at the County
Extension, associated with Bates College. Eventually she wants to be a vet. I
think she’ll make it, and her little girl is doing fine. What about you? Having a
good time? Learning a lot about Pop and Uncle Butch?”

She smiled. “I learned your father was quite the hot-rodder before he
married your mother—sorry for your loss, by the way.”

“Thanks.” Although in that summer of 2021, my mother had been gone five
years.

“Your dad rolled some old farmer’s Dodge and lost his license for a year, did
you know that?”

I hadn’t, and told her so.

“I found out Dave LaVerdiere liked the bars in Lewiston, and had a crush
on a local singer who called herself Little Jonna Jaye. I found out he bolted the
Republican Party after the Watergate thing, but your father never did.”

“No, Pop will vote Republican until the day he dies. But...” I leaned
forward. “Still off the record?”

“Totally!” Smiling, but her eyes were bright with curiosity.



[ lowered my voice to a near whisper. “He didn’t vote for Trump the
second time. Couldn’t bring himself to vote for Biden, but he had a bellyful of
the Donald. I expect you to take that to your grave.”

“I swear. I found out that Dave won the annual town fair pie-eating contest
from 1960 to 1966, when he retired from competition. I learned that your
father sat on the ducking stool at Old Home Days until 1972. There are
amusing pictures of him in one of those old-fashioned bathing suits and a
derby hat... waterproof, | assume.”

“I was totally embarrassed,” I said. “Such a ribbing I took at school.”

“l learned that when Dave went west, he packed everything he felt he
needed into the saddlebags of his Harley-Davidson motorcycle and just took
off. Your father and mother sold everything else he owned at a yard sale and
sent him the money. Your dad also sold his house for him.”

“At a pretty nice profit,” I said. “Which was good. By then Uncle Butch was
painting full-time, and he used that money until he started selling his work.”

“And by then your father was writing full-time.”

“Yes, and still ran the dump. Did until he sold it back to the town in the
early nineties. That's when it became a landfill.”

“He also bought Peewee’s Car Mart and sold that. Gave the proceeds to the
town.”

“Seriously? He never told me.” Although I was sure my mom knew.

“He did, and why not? He didn’t need the money, did he? By then writing
was his job and all the town stuft was just a hobby.”

“Good works,” I said, “are never a hobby.”

“Your father taught you that?”

“My mother.”

“What did she think of the sudden change in your fortunes? Not to
mention your Uncle Butch’s change in his?”

I considered her question while Suzie brought our muffins and coffee.
Then I said, “I don’t really want to go there, Ms. Crawford.”

“Call me Ruth.”

“Ruth, then... but I still don’t want to go there.”



She buttered her muffin. She was looking at me with a kind of sharp-eyed
bewilderment—I don’t know what else to call it—that made me
uncomfortable.

“With what I've got I can write a good piece and sell it to Yankee
magazine,” she said. “Ten thousand words, full of local color and amusing
anecdotes. All the Maine shit people like, lots of ayuh and I sh'd smile and kiss a
pig. I've got pictures of Dave LaVerdiere’s dump murals. I've got pictures of
your father—the famous author—wearing a 1920s-style bathing suit while
townies try to dump him into a tank of water.”

“Two bucks for three throws at the big Ducking Lever. All profits to
various town charities. They cheered every time he went kersplash.”

“l have photos of them serving chicken dinners to tourists and summer
people, the two of them wearing aprons and joke toques that said YOU MAY
KISS THE COOK.”

“Plenty of women did.”

“T've got fishing stories, hunting stories, good deeds done—Tlike getting in
the hay for the man who had the heart attack. I've got the story of Laird
joyriding and losing his license. I've got all of that, and I've got nothing. Which
is to say nothing of real substance. People love to tell stories about them—I
knew Laird Carmody when, I knew Butchie LaVerdiere when, but none of
them explain what they became. Do you see what I'm getting at?”

[ said I did.

“You must know some of those things, Mark. What the fuck happened?
Won't you tell me?”

“There’s nothing to tell,” I said. I was lying, and I think she knew it.
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I remember a call I got in the fall of 1978, the dormitory mom (there actually
were such things back then) puffing up to the third floor of Roberts Hall and
telling me my mother was on the phone and sounded upset. I hurried down to
Mrs. Hathaway's little suite, afraid of what I might hear.

“Mom? Everything okay?”



“Yes. No. I don’t know. Something happened to your father while they
were on their hunting trip in the 30-Mile Wood.” Then, as if an afterthought:
“And to Butch.”

My stomach dropped; my testicles seemed to rise up to meet it. “Was there
an accident? Are they hurt? Is someone...” I couldn’t finish, as if to ask if
someone was dead would make it so.

“They're all right. Physically all right. But something happened. Your father
looks like he saw a ghost. And Butch... the same. They told me they got lost,
but that's hogwash. Those two men know the 30-Mile like the back of their
hand. I wish you'd come home, Mark. Not right now, this weekend. Maybe
you can get it out of him.”

But when I asked, Pop insisted that they'd just gotten lost, finally found
their way back to Jilasi Creek (a slurred, Americanized version of the Micmac
word for hello), and came out behind the Harlow Cemetery, pretty as you
please.

I didn't believe that crap story any more than Mom did. I went back to
school, and before Christmas break, a terrible idea surfaced in my mind: that
one of them had shot another hunter—which happens several times a year
during hunting season—and killed him, and buried him in the woods.

On Christmas Eve, after Mom had gone to bed, I finally summoned the
nerve to ask him about that idea. We were sitting in the living room, looking
at the tree. Pop looked startled... then he laughed. “God, no! If something like
that had happened, we would have reported it and taken our medicine. We
just got lost. It happens to the best of us, kiddo.”

My mother’s word came to me, and I almost said it: hogwash.
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My father had a dry sense of humor, and it was never on better display than
when his accountant came up from New York—this was around the time
Pop’s last novel was published—and told Pop his net worth was just over ten
million dollars. Not J.K. Rowling numbers (or even James Patterson’s), but
considerable. Pop thought it over and then said, “I guess books do a lot more
than furnish a room.”



The accountant looked puzzled, but I got the reference and laughed.

“ won't be leaving you broke, Markey,” Pop said.

He must have seen me wince, or maybe just realized the implication of
what he'd said. He leaned over and patted my hand, as he had when I was a
child and something was troubling me.

[ wasn't a child any longer, but I was alone. In 1988 I married Susan
Wiggins, a lawyer in the county attorney’s office. She said she wanted kids but
kept putting it off. Shortly before our twelfth wedding anniversary (for which
I'd purchased a string of pearls), she told me she was leaving me for another
man. There’s a lot more to the story, I suppose there always is, but that’s all
you need to know, because this story isn’t about me—not really. But when my
father said that thing about not leaving me broke, what I thought of—what I
believe we both thought of—is to whom I would leave that ten million, or
whatever remained of it, when my time came?

Probably Maine School Administrative District 19. Schools always need
money.
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“You must know,” Ruth said to me that day in the Koffee Kup. “You must. Off
the record, remember?”

“Off the record or on it, I really don't,” I said. All I knew was something
happened to Pop and Uncle Butch in November of 1978, on their annual
hunting trip. After that Pop became a bestselling writer of thick novels, the
kind critics used to call three-deckers, and Dave LaVerdiere gained fame first
as an illustrator and then as a painter “who combines the surrealism of Frida
Kahlo with the American romance of Norman Rockwell” (ArtReview).

“Maybe they went down to the crossroads,” she said. “You know, like
Robert Johnson was supposed to have done. Made a deal with the devil.”

[ laughed, although I would be lying if | hadn’t had the same idea cross my
mind, mostly on stormy summer nights when the rolls of thunder kept me
awake. “If they did, the contract must have been for a lot more than seven
years. Pop’s first book was published in 1980, the same year Uncle Butch’s

portrait of John Lennon was on the cover of Time.”



“Almost forty years for LaVerdiere,” she mused, “and your father’s retired
but still going strong.”

“Strong might be too strong a word for it,” I said, thinking about the pissy
sheets I'd changed just that morning before setting sail for the Rock. “But he is
still going. What about you? How much longer are you going to spend in our
neck of the woods, ferreting out dirt on Carmody and LaVerdiere?”

“That’s kind of a shitty way of putting it.”

“I'm sorry. Bad joke.”

She had eaten her muffin (I told you they were good) and was mashing up
the few remaining crumbs with a forefinger. “Another day or two. I want to
go back to the elder care place in Harlow, and maybe talk to LaVerdiere’s sis
again, if she’s willing. I'll come out of this with a very salable piece, but no way
is it the piece I wanted.”

“Maybe what you wanted is something that can’t be found. Maybe
creativity is supposed to remain a mystery.”

She wrinkled her nose and said, “Save your metaphysics to cool your
porridge. Can I pick up the check?”

“No.”
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Everyone in Harlow knows our house on Benson Street. Sometimes fans of
Pop’s books from away stop by for a peek if they happen to be on vacation,
although they tend to be disappointed by it; just your typical New England
saltbox in a town that’s full of them. A little bigger than most, set back from a
good-sized lawn dotted with flowerbeds. My mother planted those and tended
them until she died. Now Jimmy Griggs, our handyman, keeps them watered
and pruned. Except for the daylilies growing along the picket fence out front,
that is. Pop likes to see to them himself, because Mom loved them best. When
Pop waters them, or just walks their length, limping slowly along on his cane,
I think he does it to remember the woman he always called “my dear Sheila.”
Sometimes he bends to caress one of the blossoms—crowns that form on
leafless stems called scapes. The blooms are yellow, pink, and orange, but he
particularly likes the red ones, which he says remind him of her cheeks when



she blushed. His public persona was crusty and a bit cynical—plus there was
that dry sense of humor—but at heart he was always a romantic and could be
a bit corny. He told me once that he kept that part hidden, because it bruised
easily.

Ruth knew where the house was, of course. I'd seen her cruise past in her
little Corolla several times, and once she stopped to snap pictures. I'm sure she
also knew that Pop was most apt to walk our picket fence, looking at the
daylilies, at midmorning, and if you don’t know by this point that she was a
very determined lady, [ haven’t done my job.

Two days after our off-the-record talk in the Koffee Kup, she came slow-
rolling down Benson Street, and instead of driving past, she pulled over and
stopped right next to the little signs on either side of the gate. One says
PLEASE RESPECT OUR PRIVACY. The other says MR. CARMODY DOES
NOT GIVE AUTOGRAPHS. I was walking with Pop as I usually did when he
inspected the daylilies; he turned eighty-eight in that summer of 2021, and
even with the cane he sometimes tottered.

Ruth got out and approached the fence, although she made no effort to try
the gate. Persistent, but also mindful of boundaries. I liked her for that. Hell, I
liked her, period. She was wearing a flower-printed mask. Pop wasn’t, claimed
they made it hard to breathe, but he’'d had no objections to the vaccinations.

Pop looked at her with curiosity, but also with a faint smile. She was good-
looking, especially in the light of a summer morning. Checked shirt, denim
skirt, white socks and sneakers, hair pulled back in a teenager’s ponytail.

“As the sign says, Miss, [ don't give autographs.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s what she wants,” I said. I was amused by her
chutzpah.

“My name is Ruth Crawford, sir. I wrote and asked for an interview. You
turned me down, but I thought I'd try one more time in person before getting
on the road to Boston.”

“Ah,” Pop said. “Me and Butch, right? And is serendipity still your angle?”

“Yes. Although I don'’t feel I ever really got to the heart of the matter.”

“The heart of darkness,” he said, and laughed. “Literary joke. I've got a
bunch of them, although they have been gathering dust since I retired from



giving interviews. A vow I intend to keep even though you seem like a nice
woman, and Mark here tells me you're well about it.”

I was both surprised and pleased to see him extend a hand over the fence.
She seemed surprised, too, but she shook it, being careful not to squeeze too
hard.

“Thank you, sir. I felt I had to try. Your flowers are beautiful, by the way. I
love daylilies.”

“Do you really, or are you just saying that?”

“I do really.”

“My wife did, as well. And since you've been kind enough to compliment
what my dear Sheila loved, I'm going to offer you a fairy tale deal.” His eyes
were sparkling. Her good looks—and maybe her chutzpah—had perked him
up the way a splash of water seemed to perk up his dear Sheila’s blooms.

She smiled. “What would that be, Mr. Carmody?”

“You get three questions, and you can put my answers in your article. How
is that?”

[ was delighted, and Ruth Crawford looked the same. “Totally excellent,”
she said.

“Ask away, young lady.”

“Give me a second. You're putting me under pressure.”

“True, but pressure creates diamonds from coal.”

She didn't ask if she could record him, which I thought was smart. She
tapped her lips with a forefinger, maintaining eye contact with Pop as she did
it. “Okay, question one. What did you like best about Mr. LaVerdiere?”

He didn’t stop to consider. “Loyalty. Trustworthiness. They come to the
same, | suppose, or almost. Men are lucky to have even one good friend.
Women, [ suspect, have more... but you would know better than 1.”

She considered. “I think I have two friends I'd trust with my deepest
secrets. No... three.”

“Then you're lucky. Next question.”

She hesitated, because she probably had at least a hundred of them and this
short interview over our picket fence, for which she hadn’t prepared, was



going to be her only shot. And Pop’s smile—not entirely kind—said he knew
the position he'd put her in.

“Time is ticking away, Miss Crawford. Soon I'll have to go inside and rest
my tired old pins.”

“All right. What’s your best memory of time you spent with your friend?
I'd like to know the worst time, too, but [ want to save my last question.”

Pop laughed. “T'll give you that one for free, because I like your persistence,
and because you are easy on the eyes. The worst time was out in Seattle, the
last cross-country trip I imagine Ill ever make, looking at a coffin and
knowing my old friend was inside. His talented right hand stilled forever.”

“And the best?”

“Hunting in the 30-Mile,” he said promptly. “We went the second week of
November from the time we were teenagers right up until Butch mounted his
steel pony and set sail for the golden west. We stayed at a little cabin in the
woods that my grandfather built. Butch claimed that his grandfather pitched in
when it came to the roofing, which might or might not have been true. It was
a quarter-mile or so beyond Jilasi Creek. We had an old Willys jeep, and until
'54 or ’55, we drove it across the plank bridge, parked on the other side, and
humped it to the cabin with our packs and our rifles. Then we got so we
didn’t trust the Willys on the bridge because floods had undercut it some, so
we'd park on the town side and walk across.”

He sighed, looking off into the distance.

“What with all the clear-cutting by Diamond Match, and that housing
development on Dark Score Lake where the Noonan place used to be, 30-Mile
Wood is more like 20-Mile Wood now. But back then there was plenty of
forest for two boys... then two young men... to ramble around in. We
sometimes shot a deer, and once we shot a turkey that turned out tough and
sour, but the hunting was the least of it. We just liked being on our own for
those five or six or seven days. I guess a lot of men take to the woods so they
can drink and smoke, maybe go out to the bars and bring back a night’s worth
of poontang, but we never did those things. Oh well, yes, we did drink a little,
but if we brought a bottle of Jack it'd last us the whole week with some left
over, which we pitched into the fire to watch the flames shoot up. We talked



about God and the Red Sox and politics and how the world might end in
nuclear fire.

“l remember once we were sitting on a log, and a buck, biggest one I ever
saw, an eighteen-pointer, maybe the biggest one anybody ever saw, at least in
these parts... it came walking through the marsh below us, as delicate as you
please. I raised my rifle and Butch put his hand on my arm. ‘Don'’t,” he said.
‘Please don’t. Not that one.” And so I didn't.

“Nights we'd lay a fire in the fireplace and have us a knock or two of Jack.
Butch brought a pad and he’'d draw. Sometimes while he did, he’d ask me to
tell him a story, and I did. One of those stories eventually became my first
book, The Lightning Storm.”

I could see her trying to remember it all. It was like gold to her, and it was
like gold to me. Pop never talked about the cabin.

“I don’t suppose you've read an essay called ‘Come Back to the Raft Ag'in,
Huck Honey!, have you?”

Ruth shook her head.

“No? No, of course not. Nobody reads Leslie Fiedler anymore, which is a
shame. He was outrageous, a slayer of sacred cows, and that made him fun. He
argued in the essay that homoeroticism was the great engine of American
literature—that stories of male bonding were actually stories of suppressed
sexual desire. Bullshit, of course, probably says more about Fiedler than it
does male sexuality. Because... why? Can either of you tell me?”

Ruth looked like she was afraid to break the spell (the one he'd cast over
himself as well as her), so I spoke up. “It’s shallow. Turns male friendship into
a dirty joke.”

“Oversimplified but not wrong,” Pop said. “Butch and I were friends, not
lovers, and during those weeks in the woods we enjoyed that friendship in its
purest state. Which is a kind of love. It wasn’t that I loved Sheila less, or that
Butch didn’t enjoy his trips up the city less—he was so crazy about rock and
roll music, which he called bop—but in the 30-Mile, all the bump, bustle, and
roar of the world fell away.”

“You kep’ close,” I said.

“We did indeed. Time for your last question, Miss.”



She didn’t hesitate. “What happened? How was it that you stopped being
men of the town and became men of the world? Cultural icons?”

Something in his face changed, and I remembered my mother’s distress call
when [ was in college: Your father looks like he saw a ghost. If so, I thought he
was seeing it again. Then he smiled, and the ghost was gone.

“We were just two talented bastids,” he said. “Leave it at that. Now I need
to get inside and out of this bright sun.”

“But—"

“No.” He spoke curtly, and she recoiled a little. “We're done.”

“I think you got more than you expected,” I told her. “Be content with
that.”

“I guess I'll have to. Thank you, Mr. Carmody.”

Pop lifted one arthritic hand in acknowledgement. I guided him back to the
house and helped him up the porch steps. Ruth Crawford stood there for a bit,
then got in her car and drove away. I never saw her again, but of course I read
the article she wrote about Pop and Uncle Butch. It was lively and full of
amusing anecdotes, if short on real insight. It was in Yankee magazine, and
twice the length they usually allowed for their articles. I'm sure she really did
get more than she expected when she stopped by the house on her way out of
town, and that included the title: “Two Talented Bastids.”

& L

My mother—Sheila Wise Carmody, Our Lady of the Daylilies—died in 2016,
at the age of seventy-eight. It came as a shock to everyone who knew her. She
didn’t smoke, she only drank the rare glass of wine on special occasions, she
was neither over nor underweight. Her mother lived to ninety-seven, her
grandmother to ninety-nine, but Mom suffered a massive heart attack while
driving home from the Castle Rock IGA with a load of groceries in the trunk
of her car. She pulled over on the shoulder of Sirois Hill, set the emergency
brake, turned off the engine, folded her hands in her lap, and went into the
darkness that surrounds this bright flash we call life. My father was shaken by
the death of his old friend Dave LaVerdiere, but his wife’s death left him
inconsolable.



“She should have lived,” he said at her funeral. “Someone in the clerical
department has made a terrible mistake.” Not very eloquent, not his best, but
he was in shock.

For six months, Pop slept downstairs on the pullout couch. Finally, at my
urging, we cleaned out the bedroom where they had spent over 21,000 nights.
Most of her clothes went to the Goodwill in Lewiston, which was a favorite
charity. He shared her jewelry out among her friends, with the exception of
her engagement ring and her wedding ring, which he carried in the watch
pocket of his jeans until the day he died.

The cleaning out was a hard job for him (for both of us), but when it came
to clearing her little study, hardly more than a closet adjacent to the mudroom,
he flat refused.

“I can’t, Mark,” he said. “I just can’t. It would break me. You'll have to do it.
Box up her papers and put them in the basement. I'll look at them eventually,
and decide what needs to be kept.”

But so far as I know, he never did look. Those boxes are still where I put
them, under the Ping-Pong table that nobody has used since Mom and I used
to have spirited games down there, Mom swearing colorfully every time I hit
a smash she couldn’t handle. Cleaning out her little “think room,” as she called
it, was hard. Looking at the dusty Ping-Pong table with its sagging green net
was even harder.

A day or two after Pop’s extraordinary picket-fence interview with Ruth
Crawford, I found myself remembering how I'd fortified myself with a Valium
before going into her think room with a couple of empty banker’s boxes.
When I got to the bottom drawer of her desk, I found a stack of spiral
notebooks, and when I opened one, I'd seen my father’s unmistakable
backslanted printing. They predated his breakthrough, after which every
book, even the first, became a bestseller.

His first three novels, written before word processors and computers
became commonplace, were composed on an IBM Selectric, which he lugged
home each afternoon from the Harlow Town Office. He gave me those typed
manuscripts to read and I remembered them well. There were places where
he’d scratched out words and added different ones between the lines, and he’d



make a pen-slash through a paragraph or two if they went long—that’s how it
was done before the delete button was invented. Sometimes he used the x key,
where A beautiful lovely day might become A xxxxxxxxx lovely day.

I'm going on about this because there were few strike-outs or strike-overs
in the finished manuscripts of The Lightning Storm, The Terrible Generation, and
Highway 19. The spiral notebooks, on the other hand, were full of cross-outs,
some so heavy they had torn the pages. Other pages had been entirely
scribbled over, as if in a fury. There were marginal notes, like What happens to
Tommy? and Remember the bureau!ll There were a dozen of those notebooks in
all, and the one at the bottom was pretty clearly a trial run at The Lightning
Storm. It wasn't terrible... but it wasn’t very good, either.

Thinking of Ruth’s final question—also of my mother’s distress call in 1978
—1I found the banker’s box containing those old notebooks. I dug out the one I
wanted and read some of it sitting crosslegged beneath a naked lightbulb.

A storm was coming!

Fasonrr Jack stood on the porch watching black clouds form in the west. Thunder rolled!
Lightning hit-everywheret smashed the ground like battering rams of fire! The wind began to
btew howl. Jack was wicked scared but he couldn't stop looking. Fire before rain, he thought.
FIRE BEFORE RAIN!

There was a picture in those words, and there was narration, but it was
hackneyed at best. On that page and the ones that followed, I could see Pop
straining to say what he saw. As if he knew what he was doing wasn't very
good and kept trying, trying, trying to make it better. It was painful because it
wanted to be good... and wasn't.

I went downstairs and got a copy of The Lightning Storm from the shelf of
proofs in Pop’s office. I turned to the first page and read this:

A storm was on the way.

Jack Elway stood on the porch, hands in his pockets, watching as black clouds rose in the
west like smoke, blotting out the stars as they came. Thunder muttered. Lightning lit the clouds,
making them look like brains, or so he thought. The wind began to pick up. Fire before rain, the
boy thought. Fire before rain. The idea terrified him, but he couldn’t stop looking.



Comparing the bad (but trying so hard to be good) handwritten copy to
the version in the finished book, I found myself thinking first of Butch
LaVerdiere’s dump murals, then of his painting of Elvis and Marilyn on the
midway, which had sold for three million dollars. I thought again that one was
the bud and one was the bloom.

All over this country—all over the world—men and women are painting
pictures, writing stories, playing instruments. Some of these wannabes go to
seminars and workshops and art classes. Some hire teachers. The fruit of their
labors is dutifully admired by friends and relatives, who say things like Wow,
really good!and then forget it. | always enjoyed my father’s stories when I was a
kid. They enthralled me and I thought Wow, really good, Pop! As I'm sure
people passing on Dump Road saw Uncle Butch’s brash and busy murals of
town life and thought Wow, really good! and then went on their way. Because
someone is always painting pictures, someone is always telling stories,
someone is always playing “Call Me the Breeze” on the guitar. Most are
forgettable. Some are competent. A very few are indelible. Why that should
be I don’t know. And how those two country men made the leap from good to
good enough to great—I didn’t know that, either.

But I found out.
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Two years after his brief interview with Ruth Crawford, Pop was once more
inspecting the daylilies growing along the picket fence. He was showing me
how outliers had begun to pop up on the other side of the fence, even on the
other side of Benson Street, when I heard a muffled crack. I thought he might
have stepped on a fallen branch. He looked at me with wide eyes, his mouth
open, and I thought (I remember this clearly) This is what Pop looked like when
he was a kid. Then he tilted to the side. He grabbed for the fence. I grabbed his
arm. We both missed our holds. He fell to the grass and began screaming.

[ didn’t always carry my cell—I'm not of the generation that would no
more go without a phone than without underwear—but that day I had it. I
called 911 and told them I needed an ambulance at 29 Benson because my
father had had an accident.



[ knelt next to Pop and tried to straighten his leg. He shrieked and said no-
no-no, it hurts, Markey, it hurts. His face was as white as fresh snow, as
Moby-Dick’s underbelly, as amnesia. I didn’t often feel old, probably because
the man I lived with was so much older, but I felt plenty old then. I told myself
not to pass out. I told myself not to have a heart attack. And I hoped the
Harlow EMT wagon (which my father and Butch had paid for) was in the
area, because an ambulance from Gates Falls would take half an hour and one
from the Rock might take even longer.

I can still hear my father’s screams. Just before the Harlow EMT vehicle
showed up, he passed out. That was a relief. They got him in the back with a
power lift and took him to St. Stephen’s, where he was stabilized—supposing
a ninety-year-old man can be stabilized—and took X-rays. His left hip had
snapped. There was no attributable cause; it just happened. Nor was it a mere
break, the orthopedist told me. It had exploded.

“I'm not sure how to proceed,” Dr. Patel said. “If he was your age, I would
of course recommend a hip replacement, but Mr. Carmody is suffering from
advanced osteoporosis. His bones are like glass. All of them. And he is, of
course, of an advanced age.” He spread his hands above the X-rays. “You must
advise me.”

“Is he awake?”

Patel made a call. Asked. Listened. Hung up. “He’s soupy from the pain
medication but conscious and able to respond to questions. He wants to speak
to you.”
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Even with Covid on the decline, space was at a premium in St. Stevie’s. Still,
my father was given a single room. This was because he could pay, but also
because he was a celebrity. And loved in Castle County. I once gave him a tee-
shirt that said ROCK STAR WRITER, and he wore it.

He was no longer as white as Moby-Dick’s belly, but he looked shrunken.
His face was haggard and shiny with sweat. His hair was every whichway.
“Broke my goddam hip, Markey.” His voice was little more than a whisper.



“That Pakistani doc says it’s a wonder it didn’t happen, when we went to
Butchie’s funeral. Remember that?”

“Of course I do.” I sat down beside him and took my comb out of my
pocket.

He held up a hand in his old imperious stop gesture. “Don’t do that, 'm not
a baby.”

“I know, but you look like a crazy person.”

The hand dropped to the sheet. “All right. But only because I once changed
your shitty diapers.”

I guessed that had probably been Mom'’s job, but I didn’t argue, just put his
hair as right as I could. “Pop, the doc is trying to decide if you should have a
hip repla—~

“Hush up,” he said. “My pants are in the closet.”

“Dad, you're not going anywh—"

He rolled his eyes. “Jesus Christ, [ know that. Bring me my keyring.”

I found it in his left front pocket beneath a little jingle of change. He held it
close to his eyes with a trembling hand (I hated to see that tremble) and picked
through the keys until he found a small silver one.

“This opens the bottom drawer of my desk. If I don't pull through this
clusterfuck—"

“Pop, you'll be i—”

He held up the hand with the keys in it, his old gesture. “If I don’t pull
through, youll find the explanation for my success—and Butch’'s—in that
drawer. Everything that woman... [ can’t recall her name just now... was
curious about. She wouldn't have believed it, and you won'’t, but it’s the truth.
Call it my last epistle to the world.”

“Fine. I understand. Now what about the operation?”

“Well, let’s see. Let’s think this through. If I don’t have it, what? A
wheelchair? And a nurse, I suppose. Not a pretty one, a big hairy fullback of a
fellow with a shaved head who wears English Leather. You certainly won'’t be
capable of horsing my freight around, not at your age.”

[ supposed that was true.



“I think I'm going to go for it. [ may die on the operating table. [ may pull
through, do six weeks of physical therapy, and then break the other hip. Or
my arm. Or my shoulder. God has a vile sense of humor.”

His bones were fragile, but his brains were still in good working order,
even doped to the gills. I was glad he hadn’t put the responsibility for the
decision—and its consequences—on me.

“T'll tell Dr. Patel.”

“You do that,” he said, “and tell him to get the painkiller train ready to roll.
I love you, son.”

“I love you, too, Pop.”

“Bring my keys back if I come through. Look in the drawer if [ don’t.”

“You've got it.”

“What was that woman’s name? Crockett?”

“Crawford. Ruth Crawford.”

“She wanted an answer. An explanation. The Unified Field Theory of
Creativity, God save the Queen. And in the end, all I could have given her was
a bigger mystery.” His eyes slipped closed. “Whatever they gave me must have
been strong. No pain just now. It'll be back, but right now I think I can sleep.”

He did, and never woke up. Sleep became a coma. He had signed a DNR
years before. I was sitting at his bedside and holding his hand when his heart
stopped at 9:19 the following evening. He didn't even get the lead obituary in
the New York Times, because an ex—Secretary of State died in a car accident
that same night. Pop would have said it’s an old story: in death as in life,
politics almost always trumps art.
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Just about everyone in Harlow came to the funeral at Grace Baptist Church,
along with a good contingent of press. Ruth Crawford didn’t come, she was in
California, but she sent flowers and a nice condolence note. Luckily the
funeral director knew what to expect, and put speakers on the church lawn for
the overflow. He offered to add video screens; I refused on the grounds that it
was a funeral, not a rock concert. The graveside service was shorter and less
well attended, and when I showed up a week later with flowers (daylilies, of



course), I was alone—the last leaf on the Carmody family tree, and now
turning an autumnal brown. Sic transit gloria mundi.

[ knelt to prop the vase against his headstone. “Hey, Pop—I've got the key
you gave me. I'm going to respect your dying wish and open that drawer, but
if there’s anything in there that explains anything, I'll be... what did you
always used to say?... a monkey’s testicle.”
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The first thing I found in it was a manila folder. Either the sly dog hadn’t
completely given up his laptop after all, or he’'d gotten someone at the library
to do a printout for him, because the page on top was an article from Time
magazine, dated May 23, 2022. The headline read CONGRESS IS FINALLY
TAKING UFOs SERIOUSLY.

[ scanned it and learned that these days UFOs are actually called UAPs—
unidentified aerial phenomena. The Congressional hearings, chaired by Adam
Schiff, were the first to take place on the subject since Project Blue Book, fifty
years before, and everyone who testified was eager to point out that the focus
wasn’t on little green men from Mars or anywhere else. All witnesses said that
while craft of extraterrestrial origin couldnt be ruled out, they were
considered highly unlikely. What they were worried about was the possibility
that some other country—Russia, China—had developed hypersonic
technology far greater than our own.

Below the printout were clippings, yellowed and slightly brittle, from
September and October of 1978. One from the Press Herald was headlined
MYSTERIOUS LIGHTS SPOTTED OVER MARGINAL WAY. The one in
the Castle Rock Call read CIGAR-SHAPED “UFO” SPOTTED OVER CASTLE
VIEW. There was a photo of the View, with the rusty Suicide Stairs (as long
gone as my Uncle Butch’s dump murals) zig-zagging up the side. No sign of
the flying White Owl, though.

Below the folder of clippings was a spiral notebook. I flipped back the
cover, expecting to see another of Pop’s early efforts—a stab at The Terrible
Generation, perhaps, or Highway 19. It was his backslanted printing,
unmistakable, but there were no cross-outs, scribbles, or doodles while he



struggled for a way to express what he was thinking. It wasn’t a bit like the
early notebooks I'd found after my mother died. This was Laird Carmody in
total command of his writing ability, although some of the letters looked
shaky. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the narrative had been written at some
point after he claimed retirement.

Pop was a novelist in full, usually respected for his storytelling abilities,
and it only took me three pages to decide this was another story, albeit one
with real people—Laird Carmody and Dave LaVerdiere—as made-up
characters. Metafiction, in other words. Not uncommon; any number of fine
writers have dabbled in the concept (or maybe you call that sort of thing a
conceit). Dave certainly couldn’t object, Pop would have thought, because his
old friend was dead. If Pop had claimed it as true in his hospital room, it was
only because he was addled with dope and pain. Such things happened. At the
end of his life, hadn’t Nathaniel Hawthorne confused himself with the
Reverend Dimmesdale? Didn’t Emily Dickinson leave the world saying “I
must go in, the fog is rising”?

My father had never written fantasy or metafiction, and this was both, but
he was up to his good old tricks nevertheless. I was caught up immediately
and read through the pages in that notebook without stopping. Not just
because | knew the people and the Harlow landscape, either. Laird Carmody
could always tell a story, even his harshest critics admitted that, and this was a

good one. But true?
[ called bullshit on that.

2

In the old days, when Butch and I ran the town dump, we had Picker Tuesday.
It was Butch’s idea. (We also had Rat Saturday, but that’s a different story.)

“If they're gonna pick,” Butch said, “we should give em a day to do it when
we can watch out for em and make sure some juicer or pothead doesn't gash a
leg and get gangrene.”

One old alkie who showed up more Tuesdays than not was Rennie Lacasse.
He was what Maine folks call a ratchet-jaw, probably even talked in his sleep.



Whenever he got talking about the old days, he'd always begin by saying
“That pitcher never excaped my memory.”

That’s how I feel about the hunting trip in 1978 that changed our lives.
Those pitchers have never excaped my memory.
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We left on November 11th of that year, a Saturday, and the plan was to be back
on the 17th or 18th, maybe earlier if one or both of us got our deer. If we did,
we’d have plenty of time to get them dressed out at Ordway’s Butcher Shop in
Gates Falls. Everyone enjoyed venison at Thanksgiving, especially Mark, who
was due home from college on the 21st.

Butch and I clubbed together to buy an Army surplus Willys jeep back in
the early fifties. By 1978 she was an old lady, but still perfect for loading up our
gear and groceries and bucketing off into the woods. Sheila used to tell me
every year that NellyBelle was going to throw a rod or drop her transmission
somewhere in the 30-Mile, but she never did. We drove that Willys out there
until Butch headed west. Only we didn’t do much hunting after 1978. We even
avoided the subject. Although we thought about it, of course. Hard not to. By
then I'd sold my first book, and Butch was making money doing comics and
graphic novels. Nothing like the money he made later, but a-country fair, as
Rennie Lacasse might have said.

[ kissed Sheila, Butch gave her a hug, and off we went. Chapel Road took
us to Cemetery Road, then to three woods roads, each more overgrown than
the last. By then we were deep into the 30-Mile and pretty soon we could hear
Jilasi Creek. Some years it wasn't much more than a chuckle, but that summer
and fall we’d had buckets of rain and old Jilasi was roaring.

“I hope the bridge is still there,” Butch said.

It was, but listing a bit to starboard. There was a yellow sign nailed to a
stanchion with one word on it: UNSAFE. When the spring runoff came the
next year, the bridge washed out entirely. After that you'd have to go twenty
miles downstream to cross the Jilasi. Damn near to Bethel.

We didn't need the sign. It had been years since we'd dared to drive across
that bridge, and that day we weren't sure we even dared walk across it.



“Well,” Butch said, “I'll be damned if I'm going to drive twenty miles down
Route 119 and then twenty miles back.”

“You'd be pulled over by a cop for sure if you tried,” I said, and slapped the
side of the Willys. “NellyBelle hasn’t had an inspection sticker on her since
1964.”

He grabbed his pack and his sleeping bag and walked to the edge of that
clattery old wooden bridge. There he stopped and looked back. “You coming?”

“I think I'll wait and see if you make it across,” I said. “If the bridge goes, I'll
fish you out. And if the current takes you before I can, I'll wave you goodbye.”
[ actually didn’t want both of us on it at once. That would have been tempting
fate.

Butch started across. I could hear the hollow clonk of his bootheels over
the sound of the creek. When he got to the other side he put down his gear,
dropped his pants, and mooned me.

As I went across I could feel the bridge trembling like it was alive, and in
pain. We went back—one at a time—and got the cartons with our food in
them. They were full of things men eat in the woods: Dinty Moore, canned
soup, sardines, eggs, bacon, pudding cups, coffee, plenty of Wonder Bread,
two sixpacks of beer, and our annual bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Also a couple of
T-bone steaks. We were big eaters in those days, although far from healthy
ones. On the last trip we brought our rifles and the first aid kit. It was a big
one. Both of us were members of the Harlow Volunteer Fire Department, and
the EMT first aid training course was a requirement. Sheila insisted we drag
the VFD kit with us for our hunting week, because accidents can happen in
the woods. Sometimes bad ones.

As we tarped NellyBelle to keep her from filling up with rain, Butch said,
“This is the time one of us will go in the drink, you wait and see.”

We didn't, although that last trip we had to make together, one holding
each end of the first aid kit, which weighed thirty pounds and was the size of a
footlocker. We talked about leaving it in the jeep, but in the end we didn't.

On the far side of the bridge there was a little clearing. It would have been
a nice place to fish, except the Jilasi ran through Mexico and Rumford before
it got to us, and any fish we caught would be toxic because of the runoff from



the textile mills. Beyond the clearing was an overgrown path that led a quarter
of a mile to our cabin. It was neat enough then, with two bedrooms, a wood-
fired cookstove in the kitchen half of the main room, and a composting toilet
out back. No electricity, of course, but there was a little pumphouse for water.
All a couple of mighty hunters could possibly want.

By the time we got our gear bucked up to the cabin, it was almost dark. I
made a meal (Butch was always willing to do his share, but that man would
burn water, Sheila used to say) and Butch built a fire in the fireplace. I settled
down with a book—there’s nothing like an Agatha Christie when you're out
in the woods—and Butch had a Strathmore drawing pad, which he would fill
with cartoons, caricatures, and forest scenes. His Nikon was on the table
beside him. Our rifles were propped in the corner, unloaded.

We talked a little, as we always did up there, some about the past and some
about our hopes for the future. Those hopes were fading by then—we were in
our early middle age—but they always seemed a little more realistic, a little
more attainable, out in the woods, where it was always so quiet and life
seemed less... busy? That’s not exactly right. Less cluttered. No phones to ring
and no fires—Iliteral as well as metaphorical—to put out. I don’t think we ever
went into the woods to hunt, not really, although if a deer walked into our
sights, who were we to say no? I think we went out there to be our best selves.
Well... our honest selves, maybe. I always tried to be my best self with Sheila.

[ remember going to bed that night, pulling the covers up to my chin and
listening to the wind sigh through the trees. I remember thinking that the
fading of hopes and ambitions was mostly painless. That was good, but it was
also rather horrible. I wanted to be a writer, but I was beginning to think
being a good one was beyond me. If it was, the world would continue to spin.
You relaxed your hand... opened your fingers... and something flew away. I
remember thinking maybe that’s all right.

Out the window, through the swaying branches, I could see some stars.

That pitcher has never excaped my memory.
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On the 12th we put on our orange vests and orange hats and into the woods
we went. In the morning we separated, getting together again for lunch and
to compare notes—what we'd seen and what we hadn’t. That first day we met
back at the cabin and I made a big pot of pasta with cheese and half a pound of
bacon. (I called this Hungarian goulash, but any self-respecting Hungarian
would have taken one look and covered his eyes.) That afternoon we hunted
together.

The next day we ate a picnic lunch in the clearing, looking across the creek
—which was more like a river that day—at NellyBelle. Butch made
sandwiches, which he could be trusted to do. There was sweet water from our
well to drink, and Hostess Fruit Pies for afters: blueberry for me, apple for
Butch.

“Did you see any deer?” Butch asked, licking frosting from his fingers.
Well... those fruit pies aren't exactly frosted, but they have a glaze that’s quite
tasty.

“Nope. Not today, not yesterday. But you know what the oldtimers say—
the deer know when November comes, and they hide.”

“I actually think that could be true,” Butch said. “They do have a tendency
to disappear after Halloween. But what about gunshots? Heard any?”

[ thought it over. “A couple yesterday. None today.”

“Are you going to tell me we're the only hunters in the 30-Mile?”

“Christ, no. The woods between here and Dark Score Lake are probably
the best hunting in the county, you know that. [ saw a couple of guys this
morning not long after I started out, although they didn’t see me. I think one
of them might have been that nummie Freddy Skillins. The one who likes to
call himself a carpenter.”

He nodded. “I was over on that humpback ridge, and I saw three men on
the other side. Dressed like models from L.L.Bean’s and carrying scoped rifles.
Just about had to be out-of-staters. And for every one we see, there’s probably
five or ten more. There should be plenty of bang-bang, because not all the
deer decided to up stakes and head for Canada, did they?”

“Seems unlikely,” I said. “The deer are out there, Butchie.”

“Then why haven’t we seen them? And listen!”



“What am I supposed to be listening f—”

“Tust shut up a minute and you'll hear it. By which I mean you won't.”

I shut up. I heard the Jilasi roaring away, no doubt undercutting the bridge
supports even as we sat there on the grass munching the last of our fruit pies.
[ heard the far-off drone of an airplane, probably bound for the Portland
Jetport. Otherwise, nothing.

I looked at Butch. He was looking at me and not smiling. Solemn.

“No birds,” I said.

“No. And the woods should be full of them.”

Just then a crow gave out a single loud caw.

“There you go,” I said, and actually felt relieved.

“One crow,” he said. “Big deal. Where are the robins?”

“Flown south?”

“Not yet, not all of them. We should be hearing nuthatches and cardinals.
Maybe a goldfinch, and chickadees galore. But there’s not even a fucking
woodpecker.”

[ usually ignore the soundtrack of the woods—you get used to it—but now
that he mentioned it, where were the birds? And something else.

“The squirrels,” I said. “They should be running around everywhere,
getting ready for winter. I think I've seen a couple...” I trailed off because I
wasn'’t even sure of that.

“It’s aliens,” Butch said in a low, joke-spooky voice. “They could be
creeping toward us through the woods right now. With their disintegrator
rayguns.”

“You saw that story in the Call,” I said. “The one about the flying saucer.”

“Wasn'’t a saucer, it was a cigar,” Butch said. “A flying see-gar.”

“The Tiparillo that came from Planet X,” I said.

“With a lust for Earth women!”

We looked at each other and snickered.

&= &

I had an idea for a story that afternoon—much later it became a novel called
The Terrible Generation—and I was making some notes in one of my spiral



notebooks that evening. I was trying to think of a good name for the
villainous young man at the heart of the story when the cabin door banged
open and Butch ran in. “Come here, Lare. You have to see this.” He grabbed
his camera.

“See what?”

“Tust come!”

I looked at his wide eyes, put aside my notebook, and followed him out the
door. While we walked the quarter-mile to the clearing and the creek, he told
me he’d come out to check if the bridge’s tilt had increased (we would have
heard it if it had collapsed entirely). Then he saw what was in the sky and
forgot all about the bridge.

“Look,” he said when we got to the clearing, and pointed up.

It had started to rain, just a gentle mist. It was full dark and I shouldn’t
have been able to see the lowering clouds, but I could, because they were lit by
slowly moving circles of bright light. Five, then seven, then nine. They were
different sizes. The smallest was maybe thirty feet across. The biggest could
have been a hundred. They weren’t shining off the clouds, the way a bright
spotlight or a powerful flashlight will; they were in the clouds.

“What are they?” I asked, almost whispering.

“I don’t know, but they sure as shit aren’t Tiparillos.”

“Or White Owls,” I said, and we began to laugh. Not the way you do when
something is funny; the way you do when you're absolutely gobsmacked with
amazement.

Butch took pictures. This was years before chip technology allowed for
instant gratification, but I saw the prints later, after he developed them in his
own little darkroom. They were disappointing. Just big circles of light above
the dark jig-jags of the treetops. I have seen pictures of UFOs since then (or
UAPs, if you prefer), and they are usually disappointing: blurry shapes that
could be anything, including the trick photography of hoaxers. You had to be
there to understand how wonderful it was, and how weird: great soundless
lights moving in the clouds, seeming almost to waltz.

What [ remember most clearly—other than a sense of awe—was how
divided my mind was during the five or ten minutes it went on. [ wanted to



see what was making those lights... yet I didn’t. [ was afraid, you see, that we
were close to artifacts—maybe even intelligent beings—from another world.
That exalted me but it also terrified me. Looking back on that first contact (for
surely it was that), I think our only two choices were to laugh or to scream. If
I'd been alone, I almost certainly would have screamed. And run away,
probably to hide under my bed like a child and deny I'd seen anything. Because
we were together, and grown men, we laughed.

[ say five or ten minutes, but it might have been fifteen. I don’t know. It
was long enough for the drizzle to thicken into real rain. Two of the bright
circles grew smaller and disappeared. Then two or three more went. The
biggest stayed the longest, then it also began to dwindle. It didn’t move from
side to side; simply shrank to the size of a plate, then a fifty-cent piece, then a
penny, then a brilliant dot... then gone. As if it had shot straight up.

We stood there in the rain, waiting for something else to happen. Nothing
did. After a little while Butch grabbed my shoulder. I gave a squawk.

“Sorry, sorry,” he muttered. “Let’s go in. Lightshow’s over and we're getting
soaked.”

That was what we did. [ hadn’t bothered to put on a jacket, so I built up the
fire, which had been down to coals, and stripped off my wet shirt. I was
rubbing my arms and shivering.

“We can tell people what we saw, but they won't believe it,” Butch said. “Or
theyll shrug and say it was some crazy weather phenomenon.”

“Maybe it was. Or... how far away is the Castle Rock Airport?”

He shrugged. “Has to be twenty or thirty miles east of here.”

“The runway lights... maybe with the clouds... the moisture... it could, you
know... some prismatic effect...”

He was sitting on the couch, camera in his lap, looking at me. Smiling just
a little. Saying nothing. He didn't have to.

“That’s bullshit, isn’t it?” I said.

“Yes. I don’t know what that was, but it wasn't lights from the airport and
it wasn't a fucking weather balloon. There were eight or ten of those things,
maybe a dozen, and they were big.”



“There are other hunters in the woods. I saw Freddy Skillins and you saw
three guys who were probably flatlanders. They could have seen it.”

“Maybe they did, but I doubt it. I just happened to be in the right place—
that clearing on the edge of the creek—at the right time. In any case, it’s over.
I'm going to bed.”
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It rained all the next day—the 14th, that would have been. Neither of us
wanted to go out and get soaked looking for deer we probably wouldn’t find. I
read and worked a little bit on the idea for my story. I kept trying to come up
with a good name for the bad kid and didn’t have any luck—maybe because I
didn’t have a clear fix on why the bad kid was bad. Butch spent most of the
morning with his pad. He drew three different pictures of the lights in the
clouds, then gave up in disgust.

“I hope the photos come out, because these suck,” he said.

I looked them over and told him they were good, but they weren't. They
didn’t suck, but they didn't convey the strangeness of what we'd seen. The
enormity.

I looked at all the crossed-out names of my proposed bad guy. Trig Adams.
No. Vic Ellenby. No. Jack Claggart. Too on-the-nose. Carter Cantwell. Oh, puke.
The story I had in mind seemed amorphous: I had an idea but no specifics.
Nothing to hold onto. It reminded me of what we'd seen the previous night.
Something was there, but it was impossible to tell what, because it was in the
clouds.

“What are you doing?” Butch asked me.

“Fucking off. I think I'll take a nap.”

“What about lunch?”

“Don’t want any.”

He considered this, then looked out the window at the steady rain.
Nothing is colder than cold November rain. It crossed my mind that someone
should write a song about it... and eventually, someone did.

“A nap sounds like just the ticket,” Butch said. He put his pad aside and
stood up. “Tell you something, Lare. I'm going to draw all my life, but I'll



never be an artist.”
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The rain stopped around four o'clock that afternoon. By six the clouds had
unraveled and we could see stars and a sliver of moon—God’s fingernail, the
oldtimers say. We ate our steaks for dinner (along with plenty of Wonder
Bread to sop up the juice), then went out to the clearing. We didn’t talk about
it, just went. We stood there for maybe half an hour, craning our necks. There
were no lights, no saucers, no flying cigars. We went back inside, Butch found
a pack of Bicycles in the living room cabinet, and we played cribbage until
almost ten o’clock.

“I can hear the Jilasi even in here,” | said as we finished the last hand.

“l know. That rain didn’t do the bridge any help. Why is there a fucking
bridge there, anyway? Did you ever ask yourself that?”

“l think someone had an idea for a development back in the sixties. Or
pulpers. They must have clear-cut these woods back before World War 1.”

“What would you think about hunting one more day and going back?”

I had an idea he was thinking of more than going home, most likely
empty-handed. Seeing those lights in the clouds had done something to him.
Could have done something to both of us. I'm not going to call it a come-to-
Jesus moment. It’s just that maybe you see something, lights in the sky or a
certain shadow at a certain time of day, how it lies across your path. You take
it as a sign and decide to move along. You say to yourself that when I was a
child I spoke as a child, understood as a child, thought as a child, but there
comes a time to put away childish things.

Or it could have been nothing.

“Lare?”

“Sure. One more day, then we go back. I have to clean the gutters before
the snow flies, and I keep putting it oft.”
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The next day was cool and clear and perfect for hunting, but neither of us saw
so much as a single flick of a single whitetail. I heard no birdsong, just the



occasional crow-call. I kept an eye out for squirrels, but didn’t see any. I didn’t
even see a chipmunk, and the woods should have been full of their scurry. I
heard some gunshots, but they were far away, near the lake, and hunters
shooting didn’t mean they were shooting at deer. Sometimes guys get bored
and just want to let off a round or two, especially if they've decided there’s no
game to scare away.

We met back at the cabin for lunch, then went out together. We no longer
expected to see deer, and we didn’t, but it was a fine day to be outdoors. We
walked along the creek for a mile or so, then sat on a fallen log and opened
cans of Bud.

“This just isn’t natural,” Butch said, “and I don’t care for it much. I'd say
drive out this afternoon, but by the time we got loaded up it'd be dark, and I
don’t trust NellyBelle’s headlights on those woods roads.”

A sudden breeze kicked up, rattling leaves off the trees. The sound made
me startle and look over my shoulder. Butch did, too. Then we looked at each
other and laughed.

“Tumpy much?” I asked.

“Just a little. Remember when we went in the old Spier place on a dare?
1946 or so, wasn't it?”

I remembered. Old Man Spier came back from Okinawa missing an eye
and blew his head off in his parlor with a shotgun. It was the talk of the town.

“The house was supposed to be haunted,” I said. “We were... what?
Thirteen?”

“I guess. We went in and picked up some stuff to show our friends we'd
been there.”

“I got a picture. Some old landscape I grabbed off the wall. What'd you
get?”

“A fucking sofa cushion,” he said, and laughed. “Talk about stupid! I
thought of the Spier house because the way I felt then is how I feel now. No
deer, no birds, no squirrels. Maybe that house wasn’t haunted, but these
woods...” He shrugged and drank some of his beer.

“We could leave today. Those headlights will probably be okay.”



“Nope. Tomorrow. We'll pack up tonight, go to bed early, and leave at first
light. If it suits you.”

“Suits me fine.”

Things would have been very different for us if we'd trusted NellyBelle’s
headlights. Sometimes I think we did. Sometimes I think there’s a Shadow
Laird and a Shadow Butch who led shadow lives. Shadow Butch never went
to Seattle. Shadow Laird never wrote a novel, let alone a dozen of them.
Those shadows were decent men who lived unremarkable Harlow lives. They
ran the dump, they owned a hauling company, they did the town’s business
the way it should be done—which means so the books balance at Town
Meeting in March and there’s less bitching from mossbacks who'd be happy to
bring back the Poor Farm. Shadow Butch got married to some girl he met in a
Lewiston bop joint and had a litter of shadow younguns.

I tell myself now it was good none of that happened. Butch told himself the
same thing. [ know, because we told each other when we talked on the phone
or, later, via Skype or FaceTime. It was all good. Of course it was. We became
famous. We became rich. Our dreams came true. Nothing wrong with those
things, and if I ever have doubts about the shape of my life, doesn’t everybody?

Don'’t you?
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That night Butch threw a bunch of leftovers into a pot and called the result
stew. We ate it with Wonder Bread and washed it down with well-water,
which was really the best part of the meal.

“T'll never let you cook again,” I told Butch as we did our few dishes.

“After that mess, I'll hold you to it,” he said.

We packed up what we had and put it by the door. Butch dealt the big first
aid kit a sideways kick with one sneaker. “Why do we always bring this
thing?”

“Because Sheila insists. She’s convinced one of us is going to fall in a
sinkhole and break a leg or one of us will get shot. Probably by a flatlander
with a scoped rifle.”



“Bullshit. I think she’s just superstitious. Believes the one time we don’t
haul it out here is the one time we'd need it. You want to go take another
look?”

[ didn’t have to ask what he meant. “Might as well.”

We went down to the clearing to look at the sky.
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There were no lights up there, but there was something on the bridge. Or
rather, someone. A woman, lying facedown on the planks.

“What the fuck?” Butch said, and ran onto the bridge. I followed. I didn’t
like the idea of three of us on it at the same time, and close together, but we
weren'’t going to leave her lying there unconscious, maybe even dead. She had
long black hair. It was a breezy night and I noticed that when the wind gusted
her hair blew in a clump, as if the strands had been glued together. There
were no gauzy flyaways, just that clump.

“Grab her feet,” Butch said. “We have to get her off before the fucking
bridge falls into the fucking creek.” He was right. I could hear the supports
groaning and the Jilasi thundering, in full spate thanks to all the rain.

I got her feet. She was wearing boots and corduroy pants, and there was
something funny about them, too. But it was dark and I was scared and all I
wanted right then was some solid ground under my feet. Butch lifted her by
the shoulders and gave a cry of disgust.

“What?” I asked.

“Ne’'mind, come on, hurry!”

We got her off the bridge and into the clearing. Only sixty feet, but it
seemed to take forever.

“Put her down, put her down. Jesus! Jesus Christ!”

Butch dropped the top half of her and she face-planted, but he paid no
attention. He crossed his arms and started rubbing his hands in his armpits, as
if to get rid of something nasty.

[ started to put her legs down and froze, not able to believe what I thought
[ was seeing. My fingers appeared to have sunk into her boots, as if they were



made of clay instead of leather. I pulled free and stared stupidly at the marks of
my fingers as they smoothed out. “My God!”

“It’s like... fuck, like she’s made out of Play-Doh, or something.”

“Butch.”

“What? For Chrissakes, what?”

“Her clothes aren’t clothes. It’s like... body-paint. Or camouflage. Or some
damn thing.”

He bent toward her. “It’s too dark. Have you got—?"

“A flashlight? No. Didn’t bring it. Her hair—"

[ touched it, then pulled away. It wasn’t hair. It was something solid but
pliable. Not a wig, more like a carving. I didn’t know what it was.

“Is she dead?” I asked. “She is, isn’t sh—"

But just then the woman took a long, rasping breath. One of her legs
twitched.

“Help me turn her over,” Butch said.

I took one of her legs, trying to ignore that weird pliability. A thought—
Gumby—shot through my head like a meteor and was gone. Butch grabbed
her shoulder. We rolled her. Even in the dark we could see she was young,
pretty, and ghastly white. We could see something else, as well. It was the face
of a department store mannequin, smooth and unlined. The eyes were shut.
Only her lids had color; they looked bruised.

This is not a human being, I thought.

She took another rasping breath. It seemed to catch in her throat as if on
hooks, when she exhaled. She didn’t take another one.

I think I would have stayed where I was, frozen, and let her die. It was
Butch who saved her. He dropped to his knees, used two fingers to yank down
her jaw, and put his mouth on hers. He pinched her nose shut and breathed
into her. Her chest rose. Butch turned his head to one side, spat, and took
another deep breath. He blew into her again and her chest rose again. He
lifted his head and stared at me, bug-eyed. “It’s like kissing plastic,” he said,
then did it again.

While he was bent over her, the woman'’s eyes opened. She looked at me
through the bristles of Butch’s buzzcut. When Butch pulled back she took



another of those rasping, guttural breaths.

“The kit,” Butch said. “EpiPen. Inogen, too. Hurry! Fucking run!”

I swayed on my feet and for a moment thought I was going to faint. I
slapped myself to clear my head, then ran for the cabin. She, it, whatever it is,
will be dead when I get back, I thought (I told you, none of this ever excaped my
memory). That'’s probably good.

The first aid kit was just inside the door, with our packs on top of it. I
shoved them aside and opened it. There were two fold-out drawers. Three
EpiPens in the top one. I took two of them and rammed the drawers shut,
pinching my right index finger in the process. That nail turned black and fell
off, but at the time I didn't even feel it. My head was throbbing. I felt like I
had a fever.

The Inogen oxygen bottle with the attached mask and the controller was in
the bottom, along with flares, rolls of bandage, gauze pads, a plastic splint, an
ankle brace, various tubes and ointments. There was also a Penlite. I took that
as well and sprinted back down the path with the light swinging back and
forth in front of me.

Butch was still on his knees. The woman was still giving intermittent gasps
for breath. Her eyes were still open. As I dropped to my knees beside Butch,
she stopped breathing again.

He bent, sealed his mouth over hers, and pushed breath into her. Raised
his head and said, “Thigh, thigh!”

“I know, I took the course.”

“Then do it!”

He gulped another breath and went at her again. I popped the cap on the
Epi, put it against her thigh—it looked like corduroy pants but it wasn't, it
was her thigh—and listened for the click. Then I counted to ten. At five she
gave a hard jerk.

“Hold on, Lare, hold it!”

“I'm holding it. Do you think I should use the other one?”

“Save it, she’s breathing again. Whatever she is. Christ, the taste of her is
so weird. Like one of those see-through slipcovers you put on furniture. Have
you got the oxygen?”



“Right here.”

I gave him the mask and bottle. He held the mask over her mouth and
nose. I hit the power switch on the controller and saw the green light. “High
flow?”

“Yeah, yeah, shoot the works.” I saw a drop of sweat from his forehead hit
the plastic mask and run down the side like a tear.

I pushed the slider all the way to HIGH FLOW. Oxygen began to hiss. On
high, the oxy would last for no more than five minutes. And while there were
backups of almost everything in the kit (there was a reason it was so heavy),
this was the only Inogen. We stared at each other across her.

“This is not a human being,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, maybe some
top secret cyborg, but it's not human.”

“It's not a cyborg.”

He jerked his thumb at the sky.
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When the oxy ran out, Butch removed the mask and she—might as well call
her that—kept breathing on her own. The rasp quieted. I shone the light on
her face and she closed her eyes against the glare.

“Look,” I said. “Look at her face, Butchie.”

He looked, then looked at me. “It’s different now.”

“It's more human now, is what you mean. And look at her clothes. They
look better, too. More... jeepers, more realistic.”

“What do we do with her?”

[ snapped off the light. Her eyes opened. I said, “Do you hear me?”

She nodded.

“Who are you?”

She closed her eyes. I shook her shoulder, and my fingers no longer sank
in.

“What are you?”

Nothing. I looked at Butch.

“Let’s take her to the cabin,” he said. “T'll carry her. Keep that other EpiPen
ready if she starts to choke and rasp for breath again.”



He got her in his arms. I helped him to his feet, but he carried her easily
enough once he was upright. Her dark hair hung down, and when the breeze
gusted, it blew the way normal hair does. The clumping was gone.

I had left the cabin door open. He carried her in, put her on the sofa, then
bent over with his hands on his knees, getting his breath back. “I want my
camera. It’s in my pack. Will you get it?”

I found it wrapped in a couple of tee-shirts and gave it to him. The woman
—now she almost did look like a woman—was looking up at him. Her eyes
were a washed-out blue, like the knees of old denim pants.

“Smile pretty,” Butch said.

She didn’t smile. He took her picture anyway.

“What'’s your name?” I asked.

No response.

Butch took another picture. I leaned forward and put my hand on her neck.
I thought she might pull away, but she didn'’t. It looked like skin (unless you
looked closely), but it didn’t quite feel like skin. I held my hand there for
maybe twenty seconds, then took it away. “She has no pulse.”

“No?” He didn’t sound surprised and I didn’t feel surprised. We were in
shock, our processing equipment overloaded.

Butch tried to slide his hand into the right front pocket of her corduroy
pants and couldn’t. “Not a real pocket,” he said. “None of it is. It's like... a
costume. [ think she’s a costume.”

“What do we do with her, Butch?”

“Fucked if [ know.”

“Call the police?”

He lifted his hands and then dropped them, a very un-Butchlike gesture of
indecision. “The closest phone is Brownie’s Store. That’s miles from here. And
Brownie closes at seven. I'd have to carry her across the bridge to the jeep...”

“T'd take a turn.” I said this stoutly enough, but I kept thinking of how my
fingers had sunk into what looked like boots and weren't.

“It would mean testing the bridge again,” he said. “As for moving her, she’s
stable now, but... what? What are you smiling about?”



I gestured to the woman—what looked like a woman—on the couch. “She
has no pulse, Butchie. She’s clinically dead. You can’t get much more stable
than that.”

“But she’s breathing! And she’s...” He checked to make sure. “She’s looking
at us. Listen, Laird—are you prepared to be on the front page of every
newspaper and the lead story on every TV station not just in Maine or the
U.S., but in the whole round world? Because if we take her out, that’s what it’ll
come to. She’s an alien. She came from outer fucking space. And not with a lust
for Earth women, either.”

“Unless she’s a lesbian,” I said. “Then she might, you know, lust for Earth
women.”

We started laughing the way you do when you'e trying not to go crazy.
She was still looking at us. No smile, no frown, no expression of any kind. A
woman who wasn’'t a woman, who had no pulse but was breathing, who was
wearing clothes that weren't clothes but looked more like clothes all the time.
I had an idea that if Butch tried her pocket now, his hand would go in. He
might even find some change or a half-used roll of Life Savers.

“Why did she end up on the bridge? What do you suppose happened to
her?”

“I don’t know. I think—"

I never heard what he thought. That was when light flooded in the east-
facing window of our cabin’s main room. Thoughts came to me, knocking
each other over like dominoes. The first was that time had slipped somehow
and the sun was coming up. The second was that sunrise was never that
bright in our cabin, because there were too many trees on that side. My third
was that some government organization had come for the woman and those
were searchlights. The fourth was that someone had come for her, all right...
but it wasn’t the government.

The light grew brighter still. Butch squinted and raised a hand to shield his
eyes. | did the same. I wondered if we were taking a hard dose of radioactivity.
Just before the room grew so bright that my vision whited out, I looked at the
woman on the couch. Remember me saying that, like old Rennie Lacasse,
these pitchers never excaped my memory? There’s one exception to that. I



can’'t remember what [ saw when I looked at her in that awful brilliance. Or
maybe I blocked it out. Either way, I don't think I was looking at her at all. I
think I was looking into her. As to what I saw, [ can remember thinking just
one word: ganglia.

I covered my eyes. No good. The light shone straight through my hands
and through my closed lids. There was no heat, but it was going to burn my
brains to a cinder just the same. | heard Butch scream. That was when [ lost
consciousness, and I was glad to go.
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When I came to, the awful brilliance was gone. So was the woman. Sitting on
the couch where she'd been was a young man—maybe thirty, probably
younger—with neatly combed blond hair, the part as straight as a ruler. He
was wearing khaki pants and a quilted vest. A small shoulder bag hung at his
side from a strap across his chest. My first thought was he was an out-of-state
hunter, a flatlander with ammo in his bag and a scoped rifle nearby.

Probably not was my second one.

We had half a dozen battery-powered lamps and he’d turned them all on.
They gave plenty of light, but nothing like that unearthly (literally) glare that
had invaded our cabin earlier. How much earlier was a question I couldn’t
answer. | wasn't even sure it was the same night. I looked at my watch but it
had stopped.

Butch sat up, looked around, saw me, saw the newcomer. He asked a
question that was both mad and—under the circumstances—completely
logical. “Are you her?”

“No,” the young man said. “That one is gone.”

[ tried for my feet and made it okay. I didn't feel hungover or dazed. If
anything, invigorated. And while I'd seen a dozen movies about evil invaders
from space, I didn’t feel that this young man meant us any harm. Nor did I
believe he was actually a young man any more than the woman from the
bridge had been a young woman.

There was a pitcher of water and three leftover cans of beer in our little
coldbox. I debated and took a beer.



“Give me one,” Butch said.

I tossed it and he caught it one-handed. “What about you, sir?” I asked.

“Why not?”

I gave him the last can. Our visitor looked normal—Ilike any young man on
a hunting trip with his friends or his dad—but I was still careful not to touch
his fingers. I can write what happened, but as to how I felt... much more
complicated. All I can do is reiterate that I didn’t feel threatened, and later on
Butch said the same. Of course we were in shock.

“You're not human, are you?” Butch said.

The young man opened his beer. “No.”

“But you're in better shape than she was.”

“That one was badly hurt. You saved her life. I think it was what you call
luck.” You could just as easily have injected her with something that would
have killed her.”

“But the EpiPen worked,” I said.

“Is that what you call it? Epi? EpiPen?”

“Short for epinephrine. So I guess it was an allergy that knocked her
down.”

“Could have been a bee sting,” Butch said, and shrugged. “Do you know
what bees are?”

“Yes. You also gave her your breath. That was the actual saving. Breath is
life. More than life.”

“I did what we were taught. Laird would have done the same.”

I like to think that was true.

The young man took a sip of beer. “May I take the can when I go?”

Butch sat on the arm of one of our two old easy chairs. “Well, old man,
you'll be robbing me of the nickel deposit, but under the circumstances, sure.
Only because you're from another planet, you understand.”

Our visitor smiled the way people do when they understand it’s a joke but
don’t get the point of it. He had no accent, certainly not a Downeast twang,
but I got the clear sense of a man who was speaking a learned language. He
opened his bag. There was no zipper. He just ran his finger down its length
and it opened. He popped the Bud can inside.



“Most people wouldn’t have done what you did. Most would have run
away.”

Butch shrugged. “Instinct. And a little training, I guess. Laird and me are in
the local volunteer fire department. Do you get that?”

“You halt combustion before it can spread.”

“I guess that’s one way of putting it.”

The young man dipped into his bag and brought out something that
looked like a spectacle case. It was gray, with a silver shape like a sine wave
embossed on the lid. He held it in his lap. He repeated, “Most people wouldn't
have done what you did. We owe you. For Ylla.”

I knew that name, and although he pronounced it Yella, [ knew the correct
spelling. And I could see by his eyes that he knew [ knew.

“That’s from The Martian Chronicles. But youre not from Mars, sir, are
you?”

He smiled. “Not at all. Nor are we here because we lust for Earth women.”

Butch put his beer down carefully, as if a hard bump might shatter the can.
“You're reading our minds.”

“Sometimes. Not always. It’s like this.” With one finger he traced the wave
shape on the gray case. “Thoughts don’t matter to us. They come, they pass,
they are replaced by others. Ephemera. We are more interested in the engine
that drives them. To intelligent creatures that is what’s... central? Powerful?
Meaningful? I don’t know the correct word. Perhaps you don’t have one.”

“Primal?” I said.

He nodded, smiled, and sipped his beer. “Yes. Primal. Good.”

“Where do you come from?” Butch asked.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why do you come?”

“That’s a more interesting question, and because you saved Ylla, I will
answer it. We gather.”

“Gather what?” I asked, and thought of stories I'd read (and seen on TV)
about aliens kidnapping folks and sticking probes up their asses. “People?”

“No. Other things. Items. But not like this.” He reached into his bag and
showed us his empty beer can. “This is special to me and means nothing.



There’s a good word for it, perhaps French. A venir?”

“Souvenir,” I said.

“Yes. It is my souvenir of this remarkable night. We visit yard sales.”

“You're joking,” I said.

“They are called different things in different places. In Italy, vendita in
cantiere. Samoan, fanua fa’tau. We take some of these things to remember,
some to study. We have film of your Kennedy’s death from rifleshot. We have
an autographed picture of Juhjudi.”

“Wait.” Butch was frowning. “Are you talking about Judge Judy?”

“Yes, Juhjudi. We have a picture of Emmett Till, a young man with his face
gone. Mickey Mouse and his Club. We have a jet engine. That came from a
repository of discarded objects.”

They’re dump pickers, I thought. Not much different from Rennie Lacasse.

“We take these things to remember your world, which will be gone soon.
We do the same on other worlds, but there aren’t many. The universe is cold.
Intelligent life is rare.”

[ didn’t care how rare it was. “How soon will ours be gone? Do you know,
or are you only guessing?” And before he could reply: “You can’t know. Not for
sure.”

“It may be what you call a century, if you are, as you say, ‘lucky.” Which is
only an eyeblink in the sweep of time.”

“I don't believe that,” Butch said flatly. “We've got our problems, but were
not suicidal.” Then, perhaps thinking of Buddhist monks who had been
setting themselves on fire in Vietnam not so long ago: “Not most of us.”

“It’s inevitable,” the young man said. He looked regretful. Maybe he was
thinking of the Mona Lisa, or the pyramids. Or maybe just of no more beer
cans, no more autographed pictures of Juhjudi. “When intelligence outraces
emotional stability, it’s always just a matter of time.” He pointed to the corner
of the cabin. “You're children, playing with weapons.” He stood up. “I must go.
This is for you. A gift. Our way of saying thank you for saving Ylla.”

He held out the gray case. Butch took it and looked it over. “I don’t see how
to open it.”

[ took it. He was right. There was no hinge and no lid.



“Breathe on the wave,” the young man said. “Not now, after I've gone. We
give you a key of breath because you gave Ylla yours. You gave her part of
your life.”

“This is for both of us?” I asked. Only Butch had given the woman mouth-
to-mouth, after all.

“Yes.”

“What does it actually do?”

“There is no word for what it does except primal. A way to use what you
are not using, because of...” He bent forward, brow furrowed, then looked up.
“Because of the noise in your lives. Because of your thoughts. Thoughts are
pointless. Worse, dangerous.”

[ was bemused. “Does it grant wishes? Like in a fairy tale?”

He laughed, then looked surprised... as if he hadn’t known he could laugh.
“Nothing can give you what isn’t already there. This is axiomatic.”

He went to the door, then looked back.

“I'm sorry for you. Your world is a living breath in a universe that is mostly
filled with deadlights.”

He left. | waited for the light to flood in, but it didn't. Except for the gray
case Butch was now holding, the whole interlude might never have occurred.

“Lare, did that actually happen?”

[ pointed to the case.

He smiled, the reckless one that went right back to when we were kids,
racing up and down the Suicide Stairs in Castle Rock, feeling them shake
beneath our pounding sneakers. “Want to try it?”

“There’s an old saying, beware of Greeks bearing gifts...”

“Yeah, but?”

“What the hell, 'm game. Blow your precious primal breath, Butchie.”

He smiled, shook his head, and held the case out. “After you. And if it kills
you I promise to take care of Sheila and Mark.”

“Mark’s almost old enough to take care of himself,” I said. “Okay, open
sesame.”

[ blew gently on the wave. The case opened. It was empty. But when I
breathed in, I caught a faint whiff of peppermint. I think that was it.



The case closed by itself. There was no line where the lid met the body, and
indeed no hinges. It looked completely solid.

“Nothing?” Butch said.

“Nothing. You try.” I held it out to him.

He took it and breathed gently on the wave. The case popped open. He
bent down, took a timid sniff, then a deep breath. The case shut.
“Wintergreen?”

“I thought peppermint, but I guess they're about the same.”

“So much for Greeks bearing gifts,” he said. “Lare... it wasn’t some kind of a
hoax, was it? You know, like some girl and some guy pretending to be... you
know, a trick...” He stopped. “No, huh?”

“No.”

He put the gray case on the end table next to his drawing pad. “What are
you going to tell Sheila?”

“Nothing, I guess. I'd prefer it if my wife didn’t think I've gone crazy.”

He laughed. “Good luck with that. She can read you like a book.”

He was right, of course. And when Sheila pushed—which she did—I told
her no, we hadn't gotten lost, we'd had a close call in the woods. Some hunter
had fired at what he thought was a deer and the bullet went between us. We
never saw who it was, I told her... and when she asked Butch, he backed me
up. He said it had probably been some out-of-state flatlander. Butch had seen
a couple, so that much was true.

Butch yawned. “I'm going to bed.”

“You can sleep?” Then [ yawned, too. “What time is it, anyway?”

Butch looked at his watch and shook his head. “Stopped. Yours?”

“Yes, and...” | yawned again. “... it's a wind-up. Should be fine, but it’s not.”

“Lare? What we breathed in... I think it was some kind of sedative. What if
it's poisonous?”

“Then we'll die,” I said. “I'm going to bed.”

That was what we did.

[ had a dream of fire.



[t was full daylight when I woke up. Butch was in the kitchen part of the main
room. The coffee pot was on the stove, huffing away. He asked how I felt.

“Okay,” I said. “You?”

“Fine as paint... whatever that means. Coffee?”

“Yes. Then we ought to go see if the bridge is still there. If it is, we'll get
going. Show up earlier than planned.”

“Which we do some years anyway,” he said, and poured. Black coffee, rich
and strong. Just the thing after an encounter with creatures from another
world. By daylight it all should have seemed hallucinatory, but it didn’t. Not to
me, and when I asked Butch, he said the same.

The Wonder Bread was gone, but there were a couple of fruit pies left. I
imagined Sheila shaking her head and saying that only men in the woods
would eat Hostess Fruit Pies for breakfast.

“Good,” Butch said, munching.

“Yes. Excellent. Did you have dreams from that stuff we breathed in,
Butchie?”

“Nope.” He considered. “At least not that I remember. But look at this.”

He picked up his pad and flipped past the pictures he’d drawn during our
evenings—the usual sketches and caricatures, including one of me with a big
grin on my balloon head, flipping flapjacks in a skillet. Near the back he
stopped and held the pad up to me. It was our young visitor from the previous
night: blond hair, vest, khaki pants, shoulder bag. It was no caricature; it was
that man (might as well call him that) to the life... with one exception. Butch
had filled his eyes with stars.

“Holy shit, that’s terrific,” I said. “How long have you been up, anyway?”

“About an hour. I did that in twenty minutes. I just knew what to do. Like
it was already there. Never changed a single line. Crazy, right?”

“Crazy,” | agreed.

I thought of telling him I'd dreamed about a burning barn. It had been
incredibly vivid. I had tried several different ways to get into a story about a
freak storm I'd been playing with for quite awhile. Years, actually; it had
originally occurred to me when I'd been about the age my son was now. I'd try
this character, then that character, then some overview of the town where |



wanted to set the thing; once I even tried kicking things off with a weather
bulletin.

Nothing worked. I felt like a guy trying to open a safe when he’s forgotten
the combination. Then, this morning, courtesy of my dream, I saw a bolt of
lightning hitting a barn. [ saw the weathervane—a rooster—turn red with the
heat as fingers of fire spread down the barn’s roof. I thought everything else
would follow. No; I knew it.

[ picked up the thing that looked like a spectacle case from where we'd left
it the previous night and tossed it from hand to hand. “This did it,” I said, then
tossed it to Butch.

He caught it and said, “Sure. What else?”
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All that was over forty years ago, but the passage of time has never caused me
to believe my recollection of that night is faulty. Doubt has never crept in and
the pitchers have never excaped my memory.

Butch remembered it as well as I did: Ylla, the light, passing out, the young
man, the spectacle case. That case, so far as I know, is still in the cabin. We
went out there a few more Novembers before Butch headed west, and each
took a turn blowing on the embossed wave, but the case never opened for us
again. Nor will it open for anyone else, I'm sure. Unless someone has stolen it
—and why would they?—it’s still on the mantel of the fireplace, where Butch
put it the last time we were there.

The final thing Butch said to me before we left the cabin that day was that
he didn’t want to draw in his pad anymore, at least not for awhile. “I want to
paint,” he said. “I have a thousand ideas.”

I had only one—the burning barn that became the first scene in The
Lightning Storm—but I felt sure others would follow. The door was open. All
had to do was walk through it.
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Sometimes I'm haunted by the idea that I'm a fake. Before he died, Butch said
the same in several interviews.



[s that surprising? I don’t think so. We were one thing when we went into
the woods in the fall of 1978; we were something else ever after. We became
what we became. I suppose the question has to do with talent—was it in us, or
was it something given to us like a box of candy, because we saved Ylla’s life?
Could we be proud of what we accomplished, kind of a lifting-up-by-the-
bootstraps deal, or were we just a pair of poseurs, taking credit for what we
never would have had if not for that night?

What the fuck is talent, anyway? I ask myself that question sometimes
while I'm shaving, or—in the old book-promotion days—while waiting to go
on television and sell my latest glut of make-believe, or when I'm watering my
late wife’s daylilies. Especially then. What is it, really? Why would I be chosen
when so many others try so hard and would give anything to be chosen? Why
are there so few at the top of the pyramid? Talent is supposed to be the
answer, but where does it come from and how does it grow? Why does it
grow?

Well, I tell myself, we call it a gift and we call ourselves gifted, but gifts are never
really earned, are they? Only given. Talent is grace made visible.

The young man said nothing can give you what isnt already there. This is
axiomatic. I hold onto that.

Of course, he also said he felt sorry for us.

3

Pop’s story ended there. Maybe he lost interest in his fantasy version of that
hunting trip in 1978, but I don’t think so. Those last few lines felt like a climax
to me.

I pulled a proof copy of The Lightning Storm from the shelf over his desk,
maybe the same one I'd looked at not long after my mother’s death.

A ragged bolt of lightning struck the barn. It hit with a hollow bang, like the report of a shotgun
muffled in a blanket. Jack barely had time to register it before the follow-thunder bellowed. He
saw the weathervane—an iron rooster—turn red with the heat and begin spinning even as it
sagged and runnels of fire spread down the barn’s roof.



It didn’t match the copy in the hand-written document exactly, but it was
close. And better, I thought.

Which means nothing, 1 told myself. He held onto those lines, that image,
because it was good... or good enough. Thats all it means.

[ thought of my mother’s call that day in November of *78. That was a lot of
years ago, but I was clear on the first thing she said: Something happened to your
father while they were on their hunting trip... and to Butch. She didn’t want me to
come home right away, she said, because both of them were all right. But that
weekend, for sure. She said they claimed to have gotten lost, although both of
them knew the 30-Mile too well for that to happen.

“Like the back of their hand,” I murmured. “That’s what she said. But...”

[ went back to Pop’s manuscript.

I told her... we'd had a close call in the woods. Some hunter had fired at what he thought was a
deer... the bullet went between us.

Which version was true? According to the manuscript, neither of them. I
think that was when [ started to believe Pop’s story. Or... no, that’s not quite
right, because it was still too fantastic. But that’s where the door opened to
belief.

Did he ever tell her what he thought was the real story? Was that possible?
I thought it was. Marriage is honesty; it’s also a repository of shared secrets.

He'd only filled half of the spiral notebook; the rest of the pages were
blank. I picked it up, meaning to put it back in the bottom drawer, and a sheet
of paper fluttered out from between the last page and the back cover. I picked
it up and saw it was a receipt from the Incorporated Town of Harlow, made
out to L&D Haulage, a company I'd thought defunct for at least fifty years and
maybe longer. L&D had paid property taxes for the years 2010 to 2050 (“at
current 2010 rate”) for a tract of land bordering on Jilasi Creek in the
unincorporated township of TR-90. Paid it in a lump sum.

[ sat back in Pop’s chair, staring at the amount tendered. I think I said holy
fuck. Paying in advance at 2010 rates was probably a terrific deal, but to pay
forty years in advance—in a town where most people were behind on their



taxes—was unheard-of. According to this sheet, L&D Haulage—Laird
Carmody and Dave LaVerdiere, in other words—had forked over 110,000
dollars. Of course by then they could afford it, but why?

Only one answer seemed to fit: they had wanted to protect their little
hunting cabin from development. Why? Because that otherworldly glasses
case was still out there? It seemed unlikely; my guess was scavengers had long
since stripped the cabin of anything even remotely valuable. What did seem
likely—and now it was a little easier to believe—was that my father and his
friend had decided to preserve the location where they had met beings from
another world.

I decided to go out there.
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The network of woods roads Pop and Uncle Butch used to get to Jilasi Creek
was long gone. There’s a housing development and a trailer park there now,
both called Hemlock Run. Nor does TR-90 exist. These days it's the
incorporated town of Pritchard, named for a local hero who died in Vietnam.
It’s still the 30-Mile Wood on maps and GPS, but now it’s just ten miles of
forest, if that. Maybe only five. The rickety bridge is long gone, but there’s
another one—narrow but sturdy—a bit further downstream. Its raison detre is
Grace of Jesus Baptist Church, which sits on the Pritchard bank of the creek. I
drove across it and parked in the church lot, although that day the Jilasi was so
low I could almost have walked across it, had I thought to wear my waders.

I made my way back upstream and found the broken stubs of the old bridge
sunk deep into weeds and ferns. I turned and saw the path to the cabin, now
badly overgrown with bushes and brambles. It was marked by a sign that read
NO HUNTING NO TRESPASSING BY ORDER OF GAME WARDEN. I
went (carefully, fearing poison ivy or poison oak) through the bushes. A
quarter of a mile, Pop had written, and I knew from my own trips out here
(only a few; I had little interest in shooting creatures that couldn’t shoot back)
that was about right.

I came to a locked gate I didn't remember. There was another sign on it,
this one showing a frog over the words HIPPITY HOPPITY GET OFF MY



PROPERTY. One of Pop’s keys opened the gate. [ walked around a curve, and
there was the cabin. No one had maintained it. The roof hadn'’t caved in from
years of snowfall, probably because it was partially protected by the interlaced
branches of old-growth pine and spruce, but it was swaybacked and wouldn’t
last much longer. The board sides, once painted brown, were now a faded no-
color. The windows were bleared with dirt and pollen. The place was the very
picture of desertion, but it apparently hadn’t been vandalized, which I thought
was sort of a miracle. Lines of some old poem, probably read in high school,
occurred to me: Weave a circle round him thrice, and close your eyes with holy
dread.

I found the right key on Pop’s ring and went inside to must and dust and
heat. Also to the scribble-scrabble of the current tenants: mice or chipmunks.
Probably both. A deck of Bicycle playing cards had been scattered across the
eating table and on the floor, likely tossed by gusts of wind down the chimney.
Once my father and his friend had played cribbage with those very cards. A
fan of ash lay in front of the fireplace, but there was no graffiti and no empty
cans or liquor bottles.

A circle was woven around this place, I thought.

I told myself—scolded myself—that 1 was being ridiculous, but maybe I
wasn’'t. Hemlock Run, both parts of it, was close. Surely kids would have
explored this far into the woods, and surely HIPPITY HOPPITY GET OFF
MY PROPERTY wouldn’t have kept them away. But it seemed they had kept
away.

I looked at the sofa. If I sat on it now, dust would puff up in a cloud and
mice might flee from beneath, but I could imagine a young man with blond
hair sitting there, a stranger my Uncle Butch had drawn with stars for eyes. It
was easier to believe it had actually happened now that I was out here, in a
cabin Pop and Uncle Butch had paid to keep safe (if not sound) until the
middle of the century.

Much easier.

Had either of them come out here again, possibly to retrieve a case that
looked like it might contain spectacles? Not Butch, at least not once he went



off to the West Coast... but I don’t think my father had, either. They were
done with it, and although [ was Pop’s heir, I felt like an intruder.

I crossed the room and looked on the mantel, expecting nothing, but the
gray case was there, covered by a scrim of dust. I reached for it and winced as I
closed my hand around it, as if afraid it might give me an electric shock. It
didn’t. I wiped away the dust from the top and saw the wave, bright gold
embossed on what might have been gray suede. Except it didn’t feel like suede,
nor did it precisely feel like metal. There was no seam in the case. It was
perfectly blank.

This has been waiting for me, I thought. It was all true, every word, and this is
now part of my inheritance.

Did I believe my father’s story then? I almost did. And had he left the case
for me? The answer to that is more difficult. I couldn’t ask the two talented
bastids who'd come out here to hunt in November of 1978, because they were
both dead. They had made their mark on the world—paintings, stories—and
then left it.

The young man who wasn't a man said the gift was for them, because Pop
had shot the not-woman up with the EpiPen and Uncle Butch had given her
his—I quote—"precious breath.” He didn't say it was just for them, though,
did he? And if Pop’s breath had opened it, might not mine do it as well? Same
blood, same DNA. Would it open-sesame for me? Did I dare try it?
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What have I told you about myself? Let me see. You know that I was Castle
County School Superintendent for many years, before I retired to become my
father’s amanuensis... not to mention the one who changed his bedding if he
wet himself during the night. You know that I was married and my wife left
me. You know that on the day when I stood in that decaying cabin, looking at
a gray case from another world, [ was alone: parents dead, wife gone, no kids.
Those are the things you know, but there’s a universe of things you don’t
know. [ suppose that’s true of every man jack and woman jill on earth. I'm not
going to tell you much, not just because it would take too long but because it
would bore you. If I told you I drank too much after Susan left me, would you



care? That I had a brief romance with Internet pornography? That I thought
of suicide, but never seriously?

I will tell you two things, even though both of them embarrass me almost
—but not quite!—to the point of shame. They are sad things. The daydreams
of men and women “of a certain age” are always sad, I think, because they run
so counter to the plain-vanilla futures we have to look forward to.

I have some writing talent (as I hope this memoir will show), and I
dreamed of writing a great novel, one for the ages. I loved my father and love
him still, but living in his shadow became tiresome. I daydreamed of critics
saying, “The depth of Mark Carmody’s novel makes his father’s work look
shabby. The pupil has truly outshone the teacher.” I dont want to feel that
way, and mostly I don’t, yet part of me does and always will. That part of me is
a cave-dweller who grins a lot but never smiles.

[ can play the piano, but not well. I am asked to accompany the hymns at
the Congo church only if Mrs. Stanhope is out of town or under the weather.
I'm a plodder and a thumper of keys. My ability to read music is on the third-
grade level. I have polish only on the three or four pieces that I have
memorized, and people get tired of hearing those.

I daydream about writing that great novel, but it’s not the most powerful
daydream I have. Shall I tell you what is? Having come this far, why not?

I'm in a nightclub, and all my friends are there. My father is, too. The band
has left the stand, and I ask if [ can play a tune on the piano. The bandleader of
course says yes. My pop groans, Oh God, Markey, not “Bring It On Home to Me”
again!I say (with appropriate modesty) No, I learned something new, and start to
play the Albert Ammons classic, “Boogie Woogie Stomp.” My fingers are
flying! Conversation ceases! They stare at me, amazed and admiring! The
drummer resumes his seat and picks up the beat. The horn guy starts blowing
a dirty alto sax, like the one in “Tequila.” The audience starts to clap along.
Some of them jitterbug. And when I finish, standing for the final right-hand
glissando like Jerry Lee Lewis, they get up on their feet and yell for more.

You can’t see me, but I'm blushing as I write this.

Not just because it's my most treasured fantasy, but because it’'s so common.
All over the world, even now, women are playing air guitar like Joan Jett and



men are pretending to conduct Beethoven’s Fifth in their rec rooms. These
are the ordinary fantasies of those who would give anything to be chosen, and
are not.
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In that dusty, ready-to-fall-down cabin where two men once met a being from
another world, I thought I would love to play “Boogie Woogie Stomp” like
Albert Ammons just once. Once would be enough, I told myself, knowing it
would not be; it never is.

I blew on the wave. A line appeared in the middle of the case... held for a
moment... and then disappeared. I stood there for awhile, holding the case,
then put it back on the mantel.

I remembered the young man saying nothing can give you what isn't already
there.

“It’s all right,” I said, and laughed a little.

It wasn'’t all right, it stung, but I understood the sting would go away. I'd go
back to my life and the sting would go away. [ had my famous father’s affairs
to tie up, that would keep me busy, and I'd have plenty of money. Maybe I'd go
to Aruba. It’s all right to want what you can't have. You learn to live with it.

I tell myself that, and mostly I believe it.



THE FIFTH STEP

Harold Jamieson, once Chief Engineer of New York City’s Sanitation
Department, enjoyed retirement. He knew from his small circle of friends that
some didn’t, so he considered himself lucky. He had an acre of garden in upper
Manhattan that he shared with several like-minded horticulturalists, he had
discovered Netflix, and he was making inroads in the books he’'d always meant
to read. He still missed his wife—a victim of breast cancer five years previous
—but aside from that persistent ache, his life was quite full. Before rising
every morning, he reminded himself to enjoy the day. At sixty-eight he liked
to think he had a fair amount of road left, but there was no denying it had
begun to narrow.

The best part of those days—assuming it wasn’t raining, snowing, or too
cold—was the nine-block walk to Central Park after breakfast. Although he
carried a cell phone and used an electronic tablet (had grown dependent on it,
in fact), he still preferred the print version of the Times. In the park he would
settle on his favorite bench and spend an hour with it, reading the sections
back to front, telling himself he was progressing from the sublime to the
ridiculous.

One morning in mid-May, the weather coolish but perfectly adequate for
bench-sitting and newspaper-reading, he was annoyed to look up from his
paper to see a middle-aged man sitting down on the other end of his bench,
although there were plenty of empty ones in the vicinity. This invader of
Jamieson’s morning space looked to be in his mid to late forties, neither
handsome nor ugly, in fact perfectly nondescript. The same was true of his
attire: New Balance walking shoes, jeans, a Yankee cap, and a Yankee hoodie
with the hood tossed back. Jamieson gave him an impatient side-glance and
prepared to move to another bench.



“Don’t go,” the man said. “Please. I sat down here because I need a favor. It’s
not a big one, but I'll pay.” He reached into the kangaroo pouch of the hoodie
and held out a twenty-dollar bill.

“I don’t do favors for strange men,” Jamieson said, and got up.

“But that’s exactly the point—the two of us being strangers. Hear me out. If
you say no, that’s fine. But please hear me out. You could...” He cleared his
throat, and Jamieson realized the guy was nervous. Maybe more, maybe
scared. “You could be saving my life.”

Jamieson considered, then sat down. But as far from the other man as he
could, while still keeping both butt-cheeks on the bench. “I'll give you a
minute, but if you sound crazy to me, I'm leaving. And put your money away. |
don’t need it and | don’t want it.”

The man looked at the bill as if surprised to find it still in his hand, then
put it back in the kangaroo pouch. He put his hands on his thighs and looked
down at them instead of at Jamieson. “I'm an alcoholic. Four months sober.
Four months and twelve days, to be exact.”

“Congratulations,” Jamieson said. He guessed he meant it, but he was even
more ready to get up. To leave the park, if necessary. The guy seemed sane,
but Jamieson was old enough to know that sometimes the woo-woo didn't
come out right away.

“T've tried three times before and once got almost a year. I think this might
be my last chance to grab the brass ring. 'm in AA. That's—"

“I know what it is. What's your name, Mr. Four Months Sober?”

“You can call me Jack, that’s good enough. We don't use last names in the
program.”

Jamieson knew that, too. Lots of people on the Netflix shows had alcohol
problems. “So what can I do for you, Jack?”

“The first three times I tried, I didn't get a sponsor in the program—
somebody who listens to you, answers your questions, sometimes tells you
what to do. This time I did. Met a guy at the Bowery Sundown meeting and
really liked the stuff he said. And, you know, how he carried himself. Twelve
years sober, feet on the ground, works in sales, like me.”



He had turned to look at Jamieson, but now he returned his gaze to his
hands.

“l used to be a hell of a salesman, for five years I headed the sales
department of... well, it doesn’t matter, but it was a big deal, you'd know the
company. That was in San Diego. Now I'm down to peddling greeting cards
and energy drinks to convenience stores and bodegas in the five boroughs.
Last rung on the ladder, man.”

“Get to the point,” Jamieson said, but not harshly; he had become a little
interested in spite of himself. It was not every day that a stranger sat down on
your bench and started spilling his shit. Especially not in New York. “T was
just going to check on the Mets. They're off to a good start.”

Jack rubbed a palm across his mouth. “I liked this guy I met at the
Sundown, so I got up my courage after a meeting and asked him to be my
sponsor. In March, this was. He looked me over and said he’d take me on, but
only on two conditions. That I do everything he said and call him if I felt like
drinking. “Then I'll be calling you every fucking night,” I said, and he said ‘So
call me every fucking night, and if [ don’t answer talk to the machine.” Then
he asked me if I worked the Steps. Do you know what those are?”

“Vaguely.”

“I said I hadn’t gotten around to them. He said that if I wanted him to be
my sponsor, I'd have to start. He said the first three were both the hardest and
the easiest. They boil down to ‘I can’t stop on my own, but with God’s help I
can, so I'm going to let him help.”

Jamieson grunted.

“I said I didn’t believe in God. This guy—Randy’s his name—said he didn’t
give a shit. He told me to get down on my knees every morning and ask this
God I didn't believe in to help me stay sober another day. And if [ didn’t drink,
he said for me to get down on my knees before I turned in and thank God for
my sober day. Randy asked if I was willing to do that, and I said I was. Because
I'd lose him otherwise. You see?”

“Sure. You were desperate.”

“Exactly! “The gift of desperation,” that’s what AAs call it. Randy said if I
didn’t do those prayers and said 1 was doing them, he’'d know. Because he



spent thirty years lying his ass off about everything.”

“So you did it? Even though you don’t believe in God?”

“I did it and it's been working. As for my belief that there’s no God... the
longer [ stay sober, the more that wavers.”

“If you're going to ask me to pray with you, forget it.”

Jack smiled down at his hands. “Nope. I still feel self-conscious about the
on-my-knees thing even when I'm by myself. Last month—April—Randy told
me to do the Fourth Step. That's when you make a moral inventory—
supposedly searching and fearless—of your character.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. Randy said | was supposed to put down the bad stuff, then turn the
page and list the good stuff. It took me ten minutes for the bad stuff. Over an
hour for the good stuft. At first I couldn’t think of anything good, but finally I
wrote ‘At least I've got a sense of humor.” Which I do. Once I got that, | was
able to think of a few other things. When I told Randy I had trouble thinking
of character strengths, he said that was normal. “You drank for almost thirty
years, he said. “That puts a lot of scars and bruises on a man’s self-image. But
if you stay sober, the bruises will heal.” Then he told me to burn the lists. He
said it would make me feel better.”

“Did it?”

“Strangely enough, it did. Anyway, that brings us to this month’s request
from Randy.”

“More of a demand, I'm guessing,” Jamieson said, smiling a little. He folded
his newspaper and laid it aside.

Jack also smiled. “I think you’re catching the sponsor-sponsee dynamic.

Randy told me it was time to do my Fifth Step.”
“Which is?”

“Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact
nature of our wrongs,” Jack said, making quote marks with his fingers. “I told
him okay, I'd make a list and read it to him. God could listen in. Two birds
with one stone deal.”

“I'm thinking he said no.”



“He said no. He told me to approach a complete stranger. His first
suggestion was a priest or a minister, but I haven't set foot in a church since I
was twelve, and I have no urge to go back. Whatever I'm coming to believe—
and I don’t know yet what that is—I don’t need to sit in a church pew to help
it along.”

Jamieson, no churchgoer himself, nodded.

“Randy said, Just walk up to somebody in Grant Park or Washington
Square Park or Central Park and ask him to hear you list your wrongs. Offer a
few bucks to sweeten the deal if that’s what it takes. Keep asking until
someone agrees to listen.” He said the hard part would be the asking part, and
he was right.”

“Am L..” Your first victim was the phrase that came to mind, but Jamieson
decided it wasn’t exactly fair. “Am I the first person you've approached?”

“The second. I tried an off-duty cab driver yesterday and he told me to get
lost.”

Jamieson thought of an old New York joke: Out-of-towner approaches a
guy on Lexington Avenue and says, “Can you tell me how to get to City Hall
or should I just go fuck myself?” He decided he wasn’t going to tell the guy in
the Yankee gear to go fuck himself. He would listen, and the next time he met
his friend Alex (another retiree) for lunch, he’d have something interesting to
talk about.

“Okay, go for it.”

Jack reached into the pouch of his hoodie, took out a piece of paper, and
unfolded it. “When I was in fourth grade—"

“If this is going to be your life story, maybe you better give me that twenty
after all.”

Jack reached into his hoodie with the hand not holding his list of
wrongdoings, but Jamieson waved him off. “Joking.”

“Sure?”

“Yes. But let’s not take too long. I've got an appointment at eight-thirty.”
This wasn't true, and Jamieson reflected that it was good he didn’t have the
alcohol problem, because according to the TV meetings he'd attended,
honesty was a big deal if you did.



“Keep it speedy, got it. Here goes. In fourth grade I got into a fight with
another kid. Gave him a bloody lip and nose. When we got to the office, I said
it was because he'd called my mother a dirty name. He denied it, of course, but
we both got sent home with a note for our parents. Or just my mom in my
case, because my dad left us when I was two.”

“And the dirty name thing?”

“A lie. I was having a bad day and thought I'd feel better if I got into a fight
with this kid I didn't like. [ don’t know why I didn'’t like him, I guess there was
a reason, but I don’t remember what it was. Only that set a pattern of lying.

“I started drinking in junior high. My mother had a bottle of vodka she
kept in the freezer. I'd swig from it, then add water. She finally caught me, and
the vodka disappeared from the freezer. I knew where she put it—on a high
shelf over the stove—but I left it alone after that. By then it was probably
mostly water, anyway. I saved my allowance and chore money and got some
old wino to buy me nips. He'd buy four and keep one. I enabled his drinking.
That's what my sponsor would say.”

Jack shook his head.

‘I don’t know what happened to that guy. Ralph, his name was, only I
thought of him as Wretched Ralph. Kids can be cruel. For all I know, he’s dead
and I helped kill him.”

“Don’t get carried away,” Jamieson said. “I'm sure you have stuff to feel
guilty about without having to invent a bunch of might-have-beens.”

Jack looked up and grinned. When he did, Jamieson saw the man actually
had tears in his eyes. Not falling, but brimming. “Now you sound like Randy.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“I think so. I think I'm lucky I found you.”

Jamieson discovered he actually felt lucky to have been found. “What else
have you got on that list? Because time’s passing.”

“I went to Brown and graduated cum laude, but mostly I lied and cheated
my way through. I was good at it. And—here’s a big one—the student advisor
I had my senior year was a coke addict. I won't go into how I found that out,
like you said, time’s passing, but I did, and I made a deal with him. Good



recommends in exchange for a key of coke. Plus, of course, he’'d pay for the
dope. I wasn'’t into charity.”

“Key as in kilo?” Jamieson asked. His eyebrows went up most of the way to
his hairline.

“Right. I brought it in through the Canadian border, tucked into the spare
tire of my old Ford. Trying to look like any other college kid who'd spent his
semester break having fun and getting laid in Toronto, but my heart was
beating like crazy and I bet my blood pressure was red-lining. The car in front
of me at the checkpoint got tossed completely, but I got waved right through
after showing my driver’s license. Of course things were much looser back
then.” He paused, then said, “I overcharged him for the key, too. Pocketed the
difference.”

“But you didn't use any of the cocaine yourself?”

“No, that was never my scene. [ blew a little dope once in a while, but what
I really wanted—still want—is grain alcohol. I lied to my bosses, but
eventually that gave out. It wasn’t like college, and there was nobody to mule
coke for. Not that I found, anyway.”

“What did you do, exactly?”

“Massaged my sell-sheets. Made up appointments that didnt exist to
explain days when I was too hungover to come in. Jiggered expense sheets.
That first job was a good one. The sky was the limit. And I blew it.

“After they let me go, I decided what I really needed was a change of
location. In AA that’s called a geographic cure. Never works, but I didn’t know
that. Seems simple enough now; if you put an asshole on a plane in Boston, an
asshole gets off in LA. Or Denver. Or Des Moines. I fucked up a second job,
not as good as the first one, but good. That was in San Diego. And what I
decided then was that I needed to get married and settle down. That would
solve the problem. So I got married to a nice girl who deserved better than
me. It lasted two years, me lying right down the line about my drinking.
Inventing non-existent business appointments to explain why I was home
late, inventing non-existent flu symptoms to explain why I was going in late
or not at all. [ could have bought stock in one of those breath mint companies
—Altoids, Breath Savers—but was she fooled?”



“'m guessing not,” Jamieson said. “Listen, are we approaching the end
here?”

“Yes. Five more minutes. Promise.”

“Okay.”

“There were arguments that kept getting worse. Stuff got thrown
occasionally, and not just by her. There was a night when I came home around
midnight, stinking drunk, and she started in on me. You know, all the usual
jabber, and all of it was true. I felt like she was throwing poison darts at me
and never missing.”

Jack was looking at his hands again. His mouth was turned down at the
corners so severely that for a moment he looked to Jamieson like Emmett
Kelly, that famous sad-faced clown.

“You know what came into my mind while she was yelling at me? Glenn
Ferguson, that boy I beat up in the fourth grade. How good it felt, like
squeezing the pus out of an infected boil. I thought it would be good to beat
her up, and for sure no one would send me home with a note for my mother,
because my mom died the year after I graduated from Brown.”

“Whoa,” Jamieson said. Feeling good about this uninvited confession took
a hike. Unease replaced it. He wasn'’t sure he wanted to hear what came next.

“I left,” Jack said. “But I was scared enough to know I had to do something
about my drinking. That was the first time I tried AA, out there in San Diego.
I was sober when I came back to New York, but that didn’t last. Tried again
and that didn't last, either. Neither did the third. But now I've got Randy, and
this time I might make it. Partly thanks to you.” He held out his hand.

“Well, you're welcome,” Jamieson said, and took it.

“There is one more thing,” Jack said. His grip was very strong. He was
looking into Jamieson’s eyes and smiling. “I did leave, but I cut that bitch’s
throat before I did. I didn’t stop drinking, but it made me feel better. The way
beating up Glenn Ferguson made me feel better. And that wino I told you
about? Kicking him around made me feel better, too. Don't know if I killed
him, but I sure did bust him up.”

Jamieson tried to pull back, but the grip was too strong. The other hand
was once more inside the pocket of the Yankee hoodie.



“I really want to stop drinking, and I can’t do a complete Fifth Step without
admitting that [ seem to really enjoy...”

What felt like a streak of hot white light slid between Jamieson’s ribs, and
when Jack pulled the dripping icepick away, once more tucking it into the
pocket of his hoodie, Jamieson realized he couldn’t breathe.

“... killing people. It’s a character defect, I know, and probably the chief of
my wrongs.”

He got to his feet.

“Thank you, sir. I don’t know what your name is, but you've helped me so
much.”

He started away toward Central Park West, then turned back to Jamieson,
who was grasping blindly for his Times... as if, perhaps, a quick scan of the
Arts and Leisure section would put everything right.

“You'll be in my prayers tonight,” Jack said.



WILLIE THE WEIRDO

Willie’s mom and dad thought their son was strange, with his careful study of
dead birds and his collections of dead bugs and the way he might look at
drifting clouds for an hour or more, but only Roxie would say it out loud.
“Willie the Weirdo,” she called him one night at the dinner table while Willie
was making (trying to, anyway) a clown face in his mashed potatoes with
gravy for eyes. Willie was ten. Roxie was twelve and getting breasts, of which
she was very proud. Except when Willie stared at them, which made her feel
creepy.

“Don’t call him that,” Mother said. She was Sharon.

“But it’s true,” Roxie said.

Father said, “I'm sure he gets enough of that at school.” He was Richard.

Sometimes—often—the family talked about Willie as if he wasn't there.
Except for the old man at the foot of the table.

“Do you get that at school?” Grandfather asked. He rubbed a finger between
his nose and upper lip, his habit after asking a question (or answering one).
Grandfather was James. Ordinarily during family meals he was a silent man.
Partly because it was his nature and partly because eating had become a chore.
He was making slow work of his roast beef. Most of his teeth were gone.

“I don’t know,” Willie said. “I guess sometimes.” He was studying his
mashed potatoes. The clown was now grinning a shiny brown grin with small
globules of fat for teeth.
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Sharon and Roxie cleaned up after dinner. Roxie enjoyed doing the dishes
with her mother. It was a sexist division of labor to be sure, but they could
have undisturbed conversations about important matters. Such as Willie.



Roxie said, “He is weird. Admit it. That’s why he’s in the Remedial.”

Sharon looked around to make sure they were alone. Richard had gone for
a walk and Willie had retired to Grandfather’s room with the man Rich
sometimes called the old boy and sometimes the roomer. Never Dad or my
father.

“Willie isn’t like other boys,” Sharon said, “but we love him anyway. Don’t
we?”

Roxie gave it some thought. “I guess I love him, but I don’t exactly like him.
He's got a bottle filled with fireflies in Grampa’s room. He says he likes to
watch them go out when they die. That’s weird. He’s like a case history in a
book called Serial Killers as Children.”

“Don’t you ever say that,” Sharon told her. “He can be very sweet.”

Roxie had never experienced what she’d call sweetness but thought it
better not to say so. Besides, she was still thinking of the fireflies, their little
lights going out one by one. “And Grampa watches right along with him.
Theyre in there all the time, talking. Grampa doesn’t talk to anyone else,
hardly.”

“Your grandfather has had a hard life.”

“He’s really not my grampa, anyway. Not by blood, | mean.”

“He might as well be. Grampa James and Gramma Elise adopted your
father when he was just a baby. It’s not like Dad grew up in an orphanage and
got adopted at twelve, or something.”

“Dad says Grampa hardly ever talked to him after Gramma Elise died. He
says there were nights when they hardly said six words to each other. But
since he came to live with us, he and Willie go in there and talk up a storm.”

“It's good they have a connection,” Sharon said, but she was frowning
down at the soapy water. “It keeps your grandfather tethered to the world, I
think. He’s very old. Richard came to them late, when James and Elise were
already in their fifties.”

“I didn’t think they let people that old adopt,” Roxie said.

“I don’t know how that stuff works,” Mother said. She pulled the plug and
the soapy water began to gurgle down the drain. There was a dishwasher, but
it was broken and Father—Richard—kept not getting it fixed. Money had



been tight since Grandfather came to live with them, because he only had his
pittance of a pension to contribute. Also, Roxie knew, Mom and Dad had
already begun saving for her college education. Probably not for Willie’s,
though, with him being in the Remedial and all. He liked clouds, and dead
birds, and dying fireflies, but he wasn’t much of a scholar.

“I don’t think Dad likes Grampa very much,” Roxie said in a low voice.

Mother lowered hers even further, so it was hard to hear over the last few
chuckles from the sink. “He doesn’t. But Rox?”

“What?”

“This is how families do. Remember when you have one of your own.”

Roxie never intended to have children, but if she did, and one of them
turned out like Willie, she thought she’d be tempted to drive him into the
deepest darkest woods, let him out of the car, and just leave him there. Like a
wicked stepmother in a fairy tale. She briefly wondered if that made her weird
and decided it didn’t. Once she heard her father tell Mother that Willie’s
career might turn out to be bagging groceries at Kroger's.
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James Jonas Fiedler—aka Grandfather, aka Grampa, aka the old boy—came
out of his room (called his den by Sharon, his lair by Richard) for meals, and
sometimes he would sit on the back porch and smoke a cigarette (three a day),
but mostly he stayed in the small back bedroom that had been Mother’s study
until last year. Sometimes he watched the little TV on top of his dresser (three
channels, no cable). Mostly he either slept or sat quietly in one of the two
wicker chairs, looking out of the window.

But when Willie came in, he would close the door and talk. Willie would
listen, and when he asked questions Grampa would always answer them.
Willie knew most of the answers were untruthful and he was aware that most
of Grandfather’s advice was bad advice—Willie was in the Remedial because
it allowed him time to think about more important things, not because he was
stupid—but Willie enjoyed the answers and advice just the same. If it was
crazy, so much the better.



That night, while his mother and sister were discussing the two of them in
the kitchen, Willie asked Grandfather again—just to see if it jibed with earlier
stories—what the weather had been like at Gettysburg.

Grandfather rubbed a finger beneath his nose, as if feeling for stubble, and
ruminated. “Day One, cloudy and mid-70s. Not bad. Day Two, partly cloudy
and 81. Still not bad. Day Three, the day of Pickett’s Charge, 87 degrees with
the sun beating down on us like a hammer. And remember, we were in wool
uniforms. We all stank of sweat.”

The weather report matched. So far so good. “Were you really there,
Grampa?”

“Yes,” said Grandfather with no hesitation. He passed his finger below his
nose and above his lip, then began to pick his remaining teeth with a yellow
fingernail, extracting a few filaments of roast beef. “And lived to tell the tale.
Many did not. Want to know about July 4th, Independence Day? People tend
to forget that one because the battle was over.” He didn’t wait for Willie to
answer. “Pouring rain, boot-sucking mud, men crying like babies. Lee on his
horse—"

“Traveler.”

“Yes, Traveler. His back was to us. He had blood on his hat and the seat of
his britches. But not his blood. He was unwounded. That man was the devil.”

Willie picked up the bottle on the windowsill (Heinz Relish on the fading
label) and tilted it from side to side, enjoying the dry rustle of the dead
fireflies. He imagined it was like the sound of the wind in graveyard grass on a
hot July day.

“Tell me about the flag boy.”

Grandfather passed his finger between nose and lip. “You've heard that
story twenty times.”

“Just the ending. That’s the part I like.”

“He was twelve. Going up the hill beside me, Stars and Bars flying high.
The end of the pole was socked into a little tin cup on his belt. My mate
Micah Leblanc made that cup. We were halfway up Cemetery Hill when the
boy got hit spang in the throat.”

“Tell about the blood!”



“His lips parted. His teeth were clenched. In pain, I suppose. Blood squirted
out between them.”

“And it gleamed—"

“That’s right.” The finger took a quick swipe beneath his nose, then
returned to his teeth, where one pesky filament remained. “It gleamed like—"

“Like rubies in the sun. And you were really there.”

“Didn’t I say so? I was the one who picked up the Dixie flag when that boy
went down. | carried it twenty more running steps before we were turned
back not a stone’s throw from the rock wall the bluebellies were hiding
behind. When we skedaddled, I carried it back down the hill again. Tried to
step over the bodies, but I couldn't step over all of them because there were so
many.”

“Tell about the fat one.”

Grandfather rubbed his cheek—scritch—then under his nose again—
scratch. “When I stepped on his back he farted.”

Willie's face twisted in a silent laugh and he clutched himself. It was what
he did when he was amused, and whenever Roxie observed that knotted face
and self-hug, she knew he was weird.

“There!” Grampa said, and finally dislodged a long strand of beef. “Feed it
to the fireflies.”

He gave the strand to Willie, who dropped it on top of the dead fireflies in
the Heinz jar. “Now tell me about Cleopatra.”

“Which part?”

“The barge.”

“Ah-ha, the barge, is it?” Grandfather caressed his philtrum, this time with
his fingernail—scritch! “Well, I don’t mind. The Nile was so broad we could
hardly see across it, but that day it was as smooth as a baby’s belly. I had the
rudder...”

Willie leaned forward, rapt.
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On a day not long after the roast beef and the mashed potatoes that made a
clown face, Willie was sitting on a curb after a rainstorm. He had missed the



bus going home again, but that was all right. He was watching a dead mole in
the gutter, waiting to see if the rushing water would wash it into a sewer
grate. A couple of big boys came along, trading arm punches and various
profane witticisms. They stopped when they saw Willie.

“Look at that kid huggin’ himself,” one said.

“Because no girl in her right mind ever would,” said the other.

“It’s the freako,” said the first. “Check out those little pink eyes.”

“And the haircut,” said the second. “Looks like somebody sculped him. Hey
short bus kid!”

Willie stopped hugging himself and looked up at them.

“Your face looks suspiciously like my ass,” said the first, and accepted a high
five from his companion.

Willie looked back down at the dead mole. It was moving toward the
sewer grate, but very slowly. He didn’t believe it was going to make it. At least
not unless it started raining again.

Number One kicked him in the hip and proposed beating him up.

“Let him alone,” Number Two said. “I like his sister. She got a hot bod.”

They went on their way. Willie waited until they were out of sight, then
got up, pulled the damp seat of his pants away from his butt, and walked
home. His mother and father were still at work. Roxie was somewhere,
probably with one of her friends. Grampa was in his room, looking at a game
show on his TV. When Willie came in, he snapped it off.

“You've got a bit of a hitch in your gitalong,” Grampa said.

“What?”

“A limp, a limp. Let’s go out on the back porch. I want to smoke. What
happened to you?”

“Kid kicked me,” Willie said. “I was watching a mole. It was dead. I wanted
to see if it would go into the sewer or not.”

“Did it?”

“No. Unless it did after I left, but I don’t think so.”

“Kicked you, did he?”

“Yes.”



“Ah-ha,” Grampa said, and that closed the subject. They went out on the
porch. They sat down. Grampa lit a cigarette and coughed out the first drag in
several puffs.

“Tell me about the volcano under Yellowstone,” Willie proposed.

“Again?”

“Yes, please.”

“Well, it's a big one. Maybe the biggest. And someday it’s going to blow.
It'll take the whole state of Wyoming when it does, plus some of Idaho and
most of Montana.”

“But that isn’t all,” Willie said.

“Not at all.” Grampa smoked and coughed. “It'll throw a billion tons of ash
into the atmosphere. The crops will die worldwide. People will die worldwide.
The Internet everyone is so proud of will go kerblooey.”

“The ones who don't starve will choke to death,” Willie said. His eyes were
shining. He clutched his throat and went grrrahh. “It could be an extinction
event, like what killed the dinosaurs. Only it would be us this time.”

“Correct,” Grandfather said. “That boy who kicked you won’t be thinking
about kicking anybody then. He'll be crying for his mommy.”

“But his mommy will be dead.”

“Correct,” said Grandfather.
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That winter, a disease in China that had been just another item on the nightly
news turned into a plague that started killing people all over the world.
Hospitals and morgues were overflowing. People in Europe were mostly
staying inside and when they went out they put on masks. Some people in
America also put on masks, mostly if they were going to the supermarket. It
wasn't as good as a massive volcanic eruption in Yellowstone National Park,
but Willie thought it was pretty good. He kept track of the dead-numbers on
his phone. Schools were shut down early. Roxie cried because she was missing
the end-of-year dance, but Willie didn’t mind. You didn't get a dance at the
end of the year when you were Remedial.



In March of that year, Grandfather began to cough a lot more, and
sometimes he coughed up blood. Father took him to the doctor, where they
had to sit in the parking lot until they were called because of the virus that
was killing people. Mother and Father were both pretty sure Grampa had the
virus, probably brought into the house by either Roxie or Willie. Most kids
didn’t get sick, it seemed, or at least not very sick, but they could pass it on and
when old people caught it, they usually died. According to the news, in New
York the hospitals were using refrigerated trucks to store the bodies. Mostly
the bodies of old people like Grampa. Willie wondered what the insides of
those trucks looked like. Were the dead people wrapped in sheets, or were
they in body bags? What if one of them was still alive but froze to death?
Willie thought that would make a good TV show.

It turned out Grampa didn't have the virus. He had cancer. The doctor said
it started in his pancreas and then spread to his lungs. Mother told Roxie
everything while they were doing dishes, and Roxie told Willie. Ordinarily
she wouldn’t have done that, usually the kitchen after supper was like Vegas,
what got said there stayed there, but Roxie couldn’t wait to tell Willie the
Weirdo that his beloved grampa was circling the drain.

“Daddy asked if he should go in the hospital,” she told Willie, “and the
doctor said if you don’t want him to die in two weeks instead of in six months
or a year, take him home. The doctor said the hospital is a germ-pit and
everybody who works there has to dress like in a sci-fi movie. So that's why
he’s still here.”

“Ah-ha,” Willie said.

Roxie elbowed him. “Aren’t you sad? [ mean, he’s the only friend you've
got, right? Unless youre friends with some of your fellow weirdos at that
school. Which—" Roxie made a sad wah-wahh trumpet sound. “—is now
closed, just like mine.”

“What will happen when he can’t go to the bathroom anymore?” Willie
asked.

“Oh, he'll keep going poop and pee until he dies. He'll just do it in bed. He'll
have to wear diapers. Mom said they'd put him in a hospice, only they can't
afford it.”



“Ah-ha,” Willie said.

“You should be crying,” Roxie said. “You really are a fucking weirdo.”

“Grampa was a cop in a place called Selma back in the olden days,” Willie
told her. “He beat on Black people. He said he didn'’t really want to, but he had
to. Because orders is orders.”

“Sure,” Roxie said. “And back in the really olden days, he had pointy ears
and shoes with curly toes and worked in Santa’s workshop.”

“Not true,” Willie said. “Santa Claus isn'’t real.”

Roxie clutched her head.
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Grandfather didn’t last a year, or six months, or even four. He went down fast.
By the middle of that spring he was bedridden and wearing Adult Pampers
under a nightgown. Changing the Pampers was Sharon’s job, of course.
Richard said he couldn't stand the stink.

When Willie offered to help if she showed him how, she looked at him as
if he were crazy. She wore her mask when she went in to change his diapers
or give him his little meals, which were now pureed in the blender. It wasn't
the virus she was worried about, because he didn’t have it. Just the smell.
Which she called the stench.

Willie kind of liked the stench. He didn't love it, that would be going too
far, but he did like it—that mixture of pee, and Vicks, and slowly decaying
Grampa was interesting the way looking at dead birds was interesting, or
watching the dead mole make its final journey down the gutter—a kind of
slow-motion funeral.

Although there were two wicker chairs in Grampa’s room, now only one
of them got used. Willie would pull it up beside the bed and talk to
Grandfather.

“How close are you now?” he asked one day.

“Pretty close,” Grandfather said. He swiped a trembling finger under his
nose. His finger was yellow now. His skin was yellow all over because he was
suffering from something called jaundice as well as cancer. He had to give up
the cigarettes.



“Does it hurt?”

“When I cough,” Grampa said. His voice had grown low and harsh, like a
dog’s growl. “The pills are pretty good, but when I cough it feels like it’s
ripping me up.”

“And when you cough you can taste your own shit,” Willie said matter-of-
factly.

“Correct.”

“Are you sad?”

“Nope. All set.”

Outside, Sharon and Roxie were in the garden, bent over so all Willie
could see was their sticking-up asses. Which was fine.

“When you die, will you know?”

“I will if 'm awake.”

“What do you want your last thought to be?”

“Not sure. Maybe the flag boy at Gettysburg.”

Willie was a little disappointed that it wouldn’t be of him, but not too.
“Can [ watch?”

“If you're here,” Grampa said.

“Because [ want to see it.”

Grampa said nothing.

“Will there be a white light, do you think?”

Grampa massaged his upper lip as he considered the question. “Probably.
It’s a chemical reaction as the brain shuts down. People who think it’s a door
opening on some glorious afterlife are just fooling themselves.”

“But there is an afterlife. Isn’t there, Grampa?”

James Jonas Fiedler ran that long yellow finger along the scant skin
beneath his nose again, then showed his few remaining teeth in a smile.
“You'd be surprised.”

“Tell me about how you saw Cleopatra’s tits.”

“No. I'm too tired.”



One night a week later, Sharon served pork chops and told her family to enjoy
them—savor every bite was how she put it. “There won't be any more chops for
awhile. Bacon, either. The pork processing plants are closing down because
almost all of the workers have the virus. The price is going to go through the
roof.”

“A Day No Pigs Would Die!” Roxie exclaimed, cutting into her chop.

“What?” Father asked.

“It's a book. I did a book report on it. Got a B-plus.” She popped a bite into
her mouth and turned to Willie with a smile. “Read any good first-grade
primers lately?”

“What's a primer?” Willie asked.

“Leave him alone,” Mother said.

Father was on a birdhouse kick. A local gift shop took them on
consignment and actually sold a few. After dinner he went out to his little
garage workshop to build another one. Mother and Roxie went into the
kitchen to do the dishes and jabber. Willie’s job was clearing the table. When
it was done, he went into Grampa’s room. James Fiedler was now only a
skeleton with a skin-covered skull face. Willie thought that if the bugs got
into his coffin they wouldn’t find much to eat. The sickroom smell was still
there, but the smell of decaying Grampa seemed to be almost gone.

Grampa raised a hand and motioned Willie over. When Willie sat down
beside the bed, Grampa beckoned him closer. “This is it,” he whispered. “My
big day.”

Willie pulled his chair closer. He looked into Grampa’s eyes. “What's it
like?”

“Good,” Grampa breathed. Willie wondered if he looked to Grampa like he
was retreating and getting dim. He saw that in a movie once.

“Come closer.”

Willie couldn’t pull his chair any closer, so he bent down almost near
enough to kiss Grampa’s withered lips. “I want to watch you go. I want to be
the last thing you see.”

“I want to watch you go,” Grampa repeated. “I want to be the last thing you
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see.



His hand came up and grasped the nape of Willie’s neck with surprising
strength. His nails dug in. He pulled. “You want death? Get a mouthful.”
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A few minutes later Willie paused outside the kitchen door to listen. “We're
taking him to the hospital tomorrow,” Sharon said. She sounded on the verge
of tears. “I don’t care what it costs, I can’t do this anymore.”

Roxie murmured something sympathetic.

Willie went into the kitchen. “You won't have to take him to the hospital,”
he said. “He just died.”

They turned to him, staring at him with identical expressions of shock and
dawning hope.

Mother said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Willie said, and stroked the skin between his lip and nose with one
finger.



DANNY COUGHLIN’S BAD DREAM
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It’s a bad dream. Danny’s had a few before, everyone has a nightmare from time to
time, but this is the worst one ever. Nothing bad is happening at first, but that doesn’t
help; the sense of impending doom is so strong it’s an actual taste in his mouth, like
sucking on a clump of pennies.

He's walking along the shoulder of a dirt road that’s been packed and oiled to keep
the dust down. It's night. A quarter moon has just risen. To Danny it looks like a
sideways grin. Or a sneer. He passes a sign reading COUNTY ROAD F, only the O
and the Y have been spraypainted over, and UCK has been crammed in to the right
of the F, so the sign now reads CUNT ROAD FUCK. There are a couple of bullet
holes for good measure.

There’s corn on both sides of the road, not as high as an elephant’s eye but maybe
four feet, suggesting it's early summer. County Road F runs dead straight up a mild
rise (in Kansas most rises are mild). At the top is a black bulk of a building that fills
Danny with unreasoning horror. Some tin thing is going tinka-tinka-tinka. He
wants to stop, wants nothing to do with that square black bulk, but his legs carry him
on. There’s no stopping them. He's not in control. A breeze gives the corn a bonelike
rattle. It’s chilly on his cheeks and forehead and he realizes he's sweating. Sweating in
a dream!

When he gets to the top of the rise (calling it “a crest” would just be stupid), there’s
enough light to see the sign on the cinderblock building reads HILLTOP TEXACO. In
front are two cracked concrete islands where gasoline pumps once stood. The tinka-
tinka-tinka sound is coming from rusty signs on a pole out front. One reads REG
$1.99, one reads MID $2.19, and the one on the bottom reads HI-TEST $2.49.

Nothing here to worry about, Danny thinks, nothing here to be afraid of.
And he’s not worried. He's not afraid. Terrified is what he is.



Tinka-tinka-tinka go the signs advertising long-gone gas prices. The big office
window is broken, ditto the glass in the door, but Danny can see weeds growing up
around the shards reflecting the moonlight and knows that it’s been awhile since they
were broken. The vandals—bored country kids, most likely—have had their fun and
moved on.

Danny moves on, too. Around the side of the abandoned station. Doesn’t want to;
has to. He's not in control. Now he hears something else: scratching and panting.

[ don’t want to see this, he thinks. If spoken aloud, the thought would have come
out as a moan.

He goes around the side, kicking a couple of empty motor oil cans (Havoline, the
Texaco brand) out of his way. There’s a rusty metal trash barrel, overturned and
spilling more cans and Coors bottles and whatever paper trash hasnt blown away.
Behind the station there’s a mangy mongrel dog digging at the oil-stained earth. It
hears Danny and looks around, its eyes silver circles in the moonlight. It wrinkles
back its snout and gives a growl that can mean only one thing: mine, mine.

“That’s not for you,” Danny says, thinking I wish it wasn't for me, either, but I
think it is.

The dog lowers its haunches as if to spring, but Danny’s not afraid (not of the
mutt, anyway). He's a town man these days, but he grew up in rural Colorado where
there were dogs everywhere and he knows an empty threat when he faces one. He
bends and picks up an empty oil can, the dream so real, so detailed, he can feel the
scrim of leftover grease down the side. He doesn’t even have to throw it; raising it is
enough. The dog turns tail and leaves at a limping run—either something wrong
with one of its back legs or a split pad on one of its paws.

Danny’s feet carry him forward. He sees that the dog has scratched a hand and
part of a forearm out of the ground. Two of the fingers have been stripped to the bone.
The fleshy part of the palm is also gone, now in the dogs belly. Around the wrist—
inedible, and thus of no use to a hungry dog—is a charm bracelet.

Danny draws in a breath and opens his mouth and



screams himself awake sitting bolt upright in bed, a thing he’s never done
before. Thank God he lives alone so there’s no one to hear it. At first he
doesn’t even know where he is—that derelict gas station seems like the reality,
the morning light coming in through the curtains the dream. He’s even
rubbing his hand on the Royals tee-shirt he went to bed still wearing, to wipe
off the oil that was on the side of the Havoline can he picked up. There’s
gooseflesh from one end of his body to the other. His balls are drawn up, tight
as walnuts. Then he registers his bedroom, and realizes none of that was real,
no matter how real it seemed.

He strips off the tee-shirt, drops his boxers, and heads into the trailer’s tiny
bathroom to shave and shower off the dream. The good thing about the bad
ones, he thinks as he lathers his face, is that they never last long. Dreams are
like cotton candy: they just melt away.
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Only this one doesn’t melt. It retains its clarity in the shower, and while he
dresses in a clean set of Dickies and attaches his keyring to his belt loop, and
while he drives to the high school in his old Toyota pickup, which still runs
good even though it's going to turn back to all zeroes again pretty soon.
Maybe by this fall.

The student and faculty parking lots of Wilder High are almost completely
empty because school let out some weeks earlier. Danny goes around back and
parks in the usual place, at the end of the school bus line. There’s no sign
saying it’s reserved for the head custodian, but everyone knows it’s his.

This is his favorite time of year, when you can do work and it stays done...
at least for awhile. A waxed hallway floor will still shine a week from now,
even two weeks. You can scrape the gum off the floors in the boys’ and girls’
locker rooms (the girls are the worst offenders when it comes to gum, he
doesn’t know why) and not have to do it again until August. Freshly washed
windows don’t pick up adolescent fingerprints. As far as Danny’s concerned,
summer vacation is a beautiful thing.



There are summer classes at Hinkle High one county over, where there are
three full-time janitors. They can have it, as far as Danny’s concerned. He has
a couple of summer employment kids. The good one, Jesse Jackson, is just
punching in when Danny enters the supply room. There’s no sign of the other
one—who, in Danny’s opinion, isn’t worth a hill of beans.

Hill, he thinks. Hilltop Texaco.

“Where's Pat?”

Jesse shrugs. He’s a Black kid, tall and slim, moves well. Built for baseball
and basketball, not football. “Dunno. His car’s not here yet. Maybe he decided
to start the weekend a day early.”

That would be a bad idea, Danny thinks, but guesses Pat Grady’s the kind of
boy who might have all sorts of bad ideas.

“We're going to wax the rooms in the new wing. Start with Room 12.
Move all the desks to one side. Stack em up two by two. Then go to 10 and
repeat. I'll follow along with the buffer. If Pat decides to show up, have him
help you.”

“Yes, Mr. Coughlin.”

“No mister needed, kiddo. I'm just Danny. Think you can remember that?”

Jesse grins. “Yes, sir.”

“No sir, either. Off you go. Unless you want a coffee first to get you
cranking.”

“Had one at the Total coming in.”

“Good for you. I need to check something in the library and then I'll get
going, too.”

“Want me to get the buffer out?”

Danny grins. He could get to like this kid. “Are you bucking for a raise?”

Jesse laughs. “Not likely.”

“Good. Here in Wilder County it's RR, Republicans rule, and they keep a
tight grip on the purse strings. Sure, get the buffer and roll it on down to 12.
Keep meaning to ask if youre by any chance named after the other Jesse
Jackson. The famous one.”

“Yes, sir. | mean Danny.”

“You'll get there, kid. I have faith in you.”



Danny takes his Thermos of coffee down to the library—another benefit of
summer vacation.

4

He turns on one of the computers and uses the librarian’s code to unlock it.
The passcode the kids use blocks anything resembling porn, also access to
social media. With Mrs. Golden’s you can go anywhere, not that Danny is
planning on visiting Pornhub. He opens Firefox and types in Hilltop Texaco.
His finger hovers over the enter button, then he adds County Road F for good
measure. The dream is just as clear now as it was when he woke up, it’s
bugging him (actually scaring him just a little, even with morning sunlight
streaming in through the windows), and finding nothing will, he hopes, put
paid to it.

He pushes the button, and a second later he’s looking at a gray cinderblock
building. In this photo it’s new instead of old and the Texaco sign is spandy
clean. The glass in the office window and door is intact. The gas pumps
sparkle. The prices on the signs say it's $1.09 for regular and $1.21 for mid-
grade. There was apparently no hi-test to be had at Hilltop Texaco when the
picture was taken, which must have been a long time ago. The car at the
pumps is a boat of a Buick and the road out front is two-lane blacktop instead
of oiled dirt. Danny thinks the Buick must have rolled off the line in Detroit
around 1980.

County Road F is in the town of Gunnel. Danny has never heard of it, but
that’s not surprising; Kansas is big and there must be hundreds of tiny towns
he’s never heard of. For all he knows, Gunnel might be across the state line in
Nebraska. The hours of operation are 6 AM to 10 PM. Pretty standard for a
gas-em-up out in the country. Below the hours, in red, is one word: CLOSED.

Danny looks at this dream-made-real with a dismay so deep it’s almost fear.
Hell, maybe it is fear. All he wanted was to make sure Hilltop Texaco (and the
hand sticking out of the ground, don’t forget the hand) was just some bullshit
his sleeping mind created, and now look at this. Just look at it.



Well, I've been by it at some time or other, he reasons. That’s it, gotta be. Didn't |
read somewhere that the brain never forgets anything, just stores the old trivia away
on the back shelves?

He searches for more info about the Hilltop Texaco and finds none. Only
Hilltop Bakery (in Des Moines), Hilltop Subaru (in Danvers, Massachusetts),
and forty-eleven other Hilltops, including a petting zoo in New Hampshire. In
each of these, a line has been drawn through Texaco County Road F, showing
that part of his search parameter hasn’t been met. Why would there be more
info, anyway? It’s just a gas station somewhere out in the williwags—what his
dad used to call East Overshoe. A Texaco franchise that went broke, maybe
back in the nineties.

Above his main selection are a few other options: NEWS, VIDEOS,
SHOPPING... and IMAGES. He clicks on images and sits back in his chair,
more dismayed than ever by what comes up. There are plenty of photos
showing various Hilltops, including four of the Texaco. The first is a duplicate
of the one on the main page, but in another the gas station stands deserted:
pumps gone, windows busted, trash scattered around. This is the one he
visited in his dream, the very one. There can be no doubt about it. The only
question is whether or not there’s a body buried in the oil-soaked earth
behind it.

“T'll be dipped in shit.”

It'’s all Danny can think of to say. He's a thirty-six-year-old man, high
school graduate but no college diploma, divorced, no kids, steady worker,
Royals fan, Chiefs fan, keeps out of the bars after a spell of bad drinking that
led—partially, at least—to his split with Marjorie. He drives an old pickem-
up, works his hours, collects his pay, enjoys the occasional binge-out on
Netflix, visits his brother Stevie every now and then, doesn’t follow the news,
has no politics, has no interest in psychic phenomena. He’s never seen a ghost,
finds movies about demons and curses a waste of time, and wouldn’t hesitate
to stroll through a graveyard after dark if it provided a shortcut to where he’s
going. He doesn't attend church, doesn't think about God, doesn’t think about
the afterlife, takes this life as it comes, has never questioned reality.

He's questioning it this morning. Plenty.



The blat of a car with a bad muffler (or none at all) startles him out of a
state that’s close to hypnosis. He looks up from the screen and sees an old
Mustang pulling into the student parking lot. Pat Grady, his other summer
helper, has finally decided to grace the Wilder High custodial staff with his
presence. Danny looks at his watch and sees it’s quarter to eight.

Keep your temper, he thinks, getting up. This is good Advice to Self, because
his temper has gotten him in trouble before. It's why he spent a night in jail
and why he quit the drinking. As for the marriage, that would have ended
anyway... although it might have limped along for another year or two.

He goes to the door at the end of the new wing. Jesse has indeed brought
down the buffer, and is busy moving and stacking desks in Room 12. Danny
tips him a wave and Jesse tips him one right back.

Pat is ambling toward the door—no worries, no problem—in jeans, a cut-
off tee, and a Wilder Wildcats hat turned around backward. Danny is there to
greet him. He’s got a firm grip on his temper, but the boy’s who-gives-a-fuck
attitude bugs him. And those motorcycle boots he’s wearing are apt to leave
scuff marks.

“Hey, Dan, what up?”

“Youre late,” Danny says, “that’s what’s up. Punch-in’s seven-thirty. It’s
now pushing eight o’clock.”

“Sorry ‘bout that.” Pat gives him a my bad shrug and glides past him, jeans
riding low on his hips.

“This is the third time.”

Pat turns back. His lazy little smile is gone. “Overslept, forgot to set my
phone alarm, what can I say?”

“Here’s what I say. Punch in late again and you're all done. Got it?”

“Are you shitting me? For being twenty minutes late?”

“Last Wednesday it was half an hour. And no, I shit you not. Punch in and
help Jesse move desks in the new wing.”

“The teacher’s pet,” Pat says, rolling his eyes.

Danny doesn’t reply, knowing anything he says at this point will be the
wrong thing. His summer work kids are being paid by the school department.
Danny doesn’t want to say or do something that will allow Pat Grady (or his



folks) to go to the superintendent with a grievance about how he was hassled
on the job. So he’s not going to call Pat a lazy little twerp. Probably he doesn'’t
have to. Pat sees it on his face and turns toward the supply room to punch in,
hitching at his jeans with one hand. Danny doesn’t know if Pat is holding the
other hand to his chest with the middle finger stuck out, but wouldn’t be
surprised.

That kid will be gone by July, Danny thinks. And I've got other things to worry
about. Don't I?

Jesse is standing in the doorway of Room 12. Danny gives him a shrug.
Jesse gives a cautious grin and goes back to moving desks. Danny plugs in the
buffer. When Pat comes back from punching in—at that same lazy amble—
Danny tells him to get busy moving desks in Room 10. He thinks if Pat says a
single wiseass thing, he'll fire him on the spot. But Pat keeps his mouth shut.

Maybe not entirely stupid, after all.

Danny keeps his phone in the glovebox of his Tundra so he won'’t be
tempted to look at it during working hours (he’s seen both Pat and Jesse doing
exactly that—]Jesse only once, Pat several times). When they knock off for
lunch, he goes out to his truck long enough to look up the town of Gunnel.
It's in Dart County, ninety miles north. Not over the Nebraska line, but
butting up against it. He could swear he’s never been in Dart County his
whole life, not even as far north as Republic County, but he must have been at
some point. He tosses his phone back in the glovebox and heads to where
Jesse is eating his lunch—phone in hand—at one of the picnic tables in the
shade of the gymnasium.

“Forgot to lock your truck. No beep.”

Danny grins. “Anyone who steals from it, good luck and welcome to what
they get. Plus the truck itself has eaten her share of road. Got almost two
hundred thousand miles on the clock.”

“Bet you love it, though. My dad loves his old Ford quarter-ton.”

“I sort of do. Seen Pat?”

Jesse shrugs. “Probly eating in his car. He loves that old Mustie. I think he
should take better care of it, but that’s just me. We gonna finish the new
wing?”



“Gonna give it a try,” Danny says. “If we don't, there’s always Monday.”
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That night he calls his ex, a thing he does from time to time. He even went
down to Wichita for her birthday in April, brought her a scarf—blue, to
match her eyes—and stayed for cake and ice cream with her new guy. He and
Margie get along a lot better since they split. Sometimes Danny thinks that’s a
shame. Sometimes he thinks it’s just the way it should be.

They talk a little bit, this and that, people they know, her mother’s
glaucoma and how Danny’s brother is doing at his job (fabulous), and then he
asks if they ever drove north, maybe over into Nebraska, maybe to Franklin or
Beaver City. Didn't they have lunch one time in Beaver City?

She laughs—not quite her old mean laugh, the one that used to drive him
crazy, but close. “I never would have gone to Nebraska with you, Danno. Ain’t
Kansas borin enough?”

“You're sure?”

“Posi-lute,” Margie says, then tells him she thinks Hal—her new guy—is
going to pop the question pretty soon. Would he come to the wedding?

Danny says he would. She asks if he’s taking care of himself, meaning is he
still off the booze. Danny says he is, tells her to look both ways before crossing
the street (an old joke between them), and hangs up.

Never would have gone to Nebraska with you, Danno, she said.

Danny has been to Lincoln a couple of times and Omaha once, but those
towns are east of Wilder, and Gunnel is dead north. Yet he must have been
there and just forgot it. Maybe back in his drinking days? Except he never
drove when he was out-and-out shitfaced, afraid of losing his license or
maybe hurting somebody.

I was there. Must have been, back when that county road was still tarvy instead of
packed dirt.

He stays up later than usual and tosses around quite a bit before finally
dropping off, afraid the dream will come back. It doesn’t, but the next



morning it’s as clear as ever: deserted gas station, half-moon, stray dog, hand,
charm bracelet.

6

Unlike many men of his age and station, Danny doesn’t drink (not now,
anyway), doesn’t smoke, doesn’t chew. He likes pro sports and might put five
bucks down on the Super Bowl just to make it interesting, but otherwise he
doesn’t gamble—not even two-buck scratch tickets on payday. Nor does he
chase after women. There’s a lady in his trailer park he visits from time to
time, Becky’s what used to be called a grass widow, but that’s more of a casual
friendship than what the afternoon talk shows call “a relationship.” Sometimes
he stays over at Becky’s place. Sometimes he brings her a bag of groceries or
babysits her daughter if Beck has errands to run or an early evening hair
appointment. There’s plenty of get-along between them, but love ain't in it.

On Saturday morning he packs his dinnerbucket with a couple of
sandwiches and a piece of the cake Becky brought over after he wired up the
tailpipe of her old Honda Civic. He fills his Thermos with black coffee and
heads north. He thinks he’ll feel like eating if he takes a look behind that
deserted gas station and finds nothing. If he sees what he saw in his dream,
probably not.

The GPS on his phone gets him to Gunnel by ten-thirty. The day is all
Kansas, hot and bright and clear and not very interesting. The town is
nothing but a grocery store, a farm supply store, a café, and a rusty water
tower with GUNNEL on the side. Ten minutes after leaving it, he comes to
County Road F and turns onto it. It’s tar, not packed dirt. Nevertheless his
stomach is tight and his heart is beating hard enough so he can feel it in his
neck and his temples.

Corn closes in on both sides. Feed corn, not eating corn. As in his dream,
it's not yet as high as an elephant’s eye, but it looks good for late June and will
be six feet by the time August rolls around.

The road is tarvy and that’s different from the goddam dream, he thinks, but
only two miles along the tar quits and then it’s packed dirt. A mile after that



he stops dead in the road (which is no problem since there’s no traffic). Just
ahead on his right is a county road sign, which has been defaced with
spraypaint so it reads CUNT ROAD FUCK. There’s no way he saw that in his
dream, but he did. The road is rising now. When he goes another quarter of a
mile, maybe even less, he will see the squat shape of the abandoned gas
station.

Turn around, he thinks. You don’t want to go there and nobody’s making you, so
just turn around and go home.

Except he can't. His curiosity is too strong. Also, there’s the dog. If it’s there
it will eventually disinter the body, visiting further violation on a girl or
woman who has already suffered the ultimate violation of being murdered.
Letting that happen would haunt him worse—and longer—than the dream
itself.

Does he know for a fact that the hand belongs to a female? Yes, because of
the charm bracelet. Does he know for a fact that she was murdered? Why else
would someone have buried her behind a deserted gas station somewhere
north of hoot and south of holler?

He drives on. The gas station is there. The rusty tin signs out front read
$1.99 for regular, $2.19 for mid-grade, and $2.49 for high octane, just as they
did in his dream. There’s a light breeze here at the top of the rise, and the
signs go tinka-tinka-tinka against the steel pole on which they are mounted.

Danny pulls onto the cracked and weed-sprouting tarmac, careful to stay
clear of the busted glass. His tires aren’t new, and the spare is so bald it’s
showing cord in a couple of places. The last thing he wants—the last thing in
the world—is to be stranded out here.

He gets out of his truck, slams the door, and jumps at the sound it makes.
Stupid, but he can’t help it. He's pretty well scared to death. Somewhere in the
distance, a tractor is blatting. It might as well be on another planet, as far as
Danny’s concerned. He can’t remember ever feeling this utterly alone.

Walking around the station is like re-entering his dream; his legs seem to
be moving on their own, with no directions from the control room. He kicks
aside a deserted oil can. Havoline, of course. He wants to pause at the corner
of the cinderblock building long enough to visualize seeing nothing, nothing



at all, but his legs carry him around without a pause. They are relentless. The
rusty trash barrel is there, overturned and spilling its crap. The dog is there,
too. It’s standing at the edge of the corn, looking at him.

Damn mutt was waiting for me, Danny thinks. It knew I was coming.

This should be a stupid idea, but it’s not. Standing here, miles from the
nearest human being (living human being, that is), he knows it’s not. He
dreamed of the dog, and the dog dreamed of him. Simple.

“Fuck off!” Danny vyells, and claps his hands. The dog gives him a baleful
look and limps away into the corn.

Danny turns to his left and sees the hand, or what’s left of it. And more.
The stray has been busy. It has exhumed part of a forearm. Bone glimmers
through the flesh, and there are bugs, but there’s enough left for him to see
that the person buried here is white, and there’s a tattoo above the charm
bracelet. It looks like either rope or a circlet of barbed wire. He could tell
which if he went closer, but he has no urge to go closer. What he wants is to
get the hell out of here.

But if he leaves, the dog will come back. Danny can't see it, but he knows
it’s close. Watching. Waiting to be left alone with its early lunch.

He goes back to his truck, gets his phone out of the glove compartment,
and just looks at it. If he uses it, he’s going to look guilty as shit. But that
goddam dog!

An idea comes to him. The trash barrel is on its side. He tips it all the way
over, sliding out a pile of crap (but no rats, thank God). Under the rust it’s
solid steel, has to go thirty, thirty-five pounds. He clasps it against his
midsection, sweat rolling down his cheeks, and walks it to the hand and
forearm. He lowers it and steps back, brushing rust off his shirt. Will that be
enough, or will the dog be able to tip it over? Hard to say.

Danny goes around to the front of the station and pries up two good-sized
chunks of the crumbling concrete. He takes them around back and stacks them
on top of the overturned barrel. Good enough? He thinks so. For awhile,
anyway. If the dog decides to batter at the barrel to get what's beneath, one of
those chunks is apt to fall off and bonk it on the head.

Good so far. Now what?



7

By the time he gets to his truck, his head is a little clearer and he has an idea of
how he should go. He starts the engine and backs around to head south, once
more being careful not to roll over any of the broken glass. A farm truck goes
by headed north. It's hauling a small open trailer filled with lumber. The
driver, gimme cap yanked down to the tops of his ears, stares grimly ahead,
taking no notice of Danny. Which is good. When the farm truck is over the
rise, Danny pulls out and heads back the way he came.

On the outskirts of Thompson he stops in at a Dollar General and asks if
they sell prepaid cell phones—what are called burners in some of the TV
programs he watches. He's never bought such an item, and thinks the clerk
will probably direct him elsewhere, maybe to the Walmart in Belleville, but
the clerk points him to aisle five. There are lots of them, but the Tracfone
seems to be the cheapest, there’s no activation fee, and it comes with
instructions.

Danny takes his wallet out of his hip pocket, ready to pay with his Visa,
and then asks himself if he was born dumb or just grew that way. He puts it
back and takes his folding money out of his left front pocket instead. He pays
with that.

The clerk is a young guy with acne and a scruffy soul patch. He gives
Danny a grin and asks him if he’s going to kick some dickens on Tinder. He
calls Danny “bro.”

Danny has no idea what he’s talking about, so just tells the clerk he doesn't
need a bag.

The young guy says no more, only rings Danny up and gives him his
receipt. Outside the door, Danny drops the receipt in a handy trashcan. He
wants no record of this transaction. All he wants is to report the body. The
rest is up to people who investigate things for a living. The sooner he can get
this business behind him, the better. The idea of letting it go entirely never
crosses his mind. Sooner or later that dog—maybe with others—will tip the
barrel over to get at the meat beneath. He can't let that happen. Someone’s
wife or daughter is buried behind that abandoned station.
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Two miles down the road he parks in a little rest area. There are two picnic
tables and a Porta-John. That’s the whole deal. Danny pulls in, opens the
blister pack the Tracfone came in, and scans the instructions. They are simple
enough, and the phone comes with a fifty per cent charge. Three minutes later
it's live and ready to go. Danny considers writing down what he wants to say
and decides there’s no need. He’s going to keep this brief so nobody can trace
the call.

His first thought was the Belleville PD, but that’s in a different county, and
he knows the emergency number for the Kansas Highway Patrol—it’s posted
in the Wilder High School office and in the halls of both the old and the new
wing. In schools all across the state, Danny supposes. Nobody says it’s in case
of an active shooter because no one has to.

He touches *47. It rings just a single time.

“Kansas Highway Patrol. Do you have an emergency?”

“l want to report a buried body. I think it must be a murder victim.”

“What is your name, sir?”

He almost gives it. Stupid. “The body’s located behind an abandoned
Texaco station in the town of Gunnel.”

“Sir, may I please have your name?”

“You go up County Road F. You'll come to a rise. The gas station is at the
top.”

“Sir—"

“Just listen. The body is behind the station, all right? A dog was chewing
on the hand of whoever’s buried there. It's a woman or maybe a girl. I covered
her hand with a trash barrel, but the dog'll get that off pretty soon.”

“Sir, I need your name and the location you're calling fr—"

“Gunnel. County Road F, about three miles in from the highway. Behind
the Texaco station. Get her out of there. Please. Someone'll be missing her.”

He ends the call. His heart is triphammering in his chest. His face is wet
with sweat and his shirt is damp with it. He feels like he’s just run a marathon,
and the burner phone feels radioactive in his hand. He takes it to the trash
barrel between the picnic tables, dumps it in, thinks better of it, fishes it out,



wipes it all over on his shirt, and tosses it in again. He’s five miles down the
road before recalling—also from some TV show or other—that he maybe
should have taken out the SIM card. Whatever that is. But he’s not going back
now. He doesn’t think the police can trace calls made from burner phones
anyway, but he’s not going to risk going back to the scene of the crime.

What crime? You reported a crime, for God’s sake!

Nevertheless, all he wants is to go home and sit in front of the television
and forget this ever happened. He thinks about eating the lunch he packed,
but has no appetite.

9

Now that his drinking days are over, Danny doesn't sleep in even on the
weekends. Sunday morning he’s up at six-thirty, eats a bowl of cereal, and
turns on the KSNB Morning Report at seven. The big story is a nine-car
pileup on I-70 west of Wilson. Nothing about a body being discovered behind
an abandoned gas station. He’s about to turn the TV off when the Sunday
morning anchor, who probably needs to show ID to get a beer in a bar, says,
“This just in. We have a report that a body has been discovered buried behind
an empty building in the small town of Gunnel, not far from the Nebraska
state line. Police have closed off a county road just north of town and the site
is under investigation. We'll update this story on our website and on the
evening news.”

Danny goes to the station’s website several times as the morning
progresses, also the website of KAAS out of Salina. At quarter of noon the
KAAS website adds a forty-second clip of police cars blocking the entrance to
County Road F. There’s one other addition to the story he saw on the
morning newscast: the body is said to be that of a woman. Which isn’t news
to Danny.

He goes across the trailer park to see Becky. He gets a nice hug from her
daughter, a nine-year-old cutie named Darla Jean. Becky asks if he wants to go
out and get a bag of burgers at Snack Shack. “You can take my car,” she says.

“I want to go, too!” Darla Jean says.



“All right,” Becky says, “but you go and change your shirt first. That one’s
all smutty.”

“She doesn’t need to change,” Danny says. “I'll just drive through.”

They get the burgers, plus fries and limeades, and eat in the shade behind
Becky's trailer. It’s nice there. Becky has a jacaranda tree that she has to water
all the time. Because, she says, “This kind of flora don’t belong in Kansas.” She
asks if there’s something on his mind, because she twice has to repeat things
she’s told him. “Either that or you're going senile.”

“Just thinking about what I've got on for next week,” he says.

“You sure you're not thinking about Margie?”

“Talked to her yesterday,” Danny says. “She thinks her boyfriend’s gonna
pop the question.”

“Are you still carrying a torch for her? Is that it?”

Danny laughs. “Not likely.”

“Danny!” Darla Jean shouts. “Watch me do a double somersault!”

So he does.
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That night KSNB has a reporter on the scene. She looks unsure of herself—
definitely weekend help. She’s standing in front of the police cars blocking
County Road F from the turnout.

“Following an anonymous tip, KHP troopers were called to a deserted gas
station in the town of Gunnel late yesterday afternoon. They discovered the
body of an unidentified female buried behind the station, which...” She
consults her notes and brushes hair out of her eyes. “... which closed in 2012
when Route 119 was widened to four lanes. If the woman has been identified,
KHP isn't saying. Certainly her identity won't be released to the press pending
notification of next-of-kin. Police are not saying if she was murdered, either,
but given this isolated location...” She shrugs, as if to say what else? “Back to
you, Pete.”

She’ll be identified soon enough, Danny thinks. The important thing is he
hasn’t been ID’d. He is just “an anonymous tipster.”



My good deed for the year, he thinks. And who says no good deed goes
unpunished?
But then, just to be safe, he knocks on wood.

11

Pat Grady shows up on time for work every day of the following week. Danny
dares to hope Pat’s learned his lesson, but he’ll never be the worker Jesse
Jackson is. As the oldtimers used to say, that young man knows how to squat
and lean.

Meanwhile, information about Danny’s dream girl begins to accrete.
Although not named, she’s reported to be twenty-four and a resident of
Oklahoma City. According to a friend, this unnamed girl had had enough of
both her parents and community college and intended to hitchhike out to Los
Angeles and go to hairdressing school, maybe get work as an extra in the
movies or TV shows. She made it as far as Kansas. The body had been there
for awhile—KHP detectives weren’t saying how long, but long enough to be
“badly decomposed.”

Dog might have had something to do with that, Danny thinks.

She had been “repeatedly stabbed,” according to a police source. Also
sexually assaulted, which was a semi-polite way of saying raped.

It was the end of the Thursday night story on the local news that made
Danny uncomfortable. The stand-up reporter was older than the weekend
woman, male, obviously part of the A Team. He was standing in front of the
gas station, where the tarmac was blocked with yellow police tape. “Kansas
Bureau of Investigation detectives are actively seeking the man who phoned
in the original tip giving the location of the body. If anyone knows his
identity, detectives hope they will come forward. Or if anyone recognizes his
voice. Listen.”

The screen showed the sort of silhouette some people used to hide their
faces on social media. Then Danny heard his own voice. It was awesomely
clear, hardly distorted at all: The body’s located behind an abandoned Texaco
station in the town of Gunnel.. County Road F, about three miles in from the



highway. Behind the Texaco station. Get her out of there. Please. Someone’l be
missing her.

He was starting to wish he'd left well enough alone. Except when he
thought of that chewed hand and forearm sticking out of the ground, he knew
there was nothing well enough about it. He snapped off the television and
spoke to the empty trailer. “What I really wish is I'd never had that fucking
dream.” He paused, then added: “And I hope I never have another one.”

12

On Friday afternoon Danny is using a longneck mop to clean the tops of the
hanging fluorescents in the main office when a dark blue sedan pulls into the
faculty parking lot. A woman in a white shirt and blue slacks gets out from
behind the wheel. She hangs a satchel-sized purse over one shoulder. A man
in a black sportcoat and saggy-ass dad jeans gets out from the passenger side.
Danny takes one look at them as they walk toward the high school’s front
doors and thinks, I'm caught.

He leans the mop in the corner and goes to meet them. The only thing that
surprises him about this arrival is his lack of surprise. It’s as if he was
expecting it.

He can hear faint rock music playing through the speakers in the gym.
Jesse and Pat are down there, cleaning up the crap that always appears when
the bleachers are rolled back and collapsed against the walls. The plan is to
revarnish the hardwood next week, a job that always gives Danny a headache.
Now he wonders if helll even be here next week. Telling himself that’s
ridiculous, telling himself that he’s done nothing wrong, doesn’t help much.
The catchphrase from some old sitcom comes to him: You got some ‘splainin to
do.

The woman opens the outside door and holds it for the man. Danny leaves
the office and walks down the front hall. The newcomers are in the lobby,
standing by the trophy case with the blue and gold WILDCAT PRIDE banner
above it. The woman looks to be in her thirties, dark hair pulled back in a
tight bun. She’s got a pistol on the left side of her belt, the butt turned



outward. On the right side is a badge. It's blue and yellow with the letters KBI
in the middle. She’s good-looking in a severe way, but it’s the man who draws
Danny’s attention, although he can't initially say why. Later it will occur to
him that you instinctively recognize a nemesis when one appears in your life.
He'll try to dismiss the idea as bullshit, but he’s clear on what went through
his mind, even as he approached them: Watch out for this guy.

The male half of the team is older than the woman, but how much is a
question. Danny is usually good at guessing ages within a few years one way
or the other, but he can’t get a handle on this guy. He could be forty-five. He
could be pushing retirement. He could be sick, or just tired. A peninsula of
coarse, wavy hair in which red and gray are equally mixed comes down almost
to the top line on his forehead. It's combed back into what looks to Danny like
a jumbo widow’s peak. His skull gleams creamy unblemished white on either
side of it. His eyes are dark and deepset with bags beneath. The black
sportcoat is fading at the elbows, like it’s been dry-cleaned dozens of times. He
also has a KBI badge on his belt, but isn’t carrying a gun. If he were, Danny
thinks the weight of it might pull those dad jeans right down to his ankles,
exposing a pair of billowy old-fella boxers. He has no belly in front, no hips
on the sides, and if he turned around, Danny thinks those jeans would sag on
a no-ass that is the particular property of so many skinny-built white men
from the Midwest. All he’s lacking is a Skoal pouch pushing out his lower lip.

The cop steps forward, holding out his hand. “Daniel Coughlin? I'm
Inspector Franklin Jalbert, Kansas Bureau of Investigation. This is my partner,
Inspector Ella Davis.”

Jalbert’s hand is hard and his grip is hot, almost as if he’s running a fever.
Danny gives it a token shake and lets go. The woman doesn’t offer her hand,
just gives him an assessing stare. It’s as if she can already see him doing that
sad dance known as the perp walk, but this doesn’t bother Danny the way
Jalbert’s gaze does. There’s something dusty about it, as if he’s seen versions of
Danny a thousand times before.

“Do you know why we're here?” Ella Davis asks.

Danny recognizes the sort of question—like asking a guy if he’s still
beating his wife—to which there’s no right answer. “Why don'’t you tell me?”



Before either of them can reply, the door at the end of the old wing screeks
open and booms shut. It's Jesse. “We finished sweeping where the bleachers
were, Danny. You should have seen all the—" He sees the man in the fading
black sportcoat and the woman in the blue pants and stops.

“Jesse, why don’t you—"

The door screeks and booms again before Danny can finish. This time it’s
Pat, jeans low-riding, hat turned around backward, totally down widdit. He
stands just behind Jesse, looking at Danny’s company with his head cocked to
one side. He sees the woman’s gun, he clocks the badges, and a slight smile
starts to form.

Danny tries again. “Why don'’t you two get an early start on the weekend?
I'll punch you out at four.”

“For reals?” Pat asks.

Jesse asks if he’s sure. Pat gives him a don’t fuck this up thump on the
shoulder. He’s still smiling, and not because the weekend’s starting an hour
early. He likes the idea that his boss might be in trouble with the po-po.

“T'm sure. If you left any of your stuff in the supply room, pick it up on
your way out.”

They leave. Jesse throws a quick look over his shoulder, and Danny is
touched by the concern he sees in it. When the door booms shut, he turns
back to Jalbert and Davis and repeats his question. “Why don'’t you tell me?”

Davis skirts that. “We just have a few questions for you, Mr. Coughlin.
Why don’t you take a little ride with us? The Manitou PD has kindly set aside
their break room for us. We can be there in twenty.”

Danny shakes his head. “I promised those young men I'd punch them out at
four. Let’s talk in the library.”

Ella Davis shoots a quick look at Jalbert, who shrugs and gives a smile that
momentarily exposes teeth that are white—so no Skoal, Danny thinks—but so
small they're no more than pegs. He grinds them, Danny thinks. That's what does
that.

“I think the library sounds just about fine,” Jalbert says.

“It’s this way.”



Danny sets off down the hall, but not leading them; Jalbert is on his left
side, Davis on his right. When they're seated at one of the library tables, Davis
asks if Danny minds having their little talk recorded. Danny says he doesn’t
mind. She dips into her purse, brings out her phone, and sets it on the table in
front of Danny.

“Just so you know,” she says, “you don't have to talk to us. You have the
right to remain silent. Anything you say—"

Jalbert flips two fingers up from the table and she stops at once. “I don'’t
think we have to give Mr. Coughlin... say, can I call you Danny?”

Danny shrugs. “Either way.”

“l don’t think we have to give him the Miranda as of now. He’s heard it
before, haven’t you, Danny?”

“I have.” He wants to add the charge was dismissed, Margie agreed, by then I'd
quit drinking and hassling her. But he thinks Jalbert already knows that. He
thinks these two may have known who made that tip call for awhile. Long
enough to dig into his past, long enough to know about Margie taking out a
restraining order on him.

They are waiting for him to say more. When Danny doesn’t, Davis
rummages in her almost-a-satchel and brings out her electronic tablet. She
shows him a photograph. It’s of a Tracfone in a plastic bag, which has been
tagged with the date it was discovered and the name of the officer—G.S. Laing,
KBI Forensics—who found it.

“Did you buy this phone at a Dollar General store on the Byfield Road in
the town of Thompson?” Davis asks.

There is no point in lying. This pair will have shown the Dollar General
clerk his mug shot from when he was arrested for violating the restraining
order. He sighs. “Yes. I guess I should have taken out that card thing from the
back.”

“Wouldn’'t have mattered,” Jalbert says. He’s not looking at Danny. He’s
looking out the window at Jesse and at Pat, who is laughing his ass off. He
gives Jesse a whack on the shoulder and heads for his car.

“The officer who took your call had the phone’s number on her screen, and
the cell tower it pinged on.”



“Ah. I didn’t think it through, did I?”

“No, Danny, you really didn't.” Davis gives him an earnest look, not smiling
but letting him know she could smile, if he gives her more. “Almost like you
wanted to be found out. Is that what you wanted?”

Danny considers the question and decides it’s idiotic. “Nope. Just didn't
think it through.”

“But you admit you made the call, right? The one about the location of
Yvonne Wicker? That was her name. The dead woman.”

“Yes.”

He’s in for it now and knows it. He doesn't believe they can arrest him for
the murder, the idea is absurd, the worst thing he ever did in his life was to
stand outside his soon-to-be ex-wife’s house and yell at her until she called
Wichita PD. The first two times they just made him leave. The third time—
this was after she’d taken out the restraining order—they arrested him and he
spent a night in County.

They are waiting for him to go on. Danny crosses his arms and says
nothing. He'll have to do some ’splainin, no doubt about it, but dreads it.

“So you were at the Texaco in Gunnel?” Jalbert asks.

“Yes.”

“How many times?”

Twice, Danny thinks. Once when I was asleep and once when I was awake.

“Once.”

“Did you put a trash barrel over that poor girl’s remains to protect it from
animal depredation?” Jalbert’s voice is low and gentle, inviting confidences.

Danny doesn’t know the word depredation, but the context is clear. “Yes.
There was a dog. Do you know what happened to it?”

“It was destroyed,” Ella Davis says. “The responding officers couldn’t
discourage it, and they didn’t want to wait for Animal Control from Belleville,
so—"

Jalbert puts a hand on her arm, a gentle hand, and she stills at once, even
coloring a little. You don't give information to a suspect, Danny thinks. He knows
that even if she doesn’t. And he thinks again, watch out for this guy.



Davis swipes her tablet, presumably to another photo. “Do you own a
white 2010 Toyota Tundra pickup truck?”

“It's a 2011. I park around back by the school buses.” Where they haven’t
seen it, but they know the make and model. And he knows what the picture
will show even before she shows it to him. It’s his truck, in the lot of the
Dollar General where he bought the phone. The license plate is clear.

“Security camera?”

“Yes. I have others with you in them. Want to see?”

Danny shakes his head.

“Okay, but here’s one that might interest you.” This time it’s a high-rez
black-and-white photo of tire tracks on the cracked tarmac of the Texaco.
“When we compare these to the tires on your truck, will they match?”

“I guess they will.” He never thought he might've left tracks, but should
have. Because beyond the tarvy, County Road F is dirt. It occurs to him that
you can be damn careless about covering your tracks—Iliterally—if you
haven’t committed a crime.

Davis nods. “Also, a farmer named Delroy Ferguson saw a white truck
parked in front of that gas station. Same day you made that call from
Thompson. He called the Highway Patrol, said he thought it might be
someone scavenging. Or a dope meet.”

Danny sighs. He could have sworn that farmer never took his eyes off the
road as he hauled his trailer of barnboards north along the otherwise deserted
county road. He thinks again, I'm caught.

“It was my truck, [ was there, I bought the phone, I made the call. So why
don’t we cut through the bullshit? Ask me why I was there. I'll tell you.” He
thinks about adding you wont believe it, but wouldn’t that be stating the
obvious?

He thinks Davis is going to ask just that, but the man in the black coat cuts
in. “Funny thing about that phone. It was wiped clean of fingerprints.”

“Yes, I did that. Although from what you're telling me, you would have
found it anyway.”

“Yup, yup. On the other hand, you paid cash for it,” Jalbert says, as if just
passing the time. “That was smart. Without the security camera video, we



might have taken quite awhile to find you. Might not have found you at all.”

“l didn’t think it through. I told you that.” The library is cool, but he’s
starting to sweat. Color is rising in his cheeks. He feels like a fool. No good
deed goes unpunished is exactly right.

Jalbert watches Pat Grady pull out, engine blatting and bad-valve oil
shooting from the tailpipe. Then he trains his somehow dusty gaze on Danny.
“You wanted to be caught, am I right?”

“No,” Danny says, although in his heart he wonders. Jalbert’s gaze is
powerful. [ know what I know, it says. ['ve been doing this a long time, Sunny Jim,
and I know what I know. “I just didn’t want to explain how I knew that woman
was there. [ didn’t think anyone would believe me. If | had it to do over again,
[ would have written an anonymous letter.”

He pauses, looking down at his hands and biting his lip. Then he looks up
again and says the truth.

“No. I'd do it the same. Because of the dog. It got at her. It would have
gotten at her some more. And maybe other dogs would have come, once it
had the hand and arm out of the ground. They would have scented the...”

He stops. Jalbert helps him. “The body. Poor Miss Yvonne’s body.”

“l didn’t want that to happen.” He is still getting used to her name. Yvonne.
Pretty name.

Ella Davis is looking at him like he has a disease, but Jalbert’s somehow
dusty eyes never change. He says, “So tell us. You knew it was there how?”

So then Danny tells them about the dream. About the sign defaced to read
CUNT ROAD FUCK, the moon, the tinka-tinka-tinka of the price signs
tapping on their pole. He tells them about how his legs carried him forward of
their own accord. He tells them about the hand, the charm bracelet, the dog.
He tells them everything, but he can’t convey the clarity of the dream, how it
felt like reality.

“I thought it would just fade away like most dreams do after you wake up.
But it didn’t. So finally I went out there because I wanted to see for myself that
it was just some crazy movie in my own head. Only... she was there. The dog
was there. So I made the call.”



They are silent, looking at him. Considering him. Ella Davis doesn’t say Do
you really expect us to swallow that? She doesn’t have to. Her face says it for her.

The silence spins out. Danny knows he’s supposed to break it, supposed to
try and convince them by giving more details. He’s supposed to stumble over
his words, start to babble. He keeps silent. It’s an effort.

Jalbert smiles. It’s startling, because it’s a good one. Warm. Except for the
eyes. They stay the same. Like a man uttering a great truth, he says, “Youre a
psychic! Like Miss Cleo!”

Davis rolls her eyes.

Danny shakes his head. “I'm not.”

“Yes! Yes, you are! By God! Three! I bet you have helped the police in other
investigations, like that Nancy Weber or Peter Hurkos. You might even know
what people are thinking!” He taps one sunken temple, where a snarl of little
blue veins pulse.

Danny smiles and points at Ella Davis. “I don’t know Nancy Weber or Peter
Hurkos from a hole in the ground, but I know what she’s thinking. That I'm
full of shit.”

Davis smiles back without humor. “Got that right.”

Danny turns to Jalbert. “I haven't ever helped the police. Before this, I
mean.”

“No?”

“I never had a dream like that before, either.”

“No psychic flashes at all? Maybe telling a friend there’s stuff on the cellar
stairs so watch out or someone’s going to take a header?”

“No.”

“For gosh sakes don’t leave the house on the 12th of May? Twelve?”

“No.”

“The missing ring is on top of the bathroom medicine cabinet?”

“No.”

“Just this one time!” Jalbert is trying to sound amazed. His eyes aren’t
amazed. They crawl back and forth across Danny’s face. They almost have
weight. “One!”

“Yes.”



Jalbert shakes his head—more amazement—and looks to his partner.
“What are we going to do with this guy?”

“How about arresting him for the murder of Yvonne Wicker, does that
sound like a plan?”

“Oh, come on! I told you guys where the body was. If I killed her, why
would I do that?”

“Publicity?” She almost spits the word. “How about that? Arsonists do it all
the time. Set the fire, report the fire, fight the fire, get their pictures in the
paper.”

Jalbert suddenly leans forward and grasps Danny’s hand. His touch is
unpleasant—so dry and so hot. Danny tries to pull away, but Jalbert’s grip is
strong. “Do you swear?” he asks in a confidential whisper. “Do you swear,
swear, swear—three times, one and two more—that you didn’t kill Miss
Yvonne Wicker?”

“Yes!” Danny yanks his hand back. He was embarrassed and scared to start
with; now he’s freaked out. It crosses his mind that Franklin Jalbert might be
mental. It's probably an act, but what if it’s not? “I dreamed where her body
was, and that’s all!”

“Tell you what,” Ella Davis says, “I've heard some terrible alibis in my time,
but this one takes the prize. It's way better than the dog ate my homework.”

Jalbert, meanwhile, is shaking his head and looking sorrowful... but the
eyes don't change. They keep crawling over Danny’s face. Back and forth they
go. “Ella, I think we need to clear this man.”

“But he knew where the body was!”

They’re working off a script, Danny thinks. Damned if theyre not.

Jalbert continues to shake his head. “No... no... we need to clear him. We
need to clear this one-time-only psychic janitor.”

“I'm a custodian!” Danny says, and immediately feels foolish.

“I'm sorry, this one-time-only psychic custodian. We can do that because
the man who raped Miss Yvonne didn’t wear a prophylactic, and that left a
goldmine of DNA. Would you mind giving us a swab, Danny? So we can
eliminate you from our investigation? No strain, no pain, just a Q-tip inside
your cheek. Does that sound all right?”



Danny doesn’t realize how ramrod straight he’s been sitting until he settles
in his seat. “Yes! Do it!”

Davis immediately dips into her bag again. She’s a good Girl Scout who
comes prepared. She brings out a packet of swabs. Danny is looking at Jalbert,
and what he sees—maybe—is the briefest flicker of disappointment. Danny’s
not positive, but he thinks Jalbert was bluffing, that the rapist-killer actually
did wear a rubber.

“Open wide, Mr. Psychic Custodian,” Davis says.

Danny opens wide and Davis swabs the inside of his cheek. She looks
approvingly at the Q-tip before popping it into the container. “Cells tell,” she
says. “They always do.”

“Carrier’s here,” Jalbert says.

Danny looks out the window and sees a flatbed pulling into the parking lot.
Ella Davis is looking at Jalbert. He gives her a nod and she delves into her bag
again. She comes out with two thin bundles of paper held together with paper
clips. “Search warrants. One for your truck and one for your home at...” She
consults one of them. “919 Oak Drive. Would you care to read them over?”

Danny shakes his head. What else should he have expected?

Jalbert says, “Go out and tell them his pickup’s around back. Video them
putting the truck on the flatbed so our custodian can’t claim later that we
planted anything.”

She takes her phone and stands up but looks doubtful. Jalbert gives her a
smile, showing those tiny pegs that serve him as teeth, and flaps a hand at the
door. “We'll be fine, won’t we, Danny?”

“If you say so.”

“Keys?” she asks.

“Under the seat.” He flicks the keyring hanging on his belt loop. “I've got
enough keys for this place, I don’t need to add more. Truck’s not locked.” And
for once he has his phone with him.

She nods and goes out. When the door closes, Jalbert says, “That flatbed is
going to take your pickup to Great Bend, where it will be gone over from
bumper to tailpipe. Will we find anything belonging to Miss Yvonne?”

“Not unless you plant it.”



“One of her hairs? One single blond hair?”

“Not unless—”

“Not unless we plant it, yes. Danny, we'll be taking a ride after all, but not
to the Manitou PD. To your place. Just out of curiosity, are there any oaks in
Oak Grove Trailer Park? Four or five? Maybe only three?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. There will be some cops and a forensic unit there. Is your
housekey on the ring with the keys to your truck?”

“Yes, but the door is unlocked.”

Jalbert raises eyebrows that are the same red mixed with gray as his jumbo
widow’s peak. “Aren’t you the trusting soul?”

“Ilock up at night. In the daytime...” Danny shrugs. “I've got nothing worth
stealing.”

“Travel light, do you? Not just psychic but an acolyte of Thoreau!”

Danny doesn’t know who that is any more than he knows what Tinder is.
He guesses Jalbert knows that. His eyes crawl and crawl. Danny realizes why
he felt the man’s gaze was dusty. His eyes have no shine, no sparkle, just a
certain avidity. He’s like room tone, he thinks. Odd idea, but it’s right somehow.
He wonders if Jalbert dreams.

“T've got a question for you, Danny, one I've already asked and you've
answered, but this time I'll give you your rights first. You have the right to
remain silent. If you choose to speak to me—you don’t have to, but if you do
—anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have a right
to have an attorney present. If you can't afford an attorney, one will be
provided for you.” He pauses. The small white pegs make an appearance. “I'm
sure that has a familiar ring.”

“It does.” What Danny’s thinking is that when he and Jalbert arrive at his
trailer, there will be cops there already. Those residents not at work will see
and pass it on—police were searching Danny Coughlin’s trailer. By dark the news
will be all over Oak Grove.

“You understand your rights?”

“I do. But you're not recording. She took her phone.”



“Doesn’t matter. This is just between us.” Jalbert stands and leans forward,
his fingers tented on the library table, his eyes searching Danny’s face. “So, one
more time. Did you kill Yvonne Wicker?”

“No.”

For the first time Jalbert’s smile looks real. In a low, almost caressing voice,
he says, “I think you did. I know you did. Sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

Danny looks at his watch. “What I want is to clock out those two kids. And
myself.”

13

It’s what Danny expected at Oak Grove. Two police cars and a white forensics
van are parked in front of his trailer. Half a dozen of his neighbors are
standing around watching. Ella Davis is there, along with four uniformed
cops and two forensics guys who are wearing white pullover suits, gloves, and
booties. Danny assumes she caught a ride to the trailer park with the flatbed
hauling his truck, so the neighbors will have seen that, too. Nice. At least
Becky’s not here, which is a relief. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays she
has a part-time job at Freddy’s Washateria. Darla Jean colors or reads a book
while Becky empties washers and driers and makes change and folds clothes.

But she'll find out, Danny thinks. Someone will be eager to tell her. Probably that
motormouth Cynthia Babson.

Although his trailer is unlocked, they've waited for Jalbert. Davis walks
over to the car. When Danny gets out of the front seat instead of the back, she
frowns at Jalbert, who only shrugs.

She says, “Are we going to find any weapons in there, Mr. Coughlin?”

So no more Danny, and she’s speaking loud enough for the lookie-loos to
hear. Does she want them to understand Danny Coughlin is a suspect of
something serious? Of course she does.

“.38 semi-auto in the bedside table. Colt Commander.” He wants to add he
has a perfect right to a home defense weapon, he’s never been convicted of a
felony, but keeps his mouth shut. He can see Bill Dumfries standing by his



trailer, beefy arms crossed over his chest, face neutral. Danny decides he wants
to talk to Bill when he gets a chance.

“Loaded?”

“Yes.”

“Are we going to find any drugs, syringes, or other drug paraphernalia?”

“Tust aspirin.”

She nods to the forensics guys. They go inside, carrying their cases. A cop
with a videocam follows behind. He’s wearing booties and nitrile gloves, but
no all-over suit.

“Can I go in?” Danny asks.

Davis shakes her head.

“Let him stand in the doorway and watch,” Jalbert says. “No harm in that.”

Davis gives Jalbert another frown, but Danny is pretty sure they have done
this dance before. Not good-cop bad-cop, but aggressive-cop neutral-cop.
Only he doubts if Jalbert is neutral. Davis either.

Danny goes up the steps. Theyre concrete block, even after three years he
keeps thinking his Oak Grove trailer is temporary, but there are flowers on
either side. He gave Becky money to buy the seeds. He and Darla Jean planted
them.

He stands in the doorway and watches the forensics guys go through his
private space, opening drawers and cupboards. They look in the fridge, his
oven, the countertop microwave. It’s infuriating. He keeps thinking, This is
what you get for trying to help, this is what you get.

From behind him, soft, Jalbert says, “Theyll give you receipts for what they
take for testing.”

Danny jumps a little. He never heard Jalbert coming. He’s a quiet son of a
bitch.

In the end, all they take are his gun and a butcher knife. One of the
forensics guys bags them and the other forensics guy photographs them—
video isn't enough, apparently. Danny has three steak knives, but they don’t
take those. He surmises that their serrated blades don’t match the wounds they
found on Yvonne Wicker’s body.



Danny goes down the steps. Davis and Jalbert have their heads together.
She’s murmuring something to Jalbert, who listens without taking his eyes off
Danny. Jalbert nods, murmurs something in return, and then they walk back
to Danny. Curious eyes are watching them. Police visits aren’t uncommon in
the trailer park, but this is the first time Danny has been visited by them.

Ella Davis says in a casual tone, as if just passing the time of day: “Have you
killed others, Danny? And it just got to be too much for you? Was it guilt
instead of publicity? Was the Wicker girl the straw that broke the camel’s
back?”

Looking her dead in the eye, Danny says, “I haven't killed anybody.”

Davis smiles. “You need to come on down to the Manitou cop shop
tomorrow. We have more questions. How does ten o’clock sound?”

Just the way I wanted to spend my Saturday morning, Danny thinks. “What if |
refuse?”

She makes her eyes round. “Well, that would be your choice. For now,
anyway. But if you didn’t do anything but report the body, I'd think you would
want to get this cleared up.”

“Done and dusted,” Jalbert says, and brushes his hands together to
demonstrate. “Ten o'clock, okay?”

“In case you didn’t notice, your guys took my truck.”

“We'll send a car for you,” Jalbert says.

“Maybe I should rent one from Budget and send you guys the bill.”

“Good luck getting someone to okay paying that,” Jalbert says.
“Bureaucracy.” The pegs of his teeth wink, then disappear. “But you can try.”

Davis says, “Stay close tonight. You can leave town but don’t leave the
county.” She smiles. “We'll be watching.”

“I have no doubt.” Danny hesitates a moment, then says, “If this is how you
guys act when someone does you a solid, I'd hate to see how you act when
someone does you dirt.”

“We know—"

Danny has had enough. “You know nothing, Inspector Davis. Now get out.
Both of you.”



She’s unperturbed, just unzips the side pocket of her satchel purse and
hands him a card. “This is my cell. It will get me day or night. Give me a call if
you decide against a further interview tomorrow morning. But I don't advise
it.”

She and Jalbert get into the dark blue sedan. They drive toward the trailer
park entrance, past the sign reading SLOW WE LOVE OUR CHILDREN.

Danny walks over to Bill Dumfries. “What in the hell was that about?” Bill
asks.

“Long story short, I found the body of a murdered girl in a little town
north of here. Gunnel. Tried to call it in anonymously. They found out. Now
they think I did it.”

“Jesus,” Bill says, and shakes his head. “Cops!”

It sounds good, and maybe the doubt Danny thinks he sees in Bill’s eyes is
his imagination. Danny doesn'’t care. Bill retired from Dumfries Contracting
three years ago, and if anyone in Oak Grove knows of a lawyer in the area, it’s
Bill. He asks, Bill checks his phone, and Danny has a name and number even
before the dark blue sedan turns onto the highway. He types the info into his
contacts.

“I'm surprised they didn’t take my phone, too,” Danny says. “If I'd left it in
the glove compartment of my truck like I usually do, they'd have it.”

Bill says he’s pretty sure they would have needed a separate warrant for
that, then says: “They might ask you to turn it over tomorrow. If you've got
something on it you don’t want them to see, I'd trash it.”

“I don’t,” Danny says, a little too loudly. People are still looking at him and
his trailer door has been left open. He feels violated and tells himself that’s
stupid, but the feeling doesn’t go away. Because it’s not stupid.

“Billy!” It's Mrs. Dumfries, standing in the door of their trailer, a
doublewide that’s the fanciest one in the park. “Come in here, your dinner’s
getting cold!”

Bill doesn’t look back, but he gives Danny a quick thumbs-up. Which is
better than nothing, Danny supposes.



14

In the trailer with the door shut, Danny has a sudden fit of the shakes and has
to sit down. It’s the first one since his drinking days, when he used to get the
shakes on mornings-after until he got his first cup of coffee into him. Also
some aspirin. And of course he had them when he woke up in that Wichita
jail cell, and there was no coffee or aspirin to banish them. That was when he
decided he had to quit the booze or he was going to get into even more
serious trouble. So he quit, and look at the mess he’s in now. No good deed, et
cetera.

He doesn’t bother making coffee, but there’s a sixpack of Pepsi in the
fridge. He chugs one down, lets out a ringing belch, and the shakes start to
subside. The lawyer’s name is Edgar Ball and he’s local. He doesn’t expect to
get Ball—it’s past 5 PM on a Friday evening—but the recorded message gives
him a number to call if it’s urgent. Danny calls it.

“Hello?”

“Is this Edgar Ball? The lawyer?”

“It is, and I'm just about to take my wife out to dinner at Happy Jack’s. Tell
me why you're calling and make it brief.”

“My name is Daniel Coughlin. I think the police believe I murdered a girl.”
He rethinks that. “I know they believe it. I didn't do it, I just told them where
the body was. I'm supposed to go in for questioning tomorrow at the Manitou
police station.”

“Manitou PD wants to—"

“Not them, KBI. They're just going to use a room at the Manitou station to
question me. They're giving me tonight to stew, but I think they might arrest
me in the morning. [ need a lawyer. I got your name from Bill Dumfries.”

A woman calls something in the background. Ball says he'll be there in two
shakes of a lamb’s tail. Then, to Danny: “I'm a real estate lawyer, did Bill tell
you that? I haven’t handled a criminal case since the first year I hung out my
shingle, and back then it was mostly DUIs and petty larceny.”

“I don’t know any other—"

“What time is your interview?”

“They want me at ten.”



“At Manitou PD on Rampart Street.”

“If you say so.”

“T'll represent you at the interview, I can do that much.”

“Thank y—~

“Then, if they don't just drop this, I'll recommend a lawyer who deals with
criminal matters.”

Danny starts to say thank you again, and maybe ask Ball if he could give
him a ride to the police station, but Ball has hung up.

[t isn’t much, but it’s something. He calls Becky.

“Hey, Beck,” he says when she answers. “I've got a little problem here, and I
wondered—"

“l know about your little problem,” Becky says, “and it doesn’t sound so
little to me. I just got off the phone with Cynthia Babson.”

Of course you did, Danny thinks.

“She says the cops think you killed that girl they found up north.”

She stops there, waiting for him to say he didn’t do it, that it’s ridiculous,
but he shouldn’t have to do that. She’s known him for three years, they have
sex once a week, sometimes twice, he’s picked her daughter up from school,
and he shouldn’t have to do that, end of story.

He says, “I'm supposed to talk to them tomorrow, these two investigators
from KBI, and I wondered if I could borrow your car. They took my truck to
Great Bend and I'm not sure when I'll get it back.”

There’s a long pause, then Becky says, “I was going to take DJ to the High
Banks Hall of Fame tomorrow. You know she loves those funny cars.”

Danny knows the place, although he’s never been there. He also knows
Darla Jean has never expressed the slightest interest in seeing a bunch of
midget racing cars, at least not to him. If it was a doll museum, that would be
different.

“All right. No problem.”

“You didn’t have anything to do with that girl, did you, Danny?”

He sighs. “No, Beck. | knew where she was, is all.”

“How? How did you know that?”

“I had a dream.”



She kindles. “Like Letitia in Inside View?”

“Yes. Just like her. I have to go, Becky.”

“You take care of yourself, Danny.”

“You too, Beck.”

At least she believed me about the dream, he thinks. On the other hand, Becky
seems to believe everything she reads in her favorite supermarket tabloid,
including how the ghost of Queen Elizabeth is haunting Balmoral Castle and
about the intelligent ant-people living deep in the Amazon rainforest.

15

Ella Davis takes her partner to his hotel in Lyons and parks under the canopy.
Jalbert grabs his battered old briefcase—companion of twenty-plus years of
investigations covering Kansas from side to side and top to bottom—and tells
her helll be at the Manitou PD by nine tomorrow. No need to pick him up,
hell drive his personal. They can go over their plan of attack one more time
before Coughlin arrives at ten. Davis herself is going on to Great Bend, where
she’s staying with her sister. There’s a big birthday party coming up. Ella’s
daughter is turning eight.

“Do we have enough to arrest him, Frank?”

“Let’s see what forensics finds in his truck.”

“No doubt in your mind that he did it?”

“None. Drive safe, Ella.”

She heads out. Jalbert gives her a wave and then heads to his room, giving
his Chevy Caprice a pat on the way by. Like his briefcase, the Caprice has been
with him on many cases from Kansas City on one side of the state to Scott
City on the other.

The two-room suite, far from fancy, is what’s known as “Kansas plain.”
There’s a smell of disinfectant and a fainter smell of mold. The toilet has a
tendency to chuckle after flushing unless you flap the handle a few times. The
air conditioner has a slight rattle. He’s been in better places, but he’s been in
far worse. Jalbert drops his briefcase on the bed and runs the combination
lock. He takes out a file with WICKER written on the tab. He makes sure the



curtains are pulled tight. He puts the chain on the door and turns the thumb
lock. Then he undresses down to the skin, folding each item of clothing on
top of the briefcase as he goes. He sits in the chair by the door.

“One.”

He moves to the chair by the tiny (almost useless) desk and sits down. “One
plus two, add three: six.”

He goes to the bed and sits beside his briefcase and folded clothes. “One,
two, three, four, five, and six make twenty-one.”

He goes into the bathroom and sits on the closed lid of the toilet. The
plastic is cold on his skinny buttocks.

“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, and ten make fifty-five.”

He goes back to the first chair, skinny penis swinging like a pendulum, and
sits down. “Now add eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen, makes a
hundred and twenty.”

He makes another full round, which satisfies him. Sometimes he has to go
to ten or twenty rounds before his mind tells him it’'s enough. He allows
himself a piss that he’s been holding a long time, then washes his hands while
he counts to seventeen. He doesn’t know why seventeen is perfect for hand-
washing, it just is. It works for teeth-brushing, too. Hair washing is a twenty-
five count, has been since he was a teenager.

He pulls his suitcase from under the bed and puts on fresh clothes. Those
he took off and folded go into the suitcase. The suitcase goes back under the
bed. On his knees he says, “Lord, by Your will I serve the people of Kansas.
Tomorrow if it’s Your will, I'll arrest the man who killed poor Miss Yvonne.”

He takes the folder to the chair by the useless desk and opens the file. He
looks at the pictures of Miss Yvonne, leafing through them five times (one to
five added together make fifteen). She is terrible to look at; terrible, terrible.
These pictures would break the stoniest heart. What he keeps coming back to
is the charm bracelet—some of the charms missing, from the look of it—and
the dirt in her hair. Poor Miss Yvonne! Twenty years old, raped and
murdered! The pain she must have felt! The fear! Jalbert’s pastor claims that
all earthly terrors and pains are wiped away in the joys of heaven. It’s a



beautiful idea, but Jalbert isn’t so sure. Jalbert thinks that some traumas may
transcend even death. A terrible thought, but it feels true to him.

He looks at the pathologist’s report, which is a problem. It states that Miss
Yvonne was in the oil-soaked ground at least ten days, plus or minus, before
her body was exhumed by the Highway Patrol, and there is no way of telling
when she was actually murdered. Coughlin could have buried her behind the
deserted gas station immediately, or he could have held onto the body for
awhile, possibly because he couldn’t decide where to dispose of it, possibly for
some psycho reason of his own. Without a more precise time of death,
Coughlin really doesn’t have to have an alibi; he’s a moving target.

“On the other hand,” Jalbert says, “he wants to be caught. That's why he
came forward. He’s like a girl saying no-no with her mouth and yes-yes with
her eyes.” Not that he could make such a comparison to anyone else—most of
all Ella Davis. Not in this era of #Believethe Woman.

I believe in Miss Yvonne, he thinks.

He’s unhappy that they don’t have more and thinks about doing the chairs
again, but doesn’t. He walks down to the Snack Shack for a cheeseburger and a
shake instead. He counts his steps and adds them. Not as good as doing the
chairs, but quite soothing. He sits in his Kansas plain suite, which he will
forget as soon as he leaves it, as he has forgotten so many other temporary
accommodations. He eats his burger. He drinks his shake until the straw
crackles in the bottom. He thinks about Coughlin saying he dreamed Miss
Yvonne’s location. That’s the part of him that wants to confess. He'll admit it
and then he’s done.
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Danny is watching something on Netflix without really seeing it when his
phone rings. He looks at the screen, sees it's Becky, and thinks she’s had time
to change her mind about loaning him her car. Only that’s not it. She tells him
they better cool it for awhile, keep their distance. Just until the cops clear him
of the Wicker thing, as of course they will.



“But see, here’s the thing, Danny. Andy’s talking about going back to court
and suing me... or whatever they call it... for custody of Darla Jean. And if his
lawyer can say I've been spending time with someone under suspicion for...
you know, that girl... he might be able to convince a judge.”

“Really, Beck? Didn't you tell me he’s six months behind on his child
support payments? [ don’t think a judge would be very eager to turn DJ over
to a deadbeat dad, do you?”

“l know, but... Danny, please try to understand... if he had Darla Jean, he
wouldn’t have to pay child support. In fact... I don’t know exactly how these
things work, but I might have to pay him.”

“When was the last time he even took D]J for the weekend?”

She has an answer for that, too, more weak bullshit, and he doesn’t know
why he’s pressing the issue. It's never been true love, just an arrangement
between two single people who are living in a trailer park and edging into
middle age. She doesn’t want to be involved? Fine. But he'll miss Darla Jean,
who helped him plant flowers to dress up his cement block steps a little. DJ is
a sweetie, and—

An idea strikes him. It's unpleasant, it's plausible, it's unpleasantly
plausible.

“Are you afraid I might do something to D], Becky? Molest her, or
something? Is that what this is about?”

“No, of course not!”

But he hears it in her voice, or thinks he does, and it comes to the same.

“Take care of yourself, Beck.”

“Danny—"

He ends the call, sits down, and looks at the TV, where some male doofus
is telling some female doofus that it’s complicated.

“Ain’t it just?” Danny says, and zaps the show into oblivion. He sits and
looks at the blank television screen and thinks, I will not pity myself I just
screwed up reporting what I found, and I won’t pity myself

Then he thinks of Jalbert’s eyes, crawling over his face.

“Watch out for that one,” he says. For the first time in two years he finds
himself wishing for a beer.
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Jalbert lies in his bed, ramrod straight, listening to a prairie wind blowing
outside, thinking about the next day’s interrogation. He doesn’t want to think
about it, he needs his sleep so he can be fresh in the morning. Coughlin is the
one who should lie sleepless tonight, tossing and turning.

But sometimes you can’t turn off the machine.

He swings his legs out of bed, grabs his phone, and calls George Gibson,
who'’s been heading the KBI forensics unit for the last seven years. Gibson
flew in from Wichita as soon as the judge signed off on the search warrants,
and was ready to start work as soon as Coughlin’s truck was delivered. Calling
him is a mistake, Gibson will call him if he has something, but Jalbert can’t
help himself. Sometimes—Ilike now, for instance—he knows how junkies feel.

“George, it's Frank. Have you got anything? Any sign at all that the girl was
in his truck?”

“Nothing yet,” Gibson says, “but we're still working.”

“I'm going to leave my phone on. Call me if you get something definitive. It
doesn’t matter how late.”

“I will. Now may I go back to work?”

“Yes. Sorry. It’s just... we're working for the girl, George. For Miss Yvonne.
We're her—”

“Advocates. Thanks for reminding me.”

“Sorry. Sorry. Go back to work.”

Jalbert ends the call and lies down. He begins counting and adding. One
and two makes three, three more is six, four more is ten, five more is fifteen.
By the time he gets to seventeen is a hundred and fifty-three, he has finally
begun to relax. By the time he gets to twenty-eight is four hundred and six,
he’s drifting into sleep.
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At two o'clock his phone wakes him. It's Gibson.
“Give me some good news, George.”



“I would if I could.” Gibson sounds beat. “The truck is clean. I'm going
home while I can still keep my eyes open.”

Jalbert is sitting bolt upright in bed. “Nothing? Are you kidding?”

“I never kid after midnight.”

“Did you put it on the lift? Did you check the undercarriage?”

“Don't tell your granny how to suck eggs, Frank.”

Gibson sounds on the verge of losing his temper. Jalbert should stop. He
can'’t stop.

“He washed it, didn’t he? Son of a bitch washed it and probably had it
detailed.”

“Not lately, he didn’t. There’s still plenty of dirt on it from his trip out to
Gunnel. No traces of bleach in the cab or the truck bed, either.”

Jalbert expected more. He expected something. He really did.

Gibson says, “Finding fingerprints, hair, an item of her clothing... that
would’ve been ideal, the gold standard, but it doesn’t mean he didn’t have her.
He either did an ace cleaning job inside or—"

“Or she was never in the truck at all.” Jalbert is hatching a headache and
getting back to sleep is probably going to be out of the question. “He could
have used some other vehicle to transport her. He’s got a girlfriend in that
trailer park. Maybe he used her car. If he doesn’t confess, we may have to—"

“There’s a third possibility,” Gibson says.

“What?” Jalbert snaps.

“He could be innocent.”

Jalbert is amazed to silence for a few seconds. Then he laughs.
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When Jalbert arrives at the Manitou police station the next morning—fresh
pair of dad jeans, fresh shirt, same lucky black coat—he sees Ella Davis
waiting for him on the front step, smoking a cigarette. When she sees him
coming, she drops it and steps on the butt. She thinks of telling him he looks
tired, rejects the idea, and instead asks him what he knows about Coughlin’s
truck.



“Clean,” Jalbert says, and sets his briefcase down between his sensible black
shoes. “Which means we've got a little more work to do.”

“It could also mean Yvonne Wicker wasn'’t his first. Have you thought of
that?”

Of course he has. Serials often botch their first one, but if they’re not
caught they learn from their mistakes. He could tell Davis there was no bleach
residue in the truck, meaning Coughlin didn't use it to clean up blood, other
fluid, or touch DNA, but the idea doesn’t cross his mind because it doesn’t
matter. Coughlin did her. The dream story was either a half-assed effort to
show off—like an arsonist showing up to help fight the fire he started, as
Davis said—or because the guilt has gotten too much for him and he wants to
confess. Jalbert thinks the latter, and will be happy to help him in that regard.

“Miss Yvonne stayed at a shelter in Arkansas City on the night of May
31st,” Jalbert says. “Her signature is in their ledger. Next morning she buys
coffee and a sausage biscuit at a Gas-n-Go near the intersection of I-35 and...
help me.”

“State Road 166,” Davis says. “She’s on the security video. Big as life. Clerk
saw her picture in the Oklahoman and called it in. Gold star for him.”

Jalbert nods. “June 1st, just past eight AM. Off she goes to hitch a ride on
35. And that’s the last time anyone saw Miss Yvonne until Coughlin drives out
to Gunnel and reports the body. We together so far?”

Davis nods.

“So when we question Coughlin, we have to ask him where he was and
what he was doing between the 1st of June and the 24th, when he made that
call.”

“He'll say he doesn’t remember. Which is reasonable. It’s only on TV that
people remember where they were. If you asked me where I was on June 5th...
or the 10th... I couldn't tell you. Not for sure.”

“He punches a clock at the high school where he works, that takes care of
some of the time.”

She starts to say something and he raises those two fingers to cut her off.

“ know what you're thinking, a time-clock doesn’t know what you do after
you punch in, but he’s got those two boys working for him. We'll talk to them.



See if he left them on their own for a few hours, or even a whole day.”

Davis takes a notebook out of her big bag and begins to scribble in it.
Without looking up she says, “School was still in the first week of June. I
checked the calendar online. Plenty of people will have seen him, if he was
there.”

“We're going to talk to everyone,” Jalbert says. “Just you and me, Ella. Find
out as much as we can about where he was during those three weeks. Find out
where the holes are. The inconsistencies. Are you up for that?”

“Yes.”

“That’s if he doesn’t confess this morning, which I have a feeling he might
do.”

“Only one thing bothers me,” Davis says. “How he looked when you told
him the perp left semen. What I saw on his face—and his body, that too—was
relief. Gladness, almost. He couldn’t wait to give me a cheek swab.”

Jalbert raises his hands, palms out, as if to physically push the idea away.
“Why would he worry about DNA? He knew it was a bluff because he put on a
prophylactic before he raped her.”

She says nothing, but there’s a look on her face that makes him frown.
“What?”

“It was relief,” she repeats. “Like he didnt know about the rubber. Like he
thought a DNA compare might really let him off the hook.”

Jalbert laughs. “Some of these bad boys are exceptional actors. Ted Bundy
had a girlfriend. Dennis Rader fooled his own wife. For years.”

“I suppose, but he wasn’t very clever about the burner he used, was he?”

The frown reappears. “Come on, Ella, he wanted us to find him. Now are
we going to get justice for Miss Yvonne this morning?”

She considers this. Jalbert has been an investigator with KBI for twenty
years. She’s been an inspector for five. She trusts his instincts. Plus the story of
the dream is such obvious bullshit.

“We are.”

He pats her on the shoulder. “That’s it, partner. You hold that thought.”
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The last thing Danny wants is another cop car showing up at his trailer, so at
nine-thirty he’s standing at the entrance to Oak Grove, hands in his pockets,
waiting for his ride. He’s thinking about how badly he fucked up the
anonymous call, succeeding in only making things look worse for himself.
And he’s thinking about Jalbert. The woman doesn’t scare him. Jalbert does.
Because Jalbert has made up his mind and all Danny has is a story about a
dream that only a few people (such as Inside View readers like Becky) would
believe.

Well, he does have one other thing going for him: he didn't kill the girl.

As it turns out, he could have waited at his trailer, because the cop who
picks him up is driving an unmarked. He’s wearing his uniform, but sitting
behind the wheel with his hat on the seat and the top button of his shirt
undone, he could be any John Q. Citizen.

He powers down the passenger window. “Are you Coughlin?”

“Yes. Can I sit up front with you?”

“Well, I don’t know,” the cop says. He’s young, surely no more than twenty-
five. This is Kansas, but he gives off a laid-back surfer-dude vibe. “Are you
going to launch an attack on me?”

Danny smiles. “I don't launch attacks on anyone until at least mid-
afternoon.”

“Okay, you can sit up front just like a big boy, but do me a favor and keep
your hands where I can see them.”

Danny gets in. He clicks his seatbelt. The cop’s dashboard computer is off
but his police radio mutters constantly, too low to hear.

“So,” the cop says. “Getting questioned by KBI in our little police station.
What a thrill, right?”

“Not for me,” Danny says.

“Did you kill that girl? The one they found in Gunnel? Just between us, you
know.”

“No.”

“Well, what else would you say?” the cop asks, and laughs. Danny surprises
himself by laughing with him. “How'd you know she was there if you didn’t



kill her?”

Danny sighs. It's out there now; as Elvis used to say, it’s your baby, you
have to rock it. “I saw it in a dream. Went out to see for myself, and she was
there.”

He expects the cop to say that’s the most ridiculous story he’s ever heard,
but he doesn’t. “Weird shit happens,” he says. “You know Red Bluff, about
sixty miles west of here?”

“Heard of it, never been there.”

“An old lady went to the cops and said she’d had a vision of a little boy
falling down an old well. This was six or eight years ago. And you know
what? That kid was there. Still alive. Made national news. Tell those KBlers to
google it. Red Bluff, kid down the well. They'll find it. But.”

“But what?”

“Stick to your story if you didn't do that girl in. Don’t go changing it, or
theyll hang you.”

“You sound like you're no fan of the KBIL.”

The cop shrugs. “They're all right for the most part. Treat us like hicks,
mostly, but ain’t that what we are, when you get right down to it? Six-man
force, little speed trap outside of town, that’s us. Our OOD told those two they
can have the break room to question you. We use it for interrogations when
we have to, so it’s got a camera and a mike.”

He pulls up in front. The station door opens and Jalbert comes out. He
stands on the top step in his black coat with the faded elbows, looking down.

“One other thing, Mr. Coughlin. We all know about Frank Jalbert. He
don’t quit. Highway Patrol worships him, think he’s a fucking legend. And my
guess is he don’t believe in dreams.”

“I know that much already,” Danny says.
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Danny mounts the steps. Jalbert holds out his hand. Danny hesitates but
shakes it. The hand is as dry and feverish as it was yesterday.



“Thank you for coming, Danny. Let’s go inside and straighten this thing
out, what do you say? The officer in charge just put on a fresh pot of coffee.”

“Not just yet.”

Jalbert frowns.

“It’s only five to ten,” Danny says. “I'm expecting someone.”

“Oh?”

“A lawyer.”

Jalbert raises his eyebrows. “As a rule, folks who feel the need to lawyer up
are guilty folks.”

“Or smart folks.”

To this Jalbert says nothing.

Edgar Ball shows up at ten on the dot. He’s riding a ginormous Honda
Gold Wing motorcycle. The motor is so quiet that Danny can hear an easy-
listening oldie—REO Speedwagon’s “Take It On the Run”—from the in-dash
radio. Ball parks, kickstands his ride, and dismounts. Danny likes him
immediately, partly for the huge bike, partly because he’s middle-aged, dressed
in a golf shirt that makes no secret of his man-boobs, and big old khaki shorts
that flap down to his knees. Never did a real estate lawyer look less like a real
estate lawyer.

“I take it you are Daniel Coughlin,” he says, and sticks out a pudgy hand.

“I am,” Danny says, shaking with him. “Thank you for coming.”

Ball switches his attention to the man in the black coat. “I'm Eddie Ball,
Counselor at Law. And you, sir, are—?"

“Inspector Franklin Jalbert, Kansas Bureau of Investigation.” He’s gazing
across the mostly deserted Manitou Main Street, seeming not to see Ball’s
outstretched hand. “Let’s go inside. We have questions for Danny.”

“You go inside,” Ball says, “and we'll join you shortly. I'd like to have a
private word with my client.”

Jalbert frowns. “We don’t have all day. I'd like to get this done, and I'm sure
Danny would, too.”

“Of course, but this is a serious matter,” Ball says, still pleasant. “If it takes
all day, that’s what it will take. I have a right to speak with my client before
you question him. If youre with KBI, you know this. Be grateful, Inspector,



that I'm willing to do it out here on the police station steps instead of taking
him to my office on the backseat of my sled.”

“Five minutes,” Jalbert says. Then, to Danny: “Youre making it worse for
yourself, son.”

“Oh, please,” Ball says, pleasant as ever, “spare us the movie music.”

Jalbert shows the pegs of his teeth in a momentary grin. That’s how he looks
like inside all the time, Danny thinks.

Once Jalbert’s gone, Ball says, “He’s quite the Tatar, isn’t he?”

Danny doesn’t know the word and wonders briefly if Ball called Jalbert a
tater, as in Tater Tot. “Well, he’s something. Truth is, he scares me. Mostly
because I didn't kill that girl and he’s sure I did.”

Ball holds up his hand. “Whoa, no primary declarations. I called you my
client, but youre not, at least as yet. My fee for this morning is four hundred
dollars. I should charge only two, because I've forgotten most of what I once
knew about criminal law, but it’s Saturday morning and I'd really prefer to be
on the golf course. Is the amount agreeable?”

“Fine, but I don’t have my checkb—"

“Do you have a dollar?”

“Yes.”

“Good enough for a retainer. Fork it over.” And when Danny has done so:
“Now youre my client. Tell me exactly what happened and why Inspector
Jalbert has it in for you, as he clearly does. Add nothing extraneous and leave
nothing out that’s going to come back to haunt you later.”

Danny tells him about the dream. He tells him about going to Gunnel and
finding the Texaco station. He tells him about the dog. He tells him about the
hand and the trash barrel. This is all crazy-time stuff, but the color doesn't rise
in his cheeks until he tells Ball how stupid he was about the anonymous tip.

“The way I look at it, that’s actually in your favor,” Ball says. “You didn’t
know what you were doing. And wishing for anonymity, given how you came
by your information, is completely understandable.”

“l should have studied it a little more,” Danny says. “I assumed, and you
know what they say about—"



“Yes, yes, makes an ass out of u and me. An oldie but a goodie. Daniel, have
you ever had a previous experience of a psychic nature?”

“No.”

“Think carefully. It certainly wouldn't hurt if there were prior—"

“No. Just this.”

Ball sighs and rocks back and forth. He’s wearing motorcycle boots and
knee-high compression socks with his XL shorts, which Danny finds amusing.

“All right,” he says. “It is what it is, another oldie but goodie.”

Ella Davis comes out. “Danny, if you don’t want to make the two-hour ride
to Great Bend and answer our questions there, let’s get this show on the road.”

Ball smiles at her. “You are?”

“Inspector Davis, KBI, and I'm losing my patience. So is Frank.”

“Well, we certainly don’t want that, do we?” Ball says. “And since your
valuable time is also my client’s valuable time, I'm sure Daniel will be happy to
help you with your enquiries, so he can get back to his Saturday.”
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There’s a rattling soft drink machine in the Manitou PD’s break room. There’s
a counter with a coffee maker and a few pastries on it. The sign over the
pastries says KICK A BUCK. On one wall is a plaque reading WE SERVE
AND PROTECT. On another is a poster showing O.J. Simpson and Johnnie
Cochran. The caption reads, IT DON'T MEAN SHIT IF THE GLOVE
DOESN'T FIT. In the middle of the room there’s a table with two chairs on
either side and a microphone in the middle. Between the drink machine and
the pastry counter, a camera on a tripod blinks its red eye.

Jalbert spreads his hands at two of the chairs. Danny and his new lawyer
take them. Ella Davis sits across from them and takes out a notebook. Jalbert
stands, for the time being at least. He gives the date, the time, and the names
of those present. Then he gives Danny the Miranda warning again, asking if
he understands his rights.

“I do,” Danny says.



“Spoiler alert, Inspectors, I'm mostly a real estate lawyer,” Ball says. “I do
land, I work with a number of local banks, I coordinate buyers and sellers, I
write contracts, I write the occasional will. 'm no Perry Mason or Saul
Goodman. Just here to make sure you are respectful and open-minded.”

“Who is Saul Goodman?” Jalbert asks. He sounds suspicious.

Ball sighs. “TV show. Fictional character. Forget it. Ask your questions.”

Jalbert says, “Speaking of respect, I want to tell you who deserved some—
Yvonne Wicker. What she got instead was raped, stabbed repeatedly, and
murdered.”

Ball frowns for the first time. “You are not prosecuting this case, sir. You
are investigating it. Save the speeches and ask your questions so we can get
out of here.”

Jalbert shows his pegs again in what he may assume is a smile. “Just so you
understand, Mr. Ball. Understand and remember. We're talking about the
cold-blooded murder of a defenseless young woman.”

“Understood.” Ball doesn’t look cowed—at least Danny doesn’t think so—
but the pleasant smile is gone.

Jalbert nods to his partner. Ella Davis says, “How are you this morning,
Danny? Doing okay?”

Danny thinks, So it’s good cop and bad cop after all.

“Other than everyone in Oak Grove thinking I'm in police trouble, I'm
doing all right. You?”

“T'm fine.”

“Theyll know what kind of trouble this is soon enough, won't they?”

“Not from us,” she says. “We don’t talk about our cases until they're made.”

But Becky will, Danny thinks. And once she tells Cynthia Babson, itll go viral

“We'd like to have a peek at your phone,” Davis says. “Just a matter of
routine. Would that be okay?” She’s giving him direct eye contact and a smile.
“Just a look at your locations could eliminate you from our enquiries. Save
time for us and trouble for you.”

“Bad idea,” Ball says to Danny. “I think they need a special search warrant
for your phone, or they would have taken it already.”



Ignoring him, still wearing her best trust me smile, Davis says, “And you'd
have to unlock it for us, of course. Apple is very touchy about the privacy
issue.”

Jalbert has retreated to the pastry counter, content to let the good cop carry
the ball, at least for now. As he pours himself some coffee he says, “It would go
a long way toward establishing trust, Danny.”

Danny almost says You trust me about as far as you could throw this table, but
keeps it to himself. He doesn’t need Ball—likeable, but clearly out of his depth
—to tell him the less he says, the better. Hostile comments won'’t help, no
matter how much he’'d like to make them. He can tell the truth; that won'’t get
him in trouble. Trying to explain the truth might.

Danny takes his phone out of his pocket and looks at it. 10:23 already. How
the time flies when you're having fun, he thinks, and puts it away again. “I'm
going to wait on that until we see how this goes.”

“We don't actually need a warrant,” Jalbert says. Now that he has his coffee,
he’s retreated to the poster of O.]. and his lawyer.

“Pretty sure that’s bogus,” Ball says, “but I could phone a colleague to make
sure. Want me to do that, Inspectors?”

“T'm sure Danny will make the right call,” Davis says. The flint-eyed
woman who came to Wilder High with Jalbert is gone. This woman is
younger and prettier, projecting an 'm-on-your-side vibe.

At least trying to, Danny thinks.

“There’s no event data recorder on your truck,” she says. “Do you know
what that is?”

Danny nods. “Darn thing doesn’t even have a backup camera. When you
put it in reverse you actually have to turn around and look out the back
window.”

She nods. “So you'll have to help us with your travels over the last few
weeks, can you do that?”

“There’s not much. I did go to see my brother in Boulder the weekend after
school let out. I flew.”

“That would be the weekend of—?”

Jalbert is looking at his phone. “June 3rd and 4th?”



“That sounds right. He works at the Table Mesa King Soopers.” He feels
like saying more, he’s very proud of Stevie, but he leaves it at that.

Earnest, wide-eyed, still smiling, Ella Davis says, “Let’s try to be exact,
Danny. This is important.”

Don't you think I know that? he wants to say. You're playing with my life here.

“l went on Friday afternoon. Flew United. Came back on Sunday, my flight
to Great Bend left late and I didn’t get home until after midnight. So actually it
was Monday morning by the time I was back in my own bed.”

“Thank you, we'll check on that. Other trips?”

Danny thinks it over. “Drove up to Wichita to see my ex on a Sunday. That
was before the dream.”

Jalbert snorts.

Ball, looking at his own phone, says, “Could it have been the 11th of June?”

Danny thinks. “Must have been. Otherwise, I've just been here. Back and
forth to school, trips to the store, picked up DJ at school a couple of times—"

“DJ?” Davis asks.

“Darla Jean. She’s my friend Becky’s daughter. Good kid.” And he can’t
resist adding: “Thanks to you guys, I don't think I'll be seeing much of her for
awhile.”

Davis ignores this. “Just to be clear, you went to Wichita to visit your ex-
wife, Marjorie Coughlin, on the 11th of June?”

“Eleven,” Jalbert says, then says it again, as if to be sure of it.

“Margie, yeah. But she’s gone back to her birth name. Gervais.” Said she got
tired of cough-cough-Coughlin, he doesn’t add. Once you tell yourself not to spill
your guts, it gets easier.

“Hey, you were arrested for stalking her, weren't you?” Davis says, as if just
passing the time.

Ball stirs, but Danny puts a hand on his arm before he can say anything.
“No. I was arrested for violating the restraining order she took out. And
disturbing the peace. The charges were dropped. By her.”

“Okay, good, and now you get along!” Davis says this warmly, as if it’s an
accomplishment on the level of peace between Russia and Ukraine.



Danny shrugs. “Better than the last year we were married. We had lunch
that day and I fixed her turn signals. Fuse blew. So yes, we get along.”

“Okay, this is good, this is good,” Davis says, still warm and wide-eyed.
“Now can you explain how Yvonne Wicker’s fingerprints happened to be on
the dashboard of your truck?”

Danny ponders the question and considers the fact that he’s in an
interrogation room instead of a jail cell. He gives Davis a smile and says, “Your
nose is growing.”

“You think you’re very smart, don’t you?” Jalbert says from in front of the
poster.

Davis gives him a look. Jalbert shrugs and flicks his two fingers at her,
meaning she should carry on. He says, apropos of nothing (at least that Danny
can figure out), “One, three, six.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Go on and tell your tale.” Slight emphasis on tale.

Davis says, “You have a little bit of a temper problem, don’t you, Danny?”

“T used to drink. I stopped.”

“That isn’t a very responsive answer.” She says it reproachfully. “If we ask
your ex—and we will—what will she say about your temper?”

“She'll say I had what you just called it, a temper problem. Past tense.”

“Oh, all gone? Is that right?”

She waits. Danny says nothing.

“Did you ever knock her around?”

“No.” Then forces himself to add, because it’s the truth: “I grabbed her by
the arm once. Left a bruise. That was just before she kicked me out.”

“Never by the neck?” She smiles and leans forward, inviting confidence.
“Tell the truth and shame the devil.”

“No.”

“And you never raped her?”

“Hey, come on,” Ball says. “Respect, remember?”

“I have to ask,” Davis says. “The Wicker girl was raped.”

“I never raped my wife,” Danny says. Not for the first time he’s struck by a
feeling of unreality and thinks, I helped you guys. If not for me, that girl would



still be a stray dog’s snack bar.

“When's the last time you went to Arkansas City?”

The change of direction feels like whiplash. “What? I've never been to
Arkansas in my life.”

“Arkansas City, Kansas. Near the Oklahoma border.”

“Never been there.”

“No? Well, we can’t check the EDR in your truck, can we? Because they
weren't installed in Toyota Tundras for another year. But we could check on
your phone, isn'’t that right?”

Danny repeats, “Let’s see how this goes.”

“How about Hunnewell? That’s also in Kan—"

Danny shakes his head. “I've heard of it but never been there.”

“What about the Gas-n-Go where [-35 and SR 166 intersect? Ever been
there?”

“l guess not to that particular one, but theyre all pretty much the same,
aren’t they?”

“You guess? Come on, Danny. This is serious.”

“If that Gas-n-Go is in Hunnewell, I've never been there.”

She makes a note, then gives him a reproachful look. “If we could just
check your phone—"

Danny’s had enough of this. He takes it out of his pocket and slides it across
the table. Jalbert steps forward and pounces on it, as if afraid Danny will
change his mind.

“The passcode is 7813. And I'll have my IT guy check it when I get it back,
just to make sure you haven’t added anything.” This is pure bluff. Danny
doesn’t have an IT guy.

“We don't roll that way,” Davis says.

“Uh-huh, and you don't lie about fingerprints, either.” He pauses. “Or DNA
from semen.”

For a moment Davis looks off her game. Then she leans forward again and
gives him her you can tell me anything smile. “Let’s talk about your dream,
okay?”

Danny says nothing.



“Do you have these fantasies often?”

Ball says, “Come on, now. It wasn't a fantasy if the woman’s body actually
turned out to be there.”

Another snort from Jalbert.

“Well, you have to admit it’s awfully convenient,” Davis says.

“Not for me,” Danny says. “Look where [ am, woman.”

“Do you mind telling us about this... dream again, Danny?”

He tells them the dream. It’s easy because it hasn’t faded a bit, and although
his trip out there was similar, there’s no cross-contamination between the
dream and the reality. The dream is its own thing, as real as the KICK A
BUCK sign above the pastries. As real as Jalbert’s peculiar wooly widow’s peak
and avid yet lusterless eyes.

When he’s finished, Davis asks—for the official record, Danny assumes,
since it’s been asked before—if he’s had previous psychic flashes. Danny says
he has not.

Jalbert sits down next to his partner. He drops Danny’s phone in the pocket
of his black coat. “Would you be willing to take a polygraph?”

“I guess so. I'd have to go to Great Bend for that, wouldn't I? So it would
have to be after I finish work. And I'd have to get my truck back, of course.”

“Right now cleaning windows and sweeping floors is the least of your
worries,” Jalbert says.

“Are we done here?” Ball says. “I believe Mr. Coughlin has answered all
your questions, and more politely than I would have done in his position. And
hell need his phone back ASAP.”

“Tust a few more,” Davis says. “We can check on your trip to Colorado and
your trip to Wichita, Danny, but that leaves a lot of time between the first and
the twenty-third. Doesn't it?”

Danny says, “Look at the locations on my phone. When I'm not home, it’s
usually in the glove compartment of my truck. The two boys I work with at
the high school can tell you I was there every day from seven-thirty to four.
That’s a good amount of the time you want to know about.”

Edgar Ball isn’t a criminal lawyer, but he’s not stupid. To Jalbert he says,
“Oh my. You don’t know when she was killed, do you? Or even when she was



grabbed.”

Jalbert gives him a stony look. Color creeps into Ella’s cheeks. She says,
“That’s not relevant to what we're discussing. We are trying to eliminate
Danny as a suspect.”

“No, you're not,” Ball says. “You're trying to nail him, but you don’t have a
whole lot, do you? Not without a time of death.”

Jalbert wanders back to the poster of O.J. and Johnnie Cochran. Davis asks
for the names of the boys Danny works with.

“Pat Grady and Jesse Jackson. Like the political guy from the seventies.”

Davis scribbles in her notebook. “Maybe your girlfriend can help us to nail
down some of the times when—"

“She’s my friend, not my girlfriend.” At least she was. “And stay away from
DJ. She’s just a kid.”

Jalbert chuckles. “You're in no position to give us orders.”

“Dannyj, listen to me,” Davis says.

He points at her. “You know what, I'm starting to hate the sound of my first
name coming out of your mouth. We're not friends, Ella.”

This time it’s Ball putting his hand on Danny’s arm.

Davis carries on as if Danny has said nothing. She’s looking at him
earnestly, the smile gone. “You're carrying a weight. I can almost see it. That’s
why you're telling this story about a dream.”

He says nothing.

“It's awfully far-out, you have to admit that. I mean, look at it from our
point of view. I don’t even think your lawyer believes it, not for a minute.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Ball says. “More things in heaven and earth that are
dreamed of in your philosophy. Shakespeare.”

“Bullcrap,” Jalbert says from the poster. “Me.”

Danny just holds the woman'’s gaze. Jalbert is a lost cause. Davis might not
be, in spite of her hard shell.

“You feel remorse, | know you do. Putting that barrel over Yvonne’s hand
and arm so the dog couldn’t get at her anymore, that was remorse.”

He says nothing, but if she really believes that, she might be a lost cause,
too. It was compassion, not remorse. Compassion for a dead woman with a



charm bracelet on her mutilated wrist. But Davis is on a roll, so let her roll.

“We can help you take that weight off. It will be easy once you start. And
there’s a bonus. If you make a clean breast of it, we may be able to help you.
Kansas has the death penalty, and—"

“Hasn’t been used in over forty years,” Ball says. “Hickock and Smith, the
ones Truman Capote wrote the book about, they were the last.”

“They might use it for the Wicker girl,” Davis persists. Danny thinks it’s
interesting that young woman has become girl. But of course that’s what the
prosecutor would call her: the girl. The defenseless girl. “But if you own up to
what you did, the death penalty would almost certainly be off the table. Make
it easier for us and for yourself. Tell us what really happened.”

“l did,” Danny says. “I had a dream. [ went out to prove to myself a dream
was all it was, but the girl was there. I called it in. You don't believe me. I
understand that, but I'm telling the truth. Now let’s cut the crap. Are you
going to arrest me?”

Silence. Davis continues looking at him for a moment with that same
warm earnestness. Then her face changes, becomes not cold but blank.
Professional. She sits back and looks at Jalbert.

“Not at this time,” Jalbert says. His dusty eyes say But soon, Danny. Soon.

Danny stands up. His legs are like the legs in his dream—as if he doesn't
own them and they might carry him anywhere. Ball stands up with him. They
go to the door together. Danny thinks he must be a little unsteady on his feet,
or too pale, because Ball still has his hand on his arm. All Danny wants is to
get out of this room, but he turns back and looks at Davis.

“The man who killed that woman is still out there,” he says. “I'm talking to
you, Inspector Davis, because it’s no good talking to him. He’s made his mind
up. You talk a good game, but I'm not sure you've made up yours. Catch him,
all right? Stop looking at me and look for the man who killed her. Before he
does it again.”

He might see something on her face. He might not.

Ball tugs his arm. “Come on, Danny. Let’s go.”
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When theyre gone, Jalbert turns off the camera and the recorder. “That was
interesting.”

She nods.

He peers into her face. “Any doubts?”

“No.”

“Because a couple of times you looked like he might actually be convincing
you.”

“No doubts. He knew where she was because he put her there. That’s the
logic. The dream story is TV bullshit.”

Jalbert takes Danny’s phone from the pocket of his coat. He punches in the
passcode, swipes through the various apps, then turns it off again. “We'll get
this to forensics ASAP and theyll go through the whole schmear, not just his
locations going back to June 1st. Emails, texts, photos, search history. Clone it,
get it back to him tomorrow or Monday.”

“Given the way he turned it over to us, [ don’t think we'll find much,” Davis
says. ‘I didn’t expect that.”

“He’s a confident son-of-a-buck, but he may have forgotten something. Just
one single text could be enough.”

Davis remembers Jalbert saying that same thing, or close to it, about one
single hair in the cab of Coughlin’s truck being enough. But they found
nothing. She says, “We'll just find the one trip out to Gunnel. You know that,
right? His phone was back at his trailer when he killed her and when he
buried her, both at the same time or separately. Count on it.”

Jalbert says, “Four.”

“Pardon me?”

“Nothing. Just thinking out loud. We'll get him, Ella. That confidence of
his... the arrogance... will bring him down.”

“How serious were you about the polygraph?”

Jalbert gives a humorless laugh. “He’s either a sociopath or an outright
psychopath. Did you feel that?”

She considers, then says, “Actually I'm not sure I did.”



“I am sure. Seen his kind before. And nine times out of ten they can beat
the poly. Which would make it pointless.”

They leave the room and walk down the hall. The young cop who brought
Coughlin in asks them how it went.

“Turning the screws,” Davis says. Jalbert likes that and gives her a pat on
the arm.

When theyre outside, Davis digs her cigarettes out of her bag and offers
them to Jalbert, who shakes his head but tells her to go ahead, the smoking
lamp is lit. She flicks her Bic and takes a deep drag. “The lawyer was right. We
don’t have much, do we?”

Jalbert looks out over Main Street where not much is happening—par for
the course in Manitou. “We will, Ella. Count on it. All else aside, he really
does want to confess. You almost had him. He was wavering.”

Davis doesn't think he was wavering at all, but doesn’t say so. Jalbert has
been doing this for a long time and she trusts his instincts over her own.

“Two things continue to bother me,” she says.

“What?”

“How relieved he looked when you told him you had DNA from the doer
and how he smiled when I told him we had her fingerprints on the dashboard
of his truck. He knew I was lying.”

Jalbert runs a hand through what remains of his red and gray hair. “He
knew you were bluffing.”

“But the DNA thing, it was just so...”

“So what?”

“So immediate. Like he thought he was off the hook.”

He turns to her. “Think about the dream, Ella. Did you believe that for
even a single second?”

She answers without hesitation. “No. He was lying. There was no dream.”

He nods. “Keep that centered in your thoughts, and you'll be fine.”
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Jalbert has a five-room bachelor ranchette in Lawrence, almost within
shouting distance of the home office in Kansas City, but he won't be going
back there until Coughlin has been arrested, indicted, and bound over for
trial. His boxy two-bedroom suite in Lyons is close to both Manitou and
Great Bend. Well... in Kansas terms theyre close. It's a big state, the thirteenth
largest. Jalbert likes to keep track of such things.

He stands at the window on Saturday evening, watching dusk turn to dark
and thinking about the interrogation of Coughlin that morning. Ella did a fine
job, Jalbert couldn’t have done better himself, but it was unsatisfying just the
same. He didn’t expect Coughlin to lawyer up; he expected him to confess.

Next time, he thinks. Just have to keep grinding.

He’s good at grinding, but tonight he has nothing to grind on. Nothing to
do. He doesn’t watch TV and he’s run the chairs twice. He got a couple of Hot
Pockets at the convenience store across the street and zapped them in the
microwave. Three minutes, 180 seconds, 1 to 18 added inclusively with 9 left
over. Jalbert doesn’t like leftover numbers, but sometimes you have to live
with them. The Hot Pockets aren’t particularly tasty, and Jalbert has an
expense account, but he never even considers ordering from room service.
What would be the point? Food is just body gasoline.

He’s never been married, he has no friends (he likes Davis, but she is and
always will be an associate), he has no pets. Once, as a child, he had a parakeet
but it died. He has no vices unless masturbation counts, which he does once a
week. The problem of Coughlin nags at him. He’s like a fly that keeps
avoiding the rolled-up newspaper.

Jalbert decides to go to bed. He'll be up at four, but that’s all right. He likes
the early hours, and he may wake with more clarity on the Coughlin problem.
He undresses slowly, counting to 11 each time he takes off an item of clothing.
Two shoes, two socks, pants, underpants, shirt, undershirt. That makes 88.
Not a good number; it’s one favored by neo-Fascists. He takes his suitcase out
from under the bed, removes the gym shorts he sleeps in, and puts them on.
That takes him up to 99. He sits in the desk chair to add one more, which
takes him to a hundred. A good number, one you can depend on. He goes into
the bathroom. There’s no scale. He'll ask for one tomorrow. He brushes his



teeth counting strokes down from 17. He urinates, washes his hands, and
kneels at the foot of his bed. He asks God to help him get justice for poor Miss
Yvonne. Then he lies in the dark with his hands clasped on his narrow chest,
waiting for sleep.

We don’t have much, Ella said, and she was right. They know he did it, but
the truck was clean, the trailer was clean, and he showed up with a lawyer.
Not a very good one, but a lawyer is a lawyer. The phone may give them
something, but given the way Coughlin handed it over...

“Not at first,” Jalbert says. “He took time to think about it, didn’t he?
Making sure it was safe.”

Why the lawyer? Is it possible that Coughlin doesn’t want to confess until
he’s had his fifteen minutes of fame as the psychic who dreamed where the
body was buried? That he wants publicity?

“If that's what he wants, I'll see that he gets some,” Jalbert says, and not
long after that sleep takes him.
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For Danny, the week of the 4th of July is the week from hell.

Pat Grady doesn’t show up for work on Monday. Danny asks Jesse if Pat is
sick.

“No clue,” Jesse says. “l work with him here, otherwise we don't hang.
Maybe he thought because the 4th is tomorrow, we had today off, too.”

This doesn’t surprise Danny. Jesse Jackson is a young man on his way to
somewhere. Pat Grady is a young man on his way to nowhere. Except maybe
to the Manitou bars, once he’s old enough to drink. There are quite a few.
Danny visited all of them back in the day.

Pat strolls in around ten, starts some story about having to help his dad,
and Danny tells him he’s fired.

Pat stares at him, shocked. “You can’t do that!”

Danny says, “I just did.”

Pat gives him an unbelieving look, cheeks flushing, the acne on his
forehead flaring. Then he heads for the door. When he gets there, he whirls



around and shouts, “Fuck you!”

“Back atcha,” Danny says.

Pat slams out. Danny turns and sees Jesse down by the doors to the gym,
rolling a mop bucket. He pauses long enough to give Danny a thumbs-up,
which makes Danny grin. Pat leaves the parking lot with the motor of his
poor old abused Mustang screaming. He lays forty feet of rubber. That won’t do
your tires any good, Danny thinks. But at least Pat Grady is one stone out of his
shoe.

When he gets home that evening (Jesse gives him a ride), his truck is
parked outside his trailer. There are smears of fingerprint powder all over the
cab and a lingering smell like ether, probably from the stuff they use to look
for bloodstains. The keys are in the cupholder and his phone is on the
passenger seat.

On Tuesday—the Glorious Fourth—Danny sleeps in. While he’s eating a
late breakfast he remembers he took his keys but his phone is still in the truck.
He gets it, mostly to see if he’s gotten a text from Margie, something with
fireworks, maybe. There’s no Happy Fourth from her, and no emails, but he’s
got a voicemail from his lawyer, asking Danny to call. Danny has a good idea
what that’s about. He wishes Ball a happy holiday. Ball wishes him one right
back.

“You're probably calling about your fee, but they didn’t bring my truck back
until yesterday.” He’s wryly aware that he sounds quite a lot like Pat. “I'll bring
a check around to your office this afternoon.”

“That’s not why I called. You made the paper.”

Danny frowns. “What are you talking about? The Belleville paper?”

“Not the Telescope. Plains Truth.”

Danny pushes away his cereal bowl. “You mean that free handout? The one
that’s full of coupons? I never bother with it.”

“The very one. Sarah, my assistant, called me about it so I picked one up
with my morning doughnut. It’s strictly advertiser-supported so they can give
it away free. Those ads must pay pretty well, because you can pick one up at
every market, convenience store, feed store, and gas station across four
counties. The content—such as it is—features local sports, right-wing



editorials, and two or three pages of reader letters, mostly of the rant and rave
variety. As far as news goes, they don't care what they print. Which in the
latest issue includes the dead woman'’s name.”

“They printed it?”

“Yup, Yvonne Wicker of Oklahoma City. And listen to this: ‘Police received
an anonymous tip which led them to the unfortunate young woman'’s shallow
grave behind an abandoned building in Gunnel, a small town near the
Nebraska border. A reliable source tells Plains Truth that the tipster has been
identified as Daniel M. Coughlin, currently employed as a janitor at Wilder
High School. He is said to be aiding KBI detectives with their hunt for the
killer.”

Danny is astounded. “Can they do that? Release my name when I haven'’t
been charged with anything?”

“It's not accepted newspaper practice, but Plains Truth ain’t really a
newspaper, just toilet reading. There’s more. It goes on to say "When asked
how Mr. Coughlin knew the location of the body, our source was mum.” It
doesn’t tell readers to connect the dots, but it really doesn’t have to, does it?”

“Jalbert,” Danny says. The hand not holding his phone is curled into a fist.

“Let’s say I agree, either him or Davis—"

“Not her, him.”

“—but try proving it. Half a dozen cops in the Manitou station knew; they
saw us come in. Plus the one who gave you a ride to the interrogation from
your trailer park. Then there’s the people in your trailer park. They could have
made a pretty good guess why the cops were there.”

Sure, and Becky knew. He even told her about the dream. But still...

“He doesn’t have enough to arrest me, so he does this.”

“Jumping to conclusions really won’t help—~

“Come on, man. Did you see him? Hear him?”

Ball sighs. “Danny, you need a lawyer who can advise you better than I can.
A criminal lawyer.”

“T'll stick with you for the time being. Maybe this will blow over.”

“It might, I suppose.” Only four words, but they are enough to tell Danny
that Ball thinks that is unlikely. Maybe even absurd.
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On Wednesday of the week from hell, Danny finds out he’s going to lose his
job.

At noon he goes out to his truck, planning to grab his dinnerbucket and
join Jesse at one of the picnic tables out back. He takes his phone out of the
glove compartment, checks his emails, and immediately loses his appetite. He
has three. One is from the Belleville Telescope and one is from Plains Truth,
both asking for comment about his connection to the murder of Yvonne
Wicker. The one from Plains Truth also asks him to confirm or deny “reports
that you were led to Ms. Wicker’s burial site in a dream.”

He deletes both. The third is from the Wilder County Superintendent of
Schools. It informs him that due to budget cuts, his position as head custodian
at Wilder High School has been eliminated. He’s instructed to finish the week,
but come Monday he'll be out of a job.

“Due to the regrettable suddenness of this reorganization,” the email
continues, “your salary will continue to be paid through the month of July and
the first week of August.”

If he has questions, he should get in touch with the assistant
superintendent and county schools comptroller, Susan Eggers. There’s a
phone number and also a Zoom link.

Danny reads this boilerplate fuck-you over several times to make sure he
understands. Then he tosses the phone back into the glove compartment and
cuts through the gym to the picnic table.

“Want some chili?” Jesse asks. “My ma always gives me too much. I heated
it up in the mike.”

“T'll pass. I've got liverwurst and cheese.”

Jesse wrinkles his nose, as if at a bad smell.

“Also,” Danny continues, “I seem to have been fired.”

Jesse puts down his plastic spoon. “Say what?”

“You heard me. Friday is my last day.”

“Why?” He pauses, then says: “Is it about the girl?”

“You know about that, huh?”

“Everybody knows about it.”



Of course they do, Danny thinks. “Well, theyre not saying that, but they
couldn’t, could they? Since I didn’t do anything but report a body. Theyre
saying budget cuts.”

He expects more questions from Jesse about the body and how he found it,
but Jesse may be the only person in Wilder or Republic County who isn’t
eager to know about his bad dream. Jesse has other concerns. And God bless
him for it, Danny thinks.

“Oh, man! We're supposed to put a coat of varnish on the gym floor! I can’t
do that by myself, I don’t know how!”

“It’s not rocket science. We'll do it tomorrow. The important thing is once
you start, you have to keep going. And wear a bandanna or a Covid mask.
We'll open all the windows but it’s still going to stink.”

“They can’t leave me here alone!” Jesse almost bleats this. “I don’t have any
keys! And I don’t want em! Jeez, Danny, I'm Black! Something happens—
cleaning supplies disappear or stuff from the canteen—who’s gonna get
blamed?”

“I hear you, and I'll find out what the plan is,” Danny says. “I have a number
to call. 'm going to take care of you if I can.”

“Can they do it? Can'’t you, like, sue their asses?”

“I don't think so,” Danny says. “Kansas is an at-will state. What that means
is that my employer doesn’t need to provide just cause for my termination.”

“That’s so unfair!”

Danny smiles. “For which of us?”

“Both of us, man! I mean shit!”

Danny says, “Could I still have some of that chili?”
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He doesn't call Susan Eggers that afternoon, he Zooms her. He wants to look
her in the face. But first he checks the Wilder County budget for last year and
the current one. He finds what he expected.

Eggers is a middle-aged woman with a helmet of gray hair, round gold-
rimmed glasses, and a narrow face. An accountant’s face, Danny thinks. She’s



at her desk. Behind her is a framed, jumbo-sized version of the Little House on
the Prairie book jacket, little girls in the back of a Conestoga wagon, both of
them looking scared to death.

“Mr. Coughlin,” she says.

“That’s right. The man you just fired.”

Eggers folds her hands and looks directly into her computer’s camera lens.
“Terminated, Mr. Coughlin. And although we didn’t have to, we even gave
you a valid reason—"

“Budget cuts. Yes. But the county’s school budget isn’t smaller this year, it’s
actually ten per cent larger. I checked to be sure.”

She gives him a tight little smile that says Oh ye of little knowledge. “Inflation
has outpaced our budget.”

Danny says, “Why don’t we cut through this, Ms. Eggers? You didn’t
terminate me, you fired me. And the reason wasn’t budgetary. It was because
of rumors about a crime I didnt commit and haven’t been charged with. Tell
the goddam truth.”

Susan Eggers clearly isn’t used to being talked to this way. Her cheeks flush
and a vertical line grooves her previously smooth forehead. “Do you really
want to go there? All right. I have been given some rather unpleasant
information about you, Mr. Coughlin. Aside from your current situation, you
were arrested for violating a restraining order after stalking your ex-wife. You
were jailed in Wichita, I understand.”

The jail part is true, but he was only in the cooler for a night and it was for
being drunk and obstreperous. Saying this, however, won'’t help his case... not
that he has a case to make.

“You've been talking to a man named Jalbert, haven’t you? You or the
superintendent? Inspector with KBI? Wears a black coat and baggy jeans?”

She doesn’t answer, but she blinks. That’s answer enough. “Mr. Coughlin,
the school department has been more than generous with you, in my view.
We are paying you through July for work—"

“And the first week of August, don't forget that.”

“Yes, through July and the first week of August for work you won't be
doing.” She hesitates, clearly debating the wisdom of going forward, but he’s



stung her. If he wants the goddam truth, he can have it. “Let us say, for the
sake of discussion, that your current... situation... has played a part. Your
name is in print, in connection with a terrible crime. What would you do if it
came to your attention that a high school custodian in your district, a man
who is around teenage girls every school day, was an accused wife abuser and
is now being questioned by the police about a rape and murder?”

He could tell her that Margie never accused him of abuse, she just wanted
him to stop yelling on her lawn at two in the morning—come on back, Margie,
I'll change. He could tell her that he has no idea who killed Yvonne Wicker. He
could tell her that he’s morally sure the freebie rag got his name from
Inspector Jalbert, because Jalbert knew they'd have no qualms about
publishing it. None of that is going to make a dime’s worth of difference to
this woman.

“Are we done, Mr. Coughlin? Because I have work to do.”

“Not quite, because you don't seem to have thought about what'’s going to
happen at WHS once I'm gone. The whatdoyoucallit, ramifications. Who's
going to replace me? | have one summer hire, a kid named Jesse Jackson. He’s
a good kid and an excellent worker, but he can’t do the job by himself. For one
thing, he doesn’t know how. For another, he’s only seventeen. Too young to
take on the responsibility. For a third, he'll be back in class full-time come
September.”

“He will be let go as well,” Eggers says. “When you lock up on Friday, the
keys should be returned to the school principal, Mr. Coates. He lives right
there in Manitou, I believe.”

“Does Jesse also get paid for July and the first week of August?” Danny
knows the answer to this question, but he wants to hear her say it.

If he was hoping for embarrassment, he doesn’t get it. What he gets is an
indulgent smile. “I'm afraid not.”

“He needs that money. He’s helping out at home.”

“I'm sure he'll find another job.” Like theyre just lying around in Wilder
County. She picks up a paper on her desk, studies it, puts it down. “I believe
you had another boy, Patrick Grady. His parents have lodged a complaint.



They called Mr. Coates and told him the boy quit because you threatened
him.”

For a moment Danny is so amazed and infuriated he can’t even speak.
Then he says, “Pat Grady was fired for chronic tardiness and sloppy work. He
wasn’t threatened, he’s just a common garden-variety slacker. Jesse would tell
you the same thing, if you were to ask him. Which I doubt you'll do.”

“There’s hardly any need for that. It's just one more part of a picture that’s
less than handsome. A picture of your character, Mr. Coughlin. Be happy that
we're letting you go for budgetary reasons. It will look better on your resume
when you seek further employment. And now, as I'm rather busy—"

“The school is just going to stand empty for the rest of the summer?” All
else aside, Danny hates to think of that. WHS is a good old lady, and there’s so
much wear and tear in the course of a school year. It’s July and he’s barely
gotten started. “And what about in the fall?”

“Not your concern,” Eggers says. “Thank you for calling, Mr. Coughlin. I
hope your current problems work out. Goodbye.”

“Wait just a damn—"

But there’s no point, because Susan Eggers is gone.
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Early on Thursday evening of the week from hell, Danny is in the Manitou
IGA, doing his weekly shopping. He likes to do this chore on Thursdays
because for most working people the eagle screams on Friday and the market
isn’t very busy. His own paycheck—one of his last five or six—will go into
Citizens National via direct deposit the following day. He also has a little over
three thousand put aside, combined savings and checking, which won't stretch
very far. He doesn’t pay hellimony to his ex, but he sends her fifty or sixty
bucks every week or two. He owes her that just for the trouble he’s caused her.
He won'’t be able to do it much longer and he dreads the call to her he’ll have
to make, explaining his situation. Although she probably knows already. Good
news goes Pony Express, bad news takes a jet. And he no longer has to
support Stevie. Danny’s younger brother is still living in the group home in



Melody Heights, but he’s probably bringing home more than Danny’s weekly
wage.

Maybe he'll end up supporting me, Danny thinks. That would be a hoot.

He's at the meat counter, trying to decide between a one- or two-pound
package of ground chuck (it’'s the cheapest) when a loud voice behind him
says, “Daniel Coughlin? Need to ask you a few questions.”

It’s Jalbert. Of course it is. This evening he’s exchanged his baggy black coat
for a blue windbreaker with KBI on the left breast. Although Danny can’t see
the back of the windbreaker, he knows the same letters will be there, only
bigger. Jalbert could have come up beside him and spoken in a normal tone,
but he also could have chosen the parking lot. Other browsers along the meat
counter are looking around, which is what Jalbert wants.

“T've already answered your questions.” Danny drops a package of meat into
his cart—one pound instead of two, it’s time to start economizing. “If you
want to ask more, I'll want my lawyer present.”

“You have that right,” Jalbert says in that same loud voice. Danny thinks
the man’s reddish wooly hair looks almost like an arrowhead, or the business
end of a rusty spear. The deepset eyes stare at Danny the way they might stare
at a new species of bug. “The right to an attorney. You'l have to wait at the
police station until he gets there, though.”

Same overloud voice. People have begun to congregate at the head and foot
of the meat aisle, some pushing their carts, some just gawking. “Or we can do
it here. Your choice.”

With everyone listening, Danny thinks. You'd like that, wouldn’t you?

“Split the difference. Let’s step outside.”

Danny doesn’t give Jalbert a chance to object, just walks past him
(restraining the urge to bump his shoulder on the way by) and heads for the
door. It isn't as if the inspector can restrain him; Danny outweighs him by
fifty or sixty pounds, and Jalbert once again isn't wearing a gun, just his badge
clipped to his belt. Also his ID on a lanyard hung around his neck. Danny
doesn't look to see if Jalbert is following him.

The checkout women have stopped working their registers. Two of them
he knows from the high school. He knows a lot of people from the high



school, because he’s worked at WHS since leaving Wichita. As the OUT doors
slide apart to let him emerge into the warm Kansas night, it occurs to him
that nobody he passed in the aisles said hello to him, although he recognized
several of them, including a couple of teachers.

Past the white light falling on the sidewalk from the front windows of the
market, he turns to face Jalbert. “You're hounding me.”

“l am pursuing my case. If anyone got hounded, it was poor Miss Yvonne.
You hounded her to death. Didn’t you?”

Recalling some TV show, Danny responds, “Asked and answered.”

“We've been through your phone. There are a great many gaps in the
location log. I'll need you to explain each one. If you can.”

“No.”

Jalbert’s brows—as wooly and tangled as his receding flow of hair—fly up.
An odd thought comes to Danny: He may be hounding me, but maybe I'm
returning the favor. Those circles under his eyes are deeper and darker, I think.

“No? No? Don’t you want to be eliminated as a suspect, Danny?”

“You don’t want that. It’s the last thing you want.” He points at the bright
yellow KBI on the breast of Jalbert’s windbreaker. “You might as well be
wearing a billboard. Hey, have you lost weight?”

Jalbert does his best not to look surprised at this unexpected question, but
Danny thinks he is. Wishful thinking? Maybe.

“I need you to fill in those blank spots, Danny. As many as possi—"

“No.”

“Then you'll be seeing a lot of me. You know that, don’t you?”

“How about a polygraph? I've got my truck back, and I'll be able to go just
about any day next week, since you saw to it [ lost my job.”

Jalbert shows the pegs that pass for his teeth. He must eat a lot of soft food,
Danny thinks. “It’s interesting how people such as yourself—sociopaths—are
able to blame all their misfortunes on others.”

“The polygraph, Inspector. What about the polygraph?”

Jalbert waves one hand in front of his face, as if shooing away a
troublesome fly. “Sociopaths almost always beat the poly. It’s a proven fact.”

“Or it could be you're afraid it would show I'm telling the truth.”



“Twenty-one,” Jalbert says.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you all right?” It gives Danny great pleasure to ask this question.
That's low, and it’s mean, but he’s just been embarrassed in front of his town.
What used to be his town, anyway.

Jalbert says, “You killed her.”

“I did not.”

“Come on. Own up to it. Take the weight, Danny. You'll feel better. It’s just
you and me here. 'm not wearing a wire, and you can deny it later. Do it for
me, and do it for yourself. Get it off your chest.”

“There’s nothing to confess. [ had a dream. I went to where she was buried.
[ told the police. That’s all there is.”

Jalbert laughs. “You're persistent, Danny. I'll give you that. But I am, too.”

“Here’s an idea. If you think I did it, charge me. Arrest me.”

Jalbert says nothing.

“You can'’t, can you? I bet you've talked to the county attorney up in Wilder
City and he’s told you that you don’t have enough. No forensic evidence, no
video evidence, no witnesses. You've got an old man who saw me at that
Texaco, but it was the same day I reported the body, so he can’t help you.
Basically, Inspector, you're fucked.”

Which is funny, Danny reflects, because he is also fucked. Jalbert has seen
to that.

Jalbert grins and points a finger at Danny. The grin reminds him of the
quarter moon in his dream. “You did it. I know it, you know it, twenty-eight.”

Danny says, “I'm going in and finishing my shopping. You can follow me if
you want. [ can’t stop you and the damage is done. It was done when you
leaked my name to that rag.”

Jalbert doesn’t deny it, and he doesn’t follow Danny back into the IGA. His
job is finished. Everyone looks at Danny as he shops. Some actually swerve
their carts out of the way when they see him coming.
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He goes home to his trailer in Oak Grove. He puts away his groceries. He
allowed himself a box of Nabisco Pinwheels—his favorite cookie—and
intended to eat a couple while watching TV. Now he doesn’t want to watch
TV, and he certainly doesn’t want any cookies. If he tried to eat one, he thinks
he’d choke on it. He’s never felt so angry since being bullied by a bigger boy in
middle school, and he’s certainly never felt so... so...

“So cornered,” he murmurs.

Will he sleep tonight? Not unless he can calm down. And he wants to calm
down, wants to get hold of himself. Jalbert looks like he hasn’t been sleeping
and he’d like Danny to join him in that. Get a little ragged, Danny, do something
stupid. Like to take a swing at me? Think how good it would make you feel! Try it!

Is there something he can do to take some of the pressure off? There might
be.

He gets out his wallet and thumbs through it. Each of the investigators has
given him a card with their KBI numbers and extensions on the front and
their cell numbers on the back. Just in case he gets tired of his unbelievable
dream story and decides to tell them what really happened. He puts Jalbert’s
card back in his wallet and calls Davis’s cell. She answers on the first ring, her
hello almost drowned out by what’s going on near her, or possibly around her.
It's an off-key rendition of “Happy Birthday” sung by young voices.

“Hello, Inspector Davis. It’s Danny Coughlin.”

There’s a moment of silence from her end, as if she doesn’t know how to
respond to this 7 PM call from her prime suspect. He thinks he has blindsided
her as he was blindsided by Jalbert, which seems fair... at least in his current
red-assed mood. The pause is long enough for Danny to hear happy birthday
dear Laurie, happy birthday to you, and then Davis is back. “Give me a second.”
Then, to the partygoers (Danny assumes it’s a party), “I have to take this.”

The singing fades as she carries her unexpected call to somewhere quieter.
It’s time enough for him to consider verbs. Talked? No. Interviewed? No, that’s
totally wrong. Questioned? Right... but also wrong. Then he has it.

“How can I help you, Danny?”



“Half an hour ago your partner ambushed me in the supermarket while I
was doing my shopping.”

Another pause. Then, “We still have questions about your locations during
those three weeks were concerned with. I did speak to your brother and
confirmed you were there on the first weekend in June. Is he on the
spectrum?”

Danny wants to ask if she upset Stevie—he’s easily upset when he’s out of
his comfort zone—but he’s not going to let her swerve him away from what
he wants to tell her.

“Instead of that black sport jacket of his he was wearing a windbreaker
with KBI on the front and back. He didn’t have a bullhorn and didn’t need
one, he was plenty loud. Not too many people shop on Thursday evening, but
everyone who was there had a good listen. And a good look.”

“Danny, you sound a bit paranoid.”

“Nothing paranoid about thirty people watching while you get rousted. I
got him to follow me outside when I realized what he was up to. And you
know what? There were no questions. Once we were on the sidewalk it was
the same refrain—confess, you did it, you'll feel better.”

“You will,” she says earnestly. “You really will.”

“I called to ask you a couple of questions.”

“It's not my job to answer your questions, Danny. It’s your job to answer
mine.”

“But see, these aren’t about the case. At least not directly. Theyre more of
what I'd call a procedural nature. The first is this. Would you have come up to
me in the IGA wearing your cop windbreaker and making sure everyone
heard what you were asking?”

She doesn'’t reply.

“Come on, it’s a simple question. Would you have embarrassed me in front
of my neighbors?”

This time her reply is immediate, low, and furious. “You did a lot more
than embarrass Yvonne Wicker. You raped her. You killed her!”

“What the hell happened to innocent until proven guilty, Inspector Davis?
[ only found her. But we've already been around that mulberry bush and it has



nothing to do with what I'm asking. Would you have done it the way Jalbert
did, especially when he had absolutely nothing new to question me about?”

Danny can hear party people, very faint. The pause is quite long before she
says, “Each investigator has his own techniques.”

“That’s your answer?”

She gives a short, exasperated laugh. “I'm not on the stand. You don'’t get to
cross-examine me. Since you have nothing substantive, 'm going to end this c
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“Does the name Peter Andersson mean anything to you? That’s Andersson
with two esses.”

“Why would it?”

“He’s a writer for a freebie newspaper called Plains Truth. They printed Ms.
Wicker’s name. Is that usual procedure? Giving out the names of murder
victims when their next of kin hasn’t been notified?”

“I... they were notified!” At last Ella Davis sounds flustered. “Last week!”

“But the Telescope didn’t have it. Or if they did, they didn’t print it. Plains
Truth did. And what about my name? They printed that, too. Is giving out the
names of people who haven't been charged with a crime part of KBI
procedure?”

More silence. Danny hears a faint pop. He thinks it might have been a
birthday balloon.

“Your name was printed? You're actually claiming that?”

“Pick up a copy and see for yourself. We know who leaked it, don't we?
And we know why. He has nothing concrete, only a story he refuses to
believe. Can'’t believe. Doesn’t have enough imagination to believe. The same
is true of you, but at least you didn’t give my name to the only rag that would
have run it. That’s why I called you.”

“Danny, I—" She stops there before she can maybe say apologize. Danny
doesn’t know that was the word on the tip of her tongue, but he’s pretty sure.

She rewinds. “Your name could have been leaked to that paper by any
number of people. Very likely by one of your neighbors at the trailer park.
Your idea that Frank Jalbert is persecuting you is absurd.”

“Is it?”



“Yes.”

“Let me tell you what [ know about Plains Truth,” Danny says. “I picked one
up on my way home from work. It's my second to last day. I've been let go. I
have that to thank you for, too.”

She makes no reply.

“It's mostly ads with a few local news stories thrown in... plus the crime
stories, they love those. Anything from cow tipping to arson. It gets people to
pick the damn thing up.”

“Danny, I really think this conversation has gone on long enough.”

He plows ahead. “There are no crusading reporters on the Plains Truth
staff. They don’t do investigations. Andersson and a couple of others sit on
their asses and let the news come to them. In this case, Wicker’'s name and
mine. Somebody picked up the phone and gave it to them.”

“If youre going to ask me to find out who did that, youre dreaming.
Reporters protect their sources.”

Danny laughs. “Calling the guys who work for that rag reporters is like
calling a remedial math kid Einstein. I think Peter Andersson will give you a
name, if he got one. Just push him a little. The way you pushed me.”

Silence, but she hasn’t ended the call. He can still hear the party, very faint.
Is Laurie her daughter? A niece?

“A name, not the name,” Danny says. “If Andersson even asked for one,
Jalbert would have said he’s with the Manitou PD or the Highway Patrol and
hung up. A reputable paper wouldnt have published an anonymous tip
without another source, but they did, and happy to do it. It was him,
Inspector. I know it and I think you know it, too.”

“Goodbye, Danny. Don'’t call me again. Unless you'd like to confess, that is.”

Shot in the dark time. “Has he been spouting random numbers? Not having
to do with anything, just off the cuft?”

Nothing.

“Don’t want to talk about that? Okay. Wish the birthday girl—" he begins,
but she’s gone.

He immediately calls Stevie in Boulder. His brother answers as he always
does, sounding like a recorded voicemail message. “You have reached Steven



Albert Coughlin.”

“Hi, Stevie, it's—"

“I know, I know,” Stevie says, laughing. “Danny-Danny-bo-banny, banana-
fanna-fo-fanny. How you doin, brother-man?”

That says everything Danny called to find out. Ella Davis didn'’t tell Stevie
that his big brother was under suspicion of murder. She was... careful? Maybe
more. Maybe the word he’s looking for is diplomatic. Danny doesn’t want to
like her, but he does a little bit, for that. Stevie has his special ability, and he’s
developed—slowly—some social skills, but he’s emotionally fragile.

“I'm in good shape, Stevie. Did my friend Ella Davis call you?”

“Yes, the lady. She said she was a police inspector and you were helping
them with a case. Are you helping them with a case, Danny-bo-banny?”

“Trying,” he says, then guides the conversation away. They talk about
Nederland, where Stevie goes hiking on the weekends. They talk about a
dance Stevie went to with his friend Janet and how they kissed three times
after it was over, while they were walking home. Someone is playing music
loud and Stevie shouts at them to turn it down, which he never could have
done as a teenager; back then he would have simply struck himself in the side
of the head until someone made him stop.

Danny says he has to go. His anger is mostly gone. Talking to Stevie does
that. Stevie says okay, then says the usual: “Ask me one!”

Danny is ready. “Folgers Special Roast.”

Stevie laughs. It’s a beautiful, joyful sound. When he’s happy, he’s really
happy. “Aisle 5, top shelf on the right as you go toward the meat counter, price
twelve dollars and nine cents. It’s actually Classic Roast.” He lowers his voice
confidentially. “Folgers Special Roast has been discontinued.”

“Good one, Stevie. | have to go.”

“Okay, Danny-bo-banny. I love you.”

“Ilove you, too.”

He’s glad it was Davis who talked to Stevie. The thought of Jalbert doing it
—of coming anywhere near his brother—makes Danny feel cold to the bone.
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Ella Davis puts her phone in the pocket of her slacks and goes back to the
party. Her sister is doling out cake and ice cream to half a dozen little girls
wearing party hats. Davis’s daughter, birthday girl and star of tonight’s show,
keeps casting greedy eyes at the pile of presents on the sideboard. Laurie is
eight today. The gifts will be opened soon and soon forgotten—except maybe
for Adora, a doll that cost Davis forty hard-earned bucks. The little girls,
fueled by sugar and primed to party hearty, will play games in the living room
and their shrieks will fill her sister’s house. By eight o’clock theyll be ready to
fall asleep while the umpteenth showing of Frozen plays on the TV.

“Who was that?” her sister asks. “Was it your case?”

“Yes.” One dish of ice cream has already been spilled. Mitzi, Regina’s
beagle, gets on that right away.

“It wasn't him, was it?” Regina asks, whispering. “Coughlin?” Then: “Use
your fork, Olivia!”

“No,” Davis lies.

“When are you going to arrest him?”

“Idon’t kn—"

“Arrest WHO?" a little girl bugles. Her name is Mary or Megan, Ella can’t
remember which. “Arrest WHO?”

“Nobody,” Regina says. “Mind your beeswax, Marin.”

“I don’t know, Reg. That’s above my pay grade.”

When the cake and ice cream have been served and the girls are eating,
Davis excuses herself and goes out on the back porch for a cigarette. She’s
troubled by the idea that Frank approached Coughlin in the market,
deliberately marking him out, saying to the witnesses to the confrontation this
is him, this is the guy who did it, get a good look.

She’s more troubled by the idea that Jalbert may have given Coughlin’s
name to the only publication that would run it. She doesn’t want to believe
he’d do that, and mostly she doesn’t, but there can be no doubt that Frank has
homed in on Coughlin. He’s fixated.

Wrong word, she tells herself. The right one is dedicated.



She’s most troubled by Coughlin himself. He did seem relieved when Frank
said they had DNA, and was happy to give a sample for comparison. He did
know Davis was lying about the girl’s fingerprints on the dashboard of his
truck. But that could have been because he wiped them. It could also have
been because Wicker—poor Miss Yvonne to Jalbert—was never in the cab at
all; he could have wrapped her dead body in a tarpaulin and put it in back. If
he got rid of the tarp, it would also explain why they found no hair, prints, or
DNA in the truck bed. But why wouldn’t he have buried her in the tarpaulin?

Or it could have been because Yvonne Wicker was never in the truck at all.

No. I don’t accept that.

Coughlin also offered to take a polygraph, almost begged to take one.
Frank had shot that one down, and for good reasons, but—

Her sister comes out. “Laurie’s opening her presents,” she says, with the
faintest etch of acid. “Do you care to join?”

What the hell happened to innocent until proven guilty, Inspector Davis?

“Yes,” Ella says, putting out her cigarette. “Absolutely.”

Reggie takes her by the shoulders. “You look troubled, hon. Was it him?”

Davis sighs. “Yes.”

“Proclaiming his innocence?”

“Yes.”

“You'll feel better once he’s locked up, won't you?”

“Yes.”

Later, with the girls in their jammies and clustered on the living room
floor, entranced as always when Elsa and Anna sing “For the First Time in
Forever,” Ella asks Reggie if she’s ever had a psychic experience. Like a dream
that came true.

“Not me, but my friend Ida dreamed Horst was going to have a heart
attack, and two weeks later he did.”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

“So you believe such things are possible.”

Reggie considers this. “Well, I don’t think Ida is a liar, but I'd believe it
more if she'd told me about that dream before Horst had his heart attack. And



it's not like he wasn’t asking for one, fat as he is. Look at your kiddo, Els! She
loves that doll!”

Laurie is cradling auburn-haired Adora to her chest and Davis suddenly
has her own vision: Danny Coughlin stabbing Yvonne Wicker again and
again, then climbing on top of her in a cornfield and raping her even as she
bled to death. They know it was a cornfield because there was cornsilk in her
hair.

If he did that, he deserves everything Frank throws at him, she thinks. Then,
standing in the doorway next to her sister, she realizes it’s the first time that
deadly (and disloyal, that too) two-letter word has entered her thinking.

There’s something else, too, and she’s willing to admit—to herself, only to
herself—that it was what really shook her. Has he been spouting random
numbers? Not having to do with anything, just off the cuff? She’s heard Frank do
that several times, more since they've been investigating the Wicker murder,
and it probably means nothing, but he’s lost weight and he’s so fixated on
Coughlin...

Don't use that word! Not fixated, dedicated. He’s Wicker’s advocate, he wants to
give her justice.

Only what if if is the right word?
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Halfway back to Lyons, Jalbert pulls into the cracked and potholed parking lot
of an abandoned strip mall. He feels if he doesn’t get out of this car and do
some counting, he will explode. It’s still daylight, and will be until nine
o’clock. Not too far away, a giggle of girls is watching Frozen.

“He’s running it out,” Jalbert whispers. “That son of a bitch is trying to run
out the clock on me.”

Oh, his head! Throbbing! He runs both hands through his arrowhead
swoop of hair. On either side of the widow’s peak, he can feel tiny beads of
sweat. He needs to count. Counting will soothe him. It always does, and when
he gets back to his two-room Celebration Centre suite, he can run the chairs.
He won'’t be able to sleep until he does. What was once a game to pass the
time has become a necessity.

He walks from his car to the front of an abandoned pawnshop. Thirty-
three steps, which is seventeen and sixteen. He walks back, fifteen and
fourteen. He walks back to the pawnshop again: thirteen, twelve, eleven—the
last three baby steps because that trio totals thirty-six and it must come out
right. He’s starting to feel better. Ten, nine, eight, and seven takes him back to
his car. He makes a fist and raps it on the hood twenty-one times, counting
the numbers off under his breath.

He can’t arrest Coughlin yet. Never mind the county attorney; the KBI
Director put the kibosh on that. And, Jalbert is forced to admit, the director is
right. The story of the dream is absurd, but without anything else, even that
smalltown lawyer Edgar Ball could get the case dismissed.

Or maybe he wouldn’t get it dismissed. If the county attorney was stupid
enough to take such a dumb case to trial, Coughlin would be found innocent
and couldn’t be re-tried: double jeopardy, case closed. Jalbert needs something
that will pry Coughlin open so the world can see the psycho beneath those
wide-eyed proclamations of innocence. He has to grind. He has to turn the

SCTEws.



Jalbert decides to walk around the strip mall, counting carefully from one.
He’s made it to twenty-six (351 total) when he returns to the front and sees a
Highway Patrol car, misery lights flashing, parked beside his unmarked Ford.
A trooper is using his shoulder mike to call in his license plate. He hears
Jalbert coming and turns, hand going to the butt of his Glock. Then he sees
Jalbert’s KBI windbreaker and relaxes.

“Hello, sir. I saw you parked here and—"

“And you did your duty. Your due diligence. Twenty-six. Good for you. 'm
going to reach into my pocket and show you some ID.”

The trooper shakes his head and grins. “Not necessary. Frank Jalbert, isn’t
it?”

“Yes.” He holds out his hand. The trooper shakes it three times, just right
for a handshake. “What’s your name, Trooper?”

“Henry Calten, sir. Are you investigating the dead girl?”

“Miss Yvonne, yes.” Jalbert shakes his head. “Poor Miss Yvonne. I stopped
to stretch my legs and think about my next move.”

“The guy who reported the body looks good for it,” Trooper Calten says.
“Tust my opinion.”

“Mine, too, Troop, but he’s hunkered down.” Jalbert shakes his head. “Kind
of laughing at us, to tell you the truth.”

“I hate to hear that.”

“We have to grind. Find a way to turn the screws.”

“Tll let you do your thinking,” Calten says, “but listen—if I could do
anything to help, I know it’s unlikely...”

“Not that unlikely,” Jalbert says. “In this world, anything is possible.
Sixteen.”

Calten frowns. “Pardon?”

“It's a sweet number, that’s all. Speaking of numbers, give me yours.”

Calten, eagerly: “You bet, sure.” He takes a KHP card from his breast pocket
and scribbles the number of his personal on the back. “You know, I was
thinking about applying to KBI myself.”

“How old are you?” Jalbert takes the card.

“Twenty-four.”



“Eight tripled, good. Want some advice? Don'’t wait too long. Don’t put it
off. And have a good night.”

“You do the same. And if I can, you know, help in any way...”

“I'm going to keep that in mind. Might give you a call.”

Trooper Calten pauses getting into his car and looks back with a grim little
smile. “Get him, Inspector.”

“That’s the plan.”
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At his hotel Jalbert stops at the front desk and asks if they have folding chairs.
The clerk says he believes they do, in the hotel’s business center. Jalbert asks
the clerk to send three up to 521.

“On second thought, I'll get them myself,” Jalbert says, and does just that.
There’s a dozen or more leaning against the wall, so he takes four. Four is a
good number, better than three. Hard to say why, but even always beats the
dickens out of odd. He takes two in each hand and carries them to the
elevator, ignoring the clerk’s questioning look.

He unfolds two in the small sitting room and two in the bedroom. He now
has eight chairs (the bed and the toilet seat count). One to eight inclusive
makes thirty-six, one to twenty-four inclusive makes three hundred, one to
forty inclusive makes eight hundred twenty. People wouldn’t understand (most
people), but it’s really a beautiful thing, a kind of from-the-top-down pyramid
scheme that pays dividends not in money but in clarity.

As he nears the end of his fifth round of chairs, he knows what his next
step must be. He folds up the chairs he’s brought from the conference room
and stacks them next to the little desk. They may come in handy. He takes his
suitcase out from under the bed and opens it. From the elastic pouch he takes
a pair of thin rubber gloves and puts them on. Time to grind. Then he calls
Trooper Calten. Time to turn the screws a little more.
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Early on Friday morning of the week from hell, Danny is awakened by a loud
metallic thud followed by the rev of a car engine with either a bad muffler or
no muffler at all. The clock on his nightstand says it’s 2:19 AM. He gets up,
grabs the flashlight he keeps in case of power outages, and goes to the front
window of his sitting room. Nothing is stirring out there except for a cloud of
moths circling a pole light standing tall between the park’s office and laundry.
Oak Grove (where there are no oaks) is fast asleep. That loud thud has
awakened nobody but him, because it was meant for him.

Danny opens the door. He sometimes forgets to lock up at night, but he
supposes that after Plains Truth and Jalbert’s little show in the IGA last night,
that will have to change. He goes down the concrete steps and clicks on the
flashlight, searching for the source of the thud. It doesn’t take long. There’s a
divot in the trailer’s aluminum shell, just below the frosted bathroom window.
Danny surmises it was the window his nighttime visitor was aiming for.

There’s a smear of red in the deepest part of the divot. Danny runs his light
down the side of his trailer, and there on the gravel is a brick. Wrapped
around it and secured with a twist of wire is a note. Danny knows what it’s
going to say, but squats and pulls it free anyway. The message is short, written
in either black crayon or a felt-tip pen.

GET OUT YOU FUCKING MURDERER. OR ELSE.

Danny’s first thought on reading this is Not on your life. His next is Oh
really? Is this a movie? Are you Clint Eastwood?

Standing here at two in the morning with a threat in one hand and the
brick that delivered it at his feet, getting out of Manitou seems not only
reasonable but attractive. His friend Becky—a friend with benefits—is
through with him, she’ll keep sweet little D] away from him as if he has the
bubonic plague, and he’s lost his job. Bonus attraction, it seems like half the
town has Covid. He doesn’t much like the idea of being driven out like Cain
after he murdered his brother, but this trailer park is nobody’s idea of Eden. It
might be time to give Colorado a try. He thinks Stevie would like that.

He wonders if that noisy car he heard going away was Pat Grady's
Mustang. It might well have been, but what does it matter?

Danny goes inside and back to bed, but first he locks the trailer’s door.
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On his last day as an employee of the Wilder County School Department,
Danny is moving books from the storage room to the teacher’s lounge, which
serves as the de facto History and English Departments. The books will be
stacked there, ready to be passed out to students when school recommences in
September... by which time Danny Coughlin hopes to be far away from
Wilder County.

Jesse comes jogging up the hall from where he’s been scrubbing baseboards
in the new wing. He meets Danny outside the library and says, “Just a heads-
up, that cop from the other day is coming to see you. The one with the
funny...?” Jesse rubs two fingers on his forehead, indicating Jalbert’s widow’s
peak. “He parked around back.”

“Is the woman with him?”

“Nuh, by himself.”

“Thanks, Jesse.”

“Guy’s really got a hardon for you, doesn’t he?”

“Tll come down and help you as soon as I get these books offloaded.”

Jesse persists. “He’s not going to arrest you, is he?”

Danny cracks a smile at that. “I don’t think he can, and it’s driving him
crazy. Go on, now. Let’s make our last day a good one.”

Jesse goes. Jalbert is in the lobby, once more examining the trophy case. He
has what appears to be a rolled-up newspaper in one hand.

Maybe he means to spank my nose with it, Danny thinks. That’s a welcome ray
of amusement in the dread he feels at seeing Jalbert again. He knows dread is
exactly what Jalbert wants him to feel. Danny would change it if he could, but
he can’t. He starts down the hall just as Jalbert comes through the door. “Did
you have a nice Fourth?” he asks.

Danny doesn't bother with that. “What are you doing here on your own?”

To his surprise, Jalbert actually answers the question. “My partner’s
daughter is sick. Too much cake and ice cream, she thinks. I need you to come
to Great Bend this afternoon.”

“Am [ under arrest?”



Jalbert shows his pegs. “Not just yet. | need you to give an official
statement. For the record. All about the dream you had. Once your dream
becomes public knowledge, I'll bet you can get on TV. All the publicity you
ever dreamed of. Too bad Jerry Springer is dead, you'd fit right in with the
whores and deadbeats.”

“Accusing me of being a publicity hound when you’re the one who leaked
my name? That's pretty fucked up even for you.”

“It wasn’t me,” Jalbert says, still smiling. “I'd never do such a thing. Must
have been one of your neighbors.”

Danny could tell Jalbert one of his neighbors (or maybe it was Pat Grady)
threw a brick at his trailer last night, could even show him the note—it’s in
his pocket—but that would be fruitless.

Instead Danny asks Jalbert why he waited so long to ask him to make a
report. “Because you were hoping for something better, right? Not a
statement but a confession. Only your bosses wouldn’t find my confession
very satisfactory. Think about it, Inspector Jalbert. I don’t know where she
was stabbed, or how many times, or what with.”

“You were in a kill frenzy,” Jalbert says. He believes in Danny’s guilt as
fervently as Danny’s late mother believed in Christ the Redeemer. “It’s
common with homicidal maniacs. That’s an old term, probably not politically
correct, but I like it. It describes you perfectly.”

“I didn’t kill her. Just found her.”

Jalbert shows what's left of his teeth. “Tell me about Santa Claus, Danny. I
love that story.”

“I don’t punch out until four. Which means I can’t be in Great Bend until
six-thirty if [ keep to the speed limit. Which I intend to do.”

“Tll wait for you. Ella Davis, too. Or you could punch out a little early, it
being your last day and all.”

Danny is so tired of this man.

“I thought you might also like to see this.” Jalbert unrolls the newspaper.
It's the Oklahoman. Jalbert turns to an inside page and hands it to Danny. The
story is headlined MURDERED GIRL COMES HOME. There’s a photograph.



It’s what Jalbert wanted him to see. Danny thinks it’s the real reason Jalbert
came.

The picture shows all anyone needs to know about human grief in a single
image. Yvonne Wicker’s father is holding his wife, whose face is buried in his
shirt. His head is cocked skyward. His mouth is pulled down in a grimace. The
cords stand out on his neck. His eyes are squeezed shut. Standing behind
them, next to a long black Cadillac with HEARST MORTUARY on the side, is
a young man in what appears to be a high school letter jacket. He’s wearing a
baseball cap. The brim obscures his lowered face. Danny guesses it's Yvonne’s
kid brother.

Danny thinks he’s looking at something the movies and TV dramas rarely
express, or even comprehend: the human toll. The hammer of grief and the
stupidity of loss. The wreckage.

His eyes fill with tears. He looks down at the picture and the headline,
MURDERED GIRL COMES HOME, then up into Jalbert’s face. He’s
astounded to see the man is smiling.

“Oh, look! The murderer cries! It’s like one of those Italian operas!”

Danny almost hits him. In his mind he does hit him, smashing Jalbert’s nose
to one side and sending blood down on either side of his mouth in a red Fu
Manchu mustache. The only thing that holds him back is the knowledge that
Jalbert wants that. He wipes a hand across his eyes instead.

“At least tell me her folks don’t know about the dog. At least tell me that
much.”

“No idea,” Jalbert says, almost cheerfully. “I was not the informing party,
that was a detective from Oklahoma City. My job is working the case, Danny.
Which means working you.”

Danny is still holding the newspaper. It's crumpled. He smooths it out and
holds it up for Jalbert to see. “Do you want to see another mom and dad in a
picture like this? Because whoever killed her may not be done. He could get
two or three more while you're fixated on me.”

Jalbert recoils as if Danny has waved a hand in his face. “I'm not fixated, I'm
dedicated. I know you did it, Danny. There was no dream. You didn’t need a
dream to go where she was buried, because you buried her. But let’s agree to



disagree. Be in Great Bend by six-thirty or I'll put your name and plate
number out to KHP. Bring your lawyer if you want. And you can keep the
newspaper. You might like to gloat over what you did to her family. Four vics
for the price of one.”

He turns, the tail of his black coat flying, and walks back toward the lobby.

“Inspector Jalbert!”

He turns, eyebrows raised, smooth skull on either side of that weird
widow’s peak as pale as cream.

“Do you grind your teeth?”

Jalbert’s brow furrows. “What?”

“Your teeth. Theyre all worn down. Maybe you should get one of those
rubber dams. They sell them in Walgreens.”

“My teeth are hardly the subject under discus—"

“Does it help when you count?”

For the first time, Jalbert looks really rocked back on his heels.

“I looked that up this morning before I came to work,” Danny says. “It’s
called arithmomania. Do you do that? Do you do it when you wake up in the
night because you're grinding your teeth?”

Also for the first time, Danny sees a vein pulsing in Jalbert’s right temple:
ticka-ticka-ticka. “You killed her, smart boy. We both know it and you're
going down for it.”

He leaves. Danny stands where he is, crumpled newspaper in hand, trying
to get himself under control. Each encounter with Jalbert is worse than the
last. He wipes his eyes with the arm of his work shirt. Then he goes back to
moving books. Last day, do it right.
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At lunch he goes out to his truck for his phone. He owes Margie a call, needs
to tell her that he’s lost his job and Kansas has lost its charm, at least for him.
He’s thinking about Boulder. She'll understand that, she likes Stevie. If she
needs money, he supposes he can part with a little... but not too much. Until



he gets a job, helll be living on what he’s got. Besides, she’s getting married,
right?

He opens the passenger door, reminding himself he also needs to pay
Edgar Ball, and gets his phone out of the glove compartment. He starts back to
the school, head down, checking for text messages, then stops. He’s thinking
about something Jesse said: He parked around back. Why would Jalbert do that,
when the faculty parking lot is the one closest to the school? Danny can think
of one reason.

He goes back to the Tundra. He gives the truck bed only a cursory glance.
It's empty except for his toolbox, which he keeps padlocked. The cab, on the
other hand, is unlocked. He always leaves it unlocked, and Jalbert would have
seen that. Danny might have even told him and his partner himself. He can’t
remember.

He goes through the accumulated crap in the glove compartment—weird
how it piles up—expecting to find nothing and nothing is what he finds.
Jalbert wouldn’t have put anything in there. Not once he saw it was where
Danny kept his phone. The center console strikes him as more likely, but
there’s nothing there, either... although he does find a bag of M&M'’s he meant
to give Darla Jean the next time she showed him an A paper. DJ gets lots of
As, she’s a smart little thing.

He looks in the side pockets. Nothing. He looks under the passenger seat
and finds nothing. He looks under the driver’s seat and there it is, a glassine
envelope containing white powder that can only be cocaine, heroin, or
fentanyl. Kansas is hard on hard drugs, Danny knows; the kids get lectured on
it at assemblies all the time. This is too small an amount to be considered
“with intent to distribute,” but in Kansas even possession is a Class 5 felony
which can get you two years in jail.

Does Jalbert want him in prison for two years—ninety days in county,
more likely—on a drug charge? No, but he does want him in jail. Because then
he can work him. And work him. And work him. The guards might work
him, too. If Jalbert asked.

Behind the seat is a space where all sorts of crap accumulates, including a
crumpled McDonald’s bag. Inside the bag is a hamburger wrapper and one of



those cardboard sleeves that once contained a fast-food fried apple pie. It’s just
the right size. Danny picks up the envelope of dope by the sides and slides it
in, bending the sleeve so the envelope won't rub, blurring any fingerprints
that might be on it. Prints are unlikely but possible. He puts the cardboard
sleeve back in the McDonald’s bag and puts the bag in his dinnerbucket.
When he goes back to the school, Jesse is at the picnic table.

“Be with you in a bit,” Danny says, and goes inside. He puts the bag on a
high shelf in the storage room, behind some cleaning supplies. Then he
phones Edgar Ball.

“Are you still my lawyer?”

“l am until you need a pro,” Ball answers. “This is interesting.”

They talk for awhile. Edgar Ball promises to drop by the high school
around two, and to meet Danny at the KBI station in Great Bend at six-fifteen
that evening. Danny promises to give him a check for four hundred dollars.

“Better make it five, considering what you're asking me to do,” Ball says.

Danny says okay. It’s fair, but it will take a big bite out of his nest egg. He
calls Margie and says he may not be able to help out very much for awhile
because he lost his job. She tells him she gets it.

“Have those cops talk to me,” she says. “I'll tell em youre a shouter, not a
stabber. The idea of you killing anyone is flat crazy.”

Danny says she’s a peach. Margie—Margie-Margie-bo-bargie to Stevie—
says youre goddam right I am. He takes his sandwich and Thermos out to the
picnic table and has a nice lunch with Jesse.

“I'm gonna miss this place,” Jesse says. “Weird but true. And I'm gonna miss
working with you. Youre a good boss, Danny.”

“You'll catch on somewhere,” Danny says. “I'd write you a reference, but
you know... under the circumstances...”

“Yeah,” Jesse says, and laughs. “I feel you.”

Edgar Ball shows up at two-fifteen. Danny gives him the check and the
McDonald’s bag. “Sure you want to do it this way?” Ball asks. “You'll be going
out on a limb.”

“I'm already out on a limb,” Danny says. “Getting further out all the time.”
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They punch out at three-thirty, half an hour before their usual quitting time.
Danny locks up the school for the last time, all seven doors. Jesse gives Danny
a man-hug and Danny returns it along with a couple of slaps on the back.
Danny tells Jesse to take care of himself and stay in touch. Jesse says for Danny
to do the same.

Danny drives to Oak Grove, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror,
looking for cops. He sees none. When he gets home, he finds a note taped to
his door. It’s short and to the point: Move Out. We Don't Want You Here. He
pulls it off the door, tosses it in the kitchen trash, takes a quick shower, and
puts on fresh clothes. Then he calls Ella Davis.

“Danny Coughlin again, Inspector.”

“How can I help you?”

“By trusting me just a little.” Danny tells her what he wants her to do. She
doesn'’t say yes... but she doesn'’t say no, either.

He sets out for Great Bend and has covered about thirty miles when a KHP
cruiser pulls out of a farm road and comes after him, lights flashing. The
trooper gives him a blurp of the siren, totally unnecessary because Danny is
already pulling over and powering down his window. Once it’s open, he puts
both hands on top of the steering wheel where they can be seen.

The trooper’s name is H. Calten. He comes up to Danny with one hand on
his Glock. The strap has been unsnapped.

“License and registration, please.”

“My license is in my wallet,” Danny says. “I'm going to reach into my hip
pocket and get it.” He does so, moving very slowly. Once he’s handed his DL
to Trooper Calten, he says, “Now I'm going to reach into my glove
compartment and take out my registration.”

“Do you have a weapon in the glove compartment?”

“No.”

“In the center console?”

“No.”

“Go ahead.”



Once again in slo-mo, Danny opens the glove compartment and takes out
his registration.

“Do you have proof of insurance?”

“Yes.” He starts to reach for the glove compartment again.

“Never mind the insurance card. Sit still, Mr. Coughlin.”

Calten goes back to his cruiser and gets on his radio. Danny sits still. Five
minutes pass. He is going to be late getting to Great Bend, but that’s all right.
Jalbert doesn't think he'll be there at all.

Having verified that the 2011 Tundra he’s pulled over does indeed belong to
Daniel Coughlin—a thing Calten already knew, Danny is quite sure—the
trooper returns to the driver’s side with Danny’s paperwork. But he doesn’t
hand it over. “Do you know why I stopped you, Mr. Coughlin?”

Danny says he doesn't.

“You were weaving all over the road.”

Danny knows that isn't true but keeps quiet.

“Have you had anything to drink today, Mr. Coughlin?”

“If you're asking about alcohol, the answer is no.”

“How would you feel about a Breathalyzer test? Willing to take one?”

“Yes.”

“How about drugs? Been using any of those? Pot? Ecstasy? Cocaine?”

“No.”

“Would you consent to a search of your truck?”

“Don’t you need a search warrant or something for that?”

“Not if I have observed you driving in a dangerous manner. You can
consent to a search or I can impound your vehicle.”

“Okay,” Danny says, opening the door. “I have an appointment, so I guess
you better search.”

Trooper Calten makes a show of searching the cab, saving the underside of
the driver’s seat for last. He spends a long time looking under there, even
getting his flashlight from his cruiser. Then he slams the door and gives
Danny a flat look.

“What about that Breathalyzer?” Danny asks.



“Sir, are you being smart with me?” Danny can't tell if the cop’s cheeks are
flushed or if it's sunburn.

“No. But I wasn’t weaving and we both know it.”

“I'm going to write you up for reckless driving, Mr. Coughlin.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Danny says. “If you do, I'll see you in court. Where my
lawyer will ask if you spoke to Inspector Jalbert of the KBI prior to pulling me
over. Then you'll have to decide whether you want to tell the truth or commit
perjury. Which might or might not come back to bite you in the ass. Do you
want that?”

Calten takes a minute while trying to decide if he wants to push this. It’s
not sunburn; definitely a flush. Danny thinks it’s nice not to be playing
defense for once. Calten hands him back his license and registration. “Try to
keep on your side of the road from now on, sir.”

Danny almost pushes it a little farther, almost asks if Calten doesn’t at least
want to give him a warning, and decides enough is enough. Calten is armed,
and he still hasn’t snapped the strap over the butt of his service weapon.

“I will, Officer.”

“Get out of here.”

Calten follows him for five miles, almost riding Danny’s bumper, then
turns off. The rest of Danny’s trip to Great Bend is without incident.
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Edgar Ball is waiting for him at the far end of the KBI station’s parking lot. He
asks Danny how his trip was. Danny tells him about Trooper Calten.
“Unbelievable,” Ball says. “Are you sure you want to take that dope back?”
“It should be safe enough now, Jalbert took his shot.” Danny hopes he’s
right about that, and also hopes he won'’t be arrested later by Inspector Davis.
Ball opens the trunk of his car and hands Danny the McDonald’s bag.
Danny puts it in the center console, and this time he locks his truck.
“Let’s go in,” Danny says. “Watch Jalbert when he sees me. Thatlll be
interesting.”



But it's not. What they see is the barest flicker of surprise, there and gone.
The room, equipped with audio-visual recording equipment, is crowded. In
addition to Jalbert and Davis, there’s a tubby bald guy named Albert Heller
and a suit-wearing beefcake named Vernon Ramsey. Heller is the Wilder
County Attorney. Ramsey is a detective from Oklahoma City. With six people
crowded in, the feel is downright claustrophobic. Somewhere in this facility
there’s probably a more spacious conference room, but conferencing isn't
what Jalbert and Heller have in mind. What they have in mind is breaking
Danny down. Now that he’s here.

Introductions are made. Hands are shaken (Danny and Jalbert forgo this).
The Miranda warning is given, this time by the county attorney. Heller
finishes by announcing for the record that “Mr. Coughlin has brought his
counselor at law.”

Heller takes the lead, covering the same ground that was covered at
Danny’s last interview. They sit facing each other, with Edgar Ball on Danny’s
side of the table and Ella Davis on Heller’s. Ramsey leans against the wall, face
impassive. Jalbert stands in the corner with his arms crossed.

Under questioning, Danny recounts his dream. He recounts his trip out to
the abandoned gas station in Dart County. He recounts his clumsy attempt to
make an anonymous report. When Heller asks why he called, Danny tells him
about the dog. “It was digging her up. Chewing on her. I'm sure you saw the
photographs.”

Heller tells him they need to know much more about where Danny was
during the first three weeks of June. Danny says he'll help all he can, but he
doesn’t keep a diary or anything.

When Heller runs out of questions, Vernon Ramsey, the Oklahoma City
cop, steps forward. “Did you kill Yvonne Wicker?”

“No.”

Ramsey steps back. He has no follow-up questions. Jalbert whispers
something in his ear and Ramsey nods, face impassive.

Heller winds things up by telling Danny not to leave the county.

Danny shakes his head. “I'm actually planning to leave the county and the
state. My name was printed in a free handout newspaper. I'm the prime



suspect, and somebody wanted to make sure everyone in central Kansas knew
it.” Danny’s eyes flick to Jalbert. Jalbert looks blandly back.

“l can assure you no one involved in the murder investigation gave your
name to the press,” Heller says. “That was unfortunate, but nevertheless it
would be a very bad idea for you to leave the town of Manitou, let alone
Kansas. It would have conse—"

“Arrest me,” Danny says. “If you want to keep me in Kansas, arrest me.”

Heller stares at him. Ella Davis looks down at her hands, which are folded
on the table. Ramsey appears to be studying the ceiling. Jalbert is openly
glaring.

“You can’t,” Danny says. “You have no proof that I killed Yvonne Wicker,
because I didn’t. I only reported the body. So don't tell me there would be
consequences.”

“Actually, there would be,” Ball says, almost apologetically. “A suit for false
arrest. Filed by me.”

“I strongly advise you to stay where you are,” Heller says. “Leaving would
only make you look more guilty.”

From the corner, in a mild voice, Jalbert says, “He is guilty.”

Danny takes a folded piece of paper from his back pocket and hands it
across the table, not to Heller but to Davis. “It says, ‘Get out you fucking
murderer. Or else.’ It was wrapped around a brick. The brick was thrown at
the side of my trailer in the middle of the night. That’s a consequence of
getting my name in the paper, Mr. Heller. The well has been poisoned.” He
again flicks his eyes to Jalbert. “The next brick could be at my head.”

Ramsey says, “Where are you going?”

“I'm thinking Colorado. I have a brother there and I don’t see him enough.”

“It won’t matter where you go,” Jalbert says. “Miss Wicker will follow you
like a bad stink. One that won't wash off.”

Danny knows this is probably true. He looks at Ramsey. “Are you pursuing
any other suspects? Any at all? Maybe a boyfriend she dropped and wasn'’t
happy about it? A bad home situation?”

Ramsey says, “The OHP Investigative Division isn’t in the habit of sharing
information with suspects.”



Danny didn’t expect any better. He has an idea that OHP isn’t pursuing any
suspects in Oklahoma, and for good reason. He thinks that there is no
connection between Yvonne Wicker and her killer. She was hitchhiking, got
picked up by the wrong person, and it cost her her life.

He stands up. “I'm leaving.”

No one stops him, but Jalbert says, “You'll be back.”
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In the parking lot, Danny shakes hands with his lawyer, who drove his big
honker of a Honda from Manitou. He said very little... except for that zinger
about suing for false arrest. That was a good one. Otherwise, what was there
to say?

“Are you sure you want to take a chance on Davis?” Ball asks.

Danny shrugs. “You're thinking she’ll arrest me for possession when I show
her the coke? Compared to what’s hanging over me, that’s a minor risk.”

Ball rocks back and forth on his feet. “If you didn't kill her, youre the most
divine liar I've ever come across. Even better than my Uncle Red, which I
would have thought impossible.”

“I didn’t,” Danny says. He’s getting tired of saying it.
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It's only a couple of miles from the KBI station to where he’s supposed to meet
Ella Davis, but Danny goes the long way through Great Bend’s paltry
downtown, checking his rearview mirror, doing his best to make sure no one
is following him. When he finally arrives at the Coffee Hut, it’s eight-thirty.
There’s a paved parking area in front, dirt in the back. That's where Danny
parks, pulling up next to a RAV4 sport utility. He’s pretty sure it belongs to
Davis. There’s an action figure on the passenger seat that he recognizes,
thanks to Darla Jean. It’s Elsa Oldenburg from Frozen.

He goes inside. Davis is in a booth around the corner from the counter,
where she can’t be seen from the main parking lot.

“I didn’t think you were coming,” she says. “I was getting ready to leave.”



“I wanted to make sure I wasn't followed. Sure as I could, anyway.”

She raises her eyebrows. “You really are paranoid, aren’t you?”

“It was for your benefit as well as mine. [ don't think Jalbert would like you
meeting me behind his back.”

She’s spared a response by the arrival of a waitress. Danny, who hasn’t had
anything to eat since his sandwich at lunch, orders country ham with gravy
and a Coke.

“That will clog your arteries,” Davis says when she’s gone.

“Beats a brick in the head.”

“Frank Jalbert thinks you wrote that note yourself.”

“He would.”

“Why are we here, Danny? I've got a babysitter and her meter’s running.”

Danny tells her about Jalbert’s visit to the school, ostensibly to inform
Danny he needed to make an official statement. Also to show him the picture
of the grieving Wicker family in the Oklahoman.

“But he had another reason. I wouldn't have known if Jesse—the kid I
work with—hadn’t mentioned that Jalbert parked out back when it's only
steps to the front door from the faculty parking lot, which is empty in the
summer. That made me suspicious. I checked, and found a little envelope
under the driver’s seat of my truck.” He slides the fried pie sleeve across to her.
“It’s in here. Might be heroin, but I think it’s coke.”

For the first time since he’s met her, Davis’s professional veneer cracks. She
lifts one of the sleeve’s end flaps and peeks inside.

“I handled the envelope just by the sides. I doubt if he left any fingerprints,
he’s too smart for that, but on the off chance he slipped up, you might want to
check.”

She recovers smartly. “Let me get this straight. Youre accusing Frank
Jalbert, twenty-plus years a KBI inspector, half a dozen citations, including
two for bravery, of planting drugs in your truck.”

“I'm sure he’s a hell of a cop, but he’s convinced I killed that woman.” Only
that’s not right, not enough. “He’s obsessed, and if you haven'’t seen it, I'd be
very surprised.”

“You could have planted this on yourself, Danny.”



“'m not done.” He tells her about the bogus highway stop and how
Trooper Calten spent most of his time looking under the driver’s seat. “He
skimped everything else, because he knew where it was supposed to be. And
as far as planting it on myself... ask Jesse Jackson about Jalbert parking around
back. He'll tell you.”

The waitress is coming with Danny’s food. Davis sweeps the fried pie
sleeve into her purse with the side of her hand. When the waitress is gone,
Ella points at his plate and says, “That looks like something the dog sicked up.”

Danny laughs and digs in. “There! Now you sound like a human being.”

“I am a human being. I also work for the Kansas Bureau of Investigation,
and that makes me a Doubting Thomas.”

“Jalbert gave my name out to that rag. Plains Truth.”

“You say. You're as obsessed with him as he is with you.”

“I have to be, he’s trying to nail me for a crime I didn’t commit. And what
can I do to fight back? Let out the air in his tires? Slap a KICK ME HARD
Post-it on the back of that black coat he wears? Only talk to you, and that’s a
risk. My lawyer said you might arrest me for possession.”

“I'm not going to do that.”

She watches him eat and twiddles at the small gold cross she wears around
her neck. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that Frank gave out your name
to the one outfit that would publish it, and that he planted cocaine in your
truck. Assuming it’s not talcum powder or Mannitol. Just for the sake of
argument let’s say that. Do either of those things prove you didn’t rape and
murder Yvonne Wicker? Not in my book.”

Danny can'’t argue that.

“I will get what’s in your little envelope tested, and I'll talk to that guy at
Plains Truth, Andersson. Text me your young assistant janitor's number and I'll
also get in touch with him. Now I have to go.” She starts to get up.

“That little gold cross—is it just for show, or are you a believer?”

“I go to Mass,” she says warily.

“So you can believe in God but not that I had a dream about where
Wicker’s body was. Have I got that right?”



She touches the little gold cross briefly. “Jesus performed thirty miracles,
Danny. You had one dream. Or so you say. The check’s yours. I just had
coffee.”

Danny says, “Lady, you don’t know how much I wish I'd never had that
fucking—no, that motherfucking—dream.”

Ella Davis pauses. She’s almost smiling. “Youre an engaging guy, Danny.
Reasonable. Friendly. At least that’s the face you show the world. What's
underneath I don’t know. But I'll tell you a secret.” She bends over him, fingers
splayed on the table, little gold cross swinging. “I'd like to believe you. Maybe I
even could, except this is the only goddam psychic dream you've ever had. Why
you, I ask myself?”

“Great question,” he says. “Guys who win the lottery probably ask
themselves the same thing. Only this is the opposite. I don’t know why me. It’s
easier for you to believe I killed her, isn't it?”

“By far.”

“Do me one favor. Be careful of Jalbert. I think he might be dangerous. It
isn’t just planting drugs or giving out my name. That counting thing is
bizarre. I looked it up. It’s called—"

“Arithmomania,” she says, then looks like she wishes she could unsay it.
She leaves without looking back, that big purse of hers swinging. The
waitress comes by and says, “Save room for blueberry buckle, hon.”

“T'll try,” Danny says.
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On his way back to his hotel, Jalbert uses a burner phone to make a call.

“There were no drugs in his truck,” Calten tells him. “Not under the seat,
not anywhere.”

“That’s all right,” Jalbert says, although it’s not. “He found them and got rid
of them, that’s all. Like a wolf smelling a trap. As for you, Troop, you know
nothing, right? You just stopped him because he was weaving.”

“That’s right,” Calten says.

“It might be smart to delete this call.”



“Roger that, Inspector. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

“I appreciate the effort.”

Jalbert ends the call and puts his burner back under the seat. He'll hold onto
it for awhile, maybe another ten days or so (five plus five, four plus six, etc.),
then trash it and swap it out for another one.

Does Coughlin know he planted the drugs? Of course. Can he do anything
about it? No. The police would say he planted the blow on himself. But
finding it... Jalbert didn’t expect that. Coughlin really is like a wolf, one that
can scent a trap no matter how well it's concealed. He'll kill again if he isn't
stopped. He must be stopped, not just for poor Miss Yvonne, but for other
girls who might be unlucky enough to cross his path.

And if he goes to Colorado, Jalbert thinks, we could lose sight of him. Animals
know how to hide. How to fade into the brush.

He has to be stopped here in Kansas.

“Arrest me,” Jalbert whispers, and brings a fist down on the steering wheel
—bang. “The arrogance. The insolence. But you know what, Mr. Coughlin?
We're not done. A long way from done.” He thinks of Coughlin’s face. His
constant open-faced denials. His gall.

Arrest me.

Jalbert needs to settle himself so he can think about his next move. He
needs to count.

41

The clerk at the Celebration Centre is browsing a weird-ass catalogue called
What On Earth. He’s currently considering a tee-shirt that says FOR BEARS,
PEOPLE IN SLEEPING BAGS ARE SOFT TACOS. He’s interrupted by a
guest striding up to the desk... and not just any guest, that KBI inspector. He
looks mad, too—really mad. Face all red right up to both sides of his shaggy
widow’s peak, which has been disarranged in a way that’s almost comic... not
that the clerk feels much like laughing. The inspector’s eyes are wide and
bulgy, sort of bloodshot. The clerk shoves the retail porn catalogue under the
desk’s overhang in a hurry and asks how he can help.



“The chairs are gone.”

“What chairs, sir?”

“The folding chairs. I had four folding chairs from the conference room, or
business center, or whatever you call it. [ had them set up just where I wanted
them, and they’re gone!”

“Housekeeping must have—"

“I had the Do Not Disturb sign on my door!’ Jalbert shouts. A woman on her
way to the gift shop gives him a startled look.

“Those signsre pretty old,” the clerk says, wondering if the inspector is
armed. “Sometimes they fall off and the chambermaids don’t see—"

“The sign didn't fall off!” Jalbert doesn't actually know if it did or not; he is
too upset. He was looking forward to those chairs.

“Tll have someone get—"

“Don’t bother, I'll do it myself.” Jalbert makes an effort to lower his voice,
aware that he’s gone a little over the top, but still, to come into his little suite
and find those chairs gone! It was a shock.

He goes down to the business center and takes five chairs. Only two in one
hand and three in the other feels wrong. Unbalanced. He debates taking a
sixth, or putting one back. It’s a hard choice, because he keeps thinking of
Coughlin, how insolent he looked when he said If you want to keep me in
Kansas, arrest me. Then the crowning, infuriating touch: You can’t. Infuriating
because true.

Only for now, he thinks.

Jalbert decides on four chairs, and counts steps back to the elevator by
fours, under his breath: “One two three four, two two three four, three two
three four.” He knows the counting thing is peculiar, but it’s also harmless. A
way to soothe counterproductive thoughts and clear the mind. He’s up to nine
two three four when he reaches the desk, a total of thirty-six. To the clerk he
says, ‘I was out of line. I apologize.”

“No problem,” the clerk says, and watches Inspector Jalbert walk to the
elevators. He seems to be muttering under his breath. The clerk thinks that it
takes all kinds to make a world. To him this is an original thought. He thinks
it would look good on a tee-shirt.
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In his boxy Kansas plain suite, Jalbert sets up the chairs and runs them. He
knows he’s been doing it a lot lately, maybe too much, but it helps. It really
does. And maybe he was doing it a lot even before Coughlin, maybe it’s a
problem—the chairs and the counting. He’s aware that numbers rarely leave
his mind these days—adding them, dividing them—and it may be an
addiction. Sometimes when he’s counting, a number will pop out of his
mouth, like a Jack from its box. It happened with Calten, and although he
can’t remember for sure, it could have happened with the clerk downstairs.
Certainly the clerk thought he was being peculiar about the folding chairs. He
ought to do something about it before it gets out of hand—maybe hypnosis?
—and he will as soon as Coughlin has been charged with the murder of Miss
Yvonne, but in the meantime he needs to plan his next move. Counting helps.
Running the chairs helps.

He goes from a folding chair to the bed, which is four steps. From the bed
to the closed seat of the toilet, which is eleven more. That’s a total of fifteen, 1
to 5 added sequentially. Next, to the chair by the desk in the sitting room.
That’s fourteen more. Which makes...

For a moment he has no idea what it makes and a kind of panic sets in.
Poor Miss Yvonne is depending on him, her family is depending on him, and
if he can’t remember a simple arithmetical total, how can he possibly...

Twenty-nine, he thinks, and relief floods him.

His upset is all Coughlin’s fault. “Arrest me,” Jalbert murmurs, sitting bolt
upright in one of the folding chairs. “You can’t. You can't.”

Coughlin leaving the state? Jalbert can count all he wants, but he didn’t
count on that. How can he, Inspector Frank Jalbert, keep the pressure on if
Coughlin simply folds his tent and leaves?

He counts. He adds. Occasionally he divides. The idea of killing Coughlin
comes to him, and not for the first time; he’s sure he could get away with it if
he was careful and it would save the girls who might suffer poor Miss
Yvonne's fate. But without hard evidence of Coughlin’s guilt—or a confession,
even better—the son of a bitch would die an innocent man.

Unacceptable.



Jalbert goes from one room chair to the next, to the bed, to a folding chair,
to the toilet seat, to another folding chair. He lies down for awhile, hoping to
sleep, at least to get some rest, but when he closes his eyes he sees Coughlin’s
insolent face. Arrest me. You can't, can you?

He springs up and begins running the chairs again.

Last time, he tells himself. Then I'll be able to sleep. When I wake up I'll know
what comes next.

On the toilet seat, he covers his face with his hands and whispers, “I'm
doing it for you, Miss Yvonne. All for you.”

Which is a lie, and he knows it. Miss Yvonne is beyond help. Danny
Coughlin is alive. And free.
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On Saturday morning, Ella Davis drives to Manitou. Her daughter is strapped
in the backseat, absorbed with the iPad Mini she got for her birthday. Ella told
Danny Coughlin that she had a babysitter and the meter was running. That
was a lie, but she doesn’t feel bad about it. He is lying about Yvonne Wicker,
after all, and his lie is bigger than hers.

Are you sure he’s lying? Totally sure?

Ella and Laurie are staying with Regina in Great Bend. Reggie has a
daughter just Laurie’s age, and the birthday party was actually Reggie’s idea.
She’s crazy about Laurie and is delighted to keep her when Davis has to work.

One hundred per cent sure?

She tells herself she is. She’s less sure that he called in the location of the
girl's body out of remorse and a desire to be punished for his horrific crime.
He would have confessed already if that were the case. She thinks now that it’s
a kind of arrogance.

“He’s playing chicken with us,” she murmurs.

“What, Mommy?”

“Nothing, hon.”

“Are we almost there?”

“Three or four more miles.”



“Good. I'm beating Beer Pong.”

“What Pong?”

“l use my finger to throw the little balls into the cups of beer. When they
go in, there’s a ker-sploosh and I get points.”

“That’s nice, Laurie.”

She thinks: Beer Pong My eight-year-old is playing Beer Pong She thinks:
What if he’s telling the truth? What if there really was a dream?

It’s the same story each time, without significant variations and without
the liar’s tells that she’s been trained to look for: a shifting of the eyes to the
left, a wetting of the lips, a raising of the voice, as if being loud would
convince her of the truth. He doesn’t over-explain, either, and risk getting
tripped up by his own lies. Is it possible he’s even convinced himself? That his
rational mind, horrified by what the alligator deep inside did, has constructed
its own alternate reality?

Is it possible he’s telling the truth?

This morning she called the Jacksons in Manitou and asked Jesse if he
would be willing to talk to her. He said yes without hesitation, and here she is,
turning into the Jacksons’ driveway. She isn't here because she believes Danny
about the dream. She’s here because she almost believes him about Jalbert. If
Frank’s been doing what Danny says he’s been doing, it could very well screw
up any chance they have of making a case. More than that, it's wrong. It’s bad
policing. Her unease about her partner is growing. She’s almost ready to be
angry at him.

Bullshit, you're angry at him already.

“True,” she says.

“What, Mommy?”

“Nothing, Lore.”

Mrs. Jackson is hanging out clothes. A little boy who looks to be Laurie’s
age is on a swing set nearby, singing that awful “Baby Shark” song. When
Davis opens the back door and lets Laurie get out, the little boy hops off his
swing and runs over, examining the newcomers. Laurie stands close to Ella,
putting one hand on her mother’s leg. Mrs. Jackson turns to Ella and says
hello.



“Hi. I'm Inspector Davis, here to see Jesse?”

“He’s just in the house. Jesse! Your company’s here!’

The little boy says, “I'm Luke. Is that an iPad Mini?”

“Yes,” Laurie says. “I got it for my birthday.”

“Radical!”

“My name is Laurie Rose Davis. I'm eight.”

“Me too,” Luke says. “Want to go on the swing?”

Laurie looks at Davis. “Can [, Mommy?”

“Yes, but be careful. Don’t break your iPad.”

“I won't!”

They run for the swing set.

“Pretty girl,” Mrs. Jackson says. “I'm the mother of boys. I'd pay to get one
of those.”

“She can be a handful,” Ella says.

“Try Luke, you want a handful.” She goes back to hanging clothes.

Jesse comes out of the house, dressed in jeans and a plain white tee. He
walks to Davis without hesitation and shakes her hand. “Happy to talk to you
if it's about Danny. Tell you up front, though, I don’t think he did what the
cops say he did. He's a good man.”

Davis has heard this several times now, even from Becky Richardson,
Danny’s sometime girlfriend. Richardson wants nothing to do with him now,
of course, but continues to say that “he seems like the nicest guy you'd ever
want to meet.” And Richardson believes the dream story.

“It isn’t Danny Coughlin I want to talk about, at least not directly,” Davis
says. “Is it true that Inspector Frank Jalbert came by to see him at the school
yesterday?”

“Yeah. I didn’t like him.”

“Oh? Why?”

“He’s made up his mind. I could tell just by the way he looked at Danny.”

Well, she thinks, I have, too. Right?

“Danny says you saw Inspector Jalbert park around back.”

“That’s right. Why?”

“Did he park near Danny’s truck?”



“No, by the school buses, but that’s pretty close. Hey, did he put something
in Danny’s truck? Try to set him up? I wouldn’t put it past him. He looked
totally locked and loaded.”

“Did you see him put anything in Danny’s truck?”

“No...”

“Did you see him go to Danny’s truck? Kind of looking it over? You know,
the way some guys look at trucks?”

“No, soon as I saw him get out of his car I told Danny. Then I went back to
work. Danny said just because it was our last day, that was no reason to be
slacking off.”

“I'm sorry you lost your job because of Coughlin.”

Jesse’s face darkens. “Wasn’t him. Chickenshit school administration said
Danny had to go and I had to go with him. They made up a lot of bullshit
reasons—’

“Jesse, watch your mouth,” his mother says. “This is an officer of the law
you're talking to.”

“It just makes me mad. They probably made up some stupid stuff on
account of they couldn't fire him because of that girl. Whatever happened to
innocent until proven guilty?”

I keep hearing that, Ella thinks.

“He went, so I had to go,” Jesse says. “I get that, I'm just a kid. But I needed
that money for college.”

“You'll get another job,” Davis says.

“Already did. At the sawmill.” Jesse makes a face. “The pay is better, so long
as [ don’t cut off a hand.”

“You better not,” his mom says. “You need that hand.”

Laurie and Luke have abandoned the swings. They are sitting in the shade
of the small yard’s only tree, heads together, looking at the iPad Mini. As
Davis glances their way, the two kids start giggling at whatever's on the
screen. Davis is suddenly very glad she came. After spending so much time
with Jalbert, it’s like coming out of a stale room into fresh air.

“Let me get this straight,” Davis says, taking out her notebook. “You saw
Inspector Jalbert park in back—"



“Yeah, even though out front is a lot closer to the building.”

“But you didn’t see him approach Danny Coughlin’s truck, or touch it in
any way.”’

“I told you, I had to go back to work.”

“Okay, understood.” She smiles and gives him her card. “If anything else
occurs to you—"

“You should have seen him!” Jesse bursts out. “Waving that newspaper in
Danny’s face. Low class! After Danny did the cops a favor! I don’t think that
guy even cares who did it, he just wants to put Danny in jail.”

“Enough, Jesse,” his mother says. “Show some manners.”

“That guy Jalbert didn’t show any,” Jesse says, and Davis guesses that was
true. But excusable. When you've got a rapist-murderer standing in front of
you, manners have a way of going out the window.

“Thank you for your time. Come on, Laurie, we have to go.”

“We just got here!” Laurie groans. “Men Luke are playing Corgi Hop! It’s so
funny!”

“Five minutes,” Ella says. Her ex claims she spoils the girl, and Ella
supposes he’s right. But Laurie is what she’s got, all she’s got, and how she
loves her. The thought of Coughlin putting his dirty bloodstained hands on
her—on any girl—makes Ella cold.

“Mrs. Jackson, can I help you hang those clothes while I wait for them to
finish their game?”

“If you want to,” Mrs. Jackson says, sounding both surprised and pleased.
“The pins are in that mesh bag.”

The two women finish up fast, hanging the last two sheets as a team. Davis
thinks about Jalbert parking near Coughlin’s truck. She doesn’t—can’t—
believe that Danny Coughlin dreamed the location where a murdered girl was
buried, but she is closer than ever to believing that Frank Jalbert, a decorated
inspector, planted drugs and then got some cop to stop Danny on the road to
Great Bend. She just can’t prove it, any more than they can prove Danny
Coughlin killed Yvonne Wicker.

Let it alone, she tells herself as she puts the last pin on the last sheet.



Probably good advice, but she won'’t do it. If Jalbert is over the line, she
can’t just stand by. And she has someone else to question. It will probably
come to nothing, but at least she'll be able to tell herself she tried.

“You want a glass of iced tea?” Mrs. Jackson asks as she picks up her
laundry basket.

“You know, that sounds good,” Ella says, and follows her toward the house.

One thing she’s sure of: This is going to be her last case with Frank. All else
aside, Danny is absolutely correct about one thing—that counting business,
the arithmomania, is spooky. And it’s getting worse.
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At ten-thirty on Sunday morning someone knocks on the door of Danny’s
trailer. He expects to see Jalbert or Davis, but it’s Bill Dumfries, the retired
contractor who put him in touch with Edgar Ball. He looks uncomfortable,
arms crossed over his meaty chest, not making eye contact. Danny has a pretty
good idea that he hasn’t come to invite him to dinner.

“Hey, Danny.”

“Hey. What can I do for you?”

Dumfries sighs. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I'm just gonna come
right out with it. Most of the people in the park think it'd be good if you left.”

Danny is already planning to leave, which should make this all right—sort
of all right—but it doesn’t. “You want to come in and have a cup of coffee?
Talk about it a little?”

“Better not.” Dumfries glances toward his trailer and Danny sees Althea
Dumfries standing on the top step, watching them. Probably wanting to make
sure Danny doesn’t whip out his murder-knife and start stabbing on her
husband. Which is funny, in a way; Danny thinks if he made a move on Bill,
the guy would break him in half.

“There was a kind of meeting last night,” Dumfries says. A flush is creeping
up his neck and infecting his cheeks. “People were talking about getting up a
petition, but I said screw that, I'll talk to him. Tell him which way the wind’s
blowing.”



Danny thinks of his mother, who had a saying for every occasion. One of
them was its an ill wind that blows no good. Here was that wind, and he knew
the name of the evil sorcerer who had ginned it up. Angry as he was at Jalbert,
Danny didn’t want to do the man harm. That would make his situation even
worse. All he wanted was to get away from his zone of influence. The sooner
the better.

“You tell people not to worry.” Danny gives Althea Dumfries a wave,
restraining the urge to flip her the bird. She doesn’t wave back. “I'll be gone
soon. You don’t want me here and I don’t want to stay. My mother would say
this just proves that no good deed goes unpunished.”

“You really didn’t kill her.”

“No, Bill. I really didn’t kill her. And the only one who’s close to believing
me is the lawyer you recommended. I don’t know if you'd call that irony or
not.”

“Where are you going?”

Bill Dumfries doesn’t need to know that Danny still hasn’t nailed that
down, but because Bill at least had the guts to face him (without eye contact,
it’s true), Danny closes the door of his trailer gently instead of slamming it in
Bill’s face.

Back in his living area, he makes a FaceTime call to his brother, knowing
Stevie will be on break. Stevie keeps to a regular schedule and gets upset if
something happens to knock him off it. In that way, Danny thinks, he’s kind of
like a sunnyside version of Jalbert.

Stevie is sitting on a box of Charmin and eating a Twinkie. He brightens
when he sees Danny’s face.

“What's up, Danny-bo-banny?”

“I'm thinking I might move to Colorado,” Danny says. “What would you
think about that?”

Stevie looks both pleased and worried. “Well... mayyy-be. But why? Why
would you?”

“Tired of Kansas,” Danny says. Which is the absolute truth. Then he
understands why Stevie looks worried, and has stopped munching his snack.
He's a creature of routine, is Stevie Coughlin; routine keeps him safe. His



motto is: keep the shiny side up, keep the rubber side down. He is the Chief
Information Officer at King Soopers, even has a plaque that says so, and he
loves his room and his friends in the group home.

“'m not talking about us moving in together,” Danny says. “I might not
even live in Boulder. I looked at some places in Longmont, you know,
online...”

Stevie breaks out a relieved grin. “Longmont’s nice!”

Danny doubts if Stevie has even been there. “That’s what I've heard, and
rents are cheap. Well... cheaper. We could have supper together sometimes...
maybe hit a movie... you could take me on one of your hikes...”

“West Magnolia!l Mud Lake! I could show you those! Great hikes! Wildlife!
[ take so many pictures you wouldn’t even believe it. Mud Lake, I know it’s an
ugly name, but it’s really pretty!”

“l think it sounds great,” Danny says, then adds something else that’s
nothing but the truth: “I miss you, Stevie.”

Now that Stevie knows he won't have to forego the group home—and
maybe Janet—he looks almost ecstatic. “I miss you, too, Danny-bo-banny. You
should come! Rocky Mountain High, in Col-o-raaado.”

“Sounds good. I'll tell you what's going on when [ know more.”

“Good. That's good. Give me one. But quick, my break’s almost over.”

Once more Danny is ready. “King Oscar sardines.”

Stevie laughs. “End of Aisle 6, top shelf on the left, just before the end-cap.
Four-pack, nine dollars and ninety-nine cents.”

“You're the best, Stevie. They are lucky to have you.”

“I know,” Stevie says. And chortles.
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On Monday, Jalbert is called to Wichita to make a report on the Yvonne

Wicker case. Top brass will be present, also the county attorney from Wilder

County. Dart County doesn’t even have a county attorney, Jalbert tells Davis.
“Do you want me to go with you?” Ella asks.



“No. What I want is for you to press Coughlin on where he was during
those blanks in the first three weeks of June. And you need to knock on doors
in that trailer park. Talk to Becky Richardson—"

“1did—"

He makes a chopping gesture with one hand, a gesture that’s very unlike
him. “Talk to her again. And talk to her daughter. Ask if Coughlin ever made
her uncomfortable. You know, touching.”

“Jesus, Frank!”

“Jesus what? You think what he did to Miss Yvonne just came out of
nowhere? There will have been signs. Now are you with me on this or not?”

“Yes, sure.”

“Good. Nineteen.”

“What?”

“It’s the only good prime number,” Jalbert says, then makes the chopping
gesture again. “Never mind. Knock on doors. Find something. We can'’t let him
leave Wilder County, let alone the state. I'll take care of Wichita.”

“Can you convince them to arrest Coughlin?”

“I'm going to try,” Jalbert says, “but don’t hold your breath.”

He leaves. Davis goes to Oak Grove and starts knocking on doors, although
not on Danny Coughlin’s; after their conversation at the Coffee Hut, she’s not
ready to talk with him again. Becky Richardson is home but on her way out,
telling Davis she has to do a favor for a friend. She has nothing new to add
anyway, only that she and Coughlin had a relationship but now are quits. The
daughter, Darla Jean, stares at Davis from in front of the TV with big eyes.
Ella makes no attempt to interview her.

At eleven o’clock, after a series of fruitless interviews that have told her
nothing new except Danny has agreed to leave the park, she calls Plains Truth.
She half-expects voicemail, but the phone is answered by a young man. “Yell-
0.”

“T'd like to speak to Peter Andersson, please.”

“That’s me.”

“Mr. Andersson, I'm Inspector Ella Davis of the Kansas Bureau of
Investigation. I'd like to talk to you about Daniel Coughlin.”



There’s a long pause. Davis is about to ask if Andersson is still there when
he speaks again, sounding younger than ever. “I was given a good tip and I
published it, okay? If there was something wrong with giving out his name, I
didn’t know.”

Ignorance of the law is no excuse, Davis thinks, but in this case there’s no law
anyway—just accepted practice.

“But if there’s something wrong with the follow-up, I guess I could print a
retraction. If it's not true, that is.”

What follow-up? she thinks, and makes a mental note to pick up the latest
issue of Plains Truth.

“What I want to know, Mr. Andersson, is who gave you your
information?”

“A cop.” Andersson pauses for a moment, then blurts, “At least he said he
was a cop, and I believed him because he really had the inside track on the
investigation. He said printing the guy’s name would put pressure on him to,
you know, come clean.”

“This mystery cop didn’t give you a name?”

“No—”

“But you ran the story anyway.”

“Well, isn’t it true?” Andersson is trying to sound pugnacious. “Isn’t this
Coughlin the guy you're looking at for the murder of the girl?”

“Mr. Andersson, I think I'd better come see you in person,” Davis says.

“Oh God,” he says, sounding younger than ever.

“What time would be convenient?”

“I guess I could be at the office. There now. Have you got the address?
We're in Cathcart.”

“I have it.”

“Truth is pretty much a one-man operation. Just tell me one thing, ma’am.
Did I break the law when I printed his name?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Davis says. “It wasn'’t illegal, just shitty. I'll be by
this afternoon.”
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Danny doesn’t know what his next stop will be—maybe Denver, maybe
Longmont, maybe Arvada—but after nearly three years in Oak Grove, his two
small suitcases won't be enough for the belongings he means to take. He
decides to go to Manitou Fine Liquors and see if he can get some empty boxes
for his clothes. They might not know his face there because even in his
drinking days he stuck mostly to beer.

He opens his trailer door shortly after noon and stops on the top step.
Darla Jean Richardson has set up her dollhouse on the asphalt in the shade of
the Oak Grove office building. It's a big one, damn near a mansion. Carrying
it from her trailer must have been a chore. Becky ordered it from Amazon for
DJ’s seventh birthday, then threw up her hands in despair when she realized it
had to be assembled. Danny put it together with D] handing him the various
components, both of them singing along with the radio. That was a good day.

She’s nine now, and he hasn’t seen Marigold’s DreemHouse for almost a
year. He supposes she plays with it in her bedroom. Or has outgrown it. But if
she lugged it all the way out here from her trailer, it can only have been for
one reason.

“Hey, DJ, what do you say?”

That’s always been good for a smile, but not today. She gives him a solemn
look. “She’s gone, if that’s why you were staying inside.”

Danny doesn’t have to ask who DJ’s talking about. Ella Davis was in the
park earlier, knocking on doors and talking to anyone who was home. He
expected her to make a visit to his trailer, but she never did; just took off her
Covid mask and left.

“Where's your mom?”

“She hadda take Marielle’s shift at the diner. Marielle’s got impetigo.” DJ
says the word very carefully, syllable by syllable. “She said I could stay on my
own and she’d bring me back a slice of cake. [ don’t want cake, [ don'’t care if [
ever have cake again. She told me I couldn’t knock on your door, so I came
here. So I'd see you when you came out.”

Danny goes down the steps, walks half the distance to DJ, then stops. The
dollhouse is open on its hinges and he can see Barbie and Ken inside, sitting at



the kitchen table. Barbie sits with her legs stuck awkwardly out because her
knees don’t bend very well. There was a time when DJ and Danny discussed
this, and other unrealistic attributes of various dolls—plastic skin, creepy hair
—at some length.

“Why are you just standing there?” DJ asks.

Because he can feel eyes, of course. The accused killer and the defenseless
little girl. Most people are at work, but some are at home—the ones Inspector
Davis talked to—and they will be watching. Maybe he shouldn’t care, but he
does.

Before he can think of a reply, she says, “Ma ast if you ever molested me. |
know what that means, it means stranger danger, and I said Danny would
never molest me because he’s my friend.”

Darla Jean starts to cry.

“D]J, Jesus, don't—"

“You didn't kill that girl. Did you.” Not a question.

Fuck the watchers. He goes to where she’s sitting and squats down beside
her. “No. They think I did because I had a dream of where she was buried, but
[ didn’t kill her.”

DJ swipes an arm across her eyes. “Ma says | can’t come over your trailer
anymore and you can'’t pick me up at school anymore. She says theyll either
arrest you or you'll go away. Are they going to arrest you?”

“They can’t because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Are you going away?”

“I have to. I dont have a job and most people don’t want me here
anymore.”

“I want you! What if Ma decides she wants Bobby for a boyfriend again? He
can't fix the car if it busts! I hate him, he sent me to my room once without my
supper and Ma didn't stop him!”

She begins to sob, and double fuck the watchers, Danny puts an arm
around her and pulls her to him. Her face against his shirt is hot and wet but
okay. More than okay.

“She won'’t have Bob back,” he says. “She knows better.”



He has no idea if this is true, but hopes it is. He’s never met his
predecessor, for all Danny knows he could be a skinny bespectacled
accountant who gets a kick out of sending little girls to their rooms, but he
imagines a big hulk with a crewcut and lots of tattoos. Someone a little girl
could really be scared of.

“Take me with you,” DJ says against his shirt.

Danny laughs and gives her dark blond hair a scruff. “Then they'd arrest me
for sure.”

She looks up at him and gives him a tentative smile. That’s when Althea
Dumfries comes out of her trailer. “Let loose of that child!” she shouts. “Let
loose of that child this minute or I'm calling the police!”

DJ shoots to her feet, tears still streaming down her face. “Go fuck yourself!
GO FUCK YOURSELF, YOU FAT BITCH!"

Danny is horrified but also admiring. And even though he’s sure Darla Jean
just bought herself a whole boatload of trouble, he can’t help thinking that he
couldn’t have said it better himself.
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Ella Davis didn’t think they made burgs like Cathcart anymore, even in dead-
red central Kansas. It's a dusty one-stoplight town about forty miles north of
Manitou. There’s a Kwik Shop across from the rusty water tower
(WELCOME TO CATHCART WHERE ALL LIVES MATTER is printed on
the side). Davis buys herself an RC, and grabs a Plains Truth from the rack by
the cash register. Danny Coughlin has made the front page, sandwiched
between an ad for Royal Tires and one for the Discount Furniture Warehouse
Where Every Day Is Sale Day. The headline reads SUSPECT CLAIMS “IT
WAS ALL A DREAM.”

Davis cranks up the AC in her car and reads the story before heading down
Main Street. It’s Peter Andersson’s byline (excepting local sports, Andersson
seems to write all the Plains Truth stories), and Davis doesn’t think the New
York Times will be calling him anytime soon. If Andersson’s intent was irony,
he fell far short, achieving only a kind of lumbering skepticism. Perversely, it



makes her want to believe Danny’s version. She tosses the miserable excuse
for a newspaper behind her.

Plains Truth is on the street-level floor of a white-frame building halfway
down Main Street. It's squeezed between a Dollar Tree and a long defunct
Western Auto. It needs paint. The boards are loose, the nails bleeding streaks
of red rust. The door is locked. She cups her hands to peer through the
window and sees one large cluttered room with an old desktop computer
presiding over it like an ancient god. The chair in front of the computer looks
new, but the rest of the furniture looks like it was picked up either at a yard
sale or on a dump-picking safari. A long bulletin board is drifted deep with ad
mock-ups and old copy, some of it yellowed and curling with age.

“Hello, hello, hello, are you Davis?”

She turns to behold a very tall young man, perhaps six-seven or -eight.
He’s as skinny as a playing card. He’s also strikingly pale at a time of year when
most Kansans have at least a touch of tan. A Hitlerian forelock of black hair
hangs over one eye. He brushes it back and it flops back down.

“I am,” she says.

“Hold on, hold on, I'll unlock.” He does so and they step in. She smells air
freshener and beneath it, a ghost aroma of pot. “I was downstreet to see Ma.
She’s got the diabetes. Lost a foot last year. Would you like a cold drink? I
think there’s some in the—"

She holds up her bottle of RC.

“Oh. Right, right, okay, great. As for snacks, I'm afraid the cupboard is
bare.” He laughs—titters, actually—and brushes away the forelock. It
promptly falls back. “I'm sorry it’s so warm in here. The air conditioning’s on
the fritz. Always something, isn't it? We roll the rock, Sisyphus and all that.”

Davis has no idea what he’s talking about, but she realizes he’s scared to
death. Good.

“I didn’t come here for snacks.”

“No, of course not. Coughlin, the story about Coughlin.”

“Two stories, it turns out.”

“Two, yes, right, okay. As I said on the phone, I thought I was getting
information from someone on the inside of the investigation. A policeman. In



fact he said that. KHP, he said.”

“Not KBI? The Kansas Bureau of Inves—"

“No, no, he was from the Highway Patrol, I'm sure, totally sure, positive.”
The forelock flops. Andersson brushes it back.

“He also gave you the information about the dream?”

“Yes, sure did, absolutely, even suggested I withhold that for my next issue.
He said I'd still be scooping the regular newspapers. I thought that was a very
good idea.”

“Do you usually take advice from anonymous tipsters, Mr. Andersson?”

He gives the unsettling titter. Davis could more easily envision this man
killing Yvonne than Coughlin; in a TV show he would turn out to be a serial
killer with some strange alias, like The Reporter.

“I rarely get tips, Ms. Davis. We're basically an ad-based—"

“Inspector Davis,” she corrects, not because she’s in love with her title, but
because she wants him to remember who has the hammer here.

“Asking again, did I print anything that wasn'’t true, Inspector Davis?”

“I'm not at liberty to say, and it’s not the point. Although what you did was
so irresponsible that I'd have trouble believing it if | hadn’t read it myself.”

“Now, now, that’s a little—"

“I don’t suppose you have a recording of this mystery call, do you?” She
doesn’t hold out much hope of that.

He gives her a wide-eyed look and another unsettling titter. “I record
everything.”

She thinks she must have misheard. “Everything? Really? Every phone-in?”

“T have to. This is a shoestring operation, Ms.... Inspector. I also work part-
time at the lumberyard outside of town. You must have passed it on your way
in. Wolf Lumber?”

She can’t remember if she did or not. She was thinking about Jalbert. She
gestures for Andersson to go on.

“While I'm out at the yard or seeing to Ma—she takes a lot of seeing to—
every call I get, most of them are about ads but some are from Hurd Conway,
he does the sports, are recorded and zip directly up to the Cloud.”

“You don'’t erase them?”



He titters. “Why would I bother? Plenty of room on the Cloud. Many
mansions, as the Good Book says. My soul hath elbow-room. Shakespeare.
Our set-up might not work for a big city newspaper, but it’s fine for us. Here,
I'll show you.”

Andersson wakes up his computer and types in a password. Davis is far
from a compulsive neatnik, but the desktop’s screen is so littered with icons
that looking at it makes her eyes hurt. Andersson mouses to the phone icon
and pushes it. A message blares from speakers on either side of the room. He
winces and turns down the volume.

“You have reached Plains Truth, the voice of central Kansas and the best buy
for your ad dollar. We are a free news and sports weekly, sometimes bi-
weekly, that is given out free of charge in over six thousand locations in six
counties.”

If that's true, I'll eat my shorts, Ella thinks.

“If you have news, press 5. If you have a sports score, press 4. If you want
to report an accident, press 3. If you want to place an ad, press 2. If you have a
question about rates, push 1. That’s 5 for news, 4 for sports, 3 for an accident
report, 2 to place an ad, 1 for rates. And don’t worry about getting cut off!”
There’s the titter she’s coming to know all too well. “This is Plaaaiiiins Truth,
where the truth matters!”

Andersson turns to her. “It's good, don’t you think? All the bells and
whistles. Bases covered.”

Under other circumstances Davis—curious by nature—might ask
Andersson how much ad revenue Plains Truth generates. But not under these.
“Can you find that anonymous call?”

“Yes, sure. Tell me the date I'm searching for.”

She doesn’t know. “Try between June 30th and July 4th.”

Andersson brings up a file. “That’s a lot of incoming, but maybe...” He
frowns. The forelock flops. “Some guy called in about a chimney fire, I think it
was after that. Pretty sure.”

Andersson clicks, listens, shakes his head, clicks some more. At last he gets
a drawly farmer type who says he seen a chimbly fahr out on Farm Road 17.



Andersson gives Davis a thumbs-up and goes to the next message. She has
drawn up a chair next to him.

“It sounds funny, because—"

“Shhh!”

Andersson draws a finger across his lips, zipping them shut.

It does sound funny, because the caller was using a voice-altering device,
maybe a vocoder. It sounds like a man, then a woman, then a man again.

“Hello, Plains Truth. I'm with the Kansas Highway Patrol. I'm not
investigating the Yvonne Wicker murder but I've seen the reports. Your
readers might like to know the man who discovered the body is Daniel M.
Coughlin. He’s a janitor at Wilder High School. He lives in the Oak Grove
Trailer Park—"

“I never printed the address,” Andersson says. “I thought that would be—"

“Shhh! Go back.”

Andersson flinches and does something with his mouse.

“—Wilder High School. He lives in the Oak Grove Trailer Park in the
town of Manitou. You should print that right away.” There’s a pause. “He is
KBI's prime suspect because he claims he had a dream of where the body was.
The investigators don’t believe him. You might want to save that for a follow-
up. Just a suggestion.” There’s another pause. Then the vocoder voice says,
“Fifteen. Goodbye.”

There’s a click, followed by someone who wants Plains Truth to know the
July 4th festivities in Wilder County have been postponed until the 8th, very
sorry. Andersson kills the sound and looks at Davis. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

“Yes,” she says. She’s not. She’s sick to her stomach. “Play it again.”

She takes out her phone and hits record.
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Back in her car, with the air conditioning on high, Davis listens to it again.
Then she turns off her phone and stares through the windshield at Cathcart’s
dusty Main Street. She’s thinking of an arson case she worked with Jalbert in
the spring. It was in a rural town called Lindsborg. On their way to the site,



they passed a field where a few cows were grazing. Ella, riding shotgun that
day, counted them aloud, just for something to do.

“Seven,” she said.

“Twenty-eight,” Jalbert replied, with no pause.

She gave him a questioning look and he told her one to seven added up to
twenty-eight. He said adding inclusively passed the time and also kept him
mentally sharp. She thought her partner might have a little touch of OCD.
She'd even looked up the name of that particular compulsion on her phone,
then dismissed it. Everyone had their little tics, didn’t they? She herself
couldn’t go to sleep until all the dishes were washed and put away... but she
had never considered counting them.

Now, sitting in her car, she thinks of Peter Andersson’s outgoing message.
Five choices, and when you added one two three four five, the total was...

“Fifteen,” she says. “It was him. Fuck. Fuck/

She sits awhile longer, trying to convince herself that she’s wrong. She
can’t do it. Absolutely can’t. So she calls Troop C of the Kansas Highway
Patrol, identifies herself, and asks for a callback from Trooper Calten, as soon
as possible.

While she waits for the callback—which she dreads—she asks herself what
she’s going to do with what she now knows.

49

Danny gets all the empty boxes he wants at Manitou Fine Liquors. He also
gets a fifth of Jim Beam. At four o'clock that afternoon the boxes are piled up
in his bedroom and the bottle of Beam is on the kitchen table. He sits there
looking at it with his hands folded in front of him. He’s trying to think of the
last time he drank whiskey. Not on the night he got arrested for standing on
Margie’s lawn and shouting at her house; that night he'd been beered up. He'd
downed almost a case of Coors between Manitou and Wichita. He could still
remember vomiting it up into the stainless steel toilet of the cell they put him
in, then going to sleep not on the bunk but underneath it, as if sleeping on
concrete was some kind of penance.



He decides the last time he got into the high-tension stuft was fishing with
Deke Mathers. The two of them were so loaded they didn’t find their way out
to Route 327 until it was almost dark, by then both of them badly hungover
and promising never again, never again. He didn't know how that had worked
out with Deke, Danny had lost touch with him since moving to Oak Grove,
but he hadn’t touched brown liquor since. Not any beer for the last couple of
years, either.

Jim Beam won'’t solve his problems, he knows that. Theyll still be there
when he gets up on Tuesday morning, only with a hangover to add to his
misery. But what it would do is to blot out DJ’s sad face, at least for awhile.
She said What if Ma decides she wants Bobby for a boyfriend again? She said He
can't fix the car if it busts! She said (and somehow this was the worst of all, God
knew why) I don't want cake, I don’t care if I ever have cake again.

“That dream,” he says. “That fucking goddam dream.”

Only the dream isn't really the problem. Jalbert is the problem. Jalbert has
sprayed his goddam life with his version of Agent Orange. He's trying to
poison everything, including a little girl who thought her life was pretty much
okey-dokey: her mom finally had a boyfriend Darla Jean liked, who didn’t
shout and send her from the table without her supper.

Jalbert.

All Jalbert.

Danny unscrews the cap, tips the bottle toward himself, takes a good long
sniff. He remembers how he and Deke Mathers laughed there on the
riverbank, everything fine. Then he remembers how they cursed as they
shoved through that final blackberry tangle to the road, getting all scratched
up and sweating into those scratches, making the sting even worse.

Jalbert would love you to get drunk, he thinks. Get drunk and do something
stupid.

He goes into the bathroom, pours the whiskey into the toilet, and flushes it
away. Then he starts packing his clothes into boxes. He can't beat Jalbert
except by leaving, so that’s what he’s going to do. He'll get to spend time with
Stevie, who knows where everything is in the Table Mesa King Soopers. As



for Darla Jean... shell have to find her way. In the end, most kids do. So he
tells himself.
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I'm not angry, Jalbert thinks as he drives back to his hotel in Lyons. Just upset.

The meeting in Wichita didn’t go well. He argued for taking Coughlin in.
Forty-eight hours, he said. We can call it protective custody. Just let me sweat
him. I'll break him down. He’s ready. [ know it.

Protective custody from who? That was Tishman, the Director in Charge.
Neville, the Assistant Director, sat next to him nodding like a puppet. The
killer? Coughlin doesn't claim to know him. He only claims to know where the body
was because of the dream he had.

Jalbert asked those in attendance—including Ramsey, the stolid, close-
mouthed detective from Oklahoma—if any of them believed Coughlin’s
dream story. The unanimous belief was that no one did. Coughlin was the
killer. But with no confession and no physical evidence tying him to the
crime...

And so on.

Jalbert needs to do some counting. That would settle him. With a clear
head he'll be able to decide on his next move. When he gets back to the hotel
hell run the chairs, take a shower, and call Ella. Maybe she’s picked up a lead
at the trailer park. Or possibly Coughlin has given something away, but
probably not. He’s a sly one—got rid of the drugs, didn’t he?—but he’s paying
a price. He’s out of a job and his neighbors have turned against him. He’s got
to be angry, and angry people make mistakes.

But I'm not angry. Just upset, and why? Because he did it, and hell do it again.

“Don’t they see that?” he asks, and bangs on the steering wheel. “Are they
really that blind?”

Answer: they are not.

Every video feed between Arkansas City, where Miss Yvonne spent her last
night, and the Gas-n-Go where she was last seen has been checked. Several
Tundras were spotted, but none were white and all were newer than Danny's.



He used a different vehicle when he took her, Jalbert thinks. That’s why we didn’t
find any DNA or other evidence in his truck. Clever, so clever.

Jalbert began—Ella did, too—by believing that Danny wanted either to be
a media star or to confess. Ella may still believe those things, but Jalbert no
longer does. It’s a game to him. He’s sticking it in our faces and saying prove it,
prove it, arrest me, arrest me, ha-ha, you can’t, can you? You know my story is
bullshit and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.

Jalbert bangs the steering wheel again.

Fifteen years ago, even ten, it was a different playing field with different
rules. Coughlin would have been in a little room with Jalbert and Davis and
they'd sweat him until he gave it up. Ten hours, twelve, it wouldn’t matter.
Turn and turn about, whap-whap-whap. They were advocates for poor Miss
Yvonne and all the girls that might follow her, they'd go at him tirelessly in a
room with no clock.

You have to be hungry. Give us something and we'll send someone out for chow.
You like Burger King? There’s one right up the street. Whopper, fries, chocolate shake,
how does that sound? At least tell us when you buried her. Day or night? No? Okay,
let’s start again, from the beginning,

Like that.

Jalbert begins counting barns and silos and farmhouses to pass the time.
He’s up to twenty-three (which, added in arithmetical progression, totals 276)
when his phone rings. It’s Ella. He expects her to ask how it went in Wichita,
but she doesn’t. Instead she asks when he expects to get back to his hotel. Her
voice is clipped and tight, she hardly sounds like herself. Could it be
excitement because she has something?

Just a thread, that's all I ask. We'll follow it. We'l follow it all the way through
hell, if that’s what it takes.

“I should be there in forty minutes. What have you got?”

“I'm on the road from Manitou now. I'll meet you there.”

“Come on, give.” He runs his hand through the peninsula of his hair. “Did
Coughlin tell you something?”

“Not on the phone.”

“Make that half an hour,” Jalbert says, and speeds up.



51

Ella is waiting in the lobby when Frank comes in. She dreads the impending
conversation, but will do what has to be done. It would be worse if she liked
Frank. She’s tried to do that and failed, but until the last couple of days she
respected him. In a way she respects him still. He is fiercely dedicated to the
job, to getting justice for the woman he calls “poor Miss Yvonne.” It’s just that
his dedication has crossed a line and when it did, it turned into something
else.

He gives her a smile, showing those eroded teeth that really need caps. The
thick triangle of his widow’s peak is disarranged, as if he’s been running a
hand through it. Perhaps pulling at it. “Let’s go to my so-called suite. It’s not
great—the only view is of the parking lot—but it fits the expense account.”

Ella follows. She doesn’t know why he’s formed such a fierce connection
with the Wicker girl—or is it Coughlin he’s made a connection with?—but
she knows it's put pressure on some fundamental crack in his personality.
What was once a hairline is now a fissure.

He unlocks the door. She goes in ahead of him and stops, looking around
the suite’s boxy little living room. “What’s up with the folding chairs?”

“Nothing. [ just... nothing.”

He goes to the two in the living room and claps them shut. He goes into
the bedroom and comes back with two more. He leans them against the wall
beside the TV. “I have to take those back to the business center. Been meaning
to. Want a soft drink? There’s plenty in the minibar.”

“No, thank you.”

“Is it Coughlin? Did he let something slip?”

“I didn’t talk to him.”

Jalbert frowns. “I specifically asked you to re-interview him, Ella.” Then
the frown lightens. “Was it Becky? The girlfriend? Or the daughter! Did she

»

“Listen, Frank. There’s no easy way to say this. You have to step away from
the case. That’s for starters.”

He’s giving her a quizzical little smile. He has no idea what she’s talking
about.



“Then it’s time for you to retire. You've got your twenty years. Twenty and
more.”

“I don't—"

“And get some professional help.”

The little smile is still there. “You're talking nonsense, Ella. 'm not going
to retire. Not even thinking about it. What I'm going to do—what we're going
to do—is collar Danny Coughlin and put him behind bars for the rest of his
life.”

She’s surprised by fury, but later she’ll think it was there all along. “What
you're doing is risking any chance we have of making a case against him! You
outed him to Plains Truth, Frank!”

The smile is fading. “What gave you that crazy idea?”

“It's not crazy, it’s a fact. You outed him and you outed yourself with your
counting thing. At the end of the message you left, you said fifteen. It had
nothing to do with anything... except when you add the number of choices on
the menu together, one to five, you get fifteen.”

Now the smile is gone. “On the basis of one number you jump to the
conclusion that [—"

“Sometimes a random number pops out of your mouth—half the time you
don’t even know you're doing it. That’s what happened on the recording Peter
Andersson played for me. I heard it. You can hear it, too, if you want to. I've
got it on my phone.”

His lips part in a grin, showing those eroded teeth. He grinds them, she
thinks. Of course he does.

“I wouldn’t want to report you for these false accusations, Ella. You've been
a good partner, couldn’t ask for a better one. But if you persist, I'll have to.
There’s no way you could have recognized the voice that made that call—that
anybody could recognize it—because it was disguised by some gadget.”

“Yes. It was. But how do you know that?”

He blinks and there’s the briefest of hesitations. Then he says, “Because I
asked him. Andersson. I interviewed him.”

“Not at any time when [ was with you.”

“No, from here. On the phone.”



“Will he confirm that?”

“I'm confirming it to you right now.”

“Nevertheless, I'll ask him. If I have to. And we both know what he’ll say,
don’t we?”

Jalbert doesn’t reply. He’s looking at her as if she were a stranger. And
probably right now that’s just how he feels.

She points to the chairs. “Do you count those? Or maybe set them up and
count the steps between them?”

“I think you better leave.”

“I see your lips moving sometimes when youre counting. There’s even a
name for it. Arithmomania.”

“Get out. Think about what you're saying and we'll talk when you’re not...
not all wound up.”

Davis is suddenly too tired to stand. Who knew how exhausting
confrontations of this sort could be? She sits and puts her open purse on the
little desk. Her phone is inside, recording.

“You also planted drugs in Coughlin’s truck. At the high school.”

He recoils as if she had struck at him with her fist. “That’s an outrageous
accusation!”

“It was outrageous that you did it. Coughlin got suspicious when the kid
who works with him saw you park in back instead of in the faculty lot.
Coughlin searched his truck, found the dope, and turned it over to me.”

“What? When?”

“I met him at a coffee shop in Great Bend after the meeting where he
challenged us to arrest him. Which we could not do then and can’t now, as 'm
sure you found out in Wichita.”

“He’s a liar! And you went behind my back! Thanks, partner!”

She flushes. She can'’t help it.

Jalbert is running his hands through his thick mat of receding hair. “If
there were drugs in his truck, he planted them himself. He’s sly, oh boy, is he
ever. And you actually believed his story?” Jalbert shakes his head. His tone is
pitying, but what she sees in his eyes is bare unvarnished fury. Be careful of this
man, she thinks, Danny was right about that.



“I had no idea you were so credulous, Ella. Has he convinced you of his
dream story, too? Are you on his side now?”

“T've spoken to Trooper Calten.”

That stops him.

“Coughlin saw his name tag. I called Calten and told him I knew who set
up the plant and the search. I said I'd keep his participation quiet if he told me
what his role was. He did.”

Jalbert goes to the window, looks out, then comes back to her. “I didn’t
want him for the dope. I wanted him for Miss Yvonne. I wanted him locked
up so I could turn the screws. Where’s the dope now?”

“In a safe place.” That last question is a tiny bit frightening. She doesn’t
really believe Frank would hurt her, but he’s not right. There’s no question of
that.

He goes to the window again and comes back again. His lips are moving.
He’s counting. Does he even know he’s doing it? She doesn’t think so.

“He killed her. Raped her and killed her. Coughlin. You know he did.”

She thinks of Coughlin asking her about her cross—did she wear it just for
show, or was she a believer? Then he asked her if she could believe in God but
not his dream.

“Frank, listen carefully. In this context it no longer matters whether he
killed her or not. Here in this room all that matters is you telling me you're
going to write an email to Don Tishman saying you need to take a leave of
absence for personal reasons and you're planning to retire.”

“Never!” He’s clenching and unclenching his fists.

“Either that or I go to Tishman and tell him what you've done. The call to
Andersson might not get you fired, but the dope thing certainly will. More, it
will muddy up any case we might be able to make against Danny Coughlin so
completely that even that smalltown lawyer Ball could get him off.”

“You'd do that?”

“You did it!” Davis cries, standing up. “You screwed the case, you screwed
yourself, and you screwed me, as well! Look at the mess you made!”

“We can't let him get away,” Jalbert says. He’s looking around the room,
eyes not settling anywhere. “He did it.”



“If you believe that, don’t fuck up any chance we have of nailing him. I'm
leaving now. It’s a big decision, I know. Sleep on it.”

“Sleep?” he says, and laughs. “Sleep!”

“T'll call you tomorrow morning. See how you feel. But the choice is pretty
clear, it seems to me. Step down and we still have a chance of making a case
against Coughlin. There'll be no nasty mess about planted evidence and you
get to keep your pension.”

“Do you think I care about my pension? he shouts. Cords stand out on his
neck. Ella keeps her eyes locked on his. She’s afraid to take them away.

“You might not care about it now, in the heat of the moment, but you will
later. And I know you still care about Yvonne Wicker. Think carefully, Frank.
I'll let this slide if you step away, but it all comes out if you don’t, and oy vey,
the stench.”

She walks to the door. It's one of the longest walks of her life because she
keeps expecting him to come after her. He doesn’t. In the hallway, with the
door closed, she lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. She starts
to zip her purse closed when from behind her comes a crash. Something just
broke. Does she want to know what? She doesn’t. Ella walks slowly and
steadily down the hall.

In her car, she lowers her head and cries. There was a moment there, just a
moment, when she really thought he might kill her.
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Franklin Jalbert has stayed in hundreds of motel rooms during his career as an
investigator, crisscrossing Kansas from north to south and east to west.
Almost all of those rooms come with plastic glasses in little baggies, mostly
printed with slogans like SANITIZED FOR YOUR SAFETY. The glasses on
top of the minibar of his little suite in the Celebration Centre just happen to
be real glass. He registers the weight of the one he’s picked up before it’s too
late to stop—and he probably wouldn’t have stopped, anyway. He hurls it
against the door Davis has just left, and it shatters.
Better the glass than her, he thinks. Not that I would ever hurt her.



Of course not. She may be a traitor, but they put in some good time
together. Caught some bad boys and bad girls. He taught Ella, and she was
eager to learn. Only she hasn't learned enough, it seems. She doesn’t
understand how dangerous Coughlin is. He wonders if perhaps after their
traitorous meeting at the coffee shop, they might have gone somewhere else.
Maybe to a motel?

No, no, she'd never. Not with the prime suspect in a murder case.

Never? Really? Never?

Coughlin’s not a bad-looking man, and he has a wide-eyed I'm telling the
truth look about him. Some might find that appealing. Is it really beyond the
realm of possibility that she... and he... maybe kind of a weird twist on the
Stockholm Syndrome...?

In spite of her backstabbing, he can’t believe it of her. And never mind Ella.
She’s out of the picture. The question is what he’s going to do about Coughlin.

The answer seems to be... nothing. She’s put him in a box. That damned
spineless trooper had to spill his guts, didn't he?

The idea of retiring, as she suggested, is awful. Like being marched toward
the edge of a cliff. He can’t imagine stepping off into the void. He has no
hobbies except for the daily newspaper crossword and the occasional jigsaw
puzzle. His vacations have consisted of aimless wanderings in a rented
camper, seeing sights he doesn’t care about and snapping pictures he rarely
looks at later. Each hour feels three hours long. Retirement would multiply
those long hours by a thousand, then two thousand, then ten thousand. Each
hour haunted by thoughts of Danny Coughlin looking at him across the table
with that wide-eyed wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly gaze, saying Arrest me. You can’t, can
you? Thoughts of Danny Coughlin stopping in some other state for another
young girl with her thumb out and a pack on her back.

And what can I do?

Well, he can do one thing; pick up the broken glass. He brings over a
wastebasket, kneels down, and starts doing that. Pretty soon he’s up to 57
shards, 1,653 when added in progression.

[ wouldn't have hurt her, absolutely not. But there was one second—



Sharp pain needles the ball of his thumb. A bead of blood appears. Jalbert
realizes he’s lost count. He debates starting again from one.
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Danny Coughlin’s last week in Manitou, Kansas, is both sad and a relief.

On Tuesday he finds a big pile of dogshit in his mailbox. He dons a pair of
his rubber work gloves, removes it, and washes the inner surface clean.
Someone will want to use that mailbox after he’s gone.

On Wednesday he goes to Food Town to pick up a few final supplies,
including a steak he plans to eat on Friday night as a goodbye dinner. He’s not
in the market for long, but when he comes out the two back tires of his truck
are flat.

At least they’re not punctured, he thinks, but probably just because whoever
did it wasn't carrying a knife. He calls Jesse because Jesse’s number is in his
contacts and he can’t think of anyone else who might give him a help. Jesse
says his dad left a lot of stuff when he ran out on his family, and one of those
things was a Hausbell tire inflator. “Give me twenty minutes,” he says.

While Danny waits, he stands beside his truck and collects dirty looks.
Jesse arrives in his beat-up Caprice and the Tundra’s back tires are good to go
in no time. Danny thanks him, alarmed to feel tears threatening.

“No problem,” Jesse says, and holds out his hand. “Listen, man, I gotta say it
again. [ know you didn't kill that girl.”

“Thanks for that, too. How's the sawmill? I was driving by and saw you
hauling lumber in a shortbox.”

Jesse shrugs. “It’s a paycheck. What's up with you, Danny? What'’s next?”

“Getting out of town this weekend. I'm thinking Nederland to start with.
I'll camp out, I've got some gear, and look for a job. And a place.”

Jesse sighs. “Probably for the best, the way things are. Shoot me a text
when you get someplace.” He gives Danny a shy look that’s all seventeen. “You
know, stay in touch.”

“T'll do that,” Danny says. “Don’t cut off any fingers at that mill.”



Jesse flashes a grin. “Got the same advice from my moms. She says I'm the
man of the house now.”

On Thursday, most of his stuff packed and ready to go, the trailer looking
nude somehow, he gets a call from Edgar Ball while he’s drinking his first cup
of coffee. Ball says, “I have bad news, good news, and really good news. At
least I think it is. Which do you want first?”

Danny sets his cup down with a bang. “Did they catch him? The guy who
killed her?”

“Not that good, I'm afraid,” Ball says. “The bad news is that it’s not just
Plains Truth anymore. You're in the Telescope, the Wichita Eagle, the Kansas City
Star, and the Oklahoman. Along with your picture.”

“Fuck,” Danny says.

“The good news is the picture theyre running has got to be ten years old.
You've got hair down to your shoulders and a biker stash. Looks like you're
standing in front of a bar, but I might only think that because youre holding
up a bottle of beer in each hand.”

“Probably the Golden Rope in Kingman. Before I married Margie I used to
do a lot of drinking there. I think it burned down.”

“Don’t know about that,” Ball says cheerfully, “but that photo doesn’t look
anything like you now. You ready for the best news?”

“Lay it on me.”

“It came from a friend who's a clerk in Troop F of the Highway Patrol.
That’s in Kechi, near Wichita. I used to date the lady in question, but that was
in another life. She knows you retained me. She called last night and said
Frank Jalbert is taking a leave of absence. Rumor is he’s going to retire.”

Danny feels a big grin break over his face. It’s the first real one since he
woke up after that fucking dream. Jalbert has haunted his thoughts. Not even
talking to Stevie can get the inspector entirely out of his mind. He reminds
Danny of some animal—maybe a wolverine?—that supposedly won’t unclamp
its jaws from whatever it’s bitten even after it’s dead.

“That really is good news.”

“Want to go out to Dabney’s to celebrate? Big breakfast, 'm buying.”



Dabney’s is two towns over and should be safe enough, especially if the
picture the newspapers are running is from the days when Danny wanted to
look like Lonesome Dave Peverett from Foghat.

“Sounds good. I might bring a friend. The kid I used to work with.”

But Jesse says he can’t, as much as he'd like to. He punches in at eight.
“Also, my mom was pretty mad that I went out to help you yesterday. I told
her you didn’t do what they were saying and she said that didn’t matter,
because | was a young Black man and you were... you know.”

“A white man accused of murder,” Danny says. “I get it.”

“Well, yeah. But I'd go anyway if [ didn’t have to work.”

“] appreciate that, Jess, but your mom is probably right.”

He goes out to Dabney’s. Ball is there. They order huge breakfasts and eat
every bite. Danny offers to split the check but Ball won’t hear of it. He asks
Danny what comes next for him. Danny tells him about his plan to go to
Colorado to be near his brother, who's on the spectrum but has a gift a
psychologist who examined him in his late teens called “global recognition.”
Basically, he sees where everything is. They talk about that for awhile.

“Got something in mind,” Ball says as they leave the restaurant. “I've been
thinking about it ever since our first go-round with that hairball Jalbert, but
then I got reading the comments in the Eagle and the Telescope and I thought
yeah, maybe, might work.”

“I have no idea what you're talking about. What comments?”

“I guess you don't read them. It’s the equivalent of letters to the editor in
the old days. After you finish reading the story, you can comment on it. There
are lots of comments on the stories about you.”

“Hang him fast and hang him high,” Danny says.

“There are some like that, sure, but you'd be surprised how many people
believe you actually did dream where the body was. Everyone—those that
believe you, I mean—has a story about how their grammaw knew the
propane was going to explode and got everyone out of the house, or that the
plane was going to crash so they took a later flight—"

“Those are premonitory dreams,” Danny says. He’s done some reading.
“Not the same.”



“Yes, but there are also comments from people who dreamed the location
of a lost ring or a lost dog or in one case a missing kid. This woman claims she
dreamed a neighbor boy fell down an old well, and there he was. It’s not just
you, Danny. And people love stuff like that, because it gives them the idea that
there’s more to the world than we know.” He pauses. “Of course, there are also
people who think you're so full of shit you squeak.”

That makes Danny laugh.

At Danny’s truck Ball says, “Okay, so here’s what I'm thinking. It might be a
way to get a little money, but that’s really secondary. It would be a way to fight
back.”

“You're thinking... what? Filing a lawsuit?”

“Exactly. For harassment. Someone hucked a brick at your trailer, right?”

“Right...”

“Dogshit in your mailbox, let the air out of your tires...”

“Pretty thin,” Danny says. “And I thought cops were protected from that
sort of thing. Jalbert may retire, but he was a cop in good standing when he
came after me.”

“Ah, but he planted drugs on you,” Ball says, “and if we can get the cop who
rousted you in court, and under oath... can we go back to your trailer and talk
about it? | mean, what else have you got to do?”

“Not much,” Danny admits. “Sure, I guess we could talk about it.”

He drives back to Oak Grove with Ball behind him on his Honda. Danny
pulls up at his trailer and sees someone sitting on the concrete block steps,
head down, hands dangling between his knees. Danny gets out of his truck,
closes the door, and for a moment just stands there, struck by déja vu. Almost
overwhelmed by it. His visitor is wearing a high school letter jacket—where
has he seen that before? Ball's Honda Gold Wing pulls up behind his truck.
The kid stands up and raises his head. Then Danny knows. It’s the kid from
the newspaper photo, the one standing in front of the hearse and behind his
grief-stricken parents.

“Bastard, you killed my sis,” the kid says. He reaches into the right pocket
of his letter jacket and brings out a revolver.



Behind Danny, the Gold Wing shuts off and Ball dismounts, but that’s in
another universe.

“Whoa, son. I didn't—"

That’s as far as he gets before the kid fires. A fist hits Danny in the
midsection. He takes a step back and then the pain comes, like the worst acid
indigestion attack he ever had. The pain goes up to his throat and down to his
thighs. He gropes behind him for the doorhandle of his Tundra and can barely
feel it when he finds it. His legs are getting loopy. He tells them not to buckle.
Warmth is running down his stomach. His shirt and jeans are turning red.

“Hey!” Ball shouts from that other universe. “Hey, gun!”

No shit, Danny thinks. With his weight to pull it, the driver’s door of the
Tundra swings open. Danny doesn’t fall where he stands only because he
opened his window on the way back from Dabney’s. The morning air was so
cool and fresh. That seems like another lifetime. He hooks his elbow through
the window and around the doorpost and pivots like a stripper on a pole. The
kid fires again and there’s a plung sound as the bullet hits the door below the
open window.

“Gun! GUN!” Edgar Ball is shouting.

The next bullet goes through the open window and buzzes past Danny’s
right ear. He sees the kid’s cheeks are wet with tears. He sees Althea Dumfries
standing on the top step of her trailer—fanciest one in the park, Danny thinks,
crazy what goes through your head when youre shot. She appears to be
holding a piece of toast with a bite out of it.

Danny goes to his knees. The pain in his abdomen is excruciating. He hears
another plung as another bullet strikes the Tundra’s open door. Then he’s all
the way down. He can see the kid's feet. He's wearing Converse sneakers.
Danny sees the gun when the kid drops it on the ground. Ball is still yelling.
Ball is bawling, he thinks, and then the world slides into darkness.
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He comes to on a stretcher. Edgar Ball is looking down at him, eyes wide.
There’s dirt smeared on his cheeks and forehead. He’s saying something, it



might be hang in there buddy, and then the stretcher bumps something and the
pain explodes, the pain becomes the world. Danny tries to scream and can
only moan. For a moment there’s sky, then a roof above him and he thinks it
might be an ambulance, how'd it get here so fast, how long was I out.

Someone says “Little pinch and then you'll feel better.”

There’s a pinch. Darkness follows.
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When it goes away he sees lights sliding by above him. It’s like a shot in a
movie. A loudspeaker calls for Dr. Broder. Doctor Broder, stat, it says. Danny
tries to speak, tries to say is it the Good Doctor, the one on TV, just as a joke, he
knows better, but all that comes out are a few muffled sounds because he’s got
some kind of a mask over his mouth and nose. Doors bang open. There are
brighter lights and green tile walls. He supposes it’s an operating room and he
wants to say he doesn’t know if he can afford an operation because he lost his
job. Hands hoist him and oh Jesus Savior it hurts.
There’s a pinch. Darkness follows.
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Now he’s in a bed. Has to be a hospital bed. There’s light, but not the cruel
we're-going-to-cut-you-open lights shining down in that green room. No,
this is daylight. Margie, his ex, is sitting by his bed. She’s all dolled up and
Danny knows that if she dressed up for him he’s probably going to die. His
midsection 1is stiff. Stiff as a plank. Bandages, maybe, and there’s an IV
hanging on a hook and he thinks if theyre putting stuff into me maybe I'm not
going to die. Margie asks, “How do you feel, Danno,” like in the old days when
they still got along, like book ‘em, Danno, and he tries to answer but can't.
Darkness.
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He opens his eyes and Edgar Ball is sitting by his bed. No dirt on his face, so he
must have cleaned up. How much time has passed? Danny has no idea. “Close
call but you're going to pull through,” Ball tells him, and Danny thinks that’s
what they all say. On the other hand maybe it’s the truth.

“Good thing you got behind the truck door. If he’d been shooting a larger
caliber gun the bullets would have gone right through. But it was a .32.”

“Kid,” he manages.

“Albert Wicker,” Ball says. “Yvonne Wicker’s brother.”

I knew that, Danny tries to say.

“Fired three or four times, dropped the gun, walked right past me. Went
out to the street and sat down on the curb and waited for the cops. In a movie
I would have tackled him, but the truth is I face-planted beside my motorcycle
at the first gunshot. Sorry.”

“Okay,” Danny says. “You... okay.”

“Thanks for saying that. We've got a real suit now, Danny. Soon as you get
better.”

Danny tries to smile. He closes his eyes.

Darkness.
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[s it Jesse next time? Or a dream? They're giving him a lot of dope, so he can’t
be sure. But he’s positive (almost positive) that he sees a dark brown hand over
his white one.
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Next time he surfaces it’s Ella Davis. He’s a little stronger and she looks a little
younger in faded jeans and a boatneck tee. Her hair is down. And she is
smiling.

“Danny? Are you awake?”

“Yes.” A bare croak. “Water. Is there—"

She holds a glass for him. There’s a bendy straw sticking out of it. He
drinks and it’s heaven on his throat.



“Danny, we got him.”

“The kid?” His voice is a little stronger. “I think Edgar told the cops—~

“Not the kid, him. The man who killed Yvonne Wicker. He... are you
getting this? Do you understand what I'm telling you?”

“Yes.” Does he feel relieved? Vindicated? He can'’t tell. He’s not even sure
how badly he’s hurt, or if he'll ever be really well again. What if he has to
spend the rest of his life shitting into a bag?

“He’s confessed, Danny. Confessed to Wicker and two others. Cops in
[llinois and Missouri are looking for the bodies.”

“All right,” Danny says. He’s very tired. He wants her to go.

“I went to Mass and prayed for you.”

“It helps if you believe,” Danny says.

He feels her take his hand, her skin cool on his. He thinks he should tell her
he doesn’t blame her, but the very idea of blame seems pointless right now. He
turns his head. Floats away.

Darkness.
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By the third day he hurts bad but he’s back in the world. He understands he’s
at Regional Hospital in Great Bend, and he’s going to be here at least a week,
maybe ten days. The bullet perforated his stomach. He’s been repaired and
sewed up, but Broder, the doctor in charge of his case, says if he tries to walk,
even to the bathroom, he’s apt to open it up again. “Be grateful it wasn’t a soft-
nosed slug and a bigger caliber. That would have done a lot of damage. You'l
be on soft food for awhile. [ hope you like scrambled eggs and yogurt.”

Being in bed means the bedpan, but the indignity of that is mitigated by
the fact that he’s been spared the catheter and colostomy bag. He learns that
Margie was allowed to see him early on because she claimed to be his wife,
which wasn’t true. Edgar Ball was allowed to see him because he claimed to be
his lawyer, which was. Ella Davis was also allowed in, because she was a KBI
officer and because she said she had good news to share—very good. And
Jesse? That might have been a drug-induced hallucination, but Danny doesn’t



believe it. He thinks Jesse slipped in somehow, and took his hand. At some
point he'll have to ask him.

Stevie doesn’t know, and that’s good. It would upset him. Danny will have
to tell him at some point, but that’s for later.

Late in the afternoon of his fourth day at the hospital, he’s allowed to sit by
the window in his room—two steps, supported by a pair of orderlies. While
he’s enjoying the feel of the sun on his face, Edgar Ball comes to see him again.
He sits on the bed and asks Danny how he feels.

“Not bad. The dope is primo.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

“That will strain my powers of condensation. Theyre only giving me
twenty minutes. Then they have to put you back to bed and irrigate you.” Ball
grimaces. ‘I don’t even want to know what that entails.”

“Davis told me they caught the guy who killed Yvonne Wicker, but I passed
out before she could give me any details. Start there.”

“His name is Andrew Iverson, no fixed address. An itinerant Mr. Fixit. He
was heading west, driving a little blue panel truck with ANDY I., PLUMBING
AND HEATING on the side. It showed up on video both in Arkansas City
where Wicker last stayed and at the Gas-n-Go where she was last spotted.
He's also on video in Great Bend, Manitou, and Cawker City.”

“Cawker’s close to Dart County, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Wicker was probably dead in the back of his truck when he drove
through there. He was looking for a lonely spot to bury her.”

“And found one.”

“Iverson’s picture should be in the encyclopedia next to the entry for serial
killers. He drives, stops for awhile, does some business—cash only, he told the
cops, because, he says, cash don’t tell.”

“You got this from Davis?”

“Yes. We had a long talk. She feels terrible about this whole business.”

She’s not the only one, Danny thinks.

“Iverson killed a girl in Illinois and another in Missouri. Buried them in
rural locations. The cops have found one, they're still looking for the other.



He picked up a fourth girl hitchhiking in Wyoming, outside a little town
called Glenrock. He pulled over on some country road and tried to rape her.
She had a knife in her boot. While he was getting his pants down, she stabbed
him four times.”

“Good for her,” Danny says. He thinks of the dog that was chewing on
Yvonne Wicker’s arm. “Goddam good for her.”

“Davis says this was one tough chick. She tumbled him out of the van,
drove toward Casper until she had a cell signal, and called the police. He
wasn’'t where the girl said he was, but they followed a blood trail to a nearby
barn. He was in a horse stall, passed out from blood loss. Davis says he’s going
to recover.”

“He confessed? She told me he confessed. Unless I dreamed that part.”

“You didn’t. Wounds hurt, as I think you know. You got shot once. Iverson
got stabbed four times, once in the cheek, once in the shoulder, once in the
side, and once in the leg. He wanted painkillers. The cops wanted
information. They both got what they wanted.”

“Davis told you all that?”

“She did, and asked me to tell you. I think she’s afraid to face you again.”

“I get that, but I guess in the end she did her job.”

“She stood up to Jalbert, if that's what you mean, but that’s a story for
another day. My twenty minutes are almost up. Do you remember the charm
bracelet the Wicker girl was wearing?”

Danny remembers. He saw it twice, once in his dream and once in real life.

“Iverson had two of the charms in his kill-sack. As trophies. There was
more stuff in there. From the other two.”

“Where’s the kid that shot me?”

“Albert Wicker is in a Manitou motel with his folks. He made bail. Or
rather, his parents did. I know the lawyer who represented him at his
arraignment. He says the Wickers mortgaged their house to come up with the
money.”

Danny thinks about that. Daughter dead, son facing attempted murder
charges, parents probably facing bankruptcy. And I'm in the hospital with a hole
in my stomach, Danny thinks. The wandering plumber did a lot of damage, and



that’s just the spreading circle of pain around the young woman Jalbert
insisted on calling “poor Miss Yvonne.” Danny wishes the girl who got away,
the fabled Last Girl, had stabbed Iverson in the balls for good measure.

“I don’t want to press charges,” Danny says.

Edgar Ball smiles. “Am I surprised? I am not. But it’s not entirely up to you.
Wicker will do some time, but considering the mitigating circumstances, it
may not be much.”

A nurse pokes her head in the door. “Sir, you need to let my good pal
Danny rest. Plus, he needs some services you won’t want to be around for.”

“Irrigation,” Danny says glumly. “This doesn’t happen when someone gets
shoton TV.”

“Five more minutes,” Ball says. “Please.”

“You can have three,” the nurse says, and leaves.

“I had a meeting with Don Tishman, who was technically in charge of the
KBI investigation. I laid out the facts of the matter concerning Jalbert, but felt
it would be smart to withhold the name of the trooper who stopped you and
looked for drugs.”

“For a smalltown lawyer who specializes in real estate contracts, you've
been pretty busy.”

Danny means it lightly, almost as a joke, but Ball flushes and looks down at
his hands. “I should have tackled that kid. I could have, he was totally focused
on you. Instead I went facedown in the dirt.”

Danny repeats that it’s not like TV.

Ball raises his head. “Understood, but I don’t have to like it. No man wants
to think he’s a coward, especially one that rides a badass bike.”

“I wouldn’t call a Honda Gold Wing badass, Edgar. A Harley Softail, that’s
badass.”

“Be that as it may, we've reached an accommodation. I think. A few details
still to be worked out, but... yes, it looks good. In exchange for keeping quiet
about Jalbert—who has indeed put in his retirement papers—you're going to
have your medical bills paid by the Sunflower State, and with a certain sum
left over. Not huge, but tidy. Five figures. It will get you relocated in
Colorado, if you still decide to go.”



The nurse doesn't just poke her head in this time. She points at Ball. “Not
asking. Telling.”

“Going,” Ball says, and gets up. “You could have your job back, you know.
Once you're well enough to do it.”

“Good to know,” Danny says.

He has no intention of staying. Someone threw a brick at his trailer.
Someone put shit in his mailbox. Bill Dumfries basically told him, on behalf of
the good people of Oak Grove, to get out of Dodge. What weighs against
those things is Darla Jean sitting in the dirt next to her dollhouse with tears
rolling down her cheeks. But he doesn’t think it weighs enough to tip the
scales. He has a brother in Colorado, and if getting shot does nothing else, it
gives you insight into how short the time is you have to spend with your
loved ones.

“All because of one dream,” he says bitterly. “It didn’t even help catch the
guy.”

“But think of the adventure you had.”

Danny shows him a middle finger.

“On that note,” Ball says, and takes his leave.
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While Albert Wicker is spending his first afternoon in the Wilder County
jail, hardly aware of what he did—the last few days are a blur, that morning
hardly there at all—Franklin Jalbert is sitting in his dining room in his
bathrobe doing a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle.

When completed, it will show a collage of movie posters—classics like
Casablanca, It's a Wonderful Life, Jaws, two dozen in all. Jalbert keeps track of
how many pieces he’s put in. After 10 pieces, he takes one step (in place, as if
marching, so he can sit down again). After 20, he takes two, one out from his
chair and one back. He’s up to 800 pieces, almost done, when his phone rings.
He looks at the screen and sees H. Allard. Hank Allard is a friend of his, a
captain in the Kansas Highway Patrol. Jalbert is torn between answering and
doing the next set of steps, which would be one to eighty, inclusive.



He decides on the steps. 3,240—quite a lot! He starts at 80 and counts in
reverse. The steps take him outside to the small backyard of his ranchette and
back again. He sees that previous trips have made a path in the grass: a rut, in
fact. He’s aware that the step-counting thing—and running the chairs, that
too—has gotten even more out of control since his failure to arrest Danny
Coughlin. Davis called it arithmomania. While doing the steps associated
with his jigsaw puzzle, Jalbert often thinks he’s like a hamster running on a
wheel, going and going, shitting on the run and never getting anywhere. But
that’s all right. What Davis couldn’t realize is that this minor craziness keeps
him from the greater craziness of contemplating a future from which his job
has been subtracted. How many jigsaw puzzles can he do before facing the
pointlessness of his life going forward and slides his service weapon deep into
his mouth? Boom, gone. God knows he wouldn’t be the first. God knows he’s
thought about it. Is thinking.

He comes back to the steps when he’s down to five. By the time he gets to
zero, he’s in the kitchen. Time for another 10 pieces and then helll count
down from 81. Possibly first by odd numbers, then doing the even ones. After
that it will be time for lunch, and a nap. He loves his naps. Such smooth
oblivion!

His phone is beside the mostly completed jigsaw puzzle (he’s currently
assembling The Ten Commandments, which he most definitely doesn’t consider
a classic). Hank Allard has left a voicemail, and he sounds excited.

“Call me, I've got news. You'll want to hear.”

Jalbert can’t imagine any news he wants to hear, but he returns the call.
Allard answers on the first ring and wastes no time. “Your boy Coughlin has
been shot.”

“What?” Jalbert stands up, giving the table a hard bump and sliding the
nearly completed puzzle almost to the edge. Several pieces patter to the floor.

Allard laughs. “The Wicker girl’s brother shot the motherfucker. You want
to talk about justice? Whoomp, there it is.”

“Is he dead?”

“We can hope. The first trooper to respond to the scene said there was a lot
of blood and several bullet holes in the bastard’s truck. They took him to



Regional in an ambulance instead of treating him at that little excuse for a
hospital in Manitou, so it was bad. Maybe he died on the way.”

Jalbert shakes a fist at the ceiling, thinking closure, sweet closure. “God did
what I couldn’t.” His voice isn't quite steady.

“I wouldn't disagree,” Allard says.

“Keep me informed. You know I'm out of the loop.”

“Which is one more fucked-up thing in a fucked-up world,” Allard says.
“You bet I will.”

That night Jalbert goes out to Bullwinkles and gets drunk for the first time
in twenty years. He does not count steps, which is a relief. Counting steps and
running chairs is hard work. So many numbers to keep track of, so easy to
lose count. He supposes nobody would believe that, but it’s the truth. If you
lose count, you have to start over.

While Jalbert is drinking his second whiskey and soda, Allard calls again.
Jalbert has to shout because of the combined roar of the TV, the jukebox, and
a bunch of unwinding KU summer students. “Is he dead?”

“No! Serious condition! Shot in the stomach!”

Jalbert first feels disappointed, then happy. Isn’t that better than life in
prison, where Coughlin would get three meals a day, a TV in his cell, and time
in the exercise yard? It hurts to get shot in the gut. The pain is excruciating, so
Jalbert has heard, and it’s the sort of wound that Coughlin might not—
depending on the caliber of the slug—ever come back from.

“Maybe that's good!’ he shouts.

“I get where you're coming from, buddy,” Allard says. “And from the sound
of it, I get where you are. Have one for me.”

“T'll have two,” Jalbert says, and laughs. It’s the first real laugh to come out
of him in a long time, and the hangover he wakes up with the next day feels
entirely justified. He takes a long walk without counting his steps, simply
hoping—almost praying—that Coughlin will live, but get some sort of serious
infection. Possibly need to have his stomach removed. Was it possible to live
if that happened? Would you have to be fed through a tube? If so, wouldn’t
that be an even greater punishment?

Jalbert thinks yes.



By noon his hangover is gone. He eats a hearty lunch and doesn’t even
think about going into the dining room to work on his Classic Movie Posters
puzzle. He is contemplating the idea of sending Coughlin flowers (with a card
reading Don't get well soon) when his phone rings. It’s his ex-partner.

“Frank, I have some fantastic news.”

“I already know. Our boy Coughlin took one in the belly. He’s in the hosp

»

“They caught him!”

Jalbert shakes his head, not sure he’s following her. “Do you mean Yvonne
Wicker’s brother, or did you uncover some evidence about Coughlin? Did
you? Is that it?” He could hope. Gutshot and going to prison, how beautiful
that would b—

“The man who killed her! They caught him in Iowa! His name is Andrew
Iverson!”

Jalbert frowns. His headache is creeping back. “I have no idea what you're
talking about. Coughlin killed poor Miss—"

“Iverson was trying to take another one! She stabbed him and got away!”
Davis pours out the whole story, saving the best for last: two of the charms
from Yvonne Wicker’s bracelet in Iverson’s kill-bag.

“We hounded an innocent man for nothing,” she finishes. “Because we
couldn’t believe.”

Jalbert sits up straight. His headache is worse than ever. He will have to do
something about it. Take some aspirin. Then run the chairs. “We didn’t hound
him, Ella. We pursued him. Given what we knew, we had every right. Every
duty.”

“Stop with the we stuff, Frank.” Now she just sounds weary. “I didn’t give
his name to that free newspaper and I didn't plant dope in his truck. You did
those things on your own. And I didn’t get him shot.”

“You're not thinking clearly.”

“That’s you, not me. I told him [ went to Mass and prayed for him, and do
you know what he said? ‘It helps if you believe. 'm going to keep that in mind
going forward.”



“Then you better quit police work and get a job as a... a voodoo priestess or
something.”

“Do you not feel the slightest shred of guilt, Frank?”

“No. I'm going to hang up now, Ella. Don't call me again.”

He ends the call. He runs the chairs. He puts ten pieces in his jigsaw puzzle
and then counts steps in his backyard: 81 down to 1. A total of 3,321. A good
number, but his head still aches.

62

Danny’s supper following Edgar Ball’s visit is green gluck that looks like
liquified snot and tastes a little like V8. If, that is, V8 tasted nasty. He gets it all
down anyway, because for the first time since waking up in the hospital he’s
actually hungry. In truth for the first time since his trip to Gunnel, in Dart
County. Things have changed. He feels saved.

At nine o'clock a nurse comes in with a couple of pain pills. He tells her he
doesn’t need them, at least not yet. She raises her eyebrows. “Really? Will you
be able to sleep?”

“I think so. Leave them on the night table, in case I want them later.”

She does that, checks his bandages for seepage, finds none, and wishes him
a good night. Danny wishes her the same. His stomach hurts, but the pain is
down to a dull throb unless he makes a sudden move. He grabs the TV
controller, switches around through a few channels, then turns it off. He
thinks about Edgar Ball saying he could probably have his old job back if he
wants it. The idea actually hurts. There are people in Manitou who are always
going to believe he’s guilty of something. Gossip is like radioactive waste. It has
a long and toxic half-life.

Stevie sent him an email with attachments to several rentals in Nederland
and Longmont. They would have been far out of his reach a week ago, but if
Edgar’s right about how he, Danny, might get a little payday...

He’s still thinking about that when he drifts into the first good sleep he’s
had since the night before he dreamed that inexplicable dream.

That lasts until 1:20 AM, when the second dream begins.
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Unless he’s working a case—and thanks to Ella Davis, all of that is done—
Jalbert goes to bed every night at nine-thirty. That’s supposed to be the
healthiest time, according to what he’s read on the Internet, but tonight he’s
not able to get down.

Just tonight? If only. He hasn’t managed more than a few light dozes since
finding out a wandering plumber named Andrew Iverson has been arrested
for the murder of Yvonne Wicker and two others.

Who is the bad guy in all of this? Frank Jalbert! And who is the loser in all
of this? Frank Jalbert!

Twenty good years, half a dozen commendations, all flushed down the
commode. Everything he dedicated his life to is gone. His name is mud. While
Danny is having a good sleep in Great Bend, Jalbert is wide awake in
Lawrence. His mind has turned on itself, gnawing and biting like a mangy dog
snapping at its own flanks until the blood flows.

After ninety minutes or so of tossing and turning, he throws back the
covers and gets up. He has to walk, and he has to count. If he doesn’t, he'll go
crazy. The thought of sticking his gun in his mouth comes, and it’s attractive,
but if he does that, will he not be giving Coughlin the ultimate victory? And
Ella! Ella saying We hounded an innocent man for nothing.. because we couldn’t
believe. That was nonsense, not to mention Monday morning quarterbacking.
Were they supposed to throw out years of fact-based police work because a
high school janitor said he'd had a dream? When Covid was burning across
America, they said to follow the science. When you were a policeman, you
followed the logic. Did that not make sense, or had the world gone crazy?

“Ella believed he killed her,” he says as he leaves the house on this hot
summer night. “She believed it as much as I did.”

He walks on West 6th Street in his bedroom slippers, past the Walgreens
and the Hy-Vee, past Dillons and Starbucks and the Big Biscuit, now closed
and dark. He walks past the Six Mile Chop House and the Alvadora
Apartments, where he once arrested a murderer who is now doing his just
time in El Dorado. He walks all the way to the Highway 40 interchange. He



counts his steps. He’s up to 154, a total of 11,935 when added sequentially.
Then a sudden burst of insight—of logic—lights up his mind.

Did the girl in Wyoming escape Andrew Iverson? Andrew Iverson in his
little plumbing and heating van?

Yes. Jalbert accepts that.

Did Andrew Iverson kill two other girls, one in Illinois and the other in
Missouri?

He accepts that, too.

Did Andrew Iverson have two of the charms from poor Miss Yvonne’s
bracelet in his kill-sack?

All right, say he did. And say Danny Coughlin put them there.

It makes perfect sense once you throw out the new age bullshit. Ella may
believe that crap now, but Jalbert never did and never will. Follow the science,
follow the logic.

Coughlin and Iverson knew each other. He’s sure of it. It stands to reason.
Jalbert is also sure that the good police work necessary to uncover that
connection will never be done. Why would any KBI investigator even try,
when everything is tied up in a neat bow? When Danny Coughlin will
probably come out of this looking like a hero who just tried to do his civic
duty? A psychic hero!

The only question in Jalbert’s mind as he stands looking at late-night cars
passing on Highway 40 is whether Iverson held poor Miss Yvonne down
while Coughlin raped her, or if Coughlin held her down while Iverson did his
dirt.

Would they be the first kill-team? No, of course not. There have been
others. Ian Brady and Myra Hindley. Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono.
Dick Hickock and Perry Smith, those two right here in Kansas.

A car goes by on 6th and a young voice sings out, “Hey Pop, you're in your
pajaaamas!”

There’s diminishing laughter. Jalbert doesn’t notice. He’s putting the pieces
together just as he put the pieces of his Classic Movie Posters puzzle together
and they all fit.



Iverson called Coughlin from wherever he picked up poor Miss Yvonne—
somewhere near that Gas-n-Go down south—and asked if he, Coughlin,
wanted to have a little fun. And when they were done, Coughlin stripped a
couple of charms from poor Miss Yvonne's charm bracelet and told Iverson...
told him...

“Here, you take these,” Jalbert mutters. “Something to look at when you
whack oft.”

No bullshit about dreams, just cold logic.

Coughlin thought, I'll not only get the fun of raping her and killing her, I'll get the
glory of being the one to find her.

It makes perfect sense. Divine sense. Because Coughlin always knew they'd
trace the source of that ridiculous anonymous call, didn’t he? How could he
not?

It occurs to Jalbert—he’s walking home now, counting forgotten—that he
might be able to investigate on his own. Do some digging. Find out where the
lives of Coughlin and Iverson intersected. At school, maybe. After that, emails
and texts. Iverson killed others; it seems likely that Coughlin has, as well.

Likely? Try certain.

But be real: he hasn’t the resources to mount that kind of an investigation,
and if he did, he’'d draw attention to himself and they—KBI, the newspapers—
would shut him down. They have their story, complete with gosh-wow dream
information; no one would believe his. Take your pension and shut up, they'd
say. You're lucky we let you have one after what you did.

Which left what? Where was justice for poor Miss Yvonne? Who would
be her advocate?

That, too, seems perfectly clear to Jalbert.

He will have to take care of Danny Coughlin himself. This very night.
Tomorrow morning the hospital where Coughlin is currently recuperating
will fill with people, but in the small hours ahead it will be at its lowest ebb.
Coughlin isn'’t being guarded; why would he be, when the blind idiots at KBI
think poor Miss Yvonne’s killer is handcuffed to his own hospital bed in
Wyoming? Coughlin is the psychic hero!



At home, Jalbert dresses in jeans and his black suit coat, the one he always
wore when he was on the job. He puts his badge on his belt, technically
against the law now that he’s retired, but it will help him get in if any late shift
person asks questions.

To this he adds his service weapon.
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At quarter of two in the morning, Charles Beeson, an orderly on the third
floor of Regional Hospital, is playing Fruit Ninja on his phone.

“Chuck? Chuck!”

He turns and is startled to see Danny Coughlin limping toward him.
Danny’s johnny flaps around his knees. He’s barefoot. One hand is pressed
against his abdomen. Tears are running down his cheeks. They are tears of
pain, but they are also tears of horror.

“Mr. Coughlin, you're not supposed to get out of bed until the doctor gives
you permiss—"

“My phone,” Danny says. He’s hoarse, panting. “It’s in my drawer, but the
battery’s dead. Please, I have to charge it up. I have to make a call.”

The pain wasn’t bad when he fell asleep, but walking down the hall has
awakened it. He grimaces and almost falls. Chuck gets an arm around him, but
that’s not good enough. He hoists Danny into his arms and carries him back to
his room. Once he’s in bed, Chuck holds out his own phone. “Here. If it’s
important, use mine.”

Danny shakes his head. His hair is sticking to his forehead. Sweat runs
down his cheeks. “I need my contacts. | put her number in my contacts. Even
two per cent will be enough. I have to make that call.”
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While Danny’s phone is on a charger in the nurses’ station, Jalbert is on Route
56, heading for Great Bend. The Interstate would be shorter, but he’s less
likely to run into the Highway Patrol on 56 and he’s running hot. According
to his GPS, the trip from Lawrence should take about three and a half hours if



he kept to the speed limit, but with the highway almost completely deserted at
this small hour, he’s doing 85. It was almost twelve-thirty in the morning
before he got rolling. He expects to be there by 3 AM at the latest. 150
minutes, which is 1 to 17 when added sequentially. With three left over, of
course, but who is counting?

It’s vital that he should give Coughlin the justice he will otherwise escape;
nothing must stand in his way. It will be his ultimate sacrifice, to save all the
girls and women Coughlin might otherwise encounter.

The burner he used to call Andersson is in the center console of his car. He
pre-programmed the number for the Great Bend Police Department before he
left home for what will be the last time. He makes the call at 2:15 AM, never
taking his eyes off the cone of his headlights. He doesn’t have the voice-
altering device he used with Andersson, so when the night dispatcher answers
—“Great Bend Police, how may I help?”—]Jalbert just makes his voice a little
higher. He hopes he sounds like an adolescent, but it doesn’t really matter;
they will respond. On calls like this they must respond.

“There’s going to be an explosion at the high school. A big one. It’s going
to happen around the time the kids start arriving.” And then, it just pops out:
“Three.”

“Sir, where are you calling fr—"

“Three bombs,” he says, improvising on the fly. “Three. They want to take
out the whole school.”

“Sir—"

Jalbert ends the call. He throws the phone out the driver’s side window
without slowing down. They may find the phone and if they do, theyll find
his prints when they dust it, but it doesn’t matter. He won’t be coming back
from this, and that will be a relief.
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When Chuck the orderly brings Danny his phone, it’s five per cent charged.
That should be enough.



“Listen to me, Chuck. I want you to get the night nurses—Karen and the
other one, the blond, I can’t remember her name—and go down to the second
floor.”

“What? Why?”

“Just trust me. There isn’t much time.” Danny glances at the clock on his
nightstand. 2:10 AM. Chuck is still standing in the door, frowning at him.
“Go. It’s life and death. Not kidding.”

“You're not having a pain med reaction, are you?”

Belief, Danny thinks. It’s all about belief Isn't it?

“No. Second floor. All of you. This will be over one way or the other in an
hour. Until then, get out. Get safe.”

He goes to his contacts. For a moment he’s terrified that Davis isn't in
them, that he only thought he added her number from the card she gave him.
But it’s there and he makes the call, praying her phone isn’t shut off.

It rings four times, then five. Just as he’s despairing, she answers. Sleepy,
she sounds more human than ever. “Hlo? Who—"

“Danny Coughlin,” he says. “Wake up, Inspector Davis. Listen to me. I had
another dream. This time it was premonitory. Do you understand?”

A moment’s silence. When she replies, she sounds more awake. “Do you
mean—"

“He’s coming for me. Unless something changes it, there’s going to be
shooting down the hall, I think at the nurses’ station. Screaming. Then he’s
here. Dressed like he was when you first came to the school. Black coat, blue
jeans. Only that time he wasn’t armed. This time he is.”

“T'll call the police,” she says, “but if this is some kind of weird joke—"

“Do I sound like I'm joking?” He almost screams it. “The police won’t come,
he’s sent them off on some kind of wild goose-chase, don’t ask me how I know
that, it wasn’t in the dream, but I—~

“It’'s what he'd do,” she says. “If he really means to come after you... yes, it’s
what he’'d do.” She sounds fully awake now. “T'll call the cops in Dundee and
Pawnee Rock and then I'll come myself. I'm at my sister’s, only six miles from
Regional.”



This second dream is as clear in his memory as the dream of County Road
F, the Texaco station, and the constant tinka-tinka-tinka of those price signs
against the rusty pole. As real as the dog and the unearthed arm. There were
—will be—shots at the nurses’ station followed by a single scream. A man’s
scream, so probably Chuck the orderly. And then the man in the black coat
and the dad jeans was—uwill be—standing in his doorway. Looming in his
doorway. That strange peninsular widow’s peak surrounded by white skin,
those deepset, tired eyes.

For poor Miss Yvonne, he'll say as he raises the gun. And just as he fires
Danny turns his head on the pillow. He looks at the clock on his night table.

“I told the orderly to send everyone down to the second floor, but theyre
not going. I can hear them down there. They don’t believe me. Just like him.
Just like you.”

He looked at the clock in his dream; he looks at it now.

“Forget about Dundee and Pawnee Rock, Inspector. They're too far away.
He's going to start shooting at a minute to three. You've got thirty-nine
minutes to do something about it.”
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Ella’s sister Regina is alone in the master bedroom. Her husband is away on
one of his many business trips. Davis has her suspicions about those trips, and
she supposes Regina does, too, but that is a matter for another time. The
digital clock beside Regina’s bed reads 2:24.

“Reg! Reggie! Wake up!”

Regina stirs and opens her eyes. Davis is wearing jeans, sneakers without
socks, and a KU tee-shirt, clearly without a bra. But it’s the sight of the gun on
her hip and the ID laminate her sister is slipping over her head that wakes her
all the way up.

“What—"

“I have to go. Right now. I'll be back before Laurie wakes up.” She hopes so,
at least. “There’s a problem.”

“What problem?”



“I can’t explain, Reg. I hope it’'s nothing.” She doesn’t believe that, not
anymore. She believes Coughlin. About everything. She can only hope it’s not
too late. “T'll call when it’s taken care of.”

Reggie is still asking questions when her sister leaves. Ella runs down the
stairs two at a time and snatches her keys from the basket by the door. Her
personal car is parked in the driveway and goddam, Regina parked hers
directly behind it. Davis pulls forward until the collision monitor hollers and
her bumper thumps the porch. She cranks the wheel and backs around
Reggie’s Subaru, hitting the Subaru’s bumper hard enough to rock it on its
springs. She misses the mailbox by inches when she reverses into the street.
She looks at the dashboard clock. It’s 2:28.

The streets are deserted, and she ignores the stop signs, only slowing to
look for headlights coming in either direction. She takes 7th, which proves to
be a mistake. There’s construction, a line of smudge pots in front of a hole in
the road probably meant for a culvert. The pots glow smoky orange in the
night. She wheels into someone’s driveway, turns back, and takes 8th, hating
the delay. She works her phone out of her pocket, and when she comes to a
blinker flashing red at the McKinley Street intersection, she tells Siri to call
the Great Bend PD.

Davis identifies herself and tells Dispatch there’s a possible shooter
approaching Regional Hospital, send any and all available officers. Dispatch
tells her she has no one to send. Someone has phoned in a bomb threat at the
high school—three bombs, in fact—and the few officers working the night
shift have gone there to close off the streets leading to the building. The
Bomb Squad is on its way from Wichita.

“There’s no bomb,” Davis says. “This guy wants to draw your cops off until
he finishes what he’s coming to do.”

“Ma’am... Inspector... you know this how?”

The clock on her dashboard reads 2:39. It occurs to Ella that lack of belief is
the curse of intelligence. She throws her phone on the passenger seat without
ending the call and turns onto McKinley. She floors it, then stamps both feet
on the brake as a late-night shambler pushes a shopping cart into the street.
She lays both hands on the horn. The shambler gives her a lazy middle finger,



tick-tocking it from side to side as he continues on his way. Davis veers
around him and tromps the gas, laying fifty feet of rubber.

Here, at last, is Cleveland Street and the bulk of the hospital. The red
EMERGENCY sign over the portico is her beacon. It’s 2:46. Beat him, Davis
thinks. If Danny was right about the time, I beat h—

A red SUV looms up in her rearview. It swings beside her, almost
sideswipes her, then bolts ahead. Davis gets just a glimpse of the driver, but a
glimpse is enough. That thick widow’s peak is all the ID she needs. Taillights
flash as the SUV pulls up in front of the main entrance. Jalbert gets out: black
coat, baggy dad jeans. In spite of her terror and the sense that she’s having her
own dream—it’s hardly been an hour since she was called from a sound sleep
by her phone, after all—there’s a feeling of almost miraculous wonder.
Because Danny was right about everything, and now she knows how he must
have felt at that Texaco station, seeing his dream made real.

She doesn’t slow, simply rear-ends Jalbert’s vehicle. He wheels around, eyes
wide, going for his gun. Ella lays on the horn with her right hand—wake up,
you people, wake up—and opens the door with her left.

She draws her own gun as she gets out, hoping two things—that she won't
have to shoot her ex-partner, and that her ex-partner won't shoot her. She has
a little girl to go back to.

“Frank! Stop! Do not go in!”

“Ella? What are you doing here?”

He looks so haggard, she thinks. So lost. And so dangerous.

“Put your gun away, Frank.”

People are coming out now. Nurses in pink and blue rayon, a couple of
orderlies in white, a doctor in green scrubs, a couple of patients from 24 Hour
Care, one with his arm in a sling.

“He’s lying, Ella. Of course he is, are you blind?”

They are pointing Glocks at each other like a pair of gunfighters at the end
of a Western movie. The .40 S&W ammo those guns fire will be lethal at this
short range. If the shooting starts, one or both of them will almost certainly
be killed.

“No, Frank. They caught the doer in Wyoming. His name is Andrew—"



“Iverson, yes.” Jalbert is nodding. “I believe that, but they were in it
together. Can'’t you see that? Follow the logic, Ella, they were a kill-team! Use
your brain. How can you believe his story? Youre too smart! Sixteen times
too smart! Eighteen times too smart!”

More people have come out. They cluster on the steps. Davis wants to tell
them to go back in, but she doesn’t dare take her eyes off Jalbert. Now she can
hear a siren. It's approaching, but it’s too far, too far.

“Frank, why do you think I'm here? How do you think I got here?”

For the first time he looks unsure. “I don'’t... know.”

“Danny called me. He knew you were coming. He dreamed it.”

“That’s ridiculous! A lie! A fable for children!”

“But here I am. How else can you explain it?”

A nurse—a large woman in a blue smock—has come out of Urgent Care
and is now sneaking up on Jalbert from behind. Ella wants to tell her that’s a
bad idea, the worst idea, but doesn’t dare. Jalbert will think she’s trying to
distract him, and he’ll shoot.

“I can’t,” Jalbert says. “You shouldn’t be here. I don’t think you are here.
You're a hallucin—"

The big woman throws her arms around Jalbert, pinning his arms. She
must outweigh him by sixty pounds, but his reaction is immediate. He stamps
down on one of her feet. She screams. Her grip loosens. He frees one arm and
drives an elbow backward into her throat. The nurse stumbles away, gagging.
He turns toward her and away from Davis.

“Frank, put it down! DROP IT DROP IT DROP IT!

He doesn’t seem to hear her. The nurse is bent over, hands to her throat.
Jalbert raises the gun. He does it very slowly. Ella has time to think about all
the miles they've driven on Kansas roads and all the meals theyve eaten in
Kansas diners. Prepping each other before testifying. Sitting through endless
briefings. There’s time to shoot him, but she doesn’t. Can’t. She can only
watch as Jalbert continues to raise the gun, but he’s not pointing it at the
nurse. He puts it to his own head.

“Frank, don’t. Please don’t.”



“I did it all for poor Miss Yvonne.” Then he says “Three, two, one.” And
pulls the trigger.
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It’s almost an hour later when Ella is finally allowed into Danny Coughlin’s
room. Two cops are standing guard outside his door. She thinks this is a
perfect example of locking the barn after the horse has been stolen. Chuck the
orderly is there, and a doctor. Ella thinks it’s the one she saw on the steps
during the final confrontation, but she might be wrong. They all look the
same in their green scrubs. In his hospital johnny, Danny looks like he’s lost
forty pounds. He’s as haggard as Jalbert was at the end, but there’s a clarity in
his face that’s different.

Ella doesn’t hesitate. She goes to him and hugs him. “I'm sorry. I'm sorry
about everything.”

“It’s all right,” Danny tells her. He strokes her hair. That seems like the
wrong thing to do. It also seems right.

She pulls back from him.

“Ma’am,” the doctor says, “this man has had enough excitement for one
night. He needs his rest.”

“I know. I'll go. But Danny... why did you have that dream? Why? Do you
have any idea at all?”

He laughs. It’s a sorry laugh. “Why does a man get hit by lightning twice?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know.”

“Neither do I.” He points. “I see youre wearing your cross.”

She touches it. “I always wear it.”

“Sure. But belief is hard, isn’t it?” He lies down on his pillow, puts his hands
over his eyes—as if to blot out both worlds, the one seen and the one behind
it, so rarely revealed—and says it again. “Belief is hard.”

He drops his hands. They look at each other without speaking. There’s
nothing to say.



FINN

Finn had a hard go of it from the very beginning. He slipped through the
hands of a midwife who had delivered hundreds of babies and gave his
birthday cry when he hit the floor. When he was five, there was a house party
next door. He was allowed out to listen to the music (The Pogues blasting
from pole-mounted portable speakers) on his side of the street. It was
summer, he was barefoot, and a cherry bomb thrown by an exuberant
partygoer flew up, arced down with the stub of its fuse fizzing, and blew off
the baby toe on his left foot.

Wouldn't have happened again in a thousand years, his grandma said.

At seven he and his sisters were playing in Pettingill Park while Grandma
sat on a nearby bench, alternately knitting and doing one of her word-search
puzzles. Finn didn’t care for the swings, had no use for the seesaws, could have
cared less about the roundy-round. What he liked was the Twisty, an
entrancing curlicue of blue plastic twenty feet high. There were steps, but
Finn preferred to climb the slide itself on his hands and knees, up and around,
up and around. At the top he would sit and glide to the packed dirt at the
bottom. He never had an accident on the Twisty.

“Stop that awhile, why don’t ya,” Grandma said one day. “You're always on
that old Twisty. Try something new. Try the monkeybars. Show me a trick.”

His sisters, Colleen and Marie, were on them, climbing and swinging like...
well, like monkeys. So, to please Grandma, he went on the monkeybars and
slipped while hanging upside down and fell and broke his arm.

His teacher that year, pretty Miss Monahan, liked to end each day by
saying, What have we learned today, kiddos? At the Urgent Care, while having
his arm set (the lollipop he was given afterward hardly seemed adequate



compensation for the pain), Finn thought what he’d learned that day was Stick
to the Twisty.

At fourteen, running home from his friend Patrick’s house in a driving
thunderstorm, a stroke of lightning hit the street directly behind him, close
enough to frizz his hair and char a line down the back of his jacket. Finn fell
forward, hit his head on the curb, suffered a concussion, and lay unconscious
in his bed for two days before waking up and asking what happened. It was
Deirdre Hanlon from across the street (one of the partygoers on that long-ago
Pogues day, although not the cherry bomb thrower) who saw him and fished
the unconscious boy out of the gutter. “I thought poor old Finn was dead for
sure,” she said.

His late father said Finn was born under a bad sign. Grandma (who never
apologized for the monkeybars day) held a different view. She told Finn that
for every stroke of bad luck God dealt out, he gave two strokes of the good.
Finn thought that over and said he’d had no good luck to speak of, unless it
wasn't being hit dead center by the lightning-bolt.

“You should be glad your luck’s out,” Grandma said. “Maybe it will come in
all at once and you'll win the Lotto. Or a rich relative will die and leave you
everything.”

“I don’t have any rich relatives.”

“That you know of,” Grandma said. She was the kind of woman who always
got the last word. “When things go wrong, just remind yourself ‘God owes me.’
And God always pays His debts.”

Not soon enough to suit Finn, however. Worse luck awaited.
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One evening in his nineteenth year, Finn came running home from his
girlfriend’s house, not because it was raining but because even with a case of
blue balls, all that hugging and touching and smooching had left him
exhilarated. He felt he had to run or explode. He was wearing a leather jacket,
jeans, a Cabinteely cap, and a vintage tee-shirt with the logo of an old band—
Nazareth—on the front. He rounded the corner onto Peeke Street and ran
into a young man running the other way. They both fell down. Finn picked



himself up and started to apologize, but the young man was already legging it
again, looking back over his shoulder. He was also wearing jeans, a bill cap,
and a tee-shirt, which didn’t strike Finn as particularly coincidental; in this
city, it was the uniform of the young, men and women both.

Finn carried on running down Peeke, rubbing a scraped elbow as he went.
A black tradesman’s van came toward him, lights off. Finn thought nothing of
it until it pulled up beside him and some men—at least four—came rushing
out of the back even before the van had rolled completely to a stop.

Two of them grabbed him by the arms. Finn managed “Hey!”

A third man said “Hey yourself!” and pulled a bag over his head.

There was a sting in his upper arm just above his scraped elbow. He was
aware of being hustled, feet not touching the pavement, and then the world
flew away.
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When Finn came to, he was lying on a cot in a small room with a high ceiling.
In one corner was a table lamp with no table beneath it. In another was a
commode. The commode was blue plastic, exactly the same shade as the
Twisty in Pettingill Park. There was no other furniture. There was a skylight,
but it had been painted black in slopping, careless strokes.

Finn sat up and winced. He didn’t have a headache, exactly, but his neck
was terribly stiff and his arm hurt the way it had after he'd gotten his Covid
shot. He looked at it and saw someone had put a sticking plaster above his
scraped elbow. He peeled it back and saw a tiny hole with a red corona around
it.

Finn tried the door and found it locked. He knocked, then pounded on it.
As if in answer, AC/DC blasted at him: “Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap” at
what sounded like two thousand decibels. Finn clapped his hands over his
ears. It went on for twenty or thirty seconds, then stopped. He looked up and
saw three speakers mounted high up. To him they looked like Bose models,
which meant expensive. In the corner above the table lamp without a table,
the lens of a camera stared down at him.



Unlike the time when he had almost been struck by lightning, Finn
remembered what had happened before he temporarily lost the plot, and
guessed what it meant. It was absurd but not amazing. Being kidnapped was
just another example of Finn Murrie luck.

He went back to pounding on the door and yelling for someone to come.
When no one did, he stepped back and looked up at the camera.

“Is someone there? Like, monitoring this? If you are, please come and let
me out. [ believe you've dropped a bollock. You want the other fella.”

There was no response for almost a full minute. Finn was walking back to
the cot, having decided to lie down until someone came to rectify what was
obviously a mistake, when the speakers blared again. Finn liked the Ramones,
but not at such apocalyptic volume in a closed room. This time the sonic
assault went on for about two minutes before cutting out just as abruptly.

He lay on the cot and had just begun to drift when Cheap Trick roared
down. Twenty minutes later it was Dexys Midnight Runners.

It went on that way for quite some time. Probably hours. There was no
way Finn could tell for sure. His captors had taken his watch while he was

unconscious.

= %=

He was dozing when the door opened. Two men came in. Finn wasn't sure
they were the ones who had grabbed him by the arms, but pretty sure. One of
them had a droopy eye. He said, “Are you going to be troublesome, Bobby-O?”

“Not if youre going to make this right,” Finn said. He took little notice of
being called Bobby-O, thought it was just some kind of nickname, like Daddy-
O, or how if his father had seen a drunk staggering up the street, he’'d always
say, “There goes Paddy O'Reilly.”

“That’s up to you,” the other said. He had a narrow face and black eyes, like
a weasel.

They went out the door, Finn between the two men, who were both
wearing chinos and white shirts. Neither of them had a gun, which was a bit
of a comfort, although Finn had no doubt they could handle him easily if he
decided to make trouble for them. They looked fit. Finn was tall but weedy.



The room they came out in was lined with shelves, all of them empty. To
Finn it looked like a pantry, or maybe, given the size, what his grandma
would have called a larder. As a young woman, she'd been “in service.”

From the pantry they entered the biggest kitchen Finn had ever seen.
There were a couple of empty bowls on the counter with spoons in them.
Judging by the scum inside, he guessed they had contained soup. His belly
rumbled. He didn’t know how long it had been since he'd eaten. Ellie had
made him some scrambled eggs before the necking started, but Finn had an
idea that was long since digested. If digestion continued when you were
unconscious, that was. He thought it must. A person’s body just went about its
business.

Next came a dining room with a shining mahogany table that looked long
enough to play shuffleboard on. Heavy plum-colored drapes had been pulled
all the way closed. Finn strained his ears for the sound of passing traffic and
heard nothing.

They went down a hall and the droopy-eye man opened a door on the
right. The weasel gave Finn a light shove. There was a fancy desk in the
room. The walls were lined with books and folders. More drapes, a deep dull
red, had been drawn over the window behind the desk. A man with white
hair combed back like the early Cliff Richard sat behind the desk. His tanned
face was scored with lines. He looked not much older than Finn’s father had
been when he died.

“Sit down.”

Finn sat down across from the white-haired man. Mr. Droopy Eye stood in
one corner. Mr. Weasel stood in the other corner. They clasped their hands in
front of their belt buckles.

There was a folder in front of the white-haired man, thinner than the ones
crammed in helter-skelter on the shelves. He opened it, lifted a sheet of paper,
looked at it, and sighed.

“This can be easy or hard, Mr. Feeney. That’s entirely up to you.”

Finn leaned forward. “See, that's not my name. You have the wrong
person.”



The white-haired man looked interested. He put the sheet of paper back in
the thin folder and closed it. “Not Bobby Feeney? Is that so?”

“My name is Finn Murrie. That's Murrie with an ie at the end, not ay.” He
felt that this detail alone should be enough to convince the white-haired man.
[t was so specific.

“Is it now?” the white-haired man said. “Will wonders never cease!”

“T1l tell you what happened. What I think happened. When I came round
the corner into Peeke Street I ran into a fella running the other way. We
knocked each other down. He got up and ran on. I got up and ran on. These
fellas...” He pointed at the men in the corners. “... must have wanted that other
fella, Bobby Feeney. He was dressed the same as me.”

“Dressed the same, was he? Cabinteely cap? Nazareth tee-shirt? Leather
jacket?”

“Well, I don’t know what was on the shirt, but I remember the cap. It all
happened fast, but it’s sure that’s who you wanted. This happens to me all the
time.”

The white-haired man leaned forward, his hands (scarred, Finn saw, or
maybe burned) clasped on his thin folder. He looked more interested than
ever. “You are taken into custody all the time, are you?”

“No, bad luck. Bad luck happens to me all the time.” He told the white-
haired man about being dropped at birth, and the cherry bomb, the broken
arm because he let his grandma coax him off the Twisty, the lightning strike.
There were other things he could have added, but he thought the lightning
strike and resulting concussion made a good place to stop. Like the climax of a
storybook story. “So you see, I'm not the boyo you're looking for.”

“Huh.” The white-haired man sat back, pressed a hand to his belly as if it
pained him, and sighed.

Inspiration struck Finn. “Just think about it, sir. If | was running away
from these fellas of yours, I'd run away. But I didn’t, did I? I 