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 But the goat, on which the lot fell to be the scapegoat,
 shall be presented alive before the Lord, to make an 
atonement with him, and to let him go for a scapegoat
 into the wilderness.

—LEVITICUS 16:10

When the Angel of Death comes down after you, can
 you smile and say that you have been true?

—HANK WILLIAMS, “THE ANGEL OF DEATH”

At the end of my suffering there was a door.

—LOUISE GLÜCK, “THE WILD IRIS”
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SHE DROVE DEEP THROUGH THE TREES UNTIL her truck’s tires spun loose in the mud and it was there she got out. Her flashlight made night’s theater of the june bugs and the buttonbush, errant shadows leaping from cottonwood like creatures undiscovered.

She spotted Jackson’s patrol car, muddied to hell within a stone’s throw of the Miller tobacco barn. The place was mostly how she remembered it. Gap-toothed planking, sunken and slanted like a last-call drunk. Left standing despite the time, prayers, and collective common sense that should’ve seen it razed from existence years ago. Maybe she ought’ve done it herself. Back then. Purging her name and the place with a single matchstick.

She didn’t know what to make of the tobacco barn’s persistence except that nature might hold the deed to what man builds, but even nature has the good sense of what to leave untouched, and could such a place even be said to be man-made if the devil himself was whispered to live here?

She raised her flashlight and waved it around through the dark. “Jackson?”

“Over here.” His flashlight edged around the barn, shivering in the dark.

She’d been getting ready for bed when she got the call and still wore her pajama pants, which she hitched up to her knees as she schlepped through the belching mud. Jackson stood with his flashlight wandering the fire-licked chinking, most of the exterior worn down to pale slats. Decades of sun and rainfall and occasional evil.

Her flashlight found Jackson’s bloodless face, as transparent as a dime bag. She might’ve expected as much. When he’d radioed her earlier, his voice was flatter than she’d ever heard it, none of his usual schoolyard bravado. She thought maybe he’d been drinking on the job again, but even if he had, drinking didn’t account for lips gone white. Sweat dripping down his neck and collecting in his collarbones.

“You were the first one I thought to call,” Jackson breathed like he’d run all this way. “Forgot you were off today.”

She waved off the apology like a mosquito. “Where is it?”

He shone his flashlight inside the barn, but she didn’t follow it.

“Who called it in?” she asked.

“Call came in half hour ago,” he said.

“Yeah, and I’m asking who.”

“Dispatch didn’t get a name.”

“A number then?”

“Just take a look. Goddamnit.”

The barn door was ajar against the breeze. Jackson’s cheeks puffed as he swallowed something down. He nodded once it’d passed.

The door swung on a single hinge, rusted beyond sound. A step forward and she heard a current sizzling through the air. She looked about for an electrical box or generator or simple telephone pole—impossible, this near the riverbank—until her flashlight finally traced the drone into the barn’s shallow belly where massed a plague of flies assembled into the shape of a body held upside down, outstretched and still. Feet to the rooftop and propped against the wall. Like it was standing on its head for her to see.

Then came the smell. Pushed like a fist down her throat, fingers tickling her stomach. She covered her mouth and nose with a handkerchief she’d brought only for this purpose.

For a short second the dead nearly looked alive with the flies moving over the corpse. She reached to shoo the flies off, and as they scattered her fingers nearly brushed the inside of the corpse’s belly, flayed open like curtains. A bone-bound book with nothing written inside but a rib cage and spine. Hung upside down like a rack of meat, pale wrists nailed to a two-by-four level with her ankles. And there before the inverted cross and its gutless crucifant lay a fly-ridden pile of shining insides scooped from the now-empty hollow of skin. Lungs draped over the top of the mess like two blankets keeping the rest of their organs warm.

She came out of the barn coughing, snot dripping from her nose and burning. Flies in her hair, she was convinced they’d be there forever, shampoo and combs be damned. She pointed back at where she’d come.

Jackson said, “Yeah.”

She wanted to feel the cool mud cover her but refused to drop to her knees. “Who called it in?”

“We didn’t get a name. I don’t know.”

“Put out a call then.”

“To who?”

“Everybody. Anybody. We’ll get to setting a perimeter.”

She scanned the dark and saw nothing but its many flashing eyes.

“Should I get State?” he asked.

“What’s Sheriff Parsons said?”

“I haven’t heard back.” Jackson’s cheeks puffed again with something vile. “He’s kissing babies in Frankfort last I knew.”

She shone her flashlight through the door. It was all still there how she remembered, how she’d dreamt of it since, waking only to the cold-sweat comfort of the here and now, but here it all was again. “God’s sakes.”

“I know it.” Jackson crouched down, his head hung between his knees. Breathing like he was birthing a child.

She’d never asked and didn’t know for certain, but he must’ve been not a day over thirty years old. Only reason the thought occurred to her now was that on this night he looked suddenly aged, hard-worn and similarly weathered. A man who’d lost a great deal and gained nothing in return.

“How long do you reckon he’s been there?” Jackson asked.

“Don’t know. Them bugs have done a number on it.”

“I haven’t ever seen anything like it.” Then he said, “Sorry.” And then, “Sorry for saying sorry. I don’t know. Goddamnit.”

She moved her flashlight through the trees, through the weeds, through the brush. She could hear Blood River warbling a stone’s throw away but could not see it. A knot on an oak tree looked to be laughing, cheeks of bark pulled back in joyful wrinkles.

“If Sheriff ain’t answering, we ought to call State ourselves,” Jackson said. “It’s gonna happen regardless.”

“We ought to wait on him.”

Jackson stood up and immediately doubled back over, releasing the yolky shine of his stomach over the mud.

“It ain’t the smell so much as the seeing,” he said, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his deputy’s jacket. “I ain’t ever seen anything like it.”

“You don’t need to be looking. Not right now anyways.”

“Crucified like Jesus. God Almighty.”

“Except the Romans didn’t disembowel Jesus and set him upside down.”

Jackson crouched back down into a three-point stance before settling into his haunches. He held his flashlight below his chin. Like a kid telling campfire stories, haunts that end before bedtime. He shook his head.

“This is where it was before, right? Same barn and”—he regarded the open door, as if expecting the corpse to come walking out—“everything?”

She didn’t answer. The night pressed its heel down on the back of her head. There was laughter in the trees, of that she was sure, but nothing in a human voice. She thought for the first time in a long time about the devils said to wash themselves in the river. How Greg Walpole had said they thirst and drink to their delight, but they hunger something terrible.

“Is it the same as before?” Jackson asked.

She didn’t answer.

“What about your dad?” Jackson asked. “You think we should call him down to have a look?”

She shook her head. “Go ahead and call State. No point waiting on Sheriff.”

“It’s not going anywhere. We can wait.”

“I said call them.”

Jackson walked back to his cruiser, flashlight wobbling. She waited until she heard him on the radio before going back to her truck for a pair of gloves. She returned to the barn and swatted the flies from the corpse’s head. Two empty eye sockets, blind but omniscient; yes, she could feel herself being seen from the dead. How must the living appear to them? Glowing and small, halfway familiar. And here the dead was asking for her to speak while flies crawled forth from the parted lips. Speak and be heard. Testify in my stead. The hair on the corpse’s head looked lovingly combed.

Through the roof slats, a yellow moon. That was the same as before too.

She took the dead hand in hers. Maybe she’d known already, maybe she hadn’t. Either way, she knew now. The tattoos on the fingers, one letter per knuckle except for the pinky that crammed the final two, spelling out her name: A-L-I-C-IA.

That was new.
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APPROACHING THE PAISLEY DOUBLE-WIDE AT this time of night felt like an invitation for a deer slug to the chest, bird shot if she was lucky. But the guns inside belonged solely to Jake, and Jake was newly dead, and maybe if she kept repeating it to herself, she’d believe it. She turned and saw his hollowed eyes in the bruised night, the rain that started falling like it’d been waiting all this time.

She could’ve passed the buck to Jackson and had him notify Delilah, and maybe that would’ve been for the best—a pip-squeaked stranger telling you your husband’s dead must be a whole world better than his ex-fiancé. But if Alicia let the task fall to anybody else, she’d never forgive herself. Knowing that she’d failed Jake in death somehow worse than she’d failed him in life. No, she’d never forgive herself and she’d never let anybody else forgive her either. Because once upon a time, she’d loved Jake the only way children know how—foolishly and completely.

She climbed the wooden porch to the trailer. The windows dark and water-like. She feared if she touched them, she’d slip through.

She knocked on the storm door and very nearly got to praying.

“Sheriff’s department,” she called out as quietly as she could. She didn’t need the neighbors waking. “Delilah?”

Hard to distinguish between the drumming rainfall and footsteps inside the trailer. Somewhere somebody in the trailer park was cooking something fatty. She could feel it in her lungs, the coating of greasy particles working their way to the road. It was awfully late for a barbecue. She nearly retched.

“Delilah?” she called out. “Can you come to the door?”

What if whatever followed Jake into the woods had found its way here? She was tired enough to begin believing, and when the door opened, there was just Delilah looking beautiful and sleepy. Her platinum-dyed hair gathered in a lazy bun, face rubbed raw of her makeup. Her cheekbones sharp as a buck knife.

“What is it?” Delilah asked.

Even with a sheriff’s deputy on her doorstep, she might as well have been entertaining the likes of a wayward Mormon, to which Alicia blamed familiarity. Years ago, Delilah had worked as a secretary for the sheriff’s department when Alicia’s father still ran the show, but she left after the birth of her youngest kid, well before Alicia ever came aboard. In those days, Alicia was still with the fire department, waiting for her father’s retirement; she’d prefer burning alive to working under that man.

“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I’ve come with some terrible news.”

She was waiting for Delilah to ask What? But Delilah waited, her lips turning slowly to the tune of gravity’s march.

“Jake is dead.”

From the creased trailer door came the sound of kids laughing at the television. Two girls, aged fifteen and thirteen. She knew them only through Jake’s Facebook posts. The oldest, Deborah, named to appease Jake’s daddy. A Baptist preacher, the kind who’d insist on a grandchild named after a prophet worth the weight of revelation’s fire. But then their youngest girl they’d named Wendy. Seemed at some point Jake had given up on pleasing the pastor and maybe for good reason. What good is a prophet’s name if she doesn’t warn you of the evil in the trees, the dark, the water creeping over land, the demons slaking thirsts in the hollow hold of bones?

“Jake?” Delilah asked.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Jake?”

She nodded.

“He didn’t come home. Where is he?”

“He’s been killed, ma’am.” There wasn’t any way of saying it that sounded even halfway real. “I’m so terribly sorry.”

“Killed?” Delilah shook her head like she was rescrambling the words to spell something simpler. Shuffling the cards, dealt cruelly but finally. “No. Jake? No.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I really am.”

Delilah slid down against the doorjamb until she was a knot of herself. Blue pajama bottoms gathering at her thighs. There wasn’t anything worse. Alicia knew it well. The being told somebody’s gone without them feeling gone. It would take days or years. Grief’s delinquent half-life. A bird of prey scared off by its shadow, returning often at night when there’s nothing left to ward it away.

Delilah covered her face with her hands, asking from between her fingers, “What happened?”

“We’re looking into it.”

“No,” Delilah whimpered. “No, no, no.”

It happened how memories sometimes do. Alicia remembered Jake’s fingers always shaking. He’d blamed it back then on cigarettes, but likely it was just teenager nerves. The vibration of his wanting. To embed himself somewhere better. No matter how many tattoos he’d end up covering himself with, she’d always known him as that teenager looking to make a home for himself inside somebody else. Or singing Dave Matthews Band in the style of George Strait, smoking her Pall Malls when nobody else was around and dipping longcut if they were. He used to make love to her gently in the bed of a pickup truck he named Buster. She’d long thought of him as a field mouse routing the earth for somewhere to survive long enough. Every passing winter a surprise, an unexpected blessing. She hated herself for consoling herself when she hadn’t loved him in many years.

“Where was he?” Delilah asked. “I need to know.”

When her mother died, Alicia remembered needing to know the same thing. Where she’d been. The last things she’d seen of this world, whether it glittered or cracked.

“The Miller tobacco barn,” she said.

Delilah peeled her hands from her face, tearstained cheeks. “There?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“He wasn’t, he really wasn’t, I swear he wasn’t.”

“He wasn’t what?” she asked.

“He wasn’t a part of all that mess back then.”

“I know.”

“It was that girl he was with.”

Alicia went stiff long enough for Delilah’s eyes to fall to her badge. Like she’d half known already that Alicia wasn’t just bad news wrapped in human skin.

“Moore?” Delilah asked, as if Alicia’s last name were a question to be answered. “Alicia Moore.” Delilah smiled like it was the funniest thing anybody’d ever said or done or been. Face twisted into a Halloween mask of herself. Lips twitching and trembling at their corners like a coyote to the visage of death. “Get the fuck off my property, Blood River witch.”

Alicia returned to her truck, all the while Delilah shouting after her. Blood River witch, Blood River witch. Like it was a song without end, but the melody trailed after her along county roads such that her eyes sought after it in the rearview.
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THE SUN WAS RISING BY THE TIME ALICIA GOT home and Bart was asleep in his room. A cowlick sticking out from Spider-Man sheets. From the doorway she could see him breathing, the gentle rise of his comforter, but still she put a finger to his pulse to be certain that the world still beat the way she remembered. Sixty beats per minute.

Bill was already in the shower and she got to undressing. Her boots caked in clay-red mud. She’d hose them off in the morning, even though it was morning already, the idea of a day ahead as unbearable as it was inevitable. She got under the covers and was shortly visited by two black holes staring back at her. She opened her eyes to the ceiling and in the crown molding were jaws parted into a whisper, all manner of maggots peeling forth.

She was no stranger to the haunts of the job. Like last July: A grandfather mowed two acres with his youngest grandchild in his lap; the mower hit a bump and the kid fell over the front, the mower’s blades shearing the skin clean off his back. She’d knelt next to the kid while the EMTs rerouted through the county, unable to find the address. The grandfather went back into the house to fetch a handgun and pressed it to his head saying he’d be better off unless he was dreaming. She knew when they were serious, and he wasn’t serious, so she let the old man mourn and tended to the child instead. Incomprehensible screaming. She’d never heard anything like that. She’d thought at the time that it was easier to see death than whatever this was, but she wasn’t sure anymore. Maybe someday she’d have seen enough to map a hierarchy of all the terrors of this world. Maybe that was the purpose of the tree God planted in the garden, the knowledge of good and evil, but why was she still eating its fruits? The grandchild recovered but the grandfather killed himself a few weeks later. Hung himself in the garage by chicken wire. Nearly severed his head clean off his spine.

Bill came out of the bathroom on a wave of steam, the towel wrapped around his waist. Clean for the time being. He welded machines that made machines. Sealing the joints of iron, hoisting freshly forged chassis on the backs of trucks. A coworker of his from years ago lost an arm somewhere in the process. Collected disability and died from drinking.

“Wondered if I’d see you before I left,” he said. “Want to talk about it?”

“No. I’ll see Bart on the bus before I go back in.”

“You ever get ahold of Parsons?”

“Last I knew, Jackson was still trying.”

“It’s gonna be a circus once word gets out. I don’t got to tell you.”

She stretched out in search of a yawn, but the sort of tiredness she’d come to know was the kind that couldn’t be fooled. “You good making dinner for Bart tonight?”

“I’ll probably pick up some frozen pizzas. I reckon you’ll be busy for a while?”

“Seems that way.”

Bill rubbed the towel over his bald head like hair still hung there. There were plenty of men who clung to what was long gone, but Bill would not suffer the indignity. On the first day he saw his hairline retreating, he went into the bathroom and emerged polished. Bart was three back then, and he rubbed his father’s head and said, “Shiny.” Bill grew a beard for something to balance him out. The man owned two pairs of jeans. His heart would someday kill him the same as it had his father, but he would not fight an unwinnable war. He ate a Burger King Whopper for lunch every day.

“Bart do his homework?” she asked.

“The kid’s in seventh grade. Does it rightly matter?”

“You got to check or else the teacher calls me.”

“Then remind her she teaches seventh grade.”

“It’s a him. Mr. Ferris.”

“Well, damn.”

He sat on the bed putting on his jeans, his steel-toe boots she got him for his birthday. Every birthday, a new pair to his same delight. She married him for the reason she envied him, the way he could stare forward into the future without flinching.

“I’ll be home in time to see him off the bus,” Bill said.

“Thank you.”

“You sure you don’t want to talk? You’re looking at me like you do.”

“You’ve got work.”

“I got time.” Bill lay back down on the bed next to her. His breathing whistled from his nose. Whenever she had trouble sleeping, which was most nights, she’d pretend he was a train far away. “You mentioned the Miller tobacco barn and I can’t help but make certain assumptions.”

She told him the story and when she was finished, Bill was quiet for a long time. Just the whistling, and for a moment she thought she might be able to sleep.

“I’m sorry, Al,” he said. “I know that you and him—well, I know you had your thing. Can’t have been easy seeing him like that. Don’t really know what to say besides sorry, I guess. It’s just a hell of a thing.”

“Do you know what Delilah said when I told her? When she realized it was me she was talking to?”

Bill had sense enough to not guess.

“Blood River witch.” Alicia smiled like she was inviting Bill to do the same, but he kept stone-faced. “At least she had the decency to say it to my face. More than most around here can say for themselves. I’ll credit her for that.”

“I’m sorry, Al.”

“It doesn’t mean hardly anything anymore. Just wasn’t expecting it last night. Not like that, at least.”

“Delilah was hurting something awful. Didn’t matter who delivered the news. She’d have taken something out on anybody in that moment.”

It wasn’t true and he knew it, which saved her from having to tell him so.

“When will y’all hear back from the coroner?”

“We’ll get some preliminaries probably in a day or two but won’t get a full write-up for a few weeks, I’d say. Maybe sooner once KSP gets involved. See if they can’t speed things along on that end. Any luck, though, we keep the investigation mostly in-house. Don’t need State muddying things up more than they already will.”

“You got any idea who might’ve done it?”

“It’s early days.”

“You think it could be someone from way back then?”

“It sure looked similar.” She looked up at the ceiling where his face had hung a second before, receding already into the plaster.

He shook his head and sat back up. “I don’t know if you want me to ask.”

“Ask what?”

“The fact you’re pretending like you don’t know makes me think you don’t want me to.”

“I’m not in the mood for mind reading, Bill.”

Bill stood up and looked down at her, his bushy eyebrows knit together, scrutinizing her like one of his sudokus. She’d flipped through his sudoku books a time or two. So far as she knew, he’d never finished a single one but seemed to enjoy instead the challenge of admitting defeat and starting over. “Are you gonna call him?”

“Who?”

“Seems like he might be useful, seeing as how he was sheriff back then.”

“What do you expect me to say to him?”

“Knowing him as little as I do, I’d expect him to do most of the talking.”

“I’ll let someone else take that bullet.”

“All right then, that’s that.” Bill patted his pockets, checking for his wallet, keys, and phone. “Hope you can catch a wink. And, hey, don’t let those KSP assholes push you around. Need be, you just kick them right between the aviators. Let them know the pecking order around these parts.”

Before he left, he kissed her head and said he loved her. She worried it was his loving her that made living sometimes bleak. The incessant reminder of what stood to be inevitably lost.

She set her alarm for an hour later and she didn’t sleep but dreamt just the same. Blood River flooding how it does in the spring, the current growing legs and arms and crawling across land, crashing against the Miller tobacco barn and coaxing it into whatever hell had spawned it. But even in the dream, the barn stayed put. Stubborn evil with deep wooden roots joisted to the center of the Earth’s core. And when the river flooded and cleared the banks, the barn stayed standing for centuries and millennia. Cycles of disaster, the world burning then freezing, burning then freezing. No human life left to speak of or bear witness. And there it still stood against ice and soot. Leave it to future races to uncover. A world where all that’s left is what’s been forgotten or refused.

Blood River witch, Blood River witch.

Independent of herself, her fingers found her phone and dialed her father’s number she’d long since deleted from the machine but not from her memory. She listened to the ringing in her ear and thought herself crazed and childish. Calling Daddy, twenty years silent, and she winced at the thought of his delight wherever he was right now. The prodigal daughter come crawling back with bloodied knees. He would believe himself proved right, but all she meant to ask him was if what she’d seen was what he’d seen and, if it was true, what’s it mean? But he didn’t pick up. The call went to a voicemail she didn’t have the stomach to sit through. Somewhere the bastard sat smiling.

She showered and prepared breakfast for Bart—yogurt, scentless, nothing that could stir her guts out from her mouth. She could leave now and save some time by dropping Bart off at school, but then she’d miss seeing him get on the bus. She wasn’t willing to lose that privilege. Seeing him ball-fisted and pouting like a proper child. He didn’t yet know how small he was, nor was she eager to notify him. If a boy could live forever unknowing of his smallness, she’d like him to be the first and maybe only. She prayed to the school bus taillights nonsense prayers like Stay sweet and hateful of your sweetness for as long as life allows it.
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JACKSON SAT ON THE STEPS OUTSIDE THE STATION smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, a recently acquired affectation she couldn’t make much sense of. It didn’t look like he’d gotten much sleep either. Last night’s mud dried on the hem of his slacks like paint. He’d likely spent the night back here, forehead on his desk, partaking liberally of the Jim Beam he kept in the bottom drawer of his desk, reserved for the graveyard shift. Already, there were news vans stationed across the way. From Paducah, Clarksville, even Louisville. All of them identical and idling, coughing white papal smoke. She kept her back to them.

“Big Man is back,” Jackson said on her approach. “And he’s brought the cavalry. Turned the fishbowl into a Situation Room for KSP.”

“Least he came back.”

“I’ll bet you he loaned your desk to one of those KSP detectives, too. Don’t act surprised.”

“He did yours?”

“What do you think I’m out here for?”

“It looks like you’re smoking them hand-rolled cigarettes. You play-pretending a cowboy?”

“Helps me think.”

“What about?”

“Currently? Law school and a Puerto Rican wife.” He pointed his cigarette at the news vans. “Wanna wave hello to the circus? They call that B-roll.”

“I’ll pass.”

“They’re saying all sorts of shit already. I hear them.”

“Like what?”

“You could probably guess. Speaking of, don’t slip a word to them—Sheriff’s orders. He ain’t playing around. Brought a foul mood all the way back from Frankfort.”

“I wasn’t planning on talking to them.”

“I figured, but just in case.”

“Any luck tracing the phone call?” she asked.

“No. Likely it was a burner. One of them from the gas station.”

“Was the call recorded at least?”

“Take a wild guess.”

“Well. Damn.”

“I was just thinking the same exact thing.”

JACKSON HADN’T BEEN exaggerating, least not to the usual degree. At her desk sat Detective Doug Mackinnon looking over photos of the crime scene. Jake’s crucified and hollowed corpse even less real in the glow of the camera flash, like stills from a smut horror. Mackinnon caught sight of her over his shoulder and started sputtering apologies, offering her space back to her, but she waved it away.

Mackinnon had a hunch in his back that bad posture couldn’t explain in its entirety. Whatever illness he kept looked to be getting worse.

“What’re you seeing that I ain’t?” she asked, tapping a glossy photo of Jake’s gouged skull.

“Probably nothing.”

She knew Doug going back years. They’d gone to the community college together, both of them working toward their EMT certificates. Even worked together at the Calloway County Fire Department for all of three weeks before he absconded to the academy in Richmond. By the time she deputized with the sheriff’s department eleven years later, he’d already made for himself a good reputation at KSP. The word on him was his unflappability, which never did square with her, the same kid she remembered passing out when administering an IV drip to a plastic dummy.

“They send you down with anybody else?” she asked.

“Tim Johnson and Boggs, don’t know if you know them, I can’t say for certain if they are going to be sticking around for the long haul. Still trying to get a read on things.” He looked around and gave up, turning back at the photos. “Heard it was you and Deputy Jackson went out there first. Can’t imagine.”

“You saw it, too, didn’t you?”

“Sure, but the difference is we had numbers out there. Guys, guns, and generators. I’m talking being out there all alone. Remind me—you ain’t religious, are you?”

“Not particularly.”

“Might could be that’s a good thing. I’m a believer through and through and seeing what I saw in that tobacco barn had me shaking.” His expression went suddenly slack. “I’m sorry—I forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“I should be offering my condolences.”

“I hadn’t spoken to Jake in years.”

“Even so.”

She looked over at Sheriff Parsons’s office, the door closed but light peeking through his blinds. Back when her father ascended into the same office, you could smoke indoors, and she’d heard stories from the old-timers about how they knew her father was near whenever they caught scent of a Macanudo or menthol. They’d live inside these easy memories, humming to the tune of years gone, and then they’d ask her how he was faring these days. He was alive, she’d say, which was all she knew with any kind of certainty.

“Y’all liaisoning with Dale Ray?” she asked.

“We got the body to him just an hour ago, but I can’t imagine there’s going to be a whole lot said in the autopsy we don’t already know.” Mackinnon shuffled the photographs around on the desk like they were a puzzle that just needed fitting together. “I can share a desk with Ron, really.”

“No, no. God willing, I won’t be needing it.”

He screwed up his brows.

“I intend to volunteer myself for whatever task force y’all are going to assemble. I don’t hope to do much sitting over the next few days.”

“Speaking of.” He checked his watch, a glittering Rolex. She remembered hearing he’d married rich. A horse-faced girl whose family raised horse-faced horses in Lexington. Good on him. “I’m supposed to give a summary in the fishbowl. How about you holler at your deputies, and I’ll wrangle my boys. They got to be somewhere around here unless I lost them already.”

SHERIFF PARSONS WAS the last one in the conference room, and he shut the door loudly behind him. He stood at the front of the room in the exact manner of his new campaign ads, surveying his fiefdom with a shark-toothed smile, his lineman’s body straining against a suit coat he wore only for its American flag pin on the lapel. She thought he might stand there for the entire presentation, but after a time he took his seat in the front row. At his cue, Mackinnon got up painfully and stood hunched at the lectern, sallow eyes rendered jaundiced in the light from his laptop.

“Good morning, folks,” Mackinnon said, pausing for a mumbling response. “First off, I want to thank Sheriff Will Parsons for the warm welcome to beautiful Calloway County. Wish it were under better circumstances, of course, but that’s what all of us are here to discuss. Those of you who don’t know me, I’m Detective Doug Mackinnon with the Kentucky State Police, and Sheriff Parsons has asked me to serve as point person for this particular investigation. Now, anytime I’m in somebody else’s home, I make it a goal of mine to stay out of the way as much as possible so that y’all can keep at your jobs, but truth of the matter is I’ll be needing to elicit some help in accordance with the demands of the department. But before I get into all that, I just wanted to walk all of y’all through some preliminaries we’ve got on the homicide that transpired yesterday along Blood River. Save your questions for the end, if y’all wouldn’t mind just sitting tight and listening. I’ll try to keep it as brief as I can, because I know y’all are eager to get out there and see something done, and of course that’s something we intend to help with as best we can.”

Doug’s PowerPoint slides were naked and white, the text tiny enough the whole room leaned forward to make it out. He read through each bullet point in a voice bored of itself. Most of it related to timeline. An interview this morning with Delilah Paisley confirmed her husband hadn’t come home after his day shift at Belson’s, the tiling factory on the county’s edge where he’d been recently promoted to oversee the men working machine maintenance. Coworkers reported seeing Jake leave the building but none saw where to. Security cameras outside Belson’s saw Jake exiting the building but didn’t capture where he’d parked. His Silverado had been recovered a half mile from the Miller tobacco barn, no indication if he’d been the one to drive it there, but it was currently in transit to State forensics for testing. Coroner was working up the autopsy but placed the time of death around 6:00 p.m. Perimeter searches around the barn hadn’t turned up anything more than some foot indentations made anonymous by rain. 

Alicia raised her hand and Doug looked at her over his glasses.

“Let’s save questions for the end, Deputy Moore.”

“You got suspects?”

“I was getting there. According to the victim’s wife, he kept mostly to himself. Homebody type. As for the wife, she was working all day at the middle school her children attend, so we don’t yet have reason to suspect domestic motives or the like, though it’s still too early to rule it out. I’ll be talking with Sheriff Parsons about getting some of you to take statements from the victim’s coworkers, see if maybe something shakes loose. Otherwise, I’m hoping I can count on some of y’all to knock on some doors. Old-fashioned canvassing. Case like this, that might be the difference maker. I know it ain’t sexy, but it’s the job.”

One of the deputies in the back row tsk-ed his tongue.

Sheriff Parsons whipped around in his chair. “You got something to ask Detective Mackinnon, Deputy Deacon?”

Deacon paled like he’d been caught chewing gum in church. “I think we’re all just thinking the same thing.” He looked around his fellow deputies, some of whom nodded, and directed himself toward Mackinnon with crowdsourced confidence. “I don’t mean to tell you your business, Detective Mackinnon, but it ain’t like this is much of a mystery. At least not in the sense of it’s happened once before. Seems to me at least that the best place to begin is with them old case files from—when was it?—2006?”

“2005,” Deputy Rose said.

“This homicide is identical to that one, right? So why bother knocking on doors when everyone in the county would tell us what I’m telling you right now? Go back through the case files and see if one of Greg Walpole’s old devil friends ought to sit for an interview.”

Alicia felt eyes like rotary drills burrowing through the back of her head.

Mackinnon removed his glasses and rested heavily on the lectern. “We are well aware that this murder strongly resembles the Blood River murder of 2005, but we need to begin the investigation from an unbiased fact-finding perspective. That said, I can assure you that we’re not going to be ignoring certain similarities. I’m also aware that the victim was loosely connected to the perpetrator of that murder, and we will certainly be examining that.”

“Connected?” Deacon laughed. “Jake Paisley was buddies with Greg Walpole. Most likely, Jake probably knew something he wasn’t supposed to know about the 2005 homicide. Might’ve known somebody who’d helped Greg crucify that man, and whoever it was got to feeling antsy. Killed Jake just to shut him up.” He turned around in his seat, surveying his colleagues, pausing long enough on Alicia to make his point. 

She saw Jackson across the room shaking his head. She could hear his voice in her head, Don’t bite.

Deacon turned back to Mackinnon before she could bare her teeth. “Hell, could be a serial murderer out there and we’re just going to pretend otherwise?”

The room stirred at the mention of a serial killer, and Doug cautioned the commotion with a flat palm. “At this present moment, we have nothing to suggest that this murder is linked to the 2005 murder by anything other than appearance. And it’s also worth noting that the culprit behind the 2005 murders confessed and was convicted. So, let’s just dismiss this serial-murderer talk before it grows legs and waltzes off to them media vans vulturing outside. That said, if we uncover evidentiary connection to the 2005 murder, we’ll be looking into it with y’all’s help. Like I said, it’s early stages, and with these sorts of things you just don’t know what you don’t yet know.”

“I’m just scratching my head over here,” Deacon interrupted, “wondering why we’d start with the victim’s coworkers when we could be starting with folks who were actually there back then, Walpole’s buddies. No strangers to that tobacco barn, the sorts of things done there.”

She stood up and addressed Deacon directly. “Did you forget my name or you just forget how to talk?”

“Deputy Moore,” Sheriff Parsons snapped. “Sit down.”

She didn’t move nor take her eyes from Deacon. “All due respect, Sheriff, but if Deputy Deacon wants to throw mud at me, the least he can do is say my name when he does it.”

“I wasn’t even talking about you necessarily,” Deacon said, worming down his seat.

“Bullshit.”

“Don’t know why you’re getting so defensive. I was just thinking out loud is all.”

“Then think quieter next time.”

She waited until he was the one to look away and only then did she sit back down. Her fist cramped in her lap like a blood-drained bird. When Doug got to speaking again, he sounded to her like a meek carnival barker stationed out to sea. Inviting those near enough to place their wages on some mysterious design.

“DEPUTY MOORE.” SHERIFF Parsons nodded. “Close the door behind you, would you?”

He looked pissed, but that was usual. Frowning with his face screwed up. He must’ve been a hideous baby. Maybe his mother never loved him. That would explain him better.

“How was Frankfort?” she asked, sitting down across his desk. Same exact desk that’d been here when her father sat behind it. Her father called it the Resolute Desk at the time. She didn’t know if Sheriff Parsons had a name for it or not. She supposed he’d have to sit behind it more than a couple of days a week to bother doing so. “Shake some hands, kiss some babies?”

“Already too many pedophiles in Congress, Deputy. I’m not looking to give voters a reason to think I’m going to add to the problem.” Knowing him, he wasn’t joking, but he grinned anyway, practicing for the campaign trail. Dipping into every greasy spoon from here to Appalachia with promises to secure some imaginary border thousands of miles from where he stood. Judging by the state of his office, he was feeling confident he’d win. Boxes piled with stationery, Washington-bound.

“How you holding up, Alicia?”

She regarded the deer’s head hung next to his clock. Twelve-point. Taxidermized to look like it was anxiously craning its head toward whatever disturbance would soon embalm its concern into eternity. “This new?”

“No, it ain’t. Funny you should mention it. I actually bagged that buck with your father. Would have been—goodness gracious—going on twenty-some years ago now? I brought Houston with me. He would’ve been about nine or ten, I guess. He cried his heart out when I dropped it. Should’ve known then Houston was for the Lord.” Sheriff Parsons smiled at the memory, his child crying over a dying, bleating animal. “Does your father still got that little hunting cabin on his property?”

She waited for a smirk, a flicker, any sliver of guile, but there wasn’t none. She wasn’t surprised. There wasn’t any way her father had told anybody what happened in the hunting cabin. For his own sake more than hers.

“I wouldn’t know one way or the other,” she said. “We don’t talk.”

“Right, right.” Sheriff Parsons clicked a pen to the rhythm of a heart attack. “Well, I asked how you were holding up.”

“Why?”

“I ain’t grilling you. Just checking in.”

“I’m fine.”

“What am I to make then of the skirmish with Deacon?”

“He had it coming and you know it.”

“See, I don’t know it.” He leaned back in his chair, the springs begrudging him. In the past year, he’d taken to grooming his mustache like a rosebush. Even kept a pair of little scissors in his desk drawer. He ran a finger through the hairs to assure their order. “Hence I’m asking after you.”

“I’m fine.”

“I’m not going to play stupid. I wouldn’t do that to you. So I’ll just come out and say that it’s only natural that this case would, well, trigger you.” He couldn’t say trigger without sarcasm dripping from the double g’s like sour molasses. “All that Greg Walpole business aside, you and Jake Paisley knew each other well. I guess I’m asking where your head’s at with all that.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’m being too precious about things. I’m tired. Drove all night. Haven’t even eaten.”

“I’m motivated to find who killed him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Course you are. Of course.” He thought for a minute and shook his head to a question she hadn’t asked. “How’d things stand between the two of you?”

“Wasn’t anything there. We were kids back then but strangers at the end.”

Sheriff Parsons seemed to be studying the words, as immaterial as they were. “He’d been the one to call it off, right? After all that ugly business with the trial?”

It was actually after the sentencing. Greg got life with no possibility of parole and she got a midnight call from Jake asking her to meet him at the North/South Trail over the bridge into Land Between the Lakes. It was where they’d gone to acquaint themselves of each other on the bed of Jake’s truck, but she knew better this time. Likely she’d known it was coming for some time, not like it made things any better. He was waiting for her outside his truck and barely waited for her to get out of her own before saying they’d grown apart, which was his loving way of saying he’d come to hate her for what she’d done to him. The aspersions she’d cast like dice. Wasn’t any way forward out of all that but she didn’t know it then. She tried telling him he’d be fine. Folks would come to see past the dirt she’d kicked on him. She might have said the same for herself back then, foolish as she yet was. That folks around here could ever forgive, forget, or at the very least move on. 

She promised him she’d make it right and begged with her hands gripping his shirt. He said she didn’t have to give him back the ring, which was just as well. She took it off her finger and threw it far as she could into a miasma of spicebush. Next day, she’d go back looking for it to no avail. Dirt in her fingernails, combing through mud and root, feeling every bit of crazy as she looked.

“Why do you know that?”

“I asked Delilah this morning,” Sheriff said. “She knew the story.”

“Why were you talking about me with a grieving widow?”

“She was the one brought it up, but I’d have gotten to it eventually. A matter of due diligence. I knew you’d want in on State’s task force, but I’d like to know if you’re solid. Clearheaded. Meaning you ain’t too close so as you can’t see past it.”

“All that stuff with Jake is ancient history. I don’t care what Delilah’s got to say about it.”

“Doesn’t matter what she’s got to say when the man had your name tattooed on his knuckles.” He held up his hands like she meant to attack him even though she hadn’t moved. “You’re saying you can keep a clear head, but things are what they are and you just never know, do you?”

Already a bespoke politician. Packaging dog turds into Twinkie-wrapped tautologies.

“If you don’t want me on the task force, just say it. Quit dancing.”

He took off his glasses. Glowering a hole through her forehead, like a magnifying glass tuned to some insect minding its own. “Walk a mile in my shoes, Alicia.”

“Where to?”

“Optically, it’s tricky. Deacon’s provocations aside, he’s got a point. You and Jake both were close to that old mess, and fact of the matter is there’s still some stink there. This town remembers everything. You know how it is.”

“I came out clean,” she said. “You can ask my father. He’d have happily jailed me and Jake both if there’d been cause.”

“I ain’t saying I don’t believe you.” He put on his glasses just to take them off again. “But the truth doesn’t much matter when we’re dealing with something like this.” He seemed happy with this wisdom, the latent sense of something profound leaking from his ass. “There are folks in town, good and decent folk, who remember those years like it was yesterday. You know it as well as I do. And if those folks see you, Alicia Moore, working this case, well, they’ll be calling me saying there ain’t no province in heaven in which it makes an ounce of sense for you to be investigating. They don’t care if you came up clean back then. They don’t care if it was twenty or a million years ago. Time doesn’t matter much at all around here. Some folks got nothing better to do than remember everything.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m cautioning you is all. Go ahead and help out Mackinnon for the time being, but keep your head down as much as possible. Keep out of the limelight, yeah? For plenty of folks around here, like I was saying, the original Blood River murder was just yesterday. Ain’t no point opening old wounds when we got plenty new ones.”

The word hit her like a bullet, slowing the world to a dead pulse, the clarity of its sharp edges. Original. Original implies shadows stretching across clay mud from where stands something more permanent. Such as an open body nailed to rotting wood like bed dressing on a clothesline, stiff with starch and want.
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SHE CHECKED IN WITH MACKINNON AND GOT to the go-ahead. First thing she did was drive out to Belson’s through a confetti spray of rain. The receptionist inside was just a girl, and she looked shaken up already. She asked if this was about Jake, and she said yes it was. The girl pursed her lips, said “Of course,” and admitted she hardly knew him but it was still horrible. Here she got to crying. Just knowing it happened, it was horrible. Alicia asked if the girl could wrangle her a spare room where she might talk to some folks. The girl unlocked a spare office housed with aquamarine filing cabinets and a glass table with wooden chairs. Crying all the while. She asked who Alicia would like to speak with first and she said Neal Beathard. The girl left to fetch him.

While she waited, she took off her deputy’s jacket and laid it on the chairback. She jiggled on the handles of the filing cabinets like she might find folded between invoices a death warrant signed by God. After a few minutes, Neal knocked on the door and she called him in. He ducked into the room, his body as tall and wide as the doorframe itself. He wore khaki bib overalls, black engine grease splattered across his belly like a Rorschach test. In it, she saw a chrysalis. 

Neal nodded hello and sat down, easing his tremendous weight onto the rickety chair. He combed his dirty nails through his red beard.

“It’s a hell of a thing,” he said, his voice like a watermelon rind, hollowed and rotting. “I thought I might be seeing you.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt things. And sorry for your loss.”

“It’s not like we’re doing much working anyways. Boss called us this morning to let us know the news. Said we didn’t have to come in today, but we came in. Most of us. Just hanging around and talking. I’m guessing you want to know what I know.”

“That’s the idea. Walk me through your day yesterday.”

“Well, I got into work about a quarter to nine, as usual. Same time Jake came in. Seemed in good spirits, as much as he can. You know him, sort of tough to read most the time. Didn’t see him too much during the day. After he got the promotion, he’s down in the east wing of things. Saw him briefly during lunch. He was eating a sandwich and watching basketball highlights in the break room. We sat there together. Didn’t talk about much aside from the game. That was the last I saw him.” He paused and shook his head. “Our shifts end staggered. It ain’t uncommon. So I left before him.” He worked a tangle in his beard and sighed suddenly like he’d been plunged into Arctic waters, shivering in the chill. “It’s just a hell of a fucking thing.”

“You and Jake were close.”

“You asking?”

“Just remarking.”

“Yeah, I guess we were close.”

“You guess?”

“All I mean to say is I don’t got much to judge it by. You could tell me I was his acquaintance or his best friend, and I wouldn’t be surprised either way. You of all people know how he could be.” He paused, looking for permission to acknowledge the past.

She nodded and he continued.

“He wasn’t the most social guy I ever knew, but he was a good guy.” He put his hand to his mouth and took it away just as quick. “Goddamn. I can’t hardly.”

“Take your time.”

“We’d get drinks together every so often. Once every couple weeks. I think he liked being home, though. With those girls.” This time he let himself cry without bothering to mask it.

She let him be for a moment until he’d dried up.

“Had he mentioned anything to you recently? Anything out of the ordinary? Something on his mind?”

“I’d have told you.” Neal blew his nose into a handkerchief. “Except he went down to the sheriff’s department last week. Tuesday. But I’m guessing you know that already.”

“I didn’t know that. What did he go there for?”

“I figured he was paying a ticket or something, but I didn’t ask. Only reason I know is he had to leave work early to do it. Just said he had to drop by there, wouldn’t be long. That kind of thing.”

Even if he was just dropping by to pay a ticket, he’d have been logged. That there was no mention of his visit in Mackinnon’s briefing made her suspect it hadn’t happened, but where had he really gone? And why lie about it?

“Do you know of anybody else I might want to talk to about Jake?” she asked.

“How so?”

“Well, for one, did Jake ever mention having difficulty with anyone? Maybe somebody here at work or elsewhere who’d pissed him off recently? Maybe the other way around? It don’t matter if you think this person capable of doing what happened to Jake. I’m just looking for some threads to follow after.”

“Honest to God, I don’t know of anybody like that. Matter of fact, when I got the call about what happened to him, my first thought—and I said it to my wife, even—I said, ‘That’s just some godless luck.’”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean how it sounds. I sincerely doubt that what happened to Jake had anything to do with him. I’d have thought so even if it weren’t for the”—he paused—“you know.”

“2005?”

He nodded. “If I recall, that trucker who got killed hadn’t done nothing to Greg Walpole. Greg just happened upon him, and then he did what he did. From the whisperings going around, it was the same thing done to Jake, right?”

She neither confirmed nor denied. Just waited.

He nodded like it was all the confirmation he needed. “Wrong place, wrong time. I’d say that’s godless luck.”

She didn’t herself believe in happenstance, but she understood the appeal. That things simply come and go, the random chance of it all, like human-shaped roadkill on some cosmic interstate. No use in mourning what can’t be helped. “What about money?”

“What about it?”

“Was he hurting for it?”

He shrugged and she felt dumb for even asking. Of course he was hurting. Hurting the same as everybody else in the county that didn’t live on the lake’s edge. “He’d gotten that promotion a few weeks ago, though,” Neal said. “Though I don’t think the pay got much better, at least not in the grand scheme. Them two girls of his, they’re expensive. Same as their mother. They take dance class year-round. The girls, not Delilah. She just does whatever it is she does these days. I hardly know her, to tell you the truth. She’s from somewhere up north, right?”

She told him she’d be in touch if she had any more questions, and he wedged himself around the table and out the door. She called after him and asked if he’d send Abe her way. Neal nodded and she saw he was teary-eyed again. Eyes red as the beard he held in a clenched fist like he might tear it clean. She nearly asked him what it was he’d thought of that had struck him so, but she let him keep it to himself, some final and half-held memento of his maybe-friend.

ABE LET HIMSELF inside without knocking. When he saw it was her sitting opposite him, he paled, gaping momentarily like a shore-flung fish before sitting down opposite her.

“Abe, how are we?”

He nodded. “Deputy.”

“That’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

“I’m hoping you’re here on official business, so I’ll call you by your official title if you don’t mind.”

Abe’s fingers were sooted like those frostbitten. They always were filthy, no amount of Dawn and elbow grease could wash him fully clean. His hands in the guts of machines all the day long like he’d been knuckle-dragging through tar pits. To compensate, he kept his face clean and shaved. Always smelled good. He’d been beautiful in high school and time hadn’t since learned to begrudge him of what’s borrowed.

“You go to Jake’s daddy’s church. Living Word. Ain’t that right?”

“Why are you acting like this? Like you don’t know?”

“Official business, just how you said.”

He laughed low and slow. “Yes. I got to Living Word, and I volunteer in the Sunday School.” He added quickly, “With the boys. Not the girls.”

“Houston Parsons still the youth pastor over there?”

He nodded. “Sheriff’s boy. He’s a good friend of mine.”

“Did you come across Jake at church often?”

“I mean, I’d see him and his family coming and going. Spent more time with him here at work, though. Not saying much. Hardly ever spoke more than ten words to him.”

“Was he at church this past Sunday?”

“I’m pretty sure. It wasn’t like I had any reason to keep an account of him. Didn’t know then what I know now.”

“And what is it you know now?”

Abe shrugged. “Just that he’s dead. If I’d known that, yeah, I’d have kept a close eye on him. I don’t care if I hardly knew him from Adam, what happened to him is just pure evil. Like there weren’t enough in this county already.”

She jotted down some notes like he’d said something worth the effort. “Did you know Jake left work early last week?”

“We don’t work in the same department.”

“Have any idea what he was doing? Where he might’ve gone?”

“No.”

“Any idea at all?”

“I told you already I hardly knew the man.”

She looked back up at him. “Tell me about your day yesterday.”

“What of it?”

“What you remember.”

He looked at her with his head cocked. The hint of a disbelieving smile here and gone. “What is this, Alicia?”

She let the question breathe before answering. “I’m asking you to tell me what you’d tell any other investigator if they were to ask you the same question.”

He nodded like she’d answered his question in full. “I didn’t see Jake at any point yesterday. When I got off work yesterday, I still didn’t see him.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” he said.

“You see anybody else when you left work?”

Abe drew his sodden hands across his face. “Just tell me what you want me to say so we can be done with this.”

She stared back at him.

“No, okay? I didn’t see nobody else.”

She nodded and took note.

“But if the police come around asking me that question,” he continued, “I may not have much choice in remembering more than either of us would like.”

“Well,” she said. “If you were to do that, word would get around quick. You know that, don’t you?”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s just the fact of the matter.”

“I’m not about to bear false testimony if I didn’t do nothing wrong. Least not in the sense of what happened to Jake Paisley.”

“It ain’t false testimony to say you didn’t see him leaving.”

Abe massaged his filth-ridden knuckles. She remembered with a violent suddenness that back in high school he’d play quarters at lunch with some of those other beautiful roughnecks. Shredding each other’s knuckles, bloody trails left on the woodtop, laughing over what must’ve hurt something awful. She used to watch them thinking they were stupid but also wanting them to follow her everywhere she went.

“Why are you so worried about what I might say?” he asked, his voice dropping to the point she had to lean to hear. “Should I be worried about you?”

“What’re you saying, Abe?”

“If this is official business how you say, I don’t think you want me to say it.”

“It wasn’t my idea to come here yesterday,” she said firmly. “You’re the one wanted to meet.”

“Sure. And I did. But the major difference is I wasn’t ever engaged to Jake Paisley nor was I ever worshipping devils in the river. Whatever you did after we parted ways yesterday, I don’t know. And seeing as how you want me to keep it between us, I got reason to worry.”

“It’s for your sake as much as mine.”

“I hope that’s the truth.”

She tried to remember what she’d once seen in Abe, but it was the same thing she saw now. The latent challenge of his every word, the friction of wills spilling over to their bodies.

“Answer the question,” he asked. “Should I be worried about you?”

“It would be the first time.”

“I’m being serious.”

“So am I.”
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AN HOUR AFTER BILL LEFT FOR WORK, ALICIA woke Bart, his face freckled even further by the raindrop shadows bleeding down the window. The boy moaned himself out from a dream and looked over at his Spider-Man clock, a vestige of his younger years, back when he believed in superheroes and the evil they stomp underfoot. He’d asked her once where Batman lived and she told him Gotham, and when he asked where that was, she said it was outside Nashville. He asked if they could make the drive sometime and she said yes but then the years turned to today and he’d since stopped asking.

“It’s only seven,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Bus don’t come for thirty minutes.”

“I’m taking you to school today.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to.”

“I like the bus.”

“Suit yourself, but I was going to stop at McDonald’s along the way.”

While she waited for him to get dressed, she poured coffee into her thermos. From the corner of her eye, movement. A shadow in the window, footsteps on the porch, tires peeling. She unholstered her sidearm and called for Bart to stay put. He shouted back, “Huh?” Just as well. She opened the front door and saw a sedan reeling around the corner at the end of the street, narrowly avoiding Paul Whitney and his goldendoodle, the old man shouting after them with his fist clenched around a doggy bag. 

At her feet, atop the welcome mat, a wicker broom with a note attached: Blood River Bitch Witch.

She brought it to the garbage bin at the curb before Bart could see what the fuss was about. Paul stopped across the street, his dog straining against the leash. Barking at her or the broom or the whole sordid thing.

“You didn’t get their license plate, did you?” she asked.

“No.”

“What kind of car was it?”

Paul wrapped the leash tighter around his knuckles. “I didn’t get a good look.”

She raised a hand to keep back the sun. Paul’s free hand reached into his pocket and removed his cell phone. Year before last she’d gifted him a couple of leftover yard waste bags. She fought the urge to remind him, make it known witches aren’t known to be the neighborly sort.

“Well. If you see them again, you call me. Nothing else, it’s a citation driving like that in a residential area.”

“Okay, Alicia.”

He waited until she’d shut the door behind her before keeping on.

WHEN SHE WAS pregnant, she and Bill spent whole evenings lipping bushy-eyed plans that neither believed would come to fruition. They said they’d never let their boy have a phone until he was out of high school. He would play at least one instrument and one sport. They would name him Peter after Bill’s father. They would never raise their voice in anger, but rather speak measured and calm, explaining patiently the misdoing. They would never fight in front of him, and they would never allow him junk food.

It didn’t take long for all the rules to be tossed aside, mostly because the path of least resistance is often the only way forward, but also because she’d never seen Bart as shamelessly happy as he was when he was eating junk. He could waste the better part of an hour picking through a perfectly rare porterhouse, but he could make a couple of Sausage McMuffins disappear faster than it took her to say “You’re gonna choke yourself.”

He brushed the crumbs from his lap onto the floorboard of her truck. Another fanciful rule long since broken hundreds of times.

“Aren’t you gonna eat yours?” he asked, pointing at the McDonald’s bag on the dash.

She took a sip of coffee. One cream. She was feeling hopeful today. “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

“I’ll eat it if you’re not going to.”

“Those muffins you ate ain’t even touched your stomach yet.”

He had his daddy’s smile. Everybody said so.

“Sam says it’s the devil,” Bart said, looking out the window.

“What?”

“The person who murdered Deborah and Wendy’s dad. I don’t think it’s the devil, but Sam does. I don’t believe in the devil. Dad says he doesn’t either.”

“Who is Sam?”

“Sammy.”

“He goes by Sam now?”

Bart nodded in the manner of old news. “He said his mom told him it was the devil.”

“I’ll bet she did.”

“You don’t think she’s right?”

“There ain’t no devil, and even if there was, he’d have no business in this town. A church on every corner. Plenty of souls for the taking but not a lot of real estate.” She paused, hummed along to the radio, savoring the moment before she’d have to ask “What else are they saying?”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled.

“They saying anything to you? Directly? Maybe about me?”

“No.” When he lied, his cheeks got chubby and pouty like he was a toddler again, eyes in his lap. It bothered her how it was cute even still.

“You remember a couple years ago when that man at Rudy’s said those bad things to me?”

“Yeah.”

“And you remember the conversation your dad and me had with you after?”

“Yeah.”

“All that’s still true. This is just the same shi—stuff.”

The swear-swerve got a smile out of him at least. A microsecond, but still. “They say you knew him. Like you used to date him.”

“He was my boyfriend a very long time ago. Back around the time all that other stuff happened that your dad and I talked to you about. And even though I didn’t have anything to do with all that, and even though Jake didn’t neither, you might hear folks saying some dumb stuff about what’s happening now just because of all that old stuff.”

“Why?”

“Probably they don’t got much of an imagination. Or maybe too much of one. Hard to tell how morons think if you’re not a moron yourself. Feel free to tell them so.”

He drew a spiraling circle on the foggy window. A rain getting heavier by the second. She parked outside the school’s drop-off and looked at Bart. Used to be she could tell what he was thinking without even having to look at him, some placental instinct since withered. When he was a baby, cooing or crying or colicky, she never even considered a future where she’d have to strain to see inside him.

“What?” he asked.

“How are Deborah and Wendy Paisley faring at school?” she asked.

Just last night she’d checked Delilah’s Facebook page to see Jake with his two little girls in matching outfits. Pea-green dresses, like prairie dolls. Jake in a flannel and a graying beard. Looking about as happy as she had ever known him, but also more so. In the photo, his right-hand knuckles strategically out of frame. It was some wonder he hadn’t just gotten the tattoo removed. But that takes money, and money wasn’t something to be pissed away on redacting well-known histories.

“They haven’t been back yet,” Bart said. “We’re not supposed to talk about them when they’re gone neither. The principal talked to us all on the intercom.”

If there was one way to guarantee that a group of children would do something, it was by telling them not to. She’d put her pension on the fact that Deborah’s and Wendy’s names got passed through the playground like half-inflated basketballs. Mixing their names with the devil and his doings. Hardly any different from the adults in this town. Walk into any diner, gas station, or church foyer, and a smart man would make a lot of money copyrighting the words Jake, Delilah, and their two little angels, God bless their hearts. Satan’s grip. Blood River witch.

“Well, when they do come back to school, you make sure you look out for them.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean make sure nobody says nothing bad to them, nobody messes with them. Moment somebody says something cross, you step in. Get real big and scary. Roar like they’re a mountain lion you’re talking to.”

“I don’t even know the girls.”

“It doesn’t matter if you don’t know them, you still watch out for them. Those girls have been through something you can’t understand and they probably can’t either. If anybody says anything cross to them about the devil or what have you, you got my permission to punch them square in the nose.”

Bart eyed her suspiciously before breaking into a smile that not even hormones could quit.

“Like this,” she said, slow-motioning a picture-perfect jab, thumb atop knuckle, torquing her shoulders and rotating just so. Back when she cared about the fat on her stomach, she spent an hour each morning in the garage shouldering around a heavy bag. “Half the battle is being the first one to throw a punch, the other half is in your hips. Give it a try.”

Was there any rule she’d set for herself and not yet broken? Likely not, but she didn’t feel too guilty over it. Back when she was pregnant and starry-eyed, a belly as big as a whiskey barrel, she didn’t know anything, much less how the love for one’s child means breaking whatever rules stand between them and whatever goodness is left in the world.

SHE WAS POSTED up inside the truck’s cab with Tyler Childers on the radio by the time Dale Ray pulled into the county coroner’s designated parking spot in a junked-out ’57 Chevy he’d been remodeling as far back as ’92. Dale Ray always made her smile just by looking at him. Bald-headed and bespectacled, with the breezy walk of a children’s-book wizard and holding a filterless Camel in one hand and a Sausage McMuffin to his teeth in the other.

“Hey,” she called after him in the parking lot.

He spun around like she meant to shoot him. “Goddamnit, Alicia. You scared the piss out of me.”

“I brought you a little favor”—she held up the McDonald’s bag, grease already blotching the bottom—“but I see you beat me to it.”

He took a drag on his cigarette while he chewed contemplatively on his breakfast, eyeing her offering like it was attached to fishing line. Even when she was a child, he’d always looked older than death. Teeth yellower than sherbet and skin like a poorly sheared sheep. The strict diet of McDonald’s and Camel cigarettes wasn’t helping none.

“Anytime your daddy ever showed up unannounced at my work with McDonald’s, it spelled a late evening on my end. I ain’t sure I got that in me today. It’s my anniversary. Wife’s making something edible. Smelled like a roast when I left.”

“I was just hoping you could talk to me about the Paisley report.”

He looked at her sideways. “I sent over preliminaries to y’all yesterday.”

“I’m not interested in the preliminaries.”

“I’m working on the final report still.”

“Let’s just assume I may not get to see it.”

Dale Ray took a step back beneath the awning to get out the rain, more for the sake of his cigarette than himself. “They sidelining you?”

“Not officially.”

“Sheriff Parsons ain’t one to let dogs lay, is he?”

“No, he ain’t.”

Dale Ray shook his head. He was her father’s closest friend and she’d known him all her life, a man who drank whiskey like water and fancied himself a woodstove philosopher of the wild and profane. Didn’t take much to get him started on death’s miasmic hallways, but she figured it was only natural. Spend thirty years and nine hours a day with corpses, and it’s only a matter of time before they get to speaking. Dale Ray would talk eternity and its contradictions until her father finally pleaded with him to shut the fuck up lest he guide Dale Ray into eternity himself.

“I’ll admit,” Dale Ray said, finishing his sandwich and cigarette at the same time, “I’d forgotten about you and Jake until they brought him in. Saw your name there on his knuckles. Thought that was like something from a divine comedy. And you was Virgil, the one who found him?”

“Don’t know any Virgil, but that’s right. Me and Jackson.”

“Did you think it funny at all?”

“What about it could be funny?”

“Seeing your name there.”

“Not in the least, Dale Ray.”

“Do you think God’s got a sense of humor?”

“I don’t believe in him.”

“Humor me.”

“I don’t think he’s funny if he’s trying to be.”

“Yeah. I bet he’d make one hell of a mime.” Dale Ray accepted her offering of McDonald’s and got started on another sausage biscuit. Breathing like it was his first or last meal. “So, you want to know about Jake. Is this professional or personal?”

“Professional.”

He unlocked the front door and held it open for her, nodding inside and leading her down the hall. The walls a taupe green, the color of seasickness. He’d already finished the second sandwich and went to work on the third. “I’m hungriest in the mornings. My doctor says it’s the sign of something bad, but I tell him the same could be said for most nearly anything, but that doesn’t make it any more true. Have I told you about amor fati?”

Along with the McDonald’s, patience was the price to pay for Dale Ray’s off-book help.

“It comes from Nietzsche,” he said. “It means love of one’s fate, but I think I’m saying it wrong. It’s Latin. Do you speak Latin?”

“Do I look like I speak Latin?”

“Nietzsche would tell you that a great life is one lived by somebody who would live it all over again, every single event infinitely and eternally recurring in sequence and stride. Every terrible, lousy, shit-awful thing. He’d tell you that miserable fools wish differently, waste their lives doing so. The great ones, they embrace it all and learn to love what’s written for them at the end of it all. I take this pretty serious as sound advice. I love already the fact that I’ll die of a heart attack. I love that my wife will spare some tears and then say it was my fault for not heeding my doctor’s orders. I love thinking of when I’m dead because I’ve loved living so much. That’s what I told my doctor anyways.”

She motioned them down the hallway, reminding Dale Ray of the business at hand. “What’s he say to that?”

“Tells me my cholesterol is through the fucking ceiling. Record numbers, he says, like I ought to be ashamed, but it may very well be the only record I set. In terms of legacy, a man could do a whole lot worse. Hell, take a look at our good friend Nietzsche. Got his life’s philosophy wrapped up with the Nazis. Wasn’t his fault—least I don’t think so—but that’s the funny thing about amor fati. You don’t get to choose what you’re loving, much less who loves you. Either way, you pay the price. Might as well love what you get for it.”

DALE RAY PULLED open the morgue drawer like it was a filing cabinet and there was some minor bit of stationery he was looking for instead of a corpse flayed open like a six-foot river trout. Looked even more tragic in the sterile light, devoid of insects and mud, arms at its side instead of outstretched. Jake. A man who’d once laid his hand on the back of her neck just the way she liked and said they’d get married in a little log-cabin church his uncle had heard talk of somewhere south of Tennessee. Start over elsewhere and never look back. He said all sorts of dumb things a boy says to a girl when they still know everything. At least now, laid out carefully, he looked more like a once-person than he did before. In that barn, she’d seen only a two-penny haunt. Some screeching abomination to the very idea of life itself.

Dale Ray pulled on latex gloves. “I should’ve asked you if you wanted a look-see. I just assumed that’s what this was.”

“Yeah,” she said, her coffee-swishing stomach curdling with waves of formaldehyde and, beneath it, the orchard-rot of a corpse two days out. “What’d you see?”

“Well, there’s a whole lot and whole little.” Dale Ray slid his glasses to the tip of his nose and pointed at the hollowed chest, the spine prodding against muscle like a butcher’s hog. “The disemboweling is notable, in terms of its deliberateness. We see the corpse field dressed in the manner you’d expect to see of big game, with a notable deviation. The eyes gouged but unclaimed. Chances are they were come upon by some kind of scavenger before y’all got there. I think there are some foxes up there by the river, the most likely culprits. Bellies full of that goo. And then we have the wounds to the wrists where the nails penetrated. Pretty clean wounds, all things being equal. If he was actually crucified in the manner of Christ—or here, Saint Peter—you’d expect that he’d have been tugging against them nails and the wound would have been exacerbated through the hand, even up into the webbing of the fingers. Hence, the death occurred before the blasphemy. Which brings us up here,” he said, pointing at a purple braid around Jake’s neck. “Given some of the bruising that we have around these ligatures, notably absent around the areas where the stomach was plied open, I think it’s safe to assume he died before disembowelment and before he got hung upside down. If he’d been alive for that, we’d have a mess of coagulation in the head, but the coloration is more consistent with run-of-the-mill strangulation. Likely a corded rope, judging by the indentation, probably something pretty thick. At least an inch thick—you can see some of the patterning right here.”

“Crucifying a two-hundred-pound man ain’t easy work even if he’s already dead,” she said. “You think there could’ve been more than one killer?”

Dale Ray thought on it. “Greg Walpole did it himself, didn’t he?”

She knew Dale Ray well enough to know the question wasn’t barking up any kind of tree. She nodded.

“Then I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Start by telling me, how similar is this to the body of Colton Marshall from 2005?”

Dale Ray shook his head. “I been looking back over those old files, and I still don’t have a good answer for you. On the one hand, every incision we got here is identical in terms of placement. And I do mean exact. Like somebody was tracing the old over the new. But then there’s the fact that Jake was dead before he got crucified. That weren’t the case in 2005. But I got another wrinkle for you.”

He pointed at the spinal column.

“This morning I pulled a substance from inside the chest cavity here. Normally I’d have caught scent of it straightaway, but there was plenty else competing for my senses. I sent off a sample to the lab in Frankfort, but I’m certain it’ll come back as acetone. And there weren’t any of that on Colton Marshall back then.”

“You think the killer was planning on burning the body?”

He conceded the possibility with a bored shrug. “More likely they were destroying DNA evidence they might’ve left behind. Overkill, if you ask me, but seems your murderer is the thinking kind. Maybe they seen too much television, maybe they reckon me smarter than I am. Regardless, that level of detail speaks of somebody far afield from Greg Walpole. That level of thinking, at least.”

Something about it seemed just as cruel as the death itself. After murdering a man and ripping his insides out, to then baptize what little was left in chemicals. That the body should contain no record of itself.

“While I was looking over the autopsy from 2005, I happened upon something else, too. Another difference between the two, but this one left me scratching my head.” He pointed at his own chest and traced a line down his sternum before flaring out to his hips. “If someone was to cut my chest open the way they did his, such that they can access my ribs and then cleave them apart to get to the heart and lungs, it would probably take some doing. It ain’t as easy as you might imagine. Believe me. I do it for a living.”

“What about it?”

“Well, according to the autopsy photos I took back in 2005, Greg Walpole struggled how you’d expect. The hacksaw he’d used made a mess of the lower rib cage, all sorts of indecision and ignorance spelled out in the fragmentation, the bone particulates strewn like sawdust. I imagine Walpole spent a good deal of time rooting around that corpse unsure of what was what. Whereas this one—” He shook his head.

“Cleaner?”

“Not the word I’d use.”

“Which word would you use, then?”

Dale Ray thought about it for a long while. “Clinical. Like it weren’t their first time reaching for a pair of lungs nor their last.” He stood next to the corpse on the table, looking down with nauseated affection, and then slid Jake back into his resting place. Dale turned to her with his mouth gaping, on his tongue some great question of the cosmos, but he appeared without the words or will to articulate it, the old man’s battered heart rendered momentarily mute. 

Finally, he shook his head and said, “I got another kid down there,” throwing his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the dead. “Died of an overdose and family called saying they changed their minds about having me look. Asked if I could simply call it a heart attack. If I weren’t sworn by law, I might be convinced. Longer I do this work, the less I know why it matters what the death certificate says. Death is death is death and it’s eternal until proven otherwise.” He slicked off his gloves and trashed them. “What I do know is we don’t got Jake’s body much longer. His parents want for him a burial soon. They can’t be convinced of the time these things ought to take.”

“And how does that strike you?”

“His daddy is a preacher, ain’t he?”

“So?”

“So I’d believe he wants his son where God can claim him should that day come sooner than either you or I would expect.”

“If I were Pastor Paisley, I’d want to find my son’s killer at whatever cost. Even if it meant his body in a freezer for a few days longer.”

“Even if it costed your dead son’s soul?”

She didn’t care for this line of reasoning, assuming it could be called reasoning at all. God-talk. Just puffing out plumes of tired script, Gothic typeface lighter than air.

She asked, “If you were in my shoes, where’s your head at?”

“Your daddy used to ask me the same thing, and I’ll tell you what I told him: It ain’t my job to make anything of anything except for the brute matter of dead facts.” He held up a finger that he twirled slow. “But since you brought me a nice breakfast, I’d caution to say you’re dealing with somebody who wanted Jake dead but without the hatred to see him suffer. Or maybe they hated him so bad they wouldn’t suffer to see him die a holy death on the cross. Depends on your disposition toward the constitution of cruelty. Me, I think it’s crueler to kill a man even before you torture him like this. But that’s only because I don’t believe that anything awaits you once it’s over, such that every moment alive, even getting your tongue ripped out of your head and your lungs pulled before your eyeless eyes, it’s still a world’s worth better than oblivion.”
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EACH MORNING THE NEWS VANS CROWDED THE parking lot. Fender breathing against fender. Camera crews jockeying for position, boxing each other out. There were rules in place about distances, but these rules were seldom observed, at least when it was Alicia making her way through the tempest. Microphones bumping in her face. Channel 5 was the loudest of them, the gaunt reporter she recognized from television who’d beat cancer year before last. Seemed his new lease on life didn’t translate to his lease on anybody else, shouting accusations into the shape of questions, like a revival preacher—had she seen Jake Paisley recently, was she part of the investigative team, should she step down until it was over, what was Jake’s involvement with the 2005 murder, when was the last time she spoke to Greg Walpole, did she still worship Satan? She told him to get out of her way, even lifted a hand to make it so, but she thought better of it. After the fact, Sheriff Parsons arranged to have somebody let her in the back door each morning. Where the suspects get booked.

At the next briefing, she shared what she’d gleaned from Belson’s. No surprise, there wasn’t any record of Jake visiting the sheriff’s department last Tuesday or any other day, for that matter, but no leads on where he’d actually gone. Mackinnon made note of it, screwing up his nose as he wrenched gristle from his teeth. He informed the group there were some persons of interest. They were still looking into the wife; an interview with the daughters left Mommy unaccounted for an hour on the afternoon Jake died. Delilah said she’d been gardening out back, but there wasn’t any corroboration from the neighbors yet. There would be updates, Mackinnon said, but they were few and far between. Everybody waiting on something to shake loose but nothing was shaking loose because nobody was doing the shaking how it ought to be done. She told Mackinnon as much and he said patience, neither faith nor mustard seeds, moves mountains.

Going home on Friday, she pulled over a kid on his way to Benton speeding twenty miles over and warned him to watch his speedometer. The kid’s face was unwrinkled and stupid. She could tell him a million times, but it wouldn’t matter—he didn’t know he could die, and she wished there was a language for it. She wished she could pull him into five days ago and shove his face into that unseeing skull so that he might live the way anybody ought to—knowing there’s an alternative and it ain’t much to hope after.

THE NIGHT BEFORE, she put in a request for the 2005 case files and in the morning they appeared on her desk, xeroxed in a manila folder. She parsed through once or twice but otherwise let them lie for an entire day. The sense of something living and breathing inside, raspy, a voice on the edge of human. She stayed late and waited for the office to clear so that she could hear herself think and then she waited some more. When she felt ready, she took out the files and went through them unsteadily. Speed-reading over what she remembered until she got to the pictures, confirming all her suspicions. Yes, the homicide was so much the same. Practically every little detail thoughtfully and painstakingly recreated. Only difference was the man on whom such thoughtfulness was sharply wielded and by whom. 

Back in 2005, it was Colton Marshall killed by Greg Walpole. She first came to know Greg as a kid who looked every part of a man, bushy beard and blue jeans, a fifth-year high school senior who sold skunk weed to freshmen from the back of his Nissan Stanza. He lived by himself in a little two-bedroom shithouse on Blood River after his father died of a self-inflicted gunshot to the head and later his mother from breast cancer. Every day, he’d get high and watch Gunsmoke; knew most episodes by heart. By the time night rolled around, all manner of vagrants from the commonwealth congregated in that rathole, which Alicia remembered as one without walls. The story she heard was that Greg had knocked them all down himself in one night, hollowing the house so that he could see everyone and everything, leaving bent nails and drywall hidden beneath strata of shattered forties that glittered in the carpet.

Long before the murder, she knew to keep her distance from Greg as best she could. If her and Jake needed weed, she stuck to the relative safety of Jake’s pickup while he fetched the stuff. But if Greg was good and high, which was almost always, he’d insist Alicia come inside for a drink and listen to music. There was only so much she could say about Pink Floyd before she’d start elbowing Jake, urging him to let them leave.

By the time she and Jake got engaged senior year, Greg had begun farming his own magic mushrooms and selling them in sandwich bags. It was around the same time he began hosting his version of tent revivals in the backyard. In the shade of a tarpaulin lean-to he gathered his myriad guests—hitchhikers, glassy-eyed dropouts, a coterie of Afghanistan vets all named John, and those like Alicia and Jake without a better option for weed—to tell them of the evil in these parts. How he’d been visited by a demon on the banks of the river, a demon who promised mankind’s retribution in due course unless the table is set and the dishes full. Those were the words and they meant nothing to nobody, but they listened anyways because Greg was crying with eyes alight. Like this madness he spoke was good news. His neck strained like a harp. He begged the congregation to fall silent. Listen to the chatter in the water, hear what it says.

On July 2 of 2005, a forty-two-year-old trucker from North Carolina named Colton Marshall was passing through Western Kentucky en route to Kansas City. Delivering chicken thighs via freezer freight. Stopped the night in the parking lot of a Huck’s gas station off the interstate and walked to a nearby adult bookstore. It was there he met Greg Walpole. According to Greg’s confession, he’d been loitering there since four in the afternoon. Saw Colton Marshall pull up and go inside the smut shop, followed after him and struck up conversation. Offered him some good weed and Xanax back at his place on Blood River. Colton took the deal and when they got back to the house, Greg struck him in the back of the head with a baseball bat. Loaded him back in the truck and dragged him to the Miller tobacco barn down the easement. Colton was dead five hours later, four of which were spent gnawing after air and pleading mercy. Nailed to Saint Peter’s cross and too pained to wonder why it was him.

It was a question she’d never fully understood either. She’d long assumed Colton was simply an easy victim. An itinerant slate for Greg’s demented cruelties. However, as she worked through the files, she came upon a forgotten piece of Greg’s story elicited during his first interrogation. A brief, offhand comment made directly to her father: The Priest guided me. He showed me the way. She looked through all the other statements for any other mention of a priest but found none. That was probably why her father didn’t take it seriously, especially as Greg had a tendency to spout off fancifully. Demons creeping from the water, priests guiding the way. But nobody followed up on this mention of a priest. Fanciful or not. She wrote down the word Priest on a Post-it and found it curious, the way she’d written it in cursive.

Throughout his interrogations and the sentencing that followed, Greg would not name the demon that entreated him to murder but he sketched his tormentor on a legal pad. A spindly man, claw-footed, horns blunted on his head. Flightlessly winged. Greg included a note at the bottom that said: He comes to help and to be fed. He held it up to the courtroom as his lawyer fought his arm down, but Greg only held it higher. Nobody said nothing and he said he could walk through walls if he wished but said he would stay. At the end of the sentencing trial, right before receiving life without parole, he apologized for what he’d done but remained adamant that he’d been saving everybody by sacrificing one. The demon would be fed one way or the other, he said. He was the effect of a cause. A glassy-eyed vessel passing through this eternal world.

It was about this time, the station deserted and humming with silence, that she again raided Jackson’s desk. There, beneath some never-used accordion folders, a three-quarters bottle of Jim Beam. She took a thumb straight to the gut and poured a little more into a Styrofoam coffee cup. She reopened the case files with her tongue burning. She’d need the distraction for what she knew was coming.

The transcription of her own deposition. At the top, her father’s unintelligible signature certifying its authenticity. Maybe she’d remembered it wrong. Maybe all the grief she’d suffered since was predicated on a memory unprinted in these pages, but then she saw it in black and white. It was in response to a simple question from her father: If you weren’t there, I know you know who else was. No way it was just Greg did all that. By that time, she’d sat in the interrogation for going on four hours, as told by the time stamp printed alongside her reply: Maybe Jake was around for it, I don’t know. Her father knew it wasn’t true, but it’s what he needed to hear before he’d let her leave, an excuse to lay into her fiancé, a shamefaced kid who hadn’t even bothered asking her father for his daughter’s hand. At the time she said it, she didn’t see it as a lie nor a betrayal nor anything other than a ticket out of this nightmarish room, her father screaming hellfire upon her.

She turned to Jake’s deposition, most of which was dominated by her father: I know you were there. I know you had a part in this. Don’t you fucking lie to me while I can still help you. Jake mumbled his denials, always a simple I didn’t or I don’t know what you’re talking about. Until her father finally played his hand: Alicia told me you were there. To which nothing looked said for a span of one minute and ten seconds. She’d never worked up the courage to watch the actual footage, but she didn’t need to see it to know that Jake spent that minute and ten seconds in slouched horror, believing at first she would never betray him with a lie so plainly false, but then warming to the cold truth that, yes, she absolutely would. Maybe he’d known for some time who she was and would forever remain. And for perhaps the last thirty seconds of his silence he chewed over the counterfeit future she’d promised him before he swallowed it like cyanide.

WHEN SHE CAME home it was half past midnight and the front door was streaked with egg yolk, the shells crunching beneath her feet. The street was quiet save for the chatter of crickets but still she could hear the phantom echo of the vandals, shouting with certainty, Blood River witch, Blood River witch. She didn’t know who it was—teenagers, full-grown adults, neighbors roused by newspapers, ghosts of those newly dead—but she had no interest in knowing. She left the egg to dry on the door, another problem for tomorrow.

Bill had fallen asleep watching television, muted ghost hunters seeking specters where there wasn’t anything but voices barely whispered in the walls. She turned off the television and let the quiet sit for a spell before saying the name Priest like the figure might materialize at the summons. Like every word spoken is a spell. No, it didn’t make sense, a holy man who would sanctify a madness as steep as Greg’s. But when she turned over in search of something like sleep, she couldn’t shake the feeling of having been answered, of being seen sleepless inside a hopeful and terrifying truth: If there was indeed a priest, he hadn’t ever been so much as questioned. Mistaken instead for a sick man’s nightmare, roaming free and vengeful.
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BART WAS PUTTING UP A PREDICTABLE FUSS about the tie she clipped to his collar. Bill whispered to her, “Does he got to wear it if he’s already wearing the suit?” and she said, yes, he did. She stooped down to Bart’s eye level even though he would soon be taller than her, two years or less.

“My friend is dead,” she said plainly. “And you’re going to wear a tie to his funeral. Because I asked you to. Because you got no idea what any of this means. Death. You simply don’t, and it’s all the more reason you wear a tie. Because there’ll come a day you do know and you’ll have wished you’d worn the tie or else you’ll be one of them unsalvageable men who don’t ever look back on what they done.”

WHEN SHE WAS a girl who wore frilly dresses and when her father was a man with hair and her mother was a woman breathing, they attended Living Word Baptist every Sunday morning. All it took was her mother’s dying to bring an end to their appetite for any and all manner of God-talk. Coming back now, some thirty years after the fact, it felt like admission of some uncertain defeat. The letter board out front offered the wisdom of Job 18:21, the word wicked spelled with a single k: wiked.

There was a coffee bar inside the entryway. Sad flutes wafting from speakers. A blown-up photo of Jake sat at his kitchen table in morning light, smiling into the camera real wide, the way he would when he was feeling silly. At the coffee bar was a girl she’d gone to high school with, now a hundred pounds heavier with a husband whose thinning hair was creased with a recently removed trucker’s hat. The girl turned around and saw Alicia, the same flicker of recognition followed by horror. She whipped back around and then leaned over to her husband, whispering in his ear. He peered over his shoulder and then nodded somberly. The rest of the congregants passed single file by the portrait before filing into the sanctuary where the body itself rested inside a cherrywood coffin. The coffin was closed, and she thought back to what Dale Ray had said about Judgment Day and its promise of resurrection, but now she was thinking there wasn’t any point in burying a body that not even Christ himself could recognize.

She timed it smart so that they were among the last ones inside, seated in the back row from where she could spy the crowd from a distance. She made out Sheriff Parsons sitting a few rows from front next to his wife. A factory-crisp ten-gallon hat, a holdover from the campaign trail’s salted earth and brass spittoons. On his other side was his son, Houston Parsons. She recalled Abe saying Houston was the youth pastor of this same church, and he looked the part. He had a funny haircut that left the sides of his head sheared and the top all floppy the way the young kids wore theirs. Young kids at least have ignorance to blame.

Next to Houston sat Abe and she looked down at her lap for fear he’d feel the presence of her gaze and turn to see her sitting next to her lawful husband and have the nerve to come introduce himself afterward. She wouldn’t put it past him. He fancied himself a colonizer, someone for whom sex was a process of raising his flag from the navel of someone gullible enough to welcome him into their city walls. She’d someday like to attend Abe’s funeral just to see him dead and conquered. She hated herself. These ill and perverse thoughts attending the sight of a closed casket.

As the doors closed and the organ began, she looked at the stage, empty except for flower arrangements, and she might as well have been ten years old again. She remembered Pastor Paisley standing on that same risen stage with arms outspread, a man slighter than an exclamation mark with double the punch. Jake sitting front row with his mother, wearing the same black suit tailored over the years. The sermon she recalled was after Harry Potter had been published. Pastor Paisley standing before his congregation declaring the devil’s presence in the written word. Saying how the Great Deceiver preferred language itself in place of holy truth, because language, Pastor Paisley explained in the voice that lifted toward the ceiling like helium in an airship, was the devil’s Silly Putty and God’s truth was cast iron rebar. God’s truth was metaphor turned flesh, and metaphor spoke of him. God’s truth was a life raft in this open sea of nonsense-speak, and language was the scar of original sin, a curse in the most tragic sense of the word—a necessary evil designed by Satan to be argued over, killed over, interpreted by glass-eyed pontificators, evil-wielded by smooth-talking adulterers, held over the heads of those too innocent to know any better, like a sword bent toward the executioner’s neck. Whereas truth, yes, the warmth in one’s breast at the mention of a name, exceeds visions of kid wizards casting spells onto the Highest. All the while, Alicia’s mother hummed amen. Amen, amen. And her father stone-faced like usual and she never did know if he believed any of the pastor’s words to be true or if he regarded them as bedtime fantasies. Sometimes she feared they were more similar than they were different. Maybe that would explain the way he kept his eyes half open during prayer, something she only knew because she kept her eyes open, too.

Pastor Paisley today sat in the front row, staring forward upon his son’s casket as any other congregant. To his side, his wife, a shock of perfectly kept and perfectly white hair. And on the other side of the aisle sat Delilah with the two girls. Delilah’s hair in a messy bun, but who was going to fault her? Surely some of the folks here would. There’d be chatter all day in the diners and the Cracker Barrel and the nail salon about how Delilah’d not even bothered getting herself fixed, but they’d say it like they were worried for her, like it was coming from a place of compassion, something like, Poor Delilah looked like she’d walked through a thunderstorm, and I suppose she rightly has. Yes, tragedy in Calloway County was a macabre sort of Tower of Babel, a common-held language for the blue-haired ladies and denim-overalled men, usually in service of bemoaning generational decay. Poll these loose-lipped old-timers, and they’ll tell you the past was plated with gold when the truth was closer to copper. Tarnished by time’s hot breath.

After the organist finished a downbeat “Abide with Me,” it was Houston who took to the stage for the invocation. Already sniffling, his ridiculous head of hair flopped over his eyes. He welcomed everybody for this “celebration of life” and directed everybody to the hymnals in the seat backs. Hymn number 121, “Lord of All Hopefulness,” which he sang shakily through his stomach. She read along to the words and wondered who’d picked such a song for somebody like Jake. It wouldn’t surprise her if it was Pastor Paisley, seeing as how he’d never bothered to understand his own son: Hope wasn’t in Jake’s lexicon. She remembered Jake taking her out to Blood River to fish. He kept the bait in the cooler where he kept the beer. Always Miller High Life. And he’d tie the earthworms into pretzels on the end of the hook and sit down in the dirty banks. If she complained even once, he’d light a joint and tell her it didn’t get any better, so she ought to stop looking for something that never existed. In no recollection of him did he ever seem a hopeful man but neither did that make him hopeless. To him, things were good already and would stay that way for as long as he let them. What’s there to hope for with a cold beer, a fresh joint, and a loving woman at your side? She wished she could go back and tell him the answer to what would’ve been a strictly rhetorical question—A lot, she’d say. As it turns out, a whole hell of a lot.

Once the song finished, Houston said some smart words about grace and mercy and life’s soft light. She wondered if he would mention the devil and his many-headed demons—how these angels fallen wring goodness from wayward souls like water from a washcloth—but he did not speak once of evil’s many names or its many heads. For fear, for decency, for forgetting—he never so much as hinted at hell, but he didn’t need to. It was felt just the same.

She turned and saw Bart’s piercing eyes squared on the coffin. Maybe that’s the truest gift of any funeral, the span of an hour to meditate on what’s likely not next. A closet to keep the dark. Without it, she thought, we’d dwell on death every minute of every day until we met it face-to-face. We’d eat cereal cold and think endlessly about the soil and worms and urns left undusted on bookshelves. But even so her heart broke looking at her son looking at something gone. She wanted to assure him—no, promise him—that death would never find him. She’d keep it back with a stick, her teeth bared. Holding tight to some fire stick against ash-black wolves. Through sheer will, she’d see her son into eternity. The first man ever to live forever. She put her arm around his small shoulders and found him falling into her.

WHEN THE FUNERAL was finished, the pallbearers rolled the coffin outside to the hearse. Behind it, Jake’s family rose from the front row and proceeded down the aisle to the tune of “Amazing Grace.” Delilah’s girls hugged tight to her dress, but the grieving widow stared forward into the daylight.

Alicia had hoped to disappear from the church without making contact—too many folks here she didn’t need to be talking to—but as they passed through the phalanx in the lobby she felt a hand on her shoulder. Marsha Paisley, Jake’s mom. Eyeliner bleeding like a bruise down her blushed cheeks. Wordlessly, she swallowed Alicia in a hug. Over the woman’s shoulder, she saw Pastor Paisley accepting handshakes with a shivering smile.

“Thank you for coming, Ally,” Marsha said. She’d never actually heard Marsha say the word harlot outright, but she’d bet her life savings on it having been whispered her direction a time or two. The old woman looked down at Bart. “Is this your boy?”

He looked down at his feet as she smiled into his face, crying anew at the mere suggestion of a child.

“Have you met Bill, my husband?” Alicia asked, pulling the woman’s attention from Bart like a rodeo clown.

Marsha shook Bill’s hand and he offered his condolences. She thanked him and looked back at Alicia, her crying churning into weeping. The congregants in that sanctuary growing quiet and listening in.

“You find who did this to him,” Marsha said. “You promise me.”

“I’m going to do my best, Mrs. Paisley.”

“He would’ve trusted you to do him right, even after everything, and I’m trusting you, too.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Paisley.”

“I don’t want thank you. I want I promise you.”

She said, “I promise,” if only to be rid of the woman’s desperation, how it stuck in the air like exhaust.

Pastor Paisley intervened. “You think I could have a brief word with you, Alicia?”

Bill said him and Bart would pull the truck around.

Pastor Paisley brought Alicia to the corner of the church lobby near the coffee station. They were alone, as near to it as the place allowed, but still he lowered his voice. “Think you come by sometime soon? I’d like to have a talk with you.”

“About the investigation?”

“Yes.”

“You might want to speak with Detective Mackinnon from the KSP. He’s spearheading the task force.”

“I know that, but I’d rather speak with you. Somebody I know, or at least somebody who ain’t a stranger.”

“You wanna talk about it now?”

He shook his head and she felt horrible for even asking.

“Will you be here tomorrow?”

“Almost always.”

The hearse was idling outside. Through its tinted windows, she made out the shape of the funeral arrangement atop the coffin, chrysanthemums and roses. The man inside had once been a boy who kissed her dirty fingers when a fishing hook pierced the skin.

Across the parking lot, Delilah loaded her girls into the back of a black Ford SUV. New, judging by the faint impression of a dealer sticker on the rear window. A sixty-thousand-dollar vehicle right there, nothing to sneeze at. She made a mental note of Delilah’s purchase, but grief and its many oddities isn’t hardly evidence of anything. Let her buy the Taj Mahal if it’ll soothe something.

As she waited on Bill and Bart to come around with the truck, she saw a man leaning against one of the wooden pillars upholding the overhang. A handsome Black man, young, wearing a slim suit that was freshly pressed and confidently worn. The way the fabric seemed alive on him. She couldn’t place him anywhere, didn’t recognize him. He was looking into the back of the hearse from over his sunglasses, and he took out his phone for a picture.

“Hey,” she said firmly.

The man looked startled, caught in the act with his tongue caught between his teeth.

“Have some respect,” she said.

He put the phone back into his breast pocket. “My apologies.”

He spoke in an accent she took to be British, powdered like a doughnut or a wig.

“How’d you know Jake Paisley?”

“I knew of him.” He smiled softly like he knew it was a bad answer to a good question. “Sorry, but are you Alicia Moore? Deputy Sheriff Alicia Moore?”

She went walleyed.

“My name is Lucas Masterson,” he said, rocking forward like he might shake her hand but thinking better of it. “I was actually hoping I might run into you. If you could spare the time, I’d like to talk—”

“This is a funeral, Lucas.”

“Yes, I know, and I do apologize. It’s only that—”

“I’d like you answering my question.”

“You didn’t ask me a question.”

“What are you doing here? Because you didn’t know Jake Paisley. I can tell that.”

“I’m paying my respects.”

She would’ve spat to make a point if it weren’t for her proximity to the hearse and actual mourners. “You a reporter then?”

“No, ma’am.”

“One of these podcasters vulturing a dead man in a small town?”

“No.” He shook his head even more viciously. “I’m a doctoral candidate at Northeastern University, and I’m working on—”

Bill’s truck pulled up.

“Shame on you for skulking around a funeral of a man you didn’t know. Go on ahead and make yourself scarce before I see to it myself.”

He nodded and hurried off into a white Toyota Prius. She made a mental note alongside the myriad others: flies descend on the dead; pastors ask after confessors; mourners seek quiet in a brand-new Ford; some killers get caught, some don’t; when she died, she’d hope nobody picked songs from a hymnal to sing to her soul; if she ever held the reins of the universe in both her hands, she’d pull like hell until it stopped its sickly death march, its ears reared back and eyes blinded forward, panting plumes of smoke and ash.




 9.

[image: image]

DOMESTIC DISPUTES REQUIRED A RADIO CALL to Jackson, who had a way with his fellow man, some shared kinship of hot tempers, and when Jackson arrived he guided the husband back into the house. Alicia kept the wife in the front yard where chain-link fence posts stood unthreaded like headless stakes. There was a chain coiled for a dog she’d heard barking inside when she’d responded to the call, the hushed voice of the husband telling the dog to shut the fuck up or else demanding it of his wife, who stood behind him in a terror she would not name even if a mirror were held up to her.

Alicia shone her flashlight into the wife’s glazed eyes and asked the expected questions to the expected answer. No, he’d never. Then where did that scrape come from? The bruise around your throat. The finger-shaped blush on your forearm. The way your eyes are looking everywhere but back at me.

Alicia said, “You can tell me. You need to tell me.”

“Y’all are wasting your time, taxpayer money, looking for trouble where there isn’t any, putting your noses where they don’t ever belong, cruising trailer parks for something to fun up a quiet night on patrol. I heard about that murder, a man gutted and hung like Christ on a clothesline, and here y’all are. Bleeding hearts. The both of you.”

Alicia moved the flashlight’s stare up and down the wife’s arms, hematomas of various prominence, and when she brought the flashlight to the woman’s face her eyes were empty tunnels bleeding into black holes, and her chest was torn open and her guts were gone and her arms were there stretched like she was holding walls from falling inward. Throat-seeded maggots, pupae bursting into ill-begotten life. Nothing innocent about the least of these. There’s just no way they don’t know on what they have fed.

The wife said, “Would you just leave us be and tell Helena over there that if she’s got something to say to me, she can just say it to my face instead of calling y’all to come bother us. Matter of fact, I’ll go tell her myself, but it’ll get ugly, I can promise you that. Dumb bitch doesn’t know what’s coming for her. Yeah, you’ll have to arrest me if you let me go over there. Nosy bitch. Yeah, can you hear me, Helena? I’m talking about you. How about you come on out of there and talk shit to my face? Ugly bitch. Yeah, that’s you, Helena.”

Trailer trash was a term Alicia hated but found herself using more frequently than she liked. There was an elegance to its descriptive power, how the tenants of a tinroof might recycle but never fully transubstantiate into anything other. Always a husband, a wife, kids naked except for an overfull diaper, and a barking dog; always phone calls around 11:00 p.m. once the skullrot whiskey settled into the husband’s fingers like the blood of a clenched fist.

Her father had been fond of saying you can’t save them all, not like he much knew the difference between saving and letting die. Or even if he did, it wasn’t any more important to him than the difference between marshmallow and meringue, of which he said were just different names for the same thing. Long before he got the cancer scraped from his tongue like plaque, he couldn’t taste sweetness even if he tried.

Jackson poked his head out the front door, waved her to come meet him on the porch. Alicia told the wife to stay put. The wife said, “Where you think I’m going to go?” and stood with her arms locked around her chest, shivering in the warmth.

“You get anything from her?” he asked.

“She ain’t happy. That’s about it.”

“Well, that tracks. Husband says she went after him with the television remote.”

“Any markings on him?”

“Says he’s got a goose egg coming out his head. I felt for it. Hard to tell. Guy’s got a weird head as it is.”

“Well, she’s got bruises of her own. Plenty. And before you say he chirped about self-defense, this ain’t that. You saw yourself.”

“Look, unless she’s got more to say, there’s nothing we can do. Husband said he doesn’t want to press charges, but he perked up when I mentioned getting him a motel for the night.”

“You’re kidding me.”

Jackson sighed, looking down at his watch. “What would you like to do here?”

Alicia returned to the wife, who asked if she had a cigarette.

“No,” Alicia said. “I’m going to need you to tell me who instigated the violence between the two of you.”

“There wasn’t any violence.”

“That’s not what your husband’s saying. He says you came after him with a television remote.”

She crossed her arms even tighter. “Fine. Arrest me.”

“How’d you get those bruises? He put his hands on you?”

“I don’t have to answer your questions anymore.”

“I’m not trying to trick you. If he put his hands on you, he had better answer for that instead of blaming you. Don’t you think?”

The wife laughed, tucked her chin to her chest. Her bare toes dug into the soft earth. “I told you already. Nothing happened.”

Alicia returned to the trailer and found the husband, shirtless, hunched on the edge of a futon with Jackson leaning against a plywood kitchen counter.

“I’ll be right back,” Jackson said to him. “I’m just going to speak with my—”

“No.” She worked her way between Jackson and the husband. He was skinny enough she could see his scoliotic spine, poking out from his pale skin like some kind of white-sand island chain. “Your wife’s got bruises up and down. Some of them older than others. Don’t tell me that’s self-defense.”

Jackson stepped to her. “Alicia—”

“He can answer me.”

“I already said what happened.” The husband looked to Jackson for counsel, received none. When he looked back to Alicia, his eyes fell on her uniform, the name stitched atop her breast. “You’re her, aren’t you?”

“I’m who’s talking to you.”

“You’re that girl. Moore? I heard about you. You were the one with the Paisley guy. The dead guy.”

“How’d your wife get those bruises?”

He flashed chew-stained teeth, what was left of them at least. “Shit, maybe I ought to be asking you how’d your boyfriend die?”

“That’s about enough of that,” Jackson said. “Deputy Moore and I are going to have one final chat with your wife out—”

“Or that trucker back in the day? Story I heard is y’all drank his blood. Thought it’d give you devil’s powers.”

She felt Jackson’s hand clasp her elbow, but she shook him off her. “I don’t know what all you threatened her with to keep her quiet, but I’ll be around. I ain’t going anywhere.”

“I ain’t scared of you.” He thumbed his necklace, a cast- nickel cross. “See?”

ALICIA WATCHED FROM her truck as Jackson loaded the guy into his patrol car with an overnight bag. The wife broke down weeping at the window. Banging on the glass, pleading with him to stay. Things would be different. Jackson finally coaxed her back into the trailer and sauntered up to Alicia’s truck with his hands on his belt. “Probably best I just meet you back at the station after I drop him off at the motel.”

“That’s probably right.”

“I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to talk about?”

“All right then.” Jackson lingered. “You doing okay other- wise?”

“Other than the fact I’m getting tired of being asked if I’m doing okay, I’m doing just fine.”

“Well, reason I ask is the same reason others are probably asking. You don’t seem yourself. Don’t even sound like yourself lately.”

“That right? Tell me then, how do I sound normally?”

“Like the stick up your butt ain’t so big it’s fixing to poke out your mouth.”
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THE NEXT MORNING AT LIVING WORD, THE ONLY indication that a funeral had been recently held was the somewhere-scent of flowers, more earthy than sweet. She looked around until she found Hattie Perkins running a vacuum down the center aisle of the sanctuary. A big woman with a shock-white perm, her glasses silver-chained around the back of her mole-ridden neck. When she saw Alicia in the sanctuary, she smiled with her arms open, near to tears. Like these were heaven’s gates and what joyous surprise to see Alicia slipping sideways beneath that golden barbed wire.

“Alicia Moore,” Hattie delighted. “Come here. I saw you yesterday at the funeral but didn’t get a chance to say hello. How have you been?”

“I’ve been pretty good, all things considered.”

Hattie nodded somberly, her smile melting into something more sensible. “How’s your father?”

She nearly answered with her usual Still alive but thought better of it. “Good, last I knew.”

“That’s good. That’s real good.” She set the vacuum down against a pew. “There something I can help you with?”

“I’m here to speak with Pastor Paisley.”

Hattie screwed up her nose. “Some of your people came here a couple days ago to speak to all us who work here. Keep in mind, this was just two days before his son’s funeral.” Mackinnon had told her the same thing. Took some statements from, in Mackinnon’s words, the parishioners, and Alicia remembered he was a Catholic who didn’t know better. “I understand y’all have a job to do, but all that business really put him in a dark place he ain’t come out from yet. And now, one day after putting his son to rest, maybe today ain’t the best day to be doing whatever you got down here to do?”

“He asked me to come down here himself.”

“Well, then.” She touched her fingers to the small gold cross around her neck. “Sure. Of course.”

Hattie walked her to a door tucked on the far wall behind the pulpit. Behind it, Pastor Paisley sat at a desk looking gray and sleep-deprived. A plaid collared shirt, khaki pants cinched by a brown leather belt fitted for a child.

“Alicia Moore here wanted to speak to you,” Hattie said. “Said you asked for her?”

“Yes, send her in,” Pastor Paisley said, gesturing for Alicia to take a seat. “Thank you for coming by. I been wondering, though, how long’s it been since you been back here?”

“Just yesterday.”

He smiled. “Before that.”

“I don’t know then. A long time.”

“I do wish it were better circumstances.”

“Me too, Priest Paisley.”

“Priest?” He looked hurt. Like she’d called him a dog.

“Sorry. I guess it’s been too long.”

“No, I’m sorry. Priest, Pastor. Who really ought to care? Some do. Likely I used to be one of them. It’s been bad days, Alicia.”

HE REITERATED HE didn’t want to keep her long, reiterated his thanks, reiterated how much he wished it weren’t like this, her first time back in the church with only the pretense of death. He poured water into an electric kettle.

Every surface of the office polished to luminescence even with the blinds drawn. A lavender candle burning on the bookshelf behind him. He saw her looking at it and said, “I get all sorts of condolences these days, but candles are a funny one. In some faith traditions, the flame is meant to represent the soul of the deceased, and you keep it burning like a ritual—the Mexicans do that, I believe—but this here is just a candle meant to smell good and keep the smells of the dead opossums out of here.”

“That’s what that smell is? Opossums?”

“They nest down below.” He pointed at his New Balances. “Church here was built back before anybody’d the presence of mind to build a respectable foundation, solid concrete or the like, so it’s mostly just rotted wood running longways like you wouldn’t believe.” He waited for the kettle to whistle, chewing on his thumbnail. He swung back to her. “Despite it all, I believe miracles are true, you’ve heard me say it countless times, and of the many miracles I’ve witnessed, one of them is this place standing straight after all these years. You remember the tornado two years past? Brushed right along an inch of that western wall and here we are standing beneath a roof untouched. Not a single shingle was lost. Yes, miracles. Some small and most unanswered, but miracles just the same. Most of the time.”

He smiled as the kettle started steaming, preparing a tea bag in a Styrofoam cup.

“I figure you’ve already given a statement to the boys from KSP?” she asked.

“Yes. A big guy, oddly shaped. He came around. Said he was with the state. I don’t know the politically correct term, but he looked”—Pastor Paisley closed his eyes for the word— “unshapen.”

“Mackinnon?”

“That’s right. He’s not from here, I gather?”

“He is, actually. I used to work with him at the fire department for a spell. Ancient history. Now he’s with State.”

“I forget you were with the fire department after.” After Jake. She heard it clear without it being said. “How long were you there?”

“Ten years or thereabouts. Long enough to bide my time.”

He lifted the kettle from the port and poured the steaming water into the cup. He sat and breathed over his Styrofoam cup. Peppermint.

“Speaking of which, mind if I ask how your daddy’s doing?” he asked.

“I don’t mind, but I really don’t know.”

“I take it y’all are still on the outs?”

“It’s mutual.”

“That’s a shame. I’m not saying that with any kind of knowledge, mind you. I don’t know what all transpired beyond the obvious. Only reason I say it’s a shame is because y’all used to be so close. Used to sit on his lap and weep like you were dying if he handed you off. Your crying would interrupt sermons anytime he so much as shifted you to another knee. That was when you was a baby, though. Long time ago. Long, long time ago. Ancient history, just how you said.”

Pastor Paisley was the one to oversee her mother’s funeral. He must’ve been not a day over thirty-two. She wished she could recall a single word he’d said and hold it up to the light like a counterfeit bill, but all she remembered was how small he looked next to the coffin and the flowers sprawled across the stage like something frozen and wild.

“How are you holding up?” she asked.

“Me,” he said, blowing over his tea. “I’m doing about as good as one could hope. Marsha, well, you saw the state she’s in. I worry. If you got any pictures of Jake, she’d love to see them. Seems to be the one thing bringing her peace is going through photographs. You got any photos of him?”

“I’d have to check, but honestly, I’d think I’d have gotten rid of them.”

“You sure I can’t get you something to drink?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“When he got your name tattooed on his knuckles, him and I nearly came to fists,” he said, like he was answering a question she’d come to ask. “For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why I was so angry. Mind you, it didn’t have nothing to do with you, per se. It was the principle of it. I told him, I said, ‘Son, you’ll live to regret this.’ I said, ‘You’re too young to know yet how things change.’ If I could go back, I’d say it again but change the words I use. It’s like that, I’m learning. You look back on everything you ever said to somebody who’s gone and you start thinking magically. You start thinking every word you ever said to them was one word in a string of spells.” He winced at the choice of words. “I didn’t ask you here just to talk my madness to you. I apologize.”

“It ain’t madness what you’re feeling.”

“Yeah. Well. I wish it was. Madness is something you can maybe learn to ignore. Ain’t nothing real in it.” Pastor Paisley waited a long time, dipping his tea bag like it might spur him forward into whatever thought had magnetized this meeting. Pursing his lips like no, but then maybe. “I know you’re a professional, but still it’s strange, talking to you about this.”

“Why?”

“Everything.”

“I’m sorry for all that stuff back then.” She hadn’t planned on saying it, but it came out just the same, a reflex she’d spent years trying to tamp back down. She wondered if Jake had lived the same way, apologizing until his last breath for something he’d done as a child. Because that’s what they’d been—children. Difference being he’d had the option to live in that dusty guilt as he saw fit, but she’d been condemned inside with the doors and windows nailed shut. He’d only been stupid; she’d been hysterical, depraved, possessed. He learned from his mistakes; she play-pretended regret. His apologies were real; hers counterfeit. She wondered sometimes if it came down to language, the devil’s plaything, how warlock just didn’t have the same ring, the same lasting power, as witch.

Pastor Paisley folded his hands together. “What particularly are you apologizing for, Alicia?”

“All of it.”

“How you blamed him?”

“I never blamed him.”

“What was it you told your daddy then?”

“It was a lie forced from me, but I never blamed him outright.”

“If you’re claiming you did nothing wrong, I’m not certain what you’re apologizing for.”

She choked down me neither like a mouthful of broken glass.

Pastor Paisley had materialized a tissue in his hand, but his eyes were yet dry. “If I were to extend an olive branch in return, I’d assure you that Jake had made peace with what happened. Sure, it took time, and there were some rough years. You know how folks are around here. How they were talking back then. Like Jake had gotten away with something terrible. But he found a way forward. Might be said he was better off because of it.” He paused to make his point clear, how Jake’s way of moving forward was to leave her far behind. “And looks like you found a way, too. In your own way.”

“Woke to a broom on my doorstep couple days ago. Eggs on the siding yesterday, some nasty looks at the funeral. Whispers just about everywhere I step foot. Don’t know if I’d call that finding a way.”

“I’m not talking about anybody else. I’m talking about you. You got yourself a family, got yourself an honorable job. Takes a whole lot of bulldog to find a way forward from the mess you put yourself in. You and Jake both. There’s something good there. Mercy is what some would call it. There but for the grace of God and so on.”

The corner of her eye, she clocked Jesus nailed to a crucifix nailed to the wall. She thought that sort of shit was for the Catholics only, but here it was, and there he was, bleeding eternally in the relief of some kind of wood carving. Maple or oak, she couldn’t say one way or the other.

“Look,” he continued, his preacher’s cadence slipping through, “I asked you down here because I’ve got reason to worry that maybe it was his wife involved. Delilah. Somehow, I don’t know. It might be nothing—I want to believe it’s nothing—but I’ve prayed and I’ve prayed and I’ve prayed and God’s found fit to leave it on my heart. Delilah. Irony ain’t the word for it. Like I have a million times in my sermons, here I am casting aspersions on Delilah, traitorous lover of Samson. In the story, she cut his hair and shed no tears when he was chained to them pillars. Not until she was crushed herself.” He threw back his head in the manner of somebody laughing, but he wasn’t laughing. It didn’t matter how many times she’d seen it, a grown man reduced to a feeling animal was one of the worst sights a person could suffer in this life. “If there is a God, there is a killer. That’s what the Lord told me. One necessitates the other, and I fear it’s her. Or else it’s madness, but we’ve gone over that already.”

“Okay.” Her training told her to keep her keel, watch her inflection. Show nothing, give nothing. Keep him talking. “Can you tell me what makes you think this?”

“Even before Jake died, I had these dreams. Once a week maybe, but a whole lot more these days. I know you’re thinking dreams ain’t evidence, but hear me out. I’ve had dreams of Delilah out in them woods, out near Blood River, wearing a black cape and bending a knee to the riverbank. With her finger she draws shapes in the mud and I’m over her shoulder in the dream and I see it’s a pentagram. I see something dark and big coming out from the water and the dream ends there. This ain’t to say I believe her to be in liaison with the devil. It’s me saying I fear her. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I can’t share these things with that Mackinnon. I don’t know him. I know you, though, and these dreams, I’m telling you they mean something.”

“Like you said, I can’t do much with dreams, Pastor.”

“There’s also the matter of the money.”

“Money?”

He blew his nose into his tissue, reaching instinctively for the hand sanitizer on his desk. Pumping absolution to the rhythm of one, two, three.

He continued, rubbing his hands. “I feel guilty even suggesting her—and God forgive me if it’s all nothing—but about four months ago, Jake took out a good-size life insurance policy through Belson’s right around the time he got his promotion. One of the few benefits of it. You’ll have to double-check, but I think the policy was to the tune of a hundred thousand. Keep in mind they didn’t have much. Delilah, she used to work for your daddy down at the department back in the day. Was she there when you got hired on?”

“She’d left by then.”

“Then maybe you already know, but these days she works part-time as a teacher’s aide at the elementary school. Working with the special kids, the slow ones. I’d be surprised if she makes more than fifteen grand a year. Seeing as how Jake’s wasn’t more than thirty-five, they barely managed to keep their heads above water. Add some of Delilah’s credit debt on top of all that, and looming in the distance is a hundred-thousand-dollar payout.” He opened his hands to make room for the suggestion.

“This about her new vehicle?”

“No, it’s about her. A question of her character.”

“What of it?”

“Let me put it this way: Once you open the door to temptation, the barest thought of it, the devil finds himself a pre-furnished home in your soul. And Delilah, she kept her door ajar at all times.”

“You don’t got to speak to me in riddles, Pastor.”

Pastor Paisley ran his hand across the desk, brushing off some invisible crumbs or flecks of dust. “Back when they was dating, even once they were engaged, there were whispers Delilah was stepping out on him. Jake heard these whispers the same as we did. Came to me once to ask my advice. I said if it happened once, it would happen again. But he’d made up his mind already he was staying with her. I don’t claim she had him under a spell, but some women can be like that. I don’t know why else he’d put up with it all.”

“Maybe the rumors weren’t true.”

“I do hope that’s the case.” He nodded. “Mind you, I hold no personal grievance with Delilah. I may not have been overly fond of her, the way she bullied Jake about by having him prepare dinner and corral the girls back and forth to dance class. These sorts of domestic tasks. But Jake loved her, I know that to be true, so I never harbored any ill will toward her. Only reason I’m sharing any of this with you is because it’s been on my heart, these suspicions. I stay up at night thinking all sorts of things. Like maybe she had herself a boyfriend on the side. Wanted to start over with him and get a few extra bucks on top of that, so she arranged something terrible. I doubt she could’ve done it herself. Hard to imagine, at least.” He shrugged and drank the last of his tea. “I simply can’t think of another soul on earth who’d have reason to celebrate his passing.”

Alicia couldn’t hide her scoff. “You think Delilah is celebrating her husband’s death?”

“Well, I don’t see her mourning none.”

“What would that look like to you?”

He dismissed the question with a flap of his hand. “Moment I met her, years ago now, I thought to myself she was cold as they come.”

“I’d think a pastor would believe folks can change.” She didn’t mean it to sound as hostile as it did, but either way Pastor Paisley took it as an honest question of serious consideration. Like she really wanted to know and needed him to tell her the inglorious truth.

“I think they can,” he said. “But I don’t think they do.”

IN THE SANCTUARY, the stained-glass windows cast geometric shadows on the carpet, ruby-tinted claws working against the gray fibers. There was some rustling from the back of the sanctuary, and she saw Houston Parsons walking through the chairs, holding in his hand crumpled funeral bulletins from yesterday.

“Howdy, Alicia,” he said. “What brings you by?”

She threw a thumb over her shoulder in the direction of Pastor Paisley’s office. “Little chat.”

“Ah.” Houston nodded, lowering his voice. “How is he?”

“You tell me.”

“He’s hurting something awful, but that’s to be expected.” He leaned under a chair to pick up another bulletin. “My dad tells me what he can, which ain’t much. The rest I hear whispers of. Sounds like y’all are awfully occupied.”

“Well, your dad’s given the reins to KSP. We’re just doing whatever we can to help out. Twiddling our thumbs, feels like.”

“Don’t take it personal.” Houston smiled. “This campaign has taken its toll on him. It’s good for him to let State ride it out.”

“Politically?”

“Personally. I think he knows he just doesn’t quite have the bandwidth for something like this right about now. Not to say he ain’t up to the job, but he’s got enough sense to know when to delegate to folks better suited.”

She wished it were remotely true. If Sheriff Parsons was capable of delegating based on competency, she’d have a seat within spitting distance of the grown-ups’ table.

“You did a nice job yesterday with the eulogy,” she said. “I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

“No.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t. But I appreciate that. How about you? You holding up okay?”

“I’m doing just fine, thanks.”

“You know, I been praying for you.” He quickly corrected himself. “You and the whole department. Job’s hard enough as it is, but this is just something different altogether. Can’t imagine how you deal with it all. I just been thinking of y’all.”

If it weren’t for his smile, an unwrinkled replica of his father’s, she’d believe him adopted, for he shared none of Sheriff Parsons’s bull-throated bullshit and big-dog posturing. Just an earnest kid with a goofy haircut.

“Did you know Jake well?” she asked.

“Not as well as I would’ve liked.” He shook his head. “I’d see him around here on Sundays, of course, but I spend my time with the kids in the Sunday school just down the hall.”

She remembered Abe saying how he worked with Houston in the Sunday school. She wondered if Abe was a fool enough to share with Houston things that didn’t need sharing, but if Houston knew about the two of them, he sure wasn’t showing it. Standing there with the tongue-lapping sincerity of a Labrador retriever. She’d once overheard a waitress at Rudy’s telling of how she’d gotten a flat tire out on 641 and who else but Houston Parsons pulled up to help her fix it. Or the story she heard from Donna Beasley, who said Houston showed up to her father’s house to help him clear out his basement when the sump pump failed. She tried to imagine Sheriff Parsons in his son’s shoes, helping a stranger in need, and the effort ached her brain.

“Can I ask you something?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“From what you seen, would you say Jake and his wife got along all right?”

Houston looked at her like she’d unholstered her .38. “Why are you asking?”

“Just trying to turn over some rocks is all.”

“I really wouldn’t know much about the two of them as a couple. I know he spoke of her highly. Like she hung the moon. But that’s about it.”

“How about his dad? Did the pastor and Jake get along all right?”

“Absolutely.” Houston nodded without missing a beat. “No question.”

“No arguments? No disagreements about this or that?”

“I’m sure there was some tension here and there, but that’s the nature of those things. Pastor loved Jake a whole lot, and I do believe it was reciprocated. Matter of fact, between you and me”—Houston lowered his voice even further, looking around the sanctuary in case God was sitting in the back pew listening—“I’m not sure how much Jake believed in all this, but still he came to church every Sunday. I believe that was for his father’s sake.”

“I think that’s probably about right,” she said.

At least it was back in high school. She remembered Jake proclaimed himself an atheist during one of those nights smoking weed in his truck at the North/South Trail, chatting eternity and creation, to which Jake said how the sun would one day explode and so would every other sun until finally time melted entirely like a photograph over an open flame. He said if there was truly a God, he’d not have built his solar systems like a time bomb. Still Jake went to church every Sunday but it always made sense to her. With no heavenly father to speak of, might as well stay on the good side of your earthly one.

“Hey,” Houston said as she made to leave. “There anything I can be praying for you this week?”

“How about a killer in cuffs?”

“Whole town’s got that covered. I mean more so about you yourself.”

She thought long but not hard. “I don’t sleep much?”

“Rest. I can pray for that.”

“Tell him six hours wouldn’t hurt every now and again.”

“You bet.”

“No more than seven, though. Can’t be sleeping all day long.”
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BY THE TIME SHE GOT HOME, A CAR WAS PARKED outside her house. A white Toyota Prius, rain-polished and silently idling. She recognized it from Jake’s funeral. That British reporter or whoever the hell he was. She parked behind the car and flipped her high beams. The passenger-side window rolled down mechanically and there he was sitting in the driver’s seat, a skinny sweater over a collared shirt. Smelling like magazine cologne.

“I’m sorry,” he said, keeping both hands on the steering wheel. “I tried getting ahold of you through the station, but they said you were out.” He waited for an acknowledgment that wasn’t coming. “My name is Lucas Masterson. We met very briefly at—”

“So you thought you’d come stake out my home?” She saw the man’s eyes fall to her sidearm like a hammer on a firing pin. Was this the fear of somebody caught? Some deranged lunatic looking to make a name for himself in the abridged annals of Western Kentucky’s brief but bloodied history. Stretching as far back as the Civil War when the Confederates burned down near everything thinking it belonged to the Union whereas the Union burned down near everything thinking it belonged to the Confederates. That’s what neutrality will get you—ashes. Better to pick a side and fight. Her father would say that was Jefferson Davis’s greatest failing, how he never believed in the South’s appraisal of a future, but her father was a goddamned racist whose only audience these days was the likes of Jim Beam. 

“You recognize it ain’t okay to be coming to my home.”

“I do sincerely apologize, but I really think you’ll want to hear me out. If you hear what I have to say and prove uninterested, then I will be on my way. I won’t bother you a second longer.”

“Why were you taking a picture of his coffin?”

“Sorry?”

“At the funeral. You took a picture of Jake Paisley’s coffin in the back of the hearse.”

“I’m a researcher,” Lucas said.

“That ain’t an answer.”

This far out in the county, june bugs lived stubbornly through October. Big, fat fucking bugs. She slapped one off the back of her neck but another came nosing along in his stead.

He said, “I’d like to talk to you about the Blood River murder.”

“There’ll be media briefings when the time comes.”

“I’m not with the media. I’m a student.”

“You’re awfully old to be a student.”

“I’m a doctoral student.”

“And this is an ongoing investigation you’re asking about.”

“I’m not talking about the new one. I want to talk to you about 2005.”

“Where you from?” she asked, unconsciously resting her palm on the butt of her holstered revolver.

Lucas noticed. Gripping the steering wheel like he held a prayer in its leather stitching. “Boston.”

“Boston,” she repeated. “That’s a funny Boston accent you got.”

“I moved there for university.”

“Where you from originally?”

“England.”

“What part?”

“Leeds.”

She didn’t know why she’d asked. “How about you show me some identification?”

He took his wallet from his back pocket, moving slowly and deliberately. Making a show of it. She told him to hurry up. Even if he was reaching for a gun, she couldn’t picture his skinny wrists keeping grip. She shone her flashlight on his driver’s license. Massachusetts. Lucas David Masterson. Born March of 1991. Six foot one, 170 pounds. An organ donor to boot.

“I believe I can help you,” he said.

“Tell me how I need helping, Lucas Masterson.”

“While I’ve been sitting out here, a truck stopped outside, right over there. They rolled down their window, took pictures of your home.” He answered her question without having to be asked. “They took off when I stepped out of the car to ask them what they were doing, but I’d imagine these visitations occur with some frequency?”

“You intend on being a scarecrow in the street then? Warding away bored teenagers?”

“No, I’m afraid that is not my skill set. What I want to offer is my perspective and research on the 2005 murder, as I believe it is of relevance to the ongoing investigation. And I would imagine that the sooner this investigation moves forward, the sooner you clear your name.”

It was the earnestness, the bushy-tailed conviction, that made her laugh. “I don’t know what it’s like over there in Leeks—”

“Leeds.”

“—but what you don’t understand is that we could identify a suspect tomorrow with Jake’s blood on his hands and a murder weapon in his pocket, but there’ll still be folks saying I put a spell on the poor guy, made him do it. So thanks for your offer, but I can handle my own business.”

For a moment, it looked like he might drive off, hand on the gearshift, but it remained there unmoving. “Would you care for some pie?”

STANSON’S STAYED OPEN till midnight.

They sat in a corner booth with decaf and two slices of banana cream. Lucas spooned his carefully but quickly, ferrying the stuff to his mouth like it might dissolve in the air. She’d have thought the British had better manners. Alicia preferred the butter knife, fixing bites against the soft blade and scraping her teeth against the metal edge. Lucas winced each time she bit down on the knife, but he had manners enough not to say anything.

He explained he was studying criminology at Northeastern and had been rooting around here since June, a venture paid and upheld by some lofty-sounding fellowship that afforded him a semester’s worth of fieldwork here in Calloway County, researching the 2005 Blood River murder. That’s what he called it: fieldwork. Like he was breaking his back under hay bales in that shiny sweater of his.

“Why you interested in the 2005 homicide?” she asked. “Last I checked, there are a whole lot of homicides across this great nation of ours.”

An old lady knit dolls in the opposite corner booth. Her knitting supplies piled around her coffee, a plate of tapioca pudding. Some of the line cooks without anything to cook played euchre at the counter, the sporadic bursts of contest sending a shiver through the quiet clanking of plates.

“My area of expertise focuses on criminal occultist practices,” Lucas said. “In particular, my research offers some interpretive frameworks to help explain the phenomenon of violent articulations of occultist practice in America. Prior to coming to Kentucky, I was working with my adviser to perform an analysis of some new data sets from the FBI, the result of which supported our hypothesis that violent occult crime tends to appear in low-income and primarily rural communities with high rates of drug abuse, religious fundamentalism, and the corresponding traumas. The correlation of these factors is still undergoing some debate within academic circles, but I think it’s relatively obvious. Hence, my interest in the Blood River case. A rather perfect example of how these things coalesce.”

“Welcome to Kentucky.”

Lucas laughed like he was in on the joke. “I know that I’ve painted a rather bleak picture, but I have cherished my time here. The lake is especially breathtaking. Last month, I rented a boat—a pontoon? It was really very nice. I’d like to go again, but it’s been somewhat cold lately. Rainy, too.”

“So you came all the way to America just to study our freaks?”

“Occult-related crime,” he corrected gently. “Yours is a pervasive misdiagnosis, conflating otherwise harmless occultist practice with criminal deviance. There are many individuals in this country and others whose nonnormative religious beliefs are conducted in a perfectly peaceful and harmonious manner.”

“I got a dead man underground who’d likely beg to differ with you if he had a tongue left to speak with.”

Lucas wiped the horror off his face with a napkin. “Your strong distaste makes sense, but I would be remiss if I did not point out that the occult is at its core a religious doctrine of various types. What they have in common is a search after hidden knowledge, at least as it’s articulated contra the Judeo-Christian tradition. Secret knowledge of the cosmos left by God for only the most educated and devoted seekers. From antiquity to the Middle Ages, philosophers and scholars and theologians attempted to harness this secret knowledge through what we would today mistake as black magic but which to them was a pursuit perfectly in accordance with mainstream religious practice.”

Lucas got talking quick, and she could picture him in front of a chalkboard, palimpsests of pentagrams, droning through his nose, boring his students to fucking death.

“It wasn’t until recently that the occult became associated with satanism, a shift wrought by Anton LaVey and Aleister Crowley—grifters who synthesized Victorianism’s occultist fascinations with conservative postwar America’s repressive tendencies. However, it came to an ugly head in the 1980s when American media began speaking of Satanic Panic. Self-fulfilling prophecy, really. The more broadcast it received, the more you’d see crimes taking on an occult flair even though the crimes themselves had little to nothing to do with the occult itself. Take for example Richard Ramirez, the Night Stalker, drawing the pentagram on his hand as a fear tactic. A matter of shock and awe. Or the Son of Sam. He claimed to be guided by demons, but most scholars agree it was a ploy for an insanity plea. This of course brings to light another unfortunate stereotype, which is that in the American psyche, occultism is synonymous with mental illness, provoking a one-to-one correlation between occultist practice and psychosis that has no evidentiary basis.” Before she could point out the obvious, he beat her to it. “Obviously there are exceptions, such as Greg Walpole, but by and large, the correlation is deeply faulty and nakedly prejudiced.”

“If you’re saying occult crime doesn’t really exist, why are you studying it?”

“It does exist, but not in the ways most often pronounced in the media. Most occult crime consists of petty juvenile vandalism—kids on the outskirts of social hierarchies doing graffiti of the star of Baphomet on a toilet stall or something similar. Most of them isolated by their peers and educated by the internet, worshipping at first the idea of escape—something extravagantly forbidden, hidden knowledge promising hidden power—found in the dark recesses of HTML pages. Blogs and discussion boards detailing ancient gods that demand something more than prayer if their power was to be shared. But then there are actual occult murders. Like Ricky Kasso in 1984. Stabbed his friend seventeen times and gouged out his eyes. Claimed Satan visited him in the form of a crow after the murder, cawing his approval.”

Jake’s eyeless skull flashed on the tabletop and she looked away.

“And then there’s the 2005 Blood River murder,” Lucas continued. “A long-distance trucker disemboweled, gouged, and crucified on Saint Peter’s cross to supposedly satiate the hunger of a demon said to live in the Blood River.” He took a deep breath. “That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m writing my dissertation on it. So many occult-related murders follow a similar script where the victim did something to provoke the killer, as in the case of Kasso, or else the murderer later claims to have felt possessed by a demonic force that caused them to act outside of their sense of self. However, with Greg Walpole, he confessed to acting upon his free will. While he acknowledged his guilt, he has never, to my knowledge, claimed something or someone made him do it. My working theory is that Greg’s insistence on his version of events represents a transference of his religious trauma. Having experienced the bodily and psychological pain of his family’s religious practice, and having internalized that pain as an essential characteristic of a spiritual experience, he was better conditioned to invoke pain on others while believing fully in its spiritual and communal benefits. It’s how he’s come to make peace with it in the interceding years.”

“I knew Greg Walpole.” Judging by Lucas’s lack of reaction, he knew this already. It was why he was here. “Did he mess around with drugs? You bet. He’d get high as hell and watch Gunsmoke for hours and then get to preaching on his madness. But I don’t know about all that religious-trauma stuff. I think you’re reaching.”

“I’ve interviewed some of his extended family members. Two cousins, an uncle. They said that when Greg was a child, his family did not attend church but nonetheless were quite stringent in certain religious practices. One of his cousins told me a story that Greg was caught with pornography when he was either ten or eleven, and his father whipped him with a belt while his mother made him pray for forgiveness. That certainly meets criteria for trauma.”

“Well, I got news for you. If getting beaten by your daddy causes somebody to do what Greg did, this whole county would be rotting on crosses.”

She regretted the words even as they spilled out of her, something more real than she intended. Like it was only a matter of when some apocalyptic day would come. Thousands of unrepentant thieves and saviors alike hung hamstrung like scarecrows, rows of them stretching as far back as Memphis or Mobile.

Lucas let the image fade before continuing. “When it comes to trauma’s relation to crime, I hold to an ethic in which human action—for our purposes, criminal action—is largely determined by a range of social factors, epistemic constraints, and metaphysical preconditions, and yet the precise choices one makes in life, such as the extreme of murder, arise from a not-at-all illusory choice.” Lucas pushed his sweater sleeves up to his elbows and must’ve clocked her eyeing the exit. “What I mean to say is that trauma may shape a person, but it doesn’t excuse them. There are all kinds of forces pulling at us, but at the end of the day, murder is a choice and it’s one Greg Walpole didn’t fall into. He walked on his own. I’ve been called a neo-determinist in this regard, though I certainly maintain my stance as a libertarian compatibilist.”

“Yeah, well, I’m a Democrat.”

“I was speaking in terms of moral philosophy.”

“Me too.”

It was nearing midnight and all his nonsense was making her believe she might be able to sleep through the night if she kept him going long enough. Maybe Lucas was God’s answer to Houston Parsons’s prayer for her rest.

“So what kind of work is that PhD in criminology supposed to get you?”

“I’ve not decided yet,” Lucas said. “I may want to teach, though maybe I’ll test the waters consulting for the FBI. They have some task forces where my expertise could prove useful, I think.”

“The FBI lets folks like you in there?”

He raised an eyebrow, perfectly manicured. “Black men?”

“British citizens. But nice try. I already told you, I’m a Democrat.”

He finished his pie and poured more creamer into his coffee. Turning it the color of tea. “I think exceptions are made on either account.”

She put her elbows on the table the way she’d always been told not to. “What did you want to talk to me about, Lucas?”

He paused, wiping his mouth. “Well, there’s the obvious.”

“If it’s obvious to you, it ain’t obvious to me.”

“You were”—he paused—“acquaintances with Greg Walpole, to say nothing of Jake Paisley. That is of natural interest to somebody like myself.”

“No.”

“You weren’t acquaintances with Greg Walpole?”

“I ain’t discussing it with you. What else you got?”

“I spoke to your father on the phone. He expressed—how should I say it?—extreme disinterest in continuing our conversation. Though he did suggest I reach out to you. Said you knew plenty about the 2005 case. Things you have never shared.”

She could picture it, her father siccing a lapdog on her, a half-hearted volley in their ongoing cold war.

“He’s been losing his mind since 2005,” she said. “Did he get to talking about Vietnam with you? He didn’t even serve.”

“It’s okay if you don’t wish to discuss your proximity to the 2005 homicide. I’ve read all the case files. All of your testimony.” Lucas folded the napkin on his lap and set it next to his plate. If he was making a point, he was too sheepish to see it through. “I do have a question for you, a matter of personal curiosity, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“You can ask, but I don’t got to answer.”

“Why didn’t you leave?”

“Leave where?”

“Here. After everything happened in 2005.”

“Why would I leave?”

He nodded slowly, as if he’d proved some unstated point. “The others left. Aside from yourself and Jake, of course. Like Greg’s girlfriend, yes?”

“Sythia.”

“Yes. Sythia. But you stayed. Not only did you stay, but you became a sheriff’s deputy. And as you note and as I’ve seen myself, your community continues to suspect something heinous of you, badge or no badge, so why not start over somewhere else if there isn’t some part of you that wants to exonerate yourself in their eyes? Upholding the law, proving yourself to them?”

“I didn’t leave because I don’t care what they believe. And I became a sheriff’s deputy because I must hate myself. How’s that?”

He nodded like she’d said what he needed her to say before retreating back to his coffee. “I’d still like to talk about how I can help you as it relates to this new investigation. A deal of sorts. Mutually beneficial.”

“The answer is no.”

He held out a hand to steady her refusal. “From what I know—and I’m not asking you to provide confidential information—the latest murder mirrored the first almost entirely. This is notable, suggesting one of two theories. The first is that your father’s investigation failed to uncover the true murderer, who, according to this theory, is still out there and still performing violent occult rituals. Meaning that Greg Walpole was either innocent or not working alone. Within this particular theory, it bears noting that Jake was around those congregating at Greg’s home, right? Perhaps he knew something, something damning to the killer. Enough that he had to be rid of. The question that presents itself: If the killer is tying up some loose ends, who would be next on their list?”

“What’s the second theory, then?” she asked.

“Greg Walpole was indeed the sole perpetrator of the 2005 murder and there is another killer, perhaps multiple, who had nothing to do with what happened in 2005 and simply wanted Jake Paisley dead. To distract from a personal motive, they staged the scene to resemble the 2005 murder, knowing that Jake was a peripheral figure in that particular case. They bet on the fact that the investigators would take an interest in the first theory I presented. In so doing, they cast suspicion away from themselves and back upon Greg Walpole’s circle of acquaintances.”

She could feel him studying her like she was words on a chalkboard. Waiting for her to defend herself from the latent accusations of either theory: that she was either a soon-to-be victim or else a soon-to-be suspect.

“You’re missing a third theory,” she said.

“Do tell.”

“Copycat killer. Some young occult freak out there following in Greg’s footsteps.”

He shook his head like a retriever fetching tennis balls from the lake. “As much as the occult privileges rituality, you would still expect in a case like this significant deviation, reflecting the individual’s purpose in performing the ritual. If they weren’t there for the initial murder, I simply can’t believe that they’d follow Greg’s procedure so rigidly.”

She could taste it in her coffee. The reek of death. Once you smell it, it doesn’t ever leave. Lies dormant sometimes, but other times you can sniff it through your toes, the sickness of the world.

“Where’d you hear all these details about the Paisley murder?” she asked. “Because you have a whole lot of inside knowledge and a whole lot of vested interest.”

He flashed a smile that somehow looked just as foreign as his accent. “Your colleague, Will Deacon? I met with him at a particularly colorful local establishment. Poz’s, I believe it’s called?”

“So you got Deacon drunk and got him talking?”

“He seemed prepared to do that by himself. I merely listened.”

She made note to give Deacon hell, though chances were he wouldn’t have any recollection of it anyway.

“So which is it then?” she asked. “One of Greg Walpole’s buddies carrying the torch and cleaning up loose ends or somebody making it look that way to get rid of Jake?”

“I can’t speak with certainty, but it would seem to me that a reasonable direction for the investigation would be to speak with those individuals who were in Greg Walpole’s immediate orbit. Perhaps they had nothing to do with Colton Marshall’s murder, and perhaps they had nothing to do with Jake Paisley’s, but perhaps they would know of someone who would. Greg’s girlfriend, for instance. Sythia? I would imagine she has a valuable perspective on Greg’s inner circles.”

“Sythia ain’t talking to me.”

“Why’s that?”

“You got a funny way of thinking things your business that are the furthest thing from it.”

There just wasn’t any way to take seriously the notion that somebody from 2005 had slipped through the net just to repeat the same crime twenty years later. All her personal shit with her father aside, he was a thorough lawman. Turned over just about every possible stone in sight. Even after Greg confessed, her father kept on beating that rug threadbare to see what came out, tearing into her and Jake alike. Turned up nobody more than Greg Walpole, the lone lunatic of Blood River. Except then Greg had mentioned a priest—no, the Priest. Either a diseased figment of an ashen imagination or else somebody somewhere laughing his ass off. If her father had chased down that particular road, she’d never heard tell of where it led.

The old woman still sat across the restaurant, still knitting. Her lips were chapped although it wasn’t yet cold outside and sure wasn’t hot. One of the only folks fool enough to seek the comfort of something sweet on this late night. She held tapioca pudding on her tongue and knit without looking away from her fingers. Like this was work and there was no quitting time. Jaw set against something heavy weighting her. Maybe Alicia thought she recognized her from somewhere unimportant, one of the thousand faces she might’ve placed had she needed or wanted or thought it reasonable. But here she let her remain a stranger.

“I ain’t stupid,” Alicia said to Lucas, and if he flinched at the accusation she sure didn’t see it. “You’re coming to me all nice, I see it, but you want me to fear I’m in danger so that I tell you things you oughtn’t otherwise know. Or else you want me to fear I’m a suspect for the same reason. But I know I’m not in any danger nor am I a suspect, at least not in the eyes of the law. I didn’t have nothing to do with it back then and I sure don’t have nothing to do with it now. So, thanks for the pie.”

She collected her jacket and slid out the booth.

“My apologies, but that’s simply—”

“I don’t know the sorts of things they’re teaching you in Boston about how actual investigations work, but they ain’t done how you’re trying to do them.”

He handed her a card. “If you change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

She went to her truck and as the engine warmed she saw him through the front window. Sitting there the same as he’d sat across her. Looking at his cleaned plate like it had something else to offer.

HER HIGH BEAMS made sweetly sick confectionery of the fog. There came a coyote pup a half mile down the road. Eyes alight, chewing on a Burger King bag. Too young to be alone but alone just the same. Hardly matters. They grow up to die of gut-deep disease, most of them, and those that don’t waste away into the bellies of loudmouthed ravens or the deep treads of Firestone tires. 

She called to memory those red-eyed pilgrims hunkering around Greg’s shithole of a home. The wood paneling peeling like hangnails. Those gathered nodding and humming when Greg got himself worked up in a winding sermon, all sputter and sweat. She remembered something about how the world ain’t about good and evil nor light and dark but just debts paid and unpaid and there existed a debt unpaid that would claim them all. They thought he was just stupid and high, and he was those things, but he was also convinced. That’s the most dangerous kind of crazy. But most everybody who’d been around back then had long since dispersed from this county toward pastures less ruined. Everybody save for her and Jake, but now Jake was gone. Pencil-sharpened types like Lucas Masterson might suggest she was next, divining a pattern as neat as chain-link fencing. The tall kind that casts mile-long honeycombed shadows at sundown. But if she was next, might could be the only way to have folks show up to her funeral. Even then, whispering to each other how she’d brought it upon herself, how the devil keeps a balanced checkbook.

Lucas asked why she didn’t leave. Truth was it was just another dumb-kid decision that would follow her to the grave. A kid too stubborn for a clean slate, much less her own good. Thought if she left, it was a confession. A retreat. She’d not give him—them—the pleasure. If they were fools enough to believe her a witch, she was fool enough to haunt them the same.

Leave the fleeing to folks like Sythia Wilkins, living these days an hour away in Clarksville. Greg’s on-and-off girlfriend, Sythia was around that house maybe more than anybody else, a fixture as permanent and dull as a floor lamp with a palmful of oxy. If anyone was to know what Greg meant with his talk of the Priest, it would be her. Only problem was that Sythia wasn’t a fan of Alicia’s, about the furthest thing from it. But maybe time had healed them wounds. A prayerful long shot, but a shot nonetheless. Better than whatever Mackinnon and his ilk were up to. Knocking on doors with a beggar’s empty palms.

Sometimes when she was thinking hard like this with a pillow to her ear, she thought of Jake in the window light of passing cars saying how he fell asleep without thinking about it and maybe that was the trick. He said it like it was arguable and obvious all at once. She cast him out of this night like the many others.
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THE GPS TOOK HER ALONG THE TENNESSEE River where the trees were half green and yellow. Always it happened this way. Fall fell like poorly spaced dominoes until one day the leaves were gone and her breath hung before her eyes. On the river there were some single-engine fishing boats crowding around a sandbar, making way for a freighter chugging corrugated shipping containers stacked four high. In a day’s time, it’d probably chug onto Kentucky Lake where there it’d cross into the Mississippi and steam up to Chicago. When she and Jake were together, they’d go to the river to watch these giant freighters, something peaceful about them. Unhurried yet laboring forward, deadlocked in the crawl of persisting. Jake would tell her how he thought they looked like giants bending to take a drink, regarding their soot-stained faces in the water’s mirror.

Downriver she came to a three-story apartment building on the city outskirts. In the parking lot a woman in a cardigan took her shih tzu for a walk, gently urging it to take a shit while the dog sniffed after the season’s change. The woman waved hello as she passed, said to have herself a blessed day. It was early yet and people were leaving for work or school. University kids in backpacks and shorts despite the chill.

She walked along the courtyard looking at the numbers on the doors. Counting down to four. When she came to the door, she knocked and was answered sooner than she was prepared for. Halved behind the chain lock was Sythia, her lips shaped into the beginnings of a question she’d leave unasked. 

She said, “Alicia.”

No black-and-white makeup, no piercings jangling from her eyebrows. Just a tired-looking woman with wet hair and a kid crying Mommy somewhere behind her. That she recognized her came with the frightful knowledge that she was being recognized, too.

HERE’S WHAT SYTHIA had never understood: The moment the jury saw the crime scene photos, the sleepy-eyed bailiff might as well have rolled an electric chair into the courtroom. It didn’t matter what Alicia said in her testimony about Greg being dangerous and high out of his mind. She might as well have been speaking an alien language, because Greg was at least serving a life sentence long before she ever saddled up to the stand, her hand on a leather Bible, numbly repeating words said to her. And yet Sythia had held to a version of events in which Greg’s life lay disproportionately in Alicia’s hands and she smooshed him like some ungentle bug.

Sythia hadn’t attended a single day of the trial until she was compelled to testify for the defense. She initially maintained she hadn’t ever seen Greg perform a violent thing, never suspected a violent thing, never heard mention of a violent thing. She called it all thing like murder was something you could pick up and hold. She said she knew Greg down to his bones and said he was a good man. Did he believe in devils? Sure, but so did most people in the courtroom. Only difference being was church-people’s devil lived inside a book whereas real devils live most everywhere you turn. Yes, she said, eyes full of belief and sorrow, spiritual battles are fought every moment and, yes, they’re being fought now in this courtroom. Things only got worse from there. The DA strung her up good during cross-examination. Had she ever seen Greg ingest cannabis? Yes. Opiates? Yes. Hallucinogenics? Yes. Who else hung around the house they shared? Lots of people coming and going, she couldn’t be expected to keep inventory of them all. Had she ever seen Greg get violent? Yes. Had he ever been violent toward her? A quiet yes. Had she ever overheard Greg discussing sacrificial rituals? Yes, but— And that was pretty much it. The case was locked tighter than a C-block cell.

For a few years after the trial, Alicia’d see Sythia out and about at the bar on the weekend. They were the same age, freshly twenty-one and eager to move on with what was left of their lives. Sythia still wore her black fishnets, black lipstick, black nail polish, her tackle-box face piercings. Moment Alicia walked in the place, Sythia’s stare caught her like a laser sight. The girl whose father locked up her love, the same girl who testified against him when they both knew damn well she hardly knew Greg. Sythia never said a direct word to her; all she had to say was conveyed with her lips twisted and eyes narrowed, disappearing from the bar around midnight with one final evil eye, glossy as a cue ball after a few whiskey gingers, until she ran off to Clarksville. Made sense, looking back on it. Despite dressing the part, Sythia left the county before it could label her a witch, letting that title fall on the only other girl unlucky enough to have known Greg Walpole. Probably Sythia drummed up the rumor herself, her final fuck-you before disappearing. But it can’t truthfully be called disappearing if you can be found just by typing your name into the internet.

THESE YEARS LATER, Sythia had foregone black-dyed hair for her natural brown that she collected in a mother’s harried ponytail, a suspicion confirmed by the sound of a child crying from inside the apartment. She hadn’t ever been a pretty girl, but age had helped her some. The same scowl she’d worn as a teenager now blended gently into the marionette lines on her chin.

Sythia took similar inventory herself, looking Alicia up and down in exaggerated sweeps, awing at the taxpayer-purchased slacks, the sheriff’s deputy vest. “If that ain’t just the most ironical thing I’ve ever seen. Sniffing right after your daddy’s footsteps, huh?”

“I was hoping we could chat for a minute.”

Another kid started screaming something about some toddler-shaped injustice. She looked back at Alicia. “Now ain’t the best time.”

“It’s about Jake.”

“I figured as much. It’s still not a good time, though.”

“I could give you a few minutes if you got to attend to something.”

“That’s awfully generous.”

The door closed, and for a second Alicia thought it was permanently so, but then she heard the chain sliding. When the door opened again, there was Sythia in a bathrobe shouting over her shoulder, “You share the iPad with your brother, you hear me?” She looked back at Alicia, studying her, as though deciding whether to invite her inside. Whatever she saw disinclined her. She stepped outside and shut the door behind her. 

“I got five minutes and not a second more. Got to get my boy on the bus and drop his sister off at day care.”

“So you got two kids then?”

“Three. Youngest is with her daddy for a few days.” Sythia reached in the pocket of her bathrobe for a cigarette. Marlboro menthols. As she smoked, she craned her head to exhale her cigarette smoke away from Alicia’s face. A small but unexpected courtesy. “If it’s an alibi you’re after, I can save you the time. I was working at the Huddle House. They got security cameras and everything. Go ahead and check yourself.”

“I ain’t down here for any of that.”

Sythia laughed smoke out from her nostrils like a rodeo bull with its nuts cinched in somebody else’s grip. “It’s blowing my mind. I mean, I heard you was police now, but it’s another thing seeing it with your own eyes. Showing up on my doorstep in your little costume. Feel like it’s Halloween or some shit. Like I ought to be giving you candy.”

“You said you’ve seen the news about Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“Then you know it bears some resemblance.”

“You’re down to four minutes.”

“Do you think there might’ve been anybody else with Greg when he killed Colton Marshall?” She sped through Sythia’s protests. “Somebody who wasn’t accounted for? Maybe somebody who made Greg take the fall for him?”

“All these years later and you’re still throwing mud on that poor kid. Can’t even give him full credit for the only thing he’ll be known for in this lifetime. Your daddy put you up to this? You still doing his bidding?”

An opening, a glint of daylight. “I haven’t spoken to my father since the trial.”

“That right? Daddy’s little pit bull turned coat?”

“I had my reasons.”

“Like what?”

“Like he didn’t believe me when I said I had nothing to do with it. Least not at first. Took him five hours in an interrogation room to let me go.”

“I think I was in there for seven or eight hours, so I can’t exactly feel sorry for you. I wasn’t even in the county when all that happened. I was on the road from Missouri. Whereas you and Jake, well.”

“We weren’t anywhere near Greg’s—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Sythia interrupted. “I heard all about your testimony. All I’m saying is I don’t see why it’s much of a surprise you got questioned, even if you were telling the truth.”

“It wasn’t a surprise he wanted to ask me questions. The surprise was he didn’t believe me when I answered them.”

“You ain’t any type of martyr, Alicia. You might’ve since fooled yourself into believing you are, but you never were. Besides, if that was the worst thing to ever happen between you and your father, consider yourself lucky.”

Just like that, the opening was sealed. She sought after something else. “I do think it’s possible my father didn’t arrest the right people. Or at least he didn’t get all the right people. Might be he overlooked somebody.”

Sythia turned toward her apartment, her eyes wizening at a child’s face in the window that she shooed away. When she spoke again, it was with a mother’s exasperation. “What’re you doing here, Alicia?”

“I’m trying to find who killed Jake.”

“Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

Sythia cracked a smile. “Still can’t help yourself, can you?”

“Help what?”

She motioned Alicia down into the gravel-strewn courtyard where they sat on a plank-wood bench. Alicia didn’t ask, but Sythia still explained that after Greg got locked up she got married to somebody who wound up doing a spell in County for fentanyl—“Got me thinking if I’m just bad luck,” she said. By the time her husband got out, she had the divorce ready and waiting, and he didn’t put up a fight. Sent money every three months even though it was supposed to be more. The third kid had been a mistake, a lapse in judgment with curly hair that the child inherited from her father. A would-be singer with a former taste for heroin. Sythia waved her hand once she’d finished, like it was all somebody else’s life, collected in the comfort of paperback fiction she’d read once too many times to bother with again.

“This is a nice place at least,” Alicia said, unsure of how to bridge the there-and-then to the here-and-now. “They got a jungle gym and all that.”

“Yeah, well. My boy makes a game of pissing in the slide, so I wouldn’t encourage you to try it out yourself.” Sythia lit another cigarette and checked her phone for the time. “I was sorry to hear about Jake. Didn’t know him as well as you, obviously, but I always felt sorry for him.”

“Sorry?”

“I ain’t making a dig. I’m just saying him being a pastor’s kid. That’s some lot in life. I remember thinking it was funny and strange how Jake was always buying weed from Greg. Like, how odd it seemed. But looking back, it makes too much sense. It’s any wonder he didn’t get into the harder stuff. Or did he? I don’t recall.”

“He didn’t.”

“Well, it’s any wonder.” She picked a loose tobacco flake from her tongue.

“You think Jake knew something he wasn’t supposed to know?” Alicia shared Lucas’s theory as her own. “Maybe he saw something he weren’t supposed to see. Maybe he knew of somebody who’d been involved with Greg who’d gone uncaught.”

“You’d know better than I would. You two were joined at the hip. Jake knew everything you knew. Speaking of, are you trying to exonerate Greg with all this talk of somebody else killing that trucker?”

“Even if that were possible, would you really want him exonerated?”

Sythia thought with her eyes squinting at the sun. “There was a day when I would’ve said yes, but that would have been a while ago now. Happens fast, don’t it? Things change and they’re changed for good. Seems obvious but it ain’t. Sometimes I do miss him, though, at least how he used to be. I don’t know the Greg you remember, Alicia, but I remember the Greg who would’ve swam across the lake naked if it meant a friendly face waiting for his return.”

“So then you think it’s possible somebody else was involved, then? Somebody Greg took the fall for?”

“Hell, I tried telling the courtroom the same but they wouldn’t have it. You had already gotten up there and built a monster into the courtroom’s imagination. He was just a fucked-up kid, Alicia. A kid who needed help. And before you get started, I know he’s where he ought to be, but that don’t make it right how he got there. Not for a second.”

Judging by the ash stemming from Sythia’s cigarette, they had another few minutes left, if not less.

“You know of anyone who might’ve helped Greg with the murder? Or maybe it was Greg who was helping them? Maybe somebody living in that house with y’all?”

“Well, let’s get one thing clear: I didn’t live there. I spent some nights, sure, but so did you.”

“I never spent the night.”

“Whatever you say, Alicia. But I never lived there. Between the rats and those weirdo friends of Greg who came through. Hell, I’d bet you that most of them were using fake names anyways. On the run from something or another. But your daddy spoke to most of them, if memory serves, and he cleared them the way he did you.”

“What about the Priest? That name ring any bells?”

Sythia got to laughing.

“What?”

“I just was thinking how we were all dumbfounded when your daddy rolled up to arrest Greg. Speaks to how stupid we were back then.”

“Do you recognize the name the Priest?”

“It ain’t a name. Just another one of those characters Greg spoke into existence. Like the demon himself.”

“What did Greg say about the Priest?”

“To be frank with you, Alicia, I never gave too much credence to the stuff Greg was saying back then.”

“Try to remember. Anything at all. Could the Priest have been a person in the group?”

“If he was, I never met him. When Greg spoke of the Priest, it was like he was speaking of somebody somewhere else. Not like a friend either, but somebody Greg was listening to who was smart about that kind of religious stuff and helped him. I’m racking my brain here, Alicia. Grasping at straws.”

“You’re doing great.”

“It was like somebody who’d warned Greg about the demon, or—I don’t know—maybe it was somebody who was telling Greg what he needed to do about it? I feel like I could be making things up here. I wasn’t ever hardly listening, because I truly thought it was just a game he was playing. Something to occupy his thoughts when he got good and high. Once he’d get started on that demon talk, everything was just sort of a mush to me. God’s abandonment, the devil’s jurisdictions, piss and vinegar. I don’t know. The Priest was just somebody who fit in there somewhere, and whether he was on the side of God or the devil, I just don’t know. Likely the only person who would know is Greg himself, and he sure ain’t about to tell you or anybody else.”

“Why?”

“The man’s brain is pickled something tragic. Can’t hardly talk straight.”

“You’ve visited him in prison?”

Sythia stood up, snuffing out the cigarette under her sneaker. “It’s been well over five minutes, and if I’m not back in that apartment soon, my kids are liable to tear each other to pieces. You said you got a boy, right?”

“Yeah. He’s twelve.”

“Then you know what I mean. Must be every mother is a part-time exorcist. Greg didn’t have one. A decent mother, that is. Maybe there’s your answer to whatever it is you’re looking for.”

The whole drive back to Calloway County was radio advertisements for county fairs and jewelry stores. Make your lady happy with diamonds and the carats they carry. Give her the world on her finger. She drove past myriad churches, Baptist and Presbyterian and Pentecostal, all of them housing priests and pastors who keep their ears to what moves spiritually through these parts, and if they were to give testimony, they might be inclined to speak to the simplicity of it all. Yes, the devil lived here and he knew everybody’s name as does a neighbor. Clothes himself or herself in a sunburnt Chevy and winter-worn coveralls, greased as the devil is by the gears she turns herself. She bathes in a hot shower and sleeps in a bed made by somebody who loves her and tells her so, even when she’s not asked.
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IT WAS SOMEBODY’S BIRTHDAY AND THERE WAS sheet cake in the kitchen with a trowel knife. There was a card to sign but no pen with which to sign it. She squared herself a corner piece of the cake and took it to the desk she now shared with Mackinnon, who was holding court with Sheriff Parsons and the other state detectives in the fishbowl. Sheriff caught her looking and nodded her way, saying something out of the side of his mouth to Mackinnon.

“Alicia,” Sheriff Parsons said, poking his head out of the room. “Come give us a chat.”

She wiped frosting from her chin and followed Sheriff down the hall. Mackinnon looming behind her like some crippled mummy, his footsteps like chopping wood.

“You taking me to an interrogation room?” she asked.

“Privacy,” Sheriff said, unlocking the door and letting her in. “Pop into the hot seat, if you would.”

Mackinnon sat in front of the desk and Sheriff Parsons stood in the corner with his arms crossed like a scarecrow on leave.

She’d never sat this side of the interrogation desk. The camera hanging over the corner trained on her.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Ain’t nothing the matter,” Mackinnon said. “Just catching up is all.”

“Why’re you just standing like that?” She nodded at Sheriff.

“I been sitting all day.” He was wearing a suit coat, and she hadn’t grown used to seeing him in it. The same one he wore in his campaign ads, the ones where he lofted an AR-15 to his chest and said Only thing under assault in this country is your rights. “Good for circulation to stand every now and again.”

Mackinnon rested his sleepy chin in his hand. “Heard you paid a visit to Pastor Paisley.”

“He invited me.”

“Well, we were going to bring him in this afternoon. Wanted to touch base with you beforehand. Maybe there was something he said we ought to know.”

“Like what?”

“Just your general impression.”

“He a suspect?”

“I never said that.”

“Maybe if you bothered looping me into things, I’d know what you’re looking for.”

“Your general impression, just like I said.”

“He’s grieving,” she said. “That’s all I got for you.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means I don’t think he’s thinking straight. He’s worried about Delilah.”

“Worried? How so?”

“He thinks she might’ve done it. Or had a hand in it.”

She explained what Pastor Paisley had told her—the life insurance, the possible infidelity, the sour taste Delilah’s name took on the pastor’s tongue.

“Delilah provided a reasonably solid alibi,” Mackinnon said. “She was at home with the kids all evening. A neighbor said they might’ve spotted her gardening.”

“I’m just telling you what he told me.”

“What about this morning?” Mackinnon asked.

“What about it?”

“Where were you?”

“I thought this was a debrief.”

“Just answer him,” Sheriff said.

“I was investigating.”

Mackinnon put his pen to the page. “Where at?”

“Crossed state lines. That a problem?”

“Might not be. Whereabouts?”

“Clarksville.”

“What for?”

“Spoke with a friend of Greg Walpole’s.”

“Forsythia Wilkins?” Mackinnon asked, though it wasn’t a question. She must’ve called after Alicia left. Spiteful as ever. “What made you want to talk with her?”

“Better yet,” Sheriff interrupted, “why didn’t you let us know?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t see why we’re having a debriefing in an interrogation room.”

“We ain’t got to the private part of this just yet. If you could just answer the question.”

“I was speaking to Sythia about anybody else around Greg’s circle who might be worth running down. I didn’t see the need to fill y’all in. Not much came of it.”

“So you’re under the impression that the suspect is somebody who was around back then?”

“I’m just doing the work, Doug. Canvassing.”

“That ain’t canvassing. That’s interviewing.” Mackinnon had with him a leather-bound notebook he kept fidgeting on the desk, but finally he opened it and clicked a pen from his breast pocket and leaned forward to take notes. “Another reason I wanted to speak is to gain some more insight into Jake Paisley. Now, I know the nature of that relationship. Seen it firsthand back in the day. But since we’re looking to get to know the victim better, I figured who best to talk to than somebody like you, somebody on our side of things, who happened to know him well.”

“I been here the whole time, Doug. Why’s this just now occurring to you?”

Mackinnon held his pen tip to the paper but made not a mark. “I don’t mean to perpetuate old hurts, but would you mind telling me about when y’all ended things?”

“What for?”

“Seems as good a place as any to get to know him.”

“We got engaged senior year of high school. He never asked my dad, which was part of the problem, but we didn’t end the engagement until after Greg’s trial.”

“So it was mutual?”

“What is this?”

Sheriff shot her a look like play nice while Mackinnon changed tack. “How about you tell me what drew you to Jake?”

“He understood me,” she said. “He was fun. Something angsty about him I liked. The same would probably be said for him. We were alike in that way. Both felt the world had its boot on our throats.”

“You mind telling me why y’all called it quits?”

“Things had gone bad after my father forced me to give him Jake’s name during the interview.”

“The interview,” Mackinnon said, looking back through his notebook. “There were two interviews with your father, by my count. It was the second one, the day after the first, where you mentioned Jake. Looks like you came in voluntarily for that second interview.”

“So?”

“Just doesn’t seem like your father forced it if you came in here of your own accord.”

“What’re you after here, Doug?”

“Just trying to understand is all. Did you believe at the time that Jake might’ve had a hand in things?”

“No. I felt pressured.”

“Pressured how? Did you speak to your father about things outside of that interview?”

“No. I just felt pressured is all. I don’t need to go back into all that. You know how it turned out. We hadn’t done nothing wrong, at least not in the sense of what Greg did. Worst we did was buy weed off him.”

Mackinnon clicked his pen a few times. He hadn’t taken down a single note nor word. Nor hieroglyph nor doodle nor errant scratch of ink. He knew it all already. Everybody did. Her life was a matter of public record. “You still ingest cannabis?”

“No.”

“So, was the breakup mutual?” he asked.

“He was the one to say it, but we’d both been thinking it.”

“But it was him who broke things off?”

“In the sense of it was him who said it first.”

“That must’ve hurt something awful,” Doug hummed. “Young love cut off like that. That kind of hurt, it’s real. I don’t care how long ago it is. That sticks with you like something ill.”

She was sitting with her hands between her thighs the way she’d seen it countless times from where Doug was sitting like a question mark. A person reduced to their barest selves under scrutiny. “I can’t imagine how any of this is meant to be useful in our investigation.”

“Well.” Doug straightened up as much as he could, and it pained him to do so. He cast a glance at Sheriff in the corner, who nodded like he’d been asked a question or permission. Turned out to be the latter. “You mind telling me about your day off last week? This would have been Monday. Same day you were later called to the Miller tobacco barn.”

Maybe she’d known the question was coming, could feel it building, judging by the force with which she said, “Are you questioning me right now?”

“I’m asking you questions, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Am I being detained?”

“Come on, Alicia. I’m just hoping you can help us. You must’ve known we’d have had to talk about this.”

“Answer me.”

“No, you’re not being detained. You can walk out of this room the moment you feel you ought to.”

She turned to Sheriff Parsons. “You approved this?”

“Just answer his questions and we’ll be done with this.”

“I took the day off for some rest,” she said to Mackinnon. “I don’t sleep good. You can ask just about anybody. I saw a doctor last year and they just gave me melatonin. Doesn’t do shit.”

“So you were sleeping that day?”

“Trying to, yes.”

Now Mackinnon started taking notes. “About what time were you asleep that day?”

“I don’t know. In and out.”

“Anybody at home who might be able to remind you of when you was asleep?”

“My husband works, and my boy was at school.”

“And you requested this day off ahead of time?”

“You can check the requests.”

“I have.”

She pointed at the camera. “Are you recording?”

Mackinnon pushed his chair between them, amassing her line of sight. “We’re trying to help you, Sheriff Parsons and I. We’re trying to eliminate you from consideration right out the gate. That’s what this is. Due diligence. Cards on the table.”

“Am I a suspect or am I not?”

But she knew the answer already. She’d taken the day off on the same day Jake turned up dead. She knew the original Blood River murder intimately, had seen plenty of crime scene photographs during the trial. And at least in the eyes of Quasimodo Mackinnon, she had a motive, however flimsy—Blood River witch and spurned lover, her womanly fury fomenting into something uncontainable across the span of two decades.

“My father interrogated me,” she said. “After Colton Marshall was murdered. He sat exactly where you’re sitting now, Doug. And there was a detective standing right where you’re standing, Sheriff. My father was shouting at me things you wouldn’t believe. Telling me I was guilty of this and that and the other. I was eighteen years old. His own daughter. Told me I had blood on my hands up to my wrists. It was a lie he wanted to believe. And here you are making me look crazy in another lie. Give me a goddamned break. This is some of the worst police work I ever seen. Fishing without bait. Y’all should be ashamed.”

Mackinnon stood and held open the door for her. Sweat circling out from his armpits. “I wish you’d recognize when somebody is trying to lend you a hand. We ain’t trying to mess with you.”

“You pulled me into this interrogation room, Doug—”

“I told you it was for privacy.”

“—when you know damn well that this is the same room my father interrogated me.”

THE CAKE SHE’D left on her desk was gone. She asked Jackson if he saw who took it.

“Probably one of them radar-humpers, been making themselves right at home.” Jackson had his boots sat on his desk, reviewing a domestic disturbance report. “Speaking of our benevolent overlords, what was that business with Mackinnon and Sheriff?”

“Nothing.”

“You don’t look like it was nothing. Look like you seen a ghost.”

“They wanted to talk in the interrogation room. Same one my dad had me in back in the day.”

“Color me curious.”

She saw Mackinnon enter Parsons’s office and close the door behind him. She knew they couldn’t call her a suspect, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t keep sniffing where they oughtn’t.

She turned back to Jackson. “It was you that ate my cake, wasn’t it?”

He kept on reading through the papers. “Am I being detained, Deputy? For what lawful and articulable reason? Can I get your name and badge number?”

“Did you eat my cake, yes or no?”

“I’ll have you know that I am a sovereign citizen. Look it up. Your cake and its corresponding jurisprudences, municipal or federal, do not apply to me.”

“I really wanted that cake, Jackson.”

“Yeah, well. That was pretty much my dilemma, too.”
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BILL SAYS, “YOU’RE DREAMING,” BUT YOU’RE hardly asleep and he’s hardly awake and the whole night is awash with something cinder-smoked and falling. You touch his shoulder or his neck and say, “You’re sleeping,” because this makes sense but he believes you like he oughtn’t but doesn’t he always? He wears a white T-shirt to bed to catch the sweat and can’t you feel it between your fingertips and why’s it feel like water, soft and bleeding?

Alicia, wake up.

Witch bitch.

Wake up.

Here.

Her.

He.

The Priest.

“That man is dead. His ashes are out in North Carolina and his family is waiting for answers that you’re not giving me,” your father is screaming into the everything that surrounds you and him, these white cinder blocks that contain the whole of the universe and its expansion and eventual decay. These walls don’t speak; they stay silent until history forgets. “And you’re sitting with your hands folded, pretending you ain’t got answers for them, the man’s family, and I can’t believe you. My daughter.”

He’s near to tears now, and you’re not sure whether to believe him. You’ve never been. Belief seems like a bridge, and there’s never been nothing wrong with this side of things. The other end of that bridge, folks like Daddy who cry when they don’t believe a word they’re saying or else fool themselves into the charity of belief.

Bill says, “Honey.”

But your daddy’s shooed away mayflies all summer long, and Bill’s voice is just another sidelong interruption in this room where nothing lives but him and you, a Styrofoam cup of his black coffee between you. He looks how he always looks for work—red tie over white shirt. But he’s crying, and you’ve never seen him cry, so why does it look familiar, and why aren’t you, blood witch river bitch?

Jake is in the other holding room. Might be he can hear your daddy screaming, knowing soon this storm is heading his way. You can picture him burying his head in his hands, cursing having ever loved you.

Daddy says, “Honey.”

Bill says, “Hush.”

Your daddy says, “Alicia.”

You say, “I don’t know.”

Your daddy paces the room like he’s making measurements. He loosens his tie. There are cameras fixed to the table you’ve stopped trying to ignore. You stare into them like they’re a sitcom audience. You hope they’re laughing.

It happens off rhythm. Daddy’s fists on the table.

“Then why?” he demands.

You’re rigid like you’d said you’d be. You see his eyes and they hate you. Maybe it’s been like this forever. Maybe this is the only reason he needed to give it a name, a reason, a life unto itself. Maybe you need it, too. Maybe life has a way of working out treatises between its discontents.

“I didn’t.”

It could go on forever and it mostly does, dull echoes and Styrofoam coffee. He takes you home himself. The ride is silent and the silence is the hair tie on your wrist you wind tighter and tighter until your fingers are bone white.

He pulls into the driveway but keeps on going, down the gravel access road and well beyond, the deer corridor where the brush runs gentle fingers along his truck. You ask where you’re going, believing this ends with you dead or else released back into the profane wild where he believes you killed his daughter and emerged in her likeness.

“Honey,” Bill says, “hey.”

He parks a hundred yards out from the hunting cabin and you follow him on foot. The padlock on the door is already unlocked. Your father who screamed inside the interrogation room is gone. This father speaks like a stranger, rigid but polite. He asks you to sit. Hands you a bottle of water half drunk. Sits with his elbows on his knees, slouched, staring at his feet. There’s a white-tailed buck on the wall whose neck is craned, like he’s woken from eternity to see who speaks first. Once upon a time your mother would have come down from the house and brought you both sweet tea, lemonade if the weather called for it. Your father would pour into his Jim Beam and let you taste it, just a child-sized slug of the stuff, and he’d laugh when you’d tug at your burning nose like you’d jumped into a pool. Then you’d hold guns and wait for something to see and kill or else let live. But today he’s sitting and maybe praying. The way his hands are folded, bloodless fingers strangling each other.

Bill says, “Alicia.”

Your father says, “One more time, Alicia. I’m going to ask one more time. I’m not asking as a sheriff. I’m asking as your father.”

“I didn’t do anything.” Sometimes you cry when you get angry enough, and this is the first time today you’ve gotten there. “I swear to God.”

“God.” He goes to the drawer beneath the buck’s head and looks at it in his palm before setting it on the table. A purple hair tie. “This was about two feet from the body of a man who was killed, gutted, crucified for no goddamned good reason.”

“It’s not mine.”

You’ve never seen him grieve your mother, but if he had, it must’ve looked like this. Soft. Empty of himself. He pointed at the hair tie around your wrist. Identical.

“How’d you get to be in the Miller tobacco barn?”

“I wasn’t.” You put your forehead on the table where the wood is cool. The dust gets in your mouth, your throat. You think of running, you think of drowning.

“Sit up.”

“Probably I left it at Greg’s house and he wore it around.”

“Look at me.”

“He’d tie his hair up sometimes. You can ask anybody.”

“I said look at me.”

“Honey?” Bill whispers, rubbing your shoulder.

“I wasn’t there.”

He grabs your hair in a fist and hoists your head like Medusa’s from the books. But with you he looks in your eyes like he’s halfways disappointed he doesn’t turn to stone.

“You’re going to listen.”

“Dad—”

“Why must you lie?”

“Dad, I—”

“Shut up,” he screams, his lips twitching like a pit bull against a chain. He grips your hair tighter as his voice goes quieter. “I can’t promise you nobody else saw this at the scene before I took it. Maybe not. But if somebody saw it, there’ll be questions. Questions you’d do well to answer before they ever get asked.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Honey.”

He holds up the hair tie in his other hand, holds it inches before your face. “If this shows up in the possession of somebody else, somebody who could’ve been there that night, somebody who’d have reason to have it—” But he doesn’t finish. “You’re going to call him right now, and he’s going to come pick you up at the house.”

“Dad, I—”

“You’ll leave that there in his truck, and then you’ll come back down to the station tomorrow. By yourself. You’ll have remembered that two nights ago, while the two of you were doing godknowswhat, he left for an hour.”

“I can’t—”

“You’ll say he said he was going to buy marijuana between nine and ten. You stayed behind.”

“Why?”

He grips your hair harder until the skin pulls and then he lets go. His hand stays there, resting atop your head. Soft. He combs it back into place like a mortician.

“My girl. Goddamnit. My girl.”

“Jake didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“If that’s true, then let him prove that himself. It ain’t your problem.”

You lurch from the table toward the door, but your father grips your waist from behind, lofting you into the air where you kick at his shins, nails digging into his arm. He squeezes until his fighting feels like love. But if he loves you, it’s the way church folks love God for the terror of what he can do.

“Why?” you ask. “Why?”

“You done something terrible, Alicia.”

Each word spoken, soft and cautious, like he’s watching you through a rifle sight, coaxing to rest the mindless power of a wild animal.

“I’m ashamed to say it, and I’m ashamed of you. But I can’t lose you, too.”

“Honey?”

Honey is all there is, the slick, thick, molasses crawl of Bill’s voice bringing you back to sheets warm and sweaty and slick and there’s essential oil lavender spilling from the diffuser he bought you for Christmas. This is a bedroom you painted yourself, and there’s histories beyond histories, and if you live long enough, Alicia, there will be histories in which the histories you remember now will be histories you hardly remember, and if this isn’t enough reason to survive, then we’d all be dead by now.

You’ve a child named Bart, Bartholomew, who’ll need breakfast soon.

Bill says, “Honey.”

Like it’s happened before and will happen again and is happening now.

He says, “You’re dreaming. Baby. Dreaming.”

You again kiss your son’s father’s hairy chin because this is where he can’t be said to feel. Not since he caught a piece of saw blade. None of this is real. This far out in the county, there’s always something beautiful outside the window. Rain or pour, yesterday’s shadow, sunset or sunrise. Your son likes cereal that tastes like nothing. You’ve been dreaming, it could be argued in courts heavenly or provincial, since you opened your eyes on him. If your father saw the same sight when he first beheld you, he saw but pink skin, dumb and mute, whereas you saw the world open its mouth to scream.
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USED TO BE THE KENTUCKY LAKE MOTEL, A shit-shod waypoint for the derelict and dying and drug-doped, but after a foreclosure and a nominal change in ownership, it was the Sunbrush Art Gallery and Inn. Aside from the name, everything remained as she remembered. Shattered bottles of Mad Dog making confetti of sunlight. Condoms glued to asphalt. Curtains parting just enough to see a sheriff’s deputy walking up. The muted demands behind every door to hide, hide, hide.

“I booked the room online,” Lucas said by way of apology as he welcomed her inside. He wore a black turtleneck with khaki chinos, his entire personage clashing violently with an orange shag rug uncured of the 1970s, a television the size of a microwave, and the drywall-deep scent of cigarettes. “I was led to believe it would have an actual art gallery, but it turns out it’s just some paintings of horses that I believe the owner paints?”

“They any good?”

“I suppose an argument could be made that they’re a clever postmodern pastiche of early cave paintings, but no, they’re very bad.”

This morning he’d given her another call, but this time she picked up. He sounded surprised when she did. Told her he had something he wanted to show her, something new. A half hour later, she was trying to figure out why she’d come as Lucas brewed coffee in the motel room’s percolator that smelled like an electrical fire waiting to happen.

She said, “You were right, by the way.”

Lucas didn’t look the least surprised. “About what?”

“They wanted to talk to me yesterday. State’s lead detective and the sheriff. It felt like maybe there were some suspicions. Now, it wasn’t official or nothing, the interview. Might could be that I’m overthinking it, making a mountain of a molehill. I’m the type to do it, too.”

She didn’t realize she was seeking his comfort until he provided none. “What sort of questions were they asking?”

“I’m not going to share that information with you.”

“Okay.” He nodded slowly. “Are you quite concerned?”

“I got no reason to be.” She rested her hands on her utility belt, feeling small and stupid. Girlish in her need for a man’s affirmation, a stranger, to tell her she’d done nothing wrong. “The sooner I figure this thing out, the sooner I don’t got to worry about them going down a dead end for too long.”

His eyes rolled back as he sorted through the logic, all its tangles and knots, and finally declared, “I suppose that’s one way of thinking about it.”

She’d never been particularly patient, but the fact she kept her mouth shut now felt like a bid for sainthood.

“I want you to take a look at this,” he said, opening his laptop and handing it to her.

Against her jeans she could feel the machine’s labored warmth, hours spent run ragged. On the screen, a web page from a discussion board called Loomboard—“l/occultencounters”—dated May 2005, just two months before the first Blood River murder. The thread’s title: “Atoning Azazel?” posted by a user named FestusLivesOn.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Keep reading.”

She knew within the first sentence it was Greg—“I was drinking some wobbel water outside my hose—” by the reference to Gunsmoke combined with the typos. She could practically see him typing at his computer, the old desktop PC he kept in the corner of the living room, which doubled as a footrest. Hunched like a vulture, chicken-pecking the keyboard madly, a cigarette in his mouth and some whiskey, or wobble water, near to hand.

The post solicited advice from “REAL folks knowing their stuff on things” because it seemed that Greg had stumbled upon a demon coming out of Blood River. “It was Azazel, just how some of you draw pictures of him. All sorts of heads and wings. Just fucking huge.” Greg figured it was the culmination of some low-grade rituals he’d been experimenting with, like “moon water, lesser banishing stuff.” He said the demon demanded atonement from Greg’s “people,” and “he basically says if my sacrifice is not up to par, hes coming back until hes happy.” He asked if anybody had dealt with anything similar or had any advice before closing with, predictably, “Sam, go and get Matt,” another Gunsmoke reference she remembered Greg saying in the face of any trouble, small or large, from a leaky pipe to a blood-hungry demon.

“Most of this I’ve heard in some way or the other,” she said once she finished. “Don’t remember him saying the demon’s name ever, but yeah, this is just as crazy as I remember.”

“Maybe not,” Lucas said, taking his laptop back. “Previously, I think the perception of Greg Walpole was that he simply suffered a psychotic break from reality. However, this”—he tapped the computer screen—“shows us that he was much more methodical than we believed. It wasn’t simply a random crime of opportunity. He was evidently preparing for the murder of Colton Marshall. It was planned and premeditated. But what I think is of even greater interest is Greg’s knowledge of the occult. I’ll be the first to admit I’ve always wondered how much of the murder was grounded in occultist practices versus how much the media made it seem; however, it would seem that Greg was indeed interested in occultist practice, albeit a very sinister articulation. Take for example the fact that it wasn’t just a random demon Greg believed he was speaking to,” Lucas said. “It was Azazel. Not exactly the first demon that would come to the mind of the uninitiated.” 

“How’d you come upon this?” she asked.

“No other reason than that these sorts of internet-based community discussions are where you typically see most juveniles introduced to a spectrum of fringe occultist practices. I was hoping to find any discussion board from the early aughts that Greg might have been a part of, but there was simply too much activity across far too many possible threads. It was futile to even think about identifying him in the flow of traffic.” He paused, smiled. “However, after our last discussion, I got to thinking. You mentioned something about how Greg was a consumer of the television program Gunsmoke. I began refining my search of the occultist threads by cross-referencing them with those devoted to Gunsmoke, operating under the assumption that there can’t be that many kids on Loomboard who love Gunsmoke. Luckily, it turned out there was at least one who also was posting regularly about the occult. The screen name—FestusLivesOn—is evidently a tribute to the program itself.”

She couldn’t even pretend to be unimpressed. “I imagine you’ve done some research on this Azazel character?”

He drummed a pen against his knee, taking great pleasure in his mental recitation of obscure trivia. “Azazel is a relatively lesser-known demon in the Judeo-Christian tradition, though unlike many of the other demons that circulate through these occult circles, Azazel is not an apocryphal figure. In fact, here—” He stood up and took the Gideons Bible out of the nightstand next to his bed. He flipped easily to a page and pointed at the words for her. “Leviticus 16:8–10. And Aaron shall cast lots upon the two goats; one lot for the Lord, and the other lot for the scapegoat. And Aaron shall bring the goat upon which the Lord’s lot fell, and offer him for a sin offering. But the goat, on which the lot fell to be the scapegoat, shall be presented alive before the Lord, to make an atonement with him, and to let him go for a scapegoat into the wilderness.”

“I didn’t hear nothing about Azazel.”

“That’s because we’re dealing in translation. In the original Hebrew, the word for scapegoat is Azazel. There’s some debate about the choice of translation. Most scholars agree its original meaning referred to a specific location in the wilderness, but even as early as the twelfth century, you have some suggesting it might name an actual demon. The logic being that maybe the invention of the word scapegoat was a way to skirt past the idea that the Israelites were offering up sacrifices for a fallen angel. Which would change that first sentence to And Aaron shall cast lots upon the two goats: one lot for the Lord, and the other lot for Azazel.”

“And remind me why any of this matters?”

Lucas clapped his hands together like he was in the control room of a successful rocket launch. “We’ve been laboring under the assumption that whoever killed Jake Paisley was likely in proximity to the murder of Colton Marshall. However, given what we’re seeing here about Greg’s deeper-than-previously-appreciated understanding of the occult, paired with a greater understanding of his methodical approach to the murder, we may have reason to refine the suspect profile.”

“I keep hearing you say we.”

“The royal we, let’s say.” He looked high on the smell of his smarts and got back to it. “We, by which I dignify you, are most likely looking for somebody who was not only around back then, but somebody who is capable of this level of meticulousness. Somebody who would carry out Greg’s ritual beat by beat. So, given the fact that Greg seemed quite attuned to the ritualistic aspects of occultism, as indicated in his Loomboard query, then I think you might start by considering where he procured his sacrifice. The procurement and supply of the sacrifice is a significant and symbolic step. The version of Greg we see in this post would have given it quite a lot of thought. Or at least more than previously suspected.”

“Colton Marshall was a stranger. Greg said so himself.”

“Where did he meet Mr. Marshall?”

“Some smut shop off the interstate. Popular with truckers since it’s nearby an overnight station. They get some porn and jerk off until the speed wears off.”

Lucas nodded through his displeasure at her verbiage. “Greg’s testimony said he’d been waiting there that afternoon for the first person he saw. Horrendous luck for Colton Marshall. But to Greg, someone who believed he was offering atonement to a demon, what better place to cull such a sacrifice than an institution he, particularly given his Southern Baptist upbringing, would have associated with sinfulness? Investigators always assumed it was a chance meeting between the two, but to Greg, it was divine—or, perhaps, profane—providence. And if this site was indeed significant to Greg’s overarching spiritual mission, and if his spiritual mission is of significance to the new killer, then perhaps the site of the abduction is worthy of your attention.”

She remembered Greg’s interview with her father. The Priest guided me. Wouldn’t be the first time a priest stepped foot in a smut shop.

“You’re thinking this new killer selected Jake at the same smut shop?”

“I think it’s at least worth an inquiry. And if Jake knew the killer, which you would agree seems likely, perhaps they would have arranged for Jake to meet them there under some other pretense. Again, it’s the ritual that would matter most to them.”

“Jake wouldn’t be caught dead near a place like that.”

But he had been caught dead near there. About a mile away.

Lucas seemed to reach the same conclusion. “I believe everyone is in possession of a secret they harbor with shame.”

“What’s yours then?”

He looked like it was the first he was thinking on it. “Even if I could name it, you wouldn’t trust I was telling you the truth, because I likely wouldn’t, and therein lies my point. To the extent that nobody can ever truly know somebody, I prefer to focus on perfectly impersonal probabilities.” He sucked in a deep breath. “To request the security footage would take very little time. The worst that can happen is you waste, say, thirty minutes. The best is that you have the killer on camera.”

She stood to announce her departure. He opened the motel door for her. Less an act of chivalry than necessity—the door took a little finessing out from the slipshod frame.

“I’ll look into the footage,” she said. “But I wouldn’t go getting your hopes up.”

“Fair enough.”

“Mind if I ask you a question I already asked you?”

“Of course.”

“What are you doing down here?”

“Field research for my dissertation.”

“It’s just sometimes when I’m talking to you, I can’t tell if it’s with somebody who actually wants to help or somebody who’s just looking to see what he can see for no other good reason than to see it. So that’s what I’m wondering. How much of this is just a fun little game to you?”

“I think,” he said, but stopped. Drummed his fingers on the doorframe. “I think a lot of very intelligent people, many of whom I have a great deal of respect for, have wasted their lives seeking after answers either deliberately hidden or else simply hallucinatory. The metaphysical and so on. Whereas I much prefer spending my time on this earth pursuing answers guarded only by other people. Their many-headed secrets.” He laughed at the idea of something, squinting into the sun setting over the motel. “A matter of quantities known versus not.”

It didn’t answer her question, about the furthest thing from it, but she stopped caring about halfway through his talking. Some people are like that, usually the ilk of liars and madmen and boneheads. They’ll talk you into submission while turning the world over in their palm like a seeded fruit, indexing first every bruise and blemish just to be seen thinking. For theirs is the kingdom of some smaller heaven. And for everybody else, the world splits open like a peach to those unafraid of biting into the pit.
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SOMETHING MEDIEVAL ABOUT THE SIGHT OF dildos sized to varying degrees of unbelievability. As if elsewhere these draconian torture devices were somewhere sketched on lambskin, the way their mere presence signified some kind of ancient wrongdoing. Penance meted out in plastic or polyurethane, Hail Marys spoken into a bin full of candy apple condoms.

“You got your membership rewards card on you?” Jackson asked as they worked their way to the register. Ahead of them was a walrus-looking man peering nervously over his shoulder at the two sheriff’s deputies, hurrying the wiry cashier to scuttle his sins into a black bag. “Buy nine candy panties and get your tenth free? Is that how Bill got diabetes?”

“Bill doesn’t have diabetes.”

“Well, maybe by the tenth he will.” Jackson paused to admire a rubber ass, thinking twice about slapping it before settling for an almost loving touch. “Please tell me you didn’t have me come all this way just so you could see me blush. All you had to do was say the name Kacey Musgraves and that would’ve done the trick.”

“We just need to convince them for their security footage. I’d rather not go through Doug for a warrant.”

“You’re counting on my charm, then?”

“You flash a badge better than anybody.”

“Flashing in a sex shop? Be careful now.”

After the walrus-looking man stumbled out, the cashier waved them forward. His bottle-cap glasses fogged with whatever heat was stirring inside him. 

“Just wanted to ask you an easy question,” she said, sidling up to the counter like she was ordering a shot before getting gone. “We’re with the sheriff’s department, as you can see.”

She turned around and Jackson peeled back his jacket, revealing the badge on his belt. Purpose duly served, he moseyed through the bargain bin at checkout, DVDs and butt plugs for five bucks a pop.

“You got cameras around here?” Alicia asked.

The kid nodded overhead at the camera trained down at them, its wired head tilted curiously. “Got a couple more for the back aisles.”

“What about outside?”

“We got one over the service door and another over the front parking lot.”

“And the footage dates back how long exactly?”

“What do you mean?”

“You got footage from just yesterday, last year, last month?”

“Oh. Months, maybe weeks. My boss, the owner, he keeps it all on a hard drive in the back. His office.”

“Let me tell you what I’d like to do: I’m going to write down for you—you got a pen handy?—I’m going to write down for you a window of time about twenty-four hours long and you’ll give that footage to me.”

“I’m sorry—should I be asking for a warrant or something?”

“I’m not looking to take nothing,” she said quickly. Last thing she needed was the boss getting antsy about his hard drive’s forfeiture and making a stink with the sheriff’s office. Only thing worse than the tongue-lashing she’d receive would be the tongue-lashing Jackson would not receive. “If you could just copy the files and put it on a flash drive or whatever else you got. Hell, you could email it to me. It’d make a big difference.”

“Mind if I ask what’s going on?”

“Homicide investigation,” Jackson said, reading the back of a DVD entitled Goth Girls Gone Wild.

“Really?”

“How about you go snatch those files real quick,” she suggested, sliding the paper with the dates to him.

He nodded at the register. “I’m the only one working.”

“If anybody comes in, I’ll come and get you.”

“I feel like I ought to call my boss first.”

The kid was sweating now. His name tag said Derrick.

“Listen, Derrick, you think your boss is going to put up a fuss about helping out the police?”

“I just think I should call. I’m sorry. Am I allowed to call him?”

She nodded and let the kid hurry out of sight, cell phone trembling in his hands.

“Worth a shot, at least.” Jackson was reading the back of another DVD like it was Moby-Dick, and maybe it was.

“He might play ball.”

“You got a lot more faith in the proprietor of this fine establishment than I do.” He picked up a butt plug shaped like Tweety Bird and set it on the counter while he dug back into the pile. “What you need the footage for anyways?”

“You can’t tell a soul.”

“I don’t believe in souls.”

“Thought you were religious.”

“I considered myself curious until recently.”

“Blood River hit you that bad, huh?”

“Didn’t hit me, per se. Just made some things make sense is all.”

“Like what?”

“Like we’re just a bunch of bare-naked monkeys who fooled ourselves into believing the howling of our lungs was evidence of something holy inside us.” He picked up another DVD, two schoolgirls posed to kiss on the cover. “Some of us got nice tits, though. I’ll give our species that much. God Almighty. Maybe you do exist.” He whistled through his teeth and frisbeed the DVD back into the bin. “Don’t think you’ve dodged my question. What’re we doing here?”

She told him about Greg’s Loomboard post. How he’d been planning the murder more than he’d let on in his confession. How the planning itself seemed an extension of ritual, a blood sacrifice carefully selected from this exact establishment. If the new murderer was copying Greg’s ritual beat for beat, it would have brought them here.

Jackson sniffed out the pretense like a truffle pig. “You can’t hardly use your phone, so where’d you find an old post of his from 2005?”

“I had some help.”

“Yeah?”

“There’s a kid named Lucas Masterson. He’s a graduate student out in Boston.”

“Oh, him.”

“You know him?”

“I know of him. The occult nerd. He’s been nosing around for a while. Heard he requested an interview with some of the old-timers to talk 2005. I’m guessing he found his way to you. Cop, sheriff’s daughter, and secret witch in a sex shop? Hell, you’re a three-course meal for somebody like him.”

“Yeah, well, I pretty much told him to kick rocks at first, but he’s got some halfway decent ideas and knows a hell of a lot more about the original case than anybody else in the sheriff’s office.”

“Oh, I bet he’s got ideas, but if you’d thought to ask me, I’d have cautioned you against listening. Somebody like that has got their own agenda.” Jackson dug at something in his ear, looking wronged. “What all have you told him?”

“Nothing privileged.”

“Sheriff know about this?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you know what I think.”

“Tell me anyways.”

“You brought a stranger into a homicide investigation.”

“It ain’t like that.”

“You already got stink on you, Alicia.” Jackson shook his head. “If I were you, last thing I’d want to be doing is drawing attention to myself. I’d be jumping through Mackinnon’s hoops like a trained dog, yes, a good little girl minding my p’s and q’s. Yes, sir and No, ma’am and How fucking high? I wouldn’t be trying to worm my way around a warrant, and I sure as hell wouldn’t be doing so on the behalf of a stranger.”

“State ain’t doing anything, Jackson. You know it yourself. If it were up to them, I’d be out there canvassing.”

“Then go canvass,” he shouted. “For fuck’s sake, Alicia. This thing is going to blow up in your face, and knowing you, you’ll have the gall to act like it’s everybody else’s fault. Like we all done you wrong when you’re the one did it yourself. It’s just stupid as all get-out.”

A customer walked inside, greeted by jangling bells over the door. He took one look at the deputies at the counter and turned back around.

Jackson’s voice was quieter now, not subdued but at least controlled. “This ain’t a dick-measuring contest with Mackinnon. You’re on the same side—least you were until you started foaming at the mouth over this stuff.”

“Compare me to a dog one more time and see what happens.”

Jackson shook his head and eased off, turning his back to the counter to overlook the whole of the place. Like some brain-dead Adam lost in the garden and stumbling upon God’s body shop.

“You really figure the murderer is somebody just following in Greg’s footsteps?”

“I’d say that’s about all we know for sure. Why?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I provide to y’all’s investigation—a heaping dose of I-don’t-fucking-know. It’s an undervalued resource in short supply these days. You more than anybody might benefit from borrowing some.”

The cashier came out from the back office, shaking his head.

“Sorry,” the kid said. “He said no unless y’all had a warrant. Do you?”

She ignored the question and pulled up a picture of Jake. She held it up. “Do you recognize this man?”

The kid’s eyes got big. “I seen about him on TV.”

“Do you have any recollection of him coming into this shop?”

The kid shook his head. “I didn’t know this was about all that. I’ll talk to my boss again. Maybe he’ll change his mind. I can’t promise nothing, though.”

“Yeah, well, we’d sure appreciate the help.”

Leaving the shop, Jackson headed toward his truck while she headed toward hers. It was fixing to rain and she could taste it already. A curse handed down from her grandmother, a woman whose gums swelled like leavened bread whole hours before the clouds even rolled in. To Alicia, though, it felt like storms lodged themselves into her teeth, sparking along the nerves deep near the root. In spring when tornados came through, she’d bring with her into the basement an ice pack to keep from ripping her jaw clean from her skull just to be free of its passing. Same reason during thunderstorms her grandma used to suck on ice like it was hard candy. Some small comfort in the idea that folks continue in some form or the other, with or without something holy inside them beating to be let out.

“Hey, Alicia,” Jackson said, stooped up on his truck’s side bar. “You be careful with that occult guy. You run any background on him?”

“He’s harmless.”

“I could run his name through the system and see what I see.”

“I can handle my own business, but thanks for worrying after me.”

“If it ain’t going to be you, might as well be me.”

As she drove east back to town, she turned off down the access road. Didn’t realize she meant to do it until she kept on going, following her old tire treads down the still-soft earth to the Miller tobacco barn. The police tape had come undone, some of it tailing in the breeze and the rest caught in the grips of dead oak branches. She didn’t get out of the truck but stayed for a few minutes. She’d never seen it by the light of day. It looked counterfeit. Like here was just some place-holding simulacrum of what came at night.
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SHE OPENED UP THE ENGINE ON THE INTERSTATE and Lucas gripped tightly the Jesus handle, fixing his frantic gaze to a sprawl of fencing. Black mules out in the beyond, resting in the shade of a hackberry tree.

“I expected more horses,” Lucas said. “That was about all I expected coming to Kentucky. Bourbon, yes, but I’d hoped to see more horses.”

“You’re thinking of Lexington.”

“Such beautiful animals. The raw power.”

“You ever ride one?”

“Just once, back in England.”

“English-style,” she scoffed. “It ain’t horseback riding if you’re wearing a helmet.”

She’d finished her shift at noon, leaving her just enough time to make the drive to Big Sandy Federal before visiting hours ended. There wasn’t any avoiding the trip any longer. If anybody would know who was copying Greg, it would come straight from the horse’s mouth. Only problem was the horse. The warden had confirmed as much over the phone: “Y’all are welcome to come by again and try to get something coherent out of him, but you seen the man’s got chocolate pudding for brains. Crazier than a Betsy bug. Don’t help none he might got himself a line on heroin in here, we think. The Mexicans, most likely, they been running that shit.”

She asked the warden who’d all come by to speak with Greg. Evidently, Mackinnon had sent somebody from State to pick what was left of Greg’s brain and returned empty-handed. If Doug had bothered looping her in, she’d have told him it was a fool’s errand sending a stranger. Greg was a language that nobody alive spoke fluently. She herself was proficient at best.

“Do you think Greg is going to talk?” Lucas asked.

“I really don’t know.”

She knew the man she was on her way to see wasn’t the same she remembered. Couldn’t be, wouldn’t be, shouldn’t be. The kid with a nervous eye twitch who always complimented her hair, how curly it got in the summer months, always offered her a Pabst from the fridge in the living room, the one not plugged into any wall, the cord trailing behind the couch like a roadkill king snake.

She said, “When we get there, you ain’t going to be speaking a word. You got that? You’re there to take notes and listen.”

Lucas nodded with the severity of somebody taking instruction before jumping out a plane.

“Hoping to get him to talk about whoever else might’ve been around for the murder of Colton Marshall. Somebody who would’ve seen Greg’s methods firsthand, seeing as how they’re copying them now. Problem is Greg’s a few cards short of a deck, but you been studying his psychology or something, right?”

“Pathology, but yes, essentially.”

“Call it whatever, but I wouldn’t mind somebody helping me translate his sickness into something legible. And contrary to what people might say about me around here, I don’t know nothing about all that occult mess either. So if he gets started in on that, you’ll sort through that shit.”

Lucas turned back to the window where a herd of white-backed cattle peeked through a post-and-rail fence, watching the road with glassy stares. One of them, a big heifer with lop ears, looked to be lowing in the pains of birth or death. Swinging her parcel-shaped head side to side until the others cleared out and whatever she did next was lost to the rearview. When cows her size die, some of them explode if left untended to. Bodily gases ballooning inside her guts until there’s nowhere left for them to go.

Lucas said, “When you were interrogated in 2005, you said Jake might’ve been there with Greg.”

“Nothing ever came of that, because it wasn’t true.”

“Then why’d you say it?”

“I was a scared kid is why.” She fiddled with the AC. “My turn.”

“Okay.”

“Why’re you here?”

“We’ve been over this several times.”

“I mean here right now. Volunteering to sit across a murderer.”

“You asked me.”

“You didn’t have to say yes.”

Lucas fell silent such that she thought the long road may have slumbered him. When he spoke, it was like an interruption. “I’d like to know him as more than a name.”

SHE OFFERED HER badge at the gate and two more checkpoints, both manned by guards sleepy and uncaring. The sky had gone gray and Emmylou Harris sang on the radio appropriately. She saw Lucas tapping his fingers to his knee and she could sense him cataloging it all. Making notes to his future self, this book-bound Brit on a blood-spell holiday. Inventorying the federal prison built of stone and razor wire and guard towers from which peeked sniper rifles like nesting hawks. The complex itself spread out like a community college campus. Manslaughterers in jumpsuits playing basketball at half speed. The real killers they keep separate. If there’s any evidence of the world having fallen the way Pastor Paisley once promised—his throat distended like a bullfrog’s behind the pulpit, bloated by the weight of his certainty—it lies somewhere in the legal distinction between slaughtering and killing. At the second checkpoint, she saw one of the men fall on the basketball court. Clutching at his chest and screaming. The others gathered around him without bending over. All of them guilty of wanting somebody at some time dead, they stood now in communal concern. A fat guard came waddling into their midst and shooed them away like buzzards. The man who’d fallen stayed so.

In the lobby, Lucas removed every item of metallic circumstance from his pockets. A ballpoint pen, his phone, foil-wrapped chewing gum. A guard asked him if he consented to a search and he said yes, sweating and stumbling over his words. Holding his hands up in surrender unprompted. She laid her badge in the tray next to her gun. The guard took her .38 and held it up to the light. He fingered the chamber and whistled.

“Pretty piece,” he said. “Since when do deputies carry six- shooters?”

“County work has its perks.”

“I’ll bet it kicks like a mule.”

“Not too bad.”

The guard brought her and Lucas to a room sequestered from the visitor’s area. “For y’all’s sake,” the guard explained. “The inmate gets spooky around crowds. Loves himself an audience.” The guard was an older man with a retirement-sized paunch hanging over his belt buckle. A mustache whiter than Miracle Whip. He whispered into his shoulder radio and said they were bringing Greg down now, shouldn’t be more than a few minutes. He folded his arms and looked like he was near whistling. 

She’d not seen Greg since he was just a kid and she’d been a kid, too. It was a small but certain fact that she needed reminding of every so often but especially now. Waiting on him to arrive. An adult answering to a child’s crime, slaughter in the real sense and murder in the legal sense.

“Y’all came out from Calloway?” the guard asked, nodding at her badge.

Alicia answered before Lucas could qualify his being here. “Yes.”

“Parsons still running the show out there?”

“That’s right.”

“Seen on the TV he was angling for Congress.”

“Still is.”

“Well, let’s hope he gets elected. Would be nice to have a lawman speaking some sense into that godless swamp.” He peered out the door’s window without expectation. The vent overhead echoed with somebody screaming. “I’m guessing y’all here on account of the Blood River stuff?”

“That’s right.”

The guard shook his head. “Tell you what, Greg’s been feeling like hot shit ever since. Already he talked too damn much, but these days can’t hardly get him to shut up long enough to think straight.”

“That so?”

“He’s been swearing up and down another murder was coming. Just about ever since he came in here, spouting off something wild. Anybody suffering the misfortune of a conversation with him could recite the script. Saying there will be more sacrifices to come from Blood River. Saying something hungers in that river and what’s starving’s got to eat.” He began laughing like the memory was warm. “Yeah. I’m sure he’ll give you the same earful.”

She glanced over at Lucas’s notepad where already he was jotting down something in cursive, his entire self enlivened by the sense of something taking shape: if not an answer, then a rabbit hole with a view. Something enough for him to write about, get a pat on the back, and then take a job spouting academic bullshit to a new generation of kids led to believe that true evil—the kind baked into the breast of every living creature and which demands outlet or repression or untethered satiation—could be written out in a paragraph, understood in context, contained to a word, spoken aloud to a lecture hall.

“Nobody thought to inform us that Walpole was saying these things?” Alicia asked.

When he decided she was serious, his smile went dead flat. Replaced by a correction officer’s patience or lack thereof. “Guys come in here spouting all sorts of wild shit. It’s like breathing to them. We’d take what they’re saying seriously if they’re serious people, but Greg, he’s not a serious person. He’d been jawing about it for years. Just another lunatic crying wolf.”

“It’s not crying wolf if there’s an actual wolf, though, is it?”

“There’s wolves just about everywhere. You promise one long enough, sooner or later you’re bound to be proven right.”

AT NO POINT in their fifteen-minute conversation—if it could be called that—did she recognize Greg Walpole. Not even long after she left. Never for the rest of her life.

His blond hair was thinned like corn fleece, revealing a widow’s peak. His jumpsuit cinched around his hips, skinny arms muscled like docking rope. Tattoos of bare geometric shapes—circles, triangles, squares. Lips cracked and blood-crusted, a bruise beneath his eye. The shave of a fresh scuffle, maybe a sideways word gone bad, a runt without the good sense to shut up. A far cry from the kid who’d gathered all manner of vagrants on his back porch, deputized by something greater than expression, pointing into the dark woods, the sound of water rushing downriver after a heavy falling rain—saying, “Listen.”

Greg looked all around the room with the fascination of somebody who’d spent twenty years staring at the same square feet of cinder block. Like he was sightseeing Paris. And once he’d itemized each fleck of chipped paint, he took her in like a shot of well whiskey. Something burning up from his throat.

“Alicia Moore,” he said, opening his palm toward her and flapping his fingers in slow motion. “Howdy.”

The last time she’d seen him up close, he’d been handcuffed behind a table as she testified against him. Eyeing her without any trace of anger. Just pitiable curiosity. Like she was up there reading from a book he couldn’t remember if he read.

“Wasn’t sure you’d recognize me, Greg.”

“I’d known you were coming. Knew it deep down. I even told that other guy that came to talk with me. I said, ‘I’ll wait on Alicia, please and thanks.’ And who the hell is this?”

Lucas looked to Alicia for permission to speak, but she spoke before he could make that mistake.

“He’s just taking some notes,” she said. “How you been, Greg?”

With his cuffed hands he smoothed what was left of his hair and threw his left leg over his knee. “Had a dream of you night before last. Knew I’d see you today. Spoke it into being.”

“That right?”

He nodded seriously, and she had the impression that she was the first person in a long time to ask him a follow-up question to anything he’d said.

“I still get inklings,” he said. “Awake or asleep.”

“What about this dream?”

“It was you, me, Jake, and Syth. And all of us were out on Syth’s daddy’s boat. That old rowboat with a corked hole in the back near the outboard. You remember?”

“I don’t think I ever went out on that boat.”

“We was all out there on the lake, passing up through Blood River, and there was a mountain raised out on the Tennessee side of things. Tallest mountain you can imagine. Taller than Everest. See. And there were ice caps on that mountain beyond the clouds, and they melted all at once and water came rushing toward us in a wave bigger than the tsunamis they got out in Japan, and whoosh we went downriver. In the dream it was salt water. And everybody died except me. You died, too.”

“That’s some nightmare.”

Greg shrugged and his head jerked like he’d heard his name called from the vent overhead. When he looked back, he looked gray. “You got smokes?”

“Nope.”

“You’ve spoken to Syth already?”

“She tell you?”

“She don’t need to. How she doing?”

“She’s good. Got two little girls and a boy.”

“Faces turn.” He clicked his tongue, repeating the nonsense phrase until it nearly started making sense. “Faces turn, faces turn, faces turn.”

“You know why I’m here, Greg?”

“I tried telling them it was coming and did they listen? They did not, no. Surely, they did not.”

“What were you telling them?”

“I told them there’d be more. Didn’t nobody listen. Would you have been here, maybe you’d’ve. But not them. They don’t get it like we do.”

“That’s quite the prophesying, Greg,” she said. “How’d you know there’d be another murder?”

“You’re insulting me.”

“How’s that?”

“Asking questions you know the answer to.” He pointed at Lucas. “Is this for his benefit?”

“No, I’m really asking you.”

“Man chooses what eats him, and I won’t let you eat me.” He tugged at the sleeve of his jumpsuit to make a point. “Here. I wasn’t anything more than a puppet. That’s how I knew there’d be more. You can cut the puppet’s strings, but there’s plenty more out there. You ever seen Pinocchio? So long as hands can carve, there’s puppets out there.”

“Who were you a puppet for, Greg? Azazel?”

He smiled for the first time, his teeth either grayed or missing, at the mention of a demon heretofore unnamed.

“You know him, too?”

“In name only. Came across an old Loomboard post of yours where you were asking advice on dealing with Azazel. You remember that?”

Greg held up a hand, shutting his eyes tightly. “For y’all’s sake, let’s call him Mighty. Lest we make the mistake of inviting him into this room. Things are being so peaceful. Shame to interrupt that. We’re old friends, Alicia. You used to wear the same ponytail. Did you think I’d forget?”

“How about somebody who might’ve overseen this demon? Introduced you to him?”

Greg cackled. “Ain’t no man alive oversees a demon. That just isn’t the commerce. And there ain’t no such thing as a demon in the first place. That’s a word we give to the angels who talk in bloodspeak. They’re the same in their DNA, air and teeth and fuck all else but Mighty in name and person.”

She backed off the question before Greg could get more wound up.

He dug his palms into his eyes. “I’d love a smoke,” Greg said. “You sure you ain’t got some on you?”

“How’d you know there’d be another murder, Greg?”

“Simple as knowing. Most likely a whole lot of others will come after, too. Tomorrow, the next day, years without number. River’s chock-full of pixie-dust warfare of the soul. Like that wave that comes crashing from the mountain I dreamt. Can’t hardly avoid it. It’s a train that keeps on choo-chooing.” He grabbed an invisible conductor’s pull handle and puffed his lips. “Just keeps on coming. The Latins called it ad infinity.”

No matter how crazed he spoke, there was guileless conviction behind those eyes.

“You got any idea who might be behind it?” she asked. “Outside of angels and demons and Mighty. People. What people might be acting on their behalf? Puppets, you call them.”

He thought about it seriously, the verisimilitude of human interaction. Lacing his fingers together, jittering but overall still. Finally he said, “Could be anybody. Ain’t nobody immune. All it takes is their listening.”

“Was there anyone around back then that never got spoke to by police? Maybe they were spectators to the murders. Maybe they were involved. Maybe you took the fall for them. Am I ringing any bells at all?”

“You’re practically covered in bells, Alicia.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I can hear you.”

“What do I sound like, Greg?”

“A church handbell choir on Christmas. Playing ‘Silent Night.’” He hummed a few bars. His voice, surprisingly melodic. She recalled he used to play guitar and sing. Time and a diseased mind hadn’t taken that from him. Not yet. “You cold? You look to be shivering.”

“Let’s keep talking about some names.”

“You’re treating this like a mystery and I’m telling you it ain’t. At least not in the perspective of things. You can find whoever killed Jake and drag them before God, but God ain’t damning them when it was him who gave Mighty such a mighty thirst. Moses convened with Mighty and kept him fed with blighted goats. Did you know that? Do you think God damned Moses, Alicia?”

“Moses didn’t kill anybody, Greg.”

“Wrong. Plain wrong.”

“I’m not trying to talk religion with you. I’m trying to ask simple questions.”

“Might could be there’s your problem: What crime you’re investigating ain’t about to be bound to simple questions. It began a long time ago and ain’t over yet, but you could live to be a thousand and it doesn’t matter because no badge you’re wearing gives you clearance to heaven’s gates. I hate to be the bearer of the bad news. All these years and here I’m disappointing you.”

For a moment she thought he might cry, how he seemed to be trembling, but then he was smiling like he’d tasted sweeter things. She had to remind herself he was a killer. He could look so fucking helpless when he got to smiling like that.

He nodded like he’d heard her thinking. “We had a good time back then, didn’t we? What’s Syth’s kid’s names?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

“Those are some funny names.” He smacked the table and pleaded laughter from Lucas. “I Don’t Know and I Didn’t Ask?” He cackled until he wheezed, snorting like a sneezing dog. “I’m just fucking around, Alicia. Feels good seeing you again.” He ran a hand through his hair as if it were still long, as if he remembered himself the way she remembered him. “Wish you’d come by sooner, but I don’t fault you. I’d’ve left me here, too. And I’m sorry as a dog I don’t got what you want me to have. No. The information I have to give, ain’t nobody want to listen to it. Never have. Doesn’t make it any less valuable. But you’ll hear it and dismiss it. Why ought I waste my breathing?”

“Let’s hear it.”

“The devil is God the Father’s midnight disguise.”

“Okay.”

“And when it’s midnight, he asks his angels to live the evil he’s otherwise barred them from. It ain’t a sacrifice the way they’re saying on the news—it’s vicarity. Yes, that’s the only word. And do you know what happens to those angels who carry out his desires? They occupy your brain long enough to make you miss them once they’re gone. And I do, I do miss them. I miss being told. I even miss their false promises.”

The guard standing in the corner of the room coughed into his elbow. He made eyes with Alicia and held up his hand—five more minutes.

“The Priest,” she said loudly. “Who is he?”

Lucas looked up from his notepad.

For the first time, Greg looked unsure of what he’d heard. “Where did you hear that name?”

“It ain’t a name. What’s his real name?”

“Was it Mighty told you? Did Mighty bring him to you?”

“Give me the Priest’s name and maybe it does you some good in here, huh?”

“The Priest ain’t got a name that I know. But if you’re speaking to Mighty, be warned, Alicia. Behold and be warned and God bless.”

“He ain’t got a name you know of, but how’d you meet him?”

“I was seeking something I didn’t have and that’s what the Priest proffered and that’s how come I’m here. The Priest was the one told me how to keep Mighty’s belly full. The rest you know.”

“So the Priest helped you murder Colton Marshall?”

“No.” Greg shook his head wildly. “He pointed the way.”

“Where’d you meet with the Priest? At the house? The tobacco barn? Somewhere else?”

“We didn’t never meet.”

“Then how did you know him?”

“I didn’t.”

“You’re not making a whole lot of sense, Greg.”

“Maybe because you’re making me angry.”

“What’d I do to make you angry?”

“You ain’t listening to a word I say,” Greg shouted. “You’re blaming a bad song on an old drumhead. See? And you can swap out a snare, but this song ain’t stopping so long as Mighty’s got the urge to dance. It’s just that simple, and I truly wish it weren’t.”

She nodded at the guard, who came forward and unchained the handcuffs from the table bolt.

“Bring Syth with you next time,” Greg said. “I draw her sometimes with charcoal pencils. Maybe she’d like to see.”

“There ain’t gonna be a next time. You ain’t helped me at all.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” He smiled again, and it felt like he was missing more teeth than he was just a few minutes before. “What’s the song?”

“What song?”

“I forget. That’s why I was asking you. Wasn’t somebody singing a song a second ago?”

THEY GOT LUNCH on the road back home, Hardee’s, and Lucas shook his head warily at the sticker on the window advertising a hot dog–topped hamburger, probably thinking to himself about how extravagance thrives on restraint. But whatever condescending European bullshit he was thinking, he kept it to himself. Picking at a double cheeseburger with anthropological curiosity.

“Would’ve been better off driving three hours to talk to a Magic 8 Ball.” She clarified, “Greg wasn’t much use. Don’t know what I expected.”

Lucas chewed slowly and swallowed hard. “Care to fill me in on that business about a priest?”

“Nothing but another of his delusions.”

“I’d still like to hear, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Out from the kitchen, George Strait on the radio sang, “I ain’t rich, but Lord I’m free.”

“It was something I came across in the old case notes.” She recounted it fully. “I thought for a minute it might be referencing Jake’s daddy, Pastor Paisley, but that was just stupid. I don’t see any way he was involved with any of this, much less what happened back in ’05. Besides, he ain’t a priest.”

Lucas stuffed what was left of his bacon cheeseburger into his mouth and crumpled the wrapper back into the bag. Staring out the dining room window with an expression she was coming to associate with him—longing and absent and tortured just the same. He reminded her sometimes of a cat she’d had growing up named Wrinkles who suffered her affection and endured a warm bed, begrudging of pleasures big and small. Her mother despised the creature and said he’d been born without the good sense to remember he was just a cat, deserving of little to nothing. Two years later his last breaths witnessed eighteen tire treads. He’d gotten out of the house, escaping off to somewhere, though she’d never known where. Her mother suggested it might’ve been somewhere he might feed himself; her father suggested hell. 

“A priest is a spiritual designation,” Lucas said after giving it thought, “not a strictly denominational or even religious one. Of course, it may denote a certain authority within a given hierarchical religious institution, but the actual designation can be rather mutable depending on the agreed-upon terms of the spiritual group in question. For instance, within the occult, a priest may be one who leads in rituals, a keeper of esoteric knowledge, or even someone who leads discussion. To which I’d say Greg may be simply referring to an individual upon whom he relied for spiritual guidance in the realms of the occult. Real or imagined.”

“Imagined,” she said.

“You sound sure.”

“You saw him yourself. Was he everything you thought he’d be?”

“I didn’t go in with expectations. Thankfully.”

They got back on the road, another couple of hours ahead of them.

“What about your dad?” he asked.

“You go ahead and banish that thought from your mind.”

“I do not fault your antipathy, but—”

“Drop it.”

“I’ve read the transcript of your interview with him. I would not go so far as to say that you should not have been interviewed or questioned, but he should not have been the one to conduct that interview, much less in the manner he chose to do so. It was a horrible conflict of interest, but perhaps that in itself is symptomatic of a larger problem integral to the discussion we’re having.”

“And what’s that?”

“Based on everything I’ve read, your father identified Greg early on, and within a matter of days he’d conducted all his interviews and handed everything over to the district attorney’s office. I don’t know if he was receiving pressure to close the case as quickly as possible, but that would at least explain why he wouldn’t feel the need to follow up on this reference to the Priest. It seems worthwhile to pick his brain on the matter.”

“So you intend to show up at the man’s house and ask him if he fucked up the case?”

“I would not use those words, no.”

“That’s too bad. I’d have liked to arrested him for aggravated assault.”
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IF HER MOTHER WERE STILL ALIVE, SHE’D DIE ALL over again from the shame of a garden so unashamedly unkempt. The once-lush hydrangeas, pink in spring and indigo at summer’s height, now browned like a soiled diaper. Where there’d once grown rosebushes near the gutters now grew headless skeletons from the blanched mulch of cigarette butts. Virginia Slims, a woman’s cigarette in the fingers of anybody else. He’d kicked the habit twenty years ago, but he must’ve picked it back up once he grew wise to the meaninglessness of his living. House itself told a similar story. The drainpipes he once kept obsessively clean—wobbling on the top rung of a ladder, wrist-deep in the muck of leaves with a bandanna covering his mouth—now unmoored and knocking against the siding like end-time wind chimes. The siding bleeding mineral deposits and rust stains. Yes, her mother would die all over again, believing as she did a home spoke to the character of those inside. Alicia figured she’d been right.

Lucas stood on the sagging porch, his attention fixed to the only splash of color in sight: a Thin Blue Line flag strangling the rusted pole it hung from.

“Yeah,” she said to a question he hadn’t asked.

Gone was Lucas’s head-high confidence, drained somewhere down to his feet. He was already starting to stutter and sweat. “Is he home, do you think?”

She nodded at the golf cart in the front lawn. Yes, he was home.

“How does he get around with just a golf cart?”

“It’s got some zip. You’d be surprised.”

Across the way, tucked back behind a strand of sweet gum, stood Dee Tinley’s weathered clapboard. Beyond that, Spider’s Creek where she used to go looking for crawfish and frogs, skinks if she could catch them. Collected them in a halved milk jug and brought them home, laughing with anticipation, showing the day’s spoils to her father to the horror of her mother. Her father liked to throw the frogs back into the water like wishing pennies, but the crawfish he put back, gently, with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. She thought it loving, caring for the least of these. But if she’d been watching him closely, she might’ve seen then how this tenderness wasn’t even that—it was because the fucking things had pincers.

She knocked on her father’s door and stepped back, leaving Lucas in the lead. He cleared his throat and shifted his weight, waiting. A tabby cat appeared in the window, perched like the Sphinx on the back of the couch stitched with sun-faded Navajo designs. Same couch she’d sleep on when she came home late and didn’t want to risk the creaky stairs and waking her father. Another cat jumped next to it, a black cat. Both of them bored and fat and old. Eyes halfway to sleeping. Silently mewing at the strangers on their doorstep.

“Maybe we ought to just—”

But Lucas’s voice was cut off by the rattle of a dead bolt, the door thrown wide open. She knew her father kept a .45 on the entryway bureau. Chances were he spent his days praying to God he might be able to use it. And as his eyes moved from Lucas to her, he was probably thinking today might be the day.

“Well,” her father said. Like it could end here, just so, and everybody could return to where they’d come from all the better for it. But she stayed put and so did he, a game of chicken they’d been playing for years, playing out still on his porch. “All right then.”

And why had she expected him to sound any different? The same gut-deep bark, every bit as bad as his bite.

THE HOUSE HADN’T changed except the white walls gray-yellowed by cigarette smoke, drifting overhead like gray surf roiling beneath the popcorn ceiling. There was still her mother’s china cabinet in the living room, the display bulbs burned out but even so she could see her mother’s little porcelain figurines she collected from mail-order Christian magazines. A cherub eating an apple, a child fallen into a blueberry pie, an angel riding bareback, Little Bo Peep and her once-lost sheep. Her mother spent Sabbath hours dusting these figurines like they were born from her, and Alicia remembered how her mother’s breath had smelled of butterscotch nearly always. She was long since dead, and it did Alicia good to remember that now and again. Sometimes things and people lived too easily in her head, even those she wished dead and those she did not.

Her father sat in his recliner and gestured for them to take the couch, the whole while watching Alicia with a jaundiced smile. Like it was only a matter of time before she came back with a prodigal’s sack full of sorrys. She stared back, unflinching, which gave some lime-juice sour to his shit-eating grin. In the twenty years she’d managed to stay away, she’d aged him in her head into a sorry-looking junkyard tractor tire, treads worn glass-smooth—can a tire be repentant?—unused and flaking in the sun. But here he was, lifted directly from memory, as if her erasure of him had simply suspended his existence from then to now. Locked away in carbonite, frozen in the struggle of staying still and thawed back into the same. Sky-blue denim jeans and a plaid flannel atop honeycomb long johns. Maybe the only clothes he owned, rearranged in different combinations across the span of a week. He ought’ve died when his wife died, but it might could be he’d been waiting all them years for the freedom of smoking indoors. 

Lucas complimented the cats, nuzzling up his shins and sniffing his fingers.

“They’re gay,” her father said, breaking his stare from Alicia and leveling it upon Lucas.

“Sorry?”

“They’re gay,” he said louder. He patted the arm of the recliner and the cats leaped up, vying for the coveted space of his lap. “Both of them is boys. Every day around sunset they take to humping each other.” He squinted out the window, the day that yet remained. “No, couldn’t hardly peel them apart with a crowbar if I tried. I asked a friend of mine, a veterinarian, and he says it’s about dominance, but that don’t explain how they seem to enjoy it, the both of them.”

Lucas looked at her for some sort of translation, but there wasn’t anything to make sense of besides an old man looking to ruffle some feathers, provoke discomfort, gain a valuable edge in the wrestling match of everyday conversation.

“I know you, least near as well as ever,” he said, stabbing his cigarette into an ashtray, shifting his focus to Lucas, “but I don’t know you.”

“My name is Lucas Masterson. We spoke on the phone.”

“I didn’t think you were Black.”

“Pardon?”

“What with your accent, you just don’t sound Black is all. With some of you, you can really hear it. And then sometimes you get surprised.” He unwrapped a fresh pack of Virginia Slims from his breast pocket. “I think I told you already I’m not interested in talking with you. I’d venture to say I expressed as much in no uncertain terms.”

“You did, yes, you certainly did. But I—well, we—but mostly I—I was wondering—”

“Take a breath, kid. No matter what this one might’ve told you”—he lit a fresh cigarette and blew the smoke in her general direction—“I ain’t gonna eat you alive. Friends who know me call me a teddy bear. Most of them are dead now, but I was a pallbearer at all their funerals.” He leaned forward, elbows to his knees, the cigarette held firm in his lips as he spoke from the side of his mouth. His face got stone solid. “Some folks don’t bother knowing anybody at all. They make up their minds that they’re good and everybody is else is bad and then they go through life feeling sorry for themselves because it makes them feel high and mighty. Makes you wonder about the sort of person needs to feel that. Sort of person who finds their purpose feeling like they’re the only ones who suffer in this life. It’s a fool’s existence, if you’re asking me.”

She saw the bait and let it sink to the silt.

He straightened back up and scratched his cats’ heads with dirty fingernails. “Ask what you came to ask, son. I ain’t got anything better to do, but that don’t mean I want to be doing this.”

Lucas cleared his throat and combed over his notes, fingers shaking. He apologized under his breath. At this rate, he’d be a puddle on the floor before the cats could get to humping each other. “Well, so, broadly, I was hoping you might be able to give some insight into your investigation back in ’05.”

Her father looked amused, like he’d come across a toy that could talk. Then he broke into laughing, eyes chained to Alicia. “You brought this kid here? For this?”

Lucas continued, “Obviously, Greg Walpole was arrested and convicted, but I know there were many others passing through his home near the Miller tobacco barn. I’m assuming you spoke to a lot of them during your investigation, and, yeah, just wondering if you could give us—give me—some insight into your process. Like, how you came to view Greg Walpole as a suspect so quickly.”

Her father’s amusement curdled into something sharper. “I’m curious to know with what authority—given or assumed—you’re speaking to me?”

“I’m researching the original murder for my dissertation,” Lucas said. “Like I told you on the phone, I’m a PhD candidate—”

“So these questions you’re asking me, they ain’t got nothing to do with the new murder? Because if that’s the case, I’d want to put in a call to Sheriff Parsons before I say much else to make sure we’re talking official business.”

“I’m asking from the standpoint of—”

“Have to say, I’d be surprised since I’ve spoken with Sheriff Parsons myself already. Probably he’d be interested in knowing you’re here.”

“Who’s the priest?” Alicia asked.

“There she is.” His voice raised and she could hear him shouting across the years from the hunting cabin, a fistful of her hair. Why must you lie? He leaned toward Lucas. “Let me ask you something. I’ll bet you’ve already asked her why I suspected Walpole, and I’ll bet she didn’t give you a straight answer. You know why? Because that’s what she does. Every word from her mouth stinks of horseshit.” He settled back into the recliner. “In 2005, I got called early in the morning to the Miller tobacco barn by Julius Miller himself. Must’ve been just months before the cancer kicked him for good. He told me, he said, ‘Sheriff, you better come down here right now.’”

HE SAID HE arrived at the barn the same time as the sun, whole world washed and glowing, and waited for Julius Miller to meet him. Julius—barefoot in summer with a body leaner than a sapling and skin just as wrinkled—edged through the tree line whistling after his dog, a black Lab named Tennyson who usually kept at his side like a shadow but, as Julius explained, didn’t want anywhere near the barn for all the godly reasons. He shooed Tennyson, ordered him to stay next to a cottonbush, and the dog lay there with his snout on his paws. Sheriff Moore complimented the beast’s obedience, and Julius was already looking ill with what lay inside the barn.

“It’s a body, then?” Sheriff Moore asked. Back then he’d supplemented chewing for smoking and he kept a pinchwad of wintergreen as big as a Super Ball packed inside his cheek. Used to love how it made his gums bleed and how the blood would mix with spit.

“Is,” Julius said, batting mosquitoes with the brim of his Boss of the Plains. Likely a relic of dead kin. The beaver skin blistered like a leper’s. “And it’s a filthy one. I’d warn you, but there ain’t nothing to say aside from it’s filthy. Lord Mercy Jesus.”

Sheriff Moore entered the barn expecting the face of hell itself but encountered its nakedness instead. Stripped bare of its worldly pretenses, its distance from the living. The crucified man’s eyes were burrowed out and dangling dry from their sockets like children’s toys, like clackers. His hands nearly split into two where he’d fought against the nails in his wrists. Guts spooled on the ground, piled into a bleeding pyramid, covered in every color of shit-eating insect.

The corpse framed against the drying leaves of tobacco, a beast emerging from dead fauna. Hold your ear steady and hear something screaming. He found his footing and held his breath and got as close as he could to the corpse without heaving his own guts on the ground. The man’s face he couldn’t recognize even if it had been his own kin, seeing as how the death mask was frozen in a terror more fetid than the rot. Jaw swinging and singing of arcane agony. Teeth ground down, chipped, gnashed to oblivion. Blood dried dripping from the lips, tongue cleanly bitten through. This kind of torture, the hours it must’ve taken to die, it wasn’t any wonder the poor bastard tried to speed things up. Chewing whatever he could, praying the blood would leave him just as quickly as it could.

Two fat doves on the eaves looking downward, maybe they’d gotten their beaks wet with blood, maybe they were waiting for him to leave so that they might resume feasting.

“Sacrilege on top of everything else,” Julius said behind him, leaning hip against the doorframe. “If the world wasn’t already going to hell, now we got proof.”

Sheriff Moore walked outside where nothing smelled the same and he figured it never would again. He predicted he’d live out his days sniffing after the musk of decay beneath each honeysuckle breeze. He spat on the ground and there was his own blood in the tobacco wash.

“You found it this morning?” he asked Julius.

“Yes, sir.”

“When were you in here before then?”

“I been here just about every single morning for the past couple months. This harvest has been hanging since I’d say May. Just about ready to come down—least it was. Not sure if I can or should use any of it. It’s a hell of a thing.”

“So this would’ve had to happen yesterday?”

“I’d reckon as much, yes, sir.” Julius poked his thumb into his own chest. “I was down at Poz’s for a drink yesterday evening. You can ask anybody who was there. It was me and Dan Meyer. We got into it with some out-of-towners. I’m pumped full of cancer chemicals and whatever the fuck else they got me on, and me and Dan still put those boys in their rightful place, if you can believe it. Too frail for surgery, the doctors say, but I can still throw down when I need to.”

Julius was ordinarily the silent type, the sort of sunbaked farmer whose lips might be loosened by a drink or two, but Sheriff Moore understood the man’s sudden urge to speak and keep speaking. A purge is what it was. Like how when the plumbing goes bad, you purge what’s fucked and let the filthy water run itself clean. Might be Julius would have to be speaking himself into the grave. Looking back, maybe that’s what he did. Maybe he never stopped talking until the cancer ate his colon straight through. He heard at the funeral the cancer was in his blood, too. Some shit can’t be contained. Evils in this world don’t know any hunger except the kind that doesn’t ever end. Ain’t a word for that. Ought to be, but there just ain’t. By God’s design or God’s failure, there just ain’t a name for his absence except for hell, but that ain’t quite it either.

He called in the cavalry and left the crime scene in the mostly competent hands of his deputies. He told them to take pictures, draw up a perimeter, wait on the coroner, don’t touch a fucking thing. And he left knowing already where he needed to go. He’d throw the kid in lockup this afternoon if it weren’t for the queasiness of due process, that’s how certain he was. The Greg Walpole kid hadn’t been quiet about his intentions. Didn’t matter who he was talking to, stranger or not, he’d talk an ear off about the demons in the river, the demons in the trees, the demons that surrounded his shit-standing house—the same house just a quarter mile from the Miller tobacco farm. Didn’t matter if his audience was as Christian as they come, he didn’t seem to care. Spoke about holy blood, warm blood, real blood, angel blood, lamb blood, wine blood. Moore had gotten a dozen phone calls from concerned citizens. Folks unlucky enough to cross Greg’s path at the Casey’s gas station, Rudy’s diner, Tom’s Grille, the Wendy’s out there in Dexter. Some of the stuff he heard Greg was saying wasn’t all that much different from the sort of things Pastor Paisley would preach on any given Sunday, but it was the messenger that was different. Moore chalked it up to one of those mental illnesses that make the world seem more alive than it is, but hindsight being the curse that it is, he wished he’d had the good sense to send somebody out there and speak whatever sense he was capable of hearing. 

The kid hadn’t ever said anything about murder, but here it was just the same, and that’s how come you prune diseased branches from still-living trees.

But he didn’t drive to Greg’s house. Not yet. He drove home first. Alicia wasn’t in bed. Ever since she graduated in May, she’d been scarce most nights. At Jake’s place, she’d say, as if that were reason enough, but he’d patrolled out by Jake’s parents’ place and the boy’s truck wasn’t hardly there. He put Deputy Leigh on it one night few weeks back and Leigh said they’d gone to Greg Walpole’s, asked if he wanted him to bust the party, but Sheriff Moore said no. She’d know it was his doing, and he’d sooner suffer an unplanned grandbaby before he would her rage. He knew already, getting back into his truck, he’d be hurting from hindsight for a long time to come.

You can’t testify in court to the speakings of the gut. It ain’t circumstantial, hardly even conjecture. But the truth is the gut speaks louder than a blood-dripping murder weapon. It speaks louder than the dead, and the dead are indeed loud. Hell, the gut speaks louder than a killer’s confession, which is what Moore got the moment he drove up to that rat-fuck Walpole’s house.

Greg was sitting outside with his whole posse, those empty-eyed stragglers, fatherless in family and God. Gathered on the porch passing a bong among them. One of the idiots tried hiding it in his shirt when the sheriff’s truck pulled up, but meanwhile Greg was walking up the drive to meet it. Looking lost and found at the same time. Before Moore had even put the truck in park, Greg was lying down in the gravel with his hands behind his back.

And he left him there in the gravel, sweating and swearing and seething with the testimony of a man possessed. He went through the house and found Alicia hiding in the back room with her fiancé, just a kid with a sunken chest. The sort of kid who doesn’t think permission needs granting. He threw Jake Paisley against the wall and said he’d shoot him if he ever saw him within a hundred yards of her. He grabbed Alicia by her waist, lofted her over his shoulder, and hauled her like a hay bale out to his sheriff’s truck. Kicking and screaming and tearing at his skin with the long fingernails she wore then. He put her in the back seat as she wished him dead and with the door closed he heard her kicking at the windows. Pathetic. The whole thing.

Moore called for backup and they arrived in less than a minute. Greg sang his confession even before his rights were read. His girlfriend beating on Greg’s chest telling him to shut the fuck up like a woman possessed, and maybe she was. Meanwhile Greg named himself and a demon as those responsible. Blood-rimmed crackpot. Said him and his demon pal had expunged something sinister, like he ought to be thanked even while in handcuffs. Said he hadn’t ever wanted to kill, but it wasn’t killing if it was meant for saving, but all his circling chatter didn’t take the nails out of the dead man’s hands, the same nails Greg’d admitted to hammering. And all the rest of the kids there, the Paisley kid included, stood watching without an ounce of horror. Like they’d known it coming. Something inevitable and only halfway remarkable. Like a sunrise they’d stayed up through the night to witness.

In that first interrogation, Moore demanded to know if there’d been anybody else complicit or active in the murder. Greg sang the words “Life is but a dream” for two minutes straight and Moore asked the killer about Alicia—what had she seen or done or sworn fealty to? Greg kept on singing until finally Moore asked about the man he’d murdered. Greg stopped cold and insisted it be called a sacrifice. Practically shouted it. Moore rolled his chair closer to Greg until there wasn’t hardly any space between them, and then he repeated the question. Greg repeated, “Sacrifice,” and Moore said, “Say that word again and we’re going to have a problem.”

Greg said the man was from out of town. He didn’t know his name nor from where he was coming. The sickness in his head had directed Greg to the adult bookstore on I-65 on Saturday afternoon and the man arrived shortly after. Greg introduced himself, shook the man’s hand. Drugs got offered and invitations accepted. Colton Marshall was dead by 8:00 p.m., though his defilement would continue into the night. But it was a sacrifice, Greg said, because the man volunteered himself the moment he pulled into that parking lot. Up until he died, even as his eyes hung from his skull and his organs piled out of him, he was fulfilling a cosmic order he’d been born to fill. And the only times the man screamed or begged, he was screaming and begging for the river to be freed of what snarled through the barn’s planking. How all that night Greg could hardly see the man’s body as it was blinding and holy and human. He’d have never done what he did if it wasn’t for his having to. It was a thing of beauty. Like cutting into the earth to see it’s made of yarn and sunbeams.

Moore waited until the smile slicked off Greg’s sallow face. “How do you mean he volunteered himself?”

Greg thought seriously, his scrambled brain practically humming, its ungreased gears grinding. Finally, “The priest prepared his way.”

“And who’s that?”

“A voice in the desert.”

“Let’s us try giving a name.”

“I already did.”

“Priest ain’t a name.”

To which Greg got started saying his demon-friend Azazel names all manner of riverweed, the crossbred vegetation that spawns in shadowed shallows that God did not plant himself and Adam never named. How there are species undiscovered yet, emergent by the day, and this means a day will come when Creation no longer strives toward a monogrammed heaven but one long estuary where they can be named individually. Priest, Greg, Sythia, Sheriff Moore, Alicia Moore. Already the day is coming when blood sacrifice yields riverweeds individually named and known.

THE CATS SITTING on her father’s lap raised their heads at something they’d heard outside. It was dark already. Didn’t matter how long they’d been there, she still saw this house from a child’s eyes, which couldn’t be all that different from a cat’s. The way the world dilutes into dangers and blessings. Shadows crossing the curtains like fingers, wind whistling like a funeral song. The smell of whiskey seeped in a quilted blanket. Her mother’s slippers imprinted with her feet, cast to the back of the entryway closet. That Alicia had survived was a testament to hate’s evolutionary necessity.

“There, there.” Her father scratched the cats’ heads and lit another Virginia Slim. “Dumb animals.”

“Why didn’t Greg’s mention of a priest come up at trial?” Lucas asked, writing so swiftly Alicia thought he might snap his pen in two.

“It was part of discovery, but I think all you need to know is that even his lawyers—and keep in mind, they’d already angled for an insanity plea—didn’t touch it. What they said is the story you and everybody else has heard. The true story, the plain facts of it. And frankly, it’s all the more tragic than Greg’s fantasy. The victim, Colton Marshall, was a trucker from North Carolina who’d been passing through 641. Stopped for the night and was looking for some drugs. Uppers for the road and downers for the night. Greg was waiting for him, probably he would have picked anybody who came through that time of day. It was shit timing, and there’s just not much else to it.”

“So you didn’t follow up on the priest at all?”

“There wasn’t nothing there. I focused what was left of my investigation on all them people who were going in and out of that house”—weighting his pause with ball bearings, as if he believed she’d forgotten, as if he believed she could be so blessed—“and they were eventually cleared. Now, might there have been some folks we missed? Maybe. Maybe some folks who witnessed the murder, accomplices who sat by and watched. Didn’t do nothing to help a man being pulled apart.” The black cat got to licking itself, the dry schlep of its tongue preening and pleasuring. Its eyes were green and open. “But at the end of the day, the killer confessed and Greg had no reason to leave anybody out, least not that I can see. This wasn’t like a gang murder in them inner cities where there is a code of silence. No, Greg would’ve named his own grandmother if she’d touched the knife. So, if you’re suggesting we missed a suspect back then, you’re just as delusional as the boy who cried demon.”

“What about Jake Paisley?” Lucas asked.

“What about him?”

“Do you think whoever killed Jake Paisley was following in the footsteps of Greg Walpole? Sacrificing somebody to a demon?”

“I take my retirement seriously.”

“Surely you have some theories.”

“I suppose I might.” For someone who claimed life’s miseries, the man sure looked pleased with himself most of the time. “I’ll say this much: If it was me investigating this case, I’d not waste a second thinking the two killings are related. I’d be looking at this and thinking Jake got himself into some trouble of some kind or the other. Might be money related, woman related. I wouldn’t doubt if it were both, if I’m being honest. I knew Delilah pretty well back when she worked down at the station. That woman’s got expensive tastes, and Jake was lovestruck enough to see to it she got what she wanted. Might could be he came across some money and put himself on the wrong end of somebody and that same somebody figured they’d make him pay. But whoever it was wanting him dead, they had a problem. If they kill him the old-fashioned way—bullet to the head, stabbed to death, drowned in the lake—the investigators got no choice but to start asking about motives, and motives might lead them to a name. But in this case, the killer knew that Jake was near that original murder them years ago, and they must’ve known that, by killing him in this way, the media’s all fired up and the investigators are obliged to consider the possibility that this is just some kind of serial homicide case with a blood cult. Other words, the killer muddied the water to the point you can’t see straight. It ain’t dumb. I’ll give them that. But I told this to Sheriff Parsons when he called on me—what you’re looking for is somebody familiar with the murder and somebody familiar with Jake. Friend, enemy, something in between. Somebody with an axe to grind and the know-how to make it hell on the investigation.”

In the dim light it was hard to tell, but Alicia felt certain nonetheless that he was looking at her from the corner of his eye. Making a point of lingering until she acknowledged him, but she kept herself bent forward. Praying someday near or far he’d see his life flash before his eyes and that he’d die inside this exact moment.

“If they weren’t involved in the first murder, how do you explain the detailed similarities between the two?”

“Because they weren’t similar,” he spat. “That’s how. I’ve seen the photos from the new scene. Sure, you got the cosmetic similarities. You got all manner of ugliness. But you know what you’re missing? You’re missing the torture, and the torture was what Greg called the sacrifice. No, this wasn’t any kind of sacrifice. I’m not about to divulge information you don’t got a right to know, but I’ll say that whoever killed Jake, they put him out of his misery long before it could begin.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Well, raises the question as to whether or not they cared for him in some way. They wanted to make it look like he’d been tortured but couldn’t muster the stomach for it. They slipped up.” He paused, a long and lung-deep drag. His head turned toward Alicia, wrinkled face waning in the meager light from a cigarette’s ember. “What do you make of that hypothesis, Deputy Moore?”

Took some doing to keep seated, a dead man’s grip on the couch cushion. “Happy?”

“I ain’t been happy in maybe forever.” He smiled as proof, the way his lips shook with the effort. “Have I spoke anything untrue?”

“I’d bet even those cats hate you.”

“Might be, but they got the good sense to pretend from time to time. That way I keep them fed. I raise a hand at them, they still come back. They get hungry that way, the way animals do. It’s what makes them better than any of us. They don’t keep record. They just get hungry and hunger keeps them loving. What about that? What do you say to that?”

“I think that when you die, them cats will eat you without a second’s thought. And there you’ll die thinking the world was cruel to you for no good reason.”

“Guilty as charged,” he said, smiling with the misery he’d worn since supposedly forever. “If there’s a reason behind all that, the cruelty I’ll die knowing better than anybody alive, I ain’t been able to figure it out. I collect my pension, I sit right here, sometimes I’ll watch television, but most times I just think on it. What’d I do?” He opened his hands like she might place between them an answer. “Doesn’t matter how much I think on it, I can’t ever quite drum up an answer. But sounds like you got one, so let’s hear it.”

“I’m not doing this.”

“Sometimes when I’m thinking, I think of you raising a boy, a boy I’ve never met, and I think to myself you’ll learn the hard way what it means to wonder how I wonder—”

“Don’t talk about my son.”

“But maybe you won’t. I don’t think you’ve ever asked yourself what you’ve done to deserve what you’ve gotten, because deep down you know what you’ve gotten is what you’ve been given. By me. And still you got the gall to come to my house, all these goddamn years later, sitting there silent with all that hate in your eyes like it was me did you wrong. Me? God Almighty, Alicia. You might want for yourself a mirror. If it’s me you see in there, then so be it, but it won’t be.”

The taste of a storm in her teeth. She stood. Near enough to watch the fear bloom slow behind his eyes like a bruise. His nostrils flared. A cornered thing, a flinching thing. This was the man she saw in fugitive flashes in purposeless moments, bent over fresh laundry with the sun-warmed cotton clinging to her wrists—he’d flare like a curse. Old, loveless bastard sagging with a guilt he thought could pass for grief, fear, or any of them rot-soft nothings that go easy to the grave.

“Get the fuck out of my house,” he said. “The both of you.”

THE DRIVE BACK was halogen and hush. White light carved the dark, the shining eyes of deer secreted between the elms. If any crossed the road, you aren’t supposed to slow down. Else that’s how you’re liable to get into something fatal. Keep pace. The laws of physics do what mercy can’t. Let them kill clean and carry you home.

“I’m sorry,” Lucas said finally. “I didn’t realize it was that bad between you two.”

“It’s my fault for taking the bait. I ought’ve known better.”

“You don’t seem terribly bothered.”

She credited muscle memory, years of practice rolling a her-sized boulder uphill and shrugging off the debris.

She fidgeted, eyes glued to the highway like it might shape-shift at any second. “No reason I’d have wished harm on Jake. Hell, I loved him once.”

But there it was, a reason, plain as breath—once.

She shook her head empty of the thought. “My father can bullshit and hint all he wants, but he said it himself: They ran me through the wringer back then and I came out clean. Same way I’m clean now. I could sing it until my throat bleeds, but that doesn’t mean anybody’s listening.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m listening. And I don’t believe you had anything to do with it. Then or now. I never have.”

“Yeah, well. Stick around here long enough, they’ll have you praying for my soul Sunday morning and leaving a broom on my porch Monday.”

He looked out the window for a softer patch of ground to fall. “I guess that’s the end of the priest.”

“Seems that way.”

“They say progress isn’t linear.”

“No, but it sure as hell ain’t supposed to go backward either.”

The road ahead was a river blacker than the one Greg had purged of demons. Maybe he oughtn’t’ve stopped there. If she let herself think hard enough, the more likely impossible things became. That the wilderness animated limbs hellish and various. Winged and ancient breathing things, and what breathes might indeed speak.

“You said the department looked into Jake’s finances?”

“My father was talking out his ass. There ain’t nothing down that road.”

“I’m just asking.”

“Delilah opened the books for us. Saw what we expected. They were mostly broke. Couple hundred in savings, about the same in checking.”

“Any outstanding debts?”

“Few thousand on a credit card.”

“Anything off book?”

“Jake wasn’t the type. Besides, Delilah’s already spending the life insurance. Bought herself a new car. Doubt that’d happen if the family owed the kill-you kind of money to somebody.”

“Is it true she’s got expensive taste?”

“I hardly know her, but it ain’t the first time I’m hearing of it.”

“Is she accounted for the night of?”

“She didn’t kill Jake.”

“I’m just wondering.”

“The day Jake died, she was seen leaving the school with her daughters, and them two confirmed she was with them all evening. Neighbor said they saw her in the garden.”

“Did she put in a call when he didn’t come home?”

“No. She figured he’d pulled overtime.”

“That would have been a very long overtime.”

“She fell asleep at nine. Didn’t have reason to worry.”

“Had she been sleeping when you came to inform her of his death?”

She didn’t answer.

Lucas rested his head against the window and for a few minutes she thought he’d fallen asleep. “Didn’t you say Jake had gone to the sheriff’s department a week before he died?”

“One of his coworkers, Neal Beathard, was the one who told me that, but there ain’t any record of it and nobody remembers him coming in.”

“Anyone ask Delilah about it?”

“Most likely. They kept me out the room during her interview for all the obvious reasons, but if she’d said something about it, I would’ve heard.”

Lucas clicked his tongue. “Does that seem strange to you? Even if you don’t end up making the visit, wouldn’t you tell your wife why you wanted to speak to the sheriff’s department?”

Alicia watched the road as it wound down a cutbank where fog pooled at the bottom, as if congregating on the gravel shoulder would emerge witches tending to their brew but disappeared in headlights. If she kept on thinking like this, she might’ve felt lonesome for a world that existed in the heads of murderers and madmen, one cleaved into hemispheres of seen and unseen, where all misfortune arises from aberrations of the unseen suddenly visible, a bulging disc on God’s spine, and the only way to correct course is to pound it back into whatever subaltern world from which it emerged. She could live in that world with a hammer and believe in goodness.

“We don’t know if Jake actually needed to speak to the sheriff. Neal Beathard wasn’t even sure himself. Said Jake might’ve just been looking to leave work early.”

“Then wouldn’t Delilah have known that?”

“You’re sniffing for scents now. Give it a rest.”

“Scents?”

“Like a hound dog. Like you need it, like you’re hungry for where it’s headed.”

“I think these are real questions. Didn’t she used to work for the department?”

“Secretary. Years ago.”

“Wouldn’t she have called someone over there if her husband hadn’t come home?”

“You just want something to be true, and I’m too tired for it.” She was feeling mean and sleepless and it felt good to let herself speak loudly this late at night, to let the meanness run loose and to say something she meant. “You’re talking like this is a puzzle we’re solving. But it ain’t. Things don’t hardly ever fit that way. There’s a body in the ground that wasn’t there two weeks ago. People kill each other. Sometimes it just happens, but here you want something to be real. Like wanting makes it real. That ain’t a theory. That’s just—”

“Faith,” Lucas said too quickly, accepting the blow she hadn’t quite delivered, though the actual word she was going to use was stupid.

But she let it lie there unfinished and drove on through the county watching for eyes shining in the hollows and trees, the branches overhung like antlers. Here, an armadillo upturned and gutless in death. Mayflies bigger than ravens gathered in moonlit worship. Nearer to the township, the power lines slouched, heavy with something apelike leaping across unseen canopies. She saw on rooftops what were either dappled footsteps or pools of rainwater.
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WAITING ON THE KITCHEN TABLE LIT BY THE oven light was a scalped Amazon box inside of which stood a scale model of her home. A glue-sticky diorama of bedrooms, bathrooms, the very kitchen in which she stood. A pizza saver from a Domino’s box served as the table that held the whole of it all, matchboxes as the beds, and three little Lego men and women as the family that lived here. The father and son in their respective beds. The mother standing outside the house between two broccoli-floret trees. One arm half raised like she was hailing a ride elsewhere.

She woke Bill and asked him why.

He groaned out of sleep.

“What is this?” She held up the box.

“Bart,” he said, turning back over. “School project.”

“What kind of project?”

“Called a diorama.”

“I know what it is.”

“Then why’re you asking?”

“Dumb project to have a kid do.”

“Thought you got off work today at noon.”

“I had some business.”

“You could’ve bothered texting.”

“I did text you.”

“You said you’d be home later.”

“And here I am.”

He was either back asleep or surrendering, so she left him be and brought the diorama back to the kitchen table, but not before moving the mother Lego into the home she kept, the home she bought and whose mortgage wasn’t pictured in the cardboard walls. She stood the Lego mother in the kitchen, frozen in the motion of making the Lego son his oatmeal in the morning just how she nearly always did. Seemed he’d forgotten. Plastic arms held at his side in perfect sleep.

DRIVING OUT TO Delilah’s place, the brackish light of fields flooded, didn’t do much by way of easing the weeks-long memory. It might as well have been yesterday, standing on the woman’s porch and telling her that her husband was dead. Could’ve told her it was yesterday or last year or some other lifetime and she’d nod along at the suggestion, comforted by the record-skipping passage of time. She hoped Delilah felt the same, at least enough that she might be willing to talk without cursing.

Lucas’s insistence be damned, she didn’t take much stock in her father’s suspicions about Delilah, much less Pastor Paisley’s. Even when she was a young girl beholden to those pews, she’d never taken anything he said too seriously. God’s love and God’s jealousy and God’s grief, at some point they start canceling each other out, like fractions in a mirror. Same could be said for his worry over Delilah. How could the woman have loved Jake and had him killed all the same?

But still Lucas’s voice remained bouncing around in her head. Pained her to admit the kid had a point. Had Jake told her that he was going to visit the sheriff’s department? And if she’d claimed to be asleep the night he died, why had she been so quick to answer when Alicia knocked on her door?

She hadn’t called Delilah ahead of time—too easy for Delilah to say no—but luckily her new SUV was in the carport when Alicia pulled up. Beside it, a couple of trucks. The Ford she recognized immediately as Abe’s: Marine decal in the rear window, skull-fire mud flaps. Maybe Abe being here meant he was diversifying his trophy case, from married women to widows. More likely, though, he was here because whatever god held court in this county had seen it fit to set her teeth on edge. If she’d cultivated any kind of faith over the years, it was in the petty delight of the universe.

She knocked on the storm door and there stood Delilah in gut-wrenching déjà vu. The woman’s made-up face first registering catastrophe then softening when she realized there was so little else to lose that wasn’t accounted for. Two pigtailed girls shouting to each other down the hall.

“Hey,” Alicia said. She’d taken off her hat and kneaded the rim in her fingers. “Sorry to bother you.”

She’d expected Delilah to reprise last week’s obscenities, but she donned a homemaker’s smile.

“No bother at all.”

“If you got company and this ain’t a good time, I could come back later.”

“No, that’s all right. It isn’t a social visit. Just got some help packing up from these gentlemen. Don’t know how I’d do it without them.”

She turned around and nodded at the men inside, three of them armed with packing tape and fold-out boxes. They stopped their laboring when they saw her. Abe nodded a shameful hello, tucking his shirt into his waistband. Houston Parsons wiped sweat from his forehead and said, “Howdy, Alicia.” And in the farthest end of the trailer was a man she didn’t recognize, must’ve been six foot and a half. Shoulders wider than the refrigerator he stood next to. Wrapping plates from the cupboard into newspaper. He waved hello and the men all kept on.

“So you’re moving?” Alicia asked Delilah.

“Just doesn’t make sense staying here.” Delilah shrugged. “I only moved down here for Jake. Now I see him anywhere I go. Same for the girls. Change of scenery seems in order.”

“Where you going to?”

“Back home.”

“Remind me.”

“Illinois. Carbondale.”

“You got family up there?”

“They’re the ones who told me I should come home. They’ve always wanted us closer. My dad’s pretty sick, so he can’t come visit his grandkids too often.”

“Well, that’s good then.” Alicia stood on the porch wishing she hadn’t taken off her hat. This humidity, her hair looked like a death row electrocution.

“I’m glad you’re here, actually,” Delilah said, lowering her voice. “I wanted to apologize to you. About what happened. What I said when you came. That was uncalled for, and I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no. Come on, now. You don’t got to apologize.”

“No, I do. Jake would’ve been furious with me. He never once said a bad word about you. I was just hurting and wanting to hurt back, and it’s all been hard, but I still felt awful.”

“Don’t worry another second about it. I been called a lot worse by a lot more people.” She meant it as a reprieve, but Delilah nodded somberly. She kept talking before Delilah could get to apologizing again. “Could you spare a few minutes? I just got some questions. But like I said, if this ain’t a good time—”

“Come on in.” Delilah opened the door. “Forgive the mess. I forgot how much junk we have. Most of it I think I’ll donate somewhere, anywhere that’ll take it. Neighbors said they’d help with a garage sale, but I’m not sure. Making money off his things feels gross to me. Not like it’d do all that much good. The man never bought anything for himself.”

Nearly every surface was covered in labeled boxes—Jake’s winterwear, Jake’s work clothes, Jake’s yearbooks, Jake’s coffee mugs. She breathed through her mouth the way she would at a crime scene.

“Good seeing you again,” Houston said, tearing the packing tape with his teeth and smoothing it over a box. “Been sleeping any better?”

The question caught her sideways until she remembered her prayer request. “Little by little. Been keeping too busy to notice much.”

“Well, I haven’t forgotten. You’re on my mind.”

Next to him, Abe occupied himself with a pile of dish towels, transferring them into a box like they were Fabergé eggs.

“How are you, Abe?” she asked.

“Not bad. Yourself?”

“Great.” She stepped over Abe’s dish towels toward the stranger in the kitchen, her hand outstretched. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Where are my manners?” Delilah laughed. “Alicia—sorry, Deputy Moore—this is Dustin. Dustin, Deputy Moore.”

“Nice to meet you, Deputy.”

“Alicia is just fine.” She took his hand. Calloused to the point of feeling carved.

“Dustin is an old friend from back in Carbondale,” Delilah said firmly, dispelling conjecture before it could germinate a second further. “He’s been helping me out the past couple days, getting things in order. Abe and Houston caught wind and volunteered themselves. I’ve said it a thousand times, but I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

“Don’t let her fool you, Alicia.” Houston brandished an impish smile, likely honed in his Sunday school sermons, divining whimsy from the word. “This ain’t Christian charity. This is an honest day’s work in exchange for Delilah’s brownies, and let me tell you—we’re making out like thieves.”

“Now, see, that’s real Christian charity right there.” Delilah laughed. “I throw a box of brownie mix in the oven and Houston acts like it’s fine dining.”

“Finest things in life come from boxes. I always said that.”

Alicia cleared her throat. “Would you boys mind giving me and Delilah a couple minutes? I hate to step on the productivity.”

“It’s no problem,” Houston said, slapping his hands together. “We still got to clear the shed out back. Might as well get a jump on it while the getting’s good.”

Houston bounced out of the room. Dustin followed wearily, Abe with his ears burning red. It wasn’t shame that sunk his head to his chest; she knew him too well to believe that. It was likely something closer to anger. That she’d stood over him without buckling; that she’d spoken his name without swooning into hysterics.

“Awfully nice of them,” Alicia said. “If I’d known you were moving, I could’ve gotten some more folks to help. Hell, the whole county would’ve shown up, I’m sure.”

“That’s exactly why I didn’t say anything.” She smiled. “You want something to drink?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“Well, I hope you won’t mind if I have some wine,” Delilah said, disappearing into the kitchen and coming back with a bottle of chardonnay and a highball whiskey glass, one of the few kitchen items not yet wrapped and packed. Probably it belonged to Jake, and Delilah held it like it had. Like if she dropped it the whole trailer would break with it. “I know it’s early for wine, but it’s felt deserved lately.”

“I’m not judging.”

“Everybody in the commonwealth just loves to say they don’t judge,” she said, unscrewing the wine. “Might as well be the state’s motto.” She tied on a cartoonishly Southern twang. “We ain’t judging you.”

“And then they do.”

“That’s exactly right,” Delilah said, lifting a generous pour into the highball. “That’s precisely it.”

“THAT STATE DETECTIVE was asking after the same thing.”

She’d cleared a space on the leather couch for them to both sit, their legs nearly touching. Delilah held her highball glass to her neck like a cold compress. “When he asked, I actually laughed out loud thinking about Jake taking out a loan from somebody. A man who learned to sew so that he never had to buy himself new clothes. Every single day of his life that I’ve known him, he’d pack for lunch a can of tuna and a bag of microwave rice. Not for the taste either. He called food fuel. Was he like that back in the day?”

Alicia investigated the question for any trace of poison and found none. “When we’d go fishing or hiking together, he’d bring hot dogs in the package. Wouldn’t even warm them up. This was when he had his welding certificate, too. He was making money. Just didn’t have the stomach to spend it.”

Delilah looked at first relieved and then newly distraught. Grieving this new floating mountain. The bitterness of years stolen, Jake aged and arthritic, struggling with a can opener; the sweetness of knowing Jake had been the same penny-pinching somebody long before he’d pressed her name to his tuna-breath tongue.

“I’m sorry,” Delilah said.

“You don’t got to apologize.”

“But I do. It isn’t fair to make people assure you you’re allowed to mourn, and it seems that’s all I’ve been doing these days.” She dabbed a tear from her eye before it could bleed her eyeliner. A lung-heaving sigh marking the end of something. “No, Jake would never have gotten himself wrapped up in something shady, but I know why you’re asking. You’re thinking the same thing everybody in this town is thinking but don’t have the impoliteness to say: I like nice things. That isn’t a secret. I like my French cookware, I like keeping my girls in nice clothes, I like getting my hair done and my nails dipped. And that SUV in the driveway? The one I bought after he was gone and that everybody looks at like it’s his funeral hearse? I only bought that because my old Honda blew a gasket the day after he died. I can show you the mechanic inspection. I was driving the girls around just to get out of the house and it took to smoking like a chimney. We sat there, the three of us, just crying something pitiful. I even took out my phone to call Jake and ask him to come get us. Can you believe that? Here I was crying for the man and thinking he’d pick up the phone just the same, and even when I remembered he was gone, I still believed he might. From wherever he is, he was the sort who’d cross heaven to peer into a smoking hood.”

“I wasn’t trying to imply anything about your spending.”

Outside she heard one of the men struggling with the choke on a riding mower. Abe, judging by the sound of his swearing.

“Sure you were, but that’s okay. I’m just making sure you hear me loud and clear. We had ourselves some debt, but it was manageable and it’s what we’d chosen for ourselves. Back when I was sitting desk at the sheriff’s department—God, feels like forever ago—the money was better but the hours were awful. When I got pregnant with our second, we made the choice together that I’d find a job more amenable to raising the girls, even if it meant making less and taking on some debt. We did it willingly.”

“And you’re a teacher’s aide, right? The elementary school?”

She nodded. “Money’s not great, but it’s livable, and I get to spend plenty of time with the girls. That was always our first priority, Jake and me. Dinner as a family every evening. Tucking them in bed. At the end of the day, they’re all we cared about. Not like I got to tell you. I’m sure you know how it goes, being a mother. You’d do just about anything for them.”

It felt like an unsubtle dig, but Alicia gave her the benefit of the doubt on the basis that to the open wound, everything burns. If it hadn’t already arrived, there’d come a day she’d come home and Bart would have the words to hate her properly and openly. She could see it cresting in the future like a flood-watering wave.

“Even had he gone looking for extra money, I can’t imagine who he’d have turned to. Truthfully, he hardly even had friends. Maybe once a month, he’d get together with Neal Beathard and Abe and some of those other guys from Belson’s for a beer, but that’s about it. Not exactly Mr. Popular. Like I said, he mostly preferred to be at home with us.”

“Speaking of, why isn’t Neal Beathard here?”

Delilah looked at her, smiling. “Why would he be here?”

“I just figure since Abe is here helping, maybe some of his other friends would be here, too.”

“Not to disparage anybody’s intentions, but I’d wager that Abe’s only here because Houston roped him into it. They both go to Living Word, you know.”

“Yeah. Have you been in touch with Neal at all? Just wonder how he’s doing.”

She shook her head. “I’ve heard from his wife. She stopped by last week with a casserole. Speaking of, if you’d like a casserole, I got a freezer full of them. They don’t travel well. But yeah, his wife came by and expressed her condolences. You know, the usual. She did say that Neal was taking it hard. I guess he didn’t have all that many friends neither. Sulking about the house and feeling gloomy with himself. That kind of thing. So even if I’d felt I needed the extra help, I wasn’t going to call him for it. Might prove too much. And, I’m sorry, but I’m not in the mood to be comforting anybody except for my daughters. I don’t need a grown man moping around my house expecting my sympathy. That might make me a bitch, but so be it. I got two girls praying to God nightly for their daddy back. They point to the Bible and say it’s happened before. I don’t know what’s worse. Them believing that or that it won’t ever happen. I’ve talked myself into a fit here. We were talking about Neal. No, Neal isn’t here.” She smiled like in his absence was something true, another sip of wine that she swished in her mouth like mouthwash before swallowing. For the first time Alicia heard in her voice the drunken lilt, circles being talked into. “I’m a wreck, Alicia. And here I am, again, inviting you to console me. Imposing. I just feel awful all the way around.”

It wasn’t a good moment, but there wasn’t going to be a better moment to bring it up. “I spoke with Neal Beathard shortly after things happened.” She winced at the prevarication, but Delilah nodded with appreciation at the euphemism. “He told me that about a week before it happened, Jake had left work early to go to the sheriff’s department, but there ain’t record of him arriving. Might be he changed his mind or something along the way. You know anything about that?”

Delilah swirled her glass. “The sheriff’s department, you said?”

“That’s what Neal said.”

“The state detective didn’t mention that when we spoke last.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“Why’s that?”

“To ask you if you know anything about it.”

“No,” she said after a spell. Hazed. Longing over taped boxes. “Jake never told me anything about that.”

“Do you have any idea why he might’ve wanted to speak with the department?”

“You said it was a week before?”

“That’s right.”

She squinted, as if between her and three weeks past lived something blindingly bright or profoundly empty. “I haven’t a clue. Really.” She hushed and held up a finger, twirling it just so. “Actually, yes, Jake had gotten himself a speeding ticket about a couple months ago out there on Billings, just past the Casey’s. Going sixty in a fifty-five, and he was pretty hot about it. Not surprising. This is the same guy eating raw hot dogs back with you.”

“So you think he wanted to contest a speeding ticket weeks after he got it?”

“It’s all I can think of.” She shrugged her shoulders to her ears and dropped them, an oblique smile. “I’m sorry. I feel like I’m not helping you in the slightest.”

“No, you’ve been great,” Alicia said, standing up to leave. “My apologies for taking up your time. I’ll let you get back to packing.”

As she stepped through the boxes, she looked down and saw inside one of the boxes a diorama of the trailer she was leaving. On the edge of the diorama, it was signed Wendy Paisley.

“My kid came home with one of these yesterday, too,” she said, stooping down. Whereas Bart had clearly thrown his together with little thought and even less regard, Wendy had painstakingly mapped her entire home, painted the walls, glued a printout picture of a cartoon to the miniature television. Even had the decency to include her mother indoors. “What are they supposed to be learning with this stuff?”

“Oh.” Delilah laughed. “Wendy came home with that last year. Probably for the same teacher yours has now. Mr. Ferris?”

“That’s him,” Alicia said. “Waste of time, if you ask me.”

“Yeah, well. Take it from me. Most of a teacher’s time is spent keeping them too busy to tear each other’s hair out. Whatever that takes is time well spent.”

As Alicia straightened up, she took one last look at the diorama. She hadn’t noticed before, too distracted by the effort that went into the thing, but there were only three Lego figures in the house: three girls. All of them labeled in pink Sharpie—me, Deb, Mom.

“She didn’t put Jake in there?” Alicia asked.

Delilah looked at the diorama closely, as though for the first time. Her head at a tilt like her neck had been broken. “Must’ve been she forgot.” Delilah laughed. “She can be like that. Smart girl, as gifted as they come, but she can have her head in the clouds. Just yesterday she wore mismatching shoes.”

The girl remembered to texture the diorama’s carpet and unmake her sister’s matchbox bed. Alicia doubted very much that Wendy would forget her own father from a supposedly doting home.
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IT WAS TWO DAYS LATER SHE GOT A CALL ON HER cell phone during a traffic stop.

Sheriff Parsons. She let him go to voicemail and started making her way back to the station. There’d been a briefing that morning she hadn’t attended and hadn’t seen the need when she saw the agenda printed from her computer. A whole lot of nothing and certainly nothing new, bullet points barely treading water: They were still waiting on State’s forensics’ DNA analysis; search of Jake’s Silverado turned up a brochure to a golf club over in Benton, some blond hairs likely belonging to his wife or children, cans of tobacco he was said to enjoy after quitting cigarettes, but no unexpected fingerprints.

If she trusted in Mackinnon’s ability to distinguish his ass from a hole in the ground, then maybe she’d be more willing to waste time hearing things she already knew. But as things stood, Mackinnon seemed resigned to checking the necessary boxes, leaving the sheriff to spin a suspect out of thin air for the sake of his constituents. She could practically see it already, the sheriff at a press podium like it was one of his campaign rallies, blaming Mexican drug cartels and all manner of brown skin. It felt inevitable already, the whimpering end of things. Ten years from now, a Netflix documentary detailing the failure of a small-town sheriff’s office. Maybe she’d give an interview. They’d ask what happened. She’d point to hell and say “There” with maybe something like belief.

When she got to the back entry of the station, the reporter from Channel 5 shouted from beyond the chain-link fence, asking her to comment on this and fucking that, and she offered him the good side of her middle finger. Mackinnon was sitting at her desk with a Styrofoam cup of chicken noodle soup raised to his chin, slurping broth. Every move he made looked painful, even the littlest ones. Measuring out each blink. She wondered what degenerative illness was eating him. If someday down the line he might just be a tangle of something human. When he saw her, he thumbed over his shoulder at Sheriff Parsons’s office.

“He wants to see you.”

“Yeah, what for?”

“Best you ask him.”

She knocked on Sheriff Parsons’s door and didn’t bother waiting for him to call her inside. She opened the door to the sheriff peering over his half-moon glasses at his computer screen.

“You didn’t call back,” the sheriff said.

“I figured you’d be here.”

“Take a seat.” Sheriff Parsons removed his glasses and folded them into his breast pocket beneath an American flag pin. She’d heard from Jackson he was still making some campaign visits around the county. Stepping out during a homicide investigation to every variety of diner, riling up knuckle-fed farmers into believing the country’s biggest problems are to be found in children’s books.

He sighed back into his chair, the springs laboring beneath his weight. “I hear you’ve been awfully busy.”

“I try.”

“How’s Delilah Paisley faring?”

“She tell you I visited her?”

“Somebody’s got to, seeing as how you don’t seem interested in keeping me informed how we agreed you would.”

“Nothing came of it. I’d have informed you if something did.”

“You sound like your daddy sometimes.”

He knew those were fighting words, but she’d been feeling froggy for a good long while.

“You call me in just to ask me why I’m bothering to knock on the necessary doors during a homicide investigation?”

“It’d be one thing if it was just knocking on doors, but you know that ain’t the case, don’t you?” He smiled like it wasn’t her head he was looking to tear off. For an aspiring politician, he wore his rage like a shawl. “Problem is, now everybody knows it.” He turned his computer monitor around. An email she couldn’t read from this far without her reading glasses, but he read the subject line out loud. “Request for comment from the Courier Journal regarding Deputy Alicia Moore.”

“That guy—”

“Hold on to that thought.” He scrolled down the email. “According to an anonymous source within the Calloway County Sheriff’s Office, Deputy Alicia Moore and Lucas Masterson, a graduate student (whom we understand to be unaffiliated with the Sheriff’s Office in any professional capacity?), visited inmate Greg Walpole two days ago. We have submitted a FOIA request for the visitor logs. In the meantime, can you confirm whether Deputy Alicia Moore’s visit was sanctioned by the department—and whether any protocols were breached in allowing a civilian to accompany her?”

“Who’s the source—”

“Hush,” he spat, and returned to reading. “Additionally, given Deputy Moore’s past relationship with the late Jacob Paisley and her proximity to the 2005 tobacco barn investigation, we are requesting comment on the department’s confidence in her objectivity and role in the ongoing case.”

“This is just about the dumbest—”

“Yes or no, is it true?”

“I went there on my off time—”

“Without telling anybody, before or after, and bringing with you a civilian. A kid who, as I understand it, is neck-deep in studying Satan shit. And before you get to telling me it was for the investigation”—he paused, chewing on that word like it was a wooden nickel—“you’d have to explain to me why you wouldn’t bring a representative from the state investigation with you. You could spin any excuse, but it stinks to high heaven. The whole fucking thing.” He held his fist to his mouth like he was fit to kiss it before slamming it through the wall, but he did neither. “When this goes to print tomorrow, how do you think this’ll make us look? Hell, forget about us. I’d think you at least would understand how it makes you look. And yet you did it anyway. I’m at a loss.”

“What are you getting at, sir?”

“First time you called me sir in my entire recollection. Am I a fool to notice?”

“I don’t have an answer for that. Who was the source?”

“I don’t know, and I’ll deal with that later. What I’m getting at here is a worry I got brewing in me that I can’t seem to shake. Making me near sick is what it’s doing, too. I’d tell you I lost sleep last night thinking about it, but you wouldn’t believe me. Seems you hardly believe anything I tell you, such as when I tell you to believe me when I say I’m putting guidelines in place to help you. No, it seems you doubt that or else you believe it and do what you want anyways. Hence, my worry.”

“I didn’t feel the need to tell you unless something useful came out of it. And I wasn’t on duty. That particular interview was conducted on my personal time. That’s not breaking protocol.”

“It sure as hell is breaking protocol when you presented your credentials in order to speak to an inmate. I don’t care if you weren’t on duty. Neither does Internal Affairs. Just you wait until they sniff this stink.”

“If this is building to a reprimand, go ahead, but I ain’t interested in being talked down to. I’m doing everything I can to help this case along. Seems I’m the only one putting boots on the ground around here, and here I’m getting slapped on the wrist for it.”

“How about that Black guy, Lucas Masterson?” Sheriff asked, a seething smile. “Jesus Christ, Alicia. For weeks, that kid’s been poking around the phone looking for an interview with somebody in the department, and everybody had the good sense to tell him to kick rocks. Except you. No, you put him in your truck and took him to a federal prison to speak with your old friend Greg fucking Walpole. Was it so the two of them could swap stories about the fucking devil? Please help me make sense of it. Truly. I’m begging you, Alicia.”

She didn’t answer.

“I’m serious. Talk.”

“I wasn’t on duty.”

“Yeah, you said that.”

“Lucas Masterson came to me with a theory, and I thought it deserved some looking into.”

“You don’t know a damn thing about that kid, and you brought him into a homicide investigation. Use your fucking head, Alicia. How do you think this is going to play in the papers?”

“I didn’t bring him into the investigation. We were talking to Greg mostly about the 2005 murder.”

“Jesus Christ, Alicia.” His neck tight as piano wire. He leaned back into his chair like he needed the distance to keep from breaking something. “You flashed your badge and walked a civilian into a federal prison. You think it matters what case you say you were there to talk about? You think that looks an ounce better?”

“It was my call,” she snapped, louder than she’d meant to. She felt the need to keep the volume. Same way you shout in the face of a black bear. “If you want to drag me for this, go right ahead, but don’t you act like I was playing tour guide with a civilian. You weren’t there.”

He stared at the ceiling for a long second, jaw flexing. “What was it, then? A little reunion? Talking the good old times with a convicted murderer? Swapping stories over vending machine Cokes? You ask him if he misses the woods, the river? The barn?”

“I was there investigating, unlike you and just about everybody else in this office.”

“I thought you said you were off duty?” He scoffed like he was supposedly speechless, a man who made it a habit to keep within a hundred yards of a lectern. “It makes me wonder, Alicia. I think any reasonable person would.”

“You been implying ever since I sat down. How about you say exactly what you’re wanting to say?”

“And then, like all this ain’t enough”—he rubbed his palms into his eyes—“and then you go harass Delilah Paisley talking about how Jake wanted to speak to the sheriff’s department a week before he died? We’ve been over this already. Nothing came of it. No record of him coming by at all. You could’ve pulled those records yourself and saved us all the trouble, but instead you go to a widow’s home and leave her thinking she missed something wrong with Jake, thinking it’s her fault her husband died. And if you’d bothered informing me that you wanted to talk to her, I could’ve saved us all the trouble and told you not to go. But here we are. It’s just fucking stupid is what it is, Alicia. Stupid and—”

“Suspicious? Because what I think is suspicious is the fact you’re on the ballot in a few months and suddenly you’re jumping through the Courier’s hoops? When just last year you enacted a protocol—that’s right, a protocol—that none of us would ever respond to a comment from them after how they doxed Caine. This is you angling for Congress, not solving an investigation. Because I know you know what it takes, and sometimes that—”

Sheriff Parsons held out a hand. “Before you get to stepping onto your imaginary high horse, let me ask you something. Even if everything you’ve been doing has come out of the goodness of your heart, what were you honestly expecting to happen? Say by some miracle you find something that breaks this case open, you by your lonesome or with the help of this ambulance-chasing Lucas guy, and say you find us a suspect. How do you think that’s going to play out in court? There ain’t a DA in the country who’d feel comfortable charging somebody who was brought to justice by a sheriff’s deputy who not only has a personal stake in the investigation, not to mention a personal history with a related investigation, but also found the suspect by breaking departmental policies. That case would get thrown out faster than a fucking fastball. And the problem is that you know that. I know you must know that. So what’s your game here?” The man had a superpower for condescending. “Tell me honestly. Do you got something at stake here?” 

“Jake Paisley was murdered and nobody is in handcuffs. Of course I got something at stake. Even if it was a stranger, I’d say the same thing.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then say it plainly.”

He shook his head like now they’d found themselves on a merry-go-round, shouting to each other over the music of waltzing horses, drowned out by the spinning of it all.

“You’re being placed on administrative leave as of this moment,” Sheriff Parsons said in the voice he normally reserved for speaking to the media, equal parts hostile and impatient. “I don’t want you coming into work, and I don’t want you anywhere near this case. Then again, I’ll admit, you never should’ve been near it to begin with. Investigating an ex-lover’s murder? Getting wrapped up in all that, turning over them old stones? I’d imagine that could do things to a person. Bring up some bad feelings, maybe some bad memories. There’s plenty there to make a person act irrationally.”

“You know taking me off the investigation is going to look a lot worse than leaving me on, don’t you?”

“I do not know that,” he said, shuffling papers on his desk. “Nothing I could do here could make the shit pile any worse than it already is.”

She thought to protest but already she was thinking about leaving. Going home. The thought popped in her head she’d buy a pack of cigarettes along the way. It’d been eight years since her last, but if there was ever a day to throw all others away, it was today. Tomorrow, too.

“I also don’t want you speaking a single word to any journalist, trying to defend yourself. That won’t go how you want it to. You know how this county loves to talk, and for your own sake, you don’t need any more attention on you. You got plenty of that as is. Just lay low and let us do our job for once. Maybe if we make some progress, we can bring you back on the job, but that ain’t going to be anytime soon, I don’t think.”

She stood up but kept her eyes on his. “Is this punishment or suspicion?”

“At this time, it’s a bit of both. And listen. That’s just me being honest with you, because I feel obliged to provide you that. Honesty. You might try it here and there.”

It wasn’t an answer but a matter of time, and she set herself in the direction of home. Thinking all the while that she’d sooner starve herself to death in a prison than be held inside its vacuum, how on those cinder-block walls must loop the brain’s own celluloid, life’s history as held by their minds. Stilled or moving, talkie or silent. And every lonesome patron of that place asks the film to pause long enough to point at what foreshadowed them here. But were she to join them, she would be without such a pause, equipped instead with the darkest forbidden knowledge, which states most things happen without grace. How else to explain the pale order of cause and effect? The dreamy plot of fever that had seen her as girl in love and later a graying woman driving home with visions of confinement playing out in the road ahead.
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SHE FED PILLS TO A MIGRAINE WHILE BILL AND Bart talked basketball. The numbers players wore, the percentage with which they succeeded or failed, the shit they talked and the comeuppance they were due. You could have told her she’d slipped through a wormhole, as it seemed just yesterday Bart spoke only of penguins. How they lived where they lived and why they nested with rocks. The rate of change in what he deemed important, delta upon delta upon fucking delta, made the room spin just enough to feel uncertain as she stood up to grab another Miller Lite from the fridge. A stranger at her own dinner table. A Lego in the trees. A mother’s sacrifice. A twist-off bottle cap.

She took a bite of pizza without tasting anything but heat. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Another call from Lucas, soon to be another voicemail. She didn’t have nothing to say to him.

“Did your dad ever tell you I played?” she asked.

Both Bill and Bart looked surprised at the interruption, the ghost of some past or future having materialized in an oak chair with a voice deeper than they remembered.

“I played basketball,” she said. “Back in middle school. It’s true.”

“That’s right.” Bill nodded, smiling. He drank his Diet Coke the way he used to drink beers before he got sober. Full-throated and vengeful. “I’ve seen your mom play. She’s got good fundamentals. Good footwork.”

Bart nodded.

“I bet I’d beat you,” she said to her kid. “One-on-one. I’d put you in a blender.”

Bart shrugged like why was this happening and she’d pay her weight in gold for an answer. No. She’d crawl naked through broken glass if it meant something solid to stand on for once, something she could say that wouldn’t scream of why, and from there she’d never ever leave. She’d pitch a tent and sleep there until the land was claimed in blood.

“Don’t just shrug,” she said. “I’m talking to you.”

“Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t apologize either. Just talk.”

Bill wadded up his napkin and tossed it at the trash can, a momentary spectacle to occupy the silence. “Maybe after we finish cleaning up, we could find a movie. Anything you been wanting to see, Bart?”

“Not really.”

“I’ll be around more often, you know. You’re gonna have to learn to at least pretend like you want me around.”

Bill scratched his cheek. “Al—”

“But I can tell you this much: When my mother died, I wished like hell I’d done a million things different. Sometimes I get nightmares, and sometimes they’re things I actually said to her. Guess you can’t even call those nightmares now, can you?”

“Al, let’s not do this.”

Bart stood up and left the kitchen with the patience of somebody not born to her. And here thinking about it, she could hardly remember birthing him. Juiced as she was on a painkilling cocktail of opiates. Maybe it hadn’t ever happened. Maybe she’d been thrown into this house one day with a little boy and a husband and diapers in the trash; maybe somebody told her it was hers, all of it, and she’d believed them, painting memories by numbers to cover the gaps.

Bill leaned back in his seat, fiddling with the tab on his Diet Coke.

“Guess we should talk.”

“No. I’m feeling grieved and stupid. Sorry.”

“Maybe you can tell him that.”

“Later I will.”

Bill began gathering the trash, eating the uneaten crusts on her and Bart’s paper plates before throwing them away. The man let nothing go to waste, even silence. When he’d put everything away, he sat down next to her and stayed there while the windows got dark.

He said finally, “When the school bus dropped him off, he brought inside a bag of chicken feet left on the porch. Asked me about it.”

“What’d you say?”

“Same thing I been saying to him. Folks need somebody to blame for things that don’t make sense, and it’s easier to blame folks who aren’t strangers to it. The blame, I mean.” He fiddled with a dent on the Coke can. “And I told him that you’d been through a whole lot worse and you’d get through all this just fine on account of that. Said you were tough, and that he had to be tough, too. Said he’d be hearing all sorts of bad things, but he had to be tougher than nails, just like you.”

“What’d he say?”

“Oh, he’s heard it a million times already. He was mostly curious why the chicken feet. Asking what it meant.”

“What does it mean?”

“I ain’t the expert, but I’m guessing you could use them for your potions and brews.”

She finger-gunned him across the table and asked him to fetch her a beer and he came back with a Diet Coke for himself. They made as if to toast and the windows got darker still. They took their drinks to the back patio. Beyond the fence, a scrap of farmland once tilled but now overgrown with weeded soil. Old man who’d farmed soybean and corn there died years ago. The plot was too small to subsidize to a farmer and too large to build a Dollar General, leaving it a stretch of wild nothing. A glimpse into some future-tense paradise where every furrow grows itself and nobody is alive to bear false witness against the beauty of their absence.

“It’s going to get worse, Bill. Once that article comes out.”

“I know.”

“Might need to learn some chicken feet recipes. Lemonade from lemons.”

“I mean what I said earlier. You ought to talk to Bart sooner than later. It’s not like how it used to be when he was a boy. Back when people would throw toilet paper in the trees and we’d tell him it was a game. He’s hearing things at school.”

“Like what?”

“Like his mother’s a witch, she killed Wendy’s dad, she’s killed before, she turns into a bat at night, she drinks blood down at the river. Imagine it, he’s probably heard it. It takes a toll on him, Alicia. He’d never tell you that, though.”

“Yeah, well. He’d never tell me anything.”

“You see it like hate, but I was a boy once, and there’s deep love in the way he gets quiet around you. It’s love still figuring itself out, but that don’t make it any less real. You really ought to talk to him tonight. He’s going through his own stuff with all this, and I think the last thing he needs is feeling his mother doesn’t know that.”

“I can’t talk to him tonight.”

“Why not?”

Because somewhere in the recesses of Bart’s mind, or maybe right near the surface, he was wondering if any of it was true. But he’d never ask, and she’d never assure him of something he hadn’t asked because it would only make it worse. Trapped, just so. And the rest of her life would be spent seeing him, flesh and blood and living prayer, wondering the way she saw everybody wonder. At the Dollar General, at Rudy’s, at the Circle K. Wondering. It was something to do with the way they looked too long and then looked away too fast. Like they’d seen something crawling just beneath her skin. That same terrified flicker in his eyes, her own son—she couldn’t bear to meet it and pretend it wasn’t there.

“I don’t want to do it now, Bill. I’m sitting. I’m com- fortable.”

“Yeah. All right.”

Somewhere was the sound of kids racing their parents’ trucks on the county roads, and she watched the low-slung clouds for sirens but there were none, and she was glad for it. Let them press their lives against their ignorant joy; here the word joy found itself stuck in her teeth like caramel, something sweet and maddening. She went back inside for Elijah Craig and a plastic cup and when she got drunker still she and Bill traded stories about the days when the racetrack was still open and they’d watch the dirt-rousing cars carousel around the course. Bill asked if she ever held her breath watching them take a sharp turn and she said she might’ve if she ever believed the drivers could die. Her father worshipped those fence-toothed rednecks as gods, she said, and it made sense looking back. How it might’ve even been categorically true; how if gods are born to war over human-sized souls, twenty paralyzing laps toward a plastic trophy and two-hundred-dollar purse ain’t all that different. Bill was half asleep and she touched his arm. She asked if he could go inside and let her alone.

Once he’d turned the bedroom light off, she lit for herself a cigarette. Might as well have been twenty years ago. Starlit river, the bed of Jake’s truck. Passing a Parliament between them and saying they weren’t worried about the cancer warning because everybody dies and the government lies. Had she loved Jake or were they just stupid, young, lonely, and scared of getting older? If they’d known back then they weren’t a stone’s throw from getting old, would it have gone any differently? No, likely, no. Love’s a word that means fear most of the time anyways, just ask Pastor Paisley thundering on about God and sending Jake to middle school with man-sized bruises on his arm. Maybe that’s when she began to see him as somebody she might like to know. Somebody who knew the world’s quiet violence as fact. In high school, they’d smoke pot in his Ford and compare the bruises invisible but bone-deep. Only then did they seek each other’s repair. At times, gentle fingers making a home of each other’s skin; at other times, delighting in the loving gnashing of teeth. They never did fix anything worthwhile, but the days kept coming anyways, and they’d mistaken that as enough.

How furious he’d have been. Killed and torn apart. Every part of him spilled. Even if it had been her, the one who stood over him in those final seconds. She stopped thinking. Then she thought seriously; then unseriously. How Jake’s voice would have sounded without a tongue. Like a ventriloquist begging for his life. She was drunk and she told herself she was drunk like she was her own mother all the while and this was her last comfort from the grave, speaking on things even the dead don’t know.
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DREAMING, IT’S YOU AND A MOTH-EATEN BOOK clutched to your chest, gold lettering pressed against your breasts bared. The moon’s full enough to peer through the slats. Faces gathered, pale and waiting, and you’re speaking to them or somebody words you don’t know. There’s your father knocking and there you’re speeding through all manner of Latin gibberish with startlingly painful ease. Ease like puking Busch after a gravity bong. Like it’s all been curled up in your gut since the day you were conceived just waiting for its chance to get the hell out.

SHE WOKE THIRSTY for faucet water—chigger bites spackling her ankle, a half pack of cigarettes squatting in her lungs—with an email notification on her phone from the owner of the sex shop sending her the security footage from the day Jake died. She deleted it before she could hurt herself pretending. She left a box of oatmeal on the kitchen table and returned to her room. Between talk-show recipes for leek and lentil soups, campaign ads for Sheriff Parsons waltzing through a soybean field with dirtied hands gripping a rifle, squinting far off and fleshy like John Wayne with a fucked thyroid. In a voice not his own promising to save things lost. Jobs, liberties, the American dream.

Bart would be getting up soon, but she didn’t go back for the oatmeal. If he was feeling hungry, he knew how to make it himself.

She retrieved the deleted email and watched the shadow of a light pole stretch across an empty parking lot. Waiting for anything living to show itself. She was a kid again, peering over her father’s shoulder as he watched footage from the trail camera he’d rigged a half mile back behind their house near the hunting cabin, near the tree line at the back of their property.

Every fall, as the weather turned and leaf piles went up in smoke, he got hopeful and halfway sweet. Talking fast of whitetails and the kind of wild turkey not found in a bottle. Soon as licenses went valid, they’d head out to the hunting cabin and sit side by side in the glow of the screen while he spoke of trails and bedding spots. Of patterns, of patience. He’d freeze the frame and point at the animal eyes glowing in the pixelated night. He said they’d not leave until he’d killed something.

Thinking back on it now—her father’s face glowing in the pallid light, thirsting for blood, speaking of death and its doing like a duty—he wasn’t all that different from Greg Walpole. Difference being one of them hung their kill on a wall; the other, an upside-down cross. An animal, a man. And maybe it wasn’t much different at all except one of them believed his killing was holy and the other just wanted to kill something.

She lay in bed watching a whole half hour of the parking lot undisturbed aside from an employee’s Mustang, cars flashing along the highway in the upper part of the frame. She paused the video at the time stamp 3:14 p.m. A white or gray truck, like Jake’s, but hard to make out the manufacturer. The man who got out of the driver’s seat she knew wasn’t Jake but she watched anyways. A blue sedan pulled up a few minutes later, the driver went inside. Ten minutes later, the truck left. Another four minutes, the sedan followed after it. It wasn’t anything, she knew this to be true, but maybe if she showed it to Sheriff Parsons, Detective Mackinnon, God Himself on High. Maybe she’d fool them all back into disbelief. She’d present herself in white. She’d point at the footage and say, “See?” But there wasn’t nothing to see, and they’d only ask where she got the footage. Something was strangling her, and she raised herself against the headboard to breathe.

She got a text from Jackson, a link to an article from the Courier: “Deputy Alicia Moore Placed on Leave amid Probe into Ex-Fiance’s Murder Resembling 2005 Homicide.”

Jackson sent a follow-up text right after: “Of course they used the picture of you from last year when you got that shit haircut.”

And then another: “Fifty bucks says it was Deacon who went tattling to the press. He’s walking around here looking dumber than usual.”

And then another: “I’m sorry, Alicia. Whole thing just fucking sucks.”

She didn’t bother reading the article. She’d heard it a thousand times already.

BART LEFT FOR school without a goodbye. She microwaved fish sticks and sat on the arm of the couch, peeking out from the curtain. It was quiet for an hour before the first news van rolled up and the Channel 5 reporter from Paducah got to knocking on the door. Then came the folks from Lexington, Louisville, Nashville. Cameras and microphones multiplying like weeds after rain. Jackson showed up not long after, pushing the media to the street. Around which time Paul Whitney came walking past, his goldendoodle losing its goddamn mind at the sight of a crowd. And she supposed there was a silver lining in all of this—nobody was about to vandalize her home with a half dozen cameras around. About as slender a lining could get before becoming a thread. And even that felt liable to snap. 

Somewhere Sheriff Parsons and Mackinnon were having themselves a nice, easy stroll into the office. No vans, no cameras. Answering to nothing, not even the answers they weren’t close to having.

Lucas texted asking if she had time to meet. She was in the middle of texting him back “Hell no” when she remembered what Jackson had said to her at the sex shop. Here she was paying the price for a stranger’s prying. A stranger with a mouthful of answers to every question but one, same question he’d asked of her: What in God’s name was he still doing here?

She left the window and searched his name on the internet. Came upon a list of selected publications—“Forbidden Ritualism: Occult Deviance and the Dynamics of Religious Trauma”; “‘They Criminalized My Spirituality’: Mistaking Occultism as Crime in the Bible Belt”; “Malevolent Rites and Criminal Consequences: A Framework for Modeling Criminal Adolescent Occultism.”

There was also something he’d written for Gameport, a review two years back for some video game. First few sentences of the review read: “Perhaps no other game developer captures the liminal space existent between wonder and belief, particularly that found in the occultist’s unconscious, quite like Haruki Saito. I’ve long been an admirer of Saito’s work—his unheralded debut, the 2001 platformer from Unloved Engine, Witchward, promises to be a lifelong obsession of mine. (Full disclaimer, I first played it on an aging MSI GE62 Apache Pro, then later rebuilt for clarity and frame stability on a Ryzen 5 5600X rig with 32 GB of Corsair Vengeance LPX RAM—a more-than-worthwhile investment.) As somebody with a vested fascination in all things occult, I’m naturally drawn to Saito’s hazy-eyed aesthetic of a world brimming with unfettered access between otherwise disparate ontological realms, whether metaphysically liminal or straight-up hallucinatory. Another full disclaimer: I played the game.” 

Least he wrote how he talked. Hundred-dollar words spread thin like butter and melting into nothing just the same.

She skimmed through the rest but came back to the beginning. The computer-speak didn’t compute. When Lucas presented to her Greg’s internet history, he’d donned the drag of a Luddite, yet here he was talking about frame stability. And if there was anything she knew for certain about Lucas Masterson, it was that he wouldn’t waste an opportunity to show his smarts. So why hide it?

She opened Loomboard for the first time in her life. Couldn’t hardly make head or tail of the chaos before her but typed in the search bar the name of the video game. Witchward. Hundreds of results. She went to the first one and transcribed into a separate document the first fifty usernames occupying the top positions. From there she went to the message board “l/Occult Crime” and copied another fifty names. She put the lists in two separate columns. Eyes wandering blindly until emerged a single username common between the two. She was surprised at how little she was surprised, how seeing it felt like less like revelation than it did confirmation.

PriestoftheHiddenVeil.

With fingers palsied, she offered the name back into the Loomboard search bar, a hundred resulting discussions. She tried both Lucas’s and Greg’s screennames. Still, a couple dozen. All of them lingering around “l/Witchcraft,” “l/Esotericism,” “l/OccultArt,” “l/Thelema,” “l/Grimoire,” “l/AngelsAndDemons,” but this time she knew which one she was looking for, and there it was. Plainer than the impossible day ahead.

“l/AtoningAzazel?”

She scanned the discussion for PriestoftheHiddenVeil, and there was toward the middle, a fourteen-year-old kid, responding just two hours after Greg’s mad query.

“The obvious choice is, of course, a goat, preferably within the first few months of life; although, in certain sects of Judaic hermeneutics, there is some consideration that the supposed ‘goat’ mentioned in Leviticus 16 was actually an individual (spiritually impure, most likely), exiled from the Israelites and set on the path to Azazel in the wilderness beyond. So, there’s that lol.”

Beneath Lucas’s comment, Greg responded, “Brother! Thank you Priest as always lol i didnt know all that stuff lol you gotta get out here and see this thing yourself i’m not even kidding did you see that drawing i sent you yesterday i couldn’t lie about this stuff.”

She shut her laptop.

Lucas. The Priest. She, newly born in the wilderness as some homesteader writing suspicions on sackcloth. Waiting on night, stoking a fire to cast long and slender shadows on the tree line. Pointing to the Priest imagined there.

Saying to nobody, “See?”

She dressed and then undressed and then thought. There was coffee gone cold on her nightstand and she drank it.

She couldn’t imagine Lucas killing somebody, but her imagination didn’t matter if a motive was there: He had been involved with the first murder and he’d seen to the second. That was the argument she sealed to herself. Started speaking it, trying it out on her tongue. But if she took this to Mackinnon too early, he could just as easily sniff out the offering like something diseased in its desperation. Hail Mary chucking mud. Never did she question whether any of this was good; had she had reason to think it, the world would have felt to her small when what she needed was somebody with reason to agree.
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SHE’D DITCHED THE TAILING NEWS VANS A MILE back, doglegging down the causeway where stood only a wooden pallet spray-painted with the letters POZ’S and parked in one of the few remaining spots, narrowly edging between a Silverado and Wrangler. Already, the heavy heartbeat of a prison band covering Metallica. Seemed Poz had gotten a taste for the darker stuff in recent years, outside of his usual insistence on honky-tonk classics. Likely a byproduct of his most recent spate at county for beating a kid nearly to death with the business end of a pistol. People change inside those walls and in the eye of the law it’s a matter of betterment, but anybody who’d say that with a straight face hadn’t ever walked into Poz’s past 11:00 pm. A clientele of the lost, mistakenly or purposefully so. Those dirt-knuckling away from grace or those already so far removed they’d forgotten there was something they were running from in the first place. She might’ve asked herself which she was if it weren’t for the totality of the bass drum shouting Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb straight into her spinal cord.

She steeled herself against all better judgment and passed her way through the flanneled, Carhartted crowd, parting the seas of arguments mid-formed and loves half stilled, all of them drunk enough to carry on but not drunk enough to not take notice. The good old boys up near the bar, worn ten-gallon hats, turned around with appraisal quickly dismissed. One of age’s blessings, a few gray hairs and unloved extra pounds. Even those who might’ve recognized her from today’s paper or papers of yesteryear, they similarly recognized her as somebody who’d be in a place like this at a time like this. Simple sense. Would-be cowboys, ex- and present cons, bondsmen and those bonded, Blood River witches, lawmen drunker than sin.

Like the boys from the station over at a corner booth, a pitcher of Coors between them, empties upturned in the ice like redneck tombstones. Jackson among them, a pinch of chew stuffed in his squirrel’s cheek, shaking his head at the sight of her. Telling her to go. But she only nodded their way and they stared back before gathering among themselves in some kind of tribunal. She let them alone on their whispering, knowing nobody was clean in a place like this and knowing they knew that, too, and maybe that was the appeal of a bar unfit to call itself a bar, maybe even something biblical about it, pride sanded down by shame, saint and sinner smoothed into somebody stackable.

She fought her way to the bar for a bottle of the High Life and scrammed to the back patio. Smokers hulked against October’s lakefront chill. Poz had a fire brewing in a pit no bigger than a gas can, but it was enough to throw shadows longways through Sunday. Everyone a dark-shaded mask of somebody somehow worse than the somebody they really were. She walked the length of the patio, descending the stairs to the boat launch where picnic tables gathered the forgotten and there she found her father where she’d known he would be.

He was glassing the still waters of the lake across from Fred Maisley and Dale Ray. All of them ashing their cigarettes into an ice bucket of Budweisers between them. Today was Wednesday, after all. Five-dollar buckets. Discount made a whole lot more fiscal sense when you personally knew the man pulling you over for a DUI on your way home.

Her father looked her way like he’d been expecting her.

“Hell’s bells—Alicia!” Dale Ray shouted. Eyes glossy and spinning already. “You bring me one of my sandwiches?”

“Didn’t know you’d be here, Dale Ray.”

“Bullshit,” her father said under his breath.

She ignored him. “Fred, how you been?”

Fred looked to her father like he was seeking permission. “I been fine, Alicia. You?”

“Fine. Retirement been good to you?”

“Pretty good. Yeah.”

“Miss the department at all?”

“Oh, sure. Time to time.”

“How about you, Al?” her father interrupted. “You miss the work yet?”

Fred and Dale Ray stiffened like concrete molds, cigarettes limp in their lips.

“Doesn’t do much wonders for the family name,” he continued. “You went off leash, started biting friendlies. Witnessed it myself.” He turned to his friends. “She came by my house with that Black kid they talked about in the paper. Can you believe it?”

She laughed him off, feeling louder with a beer in her hand. “Most likely, somebody got to talking with a reporter, sowing old shit and feeling high and mighty about themselves. Wouldn’t be the least surprised if I was talking to that person now.”

“My moral compass ain’t ever led me to a fucking journalist. I don’t care who you are or what you done, I ain’t locking arms with their ilk.”

“Wasn’t anything moral about all that. It was personal.”

“Well,” her father said, finishing his beer and plucking another. “That don’t exactly narrow it down. Lots of folks around here got personal issues with other folks, present company or not. Either way, I’m not inclined to speculate on these matters with you.”

“I didn’t come here for your speculation.”

“Then let’s hear whatever it is and be over with it.”

“It’s about the investigation.”

Her father shelved the shit-eating smile in favor of something sterner. “There is no investigation you’re a part of, much less one you ought to be speaking on. So do yourself a favor and zip it before word gets around you’re out in public talking about it.”

“This is about Jake.”

“No, this is about you trying to save your ass, and I don’t want nothing to do with it. And I’m telling you, for your own goddamn good, to shut up about it.”

“I’m still a deputy.”

“You’re still a deputy no more than this”—he held up an old beer bottle, drained of all but dregs—“is still a beer.”

Out across the lake there were bison bellowing. Those late to rutting and the cold approaching. Crazed grunts, deep and infernal, echoing on the water like skipping rocks.

“Well,” Dale Ray said, clearing his throat and sweating despite the chill, “your two’s conversing has put me in the mind of Heidegger.”

“Goddamnit,” her father said.

“You familiar with Heidegger, Alicia?”

“Which caliber?”

“Funny. No, he’s a German philosopher. Some would say a Nazi.”

Her father turned his back. “Dale Ray. Don’t.”

Maisley stood up and made off to the bathroom.

“Political indiscretion aside, Heidegger presents to us a jug and he asks what gives this jug its essential quality as a jug.” He picked up her father’s empty beer bottle like it had fallen from some greater heaven. “For our purposes, what gives this bottle its bottleness? What gives it the essence of a bottle?”

“Goddamnit, Dale Ray.”

“Now, you could say that the bottle’s essence arises from a specific form—a glass object shaped just so. But that doesn’t satisfy his larger question, which is when he asks how do we become aware of the bottle’s bottleness? So, we have to step back to our definition and expand it into phenomenological categories. He says the first thing we’d say about the bottle is that it’s meant to hold something. Well, right now, it’s empty, so is it a bottle by that given definition? So let’s say you pour beer in. What’s doing the holding of the beer? Is it the bottle itself? You might be tempted to say that, but the bottle itself is just the sides and bottom of the container. And if this bottle was full of beer, what about all the beer in the middle that ain’t touching the jug? And what do we make of the fact that when we pour beer into the bottle in the first place, we ain’t pouring it onto the bottle, but rather into the bottle. Into that empty space between the sides and bottom. It ain’t the bottle itself, is it? So he concludes that it’s that empty space that constitutes the bottle’s essential qualities, making up its entire bottleness. The bottle can’t reveal itself to you as a bottle were it not for all that nothingness making it what it is.”

She said, “Yeah, well, them Nazis had all sorts of bad ideas.”

Her father smiled and toasted her interruption, bottle to bottle.

Dale Ray continued, punctuating each thought with a jab of his cigarette, “Were we to extend this conclusion beyond the realm of objects, one might argue that an individual’s essential character is not so much an aggregate of their physical, psychological, social, or even spiritual features, but rather them liminal spaces between these epistemological fidelities. A person is what holds together what they believe. And perhaps it would prove a worthy task of any person to spend time chipping away at that caulking, see where it comes from.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

Dale Ray nodded sincerely.

She turned back to her father. “I need help.” Pride’s not something that can be swallowed. At best, it can be cheeked, tucked under the tongue, hidden from whole-mouthed view. “I got a lead, but I need somebody else to take it to Parsons.”

“Why?”

“I’m not supposed to be working on the case. Remember?”

“That ain’t why, but go ahead.”

“Dale Ray, if you wouldn’t mind. Just need a few minutes.”

“Seems nobody ever listens to me.” Dale Ray sighed. “I’ll just fetch another bucketful of ignorant bottles.”

“Coors,” her father called out. “None of that Budweiser bullshit.”

HER FATHER WAS only halfway through his Virginia Slim but still he butted it out in the plastic ashtray and lit another. For the effect more than anything, knowing him. The wrinkles lit on his face harder than stone and deeper than whatever skull existed beneath. 

“So the Brit is a devil worshipper?”

“That’s not the point. What I’m saying is he and Greg go back, the two of them talking on the internet about all the occult stuff. And it was Lucas who told Greg about human sacrifice.”

“He was a kid spouting off on his computer. Ain’t exactly a murder weapon.”

“He was talking to Greg days before the murder of Colton Marshall. And now he’s here?”

“I’m supposing Lucas never mentioned none of this to you, the stuff about him and Greg?”

“Nope. Not a word.”

He signaled to Maisley and Dale Ray up on the smoker’s porch for a few more minutes. Even five years out of retirement, he still carried himself like the boss.

“Why did you just now get around to looking into this guy’s background?”

“I don’t know. I got to wondering, I guess.”

Her father nodded slowly. “Was he around here when Jake disappeared?”

“Had been for a few weeks.”

“How about an alibi?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well.” He cleared his throat. “Way I see it is you got something as far as his opportunity, knowledge, and motive. Enough that the task force would probably want an alibi from him.”

“It’s the motive throwing me off.”

“Take your pick.” He laughed dryly. “Could be said that he killed Jake for his own satanic purposes, just like he’d counseled Greg to. Wanted to try it out for himself, see how it felt. Then again, with everything you’ve told me about this guy, you got to also consider that now he’s giving himself plenty new things to write about for his studies. Maybe the both of them are true. He gets to please whatever godless hellspawn he prays to while also making a career out of it. Only question I got is if you think this guy is really capable of this.”

“An innocent person doesn’t keep secrets.”

“Don’t be stupid when I’m asking you a serious question, Alicia. I met the guy, and he didn’t strike me as the torturing type. Greg, sure. Doesn’t take much imagination to connect them dots. But this guy, Mr. Fingernails-Cleaner-Than-Crystal? Mr. Bow-Tie-on-a-Tuesday? Doesn’t strike me as the type you’re looking for. Maybe he had a hand in it, but the whole damn thing?”

“I think it’s possible.”

He pulled deep on his cigarette, the cherry warming like a dying sun, and he exhaled through his nose as he spoke. “Are you fishing here?”

“Fishing?”

“Yeah, fishing ain’t the right word.” He searched for something better but came up empty. He shrugged his shoulders and sagged over the table. “You can claim all you want that the reason you got put on leave was because of the leaks to the press, but we both know that ain’t the whole story. And not even a day goes by after your being put on leave—hold on, don’t interrupt me—before you randomly decide to look into this guy’s background and prop him up as the prime suspect. So I’m going to ask you up front in the vain hopes you’ll understand that I will try to help you all I can if your answer is yes: Did you have any part in what’s happened here?”

“I don’t got the energy tonight to argue against your delusions.”

“Delusions,” he said, studying the shape of the word in the smoke spelling from his lips. “My delusions?”

“Yes, your delusions. Because like it or not, this ain’t about me.”

“Yet here you are asking me to shoo the dogs off your scent?”

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

“Last time I helped you, you didn’t speak to me for twenty years. That was the thanks I got.”

Must’ve been his slurred words, but she saw the bait for what it was and left it dangling. “How about you tell me why you want me to be guilty so badly.”

“I don’t think you’d ever think yourself guilty of anything,” he said, chuckling at the way her anger moved to her fingers, tearing the stickered label from the bottle in slow shreds. “You had a hand in all that shit back then, no matter how small. The very least, you fed him. You and Jake, the two of you spreading his craziness like gasoline on a fire just by sitting there and listening. Maybe even believing. Either way, it’s hardly any different from this Lucas guy and what he did. All of you. You all had a hand in what happened. That’s the truth. And then you got the gall to come around here talking about innocent persons and the secrets they supposedly don’t keep. Like you’d know what that means. God Almighty.”

She held his stare. “Do you really think I would have done this to Jake?”

He sniffed the air like the answer was on the wind. “Truth is I don’t know you well enough to answer that. I’m not sure I ever did. Your mother might’ve, but I sure didn’t. Even before you stopped talking to me, even before you had a son I’m not allowed to speak to. My only grandson.” He laughed, short and bitter, setting his jaw like it was keeping something inside, but he spat it out anyway. “All I know for certain is you’re capable of a certain kind of torture. The lasting kind, the evil kind, the kind that don’t bruise. The kind that keeps a man awake at night wondering what they did to deserve it. I don’t ever even sleep on my couch anymore, them nights I can’t stand the bed, because that’s where you used to sleep when you were pissed off, which was always. Always. Yes. I might miss your mother, but you? You’re the one I mourn. And what saddens me most is I think that’s just fine with you. I think you like it this way. I think you like making people bleed slow. That’s what I know about you.”

She waited until she was sure he was finished, letting the silence bloom like mold between them.

“You’re drunk,” she said.

“Yeah, well, I’m trying.” He wiped his mouth and waved over Maisley and Dale Ray. “I’ll talk to Sheriff Parsons about the Brit.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Funny thing to say for someone who swears this ain’t a favor.”




 24.
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“AFTERNOON, ALICIA.” MACKINNON WAS ALREADY seated in the interview room, his leather binder in front of him. He wore a purple tie over a baby-blue oxford, like he was selling her a 2005 Honda Civic. He gestured at the empty chair in the corner. “Thanks for coming down. Hope it wasn’t too much hassle.”

“Backing out the driveway, I nearly ran over that Channel 5 lady.”

“If it’s any consolation, the five o’clock buzzards usually get tired after circling a couple days.”

“Ain’t the worst thing in the world. Them being there means nobody’s throwing soft-rot pumpkins at the windows.”

“Why a pumpkin?” Before he’d even finished asking, he’d done the mental math. “Sorry to hear it.”

“It’s a world easier to clean up than the eggs.”

“Blessings come in strange wrappings.” Mackinnon checked his phone, holding the screen to his nose. “If you don’t mind, I’d like that we wait for Sheriff Parsons until we get going here. He had to take a call, but he should be back soon.”

She hadn’t expected her father to keep his word, but then she got the call this morning from Mackinnon asking her to come in, followed by a few unanswered calls from Lucas. Probably he’d gotten a similar call, wanted to seek her counsel on the seriousness of it. Or he knew what she’d found and wanted to test-ride a defense. Either way, she pictured him in his dust-lit motel room, sniffing asbestos and piecing together a story on his little notepad, turtlenecked and bespectacled, rehearsing his obfuscations into a thrift-store mirror.

It was hot in the room and already Mackinnon was sweating through his shirt. Pit stains blossoming out across his chest. He drummed his pen against his binder. “Sheriff’s wife brought in chess pie earlier today. You want some?”

“I’m fine, but thanks.”

“Between me and you, it ain’t my favorite I’ve ever had. She puts walnuts in there.”

“I know it.”

Mackinnon rocked back on the heels of the chair, pressing his curlicued spine against the back and exhaling through his gritted teeth.

“You doing all right, Doug?”

“It gets worse the colder it gets, I swear. By December I’m a pretzel.”

“You mind if I ask what exactly is it?”

“Ankylosing spondylitis. Fancy way of saying my spine is all sorts of messed up.”

“Anything you can do about it?”

“Doctor said doing some yoga might slow things down, but I’d rather you put a gun to my head and demand I spell ankylosing spondylitis.” A pained laugh and he eased off his stretching. “Few years, I’ll be one of them middle-aged old-timers hunched ninety degrees over a cane. My wife says it’s the weight of wisdom that’s doing it. She’s God’s way of saying sorry, I’m sure of it.”

“Seems a better way of saying sorry would be to fix you up.”

“Pastor of mine back in Lexington, he’d tell you that God don’t practice miracles anymore. Says he’s doled out enough. Any more would be a glut of the stuff. Wouldn’t be any need for faith if we got them impossible things we pray for. So what we got instead is spiritual compensations to abide what’s staying broken. To the modern-day cripple he hands a cane. This ought to suffice but we don’t think in terms of sufficiency anymore, do we? When we got money, we eat at buffets.” He shook his head to the tune of some great truth. “I really shouldn’t be talking God in a taxpayer’s space, but you go to church, don’t you?”

“Not in a long time.”

“Then I’ll shut up. Long story short, my back is all screwed up and staying so.”

“Sorry about that,” Sheriff Parsons said, shutting the door behind him and clipping his cell phone to his belt. “All sorts of fires needing put out. How are you, Alicia?”

“Fine. You?”

“Fine.” Sheriff Parsons handed things over to Mackinnon with a nod.

Mackinnon cleared his throat and straightened his posture as much as he could. “I know I don’t need to tell you, but you are being filmed and recorded.” He raised his voice slightly for the benefit of the camera hanging in the corner of the room. “And you have come here on your own free accord. Is that right?”

She looked at the sheriff, his arms crossed so tight against his chest it looked like he might pop his head off.

“That’s right.”

Mackinnon tapped a pen against his leather binder. “Well, Sheriff Parsons and I wanted to bring you down today to discuss a few things that have come up in the investigation.”

“Happy to help.”

“We appreciate it. To start things off, we got a call early this morning—or Sheriff Parsons here did. An individual expressing some concerns about”—he looked at his notes—“Lucas Masterson. I believe you’re familiar with him?”

“I am.”

“Can you tell me a little about your relationship with Mr. Masterson? How’d you meet and so on?”

“He contacted me couple days after the discovery of Jake’s body. I believe he’d already reached out to several members of the department. Told me he was down here doing some research for his PhD, research on the 2005 homicide. Offered some insight, wanted to throw out some theories he thought might be useful in light of Jake’s homicide. I’ll come right out and acknowledge to you that, yes, in hindsight I should have let the task force know about his involvement, but I treated him as a civilian collaborator but carefully minded what all I was sharing in terms of evidence. I don’t really know too much else about him, to be honest with you. Again, that’s an oversight on my part, and it’s the reason why I’m sitting this side of the table.”

Mackinnon kept tapping his binder. He exchanged glances with Sheriff Parsons and looked back to Alicia. “Well, we got a call concerning Mr. Masterson’s possible involvement, nudging him forward as a person of interest in the ongoing investigation.” He plucked his words carefully like ticks from his neck. “Seems he might’ve had some tangential relation to Greg Walpole back in 2005. Most of it just circumstantial. Messages on the internet, that kind of thing. But there was some concern that his involvement in this present case might have been in some way related. As in, Lucas Masterson might’ve had a hand in the murder of Jake Paisley.”

“Let’s not bother playing pretend,” Sheriff Parsons interrupted. “She knows all this already. That’s why she had her daddy call.”

She spoke evenly, the way she’d spent the morning preparing. “If it was my father who called, it was on his own accord.”

“So it was your daddy did all that digging on the internet? Same man who kept his email password written on a whiteboard in his office?”

“All I can say is I think it was about time somebody did some looking.”

As she spoke, she saw Mackinnon taking notes, but his pen seemed lethargic against the page. He might as well have been doodling Kilroy over and over again when here she’d offered John the Baptist’s head served on a silver platter.

He continued, “We spoke with Mr. Masterson earlier today, had him come down for a face-to-face. According to his account and what we’ve taken a look at, Mr. Masterson’s communications with Greg Walpole in 2005 wouldn’t amount to accessory or even accomplice. And regarding the investigation at hand, he provided an alibi for the night of Jake Paisley’s death. Says he was at the public library in Murray and then a restaurant. We followed up, and it checks out.”

She shrugged. “Glad to hear it.”

“Looks to me like you got something more to say.”

“I’m just thinking about how he’s a criminology student, and he ain’t stupid. He knows how to establish an alibi. Knows where to put distance and when.”

“Doesn’t matter. If he was there, he wasn’t here. And if he wasn’t here, he didn’t kill Jake.”

“Maybe so, but if there’s evidence he’d communicated with Greg Walpole about human sacrifice back in 2005, then don’t you think maybe he’d been doing some more communication with somebody else? Encouraging them, helping them. Jesus, Doug, he’s writing about all this for his schoolwork. You don’t think that’s odd?”

“I’m sorry, Alicia, but—”

“And you’re looking for an occultist, aren’t you? Well, there’s one right there. Knows more about the stuff than anybody you’ll ever meet. More than Greg ever did.”

“Religious beliefs are not grounds for suspicion in a homicide investigation.”

“Since when?”

Sheriff Parsons inched closer. “Why’d you have your daddy call us with that information, Alicia?”

“Would you have listened if it was me? Would you have even bothered interviewing Lucas?”

“You’re saying no part of you was trying to get us to shift our focus?”

“No,” she said firmly, but then the silence caught up to her. “Are you saying I’m the focus?”

Neither of them answered.

“Jesus Christ.”

Mackinnon swiveled back and forth in his chair, chewing on the pen cap. Letting her anger breathe like a bottle of wine. She knew the tactic. Get them riled up and let them say something damning, so she shut her mouth.

“Can we revisit something?” Mackinnon asked finally. “The day of Jake’s death, you said you were taking some much-needed time off. Getting some sleep. That right?”

The camera’s blinking sight she could feel, and she saw herself as it saw her, small and pixelated in the corner of a screen. Mackinnon would watch it back later, zooming into her face for the whisper of a flinch. She’d not give him one. She sat as still as a saint in a stained-glass window. Let him call her a sociopath before he called her scared.

“Alicia, is that right or not?”

“That’s right.”

“How about you tell me where you went that day as you remember it?”

“To my recollection, I was sleeping. Putzing around the house.”

“What if I told you we pulled your cell phone records from that day? Does that jog your memory of what you were up to that day?”

“Don’t talk to me like that.”

“Because what I’m looking at here—let me show you—is a map.” He pushed forward a printout from Google Maps overlaid with pen scratching. “These little circles here, those are the cell towers your cell phone was pinging from. You familiar with this area right here? Well, I can tell you with reasonable certainty that you—your cell phone, at the very least—was pinged in this area. Right over there? That’s Belson’s. Which means you were in the vicinity at around the exact time Jake was last seen leaving work.”

“There’s a reason, but it ain’t because of Jake.”

“I’m all ears, Alicia. Whenever you’re ready.”

She ran through the story in her head, every miserable beat of it. If she was the one sitting on the other side of the table, she wouldn’t believe a word. Didn’t matter how close to the truth it was.

“Am I being detained?” she asked.

“We’re just asking questions for the time being. But I’d think the more you share, the better it is for you. If it’s all just a coincidence, you’ll probably want to help us make sense of it.”

They watched her, the two of them, like they had seen this in their dreams, spelled out to the letter, and knew how it ended.

“If I’m being detained, I’d like a lawyer present. Either way, I’m done talking. This is negligence, pure and simple. Y’all want to pin this on anybody except who actually did it.”

“Come on, Alicia. You were at Belson’s the day Jake went missing. And then you lied to us and said you were sleeping that day. You know how it looks and why we got to look into it. We’re hoping you’d cooperate.”

“Cooperate?” She stood up. “There ain’t nothing I can say to speak sense into either one of you. Am I free to go or do I need to call my lawyer in here?”

Mackinnon shut his folder like he’d reached the end of a book hardly worth his time. “I imagine we’ll be in touch real soon. Thanks for coming down.”

As she stormed the door, Sheriff Parsons grabbed her elbow. His fingers finding hold on her bone. She stood eye level with his lapel, the American flag pin cocked back like a hammer. 

“A word of advice from a friend: Don’t leave the county,” Sheriff Parsons said low enough for only her to hear. “You don’t want State involved more than they already are.”

She ripped her arm from his grasp so hard she cracked a knuckle on the cinder-block wall behind her.

The rest of the station was quiet and she knew they were watching from over their desks, pity and fear, like she was some rabid beast unaccountable to even itself. She walked slow, straight, and out the doors and into the sun where there were silhouettes of some previous splendor. A dove shuffling sideways down a power line. Gray-haired dandelions kneeling on the sidewalk. All of it orange-licked by the sun over the courthouse. She remembered it happening years ago, too, how she’d stood out here on these same steps thinking how it made a tremendous amount of sense that the world got more beautiful the less human she felt. Even the keys in her hand felt like something vibrant, humming its brassy lifesong from the end of a wire noose.

WHEN SHE PARKED at Stanson’s, she saw Lucas’s car in the back row of the lot. Even from a distance his eyes spoke of needing. She walked right up to his window and spoke without stooping to him.

“I got nothing to say to you,” she said. “Don’t know why I came all this way to tell you that, but that’s all I got to say.”

His car wasn’t on, but here he turned the ignition and cranked the air conditioner. He looked sickly in the way his neck strained when he turned his head.

“Somebody called about me,” he said. His eyes were half closed and his lips were dry. If she didn’t know him to be a teetotaler, she’d have thought he was drunk. “Was it you?”

“No.”

“I sat there in that station scared for my life.”

“You didn’t do nothing, right? So you didn’t have anything to be scared of.”

“I may not be an American, but in America I’m a Black man, and that’s something different. I thought—I don’t know what I thought.”

“I didn’t say anything about you. Probably it was one of them started looking into you after you’d been nosing around.”

“So you know?”

“Know what?”

“You know,” he said weakly. She saw his hand palsied in his lap. “I wasn’t honest with you, and I’m sorry for that. But I was a kid back then. A kid in England on his computer talking about things I didn’t understand. It wasn’t real. I didn’t know what I’d done, what I might have done. But then people on Loomboard made the connection. Who he was, what he did, why he did it. And I’ve spent the rest of my life making atonements. Or at least trying to.” He produced a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped it across his forehead before neatly folding it. “You asked me the first time we talked why I’m here. I’m here and I care because I feel an obligation to this place, to Colton Marshall. And now to Jake Paisley.”

“Why Jake?”

“He’d never have died that way if it weren’t for what happened, what I helped to happen without my knowing it. It was a mistake. I was young. I don’t expect you to believe a word I’m saying. Do you have water?”

“Not on me.”

He leaned his head back on the headrest. Drawing breaths deep, his seat belt slagging into his caving stomach.

“I’d go inside for a water, but I don’t think I can walk.”

“So all that time you were helping me look for the Priest, you knew it was you?”

“I hoped there was someone else. I don’t know. I can’t explain myself.”

“You still a satanist, then?”

“Wiccan. You knew that already.”

“I did not.”

“I thought I told you.” He rubbed his eyes. “I just needed to talk to somebody, and I figured it should be you. I owed you an apology. I’m panicking, I think. A real panic attack.”

“In through your nose, out through your mouth. Count to four each time.”

He sat there box breathing and she waited until his eyes cracked open.

“Why weren’t you there?”

“Where?”

“The station. I looked for you.”

She asked if he could stand yet and he followed her into Stanson’s where he drank two glasses of water and a cup of decaf. The thought of eating made her ill, but she ordered fries for something warm to look at. She explained to Lucas the administrative leave, how it was transforming into something a lot less temporary. She told him about her interview that morning. The phone records, the wrong place and time, the stones piling on her chest.

Lucas wiped a cold sweat from his forehead like Lazarus waking to a heartbeat. “Why were you at Belson’s that day?”

“Because somebody asked me to be there.”

“Who?”

“It wasn’t Jake, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Who was it?”

“His name is Abe. He works at Belson’s.”

“Who is he?”

She shook her head. “It’s not important.”

“I’m afraid it is very important.”

She stirred creamer into her coffee just to watch it stain the blackness. “You said you came here for absolution, right?”

“I didn’t use that word.”

“Penance, then.”

“It’s a simple word for simple minds, but maybe, yes.” He shook his head clean of some wandering thought. “I came here to study what happened so that it would not happen again, and then of course it did. An object set in motion stays in motion. But I would be lying to you if I said it did not feel like an enviable opportunity for me to right a wrong. If I’m able to contribute to the investigation, I want to. Because of what happened back then. It’s a selfish motivation, I know that. I don’t have an answer for it.” He paused, then nodded, like he’d asked himself a question. “After you found Jake, why didn’t you tell the sheriff’s office that you were at Belson’s that day? You must have known it would come back to you.” 

She didn’t answer.

“If I may answer on your behalf,” he went on, “it’s the same reason I didn’t tell you about my history with Greg Walpole. I believed it to be irrelevant—because I am assured in my innocence, or at least my lack of direct involvement. Were I to have shared it with you, I would have lost all credibility. The truth would have gotten in the way of the means and ends. Secrets are useful in that regard. But they spoil very quickly, don’t they?”

Her voice was dry as gravel. “You ever lie to someone just because you were fucking tired and it doesn’t really matter either way anyways?”

He reached for his coffee and missed by an inch.

She said, “Our secrets aren’t the same, you and me.”

“I’d hope not.” He studied her for a moment like she was a case file in a textbook. “How long were you seeing Abe, Alicia?”

She stared into her marbled coffee. Wasn’t until two years ago Abe resurfaced from the glossy pages of yearbooks past. Hardly recognized him at the traffic stop. Gone was the kid with a rattail that grew into a mullet; in his place, a man with peppery hair and a Robert Redford jawline pushing sixty in a thirty-five zone.

She gave him a warning and he asked if she remembered him. He called her “ma’am” until she told him not to, said it made her feel every sagging year in her face. He said she looked well enough to leave perfect alone.

There wasn’t much else to it than that. No grand story, no half-baked excuses to hide behind. She just liked the way he didn’t hide how badly he wanted to fuck her, practically radiating like a heat stove, or the way he never once asked after her life. Never brought up Jake or Greg. Never mentioned Bill. Never asked about her son. Like he’d carved out another timeline, just for her, in room 105 at the Sunbrush Art Gallery and Inn. 

He’d usually get there first, waiting for her on the bed in his boxer briefs. The sex wasn’t ever intimate, at least not in the sense of caring. It was barnyard bucking, wordless panting. Each time he came, she checked in with herself—would she drive an hour to attend his funeral many years from now?

The answer was always no and she got dressed with the lights off.

“It was months ago,” she said. “Only ever saw each other a few times in that way.”

The one good thing about confessing her sins to a Wiccan: Lucas’s moral judgment had all the currency of a wooden nickel. But his silence after her story proved not to be the condemning kind. He was holding to something.

“How’d it end? Good terms? Bad?”

It ended with his shoes in hand, like he’d forgotten what they were for. His way out the motel door, he said it ought to end. No hard feelings, things are what they are. The whole while speaking like he was quitting a menial job, something hardly worth the paycheck. She said she didn’t care and wished he knew how deeply she never had, lest he mistake for a second the scarecrow she believed him to be. His only creature comfort worth much of anything, a hay-stuffed chest wrapped in flannel and eyes that stare past shame.

“It just ended,” she said. “And then a few weeks ago, I’d taken the day off to catch up on rest and that afternoon I got a phone call from him. I didn’t answer it at first but then he called again. Said he needed to talk about something important. I figured his wife had found out, got nervous thinking she’d take it straight to Bill, so I agreed to meet him after he got off work. Waited for him in my truck in the parking lot. Didn’t even see Jake.”

When Abe got in her truck, he breathed into his prayer-folded hands like there was life there. He asked for a second and she gave him one before asking if his wife had caught on. “No.” He shook his head violently. Said he only wanted to explain why he ended things, felt he owed it to her. Before she could stop him, he barreled forward anyways into a slipshod apology. Him and his wife had decided to go through the adoption process. Things had been bad, infertility and other things that weren’t her business, and maybe that had caused him to do some things he’d take back if he could, but he couldn’t, things being what they were, and the most he could hope for was that she’d forgive him and never speak a word of it to anybody. See, he’d decided to start living like a respectable father in anticipation of that becoming true.

Never before had she thought about telling a living soul, but now that he’d begged her not to, the thought was more appealing, even if it meant Bill finding out—Bill, whom she knew would forgive her so quickly that the mere thought broke her heart in half. But Abe wouldn’t leave until she’d promised him, and she drove home with the taste of that promise on her tongue. As bitter as it was burning and maybe it’s true that penance is a simple word for simple minds, yet she held tight to it anyways. That anything could be said that would ash one’s wrongs from life’s long and frayed tapestry, to be half remembered in fitful dreams and by daybreak cast back into the void from where all things dead enjoy reprieve. Life’s full of self-told lies, so why can’t hers be simple?

Lucas didn’t need his usual time to process. “You need to report this to the investigators. Tell them everything you just told me.”

“A town this small, it would come back to Bill. And my son—” She stopped. “I won’t.”

“You absolutely will. Abe called you on the exact same day Jake goes missing asking you to be at that exact same location. And why? Just to add some context to the breakup? No. This was not a coincidence, Alicia. He wanted you at that exact place at that exact time. You’re being set up.”

“Fine.” She stood from the booth, a swig of tepid coffee. “Let’s see what Abe’s got to say for himself.”

“Take this to the police.”

“No need to go ruining my life without a damn good reason. Might could be Abe’s got one of those, though.”
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THE GIRL SITTING FRONT DESK AT BELSON’S got on the intercom for Abe. After a few minutes and a few more unanswered pages, the phone rang at the desk. The girl listened patiently and hung up. It was his supervisor, she explained, saying Abe had gone home around 11:00 a.m. for a half-hour break and hadn’t come back. Probably something had come up, she said. If they wanted, she could leave a note for him or they were free to wait in the lobby.

It was half past two in the afternoon. An awfully long lunch break. They returned to her truck.

“Do you know where he lives?” Lucas asked.

She nodded.

“What if his wife is home?”

“She works at the school,” Alicia said. “They don’t release for another hour.”

“Is it the same school where Delilah works?”

“It is.”

Matter of fact, Abe’s wife had been Bart’s third-grade teacher. Mrs. Morgan. Bart worshipped her and she hoarded his undue affections like banknotes that can only appreciate with time. Hung his pictures on her classroom wall to this day. It had occurred to Alicia that sleeping with Abe had been a way of getting back at the woman her son loved more than her, or at least a way of testing love’s transferable property for the sake of disproving it, but the truth was simpler: She’d wanted sex from somebody who didn’t expect her to part like a plum in his hands, sweet flesh and sugar pulp. Maybe one day this story she told herself would be true. With time and repetition; with a beggar’s belief.

“Doesn’t matter if she’s home,” Alicia said, interrupting nothing spoken. “I sincerely hope that running into her is our biggest problem.”

ABE LIVED OUT in Falwell Estates, a new subdivision carved out last year from the Rolnik farm’s acreage after Tom Rolnik died. Where once the endless sprawl of canola clawed up from the ground like a season-long sunrise, the subdivision now offered saplings short enough to step over, driveways that still smelled of sealant, and sod-laid lawns still bearing their stripes. The houses themselves might’ve been impressive in isolation, the salmon-brick facades and lording gables, but taken together they looked like some paint-by-numbers picture. The sort of place where kids grow up angry and their parents argue quietly.

Nearing Abe’s home at the end of a cul-de-sac, Alicia spotted his Ford in the driveway.

“You’re coming with me,” she said, reaching over and opening the glove box for her .38. Lucas tensed up like she was one of those charismatic Bible-thumpers with bottle glasses, wielding a poisonous snake on faith alone. She didn’t have the patience to explain to him how safeties worked. “I’d rather not speak to Abe alone. He won’t even answer the door if he sees me by myself.”

“I can’t.”

“You said you were going to help. Penance, remember?”

“I did not say that.”

“I get you’re scared, but it wasn’t Abe who killed Jake. I can just about guarantee it. He’s an asshole, not a murderer.”

“It’s not a matter of fear.” He corrected himself quickly. “Well, that’s a part of it. But it just doesn’t look good. I know it is not what it looks like, but it still doesn’t look good.”

“How does it look like?”

He nodded at the gun at her hip.

“What?”

“It could be said that you’re intimidating a witness.”

She gave it a moment’s thought. To argue would be to admit something she wasn’t sure of. “Fine. Stay in the truck.”

She first tried ringing the doorbell a few times and then resorted to knocking with her whole fist. Nothing. She put her face to the frosted glass of the front door. The lights looked to be off, but that was all she could see for certain.

“Abe,” she called out. “You got a second? Just want to talk.” She cleared her throat and tried again, lacing her voice with the closest thing to friendliness she could muster. “Come to the door, will you? Be out of your hair real quick.”

She left the porch, edging between the carport and the side wall. Hydrangeas trimmed neatly, the mulch freshly laid. Seemed the adoption was going smoothly, for in the backyard stood a child’s play place half erected. A slide on wooden stilts, the rest laid out in approximation of its placement, and Abe’s tools piled in the grass. Wrench, hammer, Tupperware of screws, electric drill, half-empty bottle of Rolling Rock. She picked up the bottle, swirled what was left and saw it bubbling. Hadn’t had time to go flat.

She walked up the back deck. The sliding door was cracked an inch.

“Abe,” she called out. “It’s me. Just want to talk with you real quick. I’d ask you don’t shoot me.”

Astride the black-and-white wedding photos on the living room wall, a whole wooden alphabet on the walls: LO-V-E, F-A-M-I-L-Y, F-A-I-T-H. There was the smell of laundry and something else. A matchbook, a rusted shed. A storm surged in her teeth despite the blue skies outside.

She took her revolver out of her waistband, hugging the wall nearest the staircase. Peeking around the corner, she saw the kitchen light was on. She counted to three and swept the corners, scanning for movement, but there was only Abe sitting perfectly still at a kitchen chair with his legs sprawled beneath the table, arms dangling at his side. Two bullet wounds in his chest. A pond of blood settling along the grout like tributaries. She touched his neck for a pulse she knew was gone. He’d not been dead for long. A couple of hours, maybe less.

She lowered herself into the chair opposite Abe. Vision spotty with illusory gnats, swarming in and out of her periphery, and she shut her eyes until they dispersed. When she opened her eyes, she made note of a coffee cup in front of her. Someone had sat here, someone who had been welcomed inside. Then something underfoot. She leaned down and picked up a .38 special cartridge, unspent. Defeats the purpose of a revolver to leave a cartridge behind unless it’d been left behind on purpose.

She dropped the cartridge, fingerprints and all. It didn’t rightly matter. There’d be no need for forensics when here she was with a dead man’s blood on her shoe and holding in her hands a .38 revolver housing the same ammunition as those buried inside her ex-lover’s chest. One verse shy of a murder ballad.

She left behind Abe’s cold-growing corpse, the reek greasy on her lungs and her lips.

Outside she could feel the sod moving beneath her, the devils and demons housed there writhing anxiously for the day the earth would crack open to them all. And on that day she’d demand parole and claim her innocence. Pointing outside the jailhouse windows where ash falls like snow, saying See? but nobody left to hear her except those winged and jealous fallen, those inheritors of what’s left, those who’d heard everything since time began. And here they would commence starting over, raising man and beast from the mud and muck. Raise for themselves the kingdom they’d usurped.

She coughed up something bitter from her stomach onto his lawn where hours ago he’d drunk half a beer, plucked crabgrass, built himself a hopeful child’s slide. She went back inside believing in something different, but there he still sat, her only possible alibi, rigid and staring vacant into eternity with a patience only the dead can pretend.
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WITH THE LAST YAWN OF DAYLIGHT, SHE parked the truck at the mouth of the North/South Trail, hoping for silence long enough to string together a plan, something firm enough to stand on for the night. But any thought was lost to the chattering gnaw of this small wilderness. Katydids grinding out rusted lullabies, bullfrogs calling out for a jug of rum, and somewhere deeper in the Pentecostal sunset, coyotes yipping in play or pain. And Abe was shot dead in his kitchen.

Lucas hadn’t spoken a word since she told him. Just sat in the passenger seat, hunched like a folding chair. A couple of times he’d looked at her with the sudden momentum of a thought, but it passed each time.

She stepped out of the truck to feel her legs beneath her. Lucas followed and together they leaned on the hood looking out over the trailhead, a blanket of pines attended by a pale crescent moon like a sickle waiting its turn.

In the yesterdays of sleep, she frequently had dreams of hiking the North/South Trail how she and Jake used to. In the dreams, at the highest point the ground would give out beneath her. Fingernails digging a hand-spun hold, an anchor of roots and rock. Her legs dangling over some deepening chasm, and in the dream she’d reach a moment knowing it was better to let go and die than spend a few more stubborn minutes fearful of it all. And then she’d wake, lungs gulping the air from the box fan in the bedroom, recalling until it was gone how gravity rushed to meet her, the thin slice of surrender’s freedom.

“We have to tell somebody,” Lucas said. “You have to tell somebody.”

“His wife’s probably already found him.”

“You need to get ahead of this.”

“There ain’t any getting ahead of anything.”

After the wife reported it, the first responders would call Sheriff Parsons, who would call Mackinnon, who would call Belson’s, where the secretary would tell them that somebody had come looking for Abe earlier. And from there it would happen quickly. The .38 round. Her bloody footprints. Her every apparent reason to want to silence Abe. They’d put out a warrant and drag her in to ask “Why?” and she’d say she didn’t. Already she could taste the vinegar on her lips, the lying flavor of an unlikely truth. She wouldn’t believe her either if she was them. No, she’d see herself to the cell next to Greg. Let them speak madness through a hole in the wall.

Seemed Lucas was following a similar thread and reaching a similar frayed conclusion. “It must be the same person who killed Jake. But why would they kill Abe like that? It wasn’t a sacrifice. It was an assassination.”

“Seems pretty obvious. It was to put me away. Making it look like I knew Abe would tell them I was at Belson’s on that day and decided to take him out. Maybe they know about me and him. I don’t know.”

“I think we need to consider the possibility that all of this was personal. Jake and Abe. It was targeted to bring you under scrutiny.”

“We’re long past scrutiny.”

“Can you think of anybody who’d have motive to do this to you?”

“Not a lot of folks care much for me, but we’re talking about somebody killing people. We’re talking about a life sentence for myself. I can’t think of a soul who would do that just to get at me.”

Lucas took a deep breath like he was about to walk under the lake. “You said your husband never found out about Abe?”

“We’re not talking about Bill. Got it?”

“It just seems that whoever is doing this, they knew you’d come looking for Abe. They know how your mind works.”

Just as Bill knew how her mind worked, she knew how his did, too. If he found out about her and Abe, Bill wouldn’t seek retribution even in the smallest of acts. No, it’d be endlessly worse. He’d break in half like a downed 747, jet fuel turning trees to ash, and in the blaze he’d make them both a pot of decaf coffee and bring it to the kitchen table. He’d ask her why. He’d take off his glasses. She’d never seen him cry before. He’d wait on an answer. Loving, cleaved evenly in two.

“It wasn’t Bill,” she said, taking out her cell phone. “Speaking of, make whatever calls you got to make now. We’ll have to ditch the phones. They’ll be tracking us soon once they get hold of a judge to sign off.”

“I’m not doing that,” Lucas said. “It’s incriminating.”

She stepped away from the truck. The day turning over before her eyes. Pines shedding comb-teeth shadows. A snow-globe sort of sky, satellites stirred into the stars.

She walked to the edge of the parking lot where stood a wooden sign warning hikers of black bears and bobcats. Stand your ground and shout until they see you for something more dangerous than they.

She called Bill and hoped for a second he wouldn’t answer, but of course he did because he always did.

She waited for him to speak first.

“Alicia? Where are you?”

The worry in his voice was garden-variety. The late-for-dinner kind, not the police-are-here kind.

“I’m just out running some errands.”

The only thing worse than the lie was how natural it sounded. She’d called thinking she’d explain what needed explaining—hadn’t planned on exactly what that meant, figured she’d find it out as she went along—but she didn’t have the stomach for it. She told herself she owed him a few more minutes or hours of ignorance.

“I take it that means you’re working when you ain’t supposed to.”

It wasn’t a question so she didn’t bother answering. “Bart get home okay?”

He breathed heavy through the phone such that she felt it on her neck. “I was gonna wait until you got home to tell you, but he got in a bit of trouble today at school. Got himself a week’s suspension.”

At least she and her son had that in common. “What’d he do?”

She heard the phone ruffle in Bill’s hand as he called out for Bart.

After a few beats of silence, her son. “Hey.”

In a few hours or less, the police would come knocking and Bart’s world would get flipped upside down like the business end of an hourglass, and all that fomenting resentment churning like concrete inside his guts would turn stone solid. It would stay that way for maybe forever. But for now it was runny enough to see through.

“Hey,” she said, choking back the urge to call him baby. “Your dad tells me you got in some trouble.”

“You said I could.”

“I said you could what?”

A body-deep sigh and a mile-a-minute confession. “You said I could punch anyone who was messing around about the Mr. Paisley stuff.”

“You don’t got to defend me, Bart.”

“I’m not even talking about you. I’m talking about the Paisley sisters. This kid started messing with them, so I punched him and got suspended and it’s bullshit.”

“Watch it,” she said, hearing Bill echo the same words in the background. Then, quieter, “Good for you.”

“I did it how you told me to.” She heard him fighting a smile. “Right in his nose.”

She pulled the phone away as she allowed herself a single whimper. “What was the boy doing to them? Messing with the both of them?”

“No, just Wendy. I was playing basketball at recess, but I saw all them over by the tetherball courts. He was saying something about her dad and got her crying.”

“What’d he say?”

“He was saying she shouldn’t’ve gotten time off school because it wasn’t even her dad who died.”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

“He said he heard his dad talking about it.”

“Talking about what?”

“If I say it, Dad’s going to yell at me.”

“Tell him I said you could say it.”

“Mom said I could say this,” Bart said. “He told Wendy that her dad wasn’t actually her dad, because she has a different dad and that her mom is a”—he paused, making it perfectly clear that this wasn’t his choice of word while still relishing the opportunity to say it—“whore.”

Playground cruelty, she remembered it well, and as she was about to again commend Bart for putting a little asshole in his place, she remembered Wendy’s diorama. How it’d been missing a father.

“Who was the boy saying all this?”

“Carl Beathard.”

She’d heard Bart complaining about Carl Beathard plenty of times before. A run-of-the-mill shit-stirrer, just like his dad. But Neal Beathard was as close with Jake as Jake was with anybody. When she interviewed him at Belson’s after Jake’s death, Neal fell to pieces. She couldn’t imagine Neal spitting a mess of lies after the man’s death unless, of course, they weren’t lies at all.

“Do you want me to put Dad back on the phone?” Bart asked.

“Sure thing. I love you.”

“You, too,” he said flatly.

When Bill got back on the phone, she didn’t have time to waste.

“I think I’m going to be gone for a while,” she said. “Hope not, but I think that’s how it’s going to be.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“I can’t tell you anything right now, but just know I’m going to fix it. I’m working on it, and I’m sorry.”

“What’re you sorry for? Where are you?”

“I hope you know that I love you.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? You’re scaring the hell out of me, Alicia.”

And she understood completely because she was growing weary of hoping, too. How it curdles faster than milk and stews in the guts like hemlock. Makes easy promises about tomorrow without a ledger of yesterday. She hung up to her phone screen, a photo from last Easter. Her, Bill, and Bart standing out front of a quilt barn and the purple-budded soybean fields quilted together like brushstrokes. She was smiling or squinting and her hair looked washed; she looked put together and sure of small things. If she could remember what she’d been thinking back then, she might’ve sought counsel, but for now she set her phone on a flat rock and stomped with her boot heel. The screen webbed and went dark, but she kept going until it broke cleanly in two.
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ALICIA WATCHED WITH FIXED FASCINATION CARL Beathard at the kitchen table in the neighboring room, working his way through a bucket of KFC, some small compensation for a playground ass-beating. His jaw working through thigh meat and buttermilk biscuit. He was watching her, too, and if he saw in her any semblance of her son, he did not show it. Eyes bruised from the blow to his nose like he’d been scraped from the grave and making the most of life, slender chicken bones in his hand and his lips grease-glazed.

The couch was shagged with the fur of the Pyrenees barking through the screen door, its white teeth bared in the light of a mosquito zapper, like its owners had not seen the intruders sitting so.

Neal came back to the living room having fetched his wife from the basement where she sewed wares for the farmers’ market. Baby socks and the like. Patricia Beathard gave Alicia a steely nod, her red hair like a spool of yarn she’d left behind. She sat in a rocking chair with her knees touching, hands in the fabric of her daisy-dotted dress. Alicia remembered then that she had bought from Patricia a winter’s hat for Bart when he wasn’t even yet born. Crocheted, orange and blue yarn, and if he’d ever worn it she had no recollection and she equally doubted Patricia remembered the transaction or else perhaps she would meet her eye. She might’ve been praying by the way she kept her head bowed, and Alicia thought that if the woman had been born a hundred-some years ago, she’d have lived the same life she did now.

Neal kept standing with his arms crossed. He turned and shouted at the dog to shut up or else, but the Pyrenees seemed not to believe him.

“This your lawyer?” Neal nodded at Lucas.

“No. He’s just along for the ride.”

When they’d gotten in the truck to come this way, she told Lucas what Bart had told her over the phone. Uncredited paternity could prove a hell of a motive. Lucas listened and when she was done he turned to starlight like the constellations spoke. Whatever road map she was putting together on the fly, he was paving its final miles, and for the first time since knowing his name she was glad to be encumbered with him.

“Where’s Bill?” Neal asked.

“At home.”

“So he sent you to apologize for y’all’s boy, then?” Neal shook his head. “I’d have thought better of him.”

Carl Beathard got out of his chair and edged into the living room. Watching his father lord over somebody else. In a decade or two, he’d look identical to his father. She could see it already. Belly bursting against his belt, hungering for any fight that would have him.

“I didn’t come here to apologize for anybody,” she said. “Did you know what your boy was saying to Wendy Paisley?”

Neal glanced at his boy and flushed red. “He wasn’t doing anything. He was minding his business until your boy sucker punched him. Couldn’t even do it to his face. Like his daddy.”

“Neal,” Patricia hissed, gaze unwavering from her lap like she sat in a jury box.

“What’d you say to Wendy?” Alicia asked Carl, who must’ve believed he was invisible, blanching ghost white at the mention of his name.

“Carl, go outside with Gumbo.”

“Tell your father what you said to Wendy.”

“Don’t you say another word to him.”

“Neal,” Patricia whispered.

“Do you remember what you said about her mother? About her father?”

Neal tottered like she’d pushed him. He looked at his son. “Did you speak on Mr. Paisley, son?”

Carl shook his head.

“Tell your daddy the truth, Carl.” She put on the gentleness of a schoolmarm and found it fit poorly. How she sounded like a law woman even without the badge to show for it. “Go on ahead.”

The boy shook his head again.

His father knelt before him, clasping the boy’s shoulders. The boy held in his right hand a dismembered thigh bone with cartilage strung from its joint. He held it up to his father like it would speak in his absence.

“Put that bone down. What’d you say?” He shook the boy, gently, like he’d fallen asleep. “Did you say something about Mr. Jake?”

Carl looked near to tears, and he looked for help from his mother rocking in the chair. Maybe feeling she ought to save him but not knowing how or why. Her fingers, Alicia saw, were knit together like the children’s scarves she sold for ten dollars.

“I said,” Carl began, but a belching cry bubbled in his throat, his sheet-white face twisting into a gargoyle’s frozen and hellish laughter. “You said.”

“I said what?”

“About her dad.”

“What about him?” But already Neal seemed to know. “What?”

“How he wasn’t her daddy and how her mother—” Carl stopped at the sight of his father’s horror. “I’m sorry.”

Neal stood up and brushed his knees. He asked his wife to take Carl to his room and keep him there. Carl said he was sorry again and Neal said they’d talk soon but that the fault was his own. Patricia guided her son with her fingers in his hair, and the boy gripped the chicken bone like something divine.

Neal sat in the rocking chair his wife left abandoned. The oaken spindles groaning. He rubbed his face clean of shock.

“I’m gonna beg you to keep this to yourselves,” Neal said. “If Jake were alive, he’d kill me and he’d have good reason to, and I don’t got any good excuse for speaking on them things except he died. Which meant I got to drinking too much and I was talking with my wife and feeling miserable about the whole thing.”

“Why were you speaking on it in the first place?” Alicia asked.

“I didn’t know Carl was listening. And it wasn’t like I was saying nothing bad about Jake, wasn’t besmirching his name or nothing like that. I was speaking to Patricia and feeling sorry. I was saying how Jake was a good man, and I knew that to be true because of some things I know.”

“Wendy isn’t his blood?”

Neal rubbed his face such that she feared he might tear the skin clean off.

“Why didn’t you share this with me when I interviewed you that day at Belson’s?”

“Jake didn’t want anybody to know.” Neal shrugged. “Not on account of his own pride, but for hers. Delilah’s. She was ashamed, as she well ought to have been, and he wanted to protect her from the gossip. You of all people know how it can be around here, Alicia. It’s a fucking buzz saw.”

“You didn’t think this would be relevant information in a homicide investigation?”

“I ain’t a detective, Alicia, but no, I didn’t think it relevant. Them devil worshippers who killed Jake, they clearly didn’t care about his children or else they wouldn’t have killed those girls’ father in the first fucking place. It wasn’t a dignified death, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to add insult to injury by spreading around his secrets. Let the dead have some peace. That’s how I thought of it, at least.”

“I need you to tell me who the father is. Wendy’s father.”

“Jake never told me, and I never pressed him on it.”

“Then what’d he tell you? I need everything you know.”

“He only told me the barest facts of it. We’d been watching a UK basketball game down at Poz’s, and he was looking gray and sick, and he just told me. This was some weeks after their second girl was born. Just plain told me Wendy wasn’t his. I asked if he’d known it all along, and he said he did. He said Delilah told him the moment she found out. Back then, I guess he’d thought about leaving her, but you know Jake.” Here he broke for a minute, hiding behind his hands. He came back trembling. “As loyal as a junkyard dog. And he did love Delilah. Despite everything, he believed he needed her. All her indiscretions, all her vanities. All of it. I didn’t press him further. I’d say the same thing to a judge with my hand on the Holy Bible. Swear to God.”

“Did Wendy know about this?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine telling your daughter that you ain’t her real daddy, but then again, Delilah might’ve told her. She could be like that. Maybe her and Jake got in a fight and she got to feeling vindictive. I don’t know.”

“Who can I speak to who would know?”

“I’d reckon to say Delilah might know.”

“She’s back in Illinois.”

Neal gaped like she’d pulled her gun. “What?”

“She moved back last week.”

“The man’s grave is still warm and she’s gone.” He shook his head. “Fucking A.”

“She wanted to be around her family. Said she doesn’t have much else left here.”

“Nobody plays the martyr quite like a dollar-store whore.”

Some men, maybe all of them, have the ability to make that godawful word bleed. She made a note to herself to tell Bart never to whisper it again, even in recollection. “Did she sleep around on Jake often then?”

“Often enough she got pregnant with a child that wasn’t his.” He bowed his head and when he looked back up, he was grinning with yellowed teeth. “You know she bought a nice new vehicle couple days after Jake died?”

“I saw that.”

“Yeah. Ain’t that something?”

“Grief takes all shapes.”

“Yeah, well, last I checked, a Cadillac ain’t a shape.”
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SHE DIDN’T REMEMBER TURNING ON THE RADIO but there in the speakers came a preacher’s voice bound between AM frequencies, the gaps between static speaking on Pentecost despite today being somewhere in October. Droning since Creation in those Bible-thumping bifocals, saying how tongues of fire aren’t metaphors for what’s been but rather promises for what’s to come. She could smell his dollar-store aftershave over the airwaves. He said, “Too long have the holy been quiet and water-lipped and have you ever seen a holy man shout his sins without remonstration?”

She reached to turn it off but stayed her hand. A little God for the minor miracle of escaping Neal’s neighborhood without being seen by the cruisers surely lurking. Assuming they’d discovered Abe’s body by now, the whole sheriff’s department would be canvassing every paved inch of the county. BOLOs abundant. Intersections, highways, service roads, frontage roads. Maybe even bridle paths. The whole while whispering to each other over the radio. How they always knew she’d kill again. How more than once they’d seen her cast the evil eye, the Blood River witch, bathing in the water at midnight, how they’d seen it themselves. How they might’ve even said something if they thought she wouldn’t burn their straw-gut effigy over a firepit. How God finds a way.

“Where are we going?” Lucas sat so low in the seat that he might as well be curled up on the floorboards like a Labrador.

“I’m figuring that out.”

They came to a four-way stop. Headlights a few hundred yards from the left. She gunned straight through.

“I don’t know that I should be with you any longer.”

“Yeah?”

“I can’t afford to be arrested.”

“You’re innocent. So am I.”

“I’m a Black man. In the South. Aiding and abetting a fugitive. Do you think they’ll look at me and think innocence?”

“I’m not a fugitive.”

“You’re fleeing from legal custody with an intent to avoid legal processes. That’s the very definition of a fugitive.”

“I thought you were looking to help, but just say the word and I’ll let you out. Gas station right up here. I could swing in and you could go about your merry way.”

“I’m simply asking you to acknowledge the position I’m in.”

“Take a breath.”

“Worst they’d do is arrest you. Bring you in for questioning. The same can’t be said for me. This is the same state where Breonna Taylor got shot for sitting in her home.”

“I ain’t exactly in the headspace to have a conversation about race relations right now, Lucas.”

“That old American chestnut.” Spitting frayed fingernail into his lap, eyes closed. “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.”

“What about it?”

“Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last syllable of recorded time.”

“Gas station coming up. Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“And all our yesterdays have lighted fools. The way to dusty death.”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

She turned the radio up.

HER DAD SHIELDED the headlights from his eyes as they pulled up the drive. Sitting outside with a highball. A .22 rifle sat longways on his lap. Atop the barrel, one of his cats nuzzled against the muzzle.

She parked the truck behind winter’s woodpile.

“Bonnie and Clyde,” her father called out.

She pointed at the rifle. “Guessing you’ve taken a call from the station?”

“This here is for the raccoon been fucking with my bird feeder, but it works both ways in a pinch.”

Lucas stopped in his tracks, unschooled as he was in her father’s empty threats, but Alicia kept on. In the jaundiced porch light, her father finally looked as aged as she’d like him to. Skin loose around his jawbones like drapes. Eyes brackish and slow. He shooed the cat from his lap and stood up so that he might block her way. His rifle to his breast. His breath sour mash.

“You know what this is,” she said.

“Matter of fact, I do not.”

“Then I can explain, but we need a place to stay in the meantime. If you’re not offering, I’ll leave, but I’d ask you for a head start. Half hour would do.”

“You always got an explanation, don’t you?” He chewed over her offer. A fatty cutlet, all tendon and veins. “Abe turned up dead.”

“I know.”

“A .38 special.”

“I know.”

“If it’s still on your hip, you’d best get rid of it.”

“I got nothing to hide.”

“Well. I reckon it’s odd you knowing he’s dead and what gun did the job. Even more odd, I heard you were at Jake’s place of work the day he disappeared. You see Abe in the parking lot? Figured him to be a witness? Or was it just because the two of you were fucking?” He rolled his fingers along the barrel of the rifle. “Yeah, wife gave them access to his phone. Poor woman’s mourning two men—her husband and the man she thought he was.”

“If I was going to kill Abe, do you think I’d be stupid enough to use my sidearm?”

He shrugged. “A woman’s scorn is a hell of a thing.”

“I can explain all that.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it for a second. You manufacture excuses like Henry Ford, and you sell them even better. Hell, you even had me reaching for my billfold.” He squinted at Lucas, still standing frozen in the drive. “How about it, Capote? You know she had me call you in saying you ought to be a suspect?”

She looked back at Lucas and nearly said I can explain but instead let that lie be.

“And, what, now she’s got you doing her laundry? Hell of an act she puts on, ain’t it? I’d caution you, though. Like a coyote stuck in barbed wire. You reach down to help and she’ll take your freedom, too.”

“She’s telling you the truth,” Lucas said, as firm as she’d ever heard him. Like her father was texting in Lucas’s lecture hall. “She’s being set up.”

“That right, Alicia?” Her father opened his mouth to laugh but nothing came out. “The good news is that you’ll be in good company in a federal prison. All them were all set up, too. Funny how that happens. Who’s got it out for you this time?”

“I think it’s Delilah,” Lucas said.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” her father barked. “And truth be told, I’m about thirty seconds away from feeling threatened on my own property. Leave now and I’ll give you ten minutes before I call the station. It’s a hell of a lot more than you deserve. Either of you.”

Alicia turned around and pulled on Lucas to follow, but he kept put.

“Delilah had an affair,” Lucas said.

“And the sky is blue. Get going.”

“Her youngest daughter isn’t Jake’s.”

Alicia pulled on Lucas’s elbow-patched arm, but he ripped away from her and took another step toward her father.

“It’s possible the girl’s real father came back into the picture. Or maybe Jake got mad and threatened to expose her secret, so she had to do something. But nobody is looking into any of this because whoever actually killed Jake has gone out of their way to frame Deputy Moore.”

Her father quickly hoisted the rifle to his shoulder, pulled the bolt, and fired into the yard. Fifty yards out lay the raccoon, legs twitching, running off into whatever eternity welcomes unloved things. He set the rifle down against the porch siding and opened the storm door. Scratching at his unshaven cheek. “If what y’all are telling me is even halfway true, y’all could be in hotter water than what’s boiling already.”

“Why?” Lucas asked.

“Just come in. I’m getting eaten alive out here.”

HE CAME BACK into the living room with the bottle of Beam and two coffee mugs. Lucas first refused but her father poured him a thumb anyways and stood watching, waiting, until he took a drink. Satisfied, he lit a Virginia Slim in his recliner. A fat calico loving on his chin with whiskey-loving whiskers.

“Before I say another word, I want it to be known that I got every reason on earth to worry you’re taking me for a ride, and I’m not about to share some filthy little secrets that don’t got to be shared unless what you’re saying is true. Can you prove it?”

“Neal Beathard said Jake told him Delilah had an affair and Wendy wasn’t Jake’s.”

“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the business of you being set up. Can you prove it?”

It was a question she’d been turning over all day, this river-worn stone without an edge to speak of. “I can’t,” she said. “Not yet.”

“Try.”

She told him everything, beginning with her affair with Abe. Her father listened without interruption, not even a raise of his bushy eyebrows.

When she was finished, he poured himself another couple of thumbs. “The same day you took off work was the day Jake was killed and the same day Abe called you to come talk to him at Belson’s?”

“That’s right.”

“And nobody told you to take the day off work?”

“No.”

“Well, Al.” He shook his head. “You’re in deep shit.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t know.” He massaged his face with the hand holding the cigarette. “You two got hard-ons for Delilah, but Delilah ain’t committing murder, least not the kind you’re talking about. That girl ain’t got the stomach for doing what was done to her husband, and I say that as somebody who knew Delilah pretty good. Back when she was working at the station. Though I didn’t know her as good as some others knew her.” He paused, making sure the implication landed without him having to spell it out. “A few years after she’d married Jake Paisley, she quit her job at the sheriff’s department. Told us she was expecting her second child and wanted to be home. Made perfect sense at the time.” He let the smoke trickle out from his nose, an inhalation he must’ve forgotten about. “I ain’t loving any of this, I’ll tell you that. Feel I’m dipping my toes in waters they don’t belong.”

“It was somebody she worked with?” Lucas asked. “Who?”

He stopped like he’d reached the end of all he’d had to say, spindly fingers spinning the highball on his knee. The other hand waving smoke from his eyes long enough to look at Alicia.

“The same person who’d know I’d taken the day off work,” she said.

Her father pointed a slipper at the bottle of Jim Beam before her, a way of saying more. A way of saying taste what burns before it’s gone for good. A way of saying deep didn’t begin to describe the sort of shit she was sinking into headfirst.

“PARSONS WAS MY best deputy, a good nose for the work, and I liked him well enough to let him have his fun,” her father went on. “Because that’s all it was, least as far as I was concerned. Nothing serious. He’d chat up Delilah in the down hours. Leaning over her desk, making jokes or just conversation. Maybe some off-color jokes here and there, the way you used to be able to back then before the world lost its goddamned mind. Christmas one year he bought her a little Santa figurine that when you pushed its head down, a prick would pop out of his pants. These days, that’d get you fired, tarred, and feathered, but back then, it was just harmless fun. Besides, Delilah seemed to enjoy the attention. You know, she’d blush and get giggly. I didn’t really think it was anything more than some harmless flirting. As far as I knew, Parsons and his wife were good enough at home. Same could be said for Delilah and Jake. He never came by the office to visit or nothing, but that was probably on account of me being there more than it was anything else. But she had a picture of the two of them on her desk and all that. Nothing anywhere to make you think there was something illicit going on. Not to mention, Parsons ain’t exactly the Kenny Rogers to her Marianne Gordon, if you hear me right.”

He stopped, surfacing from memory like a diver with the bends before diving back in with a deep breath. “Goddamn. It would’ve been about fourteen years ago and I had a meeting with the district attorney about a case we’d worked. Sixteen-year-old kid out in Ledbetter shot his sister with a pump shotgun over an argument about a PlayStation. We met over some beers, me and the DA, and I had to come back to the station afterward to pick something up. Can’t even remember what it was. But moment I unlock the station doors and turn on the lights, I see Delilah coming out from the back hallway with her hair mussed up and just smiling a little too wide, talking a mile a minute. Asking me how the meeting went, how I was, how the weather was outside. Things like that. I asked what she was doing there that late, and she said she was cleaning out the refrigerator and some other odds and ends. Housekeeping, she called it. Not a minute later I see Parsons coming out of the kitchen with his face redder than the devil’s dick. Asked him what he was doing, and he said he’d stayed late to work on some things. Said he’d made a pot of coffee if I wanted any. I think I even asked him right then if he’d screwed Delilah and he denied it like I’d accused him of murder. Said she’d been cleaning out the refrigerator and he’d been making coffee for a late night. I didn’t believe a word of it, but I didn’t care neither. Went home and went about my life, and a few months later Delilah turned in her two weeks’.”

“She would have had Wendy not long after,” Alicia said.

Her father parted his hands like between them existed the rest of the story, from then until now, a space small enough to collapse in a second.

“You didn’t think her affair with Parsons was related to her quitting?” Alicia asked.

“I didn’t know for certain that there’d been an affair,” he said firmly. “But even if there had been, folks step out all the time, and it doesn’t mean they’re murdering anybody anytime soon. Or maybe you’d disagree, Alicia?”

She ignored the jab. “If Wendy is Parsons’s child—” But she stopped. There was simply no universe in which Sheriff Parsons wanted anything to do with his bastard offspring, much less enough to kill a man.

“It ain’t any kind of motive,” her father agreed. “And thirteen years is a long time to wait for revenge that ain’t yours to take.”

“Unless he wasn’t waiting,” Lucas said. “Maybe Jake forced his hand.”

“How?”

“You said that Neal mentioned Jake left work early to go to the sheriff’s department a few weeks ago?”

“There’s no record of it in the visitor’s log.”

“Because he didn’t go to the office,” Lucas said. “He wasn’t going to the sheriff’s department—he was going to the sheriff himself. It was personal. It was private. Jake wouldn’t want a record of it either. Perhaps he confronted the sheriff about the whole thing. He forced Sheriff Parsons into a corner.”

“Why wait thirteen years?” she asked.

Her father stood up with a labored sigh and shuffled a stack of mail on the kitchen table, bills old and new that would get paid when they got paid and not a second sooner. He looked over the mess, drank what was left of his whiskey, and returned holding a campaign leaflet that he laid in her lap. On it, the sheriff’s glossy face with bullet points promising closed borders, anti-woke classrooms, and, of course, law and order. Her father pointed at the bottom right of the leaflet, a QR code for campaign donations, and said, “Money. It’s always money. Tale as old as fucking time.”

“Jake threatened to expose him if he didn’t pay,” Lucas said, smoothing the question into a statement as he spoke. “Money was tight in the Paisley home, right?”

She nodded. “Jake could’ve ruined the sheriff’s family-man image.”

“And he has money,” Lucas said. “So why wouldn’t the sheriff just pay him and shut him up?”

“The man takes things personal,” her father said just moments before she could say the same thing. “Not saying he’s guilty of nothing, but there ain’t no way he’d be paying hush money to nobody trying to besmirch his reputation.”

“What about Delilah?” Lucas asked. “Why wouldn’t she say anything?”

“Would you?” her father asked, settling back into his recliner and pouring himself another bourbon. The drink’s promise of immateriality, of disembodied insensibility, was yet miles away, but he’d drink until he could see its outer edges. He’d always found his way. “Besides, Delilah knows well enough there ain’t any way of proving a damn thing. Because all of this—all of this conjecture we’re spitting between us like it’s something actual—it ain’t proof of nothing. Doesn’t matter if you got the DA on the phone tonight. Doesn’t matter if you take this to that hunchback from KSP. There ain’t nothing you can prove about Parsons’s involvement or lack thereof. Hearsay, all of it. Which leaves you in the shit, Ally.” She waited for him to smirk against the small term of endearment, the name her mother called her with love all but forgotten since, but he didn’t. “If Parsons has a hand in this, he’s made it so all he’s got to do is wait you out.”

The room was quiet and the quiet was almost reverent. Like at any moment an organ ought to get to piping. She reached for the Jim Beam but her father was already handing it to her. Happy to have company on the edge of things tonight. Two vagrants warming their hands against the burning center of oblivion while somewhere else happy folks slept, dreaming things unreal.
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HER FATHER ASKED LUCAS HIS ATTITUDES TOWARD ammonia.

“Because if you’re not fond of cat piss, the guest bedroom ain’t going to be hospitable. You’ll have to ask Alicia if you can have her old bedroom up the stairs there. Nobody’s set foot nor paw in there since Obama was in office. Speaking of cat piss.”

She had no intention of sleeping in her old room anyways, and the thought of Lucas spilling out from a twin-sized bed while wrapped in a Strawberry Shortcake comforter very nearly made her smile. She’d sleep on the couch or else she’d lie on the couch until the morning came to the window like an uninvited guest, the latest in a string of them at her father’s house.

As she settled into the moss-soft cushions, she could’ve been seventeen again. Coming home late with Jake’s Axe spray clinging to her neck like fingers mostly loving. Trapped inside the head-rush high of Greg’s shitty weed. Her head a home of echoes and maybe some of those echoes were the demons he preached. Voices, impressions of those dead. Reedy whispers through the wallpaper. Her grandfather, her mother. Come, go, stay, see, here, feed. Water rushing through the pipes overhead and underfoot. Everything goes somewhere and from there it returns. Believing centuries to have passed in a single minute. She’d always wake thirsty at daybreak and drink from the kitchen sink. Watching the light hold the window and believing in more than this. 

Lucas ascended the stairs and she heard his footsteps creaking overhead. In her chest, the first pang of guilt for bringing him into this but the shame rang hollow from her ribs. At the end of the long day ahead, he’d walk away unscathed and better for it. Not an accomplice, not a co-conspirator. Not even an accessory to the fantasy being written around her. Just a kid whose understanding of the evil baked in the breast of living creatures could be spelled out in typeset pages.

Her father had gone to the kitchen for a fresh bottle of Beam, cursing under his breath as he fought with the plastic cap.

“I suppose I ought to be looking after a lawyer,” she said.

“They’ll have their work cut out for them, but I know a few up to the task. Some of them are even halfway decent. Lawyers, that is. Terrible folk elsewise. Cut your throat if it meant they could bill you for mopping up the blood. Have you spoken about it with your husband?”

“No.”

“Yeah,” her father said, finally unscrewing the lid and pouring his highball halfway. “Yeah, well, probably they’ve got his phone, so too late to be doing that. How about your boy?”

“What about him?”

“I don’t know. Just asking after him.”

She fought back Bart’s face from surfacing on the plaid couch cushions like a stain. Here his mother was gone another night and for many nights to come. She’d run out of excuses a long time ago, and soon he’d run out of caring.

“He hates me. Guess that’s going to get a whole lot worse real soon.”

“Yeah, they’ll do that.” He rested the highball on his belly and looked to be asleep, breath whistling from his whiskery nostrils. “Cats.”

“Cats?”

“What?”

“You said ‘cats.’”

“I just mean cats are good that way. They might probably hate you, might want to kill you deep in their DNA, but they got the good sense not to say it out loud. Or maybe it’s just God who had the good sense to make them mute and cute.” He patted the head of one of the cats, currently curled on his shoulder. “They could hunt for themselves, so it ain’t the food they’re after. Must be the shelter. Somewhere warm to sleep. I figure I’d do the same were I them. I’d pretend loving a fat old man if it meant I didn’t need to spend the night with the coyotes. The bobcats. The cars doing eighty down the highway. You see them every so often—the cats road-killed on the side of the highway. You see them and you think it’s a shame they couldn’t make it home in time to sleep. Or else you think it’s a shame they never found one.”

“I think I’m allergic.”

“God didn’t give us the gift of muteness nor cuteness,” her father continued. She’d forgotten how he got this way sometimes. Speaking like he’d been thinking things for a long time and without anybody to listen. A flood of daily thought pooling over years, a man-sized levee weakened by drink and nothing else to say. “I reckon if he had, there might well be a few wars we would have still fought, but not all of them. Not Vietnam, for instance. That was a war that talking brewed. Same for Iraq. Not Afghanistan. We would have still fought Afghanistan if we’d never spoken a word since time began. Some things got to happen the way they happen. Your grandfather fought in Vietnam. He’d tell you the same thing. Yes, that was a war of jabbering. Communists don’t ever shut the fuck up, but neither do we. Only difference is we got something to say more than their bullshit, whatever it is. I couldn’t even tell you, to be honest. Don’t think I ever learned much of that in school except to duck under my desk if the siren went off. Grew up that way, thinking everything was over anyways. All that talking, it never did save us. I’m still waiting, if I’m being perfectly honest. For the bomb. Got to come soon, I reckon. Now that boys are girls and girls are boys. God Almighty. It’s got to be soon that he decides the experiment failed. Somewhere I’d bet he’s planting new human seeds and learning from his mistakes. Maybe on Jupiter, maybe on Mars. What’s the Frank Sinatra song? Christ, I fucking hate that song. Italians.”

“Hate ain’t got nothing to do with talking,” she said.

“Yet here you are, talking and hating.”

“I hate you because you’re cruel and always have been.” Maybe it was the bourbon, but the words felt warm leaving her throat. “You were cruel even before Mom died. You might’ve hid it better back then, but it was there. Taking me out to the hunting cabin and having me kill when I didn’t want to kill. It was cruel.”

“You loved hunting.”

“I did not.”

“Well, boo-hoo.”

“Yeah. Boo-hoo. That’s great, Dad.”

“You just don’t remember.”

“I remember you dragging me to the hunting cabin to say I killed a man just because you found my hair tie. I remember that. I remember you still believing it to this day, too. All this time, you always believed it. Just like everybody else. Probably you really think I killed Jake. Abe, too.”

“Here she goes. Climbing onto her cross.”

“Your own daughter. Fucking pitiful is what it is.”

“Oh, it’s pitiful all right.”

“Making yourself believe you’re a good man, a good father, saving me from something I haven’t done. Then and now.”

“That’s goddamn right. Difference being I can’t save you this time. I learned how it goes with you a long while ago. If they show up at my door, I’m letting them inside.”

“Probably call them yourself.”

“Yeah, you just love thinking I’m all high and mighty on myself, but truth is I know what’s the matter with me whereas you don’t got a clue. I don’t even think you believe you’re lying to me right now. I think you believe every demented word.”

“I got a lot of other demented words I could tell you.”

“And I could tell you to take your chances out in the woods tonight. Hell, you’re welcome to go out and sleep in that hunting cabin. I could call the cops and tell them to go in with guns drawn. See how you like that. You talk of cruelty like it ain’t cruel to hate your father.”

“Boo-hoo, Dad.”

“Least you’re calling me Dad. Used to be you called me by my first name. Imagine that. You work hard to provide and your own kid can’t stomach basic respect.”

“You told me to call me by your name.”

“I did not and don’t lie to me.”

“During the interrogation?”

“Ancient history.”

“You wanted to know why I hate you, and I’m telling you.”

“You hold on to old grief because it makes you feel good,” he shouted. “Makes you feel superior, and I didn’t even ask you why you hate me. I’ve always known and if I could feel sorry for you, I would, but I don’t because I can’t. You feel so sorry for yourself that there ain’t room for anybody else.”

“Okay, then.”

“How about you sleep with the wolves tonight? Forget the coyotes, let’s let you sleep with the wolves. Maybe they’ll cry for you. Boo-hoo and tell them how mean your daddy was. Because that’s the real world right there. Wolves mute and hungry. It ain’t the world I made for you, that’s for sure. I made for you a world where you can disappear and come to me only when you need me. This world. This counterfeit world where all you do is talk, talk, talk, talk. You go outside. You let the wolves hear you. See what they got to say. Nothing, that’s right, but I’ll bet if they could talk, they’d say, blood, meat, bone, because they got the good sense to know that if you’re fed, you’re alive, and that’s more than most who’ve ever lived can say. You don’t even leave flowers on your mother’s grave no more. Can’t be bothered to remember anything except for what you hate.” He took a drink and his hand shook. “Fuck’s sake, Ally.”

“Let’s stop talking.”

“First thing in your entire life you said that makes a fucking ounce of sense.”

Years spent here, a house mostly the same, and you could have told her she’d never set foot in here before today and she’d have believed the way most people believe—wanting so, something terribly. The same how looking back makes sense of the random scatter of things past. Divining rod stretched from then to now, water currents surely springing somewhere beneath otherwise arid ground, and where do they lead? Wanting so, praying to self-made shrines of limbed sticks twined to bellied stones. Asking how you got to this place in this time, and when they answer, you blame it on the wind carrying winter’s bladed edge. And maybe everyone hears demons whispering through the woods dark and the rivers cold and only the criminally insane believe in their counterfeit world of water springing elsewhere while the rest of us drown.

She was drunk and halfway tired.

“I’d made a deal with the DA,” her father said. “If you talked. If you knew something. You weren’t ever going to be charged with nothing so long as you said Jake’s name. This was after they found the hair tie, mind you.”

“Bullshit.”

“Bullshit? They got themselves a photo before I could pinch it. I never told you because I didn’t want you scared. Didn’t know what you’d do with your back against the wall.” His eyes piercing the dark, stirring his bourbon with a finger. “And the whole time in the hunting cabin, you sat there before me, fooling yourself into thinking I was abusing you somehow, while I was fooling myself into thinking I was helping you. Helping you would’ve meant doing my job. Would’ve meant having you pay some small debt back to this world you’d robbed. Then maybe, smallest chance of it, I’d be sitting across from somebody reformed, as opposed to somebody up to their old tricks. Why wouldn’t you?”

“You never listened to me then, don’t expect you to listen to me now.”

“You never suffered the way they suffered. Why wouldn’t you quit while you’re miles ahead?”

“You said yourself, Sheriff Parsons—”

“I know what I said, and some of it’s true.” He rested his head against the recliner. “And here I’m wondering who I’m doing it for. Your mother? You? Me? I don’t know. You could say it’s love, but I’d tell you instead it’s fear. And before you start feeling high on yourself, it ain’t fear of you. No, I’m not scared of you because there’s not much left for me to lose. You could come at me right now and I’d let you. I’d let you strangulate me, gut me like a fish. I’d let it happen and you’d have to see me letting you. No, I ain’t scared of dying. I’m scared of knowing. Beyond all shadow of a doubt. And you know they say that because doubt is always shadowed, always dark, and the truth is something too bright, too hurtful, to look into.”

She waited until she thought he’d fallen asleep. Chest rising, falling. Shivering. No fire in the woodstove unless she was to make one, but the cold felt like its own sort of company. Somebody patient, somebody kind.

“Boo-hoo,” she said to her father slumbering, and he said it back from somewhere near to here. Like an echo, a ricochet, a world turned in reverse.

She drank to feel tired and told herself she didn’t want to go to prison, which was something she’d thought was obvious until she was saying it in plain spoken English. Hearing in her voice a little girl begging and a grown woman soothing her in return. You won’t.

The morning ahead came to her in twilight, a plan fully birthed. All ten fingers, all ten toes. She played it over and over again checking for holes bigger than a sieve, the sort of hole a person could slip through, but there were plenty of them. Dying felt like the worst scenario, but she couldn’t be sure. She’d never died before, and she found the idea of death as boring as it was terrifying, and she’d have asked her mother what to expect if she ever felt like her mother was listening from wherever it was she’d scurried off to those years ago. The ground or whatever’s beyond it. At her funeral they sang hymns about Jesus dying like it was him in that cherrywood coffin and not the woman who collected antebellum doilies and Madame Alexander dolls. She’d not seen those dolls in years. Probably her father sold them off or burned them in the firepit with eyes wizened against the smoke’s encroaching, releasing souls to ash, and yet she was the witch among them.

She’d leave before he woke, and it’d be over already by the time he did.

LUCAS SOFT-FOOTED DOWN the stairs at five in the morning. Outside the window and through the dark, thin strips of pale pink. Like bacon fat. Lucas was scratching at his head the way Bart used to when he was a boy roused from sleep. He sat next to her on the couch and together they regarded her father sleeping in the recliner, cold-engine snoring, the two of them without any real amusement, much less affection.

He pointed at the Jim Beam on the coffee table. “You sleep at all?”

“Might’ve snagged an hour a few hours ago.”

“I don’t suppose your father has a kettle?”

“I don’t suppose either, but you’re welcome to check.”

After a few minutes, Lucas returned and said he’d found something that looked like a coffee maker and things that looked like coffee grounds.

“I need your help,” she said.

“I’m sorry, Alicia, but I can’t help you. If they learn I’ve been with you, they’ll revoke my visa. I need to leave.”

“Good, you can use my truck.” She fished her keys out her pocket and stuffed them into Lucas’s fist. “Take it straight to the sheriff’s department.”

“Alicia—”

“They ain’t messing with your visa, Lucas. Just go in there, tell them you got reason to be worried about me, and play dumb when you got to play dumb. Most they’ll do is take a statement from you, but you’ll be on your way by lunchtime.”

“Alicia—”

“I’m dead serious. That’s what would help me right now.”

She saw him then as an old man screwing up his face as he tried to remember why. Why he’d been here right now in this moment also forgotten, why he’d felt forgiveness could be wrested from death, why he hadn’t had the sense to leave the moment she spoke his name back to him.

“You really want me to go to the sheriff’s office?”

“I want you talking to the sheriff himself. Ask to speak to him directly so that you can tell him everything we talked about last night. All of it. You say you don’t believe a word of it, but you think he should know the rumors I’m spreading. Okay?”

“You think they’ll let me speak directly to Sheriff Parsons?”

“They will when you say you know where I am.”
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SKUNKROT FUMED THROUGH THE HUNTING cabin’s floorboards like morning dew. A portrait of her dead mother nailed next to ten-point antlers and a beaver pup’s slender skull. If her father ever came here to remember these numerous dead, he did so without a dustpan. Old footprints practically fossilized. She searched for a young girl’s size 4s by the window, or an eighteen-year-old’s 7s, but there was no trace of her except the arrowhead propped longways on the windowsill. And maybe, were she a fool enough to listen for them, the ghosts still here after twenty years—begging against her father’s wringing, twisting a confession from her the same way he’d wring the neck of a dying bird. Slow and patient and merciless. Stuck here forever.

She shook time’s whispers off like dust and turned the arrowhead over in her fingers.

She found it when she was no more than seven, picking through clover and Bermuda grass after hearing stories in school of the Chickasaw that used to live in these parts. She imagined those displaced settlers as ancient and eternal despite the contrary evidence she sought and then found. A crude thing formed of flint, the pointed edge dulled across time into the likeness of a man’s nose. She ran to show her father shotgunning bobwhite quail in the cutbank. He held it up to the sun and told her it wasn’t any arrowhead, just a rock, and turned his gun to a squirrel climbing a hickory. The bird shot pitched it off the limb. He promptly flashed his pocketknife and disemboweled the animal like he meant to skin and cook it there, but he said no, it was bait for the coyote prowling out here in recent months. She peered about the witch hazel and sumac. Eyes hungering after her. She asked, “Where is it?” and her father said, “That’s what this little squirrel is for. Draw him out.” If she’d been a few years older, he’d have called it a little fucker but he was gentler back then. Rarely even said damn unless it couldn’t be helped.

He tossed the squirrel and its palmful of guts twenty yards from the hunting cabin and told her he’d take her back to the house before nightfall, but she insisted on staying. Said she wanted to see a coyote. Only ones she’d ever seen were on cartoons, the sort of coyotes that straddle rockets and faceplant into cliffsides. Never one that would eat a squirrel dead. She sat on the other side of the cabin, fidgeting with her arrowhead, assuring herself it was designed. Crafted to cut through flesh. Her father perched at the window, his rifle in his lap. She asked why he wanted to kill the coyote and he said it was because the coyote killed Mudgreen. She reminded him Mudgreen got hit by a car, but he said that’s just what her mother told her because her mother was afraid of scaring her. He asked, “You scared?” and she shook her head no.

The coyote never did come, though she imagined its lean and mangy shape peppered through the dark, a peripheral haunt at best, and she started thinking it funny and sad how the squirrel died just so that a coyote might also die, and maybe if they’d killed the coyote they might’ve then used it to kill something bigger, then something bigger yet, and so on until they’d killed the largest beast walking on earth, and then she and her father would slice through hundreds of viscous membranes, the many bellies of the many beasts, until the squirrel slid out.

These years later, she sat in the ladder-back chair furnished with a coyote’s headless hide and unlatched the cylinder from her revolver. She spun idly through the six rounds, counting and counting again. Briefly she considered target-shooting outside, fishing a can of Coke from the cabin trash and propping it on a branch, but for all she knew they were on their way already and accuracy hadn’t ever mattered nearly as much as how to wait and when to fire, and those things she remembered just fine. Besides, the revolver was only insurance against the tape recorder she’d taken from her father and hid now beneath the woodstove.

Outside the eastern window two turkeys squabbled in silhouette, and she watched them briefly before going to the westward window where the access road settled. Watching. Like bait looking out from a box trap and believing itself free.

BY THE SUN’S climb, it was nearing ten in the morning. Lucas would have been down at the station for a couple of solid hours by now. If he was speaking directly to Sheriff Parsons as he’d been told to do, it seemed the man was biding his time, working through the mental math, calculating risk and reward of coming alone to deal with her. She remained confident he’d do it, so long as Lucas remembered to make it clear that she was batshit. Bughouse. The sort of crazy that would shout until silenced. She just hoped her silence was a reward worth any risk.

Unblinking out the window, revolver on her lap, she began to feel it all take on the sticky texture of truth. Fevers and madness. Maybe Lucas didn’t even believe her, never had. Just hitched himself to a killer’s wagon the way he’d done with Greg—angling for a job, an interview on NPR, a book deal. My Time with the Blood River Witch. His hundred-dollar words boiling down to The bitch is crazy and the demons were real.

A shout curdling in her stomach, fingers itching after any type of end.

Fifteen minutes later, a rustling off the west-facing hillock. Then nothing. Probably it was just a rabbit caught scared, a wild turkey taking clumsy flight. Besides, the nearest road was off to the other side of the cabin, and from there he would come if he was to come at all. She went back to the eastward window and kept there with paper-dry eyes. As still as if she’d been carved from the same wood as the ladder-back, some backwoods gargoyle lording over spirits so small as to fit in her palm.

From the east, she heard engine noise on the access road, Dopplering like a siren until it went quiet. A truck door shutting and after a few minutes she saw him. Starting out first as a flicker, an embryonic heart strobing through the grandfather birches. Black jacket but that was all she could tell. Man or demon or dreamt-of, he wore a black jacket, and she felt something shared between them even estranged seventy yards. A distance near enough that she fought the urge to open the door and shoot. Even if she dropped him, proof of his coming out here alone wasn’t enough. She needed him to talk, and she’d yet to hear the dead speak even when she’d begged and listened and bartered.

Fifty yards out, he crouched like a stump. Steadying his breath, maybe squinting through binoculars and mapping an attack. Sheriff Parsons was a keen hunter. Would explain how he’d field dressed Jake like a surgeon. The acetone after the fact, a lawman’s know-how with a Baptist’s beating heart. If you can’t wash away your sins, wash away every trace of yourself instead.

When she chanced another look out the window, the huddled mass was nowhere to be seen. That she couldn’t spy him meant he was nearer than she was prepared for and already the door to the cabin was thrown open and he stood there mutely, his eyes on the taxidermy and photographs and sun-speared filth, like some census taker stumbled upon a mausoleum.

After a time, he stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

She said his name.

“Houston?”

His face was blushed pink by whatever errant wind blew him this way. She hadn’t had time to collect her gun from the windowsill. It sat there, a matter of inches, and she couldn’t decide what to do about it. To touch it, much less grip it in the matter of killing, felt hysterical. Houston’s eyes were big and doleful, and they saw hers seeing the gun and thinking her crazed thoughts.

He said, “What’s all this?”

“Where’s your dad?” she asked.

Houston licked his dry lips. He wore a beanie over his ears that he took off and clutched at his breast, his floppy hair a bird’s nest.

“I came to help.”

She caught sight of him as a kiddie pastor at Living Word, insisting on a story he himself didn’t believe with the barest conviction. 

She angled her hand toward the revolver on the sill.

“Don’t.” He smiled weakly, sweat beading on his forehead. “Please don’t.”

“Your daddy call you?” she asked.

“I heard you were in trouble.”

“Did your daddy call you and tell you to come get me?”

“I came here alone.”

“Did your daddy call you?”

“Can I sit down?”

“Answer me.”

“I’m going to sit down.” He sat down at the table, easing his weight slowly onto the wooden folding chair. His eyes were twitching fiercely but his voice was a near-loving whisper like he meant to save not herself but her soul. Carry it out of the cabin on a bed of ice.

“We are worried about you. I’m worried about you. This has gotten out of hand.”

She glanced at the tape recorder beneath the woodstove. A dumb place to hide the thing, thinking on it now. The wind down the flue would drown out everything unshouted.

So she shouted, “Your daddy got Delilah pregnant years ago. Did you know that? Jake tried shaking him down on the threat of telling the truth. And when that didn’t work, he killed Jake and set me up. Did it the day I took off. He pressured Abe some way to put me at the scene, and then he killed Abe, too.”

Houston leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Alicia. I want to talk to you, but it’s hard when you got that gun over there.” He smiled like the argument had circled down the drain already. “Maybe toss it outside and we can talk normal.”

“No.”

“I’m asking as a friend who cares about you.”

“How did you know I’d be here?”

“I can’t think straight with that gun. I’m happy to talk if we can do something about it.”

She reached quick for her gun, but he reached behind him, pulling out a .38 special. Near identical to her own except the textured ivory grip. Alicia stilled her hand and brought it back to her lap.

“No,” he said, flicking his gun toward the door. “Reach slow and put it outside.”

“You,” she said. “You did it for him.”

“You’re not making any sense, Alicia. When was the last time you slept? You don’t look yourself.”

“That’s a .38. Same gun killed Abe.”

“It’s for my own protection,” Houston said. “I’m sorry to say it, but you’re just not acting rationally.”

“This ain’t going to look like the suicide you want it to. I ain’t going to go down easy. I can promise you that.”

“Alicia.”

“If you don’t plug me dead on the first shot, I’m going to struggle like all hell. I don’t care how you clean it, even your daddy won’t be able to cover it up. You could burn this cabin to the ground, I’ll leave something behind.”

He shook his head like he was trying to get some sleep and she was keeping him awake with baby-patterned gibberish. “Take the gun slowly outside. I’m begging you, Alicia. It’s for your own good.” He looked down at his watch. “Please.”

“Was it the both of you killed Jake, then?” She asked it like she was asking him what time he’d seen on his watch face. “Or did he manage to do that part himself? What about Abe? You killed your own friend to cover your daddy’s tracks?”

He kept the .38 on her and reached for hers. She watched helplessly as he sat it on his side of the table.

“Shoot me if you’re going to do it.”

“I don’t want to do that.” He set his gun next to hers, the barrels facing her like hungry mouths. “If I feel threatened, I will defend myself. I need you to hear me say that.”

She sat counting to a number in her head but kept counting past it until she neared a hundred and figured there would be a hundred more.

Houston tapped a finger next to his gun. “The whole department is worried if they surround this place, you’re going to kill yourself. That’s the God’s honest truth of it. I said I’d come talk to you. I know the danger I’m getting myself in here, but I volunteered myself.”

“Bullshit.”

“You know, I been praying for your sleep every night the way you asked me to, but I can’t pray your guilt away. I ain’t a priest. I can’t absolve you for the wrong you’ve done. That’s between you and the big man.”

“Stop the act.”

He shook his head, mournful, like he’d already done what he came here to do. “This ain’t an act, but I’d ask the same of you, Alicia. You done something bad back in 2005. You know it, I know it, everybody knows it. Whatever it was, that sin doesn’t go away if you’re not willing to look it in its eyes. It sits in your chest like a cancer until it makes you sick enough you got to act on it again. Is that how it happened with Jake, Alicia?”

“Why’re you still pretending?”

“I know you don’t want to be hearing this, and I know you’re scared, but all I can tell you is the truth and that’s no matter what you done, there’s time yet to help yourself. Killing me ain’t the answer. Killing yourself ain’t the answer. Confession is the answer. Get it out your chest and seek forgiveness. If that sounds like too much, start by coming with me and making this right. Let’s go have a talk with the police. They’re waiting back by the road.”

“Bullshit.”

“Let’s go see for ourselves.”

“You’re just too chickenshit to shoot me in the chest. Rather shoot me in the back.”

“All right then.” He threw his right leg over his left, sighing into the ladder-back. “We can wait. Just you and me. But they ain’t going to wait forever. Longer we’re in here, the uglier it gets. That’s what I’m afraid of happening, just being honest.”

“Did your daddy put you up to killing Jake? He showed you the crime scene photos from 2005 and told you to follow them exact?”

He shook his head, checked his watch.

“What about Abe?” she asked.

“You tell me what happened to Abe, Alicia. Because he sure didn’t deserve what came to him. He was my friend, you know. And now he’s dead. Dead and gone forever.”

“Stop,” she shouted. “Stop playing with me.”

“I’ll tell you what I think happened with Abe, and you can tell me if I’m right.” He shook his head like there were sounds in his ears. Damping his hearing. He was growing more confident the longer he sat and talked. Either emboldened or numbed by the retelling of things he hadn’t ever told. “He came to me after church one Sunday. Asked if he could take me out to lunch. Went to that Mexican place. Name I can’t pronounce.” A smile rehearsed, here and gone. “Abe looked like he was terminal, and I was waiting for him to tell me he’d be buried in a month’s time, but instead he told me everything about the two of you. Guess he’d been feeling the guilt of it rack up. He asked me what he ought to do and I told him what he knew already, what I told you just now—of the sin that eats you alive—but that didn’t stop him. After that, he avoided me like a bad dream until he needed a character reference for his adoption. I thought it was funny. Me, of all people. I even told him so. That’s when he said he’d broken things off with you like I ought to congratulate him. He said a character reference from a youth pastor might go a long ways. I guess the agency they were going through was Christian. Must be that most of them are or else why would they do the work? It’s a funny business, seeing kids off like that.”

The question seemed to interest him and he thought about it. All God’s children, red and yellow, black and white, where do they go? His wristwatch ticked like winter’s thaw dripping from the eaves.

“It was me who told him he should talk to you. Ask your forgiveness for what transpired. Them things might take two, but he was the man in it all, and it’s the man’s duty to acknowledge his wrongdoing. Only then would I write him his letter. And now? Now I regret that greatly. Putting him in your path, putting him in harm’s way. You say you have a hard time sleeping. Well, so do I these days.”

He was a window she stared through.

“I worry it was seeing him again that woke something terrible in you, something that’d been there for years. First you took it out on Jake, then Abe when it was convenient. And don’t think it doesn’t occur to me how if I hadn’t told Abe to talk to you, those two dead men would likely still be alive and I wouldn’t be here right now. Nor would you. Today would be a Tuesday and that’s all it would be.” He sat like he was thinking seriously about it, the arithmetic of it all. He straightened up in the chair. Right hand within inches of the guns. “You want to believe this is all my fault, and I’d tell you maybe it is. Difference is a matter of what was done and by whom. See, you can still ask forgiveness for what you done, whereas me? I don’t know, but I don’t believe there’s such a thing as forgiveness for something done in good faith, no matter how sour it turned up.”

She placed her hands on the table, but he put a hand on his .38 and shook his head.

“How’d you know I wasn’t going to be at work that day?” she asked. “Your daddy tell you?”

“I’ll keep praying for you always. That’s all I got left to say to you, Alicia. You tell me when you want to go out that door with me. Until then, I got nothing left but prayers.”

Greg had heard them, too, the demons that do whisper in these woods, but only the unholiest of them wear neither scales nor goat hide but skin and cotton socks, fat flesh carapaces hinged with leather belts.

Together in this cabin they sat almost comfortably. She began to wonder if they might sit here forever. If she’d actually died the moment Houston walked in the door and this was their mutual punishment meted out in the cold. A small room and half-crazed company. Two bodies begging for something final and the woodstove’s window black with soot a decade or two old.

Like an untimed and errant reflex, she threw herself over the table and clambered for a gun. Her fingernails in the veins of his hand, his fingers spidering over the grips of the twin .38s. One gunshot warmed the room, the next silenced it. Houston stood gaping with the guns trembling in his hands. If she was dead, she was dead, but her heart was beating like it hated her and wanted her to know it. The cold floor. Stars rolling the cabin walls, and in high school they taught you the names of stars like Pleiades. She didn’t think she was dead. She kicked at his leg and he watched her like she was a baby learning herself.

He was bleeding from his side, shadow pooling against his jacket. He tossed her .38 toward the door and cocked back the hammer of his own with a dumb expression not yet horrified. She worked onto a knee and leveraged her shoulder into his gut, pushing him back on the table as she took to her feet. Her hands locked over his, the gun between them pointed a hair’s breadth from her ear as his finger sought blindly after the trigger. She kneed him in the groin but he didn’t forfeit the gun. Shades of a thumb war, schoolyard scraps. Cordite and copper in the eaves.

His forehead pressed against hers and she realized he was trying to headbutt her, so she gave him one of her own. Blood came down his chin from where he’d bit his tongue. She squeezed the hand that held the gun, ripped at the skin. He began gnashing at her, trying to get his teeth on her neck, but she kept her head under his chin and kept one hand on the gun and the other on his arm. If he pulled the trigger, it was heads or tails. She prayed her father to the doorway with his .30-06 against his shoulder, or Jackson itching for his first on-duty discharge, but she knew better than to hope on anybody. What man had ever truly saved another? Uncover soil and stone, find beaten bones. Some things the world whispers to you when you’ve got nothing left to do but to listen.

She mustered what was left of herself and bucked forward, forehead knocking into his jaw, sending him pigeon-footed into the table. As he righted himself, she lunged after her revolver by the door and fired one round square into his belly. He dropped back onto the ladder-back like he’d decided to rest. Black blood now pooling beneath him in a steady drip. He touched this new wound like he needed to believe, and when he did he looked terribly soothed. He let go of his revolver and lowered himself to the ground where he lay down on his side, cheek in the blood puddle. Shivering. She threw atop him the coyote hide and kept her fingers to his pulse until the pulsing stopped. Then she left the cabin and sat out front where the river could be heard only by the company it keeps. Largemouths breaching like whales, armies of bullfrogs born late in the season.

After some time, the men came through the woods with weapons drawn shouting after her to lay herself down but she kept on sitting. Willing herself into a totem. When they were close enough she needn’t shout, she told them he was dead by her hand, self-defense, and they kept her face pressed to the ground where she testified her innocence into the dirt and those therein, a solemn-faced jury every hopeful witness joins.
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IT WASN’T THE FIRST TIME, BUT IT WAS THE FIRST time she thought about leaving it there. The spray-painted letters on the door to her apartment, fresh and red and bleeding. BLOOD RIVER WITCH.

She sat in the plastic chair she’d dragged outside and lit a cigarette as cars passed down the alleyway. Crawling on four wheels. She posed by the door and met the drivers’ eyes as they passed. Some nearly looked sorry. She’d quit smoking again when the time came. None of them had any way of knowing this. Their eyes danced back and forth between the words and herself like she was a painting hung in some dismal exhibition: Blood River Witch, acrylic on rotwood.

Her neighbor came outside, shirtless, stretching his long and sun-leathered limbs. It was noon. “Morning, Al.” He took a long look at her door. “What you got going on today?”

“Just getting things ready to go back to work tomorrow.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

“I got sandpaper somewhere if you want some help with the door.”

“I’ll get to it eventually. But thanks.”

He’d helped her move in a couple of months ago. He said he had lived here for going on thirty years and said it was a nice place now that the crackheads in 207 moved to Bowling Green. Sometimes he came out to join her on the balcony as she smoked although he didn’t smoke himself. He had plenty other vices to keep him occupied, he said. She’d never learned his name but he knew hers. He called her Al like how Bill used to and she hadn’t thought of a nice-enough way to ask him not to. There were times he reminded her of her father. How he spoke without needing speaking to.

“You see the cops coming through last night again?” he asked. “This time they parked right over there for a spell.”

Sheriff Parsons making his presence known. Aggrieved of his rightful seat in Congress, the mud thrown might’ve slicked off him like backwater but it had stuck to his dead son. He’d tried changing the tune in the papers, but the new song wasn’t any better than the last—the law-and-order candidate casting hollow-point aspersions on state police, saying how in their incompetence or intimidation they’d pinned the blame on a good man who couldn’t defend his name from heaven. Stopped just short of calling it a witch hunt, for he saw nothing figurative in those words. Warfare of the soul, pursuit of unseen evil. A couple of nights each week, he sent the graveyard shift inching down her alleyway. His way of saying the real hunt was only beginning, the night won’t hide who you are, the truth won’t set you free. Even after she returned to the station tomorrow, it wouldn’t ever end, but she didn’t want it to. For if those cruisers saw her, she would see them just the same. Looking out the window. Unflinching. Deadlocked in their mutual knowing, waiting for the other to blink first.

Her neighbor said, “I’ll bet you it was them that did it.”

“Did what?”

He had a tattoo of Bugs Bunny on his upper back that melted as he turned and pointed at her door.

Inside was her living room, stale with the smell of a cat she did not own and pictures she someday meant to hang propped along the floor. Like Bart’s Little League photo from four years past when he’d been missing his two front teeth. She recalled how back then he’d whistle in his sleep, but still she’d hold a finger to his pulse just in case. She’d be seeing him again come Friday. She and Bill arranged for the handoff in the Walmart parking lot like it was a drug deal. This Friday, she’d order them a pizza and teach him rummy so they’d have something to talk about. By then she hoped to have the walls painted. She decided right then on powder blue and every morning would feel like summer. Maybe she’d buy some linen-scented candles. Some plants in the kitchen window, succulents or cacti, the ones that don’t beg for much else besides sunshine.

“Least these ones can spell,” he said. “Remember the time before last?”

“Blod.”

“Blod.” He laughed. “Yeah. That was something. All these dumbasses. They don’t see it. The simple facts of it all.”

“What facts are those?”

“Like you’re still here, ain’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I hear you leaving in the night, usually after your buddies make their pass, and I think every time maybe you’re gone for good.”

“I don’t sleep well.” Five hours this week. The static between her ears grew louder by the day. Daylight spun her like a carousel, but the night pulsed. Animal laughter and a dripping faucet. Earthworms flexing through black soil every time she closed her eyes. “I take a drive sometimes to settle the nerves.”

“Every night?”

“It’s not every night.”

“Well.” He stretched his arms against the day ahead. “My point is someone with something to hide don’t bother coming back to watch the paint dry.”

SHE ATE A sausage biscuit in her truck, another growing cold in the bag. Meant for Jackson, who’d radioed her a half hour ago saying he’d be late. Ran across a fender bender on Clark Road. She didn’t mind waiting and parked outside of Dawn’s Crafts, eyes fixed on the Sunbrush Inn in her rearview. In the parking lot, Lucas’s car, trunk popped open.

Jackson was the one to tell her Lucas was leaving today—how he knew, she didn’t ask. Didn’t want to, didn’t need to. Her last day on leave, his last day in the county. The timing had its own quiet logic, like billiard balls knocking about a table. Or sausage biscuits every morning and her jeans fitting a little tighter each time.

Lucas came out with a suitcase, then ducked back in for a box fan and his computer bag. Went inside the lobby to return his key. When he reemerged, he made one final appraisal. Gospel tracts checkering the curb like ticker tape. Diesel in the air. Bird’s nests sagging off the gutters. Thunderheads growled from the east. Her truck parked across the street, still as anything.

He raised a hand to his brow to see her better. To see that she was seeing him. They stayed like this until he was certain. Then he got in his car and eased into the road. Both of them looking back at the other.

If he feared her, she’d leave him fearing; if he believed she might follow, she’d leave him believing that, too. Along with all his other henpecking beliefs. Like how demons were real but only as respite to those world-weary. The ones too hollowed out to bother naming what gutted them. So they name the shadows in the river instead, the shapes flitting beneath the water like ink-black fins. As if there’s comfort in believing the darkness wrapping around your ankles knows your name. 

She startled when Jackson threw open her passenger door and got in. Wearing his sheriff’s jacket despite the dog’s-breath heat. Chewing a toothpick into pulp. He’d given up smoking, he told her a while back, but she suspected he’d only ever started in the first place just to say he’d been able to quit.

“Got you this.” She handed him the McDonald’s bag. “It’s cold.”

“No, thanks.” He stared into the storefront of Dawn’s Crafts. Patterned fabrics spooled like ancient scrolls. “I ain’t hungry.”

“Heat it up later, then.”

“I don’t want it.”

“I’m just trying to be nice.”

He pulled the mashed toothpick out his mouth and produced another from his pocket. She caught him in the side mirror and he looked down at his feet.

She said, “Y’all rolling out the red carpet when I come back tomorrow?”

“Probably not.”

“I’m kidding.”

“I know.”

Felt like talking to Bart. Pulling teeth from a statue.

“What’s the word over there?”

“You could probably guess.”

“Save me the trouble, would you?”

“I don’t want to talk about any of that.”

“What’s your problem?”

“Come on, Alicia.”

“Well then, how about Parsons? What’s he been saying about me coming back?”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a kraft folder. “I wouldn’t know. He steers clear of me.”

She nearly asked why, but she didn’t need to. After all, here he was. With the folder. Holding it gently, like something breathing.

“Before I . . .” But he trailed off like a kid nodding off in class—only to jerk upright, wide-eyed at every passing car.

“What?”

“I don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“Well. I appreciate the favor. I owe you one.”

“No,” he said. “Don’t call this a favor.”

“What’s your issue?”

“Serious?”

“If you’re worried about it, nobody’s looking for it. It would’ve only rotted there in the files.”

“Except we’re digitizing now.” His voice was flat. Pale and veined. “We been shipping off the file room in boxes to a place in Hopkinsville. But I reckon you know that.”

“How would I know that?”

“Goddamnit, Alicia. I ain’t playing pretend with you. Not this time.”

“You know damn well Parsons is going to be looking for any reason. Anything, no matter how irrelevant. You know that.”

“I thought you said nobody was looking for it.” He set the toothpick between his teeth, then disappeared it into his cheek like chaw. “I took a peek, by the way.”

“I figured you would.”

“Irrelevant ain’t the word I’d use.”

“If you got something to say, just say it and let’s be finished.”

“I was hoping you’d get there first.”

“I told you already.”

“Tell me again.”

“My father planted it. He told me himself. Only so he could take the photo and get me talking on Jake. He never intended it to be entered into evidence. It’s bullshit.”

“And he’d swear the same thing if I were to ask him?”

“Please. That man’s hand would burn to ash on a Bible.”

He said something under his breath.

“What?”

“I said I got a nasty taste in the back of my throat.”

“Ask me right now if I did it. Colton Marshall, Jake Paisley. Ask me. Look me in the eyes. Go ahead. I’ll swear on my son’s life.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I’ll swear on his, too.”

“I don’t doubt that. Not for a second.”

He left the folder in the passenger seat and stood by the door like he was trying to remember something. Where he meant to go. He looked from her wrist to her ponytail. Curled his lips like he meant to smile.

“I couldn’t ever tell if I was supposed to feel sorry for you, Alicia. But I did anyway.”

“And now you don’t.”

“Pretty much.”

“Good.”

When he was gone, she opened the folder. The photograph, eight by eleven. Just as she remembered it.

Her father’s handwriting at the top—7/3/2005, 05:23.

The plaything corpse. Paper skin, wooden bones. Blood pooled like a creature waiting to be called. Bare footprints blooming in the camera flash. Her purple hair tie by the left hand. A rigid finger pointing Here. Like even the dead believe themselves deputized. Sworn by names they couldn’t speak, left to rot all the same.

ON A TWIN-SIZED mattress she’d bought brand new, she dreamt of a sleep that lasts but rose an hour later thinking of water that runs. She looked out the window. No marked cruisers, none of the unmarkeds she’d come to recognize. She shut her door quiet behind her. In the dark, the spray paint hushed to a whisper.

The bed of her truck, a gallon of paint thinner she’d bought yesterday for today and tomorrow.

She stopped at the gas station for a water and drove out to Low Mercy Landing. Once upon a time, Jake had called it Hoe’s Mercy Landing when he was feeling stupid and hopeful or the Dead Spot when he was fishing. Blamed the speedboats that came too close to shore even when there weren’t any in sight.

Like tonight. Not a soul aside from the low moon peeking below the tree line, shier than she’d ever known it. The rest of everything was sleeping. Even the mayflies, gathered like little storm clouds, rested easy and fearless over the stained-glass surface of blue and orange and something darker than dark. Audience to an eyeless void. 

She stripped down to her underwear. It happened this way most nights. The same gnawing need with toothless obligation. Except tonight she took a lighter from her pocket and burned the photograph, flames licking her fingers. She let the ash fall into the water then took off her T-shirt and threw it back to the shore. The hair tie on her wrist she worked into a ponytail. She walked in up to her chest, the water closing over her like a second skin, translucent and shimmering. Her reflection, a candle’s flicker: fire, sun, waiting.

She plugged her nose and lowered herself back.

Beneath the bladed gaze of things seen and unseen, there was no proof of anything but the breath in her lungs and the many-tongued voices, stained-glass humming raking through the current. Singing to their many selves. The same today as it was yesterday. She rose steaming from the cold water and along the bank they crouched. Waiting. Holes in the world shaped into totems crudely carved. Tails like severed electric lines. Wings pinned. Maws to the mud, sifting in the loam.

They knew her name and spun it into song. She reached into the water and threw a stone that did not fall.

“Stop,” she shouted.

Where would we go, little mother, if we’ve dwelled here forever?

“Go away.”

Why would we flee, little daughter, if you asked us to stay?

“I never asked you anything.”

We carved your yes into our tongues.

We drank your yes in dreams.

We kept the water warm for you.

Tell us you called.

“Stop.”

Why must you lie?

You sang to us in sleep.

Little mother, come walk.

Little daughter, you called to us.

Muddy footprints on the shore. She dressed shivering in the dark. A liter of paint remover in the bed of her truck. By sunrise, she’d have her door spotless until the words bled back through.
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