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			BUT NOW, THE WEIGHT OF light pinned him forward. A violence of metal, a shudder of spray, the bruise of ditch, the frantic tires launching mud against undercarriage, that familiar riddle of iron in his mouth. He struggled out of the down-slanted vehicle and into the rain, the swamp peepers loud and alien, invasive and intimate, crying like another world. He fell like a beaver tail, crouched there, heavy with wet in the shelter of darkness. 

			His memory—brief as a coyote—struck him bright as fire around silhouetted logs, shaping to coal. It was sudden, that enormous distance—time, the closing of a trap. He was dizzy, but no pain. He had pulled the trigger, returned fire, yes. But it had been too late. And so it was too late. He smelled it before seeing him, like a child that had come to find him. He felt the wound of the boy he had called brother, and though they shared no blood, the blood of that boy spilled out of him now, and so the pain began. He dreamed awake that he was talking. And the figure spoke back to him. “Rainbo,” it said. “Rain.” Brother to him. All that remained. And time buzzed like a bowstring, the oblivion of this single moment in which all men are lost. He had lived a borrowed life, and instinct told him that this was the paying of a long overdue bill. There was even a kind of relief in it. 

			He heard a vehicle disengage, car doors open, the rain, gunfire. Opened his eyes from the dream to a dream—a room and no growth—the figure standing before him. A shadow or a reflection. The paying of a bill.

			

			

	

A WHITE DODGE RAM was found the morning of May 13, Mother’s Day, its hood folded in like a beer can and buried in that unique substance the Snakefoot produced that was thinner than mud and thicker than water, slick as the bright clay of the cutbanks, sandy as the creek beds come drought. Had the owner been found as one would have expected, pressed against the dash, it would not have been so interesting. There were plenty of deer, coyotes, and some bear to warrant swerving off the road, and every year there were more than a few single-vehicle wrecks that were the result of driving under the influence. In fact, there’d been a couple of those overnight. It had been the night of the prom at Euphoria High, the only high school in the county, and Sheriff Mills had been busy. He dreaded any celebration because he knew the perverse hearts of ecstatic people who seemed dead set on reminding the community that grief was the back door of elation. And so every spring, the future of the county, who were either going to bleed from it in pursuit of another life or become the too-familiar warning of how easy it was to defeat the self, would hurl themselves at the veil between youth and death, and Sheriff Mills knew they would find that the veil tore as easily as a cotton gauze, that the other side was bright and brimming and endless. 

			But Lucas “Rainbo” Boon was known by the few who knew him not to touch drink, not since a bout of malaria he’d contracted in the swamp turned him from it.

			“Who?” Mills said, bothered by another call.

			

			“Arnie Tippett,” Tania Jameson said, covering the receiver.

			Sheriff Mills took the call in disbelief that the owner of the Lounge out on Possum Creek was calling the courthouse, and suddenly he regretted the absence of his deputy, Will Seems. Odd how he would have trusted Seems now. He’d gone rogue every step of the way, harboring a fugitive from justice, supplying him with heroin, working with a private investigator behind Mills’s back, and, in the most bizarre act of rashness he’d ever seen on the job, going out of his jurisdiction and into the dark heart of Richmond—unarmed, for God’s sake—on a vendetta against a gang of drug dealers he’d actually bought from before. Mills wished he could call on him now, but wish in one hand, crap in the other, and see which fills up faster, his daddy used to say. 

			He thought this out loud in the office, leaning against the file cabinet with his coffee in hand. 

			“I just poured this goddamn coffee too,” he said.

			Tania said, “You could send me.”

			“And what would we do for dispatch? Don’t tell me we could put Silas or Buddy behind that desk.”

			“I’ve been telling you, we can set it up so the calls come through on a cell phone.”

			“Have you ever seen Buddy use a cell phone? Thinks it’s a walkie-talkie. Besides, we won’t get reception out there.”

			“The radio, then.”

			But Mills was already considering it. The way Will had taken off like that just weeks ago, not telling her, or himself, what he was doing. Absolute rogue behavior. Yes, Tania had certainly earned it. Besides, maybe she’d prove herself to be worthy of replacing Will Seems as deputy.

			“All right,” he said. “Get one of those idiots here to work the phones.”

			“I could get a friend. Floressa?”

			

			“Don’t push your luck.”

			They pulled off at the turn for the Lounge. During the day, Arnie sold wine and malt liquor out of a defunct gas station patrolled and obliterated by saplings, spikes that had forced themselves into trees of ten and twenty feet. It was a white cinder block building with a dry gas pump out front, the sign of the gas company that had once supplied it so faded and rusted-over that the name of it had been completely erased. The road seemed to steer around it, as if paved out of a distrust for whatever lurked there. Spray paint on the wall said: wine + beer + ice. It always looked closed, like Arnie’s eyes, which were laden with puffy bags underneath them from the late nights (drugs, whisky, poker, girls). There were no windows, and the door had bars across it.

			Arnie came out like he was taking the air.

			“Come down this morning as always, taking the dogs out, seen the back of Rainbo’s truck, and called you.”

			“You say ‘Rainbow’?”

			“That’s what everybody call him. Real name Lucas Boon.”

			Mills wiped a hand down his face like he couldn’t believe the shit he had to deal with. That was the goddamn Snakefoot for you. He shoved a stick of spearmint gum between his teeth.

			“When was this?”

			“Came down about seven just like every morning.”

			“You didn’t call at seven or anywhere near it.”

			“I had to decide what was I going to do, didn’t I?”

			By this, Mills figured he meant coffee and a line. “Mighty noble of you, Arnie. Must have chewed it over pretty good.”

			Tania said, “You go near the truck?”

			“I could see from here the door was open and nobody inside. Didn’t need to get no closer. That’s why I called.” 

			“Hell,” Mills said. “Looks to me like he ran off the damn road.”

			

			“It was that door that bothered me.”

			“Probably hurt. Anybody would be shaken up by that ditch.”

			“Where’d he go then?” Arnie looked uneasy. “There’s one other thing I reckon needs to be said. I might of heard shots last night or this morning, early.”

			“Well, damn, Arnie. Come on out with it.”

			“It ain’t nothing to hear some shots popped off now and again. I didn’t think nothing of it until now. Besides, ain’t no bullet holes I seen. Could have been unrelated.”

			“But you got a feeling.”

			Arnie shrugged. “Maybe I shouldn’t of called.”

			“Stay here,” Mills said. 

			He and Tania went down to the ditch and split up, Mills inspecting the truck, Tania looking over the surrounding area.

			There’d been a heavy rain overnight. The water was brimming at the edge of the ditch, where nevertheless a tangle of matted grass and reeds indicated foot traffic, but any prints had been filled in with water. Mills began to doubt an animal had caused the accident. 

			He said, “You seeing anything over there?” 

			“Negative,” Tania said, springing out of a crouch. She felt the eagerness disintegrate. She didn’t even know what she was looking for. She walked up and down the road, looking to the shoulders, thinking that it was possible something had washed up in the deluge. Everything that caught her eye was nothing. She saw shapes of things she wanted to see—a body, blood in the road—and had to scold herself upon realizing she was hoping. That was the danger of the job. It required the crime it fought, fed on it, and thus could corrupt even the most principled lawman. She felt the chill of addiction in her spine.

			Sheriff Mills looked again at the ground. The tall grass was mashed around, broken, flooded. Ruts had been dug deep by spinning tires, down to the hubs, filled in by water that seemed to have been expelled out of the ground. 

			“Tried to back up but couldn’t,” Mills said to himself.

			Then with his eyes he followed the muddy tracks trailing into the road, fading there.

			“Somebody else backed away.”

			He looked at the rear bumper, nicked fresh. Someone’s bumper or brush guard? He looked in the truck, seeing now a thin line of dirty red on the underside of the steering wheel, as if someone had taken a permanent marker to it. He saw a similar darkness against the back of the driver’s seat and on the seat cushion itself. He inspected the rear window of the cab, but no glass was broken. There was a raincoat on the passenger seat, and he wondered what time this would have happened. It had rained most of the night, so it must have been especially urgent to leave without grabbing the jacket. He saw there were no keys in the ignition and went through the pockets of the jacket: no keys. 

			Mills checked the glove box. A few automobile documents—the registration, which he paused to read over. As he was shutting the compartment, the shine of something under the seat caught his eye. The jacket of a brass cartridge. He craned to look closer and saw several cartridges that had tumbled out, a cardboard box for old .38 bullets partly opened, the plastic gridded holder mostly empty.

			Mills sat behind the wheel again, as if he were planning to drive the truck, and looked again at everything. Because the truck tilted to the left, the interior of the door was wet, but the cab was not.

			He looked down again at the ground. Seemed crazy, but it looked like the man had left the truck and gone toward the water.

			He got out, looked under the truck, his knees instantly soaked through. 

			

			“You seeing anything?” Arnie hollered from across the road.

			“Shut up, Arnie,” Mills said, walking over to Tania.

			“I found these,” he said to Tania, holding out his hand with the virgin brass in it. “Scattered, like they was grabbed in a hurry.” 

			But she pushed past the sheriff, crouching, her eyes inches from the rear flank of the truck. 

			“Look here,” she said, indicating a small hole that resembled a fleck of mud or a rust hole. “Here’s something.”

			“Good girl. Get the tape.”

			As they walked back to their truck, Arnie said, “What you find?”

			Mills said, “You said that’s Rainbo’s truck. I thought his name was Lucas.”

			“It is.”

			“Well, it’s in Beau Boon’s name.”

			“That’s his son.”

			Mills chewed his gum with agility, breathing hard. “Well,” he said, looking off.

			Arnie said, “Whoever came after him, they better have got the job done the first time.”

			“You got something against him?”

			“I saw him take on a gang of bikers one time. Four of ‘em. They chased him down here, and he whipped ‘em and left ‘em in the grass and left like he’d taken a pit stop. Didn’t break a sweat or say one word.”

			“You’re saying you think it was the same fellas?”

			“That was years ago.”

			“People been known to hold a grudge.”

			“Does it look like bikers to you?”

			“No,” Mills said, thinking about the tracks of the vehicle that had backed out. “No, it doesn’t. Sounds like he had some enemies, though.”

			

			“No more than most.”

			“Stop shitting me, Arnie. Goddamn. You know something you’re not telling? You been hearing something?”

			“I don’t know nothing. Just, the way that truck was left open like that. Seemed like it won’t right.”

			“Yeah. But goddamnit, don’t be spreading any rumors like that. I swear. The stuff that gets generated from here is the cause of more trouble . . .” 

			“Yes, sir, sheriff.” Arnie was grinning.

			“Arnie, let me shoot you straight. You tell me everything you know about this Rainbo fella—anything you heard or may have heard—or I’m going to close you down for good.”

			“Yessir,” Arnie said, no trace of humor now.

			When Mills and Tania got in Mills’s truck, the sheriff said, “I don’t like this, Tania. I don’t like what I’m going to have to do. How long does Will Seems have on his medical leave?”

			“Two more weeks.”

			“Well, not anymore. He starts again today, and you’re going to keep him straight.”

			“But Sheriff—”

			He raised his hand. “Don’t argue. There’s just no other option. You’re going to have to learn to put all that aside.”

			

			

	

WILL SEEMS MADE HIS WAY to the porch, feeling aged beyond his years. He’d been sleeping on Sam’s old mattress, and his knees stung from getting up. Somehow, against all his injuries, his knees hurt him the worst.

			Sam Hathom had been like a brother to Will since before his memory began. Last year, Will had been dispatched to respond to a burglary, and he’d caught Sam with a backpack full of stolen silverware. He hadn’t seen him in ten years, and yet he knew him. Instead of arresting him, he’d hidden him at Promised Land—the Seems ancestral home—and tried to save him from his opioid habit while subverting the active warrants for Sam’s arrest. But now he had no idea where Sam was—he’d run off after learning that Will had not told him his father, Zeke, had been arrested for murder. As someone had told Will, he had done more harm by trying to help Sam than if he’d done nothing at all. Will couldn’t deny that, but he also knew he would have made the same decisions again.

			For several days since his release from the hospital, he had stayed inside the house, breathing its fine antique dust, watching the light move across the windows, feeling the sinking, subdued panic as the sun died daily, hoping—yet without confidence—that Tania would come back, even though he had no right to after the way he’d treated her. She’d tried to help him heal, and he’d tried to tell her what the matter really was, but what was it? Nothing he almost said made any sense. And so he wished for the impossible: that she could know his mind so that she could forgive him for what was in it.

			He regretted the words he’d said to her: “Leave me alone. If you really care, leave me to myself.” The ageless truth: shame breeding shame. She’d obeyed, and the flowers on the dining room table she’d brought that last time were beginning to wilt, and instead of making him feel better they reminded him of his mother’s grave out in the yard, which no doubt needed his attention. 

			The air on the porch was faint, cool, humid, not in that fatigued manner of summer, but with the fresh brightness of spring. He stared out, a disorienting view of the land, his own now that his father had officially signed the burden into effect. A sort of survival gift, Will thought. Bill Seems had sat by him in the hospital for much of the time—a vague, ghostly presence—and, when Will was discharged, he had the deed and the papers in hand. It was a house he had come to resemble. Along with the papers for the property, he’d been given his mother’s family Bible, in which her name and the names of everyone else before him had been written in elegant cursive with fine ink that had aged to sepia on the endsheets with the remote urgency of blood.

			His mother used to love this time of year and would often mention the spring green of new growth, so bright it looked synthetic. It was that green of youth that would darken and become that flat, deep, broad color that was used in manmade camouflage to make it blend with the dark notes of old, tired forest. The kudzu was coming back, its sinewy vines clinging to all manner of structures, from trees to the old slave cabins, as if clutching this world to hold it together.

			Out of the fragile Bible, he pulled the letter he’d begun working on. He had decided to make it out to Sheriff Jefferson Mills. 

			He looked up again, yet he was looking in, not out. He would start again. He would find Sam, save him for good this time. He would not rest until he found him. A quest was what he needed. Maybe he could get Bennico’s help, and they could . . . God, he was an idiot. She was getting on with her life. “God,” he said.

			He took the joint from behind his ear and felt a taut pain in his ribs. He’d made Tania throw away the Oxycodone, an act of restraint that now seemed a shortcut. Wasn’t the hurt enough? The pain as he scraped the match against the matchbox again and again. It was too humid to get a match going.

			Between his own curses, he heard the muted dull weight of chain against the far gate. He cocked his head and saw her truck growing as if in answer to his prayers, hid the joint in the pocket of his tee shirt.

			Against the lonely morning spring sounds, the jarring clarity of car doors opening, the finality and authority of their shutting. Then he saw them, Tania and Sheriff Mills, both in plainclothes.

			“How you holding up, soldier?” Mills said, approaching the porch with a limp from an injury he’d sustained last year. Will refused to get up, hoping to hide this similarity between them, even though the sheriff knew damn well the kinds of injuries his deputy had sustained. For some reason, Mills had come to believe Will was indispensable, integral to the department, even though Will had been a thorn in his side since day one. They had achieved something of an understanding. They both had dirt on each other and there was no hiding anymore, a fact that caused the sheriff to vacillate between wanting to get rid of the young man and wanting to keep him close. He figured Seems had probably gotten all that impetuous guilt out of his system, and now he could settle down into the enduring fatigue of a job that would never let up.

			Tania bent to kiss Will. 

			“I thought I said to stop coming around,” Will said. “And you bring him?”

			

			“Deputy,” Mills said.

			“Actually, this’ll save me a trip.”

			Mills took the paper Will held out and looked at Tania. 

			Will said, “You don’t have to fire me. You don’t even have to read that. I quit.”

			Mills said, “I wasn’t going to fire you; I was going to give you an investigation.”

			Will looked off, trying to find the peace again, but it was gone.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Will said. “I quit is all.”

			“Goddamnit,” Mills said. “You’re a fine detective when you stick to the book. What we been through . . . There’s no going back.”

			“I can barely walk. Doctor says I need another . . .”

			“Two weeks,” Tania said.

			“Well, son,” Mills said, “we can’t give you that. Crime don’t wait for no man to heal.”

			“As if it needs me.”

			“Tania,” Mills said. “Go to the truck for a minute, darlin’.”

			“Sheriff, you said no secrets. If I’m in, I’m in all the way.”

			“This here what I got to say is between Will and me. Excuse us a minute. Thank you.”

			They watched her walk, fuming, muttering to herself. When Mills judged her to be safely out of earshot, he said, in a low, plain, unflinching voice, “I still have that evidence.” 

			A few months ago, Mills had broken into this very house in search of Sam Hathom and come away with some sort of evidence he claimed would incriminate Will if he used it.

			“Blackmail is illegal.”

			“So is harboring a fugitive and buying him drugs. You’re lucky as hell I been looking out for you. I just don’t think you want to find out how unlucky you could be if I stopped caring so damn much about a fella as hell-bent on self-destruction as you.”

			It was evident now what Will had known for some time: He’d sacrificed something of his free will the minute he’d broken the law, or the minute he’d sworn to uphold it. 

			“We both done things we’re better off forgetting,” Mills said. “But there’s no going back, no forgetting. We could blame each other. You could be always thinking about what I done—a lapse of judgment, I admit—and don’t think I don’t feel awful. And I could think of all the ways you went behind my back and . . . But where would that get us? And I know you want the hate. Fine. Go ahead and hate. But I think that maybe we need to try and forgive. Read somewhere our strength comes from our injuries. I want to believe that.” Silence. “You need to learn to forgive others. Yourself too. I’m giving you a break.” 

			“I don’t want a break. For either of us.”

			“Goddamn, that’s just foolish. If we agree to start fresh, we can move forward.”

			“All right. Give me that evidence.”

			“What evidence?” Mills grinned, then started. “Hold on now. Is that a Bible?” He was looking at Will now with suspicion, as if suddenly he were not sure he knew him anymore. “I just never know what I’m gonna get with you. Don’t become no hard case now, hear?”

			Their eyes met. Mills tore up the resignation letter and put the pieces of it in his shirt pocket. 

			“The sawmill burned down last night,” he said. “Thought it might be some drunk kids from after the prom, but it wasn’t. I’ve had Sheriff Edgars and his crew out to help us go through that goddamn mess. Then, this morning we got a call from Arnie Tippett about a truck piled into the mud off the side of the road. Belongs to a man named Lucas Boon, goes by ‘Rainbo’—don’t ask. He’s an old swamper who owns that big old plantation out there, Old Trespass. Between all I just mentioned and this, I got my hands full.”

			“He have any enemies?”

			“Arnie seemed to think maybe he did. Look, Tania’s going to fill you in. She’s your partner, and you’re goddamn lucky to have her. She’s earned it, and maybe she’ll keep you straight. Now, I want you two to see the scene of the accident for yourself, before it rains again. You’ll want to go to Old Trespass plantation, see if Rainbo’s back. Arnie said something about his grandson living with him. Said he got sent to live with him or something. Said Rainbo taught the boy to track and shaped him up. This is your case, but I want to be knowing a little something all the time. Take pictures.”

			“I never said I was going to help.”

			“Why don’t you ask God while that Bible’s fresh in your hand and see what he wants you to do.”

			Mills grinned. At first it made him seem insidious, then genuinely confident about the outcome.

			

			

	

THE SMOKE FROM THE OLD TRESPASS CHIMNEY had ceased, although the flat, bleak sky seemed to hold the smoke of a thousand fires; it would be raining soon, again. It was as if a fire had created the smoke that somehow became the storm cloud that would attack it. The large blockish island of the house appeared puny, impotent somehow without the frail, dark exhaust lifting from it. Roddy Lacey wondered if Rainbo had somehow made it back on foot or gotten a ride and was now lingering in the quiet of a somber, humorless house that shouldn’t have belonged to him. But the Boons were a fire people. Rainbo was a man of fire, and no smoke meant no Rainbo. 

			Roddy looked out from the porch at the flattish expanse, a space that weighed on him and that he loved because it did. He was about sixty, with a youthful air and teeth that seemed to have been meant for another man’s face. He had curious, intelligent, observant eyes, and sometimes, when he found humor in something—that elusive quarry—his mouth made no movement whatsoever; rather, his cheekbones rose, vicelike, pushing his eyes to narrow by pressure. In every direction from the house, he could see rows of young cotton in fields that in other years, depending on crop prices and farming predictions, had grown anything from tobacco to cotton to peanuts. In the distance, toward the swamp, some of the fields were now thickening with the ragged longleaf pines he and Rainbo had planted. This had once been turpentine country, but over a century ago the fire-dependent trees had been overcut and bled of their resin to such an extent that the camps were abandoned like ghost towns; the trees were left to die.

			He saw the birds lifting in ragged pandemonium before he heard the truck approaching from beyond the trees at the end of the drive. Thinking it was Buck Tomlin, the boy who looked so much like his granddaddy, he stepped outside the ominous front door no one used so he could stand on the porch and look down on him as he parked. But he watched a white pickup he didn’t know lurch toward him along the rutted drive, breaking red puddles like heads. As it got closer he could see sheriff written along the side.

			A fine-looking woman in uniform, with straightened hair pulled back tight as a noose, got out of the driver’s seat and came around to the passenger side, opened the door, and helped someone out of the vehicle. An odd spectacle, the man was in his early thirties, Roddy guessed, but moved like he’d been in this world too long and was exhausted of it. Roddy resented him immediately. He’d learned that in the army.

			“Is Mr. Boon around?” the young man said, supporting his weight with a cane.

			“Ain’t seen him,” Roddy said. 

			“Well, who are you?”

			“I’m Rod Lacey, live next door.”

			“You know where he is?”

			“No.”

			“When was the last time you saw him?”

			“Sometimes he goes off. Don’t tell nobody. Just gets the urge and goes.”

			“Doesn’t answer my question.”

			He looked upward, thinking. “Yesterday morning,” he said.

			“Where’d he go?”

			

			“I wouldn’t know,” Roddy said. “But this ain’t the first time he lit out. Ain’t been no sheriff out here before.”

			“Mr. Boon’s truck was found this morning over by Arnie Tippett’s Lounge, and nobody in it. You have any idea where he might have gone to?”

			“No,” Roddy said.

			“Well, we’re getting together a search party to head out there this evening. Bring a boat if you got one.”

			“You going in there at night?”

			“We don’t have a choice.”

			“Well, I don’t have no boat.”

			“Any idea where Buck Tomlin might be?” 

			Roddy looked at them, wondering how much they knew about Buck, and if he might be in trouble.

			“Look,” Roddy said. “I want to help and all, but I don’t keep tabs on where the Boons go when they ain’t here.”

			But then his eyes narrowed at the distance and he perked up like a bird dog, hearing it first, the sound of tires turning onto the mud drive and finding their way along it.

			“That’ll be Buck now,” Roddy said.

			They all watched as a rough old farm-use pickup parked beside the shed. A kid of seventeen or eighteen got out, lifted a bag from the seat in obvious pain, and walked into the front yard, his face scuffed and bruised, the suggestion of a limp, oversized pants and shirt appearing ridiculous on what seemed to be a lean, kinetic body. Added to which he looked as if he probably hadn’t slept. There was an inherent boldness about the boy, a determined confidence, even if it did appear to have been chipped away at. He gave the impression at once of shyness and swagger. He and Deputy Seems locked eyes for a moment, a glare of recognition there, Roddy perceived. He observed the withdrawn look on Buck’s face, his arms crossed against his belly, hiding something there. Roddy wanted to ask Buck what had happened, but not with the law here.

			He tried to give Buck a heads-up. “Sheriff’s Department looking for Rainbo, Buck.”

			“Why?” Buck said, as if just noticing the foreign truck and the deputies in the yard.

			Will said, “What happened to you?”

			“I won’t be pressing charges.”

			Will grinned, coughing to hide it.

			“I’m Deputy Seems, and this is Deputy Jameson. You see your granddad last night?”

			“Not after I left.”

			“Where’d you go?”

			“Prom.”

			“When did you leave?” 

			“About five thirty, I guess.” 

			“Was that the last time you saw him?”

			“Yeah.”

			Buck turned to Roddy. “What’s going on?”

			Will said, “We found his truck in a ditch.”

			“Is he hurt?”

			“I was hoping you could tell us. Where you coming from now?”

			“Shining Rock.”

			“That bonfire go all night?”

			“All fucking night.” 

			“So if we smell smoke on you, that wouldn’t have anything to do with the sawmill burning down.” 

			Buck said, “The sawmill?”

			“Last night. It’s still hot as a volcano. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

			

			Buck shook his head.

			“It’s funny, though,” Seems said. “I heard everybody scattered from that bonfire when it started pouring.”

			“What do you want?”

			“We want your help,” Deputy Jameson said. “Come out to the accident and have a look.”

			Buck looked at Roddy for some answer there.

			“You better go on, Buck,” Roddy said. “Go on. It’ll be fine.” 

			Buck handed his bag to Roddy and went toward the sheriff’s truck ahead of them.

			“So he listens to you,” Will said. 

			“He in trouble?” 

			“Heard his granddad taught him to track. He any good at it?”

			“He’s as natural as they come. Never seen no one catch on so quick. I taught him some things, but he knew some things right away.” 

			“Heard he was in some kind of trouble.” 

			“Buck’s a good boy. Come a long way.”

			Seems looked as if he might say more, but then he climbed gingerly, doggedly, into the passenger side and the truck lurched off.

			Roddy watched with narrowed eyes, his face thin as a drumhead, more worried about Buck than he’d let on, and Rainbo too, for that matter. If Rainbo was still out there, that meant he had to hurry to find him before the search party did, though he doubted they would go far enough or know what to do if they did. It meant Rainbo might really be in trouble. 

			Roddy’d meant what he’d said: Buck had come a long way since Roddy had been sent to get him two years ago. He seemed like a different kid altogether than the one who’d tried running away from Roddy at a gas station and talked back to Rainbo and got sent up to the tree stand day one and ran away again the same night and kept trying until Rainbo let him go a little longer and wouldn’t let Roddy come along to search for him. And when Rainbo returned with the boy and sent him back up into the tree stand with a blanket and a bowl of rice and a jar of water—the same punishment his children had learned to endure— Roddy could tell something had changed. And sure enough, that was the last time he ran away. 

			Buck was a success story, no matter how you looked at it, but Roddy knew, too, that the change was on the surface, where a person unfamiliar with a territory looks. Roddy knew that Buck was the same kid—smart and stubborn; didn’t take shit, didn’t owe people—and always would be. And that was good, Roddy thought. The person who can be changed won’t make it in this world, and shouldn’t. 

			

			

	

BUCK SAT IN THE BACK of the truck, behind the cage again, and for a moment he felt as he had that last time back home, when the cops caught up to him in that stolen car, the quiet relief of it, knowing the running could end and he could rest, not knowing it would begin months of court appearances and reporting to a probation officer and counseling and eventually the court order that sent him to live with Rainbo. But this time, he was not cuffed. He expected them to cuff him at any moment.

			“Well,” Deputy Seems said when they let him out. “Here it is.”

			Another deputy, Buddy Monroe, slouched, staring at him with his thumbs in his belt. Buck walked over to the tape. He approached the truck that had his scent from countless hours spent in it, observed the thick, bone-white paint, faded over what had once been a light-blue truck, with dents and dings, some he’d helped patch. 

			Buck stepped over the yellow tape. The driver’s-side door still hung open. He observed the mud and grass around the door, squatted, stood, and walked—a little hunched, slightly rigid—down to the water. Then he stepped into it. He put his arms in the cool water up to his elbows. He stood, returned to the truck, opened the passenger door. A blood stain cut across the steering wheel where Rainbo’s head must have hit on impact. He noted blood on the seat and the seat back as well, but there was no broken glass—the rear window had not even cracked. So he’d been injured before he got in the truck. He saw the box of .38 ammunition on the floor and checked the glove box, where usually Rainbo kept a hammerless, blued Smith & Wesson .38 revolver—an odd choice for dispatching game—but the gun wasn’t there.

			Deputy Monroe said to Deputy Seems, to all of them, “Looks like he thinks he’s going to find something y’all didn’t.”

			“What I’m hoping,” Will said.

			Buck crouched, looking closely at the ground by the driver’s-side door and behind the truck. He stood slowly, hunched, walked up to the road, crouched again, looked toward the vehicle, followed his gaze on foot, and found the small hole in the fender. 

			Buck returned to the road and looked back, squatted as if in concentrated pain, feeling around on the ground. He stood and appeared to be mulling it all over as he paced his way back over the tape, pallid against the damp morning, looking ridiculous in the wet, oversized clothes. 

			“What’s up?” Seems said. 

			Buck said, “Nobody could sort through that.”

			“You have any idea who might be after him, or where he’d go if someone was?” 

			Buck could have named several men who would have wanted to come after Rainbo, in and outside the family, but he couldn’t think of anybody who’d actually do it.

			“No,” he said.

			“What can you tell us about him?”

			Buck said, “The man’s a mystery to me.”

			Deputy Monroe said, “You pocket something back there?”

			Buck said, “Search me if you want.”

			“Might do that. Hey, where were you last night, anyway? Can’t tell me that’s just a hangover on your face.”

			“Ask your mom. I climbed away about that time, and it was tough, her begging like that.”

			

			Deputy Monroe lunged. Buck stepped aside, throwing a sudden hook that left the man on the ground. As if he’d been the one hit, Buck’s eyes were tight, tears forming in them. He felt the cut near his ribs had snapped open again. 

			Monroe got up, wet through with mud, and swung again, born to lose. This time Buck, hands guarding his abdomen, sidestepped the deputy, who landed again on the wet ground.

			Will stood above the man, between the two. “Give me your badge, Buddy. Jesus Christ. This kid’s not even eighteen.”

			“Well, if he talks like a man . . .”

			Will saved Monroe the trouble and tore the metal badge from his wet shirt. Then he turned to Buck, sideways, keeping an eye on Monroe. “You better get smart. I’m giving you the chance to help us find your grandfather, and you’re making enemies. You’re too goddamn young to be acting like this—your life’s ahead of you. Now, why not show some good faith and tell us who you were with last night, what you were doing?”

			There was the tire, fixing the wheel in the rain, a man stopping to help and leaving without pay, even though Buck tried to pay him, that shocked look on the man’s face as he retreated back past his own headlights, pulled onto the shoulder, disappeared. Buck remembered there was blood on his shirt and on the money he had tried to give the man. Then Buck had gone to his uncle Beau’s for a change of clothes.

			“What’s wrong with you?” Deputy Seems said.

			Buck was thinking from his belly, from the wet cut against his lowest rib. He knew he was bleeding, and he knew he could not hide it for long.

			“Nothing,” he said.

			“You need to tell me what really happened last night.”

			“I told you already.” 

			“You really don’t have any idea where your granddad might have gone to?”

			

			“Look, if a body sank right here you wouldn’t even know it. He could be anywhere. If he was hurt—”

			“You think he was hurt?”

			“There’s blood on the steering wheel and on the seat. So yeah.”

			“You don’t seem too concerned.” 

			“He was good enough to get up and leave. But I don’t know what happened, and guessing won’t help.”

			“I’m not asking you to guess. I’m asking you to tell me what you see. Isn’t that what he taught you to do?”

			Something in Buck’s mind caught on those words, on the passive dig at the skills he’d learned from Rainbo over the last two years, but he didn’t have to defend what he knew or explain what he didn’t. And he wasn’t going to play games.

			“I guess they don’t teach cops to look at clues anymore, do they?”

			To Seems, Deputy Jameson said, “You gonna let this kid talk that way?”

			Deputy Seems held up his hand to stop her, watching Buck with tough, fragile eyes.

			“We’re not cops.”

			“That’s right. A cop wouldn’t ask me to do their dirty work.”

			“Get in the truck,” Seems said, his mouth thin, sharp.

			They took Buck back to Old Trespass. It was already afternoon, and he was drowsy, lightheaded, running on very little sleep. 

			Deputy Jameson said, “Who saw you at the bonfire last night?” 

			Buck didn’t speak.

			“Did your grandfather ever harm you?” 

			“We’ve had our moments, but it’s not what you think.”

			“Well, that’s big of you. But it doesn’t excuse abuse.”

			“I didn’t say there was abuse.”

			

			“What about last night?” Seems said. “Did he get physical at all? Because if he did . . .”

			Seems stopped short of what he was about to say. Buck eyed him warily. The snake uncoiled itself then, and he could feel the trap, see it now through the camouflage. Never trust the law. That was one thing he and Rainbo had agreed on from the beginning, a skepticism they shared that had helped forge their relationship. He had felt before that he shouldn’t be talking to them, but he’d kept on because he hadn’t seen what they were driving at, or he thought he had and he could head it off. He had been duped because he had cooperated. He’d thought he was in control, but he wasn’t. They were trying to determine not whether he had done it, but why. They weren’t arresting him—they were giving him the freedom to hang himself. It reminded him of what Mr. Lacey had once said: “Hunters got to learn to deceive. Give a critter the illusion of freedom. Set the trap. Let him trap himself.”

			“Listen, man,” Seems said. “If you were provoked, the court might—”

			“I never touched him. He didn’t touch me. Shit. While you’re looking for me to give an alibi, why not find out who he was with?” 

			“Not a bad idea,” said Seems.

			Jameson said, “Tell me this. Do you want to help?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then prove it. Tell us what you saw there.”

			Buck stared out the window, beyond which the jagged monotony of land that had become a home lay wet and quiet.

			“I didn’t see anything except a truck in the mud.” 

			Seems wrote something on a business card and gave it to Buck. 

			“Come to me before you go looking for answers on your own. This needs to be done right. Day or night, if you get wind of something, you call or come find me. Don’t keep me in the dark.” 

			

			

	

BUCK WALKED THROUGH the kitchen. Nothing had changed. He breathed in that persistent spice of perpetual fires, of old cured wood, of meat and salt-smoked ham, of generations of dogs. He walked up the stairs from the basement kitchen and through the living room, where the bearskin lay in front of the cold fireplace under the fourteen-point buck skull mount from the deer Rainbo had killed the morning Buck was born, resulting in his nickname. He walked up another set of stairs in staggering pain to his room and sat down on the rope bed where the grandmother he’d never met had been born and had died and opened up his bedside table as if looking for some answer there. As if through an assortment of runes, he looked through his past and into the nature of the future that must now be set down like a track. He saw the pictures he kept there of his family, his mother and father and sisters; the buffalo nickels he’d found, some of which he and Arlene had left on the train tracks. There were striped turkey feathers and a pair of worn dice, and then the fragments of the old things they’d found. Arrowheads uncovered, pieces of rough blue clay pots who knew how old, a smashed tin cup, a few dark green glass bottles and jars, mud lining the embossed lettering. The school picture of Arlene last year, her senior year, before she went away. He wanted to think about her and he tried not to. He’d kept stuff like this to remind himself that he’d gone straight and why, though now all he could think was that he was who he’d always been. 

			He walked to the bathroom across the worn wooden hall and growled as he peeled off his shirt and took something for the pain and looked at the reflection of the wound, and then at the wound itself, a dark gash that had swelled and broken and had begun to green. He found hydrogen peroxide in the cabinet and leaned back on the toilet and put a wad of toilet paper on the mouth of the bottle and turned it upside down and applied the wet paper to the wound with his teeth set. He found a bandage and put it on the cut and went back to his room and lay back cautiously, reaching into his bag and removing his beaver-skinning knife, sharp and curved and lean, and then he found the dense switchblade Donnie used to flick open when he was thinking. Buck flicked it open now, closed it, flicked it open, closed it. 

			Suddenly, he was driving that stolen car again and they’d gotten away, and it was Donnie in the passenger seat instead of Isaiah. And he and Donnie were dreaming in the dream, and Donnie was saying, “You did it, brother. You’re in.”

			And he said, “Where’s Isaiah?”

			“He didn’t make it.” 

			And then Sheldon Holmes was standing in the church bathroom, in the reflection of the mirror, saying, “Isaiah dead. My brother dead. Shot through the neck.” 

			Donnie was the one who’d said the rules. In the dream, Buck began to breathe the purpose. “We don’t forgive and we don’t forget. We remember and we act. Word is bond. Loyalty. Brotherhood. Defense of the helpless and revenge for the undefended. Nobody looks out for us, so we do it ourselves. We don’t owe nobody, and we don’t talk to nobody.” That was what it meant to be a True Brother. That was why he had joined. The vague and codeless existence he saw in the white world of his parents had made him furious for meaning. Their middle-class comfort seemed detached, unreal, and purposeless. People thought of the streets as chaotic, but it was there where he’d found an order. Donnie spoke those words he’d needed to hear to remember to live by. And say what you will about Buck, he had done that.

			

			Buck startled awake to some sound outside and thought it was a gun going off, not knowing for a moment which life or which place. Then he remembered to breathe and saw that the knife in his hand was open and he closed it. He had heard a car drive up and park behind the house. Her footsteps. He got out of Beau’s clothes and pulled on a pair of jeans and a shirt and went downstairs.

			“Buck,” she said, rushing him with a tight, strong hug, and he could smell her tears like corn. 

			“Mom,” he said, wincing. He hadn’t seen her in months, since Christmas. And she had not come back to her childhood home in years. “What are you doing—”

			“Your uncle called and told me.”

			That meant Beau. His uncle Taylor hadn’t said a word since his head injury back in his high school years. 

			“I only found out a few hours ago. They took me out to the accident.”

			“Who took you?”

			“Sheriff’s Department.”

			“You’re not in trouble, are you?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Don’t lie to me.” She was wry now, almost joking. Diane was one of those women who could be charming on a whim, but often thought she was when she wasn’t, and maybe she knew that. A self-consciousness forced the words to land flat like bodies on the ground. She had a flirtatious misery about her that he’d never known what to do with. She was thirty-eight—anybody would have guessed twenty-eight—and many of his friends growing up had thought she was his sister. He couldn’t look at her. There was too much between them to pretend. 

			“I’m not lying,” Buck said.

			She reached for his face and he felt the pain again. “I thought you were doing better.”

			

			“What makes you think I’m not?”

			“Your face.”

			“It’s not what you think.”

			“When was the last time you saw your probation officer?”

			“Last month.”

			“You’d better get cleaned up by the next time you see her. I don’t want anything keeping you from us when you turn eighteen.”

			She was looking around at the place, not hiding her disappointment.

			“So Rainbo let you stay out all night, and that’s why you didn’t know. I see how it is. I thought you coming here would make him clean up a bit. Live less like a bachelor or an animal. Obviously, I was wrong.”

			He said, “What are you doing here?”

			“I had to come back when I heard. With Rainbo gone, you need some looking after.”

			“The Laceys are right next door. I’m over at Beau and Kim’s a lot.”

			“They’re not your guardians. If Rainbo doesn’t come back, your father and I get custody again.”

			“You think he won’t come back?”

			“We don’t know where he is, honey. Do you?”

			“Don’t you trust me?”

			“I had to ask.”

			“I thought he was indestructible.”

			“We need to be ready in case he’s not. I hear there’s going to be a search tonight.”

			“Yes, ma’am, and I’m going.”

			“I thought y’all didn’t get along.”

			“Things have changed.” 

			“Driving here, I thought that was the case,” his mother said, as if to read him by his face and by that secret intimacy of shame they shared. “But standing here, seeing you . . . Now I wonder if anything has.” 

			

			

	

RODDY LACEY LIVED WITH HIS WIFE, Maud Boon Lacey, in his childhood home on forty acres that used to be Boon land and that most people still thought of as such. Maud’s ancestors had been slaves of the property too. Roddy and Maud could not know for sure, because they did not have records, but had long assumed they were distantly related. 

			Even after all these years, Roddy could hardly believe Rainbo’s luck in marrying Barbara Tully Boon, the woman who would inherit Old Trespass, a stroke of luck that approached fairy-tale. Rainbo, the dirty kid with the mangled sneakers who’d emerged out of the wet like a ghost and who’d probably already seen more of life than most grown men when Lacey met him, had become heir to over eight hundred acres—all that burden. He’d said to Rainbo it didn’t matter that he was white trash, came from nothing, didn’t know his own people, had no people. He was white, and that meant such luck was possible in a way it couldn’t be for Roddy. Shortly after that, without a word of notice, Rainbo carved out the forty acres Roddy’s family had been forced to leave and signed them over to Roddy and Maud, and they had lived there since. That, for the Laceys, was something that also approached fairy-tale.

			Soon after Roddy got home, Jamal limped downstairs. He’d slept in late.

			Roddy said, “You had a rough night. You lucky it won’t rougher.”

			Maud looked at Jamal’s face. “That eye’s gonna be shut a day or two, I think. Let me see it.”

			“Ow.”

			“Boy,” she said. “Sometimes you get what you deserve.”

			

			Roddy chuckled without mirth.

			“What you laughing at?” Jamal said.

			“You, boy. One of these days, maybe you’ll learn to handle a late night.”

			“I can handle it.”

			“Limping the day after ain’t a measure of having done something.”

			Jamal worked construction for Beau Boon on a small and shifting crew. He wasn’t interested in learning a trade, but he got cash every Friday. There was, in the Lacey house, an unspoken sense of disappointment in Jamal for having not gone off to college. He was clever enough but could not see beyond the trees that surrounded the world they lived. Intelligent, but not smart, Roddy thought. The boy talked about leaving all the time but couldn’t seem to actually do it. Creative, but no practical imagination.

			Jamal limped into the kitchen, washed his hands, and sat down to a plate of lukewarm grits and eggs and fried ham. 

			“Honeybaby, you don’t move so good,” his mother said. “What’s going on with that leg.”

			“It’s the knee. That goddamn dog. It’ll be okay.”

			Roddy said, “Too late to ice it.”

			“I know that.”

			“Best keep it raised,” said Maud. “That or see a doctor.”

			“Hell no,” Roddy said.

			Jamal looked at his dad. “I ain’t going to a doctor.” On this they saw eye to eye.

			“Keep it raised, then,” she said.

			Roddy sat in the dim living room with his food on a folding table beside him, barely touching it even though his wife was the best female cook he knew. His mouth was bonemeal dry. Every time he went into the swamp, he’d sit in this seat, packing his gear, sipping coffee with molasses in it, while Maud would put some food together for him to take, which he’d pack in a Coleman cooler with busted hinges, many years old and streaked with grime like an old window unit and smelling like fish and peat and clay and ancient mud. Thrift was a virtue in the Lacey house.

			Roddy said, “Sheriff’s Department came out there to the big house this morning. Said Lucas Boon gone missing. Truck was found in a ditch and nobody in it.”

			“So what you fixing to do?” Jamal said.

			“Going in there and looking for him.”

			“I go with you.”

			“No you ain’t. You stay here, keep that leg up. I got to move quick. There’s a search party going out.”

			He took a sip of coffee, placed it back on the table with a patient care that seemed to hold the essence of the man. To watch him in the woods was to behold the discipline. He felt the adrenaline already, like a spirit in him that would have existed without him. 

			“You didn’t see Buck Tomlin last night, did you?” Roddy said.

			Jamal said, “You know I didn’t. I was with you.”

			“I mean before that. You went to the dance, didn’t you?”

			“Nah, he won’t there.”

			“You didn’t see him out at Arnie’s before you left?”

			“No, I said.”

			“Boy looked like he had a rough night too. Came back and they took him off to look at the accident. Thought he’d make something out of it.”

			“How they think that?”

			“Somebody said something about him. They ain’t wrong. If anybody can make sense of that mess, probably be him or me.”

			That hurt Jamal.

			“They think he had something to do with it?” Jamal said.

			“Can’t say what the law thinks.”

			“Let me go with you.”

			

			“I said no. If I found the man, you wouldn’t be able to help. Better I go off alone.”

			Maud was standing at the kitchen counter looking out back, past the garden and into the woods toward where the swamp lay flat and thick and deep in her mind, beyond her sight. She saw Roddy out there, saw him free, a dog running a scent, the slave of a dark master escaped to some darker destiny, surrounded by the pale, pus-like land. She felt for her boy, who’d never taken to it, not like Buck had. So Jamal always was a disappointment. She didn’t care—love was love—but it meant a lot to him and to her husband. The way men wounded each other, she thought. She sometimes believed Jamal hadn’t tried at school because he believed it would offend his daddy who had never gotten away except to attend a war. It tore her up, how she wanted a future for her boy, but the past had a grip like a vine, like a dying man. And now, it was because he had stayed that he was in trouble. Boy was always having to prove something, playing at a man’s world. And from what she’d heard around, he was in it. And if he hadn’t been in it before last night, he was now. 

			She remembered Roddy, just home from the war, limping, wild-eyed, how he’d say nothing about it during the day but woke shouting dreams at night. He was like two men in the same house, one haunting the other, fighting over who’d get to live in it.

			“What if someone sees you out there alone?” Jamal said. “You can’t risk that.”

			“He got a point,” Maud said. “Maybe you should be joining the search party.”

			“Woman,” Roddy said.

			“Out there looking for a white man gone missing. They already seen you at the big house. Won’t look good if you ain’t willing to help.”

			“Everybody know we friends.”

			

			“Everybody can’t help you if the law thinks you done something. Looking for trouble, if you ask me. What if he’s lost and you can’t find him? What if you find him, and he’s—”

			“Don’t talk like that now. He’d come for me. He’d come for me. And he ain’t lost; he’s too smart to get lost. But I gotta get to him first. I know where to go, what to do.”

			“Do you?”

			“I’ll know it when it’s time. If I’m right, ain’t nobody but me and maybe Buck Tomlin knows where he’s at. And Buck got his own problems right now.”

			She was wrapping everything in aluminum foil. She tilted her head upward, as in a prayer for God’s quiet light, letting out a disappointed sigh.

			“Here’s something for you. You be careful now.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			“You get a bad feeling, you get on out.”

			“Hope it’s that simple. Ain’t nothing simple anymores.”

			Roddy thought about the way Buck Tomlin looked coming back that morning, as if he’d seen something, as if he wasn’t himself yet couldn’t be anything else, as if it was two years ago and he had something new to hide. Sign wasn’t only something to be read in the woods. It could be all over a man’s face.

			Roddy went out to the truck and loaded it up. Jamal hobbled out and stood by his side.

			“You sure you don’t want my help?” Jamal said. “I feel like I should do something.”

			“You already done enough.” Jamal looked like a boy. “You rest up.”

			“Mama worried.”

			“She knows I got to go.”

			It was late afternoon. He was glad to get away from Jamal. Hard to even look at him. Was that the way he’d been at that age? No. His daddy’d raised him hard. Maybe that was it. Maybe he should have been harder on Jamal. But then he thought of his father coming into his room, a belt already unsheathed from his waist and hanging like a snake from his hand, a glimmer of eagerness in the man’s narrow eyes, all because Roddy had refused to tell him where Rainbo was living. But what good had any of his resistance accomplished? They’d been kicked off the property they’d never owned—that had seemed to own them—and it had been such a devastation that Roddy was still convinced it had killed his father, even though he still had over a decade of living ahead of him.

			Roddy now went to get Rainbo’s boat from the barn behind the big house and hitched up the trailer to his truck. Buck’s truck was still parked in the front yard. Roddy wondered if he was back. It was dusk when he set out. Early cicadas had begun their whirring, though it seemed different than usual—a deeper and somehow also loftier, more ethereal, chant, a long-awaited interval come due. He started up his truck and felt it growl in idle, the dim lights of the dashboard a comfort. How many late nights and early mornings had he backed up from this driveway to go out and set traps or check them, or to go hunting or fishing? He felt the mystery of generations, murky, distant, and profound, like hands raised to grab us out of this world. He’d done this with his own father. He often wondered if the ghost of the man, somehow, were proud that Roddy actually owned what he could never have owned. He could hear the vindictiveness: “Too little, too late, boy.” Always “boy”—what a white man around here would have called him. But you could depend on him. It was a comfort, the ritual of it, though this time it was different. Roddy was going into the same swamp, the same familiar territory, strange and difficult as it was, to find Rainbo, his friend, a man who had never called him boy. But he was motivated by something very different. Not nourishment, not livelihood, not nostalgia, but fear, plain and lonely as a comet or meteor.

			

			

	

BENNICO HAD BEEN PACING and finally stood at the marble island Custis had put in, which was the opulent centerpiece of a kitchen custom-made for her by a man named Nathan. She looked out at the lush spring woods, dark from all the rain, the trees like shadows submerged beneath bright, deep layers of growth. She bitterly assessed the plants she’d potted, all of them dying. She could not seem to keep anything alive. She thought of Will and his garden in Euphoria County, where plants seemed to thrive under the reckless sun of Southside like the dream of some other life.

			Business had picked up a little since she’d started her company last year. Not much felt urgent to her, but there was always something to be doing. Somehow, despite or because of her notoriety as a police detective, she’d made a name for herself as a PI. This was in no small part because word had gotten around about her stealing the body of a victim, Tom Janders, and transporting it herself to a forensics lab to prove that the man suspected of his murder was innocent. For a woman who’d been praised and criticized, feared and hated for her determination, she felt aimless, full of self-doubt, ambivalent. What did she really want? One thing for sure was to live without the anchor of this marble countertop. Not a woman prone to dreams, she fantasized about living simply on one of those slight rises in Southside. Not filthy, not unattractive, but functional, a utilitarian, quiet shelter from the elements. Maybe her plants would be able to grow there. She imagined rows of tobacco stretched out, no other dwelling in sight. Southside was a foreign, somehow internal land calling to her with stark, forlorn, and persistent integrity.

			

			The two weeks she’d spent in Euphoria County last year had left an impression on her like a bruise that was still ripening. Fighting to free an innocent man from a murder prosecution had given her purpose. Her make-believe life with Will Seems now felt like a dark honeymoon. Maybe that was one reason she had kept her distance. She knew that she had probably saved his life by showing up in Church Hill when she did. Those thugs who had beat him down would have killed him, she was certain. But when Will reached out recently, asking her to dig up news of his friend Sam Hathom, who’d gone missing the year prior, she did not respond. She did not want to encourage or mislead. She did not want to live divided between two lives. She and Custis were making an effort, though the year before he’d wanted a divorce. They shared that life, that house, their distant daddy’s-girl daughters at boarding schools in Northern Virginia, but she still somehow felt that she had never really given herself over to family life. She was convinced she was everything that a wife and mother should not be. What was wrong with her? 

			Maybe she was lying to herself. Maybe it was just the purpose of the case they’d had and its covert nature that she missed. She told herself that she could have that anywhere. That she should be grateful for the success she had achieved. But she could not seem to shake the feeling that she had grown stagnant here.

			When her phone buzzed in Richmond and she saw that Will Seems was calling her again, she did not answer. Then he sent a text message: “Need you. Dig into Preston ‘Buck’ Tomlin. Minor. Heard something about a past. Court order? Dig deep.” 

			A few seconds later, another ping: “Please.”

			She did not respond. She told herself she wouldn’t because she didn’t have to. As her heart quickened and she suppressed a smile, she told herself she didn’t owe him a thing.

			

			

	

RODDY DROVE PAST THE LANDING where he saw their vehicles parked, boats on trailers. He passed the ditch where Rainbo’s truck had been earlier and kept on. He watched the boats setting out from the quiet of the bank through trees that were destined to be felled and hauled away like dead men. He counted four boats slipping into the water, cautiously drifting outward like ducks without a clue. That was all Rainbo’s disappearance could summon. He could hear their puny motors, faint voices. Roddy watched them struggling, striving against that wet immobility, the heat of muffled curses and commands, suffocated and brief, their underlying tone betraying the spirit with which the search had gotten underway. It was better that he had come alone. He wasn’t sure anybody else had ever really loved Rainbo. 

			He got back in his truck and drove around to the other side. Not so long ago, thick, fast-growing pines were knocked over for the lumber company, giving the appearance, rather than the progress new construction might suggest, of pestilence, a land cursed by famine or disease, as if a hurricane had swept through and blown it all down. This used to be turpentine country, where boss men would hire swampers, no questions asked, even during slave times, when the laborers would have likely been maroons. At one time, one would have seen the diagonal scars etched into the bodies of the longleaf pines like chevrons, amber sap that was thicker than honey gilping from the cuts slashed against them, a quiet, persistent bloodletting that trickled down trees and hardened like candle wax. He cut through posted land to access the hidden bank where he and Rainbo usually put in. The landscape had begun to change. 

			All this side of the swamp had belonged to a great plantation at one time, and when it got to the point that it was a burden for the four children, they’d sold it. Then the woods had sat there, living, breathing hard as if fixing to hold their breath. Then the tech company, Sunrise Corporation, had made its plans official and surveyors had marked off future parcels and the lumber company came and then Beau Boon started taking his crew out to these plots they had cleared, and Beau’s crew would pour foundations and frame homes. Roddy and Rainbo felt the same about the development—neither wanted it—but they disagreed about how to face it. Roddy wanted to do something about it, and Rainbo did not want to risk trouble with the law.

			Roddy drove the lanes through forest and along waters he had trapped, hunted, and fished since he was a boy. The swamp was always forming. Every day was a genesis. It was so regenerative that it seemed anything could grow, even death. He remembered Rainbo when he’d first met him, a boy with an unruly, sugary beard who didn’t know how old he was and who wore a pair of once-white canvas sneakers—city shoes, useless where he was—like he was dressed for another person’s life. Roddy had taught him to trap and hunt, and, secretive by nature, capable of observing without being observed, he took to the life quickly. But before that, Roddy couldn’t imagine how Rainbo had gotten along. In the swamp now, all these memories seemed to protrude from the old mud of nostalgia and it made Roddy feel deeply his obligation.

			Through partly felled forest, Roddy saw the most recent of Beau Boon’s framed houses, unfinished and leaning in ruin like the broken skeleton of something under the pale cloud cover of night. He slowed down, watching the mud track that led to the house, or what remained of it. It had rained, and he could see no sign of trespass in his spotlight. He wondered if there was any sign near the structure, but he didn’t have time for that now. Roddy felt for Beau, knowing how much these jobs meant to him. Seeing the house at that odd tilt made him feel he was the sole survivor of some event and wasn’t sure he wanted to be. He thought about the burned-down mill, wondering what Beau would do, how he would get back on his feet.

			Roddy backed up to the water and got his bag out of the truck and quietly released Rainbo’s johnboat. He drove the truck back up through the trees, an old trick he and Rainbo had used before so that no one would spot the vehicle, even though no one but loggers might. There he came upon the old rowboat they sometimes used. In it, three beaver lay bloated, with dull, matted hides. Roddy crouched over them, his eyes shining wet, wishing he could have prevented this waste. 

			He could see the black night of the trees against the sunken bruise of sky. He refrained from using the outboard motor in Rainbo’s johnboat, instead rowing and drifting with that quiet momentum. He used the red spot to scan his surroundings, inspecting some of their usual sets on the way for any sign of Rainbo. 

			The swamp somehow became younger the deeper he went, as if it contained some stagnant spring of youth. There was an area that looked too thick to penetrate: young, slender trees tangled at the roots, a long grove of puddles where no craft could enter. Roddy had watched in awe mangy swamp bucks with huge horizontal racks dipping gracefully and navigating without a hint of awkwardness through the bars of trees, across the soundless mire.

			He headed for a nearby copse of saplings, appearing like streaks of rain pouring skyward out of the water, and not far away, the flooded timber section of the swamp called by those who knew it the Boneyard, over by the large beaver dam that had been there as long as he could remember. He could remember his first time here, feeling closed-in—claustrophobic, even though he was outdoors. He could remember actually crying when he saw the conditions in which Rainbo had been living as he passed now the wide cypress, the old tree his daddy had told him about; it had been there during slave times, and the runaways had navigated by it. His daddy, when he had liquor, became a dreamer—much like Jamal—filling in history with wisdom or fancy, and it was hard to tell them apart. Beyond the old tree, a kind of sanctuary opened out like a lagoon in a distant land or like someplace dreamed where ground gave way and water could be walked across. 

			He thought he caught the fragrance of smoke, hissed sour, a hard cloud of struggling flame, as if to warn him, a signal flare or a sign. His heart quickened, pumped with blood and fear and hope and a kind of prayer. He opened his jaws to call out but instead held his breath and pushed on.

			

			

	

BUCK HAD HIS THINGS TOGETHER, his boots and waders, a couple of headlamps, a flashlight, a water jar, his skinning knife. It was good for him to have something to get ready for. He had the rest of his life to think about things and didn’t have to now. He heard the truck come up the drive and pass the young cotton fields and park behind the house. He heard the door, the voices, but not the words. He gave it a few minutes so he wouldn’t have to see the strange reunion between brother and sister. Then Buck brought his backpack down with him. 

			His uncle Beau stood in a tee shirt and flannel, duck work pants, and rubber boots. He had gone too long without a haircut, and his teeth were a little crooked, and he stooped slightly when he walked as if carrying some invisible habitual weight, but something about him was magnetic, alive, glowing. He had a fidgety kineticism about him, a kind of looking-always-toward-the-horizon quality that inspired fear and respect in others. Beau had broken knuckles all over both hands, but that didn’t stop him from anything. Buck had seen Beau attack with a twelve-inch handsaw a coiled copperhead one of his workers pointed out, a stripe of red forcing the snake into a miserable retreat. Buck had seen him quell a man on the job and make him finish the day out before he could leave. He’d seen him fistfight with Rainbo too—the only time he’d seen Beau beat—though nobody won a family fight, Rainbo said. Beau carried cash and paid his workers every Friday at 3:30 sitting on the tailgate of his Toyota.

			Beau said, “She wasn’t lying.”

			

			“What?” Buck said.

			“Tell me at least you won.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” Buck held out the bag. “I borrowed some of your clothes.”

			“I heard that too. You show up naked or something? That how guys fight these days?” 

			Diane said, “Beau was just telling me about the sawmill.”

			“And I was out all night,” Beau said, “checking properties.”

			“You might want to check them again,” Diane said. 

			“Taylor and me checked every single one of them and took all night doing it. And now we got to worry about Rainbo.”

			He was watching Buck while he was talking.

			“Jesus,” Beau said. “You really got fucked up. I’d usually say getting scuffed up is a sign of a healthy, normal prom night. But you took it hard.”

			“Buck,” Diane said, “sit down and drink some water.”

			“Come on, Diane,” Beau said. “Been a while since you’ve been around. We still do things that way—with our clothes on, usually.”

			“I don’t think it’s that,” she said. “It’s the news about Rainbo.” 

			“So let’s go do something about it,” Beau said. 

			“Beau,” Diane said. “You don’t think Rainbo could have—” 

			“No. He may not like me developing—God knows we’ve argued about it—but he didn’t burn down the mill. Come on, Buck.”

			They moved toward the door.

			Diane said, “Watch out for my boy.”

			Beau lifted his hand behind him to let her know he’d heard her, but he didn’t say anything.

			In Beau’s truck, which had a newish army-green johnboat with a shiny Yamaha four-stroke outboard motor hitched behind it, Beau said, “Well, goddamn.” 

			“What?” Buck said.

			

			“Rainbo’s boat ain’t here.”

			“You think Mr. Lacey might have borrowed it?”

			“Someone did.”

			“Should we stop by and ask?”

			“He’ll be there,” Beau said. “Better be. Better bring that boat too. What’d you see out there at the accident?”

			“How’d you know about that?”

			“Went by on my way to get you, and they were loading his vehicle up on a Wade’s Towing truck while they were dragging the water. Wouldn’t listen to me when I said it’s in my name. Said, ‘Orders.’ So I reckon it’s gonna be out there at Wade’s, and that sonofabitch’ll be charging us a couple hundred a day as long as that broken-down heap is setting there. Don’t ask me if it makes sense. Seems the laziest goddamn way to make money, towing a vehicle someone else has got to find a way to haul off at cost, and charging them while it’s just setting there like a dead man. Heard you hit a deputy. You’re the luckiest son of a bitch . . .”

			In a practiced series of motions, Beau lit a joint as he drove, and handed it to Buck. 

			“Nah. I’m good.”

			“You sure?”

			“I want to keep my head clear.”

			“Didn’t intend to get you stoned.”

			“I’m good.”

			“You really go to the prom last night?” Buck looked over at him. “Look. I don’t give a shit. But that old tux I told you to borrow, you left it behind.”

			“I just went out, okay?”

			“With Arlene?”

			Buck looked out the window.

			“She what the fight was over?” Beau said.

			

			“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“You didn’t have nothing to do with it, did you?”

			“The mill or Rainbo?”

			Beau was looking hard at the boy as he drove but said nothing.

			“No,” Buck said eventually.

			“Okay then,” Beau said, seeming to lighten up a bit. “Well, I hope you’re ready, ‘cause we got us a long night ahead. You know Rainbo—if he don’t want to be found, he won’t be found.”

			“You talk like he’s hiding.”

			“You said you think he went into the water.”

			“From what I could tell, yeah.” 

			“He would be crazy enough to do that. But that means he was okay, at least enough to escape.”

			“I don’t know, Beau. There was blood on the steering wheel and on the seat.”

			Beau seemed to shrug without movement, the joint clutched between his teeth, and he was squinting through the rank smoke. 

			Buck felt it secondhand. The faint music Beau was playing swirled up better than it had been—brighter and deeper somehow—and his headlights were wonderful across textures of trees and vines. The sky still had some life in it, but if you didn’t look up, the jungle of trees made everything look dead dark. It seemed hopeless. And then by thinking about feeling he didn’t feel anything anymore, except just forlorn and beautiful. He remembered Donnie back home in that other life. His first high ever had been with Donnie, when Buck was getting his tattoo.

			“Fuck it,” Buck said. “Give me that.”

			“There he is.”

			Buck took a couple of lean drags, drew the smoke that curled like kudzu or Virginia creeper into his lungs, those dire tombs. He coughed slightly. 

			

			“Does Uncle Taylor know?” Buck said.

			“Tried to reach him,” Beau said. “Tried Layna too.”

			“Should we swing by his place?”

			“If he wants to be there, he will. Who knows what the fuck’s in his head anyway. He’s been a dope since high school.”

			“What happened anyway?” It wasn’t the first time Buck had asked.

			“Only thing you need to know is that I pulled him out. I saved him. Not that it did any good.”

			

			

	

DEPUTIES SEEMS AND JAMESON were parked in an old beater that had belonged to Will’s dad and had possibly been kept going too long. Will looked a little more natural in plainclothes, except for the stitches in his face.

			Alonzo Bennet of the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries was parked alongside him, and they’d been talking through their rolled-down windows. They shut off their engines and Alonzo got out.

			Tania reached over and touched Will as he was about to reach for the keys. He turned to her. She couldn’t look at him.

			“Everything okay?” he said.

			“I can’t swim,” she said.

			“You won’t have to.”

			“I mean, I’m not good around water, because I never learned . . . Because . . .”

			Will looked at her as if he had never seen her before. Something in her tone was thin and tight, as if something about her was about to break.

			“I should have told you before,” she said. “It was one of the reasons I didn’t want to work this case.”

			“The other reason?”

			She turned away from him.

			“Look,” Will said. “We have a job to do. I have to know I can count on you, no matter how afraid you are. I thought you were ready for this.”

			

			“It’s not like that. You’ve seen me in action. I was there with you when Mills got shot, when we found Day Pace and Sheriff Mills . . . I was with you every step of the way. It’s just water.”

			“Tell me this: Do I need to get backup for my backup in case she flakes?”

			“That’s not fair,” she said. Again, he would have pressed it. The job had to come before anything else. He didn’t care about following the rules, but the job—however it got done—needed doing. He of all people knew fear and what it could do, how it could stop you cold as death and live on forever through your hollow body all the days of your life.

			“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

			Then, in an awkward and endearing gesture, he lifted her hand and kissed it. “You may be here for a while.”

			“I know,” she said. “God, I hate loitering.”

			“I’ll arrest you when I get back.”

			There were six men, rough-looking characters who lived around the perimeter of the swamp, not including Seems and Alonzo. The swamp was screaming—plaintive, numb, cheerful—with peepers, and the bullfrogs sounded like precious heaviness lobbed piece by piece into the water or like strings played so hard they were out of tune.

			They got out and Will addressed the group: “Listen up. Thanks for coming. As you know, we’re searching for Rainbo Boon. Based on our investigation, signs point to him being somewhere in this swamp. We think he may be injured. We’ve dragged the water around the scene of the accident and haven’t found a body. Likely, that means he was good enough to get some distance. This may seem like a long shot, but the more time that passes, the less likely it is we’ll find him. Keep your lights on and don’t strike out on your own. Before we start, does anybody have any suspicion of anyone who might have come after Rainbo?”

			Everybody looked around. 

			

			Someone said, “Does this have anything to do with the mill burning down?”

			Will said, “I don’t know. Sheriff Mills is working out there, and if there’s a connection, we’ll find out. Beau, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d ask you to lead us here.” As if he were asking him to say a blessing.

			“Shoot,” Beau said, “I haven’t been in there in years.”

			“You’re building in there.”

			“Not in there. Just on the edge. This boy knows these waters better than I do.”

			Someone said, “Roddy Lacey does too. He and Lucas be trapping together.”

			Beau said, “We thought he’d be here.”

			“Well,” Seems said, “Anyone know where he is?” No one spoke. “Then we better get started so we don’t waste time. Fixin’ to rain again.”

			“How do you know he wants to be found?” Beau said.

			Seems said, “We have to try.” 

			Someone else drove up. 

			“That’ll be Roddy Lacey now, I reckon,” someone said. 

			But it was Arlene Davis. She had everyone’s attention as she got out of her truck, which she’d bought with bar tips the year before, hiding it out on the road like a breakdown so her father wouldn’t know she had a vehicle. She marched up to Buck and slapped him across the cheek. He’d had lots of practice hiding injuries over the years, and had a hat pulled down over his face now, but she’d reopened his lip, and he spat blood like a curse. 

			Someone said, “What the hell is this girl doing here?”

			“She knows her way around in there,” Buck said. “As good as I do.”

			“She’s got you whipped, boy,” someone said.

			He turned to meet the owner of the comment. The man twice his age and size stared at him, offered nothing else. Will observed that everybody in this group seemed wary around Buck. There was a distant respect. Was that a fear of Rainbo? A fear of Buck?

			Buck said to Will, “We could use another pilot. At night, that will be a big help. It’s easy to get lost, even for me.”

			“Okay,” Will said. “Let’s move.” 

			As they got into the boats, nobody seemed to notice that Tania was not joining. For once, she appreciated the anonymity her insignificance granted. She edged closer to the water, until she was about five feet from its gleaming, vibrating edge, alive and secretive and vertiginous with the commotion of the search party, and there she froze, felt the dizziness begin, chills like ripples through her scalp, and she slowly edged backward until she stood near Will’s truck. She leaned against it, watched the lights, and listened to cries drifting, but the sensation for her was that she herself was drifting away, that she was isolated and surrounded by a vast distance, and that she had already lost the opportunity she’d been fighting so hard for to prove herself. 

			

			

	

THE NIGHT SWALLOWED THEM UP, as if to give edge to the hopelessness of the task at hand. The motors sounded thin against the dusk, and the lights from the boats exacerbated the impression of profound darkness surrounding them. Arlene sat forward as lookout, Beau was in the middle, and Buck steered. Their boat was the first in a loose formation of four. It had been raining heavily, off and on, and the water was up; it would have been a good night for catfishing. Buck wanted to say this to Arlene but thought better of it. In their light, trees like wan coyotes floated toward them.

			Beau said, “Girl, you smacked the shit out of my nephew.”

			“He deserved it.”

			“What he do to you?”

			“Stood me up last night.”

			“What are you talking about?” Beau said, turning back and looking at Buck. “I thought you were with her.”

			Buck said, “Fuck off.”

			Beau moved immediately. Buck shifted slightly so that Beau’s fist caught the hard bone above his eyebrow. Beau shook his hand with the pain and Buck grinned. A little of the old self always there, within, like a skeleton.

			“What was that for?” Arlene said.

			“Coming from the girl who just did the same,” Beau said. “Buck knows better than to talk to me like that.”

			

			They rode on, the hum and gurgle of the motor a soft choking sound.

			“I assume we all know where to go?” Arlene said.

			“And where would that be?” Beau said.

			“Camp 3.”

			Beau said, “He’d turn over in his grave.”

			They both looked at him.

			“I didn’t mean it like that,” Beau said. “I mean, he wouldn’t want us to lead others there.”

			“Leave ‘em floating here while we head in,” Arlene said. “They don’t have to follow us.”

			“I don’t want to put my boat through that. And how in hell you know about Camp 3?”

			“Buck and I been there.”

			Beau turned and stared at Buck as if the boy kept changing before his eyes. 

			“I’m surprised we’re not searching for you, boy.”

			“It was an accident,” Buck said. “We came across it.”

			“You ‘came across’ Camp 3? No way in hell.”

			“It’s true,” Arlene said. 

			Beau seemed to think this over. 

			Eventually he said, “He ever find out?”

			“He was there,” Buck said. 

			“Bet he put you in the stand for a week for something like that.”

			“He didn’t seem to notice.”

			“You had me there for a minute,” Beau said. “Something like that happened, I woulda known about it.”

			Buck had never told anyone how they’d found Rainbo at Camp 3 once. It would have been over a year ago now. There’d been a woman with him. The limp body of a child, a girl. He held the girl in his arms, her hair hanging like leaves from her head, and they could not tell—looking through the trees at the strange scene by the glow of a fire—if the girl was alive or dead. The woman there was standing, statuesque, no emotion visible on her dark face, over the place where Rainbo always set the bear trap. Buck had seen that woman again after he’d come home from Christmas. Before that, he wondered, until Rainbo took him out to her store, if that woman really existed at all or if he and Arlene had somehow been unified by a hallucination. He remembered seeing the woman and then knowing more about Rainbo than Rainbo had ever said: that he’d had other lives and other people in those lives who never would have come to the steps at Old Trespass, and that Rainbo would not have either, because he had somehow never truly belonged to it even as its owner.

			Buck listened to the sounds of men calling to a man who likely didn’t want to be found and who could hide like an animal.

			“Makes you wonder, though,” Beau said, looking off like he’d just remembered something that might change everything, “about what’s going on here and now. If he’s watching.”

			The light of another boat slashed Beau’s grinning, crooked-toothed face, Seems in the bow, Alonzo steering.

			Will Seems said, “How far in do you think he could have got to?”

			Beau said, “We don’t know what condition he’s in. I’ll tell you one thing, though. He’s more comfortable in here than you are in your living room.”

			Arlene said, “We think we know where he went.” 

			Beau said, “Even if he needs help, he don’t want it in here.”

			“Beau,” Seems said, “any information might help us here.” 

			“Information? There’s no information, unless you think the goddamn loneliest clump of earth—if you could even call it that—is information. And if I know that man, whether he came in here to get well or die, he wanted to do it in peace.”

			

			“You saying you’d rather us let him die than try to help him?”

			“I’m saying that if he’s in there he doesn’t want help, even if he needs it.”

			“You’re afraid of him,” Arlene said.

			“Not afraid to admit it.”

			“Well, that’s where we need to go,” Will said. “Alonzo. Do you know your way back to the landing?”

			Alonzo said, “Maybe Beau’s right. At night, with this rain . . . Wait for daylight, Will.”

			Will said, “How long would it take to get there?”

			Beau said, “It depends on how wet it’s been. If trees are down. If you get stuck, snagged, or snakebit.”

			“We know the way,” Arlene said.

			“I’ll trade places with you, Beau,” Will said.

			Beau said, “Not in my boat.”

			“Sheriff’s Department will cover any damages.”

			“I might believe you if you were someone else.” 

			“What does that mean?”

			“You’re the motherfucker who let your friend take that beating, and I don’t trust you’d make it back to keep your word or pay your debts.”

			The gun suddenly appeared in Will’s hand as if it had always been there, as if deciding what to do with itself and surprising them all.

			Beau was grinning. “There he is,” he said.

			“Take us there,” Will said.

			“You gonna shoot me if I don’t?”

			“I’m thinking about it.”

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Beau said. “You’re going to take your own fucking boat—if Alonzo wants to risk it—and if either of these two want to go with you, I can’t stop ‘em. But I’m not going to be a part of it. Because when he’s good and ready he’s going to come after the ones who exposed it. So you’ll have two problems: my daddy and me.”

			“I’m paid to handle problems. Come on, you two.”

			“Come on, Will,” Alonzo said. “Not this boat.”

			“Goddamnit, Alonzo,” Will said. “Get out or come with us.”

			Beau and Will took turns climbing awkwardly across gunwales each into the opposite boat while Buck, Arlene, and Alonzo did their best to steady the craft. Will looked a thousand years old, clutching his cane and crossing, crablike, over the dark gully between boats.

			Beau was laughing as he and Alonzo drifted away, as if suddenly relieved that someone else now could bear the target like a cross against his back.

			

			

	

DIANE MADE HER WAY BACK to the house with some groceries. Her cold heels beat against the drums of steps, the planks in rising timbre, as upon the deck of some ship bearing a dark and sinful cargo. She walked the loud floors of the quiet house with an air of disappointment. She saw her own reflection, horrified, exhausted, haggard in the dull walls, against the windows covered in their antique wedding-veil curtains. The house smelled to her not only of her childhood but the childhoods of her mother and mother’s mother, childhoods aged into something serious, forever diminished, forever glowing, forever dying. Her father from the swamp was here in the skulls and the mounts of deer and the bear hide rug and in the dust glittering like gold in the quiet light. The bones of the animals he has killed, a history in bone and blood. Her mother as a girl. Barbara Tully Boon as a girl, learning to be the lady who would die in the bed she’d been born on.

			Even when Diane was a child, the region seemed to continually devolve back to what it had been when this whole part of Virginia was a raw difficult wilderness of possibility and prospect, isolated simply by mud and distance, where money could be made from the sap, tar, and turpentine of the longleaf pine, and ducks filled the skies like storms and could be brought down without even aiming, and where crops grew like weeds. Now, it seemed the wilderness had persisted, broken through like grass through pavement. She sometimes entertained whimsical dreams of restoring the house and property to its original glory, but she tried not to return because she didn’t want her husband or children to see where she’d come from. She found it almost humorous that Buck had been sent to live here. 

			With a kind of nostalgia she thought was beneath her, Diane remembered Rainbo taking her trapping. Something about being here brought back with immediate force the quiet observations like lifetimes they had shared, how in the silence so much was understood between them. And then her mother forbidding any more tomboyish behavior, teaching her to become more ladylike. When the woman died and her will was read out to the family, Diane was already a woman without a country. So she used the money she inherited to attend the University of Richmond, the small private college her mother had attended. Her brothers seemed to operate on their own lonely dissonant orbits around Rainbo or Old Trespass, and Diane could not imagine staying another day, or ever seeing it again. Diane could remember coming downstairs as a girl to find him cooking fish or meat over the fire, using the skillet from the War that her mother had put out for display as a relic of the antebellum years, with its clubbed feet in the embers, and sometimes he would sleep on the floor with the dogs in the brick kitchen when it stormed to calm them. He’d let the help go, and so he’d let the place go too—Rainbo did not pretend to want to farm or to care to pretend at all. Instead, he and his childhood friend Uncle Roddy planted longleaf pines and leased a few fields to a cotton farmer by the name of Nesbit and put their energy into storing up meat and selling hides. 

			At college, Diane had met her future husband, Preston—who used to go around wearing a Panama hat—taking long rides through the country, her with him sometimes, pointing out histories she would never have noticed or known without him. Both his parents came from fine families. His sisters had all been debutantes, his mother too, all released formally at the Jefferson Hotel and into the world of men, amid the oak-wide marble columns and under the portraits of Virginian presidents. Certainly the details of her background, the bullet points, checked the old Virginia criteria. Her family name was Boon, and the farm where she’d been born and raised, Old Trespass, dated back to the 1700s. She left out the conditions of the house and her father’s background, the fact that he’d not even had a last name and had taken the name of his wife.

			It was a common enough story. She could see in the back of Preston’s car how a gentleman’s pale quads were just a man’s, how vulnerable and funny and pale he looked without a shirt on. There had been no ceremony for her except a country prom which culminated in a bonfire in a field and truck rides that took too long and sobered its passengers. The men she had grown up among were dogged, chore-minded, and rough, and any creativity they possessed went unrecorded: a witty one-liner requiring intimate knowledge or a moment of kinetic genius out-of-doors. Her brothers had assumed the rough ways of her father, and she had done all she could in her mind to honor their mother by elevating herself. Worlds away in Richmond, she had found the world of debt and credit, while Beau and Taylor still lived in the material universe where land and the crop you could get out of it and the cash you could get from it were all that mattered. Yet, despite her efforts to become more genteel, her commonness at the root of it all was a cancerous truth, and Buck was the reason they married before she had graduated and had to stop her studies to take care of him. But while her mother would have shunned her, Rainbo never did. He offered all he could: a nickname for the boy. 

			Tonight, as Beau and Buck were out looking for Rainbo, her life approached her like an army of dead, thinking all the time the swamp, the swamp. He never belonged anywhere else. Diane dreamed awake holding Buck for the first time after she had expelled him into the world. Preston, cutting the cord with those blunt-looking scissors. The vulgar miracle of it all after all the vulgarity of pain. Nothing could take this away, she thought. Nothing in all the universe could undo it. And somewhere out of that torn blind chasm of memory returned the notion of the home place, that place where her mother had been born and where she had died.

			And there were signs along the way that Buck would really be someone. When he was two years old, a woman at the supermarket licked her lips and said to Diane, “That’s some baby. He’s going to be a heartbreaker. Bring him back to me in fifteen years, before it’s too late.” She clutched him as if she could protect him in fifteen years. Then the fat man at church with the unfortunate falsetto (as if he’d sucked helium from a balloon) and the silver cross on the slender chain like a slug trail against his black shirt, who dressed as a deacon but was not and held no office in the church, said, like an oracle, “That boy is special. He’s going to do something big.” He seemed to be the kind of man who knew things, but he would not or could not explain when Diane pressed him. The pride and the fear she felt, the vague permanence of motherhood, waiting for the big thing her boy would do to make her proud.

			Then, when Buck was fourteen, something changed, and he seemed to move against the dream she had built for him. He worked as a dishwasher in the church, cleaning the dishes for the congregation and the homeless who were fed in the kitchen, overseen by James and Oswald, two Black sextons who respected Buck even if they didn’t understand him. She took him to professional counselors—Preston’s parents insisted—but he would not talk with her present, and she wasn’t sure he talked at all. They gave him medication to focus. Ritalin. The boy was wild, one of many in this generation who were smart and bored. Full of potential and completely lost. What had she done to deserve this?

			He stopped playing sports and began failing school. He even had a Black girlfriend, and his father said, “Are you sure you want to do that?” and maybe that was why. He began coming home with bruises all over, trying to hide them, and trying also to hide the smell of tobacco with cologne. Neither worked. He started going straight to his room, or wearing jackets and hats to the dinner table. Once, when he refused to take off his hat, she pulled it off herself, only to reveal a cut over his temple. He told them the truth: He had been jumped. And then, when he was fifteen, she saw that he had a tattoo and cried over the temple of that body, the temple of that dream, scarred, hideously marked. She’d turned for solace to the church to find some meaning in all of this. She read the Psalms in bed and felt a justified self-pity.

			But before Diane had cursed her home and left it, before she had given birth to Buck and before she had even been born, a woman in the Snakefoot saw all of this as a part of the course of another’s life, even though Rainbo, whose aura was dark with shadow, would not allow her to look into his hand. He was a runaway, and what he was running from would be what Buck ran toward.

			And then she thought back to Christmas, just five months ago, the only time Buck had been allowed home. It had been a trial run, to see if he’d be okay living at home when he turned eighteen. A warmth had returned to the boy she thought had been lost. Then something changed during the visit. By the time Buck’s four-day visit was over and she was driving him back to Uncle Roddy at the county line, Buck was sullen, lethargic, laconic. Did it have something to do with Rainbo? She knew her father could be hard to live with. But she was confident, in retrospect, that something had happened while he was home.

			She thought about them in the swamp now. My boy’s in the swamp, looking for my swamp daddy. Life plays a joke on you sometimes. God, I did everything I could to get away from here, and you brought me back because you brought him back because that’s what the judge said, and the joke is you’re the judge.

			

			

	

WILL WATCHED ALONZO AND BEAU, gathered among slickers, fade into the darkness of rain. The effort and agility that had been required to switch boats gave him pain, and he hunched in the middle of the johnboat, grimacing in the darkness. It was starting to rain again, and their visibility in the spotlight took on a quality of washed-out ghostly film, the broad rain slashing and flicking water and flora.

			Buck took the tiller, Arlene sat in the bow, wordless, familiar with each other, as if her anger at him had dissolved and they had never been at odds.

			They pushed on, no longer hearing the others, no longer seeing light of any kind but their own. The trees grew thicker, appearing like elongated skulls or the bones of creatures unknown in their splitting light. The humid air was thick, soft and uncomfortable against the skin, and they were sweating under their jackets in the steady rain.

			Eventually, they came to a wall of trees. They were moving no faster than someone would walk casually when a large tree, swollen and wide as the mouth of a cave, appeared, an old bald cypress. Buck stayed to the right of it, and they passed so close between it and the other trees that Will reached out and touched it to know they were real. They pushed through a wilderness of dreams fallopian and dense, vaginal and layered, tightening around them. The water was swollen from the rain, and it was difficult to see through the milky dusk of the water where the boat might snag.

			

			When the trees opened out, there was a little pond-like area, a kind of lagoon, and a subtle muddy rise into a copse of trees.

			Buck had already cut the motor and raised the propeller and they drifted until the still water became soft and gripped them and Buck and Arlene got out into a thick muck that bloomed up as they plodded forward. They sank to their waists. Buck flinched.

			To Will, he said, “If you get stuck, don’t struggle. Just holler and we’ll pull you out.” 

			“Y’all better go on,” Will said. “I won’t be able to get through that. I didn’t realize . . .”

			Buck looked up at him, filing away a new understanding. He had attached a rope he’d brought to the bow of Alonzo’s boat, and Will watched it unfurl as they walked. Buck and Arlene kept a few feet of distance between them. Will watched as they bore themselves heavily out of the water by flashlight and headlamp and onto the muddy rise, wet and in the open air, their lights like wavering stars. 

			“You smell that?” Buck said to Arlene, a wafting odor of damp and unseasoned burning wood meeting his nose.

			“You’re hurt,” Arlene said.

			“Thanks to you.” 

			“No. It’s something else.”

			“Come on,” he said.

			They rushed forward, gaining a strange, heavy purchase on the ground, through the woods, and Will Seems watched their lights disseminate and disappear in fragmented bursts. They came to the fire and stood over it, a sickly cloud of gray smoke rising, glowing almost, a hard core of hissing embers that Buck blew on until a faint, buried fighting red corrupted them.

			“Rainbo!” Buck called, his voice disruptive and without significance.

			

			Buck swung his light away from the fire, caught briefly a glimpse of the shelter, the little-better-than-lean-to cabin where Rainbo had lived through his adolescence. Buck stood in the open doorway, under its crude awning. He shined his light inside, saw a dark pit for an indoor fire, a pallet for a bed, a weathered desk, a clutter of maps, an assortment of animal bones and skulls, a snakeskin hanging in the corner. Nothing out of the ordinary.

			He went back out and they searched around the fire, a mess of freshly-churned mud, prints he couldn’t make out. Signs of commotion, grass trampled thin, something heavy, maybe dragged. 

			He felt the hunter in him and stalked through the woods, looking for signs of any kind, and made it to the slight wet ridge of peat on the other side. No room for a boat to pull in here because of the saplings that grew as close together as hair or fur, but accessible by foot if one were determined and knew about Camp 3—though the water got deep and the mud under it had almost sucked Buck down to his death once. But he started there, worked his way around as best he could through the breathing trees on that side and back to the soft black muck. He looked around again, this time seeing the hand-forged bear trap Rainbo set every time he came here. It had been sprung and lay sideways in the mud next to a rising puddle where a hole had been dug, a clean, bright, intricate mound of what looked at first like antlers, and then he saw into the pit. Arlene approached him but would not look at him, her mouth formless, darkness within darkness. 

			It seemed to dawn on her then too. She reached out to touch Buck’s arm.

			“Beau was right,” Buck said. “We shouldn’t have come.”

			Buck gathered rope as they crossed that shallow, sinking muck back to Alonzo’s boat, shivering, a chill clinging against them. Buck pushed the boat away from its submerged beach and had Arlene get in first. Arlene helped Buck in and Will shoved off with a paddle. It was slow going, and they rocked indecisively away, groundless, drifting. Then Buck put the motor down and pulled the string, and there was comfort in that gasoline-powered productivity, the scent of something ancient, manmade made purposeful. They had done nothing wrong. They had done nothing but try to save a man. And yet, he knew the multitude of his own guilt like a secret the swamp would never release.

			When they made it back to the landing, they could see a figure pacing, a cigarette glowing, two cigarettes, Beau and Alonzo. And beyond them, the quiet shadow of Tania.

			

			

	

BUCK WATCHED BEAU as he stopped pacing and lifted the cigarette to his lips, where it bloomed and glowed, and then he flicked it against the ground, stepped on it. 

			“Well, it’s about fucking time,” Beau said. “‘Bout to send out a search party for the goddamn search party.”

			Seems said, “You didn’t have to wait.”

			“The hell we didn’t,” Alonzo said. 

			Beau said, “Y’all find a goddamn thing?”

			Buck said, “Coals burning, but he wasn’t there.”

			“He was there,” Beau said. “He just didn’t want to be found. Why he went out there.”

			“I don’t know,” Buck said. “That’s my instinct.” 

			“Instinct can be powerful as hell and wrong at the same time.”

			“Look at my boat,” Alonzo said.

			Will said, “I’ll have it cleaned.”

			“Cleaned? Damn right, cleaned. That’ll be the least of it. I’m gonna talk to Mills about this.”

			They helped load Alonzo’s boat onto his trailer, Buck and Arlene working close to each other, not saying anything. Then Buck followed her to her truck, pale against the sharp gleaming trees, his hand on the back of his neck. He wanted to say things that would explain things, but where were the words? Already, the swamp had become the dream. They’d all been sleeping, and he felt like he was trying hard not to wake up.

			“You gonna be all right?” Buck said, hands in his pockets now and hat pulled down. He was wet through, and the years-worn wax of his jacket smelled like a pencil.

			She turned around, her wet, pale face shining, her wet, pale hair dark as night against her neck and collarbone, where her ponytail lay heavy like a lily pad. 

			“What the hell did we see in there?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			She was looking off at nothing in the direction of where they had been. 

			“Could it have been that little girl we saw out here that time?”

			“Don’t,” Buck said.

			She looked like she might cry. “I just don’t understand any of it. Why you invited me to prom and then didn’t show up. This. The sawmill burning down. All within a day or so. It doesn’t make sense.”

			“Buck,” Beau said. “Get your ass on over here.”

			“I’ll talk to you soon,” Buck said, touching her shoulder. She wiped her face and got in her truck.

			Will Seems started his truck, and he and Tania followed Alonzo out. Then Arlene drove off. Then it was just Beau and Buck. 

			“Come on, nephew,” Beau said. “Let’s get you home.”

			On the ride, Beau said, “Anything you need to tell me?”

			Buck pictured the delicate, imperfect symmetry of the pyramid, the uncertain contents of the pit, and was puzzled that he couldn’t bring himself to say anything. He had not told the deputies everything he’d seen at the wreck, and now he was holding back from Beau. As if it were his crime to bury or defend.

			“We’re kin, blood,” Beau said. “What’d you see?” 

			

			“It was Camp 3. You see it once, you’ve seen it a thousand times.”

			“Not under these circumstances.”

			“I couldn’t make anything out of it.”

			“Well,” Beau said. “He was good enough to get to the water, good enough to start a fire in wet conditions.”

			But Buck thought about the old woman Rainbo had been with that time, thought about the bear trap sprung and the mound above the pit and whatever it was in the pit and wondered if it was ever right to talk what you don’t know. If it served any purpose to guess out loud. As he saw it, you could only be certain about how you lived, the code you made that then made you, that you lived by and died for. 

			They entered a tunnel of vine and trees, and as they came out of it the immersive, rapid blur gave way to a wheeling distance that appeared to be still, dark, and clear. He could see the Laceys’ house tucked down that little haggard drive on the forty acres Rainbo had given to them before Buck had been brought into this world.

			He saw Mrs. Lacey’s sedan tucked up against that modest house, saw the dim lights behind the curtains.

			Beau turned the truck abruptly, causing Buck to hit his head against the window. He slammed on the brakes, rammed the shifter into park, and said, “Fixin’ to fire Jamal’s ass anyway.”

			With the synchronicity of blood, they descended into the grass and approached the house like assassins, the truck headlights shooting at the front porch, illuminating its disarray—boots, hoses, a chair. 

			Beau stomped up the three porch steps and stabbed at the door with his fist. 

			“Roddy, where you at? I thought we were neighbors!”

			The door opened quietly, partway, and Mrs. Lacey stood in the slender chasm, a soft light from inside emerging against her night-colored face. She said nothing.

			

			“Where are they?” Beau said.

			“Jamal sick,” she said. “It’s early, Beau. Mr. Lacey ain’t here.”

			“Where is he?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“They owed it to him to show up. It’s the least they could do to show some respect.”

			“You keep a tally on what you think people owe you?”

			“I do. It pays to.”

			“You’re angry, Beau. I’m sorry about Rainbo. I am. But I’m’a have to ask you to get off my land.”

			Beau snorted. Buck stood there, afraid of what his uncle might do, though Mrs. Lacey didn’t seem to be.

			Beau said, “On paper only and by the grace of Rainbo. But ain’t nothing free.”

			“It won’t free,” she said.

			She shut the door, and Beau stood there, eager for a purpose. They climbed back into his truck and soon came to the gate at Old Trespass, the long drive opening out, straight, bisecting a perfectly symmetrical land, a perfectly symmetrical house up ahead, symmetrical as a skull picked at by buzzards and crows, and faded white like one too. And there was a light on here as well. It was five in the morning now, and Buck’s mother was not given to waking early, but maybe that had changed after he’d been sent to live in Southside. Maybe she had left the light on for him. Everything changes, Buck thought. Everything except people.

			“You think she stayed up?” Buck said.

			“I’ll come in with you, see what’s up.”

			

			

	

A MAN CARRYING THE BODY of a man. The loading dock behind the hospital. Beside the dumpster. Saying nothing, attentively adjusting the arms across the chest, the one foot over the other. The old ways. No cameras extending vision here. This he knows.

			Crossing the lot, his truck in the fringed shadows of trees dramatic beneath the hospital’s aura.

			His voice amplified, reporting the injured man. The concern is genuine, no subterfuge.

			Watching as they scuttle out like bugs around a bug, about to tear it apart.

			Too late, he is thinking. Already too late.

			

			

	

SHE CALLED DOWN to the basement kitchen where they entered, then descended in a Chinese bathrobe. The smell of lemon was the ghost of proof that she had been cleaning, and behind it, deeper, were old fires, hams hanging black from their metal hooks, painted with molasses and cayenne and salted and smoked. The turpentine odor of fatwood in the kindling bin. The kitchen had been slightly modernized years ago by Barbara Tully Boon, the grandmother Buck had never known, with a wooden island and countertops, but the basement had been here a long time. The floor and walls were brick, and a brick fireplace seemed honed by fire like a dugout canoe rather than built. Buck and Beau had, in their separate lonely initiations, spent many dark hours in this place, eating a semblance of a meal before heading out to trap or hunt, before any but the wildest creatures were stirred to life to live to die.

			She said, “Don’t track that mud.”

			“You been up all night?” Beau said, stepping out of his boots at the door.

			“Couldn’t sleep. Any news?”

			“You tell her, Buck. You went to Camp 3.”

			“Camp 3?” she said, as if something distant, old, and familiar dawned on her. “At night?”

			“Found some burning coals,” Buck said, “but couldn’t find him anywhere.”

			“Any other sign?”

			

			Buck lifted his hands in a hopeless gesture. “It was raining.”

			Beau said, “I told him he better watch out now. Rainbo’s already warned him not to go there without him.”

			“But is he—”

			“We figure he didn’t want to be bothered.”

			Diane wiped her hands on her bathrobe, rolled up her sleeves, moved to the refrigerator. “Y’all will need some breakfast after a night like that. Buck, go get yourself some fresh pants.”

			Buck took off his muddy trousers and hung them on a hook by the basement door, then started up the stairs. He could hear his mother: “Beau, you look none the worse for wear. You sending my boy out to do the hard work?”

			“You remember Will Seems from high school?”

			“He moved away, didn’t he?”

			“Well, he’s back. He was running the search like a goddamn . . .”

			His clothes that had been piled in the corner from the last wash with borax and baking soda to get the scent out were now folded at the foot of his bed, which had been made up, French corners and all, the way she did at home.

			He looked around the room as if through another’s eyes—the finite eyes of a forever man—took in the few bleached skulls, a deer hide from one of those bucks that had been made into a rug, a walnut desk with a green lamp and a ladderback chair where he did his homework. A beaver pelt stretched against the wall. There weren’t many pictures up, but there was one of Arlene beneath a thick veneer and before the studio backdrop of a field on a spring day, a wholesome tree beside her. He still couldn’t believe he’d seen her today. 

			He remembered her as she used to sit by him in a camo sweatshirt and faded rhinestone jeans and boots the year they had together before she went off to college in Richmond, soft brown hair and a face that didn’t give much away. She didn’t look like a scholar, but she had aspirations of being a journalist and had published some news stories in the high school newspaper. She cared about her schoolwork. Fate partnered them together for an assignment one day. Buck had run away the night before, and Mr. Lacey gave him his shoes in the school parking lot and he knew they’d be taken away again when he was picked up. But meeting Arlene was the beginning of Buck’s reform.

			“What happened to your face?” she’d said. 

			“Nothing.”

			“You’re Rainbo Boon’s grandson, aren’t you?”

			“So what?”

			“So nothing. Heard about you is all.”

			“Anything good?”

			“Never hear good things about your family.”

			“Easy.”

			But she was smirking, messing with him. If anybody else had said that, he thought. That little smirk, something in her acknowledgment of him, was enough to make him care just a little bit too, and he started trying. It was the first of many instances of Arlene prodding him toward a better self. She was a runner, and he used to see her on the track after school as he was going to the bus, her head back, not the quiet girl in jeans and boots but an athlete, striding, sprinting, free, pale and real as anything he’d ever felt. Later, he would resent her for going off finally, even though he had encouraged her to follow her dreams. 

			When Rainbo would disappear for two or three days at a time, without warning, off trapping for himself or for cash, Buck would find himself walking the property, or going over to the Laceys’. That was how he got to know Jamal, before he joined Beau’s construction crew and worked alongside him. But, as often as he went over there, he went out riding around in Arlene’s old pickup truck, eventually venturing with her into the swamp, catfishing, exploring, using a little boat they’d found on the far bank that needed constant baling until Rainbo started trusting him to take the johnboat out. He would not tell anybody about her except Kim. And much of the time, he didn’t have to. Rainbo rarely asked questions—it seemed he knew everything he wanted to know and didn’t like to pry.

			She said once, early on, “Why did you come here to live?”

			They were lying down, their backs against the soft cool bank, gnats above them, confused and alive with a wild glee.

			“I got in some trouble back home.”

			“Do you miss it? Do you want to go back?”

			“It’s all I can think about.”

			She turned on her side and ran her unvarnished fingers down his face. “I’d get out of here so fast. But I wonder sometimes if I’d miss it. Once you leave, then what? I’d have to find another dream. A bigger dream.”

			“You’ve already got dreams of being a journalist.”

			“I’m not sure that’s enough.”

			They used their blunt kisses, dulling the blades of their lips, dying for moments together, living together too. Death giving way to life.

			Buck pulled away and breathed, looking up through the screen of sound toward the sky and beyond it. 

			“I wouldn’t miss my family at all,” she said. “Not at all. It would be other things. The smells maybe. The roads. The distances. I’d miss you.”

			“I’ll make a deal with you,” he said. “If you don’t leave, I won’t.”

			“That’s not fair. I’ve never left my home. You have.”

			“All I’m saying is you’d be enough for me.”

			And now she was back for the summer, and he knew she’d been dating others while he was stuck here, where everything reminded him to remember her. She was more beautiful, and he supposed maybe she had found that confidence he had now, which he thought must only be possible away from home. So maybe just as they’d been destined to meet, they’d be destined to break.

			In the bathroom, Buck looked at his cut and cleaned it again. It had gotten wet and soft, and it felt hot to the touch. Across the center of a red swelling, the gash had taken on a pale, sickly color. He changed the bandage again and went back to his room and pulled on a pair of jeans, trying not to see Beau’s wife Kim’s face last night when he’d shown up for a change of clothes. He remembered the rain had stopped. 

			“I can’t believe it,” Kim had said. “I can’t believe you did it.”

			Buck remembered standing there, shivering. He thought he might have cried too, but he couldn’t remember everything exactly. The buzz was wearing off, and with it, the clarity he’d had.

			“Give me those clothes and go wash up,” Kim had said. 

			And when he had come out of the shower and down the stairs, he smelled the smoke and the gasoline and looked out from the deck into what appeared to be a depthless screen, where a brush pile like a pyre raged and grew, and Kim’s silhouette seemed to dance against it like some woman of yore, almost appearing to be burning herself for the sins she’d never done or those she had.

			

			

	

TANIA WAS AN EARLY RISER by nature, but when her phone rang Monday morning, it woke her up. She immediately called Will, saying, “Lucas Boon was left out by the loading dock of the South Hill hospital.”

			“What do you mean ‘left’?”

			“Well, he was unconscious. Somebody called the hospital and told them where he was.”

			“Do we know who called?”

			“The hospital said they’re checking with law enforcement.”

			“Let’s see if we can have that call traced.”

			“It’s almost six,” Tania said. “Are you at home?”

			He was about to say Where else would I be? but she knew him well enough to know he had the habit of spending nights out in his truck on the banks of a certain creek where Sam had once defended him and changed their lives.

			“Yeah,” he said. A rustling. His voice croaking early in the morning somehow evoked the truth beneath America. 

			Will said, “I’ll meet you there.”

			“You know the doctor said you shouldn’t drive yet.”

			“I drove the other night.” 

			“Doesn’t mean you should.”

			“Let it go, Tania. I got a job to do, and don’t you go thinking you’re the boss. Besides, it may be good for us to be able to split up. We don’t know what we’re going to find out.”

			He tried Bennico again before climbing into his truck. No answer.

			

			

	

BUCK MADE HIS WAY back down to the kitchen, where fresh coffee steamed like fog from Beau’s mug. He started a fire with a splinter of fatwood. It was a simple task, exactly as it had been the night before. He focused on the task.

			“God,” Diane said when he came to the table. “That cut over your eye opened up again.” She glanced at Beau, who was staring at his hands. “Sit down, honey, and I’ll get you a plate,” she said. 

			In a short time she’d scrambled eggs and simmered grits and the smell and sound of fish frying in his grandfather’s clubfooted cast iron skillet warmed the kitchen. In Richmond, though she cooked very well, she did not have the coarse, wild staples such as fish and big game that they always had here.

			As if reading his mind, Beau said, “Your mama’s one of the best cooks I know. Used to take care of me and Taylor after Mama died.”

			“You can thank Rod Lacey for teaching me. Mama never did.”

			“Well, she never needed to cook. There was always help.”

			She slid the fillets, fried the color of red oak, onto two plates, one for Buck and one for Beau, who set right in, then noticed Buck staring.

			Beau aimed his knife. “You need to eat up. You don’t know what today’s gonna bring.”

			But staring down at the fish made Buck sick in a way he had never realized he had always been. He wasn’t squeamish, but when he looked down, he assumed again that other life he had lived and couldn’t kill: He saw Donnie’s mother, Mrs. Thinh, squatting on the floor of what was intended to be a dining room but was naked of furniture. She was chopping fish they had caught like pale shadows, wrenched from the lake at the heart of the University of Richmond, which his own mother had attended for a year during which he was conceived. Donnie’s sister Rattha was forging letters from his parents in that perfect penmanship all the Cambodians seemed to have, his tickets to ride the bus back to the neighborhood of Notting Hills. He heard the sharp noise of Mrs. Thinh chopping against the floor. She was chewing that black, squirrelly tobacco they would get from her when Mr. Thinh had run out of Newports, and they would roll what she chewed in paper torn from spiral notebooks that they used mostly for drafting tattoos or calligraphy. The cigarettes, licked shut, filled the house with a dark, heavy smoke, harsh like a woodfire, like the outdoors, and the fish rose up in a dim soup like a lake, like fish dynamited to the surface as Mr. Lacey had described doing in Vietnam, and a piece of flesh rose and he took it up in that boat-like flat-bottomed spoon and it was Donnie’s cheek, his innocent, bewildered eye staring out at him from the darkness.

			He shoved the plate away and went over by the fire and found that he was breathing at a rate that seemed to match his heartbeat, and he felt the heat of the fire he had started, the heat of the gash in his side, the chill of his body, but his eyes were closed and saw knives and cars and Isaiah’s smiling face above a bandaged neck, the swamp at dusk, Uncle Jimmy’s damp fist grabbing Buck again in the Paradise Trailer Park, the white woman of Notting Hills who’d been raped by a gang of Black men and refused to move shouting “nigger” like a preacher, the needle pricking his arm again and again, and someone wiping the ink and blood away, Isaiah beside him, leaning in from the passenger side as they sparked the stolen car to life, and when he stopped to let the rest of them out, they ran like his own blood, only it was not his, it was Isaiah’s. He fought tears as if they were the threat, knowing there were many reasons to cry but not knowing which reason it was. 

			Somewhere there was ringing, the landline. Diane got to it, and they watched her intently. 

			Her hand moved to her mouth. “He is? Oh my god. We’re on our way.”

			She hung up. A flutter of fingers to face, to hair, to neck. Of eyelids, of tears. Like a butterfly when she was worried. 

			“What’s going on?” Beau said.

			“It’s Rainbo. He’s at the hospital. In a coma.”

			She said it with a finality almost like relief.

			“In a coma?” Beau said, the thought somehow impossible to consider.

			But, as if she had not heard him, she walked to Buck and almost touched his battered face.

			“Can’t you see?” she said. “Our sweet boy’s worried about Rainbo.”

			

			

	

LAZARUS RISES, a damp warmth growing through the trees where he has parked the truck in a growth of pines. He has nothing with him and did not plan to be here. But he can think of nowhere else to go. He can’t go home. 

			He steps down, looks at the front of the vehicle. He can’t do anything about it, so he walks the immense tree line, through scrub pine and dense hardwood up a slight hill. He looks back the way he came and cannot see the truck at all. 

			A deer stand in the distance like a watchtower at a prison. God, he hopes it will not come to that. The last few months have been hard enough. The last year. He mourns his life as he continues, wishing for something to jolt him with energy to continue. Finally, he sees the bleak gray hut, a structure weathered and fatigued. A snake crosses his pathless trajectory, a gleaming black racer, winding seamlessly. As he nears, he looks around, rises like a ghost up the steps and onto the haggard porch, surveys what he can of the land, but mostly he sees only the suffocation of spring growth. He closes his eyes, as if.

			Then he pushes open the already cracked door and goes inside. No furniture, no bed. There is a cold hearth that will have to remain cold. How they used to live, he thinks. And here I am among them.

			

			

	

IT TOOK ABOUT FORTY-FIVE MINUTES for Will to get to the hospital, and he got there about the same time as Tania. He always knew he was leaving Euphoria County when the evangelical station went to static, and he could find country, rap, and classic rock. They were there after seven, when the nurses and doctors changed shifts and the night staff went home. 

			They went up to the front desk and learned that a woman named Marianna Watson had been on duty when Lucas Boon was “delivered.” 

			“Do you have her phone number?” Will said.

			“She’s here,” the woman said. “She wanted to be here when y’all arrived. We’ll get her now.”

			A few minutes later, Ms. Watson approached them. She was tired but had a buzz about her, an eagerness to talk. Introductions were brief, and she got right into it.

			“I took the call about three in the morning, setting behind that desk there. It was after my second smoke break, when Bridgit covered for me, and I had brought her a pack of nabs ‘cause she don’t smoke. The caller was a man, out of breath. Tried to get him to say who he was, but he wouldn’t.” She said he sounded like an older man too—Black, she said, with hesitation. “You can’t always tell. I couldn’t figure why the man had cared enough to call but not to go into the hospital himself. Usually a drop-off is crime-related—a shooting or whatever—and this one, where an old man was found unconscious outside, seemed different.”

			

			“Different how?”

			“He looked like he come from another time, another place. I said, ‘Shoot, who brought this ol’ boy back from the grave?’”

			Will said, “Can you describe him?”

			“Doctor will take you to see him in a minute.”

			Tania said, “What about his appearance? Anything you remember? Clothes? Physical details?”

			“He was dirty. I wouldn’t let my own daddy into the house the way he was looking. He was flat on his back, and he had a blanket around him. I could see the side of his face was bloody, but it had already been wrapped up in a tee shirt or something, soaked through. He was bleeding from his upper back—around there, anyway. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his legs were crossed at the ankles. I said to the fellas who brought him in, ‘Why you fold his arms and legs that-a-way?’ and they said, ‘Ain’t folded nothing. This package was delivered just like this.’ They had to strip him down, and it was hard to get the clothes off him because his pants and boots was so wet. Fellas said it was like skinning a buck.” 

			“Did you take a look at his possessions?”

			“They handed me his wallet, and I checked his ID to get his address so we could get him into the system. That was about it, though.” 

			“Did he say anything at all?”

			“Mister, he was out so cold even the nurses thought he was dead, so blue he was, then they realized he was almost hypothermic. Dr. Shea had to rush him into surgery on account of the brain hemorrhage. We had other emergencies too.”

			At that moment, Dr. Shea came down the hall and gave Ms. Watson a look, then took them up to the fourth floor, where they stopped outside the open door.

			“He is unconscious, but I do want us to keep our voices low. He’s been through a lot, and, frankly, I’m surprised he is alive. He must have been injured well before he came to the hospital. Even so, it was difficult for us to stop the bleeding, and I was concerned about operating. It remains to be seen if he’ll wake up or if he’ll be the person he was when he does.”

			Tania said, “Anybody been here to visit?”

			“No. We figure nobody knows he’s here.”

			“Nobody but one,” Tania said. “Where are his clothes?”

			“Over here in the bathroom. Though I don’t think you’ll find much there.”

			“We’ll take a look. Why didn’t you have us called sooner?”

			“He was in critical condition. We had to operate, I know reporting is important, but we were hustling just to keep him alive. When he was stable was when we reached out to law enforcement.”

			“You call his family or anything?”

			“We figured y’all would want to do that. Anyway, he may be alive, but if I were you, I’d call a medical examiner to look him over. This body has a story to tell.”

			They walked in. The man’s face was bruised deeply. He also had scratches and bruises around his shoulders and neck, and his knuckles had been scraped raw. But there was no mistaking him for someone else.

			“I know this man,” Will said.

			“You do?” said Tania.

			“I saw him once.”

			He pictured that warm day when he’d tracked two men who had escaped the penitentiary through the woods all the way to the waters of the Snakefoot, where they lay groaning on the ground. The man who never offered his name didn’t explain what had happened, even when asked. The man had a beard like a blind—not the kind of beard that complements a face, but one that confuses it. That’s where he’d seen Buck before. He’d been there with his grandfather. There had been a confident insolence about Rainbo Boon that seemed to be present, even though he was comatose in the hospital bed. Even unconcious, he seemed to resent the suggestion of being pitied. Looking down at him, Will felt that even now, in this state, the man knew he was there. 

			Will said, “Did you find the bullet?”

			“Someone had already removed it.”

			“Another doctor?”

			“No. Before he got here. It was a pretty crude job, but saved us the trouble.”

			They went through his mud-stiff clothes. He had a pocketknife and some loose old .38 ammunition that would have matched the ammo in his truck—it’s difficult to get bullets out of a wet pocket. There was no pistol. There was a very old, very worn driver’s license in a threadbare wallet in a plastic bag where the doctor had put it. Lucas Boon, no middle name. A hunting/trapping license with the same name, along with a few business cards with boon wildlife management on them. The doctor had had to cut a leather necklace with a panther claw from around his neck. 

			“Tania,” Will said, “call the Boon house, let them know he’s been found. I’ll reach out to Troy St. Pierre and see if he can examine a living body. Let’s see if we can get a number associated with whoever called the hospital.”

			

			

	

DIANE SAT BETWEEN THEM in the cab of Beau’s truck as they wound their way toward the highway that would take them to South Hill. The road kept on like a nightmare. Beau dialed on his phone as he steered with his wrist, his work-limp hand like a duck’s head at the precipice of the steering wheel. 

			“Our brother needs to know about this,” he said. “Won’t take but a few minutes extra.”

			Diane said, “You think he’ll be there? And if he is, do you think he’ll care?”

			Beau looked sideways at her. “He’s Rainbo’s son. He’s our brother. Just because—”

			“Yes, and you two have that mysterious history.”

			“What do you know about it?”

			“You ended up with Kim.”

			“Shut up.”

			“I can remember one reason I left.”

			They pulled up to a house that needed paint so badly its exterior looked like some sort of lichen, or some reptile’s skin. The little yard was shaded and dim as if submerged, mostly mud, the grass that was there as thin as hair on a balding skull. 

			Beau said, “Wait here. I’ll be quick.”

			There was noise, the voices of children run amok, and Beau picked his way up the three steps to the door and opened it. There was too much stuff everywhere. Toys and tools. He walked down the hallway and back to the kitchen, the obscene screeching of kids’ voices growing louder. Goddamn kids, he thought.

			Her hair was all in cornrows, and she had one big baby on her hip as she filled a bottle with tap water, put the lid on, swirled it around, put the baby down in a seat that had sat every one of her kids, and stood up as if she didn’t know what to do without the burden. If she was surprised at all to see him, he couldn’t tell. 

			Her face was one of those that was so dark it looked blue. But in the distance of her blood she did have the blood of the White Man in her veins. Any white in her, and whatever sin had put it there, had been diluted by deep dark blood. It seemed a shame to her family that she had undone this patient justice by getting with Taylor Boon—an odd white man who couldn’t drive or hold a regular job because of his seizures and who hadn’t spoken a word since the hunting accident in high school—and having a child by him, a baby who looked as if he’d swallowed a star, more white to fight. She felt the real judgment at church, where the women believed God’s truth meant the acquisition of gossip, thinking that where two or more were gathered, Christ was present. But Layna thought that white boy Christ would have known better. Love was the weapon to use against them. So she’d given them their gossip without saying a word. She’d married out of spite and in the name of love. What she had with Taylor was true. 

			“I tried calling,” Beau said, approaching her for a hug. 

			“What, so you can keep him out all night again?”

			“I needed him.”

			“Every time you come around, it’s bad news.” 

			“You’re right this time. You haven’t heard anything?”

			“About . . . ?” 

			“I figured he was just being an ass, not helping with the search for Rainbo.” He held up his hand to stop her questions. “They found him. Somebody did. He’s at the hospital, and we’re going there now.”

			“Try the living room. He did have a bowl of grits around here somewhere. I’m sorry to hear about Rainbo. I hope he all right.”

			“Reckon he’ll be okay. I didn’t even know he could be hurt.”

			They heard a deep animal sound, a kind of growl, in the other room and went to the open doorway to a room with a TV on and four?—yeah, four kids crawling all over the hulking, bear-like figure of Taylor, stooping to eat from a bowl of grits in front of him, despite the four-year-old girl hanging from his shoulders, trying again and again to blindfold him. Another growl.

			“Baby,” Layna said. “Your brother’s here, got some news. Come to the kitchen.”

			Taylor rose taller than Beau and stooped as he made his way into the kitchen. He turned around, stared at his younger brother, who employed him sometimes because no one else would. Taylor had put on a little weight, but that did not hide the muscularity of his body. He had the air of a man who’d borne silent and patient witness to the suffering of the world and might at any moment do something that would gratify all the endurance. After his accident, which Beau had saved him from, it seemed that Taylor’s affliction had been transformed into strength. Now Beau looked out for Taylor. Gave him jobs when he, or more importantly Layna, needed the money, sometimes even paying her directly. Beau could not have explained why he still envied Taylor. After all, he still had a voice. He had married Kim.

			Diane and Buck were waiting at the truck outside when Beau and Taylor came out, a look brooding and intense on Taylor’s face. 

			Diane approached her brother. “Oh, Taylor, I have missed you,” she said and hugged him quietly as he stood there, unbudging. The wisdom of that silence.

			

			

	

RODDY CAME BACK to the house smelling of mud, of earth, not pine sawdust or fuel this time. He hung his clothes on a coatrack on the back porch like skins, deep in thought, with that exhilarated look he always had when he returned after a productive night. The long, puzzling night played out for him. How he had found Rainbo at Camp 3, with that tee shirt tied around his head and bled through, a scarf he’d never seen across his shoulder, his cold, pale appearance, his lack of response. He’d inspected the wounds, saw where the bullet had hit him in his back. He sensed that he was being watched, that someone else was there. Then he saw that the bear trap had been sprung and moved, and under where it had been he saw the curt pit dug and the mound of bones beside it and the box lying open like a trap. He was still wondering if it was a trap when Maud startled him. She was waiting in the living room.

			“You didn’t have to wait up for me,” Roddy said.

			“You weren’t here to tell me not to.”

			“I’m as tired as a dead man.”

			“You find him?” He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Tell me what happened while I fix you some coffee.” She moved to the kitchen. “Where he at now?”

			“I took him to the hospital.”

			“That won’t smart.”

			“I couldn’t help it. The way he was . . . He’d have done the same for me.”

			

			“Yeah, he could afford kindness. He wouldn’t have had to leave you. He could have walked right in with you, and nobody would have said nothing. He wouldn’t have had to even think about it. His head wouldn’t never have been troubled by it. And here you are, can’t sit still with sorry. Sometimes a single act accomplishes both the right and the wrong.”

			“Why you hate him so much?”

			“Why do you?”

			“We might as well be brothers.”

			“Cane and Abel. Didn’t help nothing. Blood can bond and it can split.”

			“Since when you quote the book?”

			“Ain’t quoting. Just saying. Some stories last for a reason. Some stories are true.”

			“He gave us this land.”

			“That’s good enough for you to forget everything he did to your family?”

			“You a hard woman to please.”

			“Try harder.”

			He unzipped his pack and removed a plastic bag filled with bills, as if he wasn’t sure he was ready to share it yet—it was what he’d taken from the mud-coated box by the pit. He tossed it with a satisfaction that approached arrogance.

			“You fool,” Maud said. “Where you get that?”

			“That was next to the pit. Next to his old bear trap.”

			“You dug it?”

			“It was already dug.”

			“You fool.”

			“Go ahead,” he said. “Count it and tell me that again.”

			“You count it,” she said.

			

			

	

THEY WALKED IN. Buck hated to have to be here for this, to see the body of his grandfather. He kept telling himself he was not responsible, but that didn’t change the fact that he was guilty, that this was a punishment. He watched his mother’s hands against her face, “Oh, Rainbo.” 

			Rainbo’s face seemed to frown with aloof and focused disapproval. He was badly discolored, like a body left in the water too long, pallid with loss of blood from his head, where a white bandage had been wrapped like a turban. 

			For Buck it brought to mind the time they’d come across the body, face down as if staring into the depths of the earth. The lesson he’d learned from his grandfather: Keep the law out of the Snakefoot. Buck recalled the obliterated face, the hair like weeds from another planet, and Rainbo had said something about the swamp being hungry, and the fact that he’d known the man whose body this was. Rainbo spat into the water, which held the sputum like a bug, no place to go. Nothing ever escaped the swamp. And when Buck found the moldy, broken rope around his legs, he recoiled, and Rainbo said this was a secret the swamp meant them to keep, that the code was the way of the swamp, that what entered would stay and not be dragged out into the world. 

			“You can hold his hand,” the nurse said. “I’m just getting his vitals.”

			Buck stared down through tears that seemed to flow like blood from some submerged heart, a convergence of so many things. The body of the man who had been his guardian for the past two years.

			

			Beau stood, his hands in his pockets, the muscles in his jaw moving as if he were chewing gum. Taylor Boon stood there, massive and immobile, placid and peaceful. He seemed like a bodyguard overseeing the situation.

			After a few idle minutes, they heard the clearing of a throat and turned to see Deputies Seems and Jameson in the doorway.

			Beau said, “What the hell are you doing here?”

			“We’re investigating.”

			“Well, it’s family only right now.”

			“Do you know how he got here?” Will said. “He was dropped off this morning out by the dumpster. Like trash. He’d been shot, and someone removed the bullet. The doctor will tell you more about his condition, but I wanted to ask y’all directly”—here, Seems stopped to look at Buck before continuing—”if he was involved in something, anything that could have resulted in this. Because whoever came for him . . . He’s lucky to be alive, and he might not be that way for long.”

			“You pull a gun on me one day and ask me to help you out the next?”

			“I’m asking you to help him out.”

			“Visiting hours are over,” Beau said, shoving Will so that he lost his balance, the cane slapping the floor. Nobody saw that Deputy Jameson had Beau’s hand behind his back and had forced him against the wall.

			“Beau Boon,” she said, “you are—”

			A phone chimed, and then it began ringing. Deputy Seems pulled out his cell and silenced it, but it started ringing again. He picked up his cane and took himself out of the room and into the hallway to answer. 

			They all watched him go, and Buck began to think after he left. Someone had made it his business to get Rainbo here. Not to leave him in the swamp. He felt the gravity of his family, his mother’s hand on his shoulder, that rosy determination on her face, his uncles like shadows behind him.

			

			Beau said, “You can get out too,” and before Buck realized Beau was talking to Deputy Jameson, he thought the statement was directed at him.

			Eventually Dr. Shea came in and gave the family an update. It was not good. Chance of recovery was about fifty-fifty. Buck stepped out the door and walked down the hall. A couple of men at the coffee station watched him as he came out. He poured coffee into a Styrofoam cup and returned to Rainbo’s room, looking back at the coffee station from the doorway. Cops, he thought, with the automatic hatred he’d been trained to feel, though they didn’t show badges or wear uniforms. Fucking cops.

			

			

	

BENNICO’S TEXT said she’d meet him at the Gulf station off 85 N in an hour. Not hello, not I’m working on it. Then she’d called and called again at the worst time possible. Nothing, nothing, nothing, then all at once. That was how it was with Bennico. 

			Will backed into one of the parking spots in a wide lot next to a trucking garage, which seemed to have vehicles no younger than about fifty years in the grass and gravel in front of its closed doors. The gas station was playing some oldies through ragged speakers. A large pine forest loomed above from across the highway. He had seen a small green sign naming the swamp on the other side. Eventually, a recent-model Suburban with all the new shine on it swung around and backed in next to him. 

			He got out of his truck without his cane, but the pain in his left knee caused his leg to buckle, and when he found the heart to look at her, she thought how haggard he’d become in such a short time. He looked older, thinner somehow, not healthier but somehow better, as if the pain had been good for him. How was it you could put a man through the wringer and he came out like a dream, but a woman bruised when touched once, and once was all it took to ruin her. He didn’t seem made for this world she’d kept him in since she’d saved him with a few old friends from RPD after he’d confronted a gang of drug dealers in Richmond on his own. He was lucky as hell she’d followed him. She could remember a particular brand of hate that blurred her vision as she took in the scene afterward, hearing sirens on their way, lifted above the neighborhood. She supposed Lewis, who’d left forensics to join her squad, had saved her—calling her by name as she stood over the gangster named B, and then gripping her shoulders and guiding her away while others handled it. She could have killed someone. Would have if it hadn’t been for Lewis.

			Will said, “I hear I have you to thank.”

			“Don’t worry about that.”

			“How did you know where to find me?”

			“Don’t you worry about that either.”

			She approached and embraced him now. The force there, even though he hung limp in her grasp. As she pulled away, he saw a tear, the scurry of an eyelid.

			“New car?” he said.

			“I couldn’t keep riding around in the Escalade after carrying Tom Janders’s body in the back. You look terrible,” she said.

			“I know.”

			“Why’d you do it?” she said.

			“Do what?” he said. 

			So it was like that.

			Bennico said, “You asked me what I could dig up about this kid, and I dug.”

			“All right,” he said.

			She handed him a folder. “Here’s an ICR for grand larceny.”

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“Take a look.”

			Will opened the folder and glanced at the first page of the incident crime report. Preston Theodore Tomlin Jr., his date of birth, social security number, followed by the fact pattern written by the police officer who’d arrested him, though apparently several had been involved. Known Gang Affiliation: True Brothers. 

			

			Will said, “Gang affiliated.”

			“That surprise you?”

			He thought about the hook Buck had hit Buddy Monroe with, leaving the man on the ground, and considered the defiant confidence he’d exuded, not backing down, not avoiding confrontation, and feeling no apology was necessary. He was a person who seemed to live with his decisions without regret.

			“Yeah,” Will said. “He didn’t strike me as the gang type. I’d heard he was sent to live with his granddad, but I didn’t know just how much trouble he’d been in.”

			“He was fifteen. Stole a car before he even had his learner’s permit. It seems to have been part of his initiation.”

			“What do you know about the True Brothers?” Will said.

			“Not much. It’s small and the leading members are brothers who used to live in the Notting Hills neighborhood. But, if this was a part of an initiation, they weren’t playing around. Nobody plays around in Notting Hills. He went to court several times, and the judge gave him one last chance by sending him off to live in Southside, far away from the gang’s reach, warning that one wayward step, and Buck would be shipped to juvenile detention.”

			“Lucky kid. He have a probation officer?”

			“He has to report to one in Emporia, Jennifer Hiles. As a PI, I wasn’t able to get her to talk. My connections only go so far outside Richmond, and even those usually work against me.”

			Will said, “He seems to have stayed out of trouble. No record I’ve found of any incidents in Euphoria. But I’ve also heard mixed things about his relationship with his grandfather. Heard they can’t get along, but he says they do. I actually took him out to the scene of the accident. Don’t look at me like that. I wanted to see how he’d react, see if he’d be willing to help us out. They say he’s a good tracker, takes after his grandfather.”

			

			“Does Sheriff Mills know you did that?”

			“It’s my investigation.”

			“Boy, you like to make things tough.”

			“Especially this time,” Will said. “He can’t account for where he was at the time of his grandfather’s accident. Kid was all bruised up—said it was at a bonfire after the prom. We haven’t found anybody yet who can corroborate that. And his girlfriend says he stood her up at the prom. I want to believe him. They should be innocent until proven guilty.”

			“We aren’t the courts. Everybody’s guilty unless they prove they aren’t. We still have to trust our instinct.”

			“Is what we do that bad?”

			“It’s what they do,” Bennico said. “Takes some bad to do something about it. So you think his grandaddy could have whipped him and the kid went out after him?”

			“It had crossed my mind.”

			“What’s Rainbo say?”

			“He’s in a coma.”

			“Well that’s convenient for whoever went after him.”

			“You don’t think it was the kid.”

			“You don’t either,” she said. “I don’t get him, not yet. But he does things for a reason.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“He used to wash dishes for the church.”

			“I’m not following.”

			“He seems to be driven by a kind of deeper work, like a penance almost. He reminds me a little of you. How you came back to Southside because you had to do something. It didn’t make sense until I found out what it was that motivated you. Buck wasn’t just out there getting into trouble for no reason. What would have been anybody else’s uncreative dead end seems to have been a kind of ambition for him. Not long before the car theft, it looks like he’d found a way to piss off a gang called the United Thugs. They beat him down pretty bad. Police came to school and rounded everyone up who was involved and took them to the principal’s office. All he had to do was say who did it and it would have resulted in their arrests, but he didn’t.”

			“What’s your point?”

			“He chose retaliation, not reporting to the law. So you may not find much cooperation there. The car he stole belonged to the leader of the UT. And he got caught because he stopped to let everyone else out of the car. That slowed him down enough and the cops caught up with him. Even then, he never mentioned another name, and nobody else was ID’d. The police records don’t offer much more.”

			“What do you know about the other gang members?”

			“They were based on Havana Street in the Notting Hills neighborhood. You wouldn’t know it, but it’s been officially condemned because of a cockroach and snake infestation which I suspect is one more excuse to continue the long effort to gentrify Richmond and claim that crime has decreased, when it just gets pushed to the outskirts. They’re tearing it down as we speak. He was a friend of the Thinh brothers. Cambodian refugees, apparently. Two of them have already done time in the juvie system. We actually don’t know where they are, because they left shortly after Buck got sent away. Disappeared. The whole family. Like gypsies.”

			“Here’s something else,” she said, handing him another file. “Sixteen-year-old Black male, Isaiah Holmes, was shot in the neck and killed. Bullet hit him beneath his left ear, in the neck at the base of the skull, when he was playing cards. Died in the ambulance.”

			“Do we know who shot him?”

			“No. The gun was never found. Nobody was accused. I’ve seen the reports and know the detectives. They’re the bench, and Notting Hills is a beat nobody wants. It’s for cops who sleep better than we do. All we have from the detectives is that they believe it was a stray bullet. And that’s not a stretch to believe in that area. Buck had no business being in that neighborhood. You don’t just decide to go in there. And, if you do, you’re likely to pay a physical toll.”

			“You seem to know that area pretty well.”

			“I ought to,” she said. “I grew up there.” 

			“When did this happen?”

			“The murder was a year-and-a-half ago, January.”

			“When was Buck shipped off to live with his grandfather?”

			Bennico looked through some of her papers, finding a copy of Buck’s file. “December, a month prior,” she said. 

			They sat in silence, the oldies distorted, muffled, warped, crackling through the shitty speakers of the gas station. She leaned toward Will. She could smell something of his house on him. The Southside she’d experienced clung to you like smoke or sap. The dust, the mold, Sam. Promised Land, Will’s home in Euphoria County. Even though it seemed a land of death, the plants grew there.

			Bennico said, “Did you find anything out about his grandfather?”

			“He’s a licensed trapper and runs a small business trapping and dispatching animals for people. He owns a big property called Old Trespass out on the edge of the Snakefoot.”

			“The Snakefoot,” Bennico said. “That place still gives me the creeps. I’d like to say I haven’t dreamed about it, but that would be a lie. I see it when I close my eyes. The trees like stars, the distances. Sometimes when Custis is asleep I’ll go downstairs, clean a gun, pray. Tell myself I’ll do whatever I can in this world to make it better. Leave it better than it was when I came into it. But I wonder if I’ve left as much wreckage behind me as some of the people I’ve put away. I haven’t really figured it out yet. You think it’s just this thing you do, and then it’s who you are.”

			

			“You should come back to Southside,” he said. “Like last time. Help us out. Blow this investigation up. Do your thing.”

			He’d intended it as a joke to lighten the mood, but he realized then that neither of them laughed because it was what they both wanted. The truth had worked its way like a blade between them.

			

			

	

THE BULLET HAD TORN into his back, above his shoulder blade. His head buzzed No pain, just the buzzing. A sickness of surprise. He moved, inundated by cold. His blood seeped into the swamp that held everything he loved, that held him too. Time spun like the globe on a stand in a classroom far off. Then the struggle became a dream, occurring to someone else. A calm force seemed to move him, bodily, through the stagnant substance. The sensation of motion, progress, propulsion. Slow, patient, and soundless. 

			The heat of the blood and the loss of the blood and the coolness drifting in. The dream. He was there and Johnny was there again. Johnny, the boy he called brother, was living, dying. Jessimae, the palm reader’s girl, was warning him. It was her. The female presence, that dark patient strength, that body of memory. Then suddenly their hands were on him, many hands carrying him like pallbearers who had never forgotten him, even if they had left. They waded through the stagnant baptism of that life and carried him—thrust him forward toward the inevitable end. But suddenly they were old and feeble, and he was too heavy. With a sinking tumbling over himself, gravity and some other force carried him, and there was nothing he could do about it. He didn’t want to do anything about it.

			

			

	

THAT EVENING, Tania visited Miss Claudette’s house. It had become irregular routine that she would come by for dinner once a week or so. She had found one day that on the way home from work she had parked outside the chain-link fence and was approaching the little yellow house.

			She came, she explained to Claudette, wanting to see Destinee, who was Claudette’s granddaughter and the daughter of Claudette’s son Tom and Day Pace, both of whom had died last year. Once she’d said it, she thought she’d have to explain or defend it, but no questions were asked. In fact, Claudette said, “Yes, you had that time with her.”

			But Tania knew she went there out of some deeper need, a deeper fear. Something about today had brought back a nostalgia for a childhood that had not been particularly glowing. Both her parents had been in prison from her earliest memory, and both had died there. She never saw her father in person. She’d been raised by a grandmother who tried to fill her ears with the tenderness she was aching for, but her tenderness was fragile, the spring of its source limited. Tania received the woman’s frugal hopes. And poor Destinee, never to remember her own mother, and never to experience her except by what people said or would say. Through other people’s memories.

			There was a heartache Tania felt for herself and for Destinee. A loss that could not be stopped. A hurting always, a bleeding. She’d come here for healing, to heal. She just didn’t know how to do it.

			As she drove up, Will called again, and again she found herself clenching the steering wheel and letting it ring. She’d come here to forget. She’d come to access the needs she held true and dear. She thought back to her conversation with Troy St. Pierre, the medical examiner from Tupelo County they used. He’d come and looked closely at Rainbo Boon’s breathing body with the doctor’s report in hand and looked at Tania as if to say, Where’s Seems? 

			“So we know there are two injuries,” Troy had said. “A head wound and a gunshot wound somebody got into to remove the bullet. I would have liked to see it before they operated, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. What puzzles me is neither wound was enough to bring him to his current state. It was the exposure to the water. It may be spring, but that water is still cold enough, especially if you’re losing blood. I’m amazed that he made it at all.”

			Tania said, “So you’re surprised he made it with those injuries.”

			“Very. He should have gone into shock, from his wounds or from the water. He should have drowned.”

			“Could he have made it to land and then gone into a coma?”

			“I guess it’s possible, but very unlikely. My guess is someone helped him. I know that sounds crazy, given where he was. But I can’t think of any other way he would have made it.”

			“Someone did drop him off. Could be the same person.”

			“Maybe. I’ll have some work done to see if anything on his clothes might give us an indication. I’ll put a rush on it, but don’t get your hopes up. These things can take months, and the fact that he’s not dead means it’s going to have less urgency. Somehow, the dying can wait. The dead—maybe because of the certainty of their status, maybe because we know nothing can be done for them in this world—they get the urgency that gives us our purpose. The dead keep us living.”

			Troy turned to leave.

			“Just a minute,” Tania said. He turned to look back as he was shoving some of his things back into his medical bag. “We don’t have months. I’ll be calling you next week to follow up.”

			“Like I said, I can’t—”

			

			“I don’t want to hear what you can’t do. Have something new for me next week.”

			Troy nodded, a slight bow that committed to nothing but showed a slight shift toward deference. And as he left, Tania realized she had stopped breathing, and her lungs like cages rigidly sprang open like a trap released, and with her newfound breathing came the prayer, her grandmother. 

			She sat in her truck and watched Cherry McDaniels leave the house and get in her car to go to work at the Lounge. Cherry never said much to Tania. She was the mother of Claudette’s other grandchild, Tom, named after his father. Tania went inside with a brown grocery sack, offering to make supper, and Miss Claudette allowed her access to the small, bright kitchen.

			“Go over and play with Tom or Destinee,” Tania said.

			“Well, Tania, I sure do appreciate all this.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“It’s something.”

			Then, later, after they said grace, Claudette said, “Why you doing all this, girl? Coming over here, making us a meal. I’d think you’d want to get on home at the end of a day’s work.” 

			“I don’t know. Destinee, I . . .”

			She looked down. Miss Claudette figured the topic was closed, but Tania suddenly lifted her head, seeming now to have too much to say.

			“It’s something about all that’s happened—to her, between us. I carried Destinee that night her mother died. And she . . . she . . . I felt so raw after that, I just felt I gotta do something for her. I gotta be there, the way she can’t be.” 

			“She . . .” Miss Claudette said, eyes narrowed, looking off.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t want to say anything.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			“But if I don’t, I don’t know. I haven’t felt clean since all of that.”

			

			“Yes.”

			“My parents were never there for me. All I had was a grandmother.”

			“A fine woman, she was.”

			“And I’m just saying—thinking—praying—if I can help in any way . . .”

			“You’re a good woman, Tania.”

			Tania looked down. She looked like a caricature of sadness and purity.

			“I just think there’s something I ought to do—something—and I don’t know what it is. And I got nobody at home. Nothing. I walked into the house the other day, and I felt like I was looking at another person’s life, someone dead, killed, like I was in the field, investigating.”

			“What you see?”

			“All the secrets. All the dark secrets, all the dark parents and lovers, all the dark haters, the inspired killers.”

			“Tania, they aren’t your secrets.”

			“But they are now. That’s what I saw. I was thinking I was protecting someone, some people, when I took this job. How is it I feel guilty now? I feel guilty for everything they’ve done. Everybody! Somehow, I’m like a collector of other people’s sins.”

			Claudette said nothing for a moment. She didn’t know how to talk like this. Women of her generation didn’t talk like this. They knew better. You opened up and there was no end to it. But was it better to keep it all in? She owed something to Tania for bringing Destinee back that night.

			“They say you out in the field now, ain’t you?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“You gotta get out of that job. Ain’t no hope in it. You need hope.”

			“That’s why I come here. That’s what I see here. Everything I need. Everything I don’t have.”

			“God will provide.”

			

			But it was not only the hope, proper. It was also the hope of absolution or penance. Every diaper she changed, every meal she cooked, every spoonful of mashed sweet potato or banana or grits for Destinee was a penance, a little selflessness, an attempt to feel worthy, clean again, somehow deserving of her grandmother’s cautious love.

			She and Claudette stayed up, talking.

			“What about that Will Seems?” Claudette said. “Weren’t you seeing him?”

			“Was.”

			“Is he okay? Seems he always kept to himself like.”

			“Yeah, he does that.”

			“What happened there?”

			“You heard, I’m sure.”

			“Was he trying to follow his mother, you think?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Shoot, girl, you still like him.”

			“Wish I didn’t.”

			“You need to be there for him. He is destined for something. What he’s been through. And I think you can trust him.”

			“You really think so?”

			“Yes, I do. I think you got to. Every man’s got secrets. That don’t make him bad.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the world ain’t ready for that. Because he need it, and so do you. It ain’t blood that’s our legacy; it’s either love or hate, whichever we choose. There’s a lot we can’t control, but that’s a choice we get to make every blessed day.”

			

			

	

ARLENE PARKED and approached the Lounge, where she’d earned the money to buy her truck off a customer who had once worked with her father—who’d gone sober and was meaner for it—breeding hounds. He had expected more from her than to sell his truck. He’d been disappointed when she paid him in cash (some of which was from his own tips) and took the keys and drove off. 

			It had been nine months since she’d left Southside for Richmond, and she’d made a point to stay away from home during the holidays. She’d been afraid any progress would be undone, that a gravity would try to hold her here like quicksand, and then she found that could happen even from a distance. She’d come to miss home because she’d written about it in an article that had earned some attention and been reprinted by the Richmond Times-Dispatch and the Southside Telegraph. She didn’t know what to expect returning to work tonight at the Lounge, so she tried not to expect anything or feel anything—those were good rules to have around here anyway, according to Cherry. She walked in through the doors and saw Cherry and Martinequa. 

			“Look at this bitch,” Martinequa said, hand on her hip. “Come here, girl.” 

			“Looking good, Arlene,” Cherry said. “Thought you’d forgot about us. College girl.”

			“How could I forget?”

			“Then what you doing here?” Martinequa said, laughing. 

			

			“I’m needing the money.”

			“Shit, girl. You know you always get more than money here.”

			Arlene knew that. She liked the job not because of the money but because she came away with stories and details she believed helped her as an aspiring journalist. At this point, the Lounge provided a more dependable life than at home. She knew to be on her guard all the time.

			“Well, come on,” Cherry said. “Help us get these beers in this cooler.”

			She could remember Cherry walking her through her first days at the Lounge last year, teaching lessons Tania was lucky to be learning, though she would have had to learn them herself either way. She remembered a woman named Day Pace, who used to work for Arnie and had come back around, threatening Cherry and telling Arnie she needed money and all. Arlene remembered hearing how Day’s boyfriend, Tom, a regular here, had been found stabbed to death, his house burned down in an attempt to cover up the murder. At first, Arlene had felt pity for Day and her plight. But part of Arlene had thought, That’s why I came here. That’s a story. Day had already quit, and Arlene didn’t know that if she hadn’t been hired, Day would have been the reason. “White girls,” Arnie had said, looking Arlene up and down her first day working here, sucking his teeth.

			Cherry’d said, “How old are you?”

			“What do you care?”

			Cherry was holding a sliver of blade an inch from Arlene’s neck, and Arlene didn’t know where it had come from. At that moment, Arlene could see that Cherry’s own neck had been scarred down the left side.

			“You don’t talk to me like that,” Cherry hissed. “That’s lesson one. Lesson two, you can get the fuck out anytime, and don’t nobody gonna give a fuck. Unless you in the middle of something. Then, you gonna have to see it through.”

			“Like what?” Arlene had said, but Cherry didn’t answer.

			

			There were other lessons too. 

			“Don’t ask questions. If you see somebody you know, don’t act like you know ‘em when they here and forget when you leave. Every day you need to act like you don’t remember nothing from the day before. And one more thing, are you willing to break up a fight if you need to?”

			“I can try.”

			“See this?” Cherry stretched her neck to make certain Arlene had seen the scar. “That’s from a bottle. People do what they want outside. You got a job to do in here, and stopping that shit from going on indoors is a part of it.”

			She handed the razor to her and said, “Keep that on you in case. But don’t pull it unless you got no other choice. Pay attention. I’ll try to protect you. But things happen. White girl looking like you? Make sure you don’t go back nowheres if somebody asks you unless you let us know. You sure you need the money that bad?”

			“There aren’t many places for a girl to work around here where my daddy won’t find me,” she said, though she didn’t explain that the reason was because he hated Blacks. “Besides, I need cash.” She did not say that she also wanted to be a journalist. 

			“What for?”

			“Buying a truck.”

			She helped Cherry now to bring in cans of beer and put them in a big Igloo cooler Arnie had filled with ice from his store down by the road. 

			“Good to see you, girl,” Cherry said now, an odd sentimentality Arlene hadn’t expected, even though they’d always gotten along after that first day. 

			“You look tired,” Arlene said. 

			Cherry seemed to find that amusing. “Used to think I knew what tired was, hanging around here all hours of the night. That ain’t nothing. I got the boy now. Little Tom. And he be keeping me awake. Like the world already bothering him.”

			“Where you living?”

			“With Tom’s mama. She been real good to me.”

			“Anything new I need to know?”

			Cherry gave her a look, like Are you kidding?

			“Same folks, same drill. Mostly same girls. We keep telling Arnie to ease up. Him getting older and all. You’ll see. He still go hard, up all night sometimes. Don’t know how a man can do all that stuff and not get tired of it. Got a couple new faces coming in. You remember Zeke Hathom?”

			“Of course.”

			“He lost his job at the mill again. Guys from the mill don’t talk to him no more. It’s bad. He be talking to hisself, sitting alone. He used to come here with Tom all the time.”

			“The mill that just burned down?”

			“You heard?”

			“Everybody’s heard. You don’t think he—”

			“I don’t think nothing,” Cherry said. “Stopped thinking a long time ago when all that give me was pain. I try not to think, try not to remember much either. I just dream.” She seemed to be considering something for the first time. “Only person who talks to him is this kid, too young to be here. He twenty-one all right but he still a boy. Walks around like he ain’t supposed to be where he is. You gotta settle into life a little before this is the place you go. He seem to be thinking he’s God’s gift to somebody. Act like he from the street. You know, country boy acting too good for us folks in the country.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Name Jamal Lacey. Live not too far away.”

			“He was ahead of me at Euphoria County High.” 

			

			“I should have guessed you two’d be about the same. Somehow, you seem older. But girls always got to learn quick, though.”

			“What could Jamal and an old man like Zeke Hathom have in common?”

			“You ain’t paid for that kind of thinking, even if you are a college girl. You’ll probably see ‘em tonight, one, the other, or both.”

			Just then, Arnie came in, ruddy, glowing. His features—the slicked wavy hair, the mustache, the nose—made him look almost Latin, though he was not. 

			“I heard she was back,” Arnie said. “Goddamn, Arlene. You been maintaining yourself good up there.” He was already grabbing at her, resting his hand on her hip, letting it creep. There was a pain in his chest that came from knowing that what he saw in her he could not obtain, and yet it also came from the wish that he might find a way, that she might just give in, for old times’ sake, and let his narrow dreams unfold.

			“All right, bitches,” he said. “They’re coming. Time to turn it on.”

			Arnie sat up against the bar and watched them flit around like snake tongues. He watched, tired, dazed, looked upon this business with the air of a man who doesn’t know how he has done what he has done with his life but would do it again. 

			Arlene moved around and Arnie watched her like a proud father. She seemed bright, young, alive in a way the others weren’t. For her part, she found the pulse again. She’d started here out of necessity, but had found a kind of thrilling purpose in the attention. The simple task of keeping men happy without giving them too much of herself, the willingness to flirt a little, to wear the mask and to enjoy it in the name of writing material. The journalist in her watched over the nightly scene, like a new world blossoming, had an ear for a story, and knew so much about some of the people here that, if she’d wanted to, she could have had them arrested, could have written their biographies or their obituaries. But she tried her best to observe another of Cherry’s rules, to let the heart remember and make the mind forget, but she had to pretend, because she couldn’t forget the things she’d heard and seen. In fact, she’d found that pretending was a useful skill, more useful than forgetting. It allowed her to keep a kind of score no one knew she knew to keep. And so now, with that ear for a story, she watched the door to see if Zeke or Jamal would come in, see if the dread she felt—the quickening pulse—was an intuition to be trusted.

			The night evolved. Arnie had long ago disappeared into his back room, where he would remain through most of the night in the company of men he did not care for and women who annoyed him, playing cards. 

			So he did not notice and likely would not have cared, as Arlene did, that tonight neither Zeke Hathom nor Jamal Lacey came to the Lounge.

			

			

	

SHELDON HOLMES SAT AT A DESK facing two detectives from the Richmond Police Department. He’d been arrested before, when he was about the age his brother had died, and he remembered it being clear when you were being arrested. This didn’t feel like an arrest, but he wasn’t sure. The detectives had addressed him by name and asked him to step into their vehicle. And now here he sat, a cup of water in front of him, and nobody had said anything yet.

			“Where do you live?” one of them said finally.

			“Wherever.”

			“Free spirit.”

			“That what they call the homeless now?” Sheldon said.

			“People say you’re the Prophet of Notting Hills. What does that mean?”

			“I never said I was no prophet.”

			“We all got nicknames because of what we do. Give you an example. My partner here is Little Dick and I’m Moby Dick.”

			“Shut up, Dave. Goddamn.” 

			“So, why do they call you a prophet?” Dave said.

			“I don’t know,” Sheldon said. “It’s like, I be doing my thing. I don’t deal, I’m not affiliated, and I don’t ask nobody for help, you know? I’m standing back, not getting involved. Maybe they think I know more than I do because of that.”

			The detectives looked at each other.

			“What do you know about the death of a man named Donnie Thinh?” 

			“Nothing.”

			

			“Used to live in your neighborhood.”

			“So what?”

			“Did you know him?”

			“Knew who he was.”

			“Did you believe he or someone in his family killed your brother?”

			Sheldon’s face tightened. “I didn’t believe nothing.”

			“Isaiah was killed in the Thinh house in Notting Hills. How do you feel about the possibility that one of these Gooks coming in from wherever-the-hell killed your brother?”

			“Po-lice said it was a stray bullet. Drive-by or something.”

			“Yeah, but almost overnight, the Thinh family moved, disappeared. You didn’t have any ideas about that?”

			“Why you asking all this for? Isaiah died more than a year ago. Besides, don’t nobody know where the Thinhs are at.”

			“Mr. Holmes, Donnie Thinh’s body was found in a field the other day.”

			“Where at?”

			“Chesterfield.”

			“See, I live around Notting Hills. Got no car.”

			“But you’re a free spirit—you go where you want to. You were his brother. You might want to—”

			“Nah. See, I’m a man of peace. That’s why I’m the prophet. Land of violence. Man of peace. I try to rise above all I see and dream the better world.”

			“You were his brother. If that was my brother—”

			“Yeah, but it wasn’t. Won’t nothing bring him back, not a death or a birth.”

			They were standing, shoving in the pale chairs against the pale table. The clean room somehow made him feel dirty, as if he had exposed himself to some type of germ that would now take hold and compromise him. He stood and left for the streets where he belonged. They did not give him a ride.

			Of course, he did not tell the detectives that he had been working to track Donnie Thinh for months. He did not say that he had worried about the decision Isaiah had made to follow Buck Tomlin into the True Brothers, and that his brother’s involvement in the car theft Buck had taken the rap for had been a source of transcendent anguish over his broken promise to their mother to keep him out of trouble. Isaiah had always been a good kid at heart. Mischievous, but mischief didn’t hurt people. It was innocent bad, not evil bad. They had a much older brother who had a stable job working in security for a mall, but Sheldon chose to live on the street after their mother passed, and Isaiah followed. He would have given anything to have spared Isaiah that death amid the hands of strangers in the white ambulance. 

			Sheldon had covered a lot of asphalt, his skin and overcoat matching the night and the road. And eventually the darkness grew even deeper, the occasional car buzzing past him, and he was plain lucky he didn’t get hit. But he wasn’t thinking of himself. He uttered prayers of force with each breath. Prayer in, curse out—a form of meditation. He’d become a kind of guerilla detective, but there wasn’t much information. No one in the neighborhood talked about others or answered questions by unknowns, and he’d had to work through observation. As a homeless man, he had the virtue of being inconspicuous. But those people kept to themselves. Finally, he caught a break and heard about a trailer park in Chesterfield on the south side of the river where some Cambodians had relocated within the last couple of years. And then he’d heard about Alley, Donnie’s younger brother, bragging about his big brother killing someone and getting away with it. He had marched and run the miles, not knowing what he would do, if anything. He was a man of inspired vision, an artist, a brother of faith. And every step of the way, he felt a spirit or a ghost moved through him, guided his steps. He was not weary, and he was free to move as light as the night. And then behind the trees, he saw them like coffins, the mobile homes at the Paradise Trailer Park, where the grass had been neglected and rose waist-high. He’d heard they’d returned here to where they’d lived before moving into the city. Isaiah had told him once about being out here and saying it wasn’t America. Isaiah had told him about the owner of the park, Jimmy Caller, how he was dangerous, had done something to his friend, Buck.

			He sure as shit didn’t tell the detectives about showing up at Buck’s church on Christmas Eve and approaching him in the bathroom to tell him Isaiah was dead. He didn’t mention the look in Buck’s eyes—broken worlds. He didn’t say he knew what had happened to Donnie Thinh and that he had deserved every bit of it. He didn’t say anything about what he said to Buck, that Isaiah and Buck shared something deeper and quieter than blood. It was the fact that they’d been friends by choice all their lives despite the fact that Buck’s people would have owned Isaiah’s people at one time. That’s why the True Brothers could only mean so much. The Thinhs were foreigners, refugees. They didn’t understand the weight such a young country could have. Buck and Isaiah were sons of Virginia, brothers to a land that never forgot them. Something in all that bloody history was deeper, murkier, heavier. Sheldon did not say to the detectives what he had said once to Isaiah and Buck, that they had already previously been initiated as brothers with a responsibility older than the streets, beneath the developments, which would be built and torn down ad infinitum. Orphans both and so the ties of brotherhood were stronger. Choice could be stronger than blood, he’d said, and their fates would rise together like smoke, and they would be indistinguishable one from the other.

			He did not tell the detectives any of this. He lived by a code, the code of the streets: Never talk to a man with a badge.

			

			

	

FOR THE FIRST TIME since being released from the hospital, Will went out to the creek, this time with the “good book,” as his grandpa called it, beside him, a preacher’s hoarse shout ringing above or below the growl of the engine, promises of damnation and salvation—that choice, that fear, the destiny. Will sat in his truck and pulled out his phone, but no reception here. What he had was the angry word of God, which he turned up now, something bold like coffee or moonshine, an abuse that beat him down and somehow lifted him. He’d been reading for answers and his knees stung with all the prayers he’d forced into the house, which felt to him now more like a monastery than a home. He was trying. He’d been trying since he’d come back to Euphoria County. When he’d approached the drug dealer B and his crew in Richmond, he’d felt a lightness, a levity, and when he began to feel the rhythm of fists, it was not pain he felt, but something sublime, a warmth, almost a fellowship, that approached ecstasy. He couldn’t remember all of it, but that feeling had remained. Was that the kind of transfiguration he kept hearing about on the radio?

			Sometimes, in the house, Will would find himself looking into the bathroom mirror and he would feel, through the physical sensation of pain, a kind of transcendence at the thought that he was closer now to Sam than he ever could have been before, because now he had been permanently marked. In the mirror he could see that he was beginning to resemble him. He would have scars, the doctor said, recommending ways to care for them so that they would not worsen, speaking to him as if delivering bad news. But in the mirror Will thought he looked like a man who had done something with his life, and he admired the strange symmetry of a pain he hoped he shared with Sam. His cheek was swollen, ripe as a fruit, and he had stitches in his neck and on his forehead.

			He said prayers and his mind took him to his mother, whose voice he had not heard since his beatdown in Richmond. Then he prayed for Sam Hathom. He prayed for him, his knees stinging raw from all the praying in the house, but what began as an earnest address to God crossed like a frequency and he found himself in dialogue with Sam, believing he could hear or feel Sam respond, his words and the voice Will knew, but then he would wake to the fact that they were his own words and his own voice distorted into another’s and that Sam in these correspondences was really just that part of himself he might never forgive. 

			He remembered how vividly he had heard his mother’s voice. He wanted to believe his friendship with Sam could be mended. He found himself lost in spite of his efforts, and he withdrew a piece of paper that Tom, his dead friend, had written names on, the names of boys he had never known but could not forget—the names of those who had beat Sam once upon a time while Will watched, a statue—and his prayers became something else, he did not know what. 

			And then the sun reddened like a boil, woke him with a pain echoing through his body. He remembered—almost dreamed—that Tom’s house was on fire again. Buoyed in the spirit, he thought about going by and checking in on the Hathom house to see how they were doing, to see if they’d heard anything from Sam. He’d been meaning to do that. But he remembered the missed calls and decided to go back to Promised Land, visit his mother’s grave, and respond. On the way, he spotted Tom Janders’s houseless yard, where, surrounded by fields, still barren-looking in May, charred rubble remained even now, a kind of ground zero. He could still taste the rank smoke that he’d huffed like a drug, the rough tremble of his grief. He wondered what would happen to that plot of land, what had become of Tom’s truck, which had remained in the yard since Tom’s brutal murder the year before. Now, he noticed Tom’s truck was gone, and he wondered if he had only just noticed its absence or if it had just recently been taken. He supposed Tom’s mother, Miss Claudette, had finally brought herself to sell it. Now there was nothing of Tom’s on the property to signify the life that had ended there.

			

			

	

AS IF SHE’D KNOWN his mind and tracked it with the skilled, tender approach of a hunter, Mrs. Hathom was there ahead of him, sitting on his porch.

			“Mrs. Hathom,” he said.

			“Will, my God. Look what they did to you. What you did to yourself.”

			“It looks worse than it is.”

			“You using a cane.”

			“It’s temporary.”

			“I saw you parked out there last night,” she said. “But I didn’t want to bother you. Thought he’d be coming back.”

			“Sam?”

			“Zeke ain’t been home these two days. Usually Arnie be calling me up to go and get him out of there. I was waiting for the call, but it never came. So I thought he’d show up. He never did. Then I thought I’d wait to twenty-four hours, then I saw you out there. Would have called the sawmill, but they let him go. It’s burned down anyway.”

			“He got fired again?” 

			“After he been there more than twenty years.”

			“Mrs. Hathom, was the last night you saw him the night the mill burned?”

			“Yes. But don’t you be thinking he had anything to do with it.”

			“Has this been a problem in the past?”

			

			“When Tom was alive, he’d always get a ride with him. He wasn’t as hollow then. But it’s terrible now, Will. Zeke, he a different person. Someone I never knew could be there. When I pick him up, his eyes all red, like they ain’t even there. He talking to himself. Stay up all night. Won’t come to the bed. His face like a ghost, like he don’t see me or know me.”

			“I mean, him not coming home.”

			“No.”

			“Well, why didn’t you tell me? I was praying out there. You could’ve answered my prayers.”

			“Only God knows our prayers.”

			“Do you have any idea where he might be?”

			“I told you, I don’t know him. Don’t know where he goes. He won’t look me in the eye unless he angry. I’m worried, Will. There’s so much hurt in him. I don’t think he’d run out on me, but I’ve heard things. And the way he left me the other night . . .” 

			The pain that had been in Zeke’s face, and then the sight of him walking away, diminishing as he went down the road, not wanting a ride, not even turning back around to face her, brought her to tears. The pain he must have felt, and she was a part of that pain. So every time he looked at her, she hurt him. The looking hurt. Because she was his reflection and he did not want to see himself.

			Will said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“If that was the last time . . .”

			“Don’t,” he said. “You don’t need to do that.”

			She looked off, then back at him, knowing she was about to open something up that maybe should be kept shut.

			“Got an envelope a few weeks ago with fifty dollars in it. Wish I knew where to send it back to. But no word, no call. Damn it, Will. Both my men. My world turned over. What I’m gonna do?”

			

			“God knows I was trying to help. Why do you think I went to Richmond?”

			“I don’t pretend to know.”

			“Has Zeke been hanging around anybody new since Tom died?”

			“You’d have to ask Arnie. Some of them Snakefoot folk, I don’t even know them. Don’t want to know them. Don’t trust them. Going out there give me a bad feeling every time.”

			She stepped down off the porch and walked over to her car, got in and turned the key in the ignition, only to notice Will was standing there by the driver’s-side door. She rolled down her window.

			“Mrs. Hathom, what was the origin of that envelope?”

			“Went through Richmond, but didn’t have no return address. My boy’s a living ghost.”

			“Yes,” Will said. “He’s living.”

			He went inside and immediately knew Tania was there. A passing fragrance, human and floral. In his conversation with Floressa Hathom, he must have missed seeing her truck. Had she spent the night?

			“Tania,” he said. 

			“Where the hell did you go yesterday?”

			He’d been dreading this and was hoping they could just move ahead. Tania had never liked Bennico, not since she’d been hired privately to investigate Tom Janders’s murder with Will. Shit, he hadn’t even liked working with her, but Bennico was effective. He knew that there was a fear at the core of who Tania was. It made her beautiful and incomplete. He decided not to lie and told her.

			“Bennico Watts,” he said. “She had some information for me.”

			“About what? She don’t have nothing to do with nothing.”

			“About Buck Tomlin.”

			“You asked her for information?”

			

			“She has a way of doing things.”

			“You left me in the middle of talking to the Boon family, left me to deal with Troy, and now I’m learning you went off to see her? I’m done with this. I’ve only been good to you. Maybe she helped out with Zeke’s case, but that’s over now. We have different problems now.”

			“I know what’s going on. You’re afraid I’m going to keep you from working in the field, but I couldn’t give a shit about holding you back. I wanted to quit.” 

			“You got the luxury of saying that. I can’t expect you to understand.”

			“That’s bullshit, Tania. Goddamn. You know I’m not like that.”

			“I’m not talking about what you’re like. That’s another problem. I’m talking about who you are.”

			“I didn’t ask for this shit.”

			“You think I did?”

			“Maybe you should stop trying,” he said. “Fucking give up.”

			“Coming from the white boy who tried to kill himself.” 

			There, she’d said it. The first of either of them to utter the actual words, call the suspicion by name and drag it by the neck into the withering light. 

			“Will, I’m sorry,” she said into the tremendous quiet that had come between them.

			Will looked like a boy, innocent, terrible. Why did they have to be in the same pain so separately? Some had praised him for risking his life to confront Sam’s drug dealers. After all, when Tania herself was asked if there were any signs of willingness or tendency to harm himself, she’d had to say no. There had been no suicide attempts. No talk even of self-harm. No note. He had been obsessed with Sam’s absence, sure. But that was a source of worry, not self-harm. If anything, it gave him purpose—kept him going. She’d said once, not long before he’d left her, “Will, he’s a grown man. You are not responsible for him. You don’t own him.” She remembered the look he gave her. Blank, trancelike, an injured look similar to what he displayed now. As if her words had not been heard but had actually transported him somewhere else. But she remembered going by Promised Land, finding his pistol on the bed; she’d not known him to use any other. There had been no note. Yes, Will had been credited for his bravery, and his subsequent moroseness had been perceived as humility. But it was not humility; it was a kind of ego. Only she seemed to know that. And now she had punctured the heart of something, and there could be no unsaying the words, no forgetting that she had said them, that she knew this most privately guarded secret, that he had hoped to annihilate himself, that his courage came from a temptation to be destroyed.

			“Why don’t you love me?” she said.

			“There are things you have to know. Things you can’t know.”

			She walked up to him slowly, innocently, and for some reason, her smell—that bitter warmth, like vanilla, fresh like wild mint, calm like honeysuckle—pacified him. Her close skin fragrant like pine sap on a distant breeze, like the blood of the trees. She looked up into the woods of his face, and he could not sustain eye contact. She reached up and placed her hands at the back of his neck. Her touch seemed to open a door, as when, exhausted from work in the garden, he’d sit in the doorway and look out, notice the slight sway of warm wind against grass or leaves, the birds crisp and soaring far away and beautiful for their distance. And here she was, and it was touch, the wound he needed to heal him. He kissed her, prayers behind his lips. He kissed her, and like a sweet, soft lie, he believed. They both believed. 

			Later, when she set about to fix dinner, she said, “I bought some beans for chili yesterday. Have you seen them?”

			“No,” he said from another room, as if bothered vaguely from dreaming, the real work nobody understands.

			

			

	

BUCK RETURNED TO THE HOSPITAL and sat by Rainbo’s bedside for some time, hoping for answers. If the man could only talk, maybe he could explain. If Buck could have just five minutes with him. But his grandfather’s face was immobile, thick as clay, bloated from the IVs. The bandages were bulky and broad against his head and face and across his shoulder, and he appeared like a body left in the water too long. 

			As he did in the woods, Buck believed that the old man was watching, observing, biding time. That when he’d had enough of this, he would rise and remove his bandages and walk away, scarred—accepting no ride—through the brush and thickets and back to the rotten, leafless swamp that held everything, even pain, where he would breathe evenly, quietly, as if pacing something out that only he could see, even after all the others, including Buck himself, were dead, and Buck would still hear his breathing, would rest in peace knowing that he was watching, that he could not die. At least the breath would be there, in and out, like a bellows stoking some ragged coal heart to a cherry red.

			He remembered the old man showing up in court in a suit the color of the underside of a wet log. Stooping a little, his grandfather stood and spoke quietly—not softly, though—with what felt like a terse warning behind his words. The judge’s tired voice was asking the questions, but Buck didn’t hear the questions, only the old man’s voice—the old man standing there, answering so that only the judge could hear. The judge, a man given to whims of nostalgia and a longing for better times and simple solutions, baffled his audience with a soliloquy about his own childhood near a farm.

			Then Mr. Lacey coming to get him in Richmond, and Buck’s first runaway attempt at the gas station. Mr. Lacey might have been in his sixties (it was difficult to tell), but he was quick and strong, and Buck realized very quickly, as he was looking out the window at a green soggy landscape with green signs on either side of the road naming swamps, old garages occasionally breaking the monotony of the drive, that the man was someone you didn’t want to fuck with. 

			Buck had never been to Old Trespass, though his mother would tell him and his sisters about it from time to time. He remembered the way she would describe it, fantastic and white and distant, and as they drove up it looked to him like an empty skull picked at by birds. Mr. Lacey drove him to the bottom that day, where Rainbo and Taylor were bucking firewood and loading up the Dodge. Rainbo had told Buck that they could go eat after they finished. 

			Buck said, “I didn’t come here to work.”

			Rainbo was still holding the chainsaw with his right hand and it barely dipped or moved when Buck was on the ground before he even knew he’d been hit. 

			“Come on, Rainbo,” Mr. Lacey was saying. “That’s enough. He got more than two years with us.”

			Mr. Lacey and Rainbo were chest to chest.

			“Now hold on,” Mr. Lacey was saying. “I ain’t trying to get in your way. But some people can’t take it all at once. Some people ain’t tough like that.”

			“I can take it,” Buck said.

			“You shut up, boy,” Mr. Lacey said, turning on him. “When someone trying to help you out, you better let ‘em.”

			

			Then back to Rainbo, Mr. Lacey said, “You leave Buck to me tonight.” It wasn’t a request, it was something more akin to an order, and Rainbo’s silence in response said enough. He was the only person Buck had ever known to stand up to Rainbo and, if not back him down, give him pause.

			That night, Mr. Lacey sent Buck up to the tree stand with a bowl of rice, a jar of water, and a worn-out Army blanket. 

			“Don’t take it personal,” Mr. Lacey had said. “Your mama and your uncles all been sent up here before. This what happens when you step out of line. And don’t you forget the feeling.” 

			Buck sat there for what seemed forever in the cold bleak stand, cursing Rainbo Boon. Shivering, still, the light frigid wind cutting at his face, he decided anything was better than this and climbed down, at first not caring where he was going, and then not knowing. The simple fact that he could not have found his way back to the house prodded him onward. He followed the road for a long time, watched his white city sneakers tarnish with mud and clay, glowing against the dark road. But when he looked up and saw above him the dark cage of trees, he realized even the road seemed lost. Soon, he began to dream water. He was immersed in darkness until the sky began to rise and glow again, and then the road ended. He paused to look back the way he had come, but he couldn’t go back. He knew what was behind him, and he had not seen any water.

			As the darkness seemed to leak like a fume, he saw a tattered scape of what appeared to be saturated land. Water. He galloped, ridiculously, almost toppling over, to the soggy bank. The water was slow, almost stagnant, quiet and dull, and he could see rainbows of oil. There was nothing else to drink. Crouching, he moved his hand through the substance to separate the oil and drank. He drank for a long time with no thought of anything else.

			

			After some time, he sat up to make a plan for food. He’d had only rice and water since breakfast twenty-four hours ago, and he hadn’t eaten much of that. He dreamed about the soda and burger Mr. Lacey had urged him to eat in the truck on his way to the plantation, which he’d refused. He stood up too quickly, got dizzy, and his vision went white. Then, when his eyes cleared, he noticed boot prints in the mud across from him. They had come to the water and stopped, facing him, as if someone had anticipated his arrival at this exact spot.

			He turned and saw a rise in the land, glowing pale. He was climbing between heavy trees to a naked manmade ridge. When he came to a steep incline, he found himself on gleaming tracks, a levee straight across the ridge, made to carry through-trains, and discovered in the pallid newness of daybreak wide creeks and wetland as far as he could see. He had not left the swamp; he had gone into it.

			He decided to go along the tracks. If a train came along slowly enough, he could hop it. He continued for miles along the sharp-looking tracks, cursing, until he saw through the gaps in the tracks a wide river or creek, very slow-moving, far beneath. 

			Then he heard something, the tremble of a distant train, and watched a line of train cars approach. He readied himself, waiting for the train to pass so he could grab some part of it. This was his way out. As it neared, he saw that it was going faster than he’d thought, and as he stumbled to match its speed, the wind it generated, or a rock, caused him to fall, and he came away with palms bleeding, the train passing in terrific crescendo. As the train diminished, he took his bearings. There before him, on the other side of the track, Rainbo leaned against the hood of his truck, the mischievous grin behind the veneer of boredom. 

			Rainbo said Buck could run if he wanted to, that he’d catch him no matter. The man’s confidence gave Buck pause. He knew there was no point in trying, and so he didn’t try. 

			

			In the truck, they rode past gas stations where Buck wanted to stop to get something—anything—to eat, though he still had pride enough not to ask. 

			Rainbo shook his head, grinning over at Buck, and said that the water down there wasn’t too good and that he had drunk it for years himself. He did not appear to be angry, not even annoyed. Yet there was a wink in his eyes, as if he found something humorous.

			They arrived at Old Trespass and Buck could see there were people there. He could have done without the audience. Mr. Lacey approached as Rainbo pulled the pickup into the yard and parked. A truck he didn’t recognize was also there. He would learn it was his uncle Beau’s. 

			As if shy, Rainbo did not look at Buck when he said that he knew what it was like to be always running away from something or somebody. And when Buck asked how he’d been able to find him, Rainbo said the boy was just like an animal without the sense: He needed water and had followed the easiest path to it. Then, when Buck asked if he was going to report him running away, Rainbo said not to get his hopes up, that he wasn’t going to get a ticket out of here that easy.

			Rainbo had said that it was their chance to do something right, to make something good—Buck couldn’t remember exactly. But he also said that when Buck deserved to go, whether he was eighteen or not, they’d both know it, and Rainbo wouldn’t be able to stand in the way.

			They got out of the truck and Buck was treated with some pity by the others. Beau even said, “Pretty good run, man. It took the old man how long to catch you?”

			This time Rainbo took Buck’s shoes from him and watched as he climbed up the ladder of the stand in socks. Late that night he had to crawl down because he became sick from drinking the Snakefoot water. 

			He found his way to a house next door, shivering with fever, dehydrated. The Laceys let him in the house. That was when he met Jamal and Mrs. Lacey for the first time. She put him in a bath, and when he was done, he curled up on the sofa and shivered.

			Mr. Lacey said, “Buck, I hope you see now this is all, all of it, your doing.”

			“I didn’t ask to come here.”

			“Yes, you did. You didn’t know it was what was coming, but you were asking pretty hard. Only way you’re going to learn anything is if you accept what you’re responsible for. Some people see the light, others need to feel the heat. Get smart, or it’s going to be a long two-three years.”

			He sipped his broth in front of the woodstove in the Laceys’ kitchen. 

			Mr. Lacey seemed to grin with the memory of something, those eyes pressing together, his cheeks rising. 

			“He came here a couple of times when we was growing up. I’d met him, seen him trying to fish. He didn’t know nothing, but somehow was getting along. But he was down and out. No question about that. First time he come over, my mama had to watch after him a little. Give him a towel and told him go take a bath. That’s how he come to that nickname.”

			“How?”

			“Daddy said, ‘What that boy need a bath for? He wet all the time.’”

			“‘Water ain’t all the same,’ Mama said.”

			“‘Rainboy,’ Daddy said. ‘That’s it right there. That’s who he is.’”

			Buck said, “Besides coming up with nicknames, what do y’all do for fun around here?”

			“Oh, we have lots of fun,” Mr. Lacey said, a warm grin shocking his face. “You’ll see.”

			

			

	

WHEN BUCK WAS ABOUT TO LEAVE the hospital, a nurse who came in to check on Rainbo said that Buck could hold his hand if he wanted to, and he did. When he started talking, he felt the thick calloused hand close on his with a tender force and jerked his hand away. The nurse said, “It’s your voice. It scares a lot of people. He’s reacting to your voice.”

			“Can he understand me?”

			“Only he can answer that if—I’ll say when—he wakes up. I say, assume he does understand. Hope for the best. God will take care of the rest.”

			She left, and as he looked down at the old man he thought he heard her come back in, but the voice came from a man with an accent of some distant place. 

			“How is he?” 

			It was one of the men from the other day, friendly, as if they knew each other just because they’d been at the coffee station together. Rainbo’s hand tightened around his and didn’t let go.

			“Breathing,” Buck said.

			“I’ve been waiting to talk to him. But maybe you could help me out. It’s been a while since I’ve seen old Lucas. I knew him before he came out here.”

			Buck tried to withdraw his hand.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Out to Virginia. Didn’t know where he’d gone to until a few days ago.”

			

			“Hey, man—”

			“But I’m thinking that’s old Lucas Rodgers. Even with the beard and all the years gone and him all bandaged up, I’d know him anywhere.”

			Buck had to reach over with his other hand to free himself from the old man’s grip.

			Buck said, “You got a relative or something who’s sick in here?”

			“No.”

			“Well, you’re thinking of somebody else,” Buck said.

			“He did have a different name back then. Lucas Rodgers.”

			Buck got up and walked to the door.

			“I know your situation, kid.”

			“Back off. Hey, miss,” he said to a nurse who was passing. “What’s this guy doing hanging around here?”

			“Sir, please step away,” the nurse said. “This room is for family only.” 

			The man left, his hands up, backing away. “I’m not trying to cause any trouble. Just wanted to know how he was doing. I’ll see you around.”

			“Don’t count on it.”

			Buck watched the man walk away without hurry down the hall, where he met someone else at the coffee station and poured coffee into a Styrofoam cup. Fucking cops.

			

			

	

MILLS STARED OUT through the horizontal bars of the blinds in the office, longing simply to live his life in the most basic peace that would permit him the authority to look out upon the world with certainty and truth and love it all the same. But that was a dark road, hoping like that. He’d had Sheriff Edgars and his team help him canvass the sawmill that had been charred blacker than Satan’s ears. He’d given a useless press release that admitted they knew nothing about how it had started and yet they were looking into it as if they would find out. He’d seen groundhogs dead, snakebit, halfway back in their hole, stiff, back legs sticking out. Somehow, when he thought of his own life, he could only see himself like that, halfway out of a hole, deader than hell, naked for the world to see.

			His wound smarted something fierce in this damp spring air, made by a dirty bullet from a Black man’s gun, shot by the likes of a white slut’s finger. She was dead by his hand, and he could not forgive her for doing this to him. He’d been her protector, her killer. Amazingly easy it was to hate the dead. To love the dead too. He wondered why that damn Will Seems had saved him, even though he must have known he’d have the sheriff’s office, and all that, no questions. As fickle as Seems could be, he’d shown his backbone that day, and Mills couldn’t forget it.

			Mills found himself doing things now that he could not have explained and didn’t quite understand. He would retreat into his office, where sometimes he would be struck with such emotion he wept into his hands so intensely that, in his confusion, he felt like a child again, like a child entering adolescence. The pain was unbearable, and then it could be gone so quickly he was almost himself again.

			He had taken up smoking again, started driving out of town to buy his “niggerettes,” Newports or Kools, because he didn’t want people to recognize him. He himself was puzzled by the secretive behavior, and intensely bitter that she had reduced him to this. Shot by a damn piece of Snakefoot trash, he thought, with a moribund pity for the young woman who’d been like a daughter in his heart, which her second shot had almost hit. He was a man dying, he was convinced, always with a last cigarette nearby. A man with strange, dark hopes that eluded brighter dreams.

			He found a numb pleasure, almost a relief, in his own demise, in knowing he’d been so affected. Didn’t that mean he’d cared and so he had lived at least part of a good life? He grieved, relished the misery, which in itself was like an addiction that justified and condemned him.

			In his imagination, he dreamed Will walking in on him, asking him, “You smoking, Sheriff?”

			He kept saying, in these visions, “That Snakefoot bitch—she made me,” as if he had to make Will Seems understand why he’d done what he’d done. Make the case for his innocence while not believing it himself. But that she had this power! That she was dead, and stronger than ever. And here he was, talking it out with himself.

			“Newports?” Seems would ask.

			Mills would roar, “She shot me clean through.”

			Then, one morning, Will and Tania came into the office for real. Something about the sheriff’s face made Will hold off on commenting. Mills took a cigarette out of a pack and seemed to regard it thoughtfully, unlit, pale as bone between his harsh, ruddy fingers.

			He took a gaudy skull lighter—no doubt in its previous life used to light a crack pipe—the office punctuated with the loot of arrests.

			“Newports?” Seems said, actually mystified. The dream come true. 

			

			Buddy Monroe, demoted and working dispatch while Tania was in the field, said, “Sheriff,” and pointed to a NO SMOKING sign.

			“Shut up, Buddy,” Mills said. Then, to Will and Tania, “The phone number that called the hospital is registered in Beau Boon’s name.”

			Will said, “Has it been used since?”

			“No. But rest assured, we’ll be tracking it. Right, Buddy?”

			“Yessir, Sheriff,” Buddy said in ridiculously military fashion.

			Mills then aimed his fingers at Will, a cigarette between them like a peep sight. “Word is that you had a damn kid out to the scene of Rainbo Boon’s accident.”

			Buddy Monroe would not meet Will’s eye. 

			“He’s Rainbo Boon’s grandson,” Will said. “Apparently quite the tracker. I thought it would give us the opportunity to test him out.”

			“And has he helped illuminate anything for you?”

			“I know it’s unorthodox, but—”

			“Unorthodox! It’s insane.”

			“I suggested it,” Tania lied. 

			Mills said, “I don’t believe that for a minute. And you were such a good little girl behind that desk, answering calls. I thought you were going to get Seems back on track, not get derailed by him.”

			“Sir,” Will said. “Tania’s doing her—”

			“So, it’s you two against me. That’s how you feel about it?”

			There was a thickness in their midst, and Mills squinted as if he might see what it was, thinking, somewhere beneath all of this, Everything of true power in the world is invisible.

			“Come on, Sheriff,” Will said.

			“I’m not prying, but I got a right to know what we’re getting into here, where the dangers are. You two better get your stories straight. That’s rule number one for partners. Trouble comes from misunderstandings, miscommunications. Rule number two: By the time you get in here, you can’t protect each other. We’re on the same team. You cover each other against the rest of the world, not against me. Compromising a crime scene is unacceptable. Don’t let yourselves get in the way of your work, and don’t let me down.” He clenched his fist and raised his eyes, as if praying. “We need you right now.”

			It was a moment bizarre in its tenderness and gave the impression of paternalism, but only in the way a drunkard speaks sincerely and with sentimentality while he is drinking. Mills, gripped bizarrely as if by some apoplexy, began to weep and turned his head to look outside, his cigaretted hand guarding against sight or judgment, his body shaking with the seizure of his emotions. He cleared his voice, brought his fist down decisively, and growled.

			“You two have an opportunity here,” Mills said, his face still turned away from them. “Tania, I can set you back down right where Buddy is. Fire his ass, and we’d all be better for it. You wanted this, and if you want to stay in the field, you are going to need to keep Will on the straight and narrow.” He turned to face them now. “Hear that, Seems? I probably should be asking what the hell else y’all have been doing, but I don’t know if I got the stomach for that, not after that girl shot me through the gut at three foot. So I’m just saying now, once and for all, neither one of you is above getting the boot. Play it by the book from now on.”

			They pushed open the heavy courthouse door and the bright outside seemed to burn them like candlewicks before it shut again, and Buddy and Mills were left in the temperate dimness of the office, which felt as much like home to Mills now as his own home, especially since his daddy had worked here as well. He considered his obligations to his cousin, who sat there, a burden to him no matter how you looked at it. Blood be damned. Blood was heavier than about anything, he thought.

			“When can I have my badge back?” Buddy said.

			

			“You swung at a minor. Maybe he is a goddamn delinquent, but you know better than that.”

			“But I didn’t connect.”

			Mills, still looking away, began shaking again, violently, and Buddy appeared to be terrified, until the sheriff, seeming stunned himself, turned and slammed his hand against his desk again and exploded with a howl that evolved miraculously into tear-slinging laughter. Buddy cautiously joined in.

			After Mills had calmed and wiped his face with the bandanna he used for a handkerchief, he stared Buddy in the face with his reddened eyes and said, “Have you no goddamn shame?”

			

			

	

FROM THE HOSPITAL PARKING LOT, Buck called Beau.

			“Hey,” Buck said. “Some guys have been hanging around Rainbo’s room. Asking me questions about him. Doesn’t feel right.”

			“You there now?” Beau sounded distracted, breathing heavily, as if he’d run a long way to find something he had long been afraid of.

			“Leaving. You coming?”

			“I can’t . . . I’m out here checking on another site. Call Deputy Seems, make him earn his paycheck.”

			“Did it happen again?”

			“Got a call from Bobby Lynn about it. That’s the mill and this house on the same night that got hit.”

			“The house was burned too?”

			“Naw. It was like the others, cut down.”

			“Damn,” Buck said.

			He could hear an almost weeping breathing through the phone. 

			“And now I’m out the money. I’m the contractor. And now I got Sunrise breathing down my neck, and if it goes to court . . .” Beau paused. “Where were you? What were you doing coming home so late, needing clothes?”

			“I told you, it was a fight.”

			“You’re full of shit. I don’t care about that, if you at least can tell me straight where you were.”

			“I wouldn’t do that to you.”

			

			“Where were you?”

			“Out of the fucking county, okay?”

			Beau seemed to catch his breath.

			“Good,” he said eventually. “Because whoever’s doing this is fucking dead.” Then, in an abrupt shift, as if remembering something important, Beau said, “You better get on home. Your mama’s been looking for you.”

			“Why?”

			“Go home. I’ll see you later.”

			

			

	

LEWIS AYRES, a former detective and current forensics technician in the Richmond Police Department, took a smoking break, though he did not smoke. He dialed his old partner, Bennico Watts.

			“Don’t tell me I woke you up,” he said.

			“Did they transfer you to the sleep police?” she said. “This better be worth it.”

			“Some guys came across a couple bodies out in the sticks that I think you’ll be interested in.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Something you said recently. Can you come down during my lunch break? I’ll be off at eleven. I’ll be the only one here for a while.”

			She watched the front door of the lab for a half hour before her meeting with Lewis. She’d always thought it was grimly charming, the location of the lab, which was on the bottom floor of a long building that stretched out straight under the columns supporting the strange convergence of highways in the heart of old Richmond. The door was shaded by an overpass and the wily indeterminate growth of robust flora, stark and persistent and lush but too crass to be beautiful. There were cameras, she knew, at the front of the building, but she would go around at the loading dock. It might not matter, her being seen. What did she care, anyway? But it might matter to Lewis, who had helped her more than he probably should have. Yes, they’d been partners, and yes, he’d kept his job and watched when she was fired. Even though it had been her own personal mission to conduct the illegal search, he knew enough to have been implicated too. She was glad that he had not spoken up and taken heat for it, but she could not help but feel that their relationship had become strained.

			She pulled around to the blind spot at the back and parked, walked up to the loading dock and climbed over the railing. Lewis came out, a little beside himself, a little flustered.

			“You came,” he said.

			“You called me.”

			As they walked back, Lewis said, “You were telling me about some case you’re working. Will Seems, some kid with a gang history, right? Cambodians? What was the name of the gang?”

			“True Brothers.”

			“I always marvel at the idealistic names. You’d think they’re clubs or youth groups or something, and then you realize what you’re dealing with.”

			“What are we dealing with?”

			He wheeled out a body while he was talking, expertly numb to it all. Now, he flung the white sheet, revealing an Asian male, very dark-skinned, well-built, with deep slash marks across his upper body, a cut throat, and a dark puckered bullet hole just below his left ear. Bruises marked much of his body, though it was difficult to tell because of the darkness of his skin. The extent of the wounds suggested he was of an age to have garnered intense hatred, but he didn’t look older than twenty. He had some facial hair, a mustache and beard that might have been intended to grow together in a goatee but could not. Bennico supposed that he appeared wiser in death, that if he were clean-shaven, he would appear decidedly younger than he did now. Lewis pointed to Donnie Thinh’s left shoulder to make sure she saw the home tattoo with the letters TB in calligraphy marking the flesh.

			

			Bennico said, “So two weapons were used, and there was obviously a struggle.”

			Lewis went across the room, and came out with another corpse, removing the sheet and revealing a very pale elderly man, overweight but not grotesquely for his age. He was likely in his mid-sixties and had similar injuries—slash marks and cut throat—although he had not been shot. There are two types of stiffs, Bennico knew: the kind that looked distinctly dead and the kind that gave off that bizarre sense that it was only in a deep sleep. This man looked like the latter, and Bennico judged that he probably didn’t look much different now than when he had been living. He was the color of moonlight against bone—almost a green-blue, underwater glow to him. Signs of prolonged abuse, misery all about him, and she would have bet money he had been married once long ago and had lost his wife. He was laden with a drooping heavy-looking blue fat, and the pouches under his eyes made him look bizarrely ageless as well—or, rather, as if he had gotten to a certain age, say sixty-four, and had been that age for some time now. His demeanor made her feel he might actually get up and sit on the edge of his platform with something he’d very much wanted to say for some time. He seemed like the type of corpse that had been the type of man to barrel his way toward what he wanted, and that if death did not have a strong enough will, he might just overturn it to get in another word. The younger man seemed eternally angry but at peace with death, as if he had long expected it, whereas this older man seemed like he might just make trouble. 

			“I don’t get it,” Bennico said.

			“Tell me what you see.”

			“I don’t have time for games.”

			“These bodies were found about twenty yards apart across the river, in the Paradise Trailer Park, which Mr. Caller here owned. We also found this,” he said, bringing out an evidence bag containing a revolver. “The gun was on the deck of James Caller’s mobile home where he was found, on his deck. It was registered in his name.”

			“Was Caller shot?”

			“No.”

			“Were bullets recovered? Did they match the gun?”

			“Yes and yes. One bullet was recovered and it matched the revolver.”

			“It’s not a murder-suicide,” she said. “Was a blade found?”

			“No.”

			“Prints?”

			“The only prints on the gun belong to Mr. Caller.”

			“It doesn’t make sense. They were both stabbed by the same knife. Mr. Caller didn’t shoot the other from his porch. Looks by the singed wound as if it was done up close.”

			She bent to look more closely at the bodies. Then she went over to the older man.

			“That’s strange,” she said. “They weren’t stabbed. They were slashed.”

			“Good eye,” Lewis said. “And I think the knife that was used was intended for something else entirely.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean the person who did this is not a pro. And I wouldn’t be surprised if this was a first killing. He overdid it, and he cared too much about it. I think he was after Mr. Thinh, but something happened. Maybe Mr. Caller saw it and pulled his gun, and something went wrong. Something stopped him from shooting.”

			“What would do that?”

			“Maybe they knew each other.”

			“But then the killer took out Mr. Caller, who has no mark of a gang on him.”

			

			“Right,” Lewis said. “Maybe the killer had to kill him because he was a witness.”

			“No,” Bennico said. “That’s not right. Caller’s all cut up—worse than Thinh. Both killings were personal, even if only one of them was planned.”

			“So you think it was planned too?”

			“Yes. By an amateur who was skilled with a knife.”

			“About that knife,” Lewis said. “It was extremely sharp, sturdy, curved.”

			“A knife for skinning, maybe?”

			“Maybe so.”

			“So, what about that gunshot wound?”

			“As you already saw, the gunshot wound beneath Mr. Thinh’s ear is partially cauterized. The killer shot him up close. And here’s the strangest part of it all. I believe he was shot after he was already dead.”

			Bennico looked again at the wound.

			“How could you know that?”

			“The detectives said there was no sign of movement. He’d bled heavily from the gashes all around his body. He had not been dead long, but his heart had stopped. I think the killer knew this and shot anyway.”

			“Why would he do something that could call attention to the scene? And, if this was as personal as it looks, why would the killer shoot him in the neck and only once and only after he was already dead? I mean, wouldn’t he want to empty the gun? Shots had already been fired, noise had already been made. Why not shoot every round in the cylinder?”

			“Good questions. I admit I don’t have the answers. But I thought you’d want to see this, all of this, because it might relate to that investigation you were telling me about.”

			

			

	

BUCK DROVE BACK TO TOWN on his way home and pulled around the square. The bronze figure of the Confederate veteran stood like a target among the magnolia trees in front of the courthouse. Beyond the courthouse, Arlene waited for him by Antoinette’s. Everybody came here for lunch—construction workers, firemen, lawyers, the sheriff—but outside the lunch hour, the restaurant was mostly empty, and the din of the dishes being washed in the back made it so that you could talk privately. Jamal sometimes worked in the kitchen.

			Arlene had begun her freshman year that fall—late summer, really—and despite the promises, the memories they’d shared, and that urgency to sculpt love into a statue that could not be budged, she’d gotten busy. It was his own fault that he was still in high school when she was off at college.

			He had dreaded the change that had occurred, knowing its inevitability. With his hard-earned cash he’d call from the pay phone outside the pharmacy and they’d talk, but it got expensive, and she sounded distant, distracted, busy, hollow, and his words seemed to dissolve before they even got through. He didn’t know what to say anymore.

			They sat and got a couple of teas, his sweet and hers unsweetened, which was worthy of comment, which he made to lighten the mood. What really killed him was how good she looked. She wasn’t dressed up or anything, it was just her. He couldn’t believe he’d ever been with her at all, but that was so far away it was like a dream.

			“How is he?” she said, like they’d never been hasty to fuck in the johnboat, or with her back against the dark, soft mud.

			

			“Not good. Doctor says he might not make it.” 

			Her hand was on his. He didn’t move. He wanted to move, but he didn’t move. He wanted to show her he’d moved on, but here he was, sitting across from her, which was the very thing he’d told himself he’d never do again. He remembered in pain the vow he’d made that he would get over her. She’d said to him, “Are we allowing ourselves to date other people?” She’d even told him the name of the guy. He tried not to think about it. Donnie would have told him he was whipped, but Donnie was dead. Donnie would have said Buck was a bitch, and it should have been the other way around. 

			“Buck,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell anybody about what we saw the other night?”

			“I don’t want people all over Camp 3. That would kill him.”

			“You didn’t do it, did you?”

			“Why does everybody think I did something?”

			“Then why did you stand me up the other night? Why all the secrets? You went to a lot of trouble to invite me and then you weren’t there.”

			“You told me you weren’t going to be there, so I decided not to go.”

			She gave him a look.

			“You’re not a great liar,” she said. “You don’t think this has anything to do with what we saw out there that time, do you? With Rainbo and that woman and the girl?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I can’t get it out of my head. Hey, did you hear about the lumber mill burning down?”

			“Yeah. Happened the same night Rainbo went missing, the same night someone cut down one of Beau’s new houses.”

			“What?” 

			“I’ve been working for Beau on weekends. He’s been commissioned to build houses on the far bank of the swamp, where that tech company purchased a bunch of land. The logging company comes in and then we follow. We dig and pour foundations and frame these houses. Someone’s been coming along and sawing the framing and knocking down the studs so all that lumber has to be replaced, and all the labor. It’s costing Beau and Sunrise Corporation, the company that contracted him to build. It’s costing everyone except his crew, because he pays them.”

			“Do you think environmentalists could be doing this?”

			“Destroying buildings doesn’t seem like environmentalism. After all, we’re building with trees.”

			“Dead trees,” she said, checking her watch. “I have to go.”

			“Wait,” he said. “I need to ask a favor. Some guys are at the hospital. Cops, I think. One of them said he knew Rainbo years ago. He said he knew him somewhere else as Lucas Rodgers.”

			“What’d you say?”

			“I told him to fuck off.”

			“That doesn’t give me much to work with, but I’ll see what I can find out.”

			He stood and met her as she approached him for a hug, and instinctively kissed her instinctively turned cheek. She looked up at him. Yes, they had been together. He saw it now in the memory of her eyes, like ponds in which the sun lay buoyed, but she did not return the kiss. He knew he did not deserve her. If their bodies could not be remembered, he thought, anything might be possible. He could hear Uncle Jimmy in his trailer saying, “What would you do with that, boy?” “I’d fuck the hell out of that, sir.” “Damn right, kid. Good answer.”

			Buck watched her drive off, then rang the bell at the counter until Antoinette’s daughter, who now ran the place, came out, tired of an afternoon.

			Buck said, “Is Jamal back there?”

			“Called in sick. Something’s going around.”

			

			

	

THE THINH FAMILY had come to live in Notting Hills from the Paradise Trailer Park owned by James Caller—Uncle Jimmy—on the outskirts of the city, where they had long dreamed of living beside Americans. The park was surrounded by fields of disuse, virginal overgrowth, and it felt like the country. There they had been living frugally alongside other refugees, doing work for Mr. Caller to help pay the rent, which they’d considered a good deal. Notting Hills was a poor Black neighborhood of sagging homes, apartment buildings, and crime. Most homes had bars across their doors and some across their windows. The Thinhs maintained the belief that this was progress, and that the better would continue to come. They had a house now, not a trailer, and Mr. Thinh could work more conveniently as a painter in the city. In Notting Hills, each little house in the neighborhood had a little yard, like a sharecropper’s, and the apartments stood oddly like plantation houses amid flat fields. In this way, even the city of Richmond could feel like something older, a version of the Virginia countryside of long ago.

			The True Brothers gang began in the Thinh family home. They were born of Cambodian refugees, by way of Thailand, who had fled the Khmer Rouge and though they’d made it to white-columned Richmond, they never forgot what men could do and had done and cashed their checks and hid their cash in their mattresses, never trusting financial institutions or institutions of any kind. There was a secrecy and mysticism about the house, where dark cheap blankets covered the windows, separating, it seemed, the world of the outside from the dark inner world. And if you went into their home, you knew quickly this was not America but something America made possible. It was a dream, the kind of dream only America could spawn. Khmer was the language of this small country. Mr. Thinh drove off in his faded Chrysler van and worked during the day in his American paint-stained, work-bleached clothes, but when he got home at the end of the day, he removed his shirt and went barefoot through the house in a sarong, his chest and shoulders bearing intricate tattoos. 

			Buck Tomlin had been somewhat adopted—or allowed without objection—into the Thinh family, even before he had officially been initiated into the True Brothers. In a way, he felt that this foreign country within was somehow more American than the world of his parents, which placed much importance on pedigree and blood and offered little freedom to reinvent oneself. He would not know until much later, when he was court-ordered to live with his grandfather, that his mother actually had dreamed and followed that dream of becoming a Richmonder, assimilating into the upperworld of the Holy City, with its First Families of Virginia and closed-society ways. She had tried to reinvent herself. Buck had been taught to celebrate his ancestors in a way that meant the past would direct his life and the options he held. But the Cambodians celebrated ancestors in a way that seemed to offer possibilities for the future of one’s life rather than limit it. Their pasts were lives they wanted nothing to do with. They never forgot, and that pushed them to change.

			Buck would often go with them to fish for their food. They would haul carp or catfish out of the green water of the private college his mother had attended, its surface like a tinted window, out of which the white-fleshed bottom feeders fought and splashed, wrenched from the opaque depths. This was no catch and release. They were keepers, one and all. The water that promised life and death over time had tainted the Igloo cooler, the lid broken at the hinges by hardening in the sun, swollen, dirty-looking even after they had cleaned it with bleach or baking soda. They used cheap rods from Walmart, where they bought their clothes and did all their shopping except for the Asian market, and caught them with anything from worms and crickets and grasshoppers to corn, meat, bread. They fished from the gazebo that overlooked the dark deep water, since the banks by the parking lot were crowded with ducks spoiled on cheap white American bread from sandwiches and loaves lovers bought to rip apart and feed them with. The gazebo at the heart of the lake offered deep holes where the bottom-feeders rested. Students paid no attention. The Cambodians, and Buck by association, were invisible to those who roamed in that world of books and sunlight and pleasantly dark air-conditioned rooms.

			

			

	

WILL AND TANIA made their way along the muddy roads at the far end of the Snakefoot, down a logging road, until they came to a field of felled hardwood and a surrounding wall of pine. A framed house slouched, its timbers cut. Beau was there, wet to the knees, smoking a cigarette in the rain, his hair, long and dark, snaking against his head. His brooding eyes watched them as they got out of the sheriff’s truck in their brown rain slickers. Will found it painful to walk, especially in this weather. He felt an echo ringing through his bones. He winced as he approached Beau. 

			“This is the fourth time this has happened,” Beau said. “The hell of it is I checked this property the night it was done.”

			“You didn’t call till today?”

			“I’d already checked it. Then everything with the search and all, I didn’t come back until this morning.”

			“Why didn’t you call us when it started happening?”

			“I’m a Boon. We don’t call you people if we can help it.” 

			“What do you know about the sawmill burning down?”

			“Nothing.”

			They climbed the slight incline to the structure, which in the gray light became more than silhouette. They moved as if in slow motion, the clay weighing them down. Studs had been cut around three walls of the structure, and some of them appeared to have been knocked out by a sledgehammer. Wood shavings and soaked sawdust matted the floors and the ground. 

			“Odd,” Will said. “Both events happening so close together. You think they could be related? That it might have anything to do with your dad’s injuries?”

			“How the fuck would I know?”

			“You on the wrong side of somebody?”

			“Not that I know of.”

			“Who owns this plot?”

			“Sunrise Corporation bought it from the Sanderson estate. Wanted to rent these homes out to folks working for them.”

			“You think any of the Sandersons might take issue with it?”

			“I don’t think so. They sold the land and moved away.”

			“How did your dad feel about all this?”

			“I can tell you he didn’t want any development. We disagreed about that. But there’s no future for the swamp otherwise.”

			“Do you think he—”

			“No. He even told me he wouldn’t get in the way.”

			“Did you read this week’s Telegraph?”

			“Yeah, I saw it. And I don’t appreciate my efforts being sabotaged by a college girl who wants to lecture us on what we should do. We’re one of the poorest counties in the state, I’m working my ass off to develop the potential it has, and I’ve lost money doing it. This has become a war, a war between someone who’s vulnerable and cowards who are sabotaging me. I started my company in high school, and I’ve employed a good number of men who didn’t have any other way to make a living. I’m doing something for this county and the people in it. The Snakefoot could become something.”

			“You pay your taxes?”

			

			“Fuck you. And let me tell you something else. If you pull a gun on me again, it’ll be the last thing you fucking do.”

			Will stayed near the house, sorting through what he could. Tania scoured the yard, moving in a wide loop around the house. Will admired her patience, her meticulous approach in the field. 

			“There’s no way to fix this,” Beau said. “It’s all got to be torn down.”

			“Well,” Will said. “Some of the work has already been done.”

			Beau approached him, as if he were going to do something, but Will ignored him, saying, “I’ve seen sawdust and shavings near the studs, and hammer marks against them. Saw, axe, sledgehammer. Three people. A truck was used—looks like it got stuck there—to pull the cut beams forward. Now, if we consider the mill could be linked, there could be more people involved.”

			“You think this and the mill are related?”

			“We can’t rule it out. If they are, that would take some real coordination. Either that, or this is all one hell of a coincidence.”

			Beau said, “But someone’s tried to do this before. They didn’t burn the sawmill before.”

			“True,” Will said. “You want to know what I think? Somebody’s fucking with you, Beau.”

			Will felt the urge to say more. They’d never liked each other. In high school, Beau had been a prick, acting big because his brother was all-state baseball and football, playing alongside Tom Janders. Then Taylor’s accident, and Will felt sorry for the Boons, even Beau. But it didn’t matter. You didn’t have to understand a weapon. You just had to use it. He restrained himself. Beau was already reeling with pain over the loss of his properties, and Will was beginning to pity him.

			Will said, “Lift that tarp, will you?”

			Beau said, “Lift it yourself.”

			

			Will grunted, kneeling, removed a brick from the corner, and tossed the cover back. They saw a chainsaw, sawdust caked to the machine. 

			“That’s one tool that was used.”

			“Using my own goddamn tools to do it.”

			“Could it be your nephew?”

			Beau looked at Will, a wounded cunning in his eye, anger at the suggestion.

			“You leave him out of this,” Beau said. “Hasn’t he been through enough already?”

			Just then, Tania called out. She was on her way back and carrying a sledgehammer at port arms. 

			“Found this in the mud.”

			“Where?” Will said.

			“Back over there, edge of the clearing.”

			Will said, “But why would someone leave it here?” 

			Tania said, “Someone was running from the scene, got rid of this.”

			“What would make him run?”

			“Maybe someone showed up. Someone unexpected.”

			Will said, “Let’s try and get prints off the sledge and out of here, from that tarp, that chainsaw.” 

			Tania said, “Beau, whoever’s doing this has been effective. They’re using your tools. You want to know what I think? Whoever’s doing this is working for you, or has worked for you. Have you fired anybody? Anybody on your crew shown signs of bitterness?”

			“Every fucking one of ‘em shows signs of bitterness. I make them work for their pay.”

			“What about a recent firing?”

			“This business is aboveboard and all, but it’s not that official. It’s just me and them. Someone doesn’t work, I get rid of ‘em. It’s that simple.”

			But he was obviously thinking about it. Beau crouched. 

			

			“Son of a bitch,” he said, standing with something bright in his hand. 

			“What is it?” Tania said.

			They all looked together at the 9mm casing.

			Beau said, “You better find these sons of bitches. Or I will. Can’t start a family like this.”

			He said it offhand, so naturally that neither Will nor Tania realized that what they’d just heard was news. 

			They continued looking around for evidence, wet through and chilled. 

			Tania spotted them first. Black shapes moving like shadows through trees that looked like the bars of a cell. 

			They headed that way, found them perched on the railings of an old boat, lurching and croaking, digging into the hull. Will shot his piece, startling Tania, and they flapped crookedly askance, hovering beyond them as if they were a fire.

			In the boat they saw, mangled and shredded by the birds’ filthy beaks, the soaked bodies, eviscerated and sleek, of three spring beaver, feet crimped by longspring traps out of season. Gnats swarmed around them, and the odor filled the air about the boat. High above, Will saw a bald eagle in a dark tree in the rain, watching as if without a care, condescending with only a mild investment in what unfolded beneath him.

			“What have you seen, you old bastard?” he said, as if the eagle might respond, knowing it knew better than to do so.

			

			

	

BUCK DROVE OUT THROUGH THE PINES and past the water tower and parked to the side of a bridge above a place where boats sometimes came, the wide red banks stark and eroded. Sometimes they’d catfish out there, look for the deep holes in the winter or fish from the banks in the spring and summer, the flatheads in the shallows and the blues out in the deep, the channels which were small and native and made the best eating and rare because the foreign blues had been introduced and now dominated without predators. The sun was setting now, the color of a peach or deeper, and the wet horizon was a gash between heaven and earth, sky and water. How many of these red, reminiscent skies had he seen with Rainbo, bent to motor or standing in water or smelling the muddy cats with their sleek whiskers and hearing their wretched croaks, their tails slapping and shimmering at his feet, or even out in the woods, crouched over fallen mammals—dead or dying—sunset and sunrise both, that slight break, pause from work, and Mr. Lacey often with them, and the three men as if in a kind of meditation or prayer beheld it together, a kind of disarming gratitude silencing them. 

			He tried to enjoy it now, but he kept thinking about other places, other people. The living, the dead. No comfort to be had there. The sun fell solitary, seeming to be close and all around, but Buck knew it was far away, bleak and lonesome, isolating, bewildering.

			He crossed over the bridge, seeing the distant train tracks from its apex over the filthy oil-rainbowed water he remembered drinking when he’d run away. Down the road, he parked next to the swamp and hiked to the water’s edge, where a tree stood split and flowing and warped around a whorl at its center like a wound or a heart. He stopped and stared in a kind of desperate meditation and tried to picture Arlene the way she had once been with him in the topographic contours of the bark like a world beneath him that he might fall to, until the water wrinkled and puckered, holding what had been in him forever like a wasted vow, and he had lost the strange appetite, though the sickness remained. He got back in the truck and drove on. 

			

			

	

BEAU AND KIM lived in a small, clean house that Beau had built in woods that grew close and seemed undisturbed by their presence. The color of the wood steps was still raw and bright, the boards taut and sturdy underfoot. It was neat, plumb, flush, built to stay. Buck parked his truck, and she came out onto the porch, looking down at him. She seemed to be lost in her lonely element out in the woods. Her hair tumbled like a lie, a silver strand or two could be found in it if you got close enough, gleaming, even though she was under thirty. She was barefoot.

			Kim was the only person Buck had been able to talk to without fear of judgment since he’d come to Southside. It had been like that since the beginning, the trust he had with her. He’d told her about things he’d done, and she’d heard all about Arlene from the day Buck had seen her in class to the day she went away to college and even since then. After he’d come back to Old Trespass from his Christmas visit home, school started up, and he began going over to Beau and Kim’s after school, waiting for Beau to come home after his day. Arlene was off at college, and he’d just gotten news about Isaiah’s death, which he also told Kim about, somehow knowing it was safe to tell her. Kim listened patiently. He was moved by the tears down her face and realized they were the response to those on his own. He listened to her also, how she’d been trying to have children for some time and couldn’t, and how that had put a strain on her relationship with Beau. How she wanted to try other ways, and Beau didn’t want to do that. Buck pitied her, and it seemed this pity had led to an understanding between them. 

			He walked up to the porch now and said, “I just wanted to see if everything’s okay.”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Sheriff’s Department came by here earlier. Asking a bunch of questions about that night. About you coming here for some clothes.”

			“What’d you tell them?”

			“I didn’t tell them anything. I said I was half asleep. But they don’t believe me, I don’t think.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Intuition. They wanted to know if I noticed what was on your clothes, and I said no. They asked me did I do your laundry, and I said no. I said I don’t do nobody’s laundry. I said I put your clothes in a bag and gave them back to you.”

			“Anything else?”

			“I heard that Arlene’s back in town.”

			“I mean about what they asked you.”

			“You used to talk to me. It’s eating me up inside, knowing she’s back, and you’re not coming over. We used to talk.”

			“I’m here now.”

			“Now.”

			“Kim, there’s a lot going on.”

			“I know. There’s a lot going on out there. There’s a lot going on in here too.” She searched his face with her sincere, lost gaze. “How’s Rainbo?”

			“Not good.”

			

			As she looked down, seemingly lost in a remorseful prayer, her hair fell across her face, glowing with a muted halo, like sunlight diffused by the trees on a hot day. She approached him.

			“No. I need you to look over my stomach again.”

			He took his shirt off in the house by the kitchen sink and she drew in her breath and held it, as if she’d been touched by a cold blade. 

			“Is it that bad?” he said.

			“Baby, I hate to say it, but I think you need to see a doctor.”

			“No chance.”

			“You might need stitches. It’s infected. I can try to clean it up again, but—”

			“Clean it.”

			She set about treating the cut with peroxide, which flowed like a rivulet into the raised gash that had gone green-white. It had obviously reopened a couple of times, and it throbbed and stung now.

			“Does it hurt? Oh, Buck.”

			She loosened his belt.

			“Stop it,” he said, shoving her away and putting on his shirt. She still had a slight discoloration at her temple from last time. The sickness, Buck thought. “I don’t have time for that right now.”

			“Beau took the deputies out to that tore-down house. We got time.”

			“Not right now. I got things to do.”

			“I was always there for you, listening. I’m here for you now. She’s been off to college. I’ve stayed. If you don’t let me do the only thing I can . . .” 

			She continued to undo his pants, and now the tree did not matter because he’d been here too long. Too much time had passed.

			She said, “Stand up,” and when he did she got them down and he watched her the whole time, saw those shining gray hairs, wondering why and knowing why and feeling the deep pain in layers of other pains and thinking After all I’ve done, what’s this one thing more, and maybe she won’t talk if I do this . . . this . . . and maybe she would if I don’t. He stared at her eyes that seemed to pretend to be a girl’s and seemed to laugh at him at the same time, and then he shot as if to erase them all. It was clear now, everything was clear, so they could get on with the separate things that mattered. He got dressed, cursing under his breath, and he dodged a kiss from her and walked to the door.

			“Are you happy now?” he said.

			“And all that time I thought it was me that was the problem.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

			But he didn’t. From his car, he didn’t look back, though he knew she stood barefoot at the railing of the porch, looking after him, or beyond, at something he knew he couldn’t have seen even if he had turned around and tried.

			

			

	

A FEW CARS WERE PARKED behind the big house at Old Trespass. He could hear his mother’s voice, the worry and excitement inextricable one from the other. 

			Buck looked around, saw the welcome home sign, ridiculous and bright, draped across the mantle, the spread of cucumber and cream cheese and pimento cheese sandwiches in honor of Rainbo, who would have hated such frivolous food. Buck, under some pretense, went back out to his truck and looked up at the sky, which had cleared. Just after a new moon, and the stars popped like strangers. Clouds were fast approaching again. More rain on its way. His mother kept saying, “Any minute now.” But Rainbo wasn’t coming back. Buck thought of the man at the hospital. He brought his pack out of the truck and had just hoisted it into the warm light of the porch when he heard something fast—light footsteps. Running, close. And as he turned into the blind darkness of whatever night held, a figure shot toward him. He landed on his back and found that Brown Dog was licking his face. Buck felt his cut had reopened.

			The others gathered on the porch. Beau attempted to pet Brown Dog, and he snapped. It took a moment to realize, amid the laughter and excitement, that Brown Dog was hurt. He favored his right foreleg. Buck’s sleeve came away with blood on it. The dog’s fur was soaked to soft, curved quills.

			“Has he been shot?” Beau said.

			

			Diane said, “I’ll get some food.”

			She went in and threw some sandwiches on a plate, and Buck poured some water from his scuffed canteen into Brown Dog’s bowl on the porch. Brown Dog’s tail bounced like a pine bough. 

			“This dog was with Rainbo,” Beau said. “Someone get on the landline and call the sheriff. If they can figure out—”

			Buck went to the truck.

			“Come on, boy,” he said, and Brown Dog, despite the injury, sprang into the passenger’s seat of Buck’s pickup.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Beau said.

			“I’m going to take him to somebody. Shame on y’all wanting to call the sheriff. Rainbo would be disappointed.”

			“You know there’s not a vet that’s open right now.”

			“There’s someone,” Buck said.

			“Not unless you’re looking for witchcraft.” 

			His mother said, “Your grandfather’s—” 

			“No, he’s not,” Buck said. “Not tonight.”

			Buck took Brown Dog to the only place he could think of where he might get real help, Arnie’s Lounge. He’d heard Jamal Lacey talk about a doctor who worked here, tending to people who got in fights, hoping he’d see a dog. 

			“I need to see the doctor,” Buck said. Cherry McDaniels just stared at him. 

			“How you know about that?”

			“Never mind.”

			“He don’t usually treat underage white boys.”

			“It’s for my dog. He’s been shot.” 

			She led him to the back room, knocked, pounded, knocked, and it swung open and the odor of weed poured out and Arnie stood behind the table where the ongoing poker game was unfolding. Buck saw things shaking he’d never seen shake before, red slapprints like tattoos, girls looking down on men coughing and laughing and crying.

			Arnie led them past a collapsed barn, a couple of unused outbuildings that appeared to be slave cabins, to an old tobacco barn with bricks peeling away from the lumber underneath. A trailer with a tree through it. They followed through a couple of doorways, and in a room toward the back a man wearing an ill-fitting gray suit sat at his desk, reading, smoking a cigarette in a bone-colored cigarette holder.

			“Dog’s hurt,” Buck said. “Shot, I think.”

			“I guess you gonna want that bullet too, ain’t you, love?”

			“If it’s still there.”

			Dr. Fortune prepared a syringe and said, “Hold him.”

			“What’s in that?”

			“Don’t you worry. We just going to calm him down so I can work. Now hold him.”

			Arnie had already disappeared. Brown Dog snarled, but only after the shot had been administered. 

			“Most people don’t want to see what I got to do. Got some books over there.”

			Buck stayed and watched. It didn’t actually take long. He had the bullet cleaned and gave the hole a few stitches. He put the bullet in a small Ziploc bag. 

			“That’s a nine-millimeter hollow point, looks like. Don’t narrow much down. Everybody seems to carry something that puts those out into the world. Deadly, of course, but a dog or man determined enough, or who ain’t hit just right, ain’t necessarily going to go down. Now, I don’t know this for sure, but from what I can see here, they’s just a little blood here ‘round the corners of his mouth. That blood ain’t his. Couldn’t reach his wound because it was in his neck. My guess is he made somebody think twice. Gave ‘em a souvenir.” 

			Buck reached into the change pocket of his canvas pants and brought out a spring. 

			“Found this too.” 

			Dr. Fortune said, “People been talking about Rainbo Boon being chased off. Is that what this is about? You’re kin, ain’t you? That police evidence?”

			“Nobody knows about it but me.”

			Dr. Fortune held out his reading glasses a few inches from his face, examining the spring. 

			“Sure now, that’s a Glock spring.”

			“You sure?”

			He nodded. “You got sharp eyes to spot that.”

			“I wouldn’t have if I was looking for it.”

			“Odds’s always against us when we try.”

			Buck took the bag with the bullet in it, tucked it into his pocket, and bent to pet Brown Dog. 

			Dr. Fortune gave Buck some expired meds for the dog with the names of the people they’d been prescribed to but said the dog would heal up on his own if Buck didn’t want to give him anything. 

			“Now, what’s wrong with you?” he said. “Every time you move, your face closes up.”

			Buck lifted up his shirt, and Dr. Fortune said nothing as he pushed and prodded a little around the wound, muttering to himself.

			“Someone gonna have to sew this up. Else it’s gonna keep opening, won’t heal. See how it’s wet now and starting to separate?”

			“I know. Can you do it?”

			“Nice boy like you? Don’t you want to go to a doctor in town?”

			

			“No.”

			“How old are you anyway?”

			“Can you do it or not?”

			He gave Buck a shot and sewed up the cut and dressed the wound. He had a tender dexterity, and his fingers lingered over the features of Buck’s abdomen.

			“You lucky that didn’t go any deeper. You would have lost some organs.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You got a girl, love?” Dr. Fortune said.

			“No.”

			“A boy, then?”

			Buck stood erect, glaring at him. 

			Fortune smiled, a gleam in his eye that Buck had seen before in the shadows of his life on the outskirts of the city, the one life that was two, past and present, future never seeming to take hold.

			Buck walked out a few minutes later, Brown Dog beside him, neither saying a word. 

			Brown Dog seemed fine walking beside him back along the grassy path past the boat and the ruinous barn toward the Lounge. 

			He remembered the day Brown Dog had appeared, a flash of red-brown like a sunset against pine trees, leaping out at the beaver in a foot trap that he was about to dispatch and snapping the animal’s neck with his jaw and leaving off. A duck dog, for God’s sake. Later, when Rainbo helped him skin the beaver, he marveled, with Brown Dog setting there polite and docile, at there being no damage to the hide. 

			Brown Dog started hanging around Old Trespass, tagging along with them when they’d trap. He was the only Chesapeake Bay Retriever Rainbo owned, though they all knew nobody really owned him. Brown Dog came and went as he pleased, sometimes disappearing for days or even weeks at a time, but he always did come back. He was like Rainbo in that way, Buck thought.

			But Mr. Lacey said, “He’s like you, Buck. A real hobo. Come here needing something.”

			“I’m not here for forever,” he said.

			“No one is.”

			As they approached the Lounge now, he could hear that the county—a certain rough breed of man and woman—had started to turn out. A few people hanging around on the porch got quiet as he passed. 

			He whistled and Brown Dog hopped into the passenger’s seat and he closed the door and walked into the Lounge, its muddy air like some material out of which all things are formed, through the pulse and thump of music and the clean sound of pool sticks that had been clutched in fistfights striking balls that had been clutched in fistfights, to see if his uncle Taylor was around. He knew better than to ask. He felt a tingle in his upper spine, at the base of his neck, a sense he’d started feeling back in Richmond in the neighborhood, a kind of instinct for danger. But then he saw Jamal Lacey gesturing with a gleaming unlit cigarette, in conversation with someone at the bar, talking big, talking fast as always, words disappearing. They were often put on the same shitty tasks on Beau’s jobsites—digging ditches and shit like that. Buck headed toward him. They got along in part because Jamal admired the fact that Buck had a criminal past and had spent time on the streets of Richmond, even if he was white. Jamal was country Black but had no interest in trapping like his daddy. 

			“Man, that shit for old people,” he’d said to Buck once on a construction site. “That’s nigger work. Work hard as hell, don’t get much for it.”

			“Well, what about this job?”

			“Twelve dollars an hour. That’s regular.”

			

			“You gonna do this forever?”

			“Nah. I got ideas. I’m coming up. Someday, I’ll be out this country.” 

			As he neared him, Buck saw Jamal push away from the bar and shuffle dramatically past the fireplace strung with old Christmas lights and over to one of the pool tables—he always tried to walk like he’d been raised on the streets. He lit his cigarette, talking to a man who was about to take a shot but straightened to listen, then shoved Jamal to the side and leaned over again and shot the cue through the pale ball, a clattering clean amid the din. The man said something back to him that Buck couldn’t hear, but he looked angry. Buck decided not to get in the middle of anything and walked out toward the truck. What else could he do?

			He drove toward town, to the rise of land that would give him a cell signal. When he opened the phone Jamal had gotten for him in exchange for some of Buck’s Ritalin, he received a text from an unsaved 804 number, the only one he’d ever gotten messages from. This one read, “They lookin.”

			Buck deleted the message. Then another one from the same number: “Why 2?”

			He deleted this one also. The one he’d feared. He knew he had gone too far. Then he took out the card Deputy Seems had handed him earlier.

			“Rainbo would be disappointed,” Buck said to Brown Dog, who turned from the open window and looked at Buck as if he wanted to hear the more that was coming. “But I don’t see any other way. You understand, don’t you, boy?” 

			As Buck began driving to the address, he thought he saw Brown Dog nod, a slight motion of approval he appreciated, a breathless smile formed by the blacks of his lips giving way to fangs.

			

			

	

BUCK DIDN’T KNOW that Arlene had been watching, having slipped behind the curtain of beads as Buck came through the room. She’d been working the bar with Cherry when Jamal had come in, after Buck had brought in Brown Dog and taken him to Dr. Fortune.

			“You don’t want to see Buck?” Cherry said, eager to know more at Arlene’s hesitation.

			“Not now.”

			Jamal was staring at Arlene.

			“Nah-ah,” Cherry said. “She off limits, boy.”

			“What you talking about?” Jamal said.

			“Stop playing,” Cherry said. “Your friend ain’t here tonight.”

			“Who? Oh, him. We ain’t exactly friends.”

			“Why you always talking to him?”

			“He don’t have nobody else.”

			“You seen him around?”

			“Nah. Nah, ain’t seen him.”

			Cherry went off for a few minutes.

			“Hey, white girl,” Jamal said. “Don’t I know you? Where you go to high school?”

			“Euphoria High. Where else?”

			“That’s it. I remember, you was in my English class! What you doing here?”

			Just then, Cherry came back behind the bar.

			“She was here before you ever started coming around,” Cherry said. “She gone off to college.”

			

			Jamal said, “What you doing here now?”

			Arlene said, “Just making money.”

			He looked at her like she was up to something. Then he started laughing, shaking his head. It must have been a joke.

			“You want to make some money? I can help you do that.”

			“How?”

			“I deal a little bit. Here and there. And nothing crazy either. Pills and shit. I can cut you in if you want.”

			“What are you holding?”

			“Man, I got opiates—morphine and shit—Ritalin, some other shit. I got a whole pharmacy. All prescriptions. Nothing homemade. Everything legit. What, this funny?”

			“I’ve heard a lot of pickup lines around here, but that’s the most desperate.”

			“The fuck you say?”

			Cherry said, “Hold on, boy.”

			Jamal pulled out an old blued revolver and slapped it heavily on the bar. Arlene stared, wide-eyed. Cherry was the first to laugh. 

			“Where’d you find that old thing?” Cherry said. 

			“Y’all think this funny?”

			“That’s an old man’s gun, boy. Where’d you get that?”

			“Fuck y’all,” Jamal said. “You watch. I ain’t a country nigger for long. I’ve done things that would shut y’all up right now if you knew about ’em.”

			“Check yourself,” Cherry said, but Jamal was already leaving, shuffling out, talking to himself.

			Arlene couldn’t help feeling pity for Jamal and knew from experience that the anger he felt would continue and would not lead anywhere good. But something else nagged her. It was something about that gun he’d had. She knew that she’d seen that gun before, she just couldn’t remember where.

			

			

	

BUCK WOUND THROUGH THE WOODS. He got out of the truck and opened the gate as quietly as he could, an instinct toward stealth, then lurched up the rutted track, side buildings and trees in his headlights against the surrounding darkness. He came to the back porch, which was lit, and Deputy Seems and Deputy Jameson came down. He sensed they were in the middle of a conversation they did not mind having interrupted. 

			“What are you doing here?” Seems said.

			“My dog was shot with a nine-millimeter from a Glock the night my grandfather was attacked.”

			Buck handed over the bullet in the baggy like a strange pill. 

			Deputy Seems said, “I’ll take it to the medical examiner over in Tupelo County. But how do you know it was from a Glock?” 

			“Here’s a recoil spring I found near the truck the other day. I checked.”

			“Where’d you go checking?”

			He gave Seems a look, like Come on. 

			Will said, “Why didn’t you give it to me when you found it?”

			“I wasn’t sure if I should.”

			“So whoever shot the dog and Rainbo scattered the gun, thinking it would disappear?”

			“That’s what it looks like to me,” Buck said. “You might have someone search the water for the rest of it.”

			

			“What made you start cooperating?”

			“I just want whoever came after Rainbo to go down.”

			Seems watched him a moment. 

			“That’s what we want too.”

			Buck started walking back to his truck. 

			“Hey,” Seems said. “You want to come with us tomorrow?” 

			“I wouldn’t be caught dead riding around with y’all.”

			Will grinned. Despite all the kid’s problems, he didn’t cave easily, didn’t seem to be afraid of Will, even if he should have been. That very fact alone gave the strong impression of integrity, if not innocence.

			Buck turned back, something clearly weighing on him.

			“There’s something else,” he said. “There are two guys hanging around my granddad’s hospital room. If they’re with you, call ‘em off.”

			“We don’t have anybody there. What’d they say?”

			“They asked me questions. One of them said he’d been looking for Rainbo for a long time. Used to know him or something. I thought y’all had them there for me, but then why would they be there all the time and why would they be asking me questions about him?”

			“We’ll look into it.”

			Buck drove home to Old Trespass, dog-tired and as ready to die as to sleep.

			

			

	

THAT NIGHT, Brown Dog lay beside the bed. Buck sat up, thumbing Donnie’s switchblade, flicking it open, that darkness of the blade, closing it. 

			He did not know it, but there was a police officer in Richmond, living modestly, whose dog sat beside him on a sagging couch, who looked off, through or beyond the TV screen, who remembered a certain hardcase kid he’d wanted to help who’d been beat up at his school, the kid he later saw by coincidence being court-ordered to live away in the country. He wondered about that kid and how he might be doing.

			He’d been called into the principal’s office at the high school, a few other officers in there as well, along with the gangbangers who’d attacked him. All he’d had to do was say they did it and the police would arrest them. 

			“Who did that to you, son?” he remembered saying to the kid.

			“Nobody.”

			“Well, you’re going to be suspended,” said the principal. “Unless you tell us who did this to you. Then maybe we can work something out. Any of these fellows over here? We might even be willing to press charges.”

			The officer sat gravely with the air of a man who had seen things. This was the kind of kid you had to worry about. The type who might do anything. The kind no one could understand, because he chased a vision others couldn’t see. 

			The officer said, “Roll up your sleeve.” 

			

			“Fuck you.”

			The officer nodded to another, who came up to restrain the kid. Then he was able to lift up the sleeve of his tee shirt to reveal a shoulder tattoo that said, “TB.”

			“I want to tell you something son,” the officer said. “You’re headed for a road of pain. The world can be as tough as you want it to be and probably tougher than you know it can be. And it seems you want it that way. The problem with you kids is you don’t trust the law can help you. You’re headed for jail, and maybe worse. This is not a game. It’s life. You know better. You’re smart enough to know this doesn’t end well. They’re all headed for jail.”

			The other boys sat, lost in their jackets and oversized shirts and hoodies.

			“Maybe I’m not so smart,” Buck says. “Ask my teachers.”

			“You think you’re the only good kid I’ve seen going down this road? What is it? You got problems at home? I want to help you. But listen to a guy who’s seen this play out. Sometimes you think you have all the cards when you don’t. This kind of stuff takes hold in ways you can’t imagine. You’ll never be one of them, no matter how hard you try.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“Yeah, that’s right. Buck the guy who’s trying to help you. You got a long road ahead. Don’t let me see you again. Some kids I feel bad for, because the odds are stacked against them. But I’ll throw the book at you.” 

			But he had seen him again in court. He watched the boy’s case with interest. Preston Tomlin Jr. He liked to help people. It was why he’d become a cop. Why was it kids like this didn’t want to be helped?

			After the judge had adjourned the court, the officer had found the kid. He said, “You think your friends would ever catch a break like this? You’re lucky I’m not the judge.”

			

			The officer sat on his couch, overcome by a despondent lassitude. He realized that he had not been able to save that kid or help him at all. Something about the boy’s demeanor had troubled him deeply. It dawned on the man that a second chance did not mean innocence. What was done was done forever. Even if the kid turned away from that life, even if he were reformed, he would always have stolen that car. That tattoo would always mark his shoulder. These thoughts left the officer with the feeling that his job had no meaning. How could he save people if they were forever guilty of the crimes they had committed? He suddenly doubted change was possible for anybody.

			Buck, in fact, was thinking along the same lines at that very moment. But instead of complacency, he felt resolved and committed more than ever, because all the second chances in the world could not change the fact that, given the chance, he would do everything he had done in his life exactly the same again.

			

			

	

THE NIGHT ISAIAH WAS SHOT, Sheldon had been on the other side of the neighborhood. He’d also been exercising, getting a healthy body and a healthy mind. He’d read somewhere that distance running had been a primal aspect of hunting among tribes in Africa—his ancestors—and so he decided he would begin running to get from place to place. As if his solitary, nomadic life required him to reinitiate himself in the tradition of his ancestors so far away but linked in the vast pools and rivers of his blood.

			He remembered seeing the ambulance, Isaiah on the stretcher, his face pale, gray, ashen behind the ventilator mask, like singed bone. The bright wound behind his ear, in the meat of the neck. The stray bullet that could have claimed anyone. 

			They would not let Sheldon in the house that night or on the ambulance, that white coffin in which Isaiah would die. The police detectives clearly wanted to get out quickly. It was an assignment of no consequence to them—nothing could be done, nothing would change anything.

			Sheldon vowed to get revenge. He had urged his brother to stay out of the True Brothers, but it was too late now. He believed that the head of the United Thugs, Rok Penh, had orchestrated the hit in retaliation for the car Buck and Isaiah had stolen from him. So, Sheldon found Lucky 1, a restaurant owned by Rok that served an assortment of Chinese, Vietnamese, and Thai food, and began to go order food or a drink and sit alone at the corner of the bar and listen. He took note of security weaknesses and started planning.

			

			

	

HE WOKE UP to a bright, jagged sun. The skies had cleared, and the earth was shining. He yawned and stretched and climbed out of bed, where the impression of Brown Dog had been left, the dreams fresh and real. For a few minutes long and lovely, the depth of sleep lingered, and he forgot there was anything to remember. He just breathed, thought of nothing. But then he heard her in the kitchen. He smelled bacon and eggs. He carefully shrugged on a shirt and stepped into his jeans and came down barefoot, scratching his head. 

			The sun coated her hair, and a pale dust drifted around her. She was beautiful here in the country of her youth, where she had once dreamed of leaving, and made real that dream that had directed her life and probably even his. Brown Dog lay attentively on the floor, watching her. 

			She looked upon him now with a sense of bafflement, the boy she’d made in sin, her pride and her shame, the reason she’d married Preston, quit college. Buck reminded her of what she had tried to forget because he was here. Somehow, it was not the place that did that, but it was him, the place in him. Maybe he had never belonged to that life she’d aspired to in Richmond, just as she had never belonged here, where she’d been born on a rope bed upstairs, the same bed where her mother had died. Now, she stood in the kitchen that her mother had stood in as a girl and stared at him, the boy her mother had never known, thought how he had changed while she had not, and so she had lost him. How he had grown in resemblance not only to Rainbo but to the house, the property, the watery ground around it that rose through the blood she shared with him, even though for years she had tried to hide it from him as well.

			

			She put a plate in front of him. “Where’d you take the dog?”

			“You wouldn’t want to know.”

			“Why are you so distant from me right now? Something’s changed.”

			“Wasn’t that the point?”

			“We were close when you came home for Christmas. I felt it. You wanted to be with me. When you left, you couldn’t wait to get away.”

			“I never said that.”

			“Not with words.”

			But she was right. Over Christmas, he had learned that his best friend Isaiah had been killed and that his parents had known and decided to keep it from him. He would have liked to confront her about it now, but her ignorance was his best defense.

			“This is home now.”

			She forced a laugh. “You used to beg to come back to Richmond.”

			“I decided to grow up.”

			“Are you taking your Ritalin?”

			“Not if I don’t have to.” 

			“What are you doing with it, then?”

			“I get rid of it.” 

			“Dealing again! Wonderful! We do everything we can to provide, and you . . .” She seemed to lose interest in what she was saying, as if she didn’t believe in it or had said it too many times.

			Buck said, “How long are you going to stay here?”

			“Don’t worry,” she said. “As soon as Rainbo’s out of the hospital, I’ll go back. But you’re coming with me.”

			“I aim to finish up the school year, at least.”

			“Listen to you.” She looked at him, a cynical laughter in her eyes. “Do you know what I went through to bring you into this world? Do you know what it meant for me?”

			He looked at the plate before him.

			

			“This place has rubbed off on you too much for my liking,” she said. “And I’ve heard all about your Arlene Davis. You should see the look on your face! My goodness! I was surprised too. My Buck with a college girlfriend. Oh, yes. Kim told me! She knows the gossip. She said you two were an item. I worry about the decisions you make.”

			“She not good enough for you?”

			“She’s not good enough for you. She works in vulgar places like the Lounge. Kim told me all about her.”

			He got up, took their dishes over to the sink with a slight chatter like teeth in the cold, a couple of plates that had been churned out by some machine to be identical, uniform. He looked out the window through the bright, frizzy longleaf pines, catching the sun in their almost neon capabilities like beings simultaneously organic and artificial, native and alien. Even if he’d wanted her to understand him—and a part of him did—she couldn’t know and so she couldn’t understand what had happened and why he’d had to do it. 

			He grabbed his coffee and looked around the living room, the welcome home banner sagging in the sterile, windless antique house. Brown Dog came to him, and Buck scratched his head and his smooth, soft ears.

			“Stop cleaning up around here,” he said.

			“What else can I do? Let the swine devolve?”

			“Don’t be so dramatic.”

			“You say. You, the kid who stole a car to make a point, who’s done everything to disappoint and scare the daylights out of his family.”

			“You have no idea.”

			“Well, I have to run some errands to finish getting ready. At least that’s something I can accomplish.”

			“Rainbo might not make it, and you’re planning a welcome home party?”

			

			“You just want me to feel useless. Like your father. I’ve seen the way he looks. I don’t know who he is anymore. He’s always glowing without me. He’s always . . .”

			She turned her back, and now she wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand.

			Buck said, “It’s going to be okay.”

			“That’s what he says. Men. You have all the answers and you throw them out like bait. What does any of it mean? Buck. You don’t understand what you’ve done to us. You stealing that car, the shame of it. Everything I labored for . . . My whole life. Your grandmother would be so disappointed. Even if I don’t have him, I’ve got you. That’s why I’m taking you back with me. Maybe, if you’re there, maybe everything will be all right. I know Rainbo’s hurt, but they’re taking care of him. He’s in good hands. He’s been alone forever. He’ll be back any day now. We’re the ones who need you. You’re needed at home.”

			She went out, and he followed her to the porch. She reached into her car and turned back holding a newspaper and said, “I don’t know if you’ve seen, but there’s an article about the vandalism—”

			“I already know about that.”

			“Oh, no. No. Not the vandalism. The article.”

			She watched him for a sign. No track to follow there, so she tossed him the weekly Southside Telegraph, which had been delivered to Beau Boon at Old Trespass, even though Beau didn’t live there, and Buck saw, on the open pages, Arlene’s picture, and an article titled, “The Quiet Persistence of History,” and that it had originally been published in the VCU student paper. He began reading about the need to preserve the Snakefoot—rather, “to leave it alone”—and she made the argument that the investment in the development of the Snakefoot by a tech company based in California might look like an opportunity for Euphoria County, but there was no guarantee that locals would actually be employed. She wrote, “Stories, like bodies, should remain buried in the delicate ecosystem that we have. Our shortsighted gains will earn shortsighted results, a fact that we’ve been taught again and again but seem not to have learned.” The company’s plans to develop homes along the northwest of the swamp suggested that it was planning to bring in its own people from out of state. The new housing and new jobs would benefit these outsiders, not the residents of Euphoria, who were being asked to sacrifice the county’s natural resources while getting nothing in return. She cited the historical integrity and value of the swamp’s ecosystem. He looked up at his mother.

			“You men. You have all the answers, and you don’t know a thing.”

			

			

	

JAMAL SAID TO HIS DAD, “I heard Rainbo made it to the hospital. He been taken there, dropped off.”

			“How you know that?”

			“It’s the word on the street. People be talking.”

			“Son, ain’t no ‘street’ here. Stop playing.”

			“Why’d you do it? Why didn’t you just take him out? He knows too much.”

			“I didn’t ever want him shot.”

			“What else you gonna do after what he saw? He could go to the law.”

			“No,” said Roddy. “I know him better than that. He’s a Boon. He would never do that. Ain’t in his nature to break the law or turn to it either.”

			“He wouldn’t have let us go.”

			“We’ll never know now. Maybe I could have talked reason to him.”

			“Whose side are you on? Nobody got time for that.”

			Roddy drew his breath, inhaled air like a drug to be savored for what it might offer, as if he were going to go under for a long time. He knew that aimlessness was Jamal’s problem. The big world coming here on the TV, on the radio. That his life proved nothing, so he had to do something loud and shallow to prove himself. Roddy’s life, on the other hand, was a series of definite tracks he could look back on. They could not be ignored. Where they led scared him. He knew what he had done and what he could do even though Jamal didn’t, and he had tried to live with the pain of knowing himself and trying to raise a son better. He had nothing to prove, because his life was the proof. 

			Roddy said, “Thing I never could teach you was patience.”

			Jamal said, “By the time patience pays you back, you in the ground.”

			

			

	

IT WAS EARLY MORNING, and Will had had another rough night of sleep out in the truck when he came down the hall of the fourth floor of the hospital in plainclothes.

			“Can I help you gentlemen?” he said.

			“Who are you?”

			“I’m Deputy Will Seems of Euphoria County.”

			“I was wondering when we were going to hear from you people. Been calling Sheriff Mills. He won’t return any of the calls.”

			The man handed Will a business card. Will saw FBI on the card, and the name was Martin Howard. 

			“I’m Marty,” the man said. “This is Ben Grafton.”

			“We’ve got this investigation covered,” Will said. “There’s no reason for it to go federal.” 

			“Deputy, you can have your investigation. We’re on business of another kind, though I will say your work brought us down here.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Tell you what,” Marty said. “Tell your boss to give us a call back and set up a meeting. And we’ll check with ours and make sure we can share what we’ve got. We’re waiting on a few things anyway before we can make a move.”

			“Make a move on what? Are you talking about the kid?”

			“This isn’t about the kid. Tell your boss if we don’t hear from him, we’re going to have to move in on our own. You tell him, and have him call me.”

			

			

	

IN A MOMENT OF DESPERATION, Sheriff Mills pulled out the photograph of Hannah Seems—the only woman he’d ever loved—from the drawer in his office. He took it under one arm and used the other to hold the cane he needed to make the trip. He placed the picture on the sink and stood without support, virile and trapped in that youth that was swelling and expiring all at once, then fell again into the fulfillment of love like a cold shiver of water, wildly out of control for a moment, like a teenage boy having witnessed any hint of secret tender skin, and shrank from himself.

			Afterward, in his bewildered renewal, he lit another Newport toward death and said, “Goddamn you,” and his office filled up with smoke and he coughed and cursed, somehow loving, savoring the lone immense burden he carried.

			He knew this had to stop. He seemed to believe that on its own it would. But he also knew better. 

			Suddenly, Will appeared, standing there like a dream, as if he had always been standing there, knowing what there was to know about him, gazing through the smoke in the sheriff’s door. What was that goddamn look on his face? The sheriff couldn’t quite see. Was he condescending?

			Will said, “Sir, we’re expanding our search. Everybody in the Boon family, and maybe some outside of it, might know something about that night.”

			“It’s your case—didn’t I say that?”

			

			“I’m just keeping you informed.”

			“Good. Good,” he said, flicking a tail of ash into a mug. “Anything else?”

			Will told Mills how he and Tania had gone out to talk to Beau and Kim, how Beau had been with Taylor all night on the night their father had gone missing, checking on his properties, and Kim had been at home when Buck had come by for clothes, but she didn’t notice anything suspicious, didn’t ask any questions, said she was half asleep. 

			Then he began explaining what they’d seen so far, about Buck’s behavior and the fact that he couldn’t confirm where he’d been, the dog that had been shot, out of which they’d been able to retrieve a 9mm round, the same caliber Rainbo had likely been shot with. They had also found brass from a 9mm at the site of the house that had been cut down. He explained that Rainbo Boon was still unconscious, and that they were continuing to look for the person who’d called the hospital. It was Rainbo’s phone, in Beau’s name, but Beau didn’t know anything and didn’t make the call. Will had asked him why Rainbo’s phone was in his name, and Beau said he had a family plan and that his dad was old school, didn’t like messing with technology. Then there was Tom’s missing truck, Beau’s construction sites being vandalized, and a couple of government men were waiting for Rainbo to wake up and wouldn’t disclose why.

			“Government bastards,” Mills said. “And I don’t give a damn about a dog.”

			“They said they’ve been calling you. That if you don’t meet with them, they’re going to have to ‘move in’ anyway. Here’s the number to call.”

			“You set something up.”

			Will was standing at the door. Suddenly alert, Mills said, “Hold on. You ever find anything out about the kid—Rainbo Boon’s grandson?”

			

			“Yessir. He was court-ordered to live with his grandfather.”

			“How come?”

			“Grand larceny of a vehicle. This was a last chance.”

			Mills whistled, thinking. 

			“Hell. You think he could’ve been involved?”

			“No sir, I don’t.”

			Will turned to leave.

			Mills said, “What’s going on with you and your partner?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You must think I’m stupid.”

			“I think a lot of things, but not that.”

			“Well, good. But why ain’t she here?”

			“Sir?”

			“You just don’t let any of your stuff get in the way of your career. I expect things out of you.”

			For a moment, Will considered sitting down again and saying something, setting it out there so that they could level it together. But he thought better of it and said, “Yes, sir.”

			

			

	

ARLENE CALLED BUCK over to an apartment she’d taken on Arnie’s property. It was a cluttered cabin with an ancient woodstove down the hillside in the thick young woods on a slough. The moisture of the air had warped and swelled its timbers, and when it was warm the mosquitos rose on the porch like clouds of birds.

			Buck said, “If I’d known you needed a place, I would have said you could stay with us.”

			“I would have said no.”

			“I never liked you working the Lounge. How are you paying him?”

			“He’s not charging much. And I can write here.”

			“You’re not working for him, are you?”

			“Do you really care?”

			“I read your article. ‘History will save us if we leave it alone.’ You really believe that?”

			“Don’t you?”

			“We agreed we would never share what we found in there. We would never compromise Camp 3, the Snakefoot, the things we’ve seen.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You wrote that article.”

			“I wrote that for the college paper. I didn’t know the Richmond Times-Dispatch and Southside Telegraph were going to feature it. I’m as surprised as you that people we know have read it.”

			“You could have told them not to run it.”

			

			“You’d expect me to do that?”

			“Maybe you should have known better than to write about it at all.”

			“I wrote to protect it. I took the advice you gave me once: Write what’s most important to you. I thought you of all people would understand.”

			“I do. I understand a promise doesn’t carry much importance for you. For me? My word is my bond.”

			“Did you come over to talk about Rainbo or did you come over to attack me? Are you really upset about this, or is it still the fact that I left?”

			“And dated other guys.”

			“Yeah. That’s why I’m back here. Because they’re not you.”

			He stopped. 

			She went on: “But I’m not sure you’re who I thought you were. I know you’ve been up to something. I know you stood me up that night so that I would somehow be a cover for you. And you’re good at lying. Yeah, your word might be your bond, but you’re a liar. And I know you well enough, Buck Tomlin, to know something’s eating you.”

			“You and everyone else are accusing me of something.”

			“I’m not blind is all I’m saying.”

			She opened her laptop to show him what she’d found out about Lucas Rodgers. She had been through a trail of Florida newspaper archives, resulting in a mere two articles that mentioned him, and six that seemed associated but didn’t mention him. “Read for yourself.” 

			Buck read. After he finished, he said, “Just because he shares a first name doesn’t prove anything.”

			“You told me Rainbo took your grandmother’s last name because he didn’t have one. He was just an orphan in the swamp, you said. Nobody knew where he’d come from or who his people were.”

			“That’s what Mr. Lacey told me.”

			

			“Whoever this was disappeared from Florida before anybody we know had seen Rainbo here. You have to admit it’s possible.”

			“Why are you out to get him?”

			“I’m not at all. You asked me to look into it, and that’s what I did.”

			“So who the hell are those guys that are looking for him?”

			“Buck,” Arlene said. “Those men are FBI.”

			

			

	

TANIA WAS GOING TO MAKE SUPPER, but when she opened the cupboard, she did not find everything she thought she had. There was a loaf of bread she’d bought, and that was a little shorter than it should have been, unless Will had opened it. She could have sworn they were short a banana or two, and when she opened up the fridge, it looked like there were fewer beers than what had been in there before.

			“Will,” she said. “Come look at this. Didn’t we have three cans of baked beans in here?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Have you been drinking?”

			“What the hell. You keeping tabs on me?”

			“Well then, someone’s been in here.”

			“Maybe you miscounted.”

			“I don’t miscount.”

			He paused, their eyes met, and Will said, “Sam!”

			He lurched down the hall, climbing the stairs in a ridiculous antic clatter, leaving his cane behind. 

			“Will!” she said.

			For a while, Tania didn’t hear him. Then she heard commotion, upheaval, curses. Her pistol drawn, she went up quietly and found him in Sam’s old room, his head in his hands. She sat beside him.

			“Are you okay?”

			He didn’t look up. The effort seemed to have exhausted him.

			

			“Come on down,” she said. “Let’s get something to eat.”

			In his state of mind, she didn’t want to push it or force any conversation. But she wondered if Sam had in fact come back. Food was missing. Who else would have come all this way off the road just to take some food and go? No doubt there were some desperate characters around, but who was fool enough to break into a deputy sheriff’s house for a can of beans and a few beers?

			Will went down the stairs heavily like a man in chains, picked up his cane, and walked down the hall and out of the house without saying a word, letting the screen door slam. She heard him fire up his truck and stood in the doorway, hoping he might at least speak to her, but he did not. 

			She sat up most of the night on the front porch, kept the lights off, let her eyes acclimate to the dark. She wished Will would come back and began to worry about what he might do. But there was nothing she could do to stop him. She prayed in the darkness and watched out over the fields, seeking answers, hearing no voices except the deranged cries of wilderness.

			She thought about going out but decided against it because she didn’t know the property well enough. Odd how this county, from different properties, different perspectives, could seem like a completely different place. Whoever had stolen the beans and the beer wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. Her intuition told her that much. Eventually, her eyes closed and she dozed in the rocking chair on the porch. It was not comfortable, but she found a way.

			

			

	

WILL WENT OUT to the Lounge in his daddy’s old pickup he’d used since he could drive. It was impossible not to think about a man his old man had once killed back here. Not tried to kill, but killed all the same. And he marveled at the weight of it. The more he thought of prayer, the heavier guilt grew. His father’s guilt somehow had become his own. 

			He’d heard rumors of Tom’s ghost making its way around. And he had a hunch that here was where those myths had begun, and that here was where he’d get at the truth beneath all that. He had a theory that you somehow get the cleanest dope in the dirtiest places.

			A young woman came out to him, her face haggard but beautiful—puffy bags had begun to form underneath her weary eyes, yet she was quite stunning for all that.

			“Can I help you?” Cherry said.

			He thought at first she didn’t recognize him, but then he realized that she wanted him to leave.

			Will said, “Have you seen Zeke Hathom around?” 

			“Not for a few days.”

			“When was the last time you saw him?”

			She looked off, thinking. “Saturday night.”

			“What can you tell me about that night?” She looked around. “Cherry, you can trust me.”

			“I work here. People starting to come in.” 

			

			“Was he with anybody? Hamm Dylon over at the Hawkbill said he saw Tom’s truck parked at the Lounge for a while that night.”

			“It ain’t up to me to say anything.”

			“Even if it would help him?” 

			She went off for a few minutes, disappeared in the back room, and came back, stared at Will.

			“Zeke been coming in and sitting at the bar with a damn punk kid. Think he tough. Friend of that white boy was in here a couple nights ago. Came here with a hurt dog. Came right up to me and he asked to see the . . .”

			She caught herself then, but it was too late.

			“What’s the kid’s name?”

			“Jamal.” 

			“The white boy?”

			“Buck.” She looked uncomfortable. “Ain’t seen Jamal, but I heard something about a fight the other night.”

			“Here?”

			“Not here, no. But I heard Jamal ain’t been showing up nowhere. Nobody seen him.”

			“Where is he? Where’s the doctor?”

			“I didn’t mean to talk about that. I meant to say Zeke left with Jamal the other night. I don’t think they’d ever left together before. That was the last night I seen Zeke.”

			“Who else does Jamal hang out with?”

			“Sometimes Jamal go off with Taylor Boon.”

			“Buck better not be coming in here.”

			“He don’t. Not unless he comes looking for one of his uncles.”

			She lifted her chin. “Now. It’s time for you to get out.” She was a bit dramatic about it, gesturing toward the door, talking loud. He hoped for her sake she was playing it right. People were watching.

			

			On his way to the door, Will spotted Arlene and went over to her. Cherry watched but said nothing.

			“I know you and Buck are up to something. Let me in. I’m trying to help him, and I think you’ve got sense enough to see it.”

			“I’m trying to help him too,” she said. 

			“That was a hell of an article you wrote. Get any backlash over it?”

			“No.”

			“Nobody’s said anything to you about it?”

			“No.”

			“Not Beau Boon, or anyone from the tech company?”

			“I said no.”

			“Why are you working here anyway?”

			“Can’t a girl work a summer job without being bothered?”

			“Anywhere else. If you’re working here, you’re asking to be bothered.”

			“That’s not how I see it.”

			“Come on. You’re a journalism major at VCU who’s just gotten statewide attention, and well-deserved. You might expect to be bothered a little by that as well.”

			“What about free speech?”

			“They teach you to believe that in college?”

			He walked out into the parking lot, as if he were going to go to the car, but then he went through the woods around the side of the house and came out to a path that led to some outbuildings.

			He stalked through trees, hearing bullfrogs and night sounds, a soft heavy evening all around. Then he saw a faint light and approached an old barn and went to the door, which opened without objection or sound of any kind. 

			

			

	

AFTER DEPUTY SEEMS HAD GONE, Cherry moved around the room and went behind the bar, thinking back to Saturday night, when she had seen Zeke slink in here and sit right across from where she stood now. She hadn’t really even realized she’d watched him, but she must have, because the night came back to her. Zeke had had a way about him over the past several months that saddened her. But somehow, amid the concerns she felt more immediately, she hadn’t thought about him as deeply as she probably should have. What could she do about anything anyway. 

			She’d worked Arnie’s since she was seventeen, and in that time she’d taken to heart what seemed to be Arnie’s—the culture’s—only rule: Mind your own fucking business. (It was a rule she’d made sure to teach Arlene, who had been there that night, bitching about how Buck Tomlin had stood her up at the prom and how she was going to do something about it.) Mind your own business, even if that meant watching a man drink himself to death or walk out to a knife fight in a parking lot where better men had bled and lost and withered to death without a sound, without voice or any last words even to give voice to. You watched a man who’d been wrongly accused and lost his son to drugs and disappearance throw down for whatever he could get that would give him that sense again of purpose, even if it was just some rich boy’s Ritalin from a Black boy’s pocket. She had to see it and forget about it. She had to look and then look away. 

			She’d never felt easy about Zeke, she realized now. But it had taken Will Seems coming around and asking about him to make her look again and see it. Seems wasn’t just anybody. That didn’t matter to people here. But Floressa too. She was so worried about him. And now Will Seems said Zeke was still missing. Since having her baby, Little Tom, so much had changed for Cherry. She did not see things as she had, even when she knew she was going to have Big Tom’s baby. She felt a kind of fatigue she had not known before giving birth. She worked for money, but she didn’t enjoy the work anymore. If one thing can change you, it’s becoming a mother, she thought. Claudette—Big Tom’s mother, whom she’d lived with since Little Tom was born—had encouraged her so many times to get out of working at Arnie’s but the thought was overwhelming. And do what? It wasn’t pretty, but it was as much of a home as she’d ever had. Arnie’d been fair. She’d met Tom here. But she was beginning to see what the charm was, what they all chased. Oblivion. There was no future here. But then there was Tania coming around, into her “new home,” Claudette would say. And she could smell Day Pace in the room where she was sleeping, no matter how many times she washed the linens, and the thought of her was enough to drive her back to Arnie’s. But maybe she should look for something else.

			Claudette had told her Tania had had it bad too growing up, but she’d had somebody, a grandmother, and knew who her parents were, even if they had been incarcerated. She was a good ten years older than Cherry, so they’d never really known each other. She was Tom’s age, though. Tom never did say much about Tania—wasn’t a need to—but Claudette remembered the girl taking classes with him. Will Seems too, for a little while. But Cherry didn’t want to look up to Tania and didn’t know how to think of her. And her coming to Claudette’s felt like a threat. Was it because she was law enforcement? That was an instant strike. But no, she thought back to her youth, barely distinguishable in its monotonous misery and tedium, but memorable somehow because of its strangeness. All that wandering and—for what? Just to eat to live, and again—for what? Like wild pups, she and a cluster of kids, a little crew that went around stealing. She was so hungry once she tried eating a cigarette she’d found on a country road. Too young to work, nobody to care for her. 

			Tom used to say, when he found out about it, that he would have taken care of her. The thought of it. And she’d come back at him: “You got a type.” He’d thought that was funny, but she wasn’t kidding. Day was beyond help. The damage had been done. She could remember a brief spell of time when she and that pack of kids stayed out in the woods and that man slept among them sometimes, and he gave them food that was dense and real and kept you going lean but not empty anymore. Because, just because, they’d moved on, looking for something better, and didn’t find it until Arnie, who wasn’t interested in hiring any of her other friends. That was the last she’d seen of them, the kids she thought of as her brothers and sisters. She knew they’d scattered and made their untraceable way toward various points of the compass, though she doubted they’d gotten far and knew it was unlikely but within the dream of possibility that she might see one of them again, wandering through life, and that if she did, she was certain the secret that had been their life would rise to their eyes and there would exist the kind of bond between them that exists in the memory of the world, a bond of shared grief and hardship that in some ways was stronger than blood, in her experience. Blood. She thought about little Tom. She had a feeling that she was about to make a decision that was not smart but that she could not avoid, and if she could not avoid it, she just had to do it. 

			She took a deep breath and walked out to her car, knowing that to explain is to be tempted. That actions speak louder than words. Arlene and Martinequa watched as she drove off, a tear in her eye. She was partly nostalgic about leaving, but she was really wondering if any of the others were still around, or if she were the lone survivor.

			

			

	

BUCK SAW MR. LACEY’S TRUCK parked in front of the house. It was raining again. He pulled over, got out, and approached the Laceys’ house. He knocked, heard low voices, but nobody answered. 

			“Mr. Lacey, I know you’re in there. We need to talk.” Then, after a while: “I’ve never been turned away from here before. I thought we were neighbors. I thought that meant something around here.”

			He heard the latch in the door draw, and just as he thought the door was going to open, Jamal came up behind him, shoving him in the small of his back with a gun, and said, “Get inside.” 

			“You’re about to get whipped,” Buck said.

			“You think this is funny?” Jamal said.

			“I might. Look, man. Put that away. I don’t have anything for you right now.”

			“This ain’t about that,” Jamal said. “Get inside.”

			“Open the fucking door.”

			Jamal shuffled past him, more like a thug every day, pocketed his gun, and opened the door. 

			As Buck walked in, Jamal said, “You losing your edge, Buck.” 

			The lights were off, and it took a minute to see the dark shape of Mr. Lacey. In fact, he first saw his faded Wranglers, then the tan tee shirt with the chest pocket where Buck had seen many a pack of menthol cigarettes. Then the damp sweating face, calm and grieved and intense. The smell of sweat mixed with that of pine sawdust and soil under rain.

			“Sit down, young man,” Mr. Lacey said.

			Buck obeyed.

			Mr. Lacey said, “I don’t like people coming around here, banging on my door all hours of the night. Not even someone from the house of Boon. Where were you the other night?”

			“Which night?”

			“Don’t play stupid,” Mr. Lacey said. “The night someone tried to take Rainbo out.”

			“Not me.”

			“Can you prove it?”

			“If you come out to Camp 3 I can. I saw something the other night.”

			“Prints long gone. It rained again.”

			“No, something else. Something that couldn’t have washed away.”

			“I asked you a question.”

			“I can’t tell you.”

			“You’re going to have to. Otherwise . . .” 

			Buck said, “I had to go . . . take care of something back home.”

			“What do you mean, ‘something’?” Mr. Lacey leaned forward. “You talking about your old life?”

			Buck stood and lifted his shirt to show his wound. 

			Mr. Lacey said, “Take that bandage off.”

			He did. Jamal turned on the light so they could see. They all nodded; it was real.

			Mr. Lacey stood up, capable just then in Buck’s mind of anything. Buck rose to defend himself, and in that dark house he thought the man was spreading his arms like some eagle of anger. Then Buck could see the impassive paternal face of Mr. Lacey, strange now, though he knew it so well, the man reaching to embrace him.

			

			“I’m sorry we had to pull you in like that, but we all on edge. I won’t ask no questions, but I hope you did whatever you had to do. Anyone else know?”

			“One person.”

			“What you see out there at the accident?”

			Buck told him he’d seen evidence that Rainbo had been shot and hit before he got in the truck.

			“Evidence?” Mr. Lacey said. “What evidence?” 

			“There was blood on the steering wheel and on the seat back. I know he was shot and hit in the back, and the fact that he was bleeding on the seat means he was hit before he made it to the truck. There was also a bullet hole in the fender of the truck. There was Rainbo’s .38 ammo all over the floor, like he’d grabbed it in a hurry, and his revolver was missing from the glove box.”

			Mr. Lacey shook his head.

			“How’s he holding up?” he said at last.

			“You should go see him. He’d want you to. Room 413.”

			“I know,” Mr. Lacey said. “But I just don’t know I can see him the way he is.”

			“Think about what he’d do if you were in that situation.” Mr. Lacey’s eyes narrowed. “He’d come to you.” 

			“Buck,” Mr. Lacey said, staring down at his hands. “Maybe you and me can work this together. Ain’t two people alive who know Rainbo better, know his habits, nor who can track and know the swamp.”

			“That’s why I came by. I saw your truck, and I thought . . .”

			“You knew this was the place to come. You knew what neighbors is for.”

			

			

	

DR. FORTUNE SAT AT HIS DESK, reading the Southside Telegraph, moaning in passive evangelical agreement with Arlene’s article. When Will walked in, he tossed it aside and lifted his eyes toward him but otherwise remained exactly as he had been, in complacent repose.

			“Do you know me?” Will said.

			“The one and only.”

			“There was a white kid who was in here recently.”

			“With the dog?”

			“You seen any other white kids?”

			Dr. Fortune grinned. He had impeccable, stainless teeth that subverted his face.

			“What did he come to see you about?”

			“His dog was hurt.”

			“Shot, you mean.”

			Fortune watched Will, determining how much he knew. Ultimately, he realized Will wasn’t out to hide information or trip him up. It wasn’t that he knew what he wanted Fortune to say. It was that he didn’t know.

			“Yes.”

			“Was there anything else? Come on. Don’t make me ask about every little thing. He was hurt. What can you tell me about that?”

			“Nothing. I can’t disclose information about my patients.”

			Will approached him. “Don’t pretend you’re legitimate. I could close you down.”

			“You wouldn’t do that. I’ve saved too many people.”

			

			“Were they worth saving?”

			“I’m a doctor. I treat indiscriminately, unlike you.”

			“Yes, you earned all your degrees and licenses once, but they were revoked. Tell me what I want to know.”

			Fortune stood up and put a cigarette into his cigarette holder and lit it. His suit was cheap and Will saw he was missing a button. He wore a burgundy shirt and a tie with piano keys on it, the same bleached color as his teeth. Will thought about what it would take for a man to strive for work here, a man who’d done his schooling and ruined himself and had to return to the county he’d initially tried to leave. 

			“You ain’t doing so well yourself,” Fortune said, approaching Will and looking intensely into his face. “Why’d you do it?”

			“I asked you a question.”

			“I’m trying to answer it. Why’d you go off like that, get yourself all beat up?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Yes you do. You do if you want to know.”

			“What do you think?”

			“It won’t suicide. You had to get close to it, but that won’t it. It was because of that Hathom boy, wasn’t it? You did it because you believed it was the right thing to do.”

			Fortune stared at the paper he had folded and said, “That boy who was in here, I think he did the same. Like you, he got hurt for it. When we do what we think is right, when we treat people we ain’t supposed to or when we try to help and we get sued because the outcome ain’t what someone wants it to be, they hurt us. They make that right cost something. But we still standing.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“Deputy,” Fortune said. “Somebody cut him bad.”

			

			“How bad?”

			“Stuck him in the ribs with a knife. And he come to me to fix him up.”

			“Did you?”

			“Gave him eight stitches, pray they hold.”

			

			

	

TANIA WOKE with what felt like a cold to find Will was still not there. More than anything, she was angry. All she put up with and him praying like he was all high-and-mighty and yet he deserted her and who knows what he was doing or had done. She was truly worried now and wondered if she should drive out to check the creek and risk invading the most private of sanctuaries.

			But instead she marched in her worry and fear toward the tree line in the faded gray of early morning. She walked for some time, and, when she reached a far corner of the property, a wall of pines towered above her, wet from the night’s rain. She was wet through, having not thought to bring a slicker since it wasn’t raining when she’d left. And then she saw something. Not movement, but the signs of it. Pine boughs broken fresh, resting like a lean-to. She moved one and felt beneath it and realized she had come upon a pickup truck. At first, she assumed it to be a broken-down vehicle left at a corner of the property—one that had belonged to Will’s family—but there was some fresh mud on the tires, and she also saw the gleam of the chrome-plated grille. She looked back toward the house, then at the truck, then through the woods to where she could see a lane that allowed access to the property. Yes, someone had been in the house yesterday. Then she saw the tracks.

			It was a hike, and she peered around, finally carefully opening the passenger door and opening the glove box. An expired registration in the name of Tom Janders.

			

			“Holy shit,” she said aloud. Careful what you pray for, she thought.

			She kept on. Some tracks in the mud went up along the far tree line, and she did her best to follow them. It was far from a straight line, but eventually she came to one of the old slave cabins on the property, and the door was open. She climbed up the three steps to the slender porch and heard movement. She drew her pistol and said, “Sheriff’s Department.”

			Inside, Zeke Hathom cowered. He had obviously not slept well either.

			“Please. Please don’t,” he said. “Just go back. Don’t take me in. Forget I’m here.”

			“Come with me, Mr. Hathom. We can’t ignore the truth once we know it.”

			“Leave me. I’m not going back.”

			“I want to take you to the house. Let’s get you cleaned up and talk about why you’re here.”

			“Leave me. Please. Don’t take me in.”

			She saw a man fatigued, hysterical, afraid, and for some reason she grinned. Will had said the same thing to her not so long ago. “Leave me.” Her mother and daddy might as well have said it too. They didn’t want her. She’d lived a life where people wanted her to abandon them. Well, she wasn’t going to do it. She wasn’t going to be someone who walked out on people just because they walked out on her or didn’t have the courage to.

			“I’m not really asking you, Mr. Hathom. And I haven’t given up on you either. Neither has Will. If you want me to arrest you, or if you refuse my invitation to the house, I will. But I’d rather you just come along. I didn’t sleep last night.”

			“Neither did I.”

			“We’ve got some food and a bath and coffee.” 

			

			“Promise me,” he said. “Promise me I won’t go back to jail. You won’t let that happen.”

			“That all depends on what you’ve done.”

			“I can’t go back. I’ll die first.”

			“Let’s not talk that way. Come on. We’ll have breakfast and talk things over. You won’t have to eat cold beans or drink warm beer at the house. I believe there’s hope on the horizon.”

			

			

	

IT WAS LATE MORNING by the time Will made it back to the property. Tania had made a gravy and fried up six eggs, then another round of six. She had a pot of coffee, almost full. Zeke Hathom was sitting at the table, eating with such enthusiasm that it appeared to be painful for him. Occasionally he would moan, and his moans would become vague musical hums, hymn-like, plaintive, tuneless.

			“What the hell is going on?” Will said.

			Zeke stopped eating, noticing for the first time that Will was there.

			“I told you,” Tania said to Will.

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said. “Your wife is worried about you. What the hell brought you out here? You’re not so down-and-out you need to take food out of my kitchen.”

			Zeke looked up, about to take a bite, then lowered his fork but said nothing.

			“Is it your marriage?”

			“No.”

			“Well, what’s going on?”

			“I can’t, Will.”

			“Then we’ll have to put you under arrest. Guaranteed you do jail time.”

			“I’ll never do that again.”

			“That’s up to the law.”

			“I already did time for another person’s crime. That was the law. Tell me this: You didn’t send my boy Sam to jail. If I tell you why I’m here, will you let me walk?” 

			

			Will looked at Tania, who shook her head, her eyes saying no. 

			Zeke said, “After all we been through. Now I’m down a son. Tom dead. You’re the closest thing I got to a son. We’re family. And I already did enough time for something I never did. Count that for this.”

			“You know it can’t work that way. If it does, it’s not working at all.”

			“I’ll die before . . .” Zeke trailed off.

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said. “I can only help you if I know what’s going on. Talk.”

			Zeke shoved his plate away from him and clasped his hands together.

			“I was in a real bad state,” he said. “Went to the Lounge. I been going in there a lot, and I seen somebody I been buying from. We went there and met someone else along the way. They had a thing against this dude who’s building houses. I went with them. We tore down a house. Now I wish I didn’t have no part in it.”

			“Who was with you?”

			“I can’t, Will. I’ll rat on myself but not nobody else.”

			“Mr. Hathom, you don’t have a choice.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Then it’s simple. You’re under arrest.”

			“If I tell you, will you let me go?”

			“I’ll do everything I can.”

			Tania stood up, furious. “He’s committed a crime, Will. There are procedures . . .” 

			“Was the house out in the Snakefoot?” Will said, still talking to Zeke.

			“Yeah,” Zeke said. “Houses for the tech company—Sunrise or something.”

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said. “How can you expect to stay out of jail when you behave like this?” 

			

			Zeke said, “You ain’t even heard the bad part. Dog came after us, out of nowhere. After him, a dude drives up, looks wild, like he come out of a dream, like he grew out of the ground out there. White man about my age. Wild forever eyes. I don’t roll this way. This was the Snakefoot, everybody know those people don’t live by the rules. That dude came at us and I said hell no and ran. I won’t lie, I wasn’t going to be a part of that no more.”

			“I guess you were the one using the sledgehammer?”

			“How you know that?”

			“Never mind. What else?” 

			He did not say all he remembered. He did not talk about what caused him far more guilt than his involvement in destroying private property. How he’d been sitting on the porch he shared with Floressa, looking out toward the husk of Tom’s house. How the wretched horizon was fenced in by the trees of a god that did not seem to give a damn one way or the other what happened here in the world he had created.

			“Zeke, honey,” she’d said that night. “Come on to bed.”

			“I’m’a stay up a while.”

			“It ain’t good for us to be alone together like this.”

			“Don’t talk to me, woman. My pain is my pain. You keep trying to take it from me.”

			He rocked back and forth, clenching his fists, murdering with his heart all the good that could ever come to him, to them.

			“We can share some of it. There’s Sam.”

			“Don’t you talk that.”

			“He’s our baby.”

			“Wish he wasn’t.”

			“What you say to me? Aw, Zeke! You’re hurting me.”

			“Aw, shoot. I don’t mean it like that. I mean look where he is.”

			“Where is he?”

			

			“Nobody know. He’s lost.”

			“Let me tell you what. You lost too.”

			“Stop trying to save me. You can’t.”

			“Maybe you right. But ain’t a man or woman alive that can stop me trying.”

			He had begun to learn that emptiness can be the source of powers bewildering to oneself. Now, he regretted all that he had said to her that night, even though it had been honest. He had also begun to learn that you can be honest and say your truth, and that truth can be wrong. 

			“Ezekiel,” she’d said. “You know I love you.”

			Zeke glared at her, the first time he truly looked at her without flinching apology, the timidity of self-hatred, since he’d been acquitted. The first time, and it was with a hate so clear he didn’t have to speak it. Again, he’d done nothing yet, and yet the guilt. It was because it was who he was. Who he’d become. 

			He tried to protect himself by telling himself she did not love him. He’d changed and was a stranger to her and to himself, so she was lying about loving him, because it wasn’t him. His changing had made her a liar and made himself a liar all at once, and yet he couldn’t unchange. The true new him had made her lie. And she didn’t even know it. Poor woman. Yet the irony of self-hatred is that you hate all others around you. He could love Sam because Sam was not there to see the change, and maybe, he hoped in some distant foggy way, Sam could love him from that same distance. 

			The church had done no good. The prayers, like starving birds. The hate, a mountain no one could budge or climb. 

			“I’m fixing to go,” he said. 

			“Where to? Zeke. Zeke!”

			He was already walking off. He raised a hand like a lackluster bitch-slap behind him. It was another gesture damning him, nailing shut the coffin of his guilt. She couldn’t see—nobody could see—he was crying. He’d been stewing so long, and he couldn’t help it. Home was the place he was dying, and Floressa was killing him. He needed to do something. Some kind of action was required to try to keep on living. 

			He walked down the road. Floressa’s gaze felt like a double-barreled shotgun aimed at his back. He even thought about turning around, but he couldn’t make himself swallow his prideful shame now. So he kept on, deciding he would hitch a ride, or figure something else out. 

			He found himself near the ruined black foundation of Tom’s place, like some ancient site. Burned black as a headstone. And he saw there at the edge of the field Tom’s truck. He had forgotten it was here. He went to the barn and got out the keys, and the truck started up just fine, as if it had been run a week ago, as if ready for this very night. 

			It felt powerful and empty, and he could smell the absence of Tom, remember that the night he’d been killed he’d driven Zeke home earlier. He spoke to his dead friend: “You won’t be needing it, though,” he said aloud. “You won’t mind me taking it out. I need it. God, I need it.”

			Zeke thought for a moment about driving off into the white world, but instead pulled up to the Lounge. 

			“Yo, Zeke. You bring Tom’s truck?”

			“Oh shit, that Tom’s truck.”

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said now, breaking Zeke’s spell. “Are you okay?”

			Zeke realized his eyes were closed and he was shaking.

			Will said, “I asked you if that’s all you remember.”

			“They chased him. I heard the trucks. I heard the shots from the woods. But I wasn’t there. I didn’t see anything. They took my truck and drove off. I made my way back to the Lounge. The truck was there. I got in it and came here.”

			Tania said, “Do you mean Tom Janders’s truck?”

			“Yes.”

			

			Tania said to Will, “Tom’s truck is parked in the woods on the far corner of the property. And it looks like there are some new marks on it. We’ll have to take a look. Mr. Hathom, was this the first time you helped them tear down a development?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Did they say anything about the others?”

			“The others?”

			“Yes, the other houses they’ve wrecked.”

			“No ma’am. I never knew there was others.”

			“You lost your job recently,” Will said.

			“That’s right.”

			“Did you have anything to do with the lumber mill burning down?”

			“It burned down?”

			“You didn’t know?” Tania said. “It’s been all over local news.”

			“I’ve been here two days.”

			Tania and Will looked at each other. It would have made sense if Zeke had done it, but now that he said he hadn’t, the crime wouldn’t be so easy to tie up. 

			Tania said, “Who were you with?”

			“They’ll kill me,” he said. “Like they tried to kill him.”

			“You said you weren’t there.”

			“Not at that time.”

			“So how do you know they tried to kill him?”

			“Heard the shots. They was itchin’ to throw down. Guys like that, they got to start things so they got to finish them.”

			“Tell us their names,” Will said. 

			“I can’t.”

			“You have to. Or, I swear Mr. Hathom, I’ll take you in. And this time the judge and jury won’t go light on you because this time you’re not innocent.”

			

			The words stung everyone there.

			“Please, Will. They said if I said anything, they’d—”

			“I don’t care.”

			“What they said they was gonna do to me. I believe them too.”

			“Tell me,” Will said. “We’ll protect you.”

			“I can’t, Will. Some things I just can’t do. I was in the wrong, but I can’t tell on others who were wrong with me. It wouldn’t be right.”

			Will stood up and stared down at the older man, the father of his oldest friend, a man he’d always looked up to. Zeke’s eyes rolled up to look at him now, with perhaps a greater fear than he had for what would happen if he told. Then Will glared at Tania. 

			“Keep him here,” Will said to Tania. “You said Tom’s truck is where?”

			“Down in the woods by the road.”

			“I’ll be back later.”

			“Where are you going?” Tania said.

			But the only reply she got was the screen door slapping the doorframe.

			

			

	

THE THINHS had left the neighborhood within twenty-four hours of Isaiah’s death, which might have seemed suspicious, but they weren’t the only ones moving out of the neighborhood. Sheldon had already noticed the lights of homes going dim—apartments staying dark after the sun went down. The city or the construction company or whoever would come and erect chain-link fences around houses and put a notice on the doors, and families whose homes had been condemned were leaving the neighborhood, sometimes a few a day. 

			This ghostly vacancy of the neighborhood allowed Sheldon more easily to investigate. He scaled the fence of the Thinhs’ house and went in. It was dark, even with its white walls. Dark wood floors buckled and groaned. What little furniture the family had owned remained. He looked around, but it was too dark to see much, though he did perceive a blood-darkened floor where his brother must have bled. He touched the floor of his brother’s blood and slept beside it, vowing to get revenge on those UT motherfuckers.

			In the quiet light of the next morning, he scanned the scene again. He expected to find a bullet hole somewhere in a window, but he did not. He saw no holes in the outside of the house either.

			Sheldon ventured upstairs, where he found the wall graffitied with the names of every member of the True Brothers. And he saw a red line through Isaiah’s name, which was all he needed to see to know the UT had not killed his brother. There had been no drive-by. There had been no stray bullet. It had come from within the house, from another member of the gang.

			To his surprise, he saw that another name had been crossed out in red: Buck. 

			

			

	

NEARING OLD TRESPASS, Will saw the truck with the johnboat on a trailer dragged behind and let it get ahead, then pulled out in distant pursuit, glad he’d brought his own truck and not his department vehicle. The truck took the Old Swamp Highway that skirted the water and passed Day’s section of the swamp, which for no discernable reason was called Sassafras Ridge, the Sunoco on the right, and then Will saw the truck with the trailer vanish through thick growth. The sun felt like a late afternoon sun all of a sudden. He continued, passing over a bridge and out of the trees and over the grassy green marshes, almost seeming coastal, but without the refreshment of salt air. Rather, it was a clinging odor of long-wet wood, of mud and mold. Will pulled off the bridge on the other side and got out. Over on the far bank, some of the trees had been felled to make way for development, so he had visibility. He hiked down to the base of the bridge and eventually saw, in the shade of the cool water’s edge, a johnboat pull out with two men in it, cutting through swamp water that appeared from some angles, the way the sun was hitting it, to be dry land. He watched them disappear, relieved he could not pursue.

			He sat a while in the shade and the cluttered peace the water suggested. He looked along the bank of the northwest side, at the red clay partly naked of the trees that once filled it, land that was being cleared for homes. He had never thought of the Snakefoot as beautiful, but anything can be beautiful as it is endangered. 

			

			He hoisted himself up and walked to the truck. He could see no sign of the boat and didn’t expect to see it now. They had headed deep into the swamp, and he expected they would be gone for some time. It interested him that they were together—Buck and Roddy Lacey. They seemed very close. He played back the day he’d come to Old Trespass and seen Buck and Roddy interact, felt the friendship there, and he thought about Zeke and about Sam and wondered if he had a right to hope.

			

			

	

BUCK AND RODDY were guilty of disturbing that solemn water and their boat skittered along the surface like a bug, tentative and somehow perennial. Though Roddy guided the boat, Buck knew every soft bar and cluster of lily pads, every stump and tree, as well as anybody. Here with Mr. Lacey, it seemed that they were simply going to meet up with Rainbo and to go make sets or check traps. Buck began to open up, the deeper they went—to soften—his mind alive the way it only can be in the swamp. The feeling Buck sometimes had of almost physically dissolving, of disappearing into the growth, of the strange dirty purity that swallowed everything and yet lifted, raised him in awe outside of himself. It carried him now.

			They approached a thicker growth that swarmed around them, and Roddy cut the motor, lifted it out of the water, and they drifted as they came nearer to Camp 3, the water risen and opaque, the swollen bases of tupelo and cedar and swamp oak and bald cypress and pumpkin ash and beech trees partly hidden in the flooded water. Buck closed his eyes as they ran aground upon land soft and giving. He pulled on a wet green rope that was tied to a tree, and they slid up farther. He hopped out first, held the railing, and Mr. Lacey got out.

			They crouched, so watchful that they seemed to be looking all around at anything but each other. Buck told Roddy what he’d seen and where: coals, chaotic, the bear trap sprung, a pit the size of a crib dug up and filled with rainwater, a mound of what looked like human bones beside it.

			Roddy said, “You sure it was like you said?”

			“I swear. But who’d know to dig anything up in the first place? Nobody knows about this place except us.”

			“Old timers know,” Roddy said.

			“But who’d—”

			“You never know in this place. Let’s scout around to see if we can see anything else.”

			They did the best they could to find sign of what had occurred the night of Rainbo’s accident, but the mud bore no definitive evidence either could make out. The rain and time had worked against them. They looked through the shelter, Roddy’s mind alive with the memory of his first times here, helping Rainbo clean the place up. His dad telling him that it was called Camp 3, an old turpentine camp. Roddy bringing clothes and food out to Rainbo, a gesture of friendship. And when Mr. Boon, Buck’s great-grandfather, had found out one of his workers had disobeyed the one strict rule never to interact with vagrants in the swamp, Roddy’s family was banished from Boon land and from the forty acres they’d worked since he could remember, his father having to find work elsewhere, after a life as a sharecropper where the roots of his ancestors grew like bones under the soil. Roddy remembered his father, with eyes like suns, growing like a tree into the grief and the shame, and in that methodical rage, he would grip his boy’s arm with one gnarled fist and with the calloused heel of his other hand, which had the texture of bark, issued licks until Roddy’s head sagged limp as a ball on a string, and he swatted again, again, eventually knowing that even this would not help, and then the man would let the boy’s arm fall against his body like the broken wing of a bird newly killed. But this bird had not died. He would rise with that broken wing and he would hate and he would fight and he would always feel the pain of that excruciating love. 

			“Mr. Lacey,” Buck said. “Are you okay?”

			Roddy shook his head as if to show someone he was not concussed and said, “Did Deputy Seems see any of this the other night?”

			“He never left the boat.”

			“Did you tell him what you saw?”

			“No.”

			“Good.”

			“Mr. Lacey,” Buck said. “What if telling them is the right thing? We want to know what’s happened here. And we could use help.”

			“Now Buck, you know what Rainbo would say. Don’t never take the swamp out to the world. Don’t never go to a badge to do something for you. You know that.”

			“I know he’d say that if he could, but he can’t say anything right now.”

			“No. We gotta keep our heads down—you especially with going back home and all. It’s up to us—you and me—to figure out what we can. Aside from that, all we can do is pray.”

			Buck said, “Mr. Lacey, how did you and Rainbo get to be friends?”

			“I taught him how to fish.”

			“I mean, where did you meet?”

			“Saw this stringy white boy coming toward me. He was hungry, and I taught him to fish.”

			“How old was he?”

			“About your age when you came to live with us. About fifteen or sixteen. He said he didn’t know his own birthday.”

			“Where did he come from before that?”

			“Shoot, I don’t know. You sure are curious all of a sudden. What got you thinking?”

			

			“I just realized, him being hurt and all, that I really don’t know much about him.” 

			Roddy said, “Let’s get on, Buck. Maybe he’ll be awake and can tell you himself.”

			As they loaded the johnboat back on the trailer, Buck had a feeling he sometimes got that he couldn’t quite describe, but when he became aware of it, he knew something was amiss, as if the eyes of some curious animal were on him. 

			Sure enough, after they’d loaded the boat onto the trailer, an old pickup came their way, and Buck could see through the glass of the windshield that it was Deputy Will Seems. Buck and Roddy straightened up and eyed him suspiciously.

			Seems said, “Come with me, Buck.”

			“Hold on, Deputy,” Mr. Lacey said. “He do something?”

			“It’s not like that. I need his help.”

			Buck and Mr. Lacey exchanged a glance.

			“Go on, Buck,” Mr. Lacey said. “You better go,” and Buck got in and Deputy Seems shoved the cane over and closed the door. The truck was a mess, all kinds of papers and takeout food bags and even a beer can in the form of a disk on the floor at Buck’s feet. 

			Will looked over and Buck buckled the seat belt, and they started out for the road.

			

			

	

RODDY WENT HOME. His wife was at the kitchen counter making something. 

			“Where Jamal at?” he said.

			“He gone out.”

			“Out where?”

			“I’m afraid to guess. What y’all see?”

			“Just a big mess. Buck real close to making something out of it. Boy got talent, though. Way he looks, sees, moves.”

			“Sometimes I don’t know if you mean that in a good way or a bad way.”

			“I don’t either.”

			“You just proud of yourself for teaching that boy.”

			“Yes, ma’am. I am. He’s got it in his blood like a hound.”

			“That might just come back on you like a pocketknife.”

			“Depends which way you using the knife.”

			“You ain’t smart enough to play it like that. If you was smart, you’d already have gone to that hospital and visited him.”

			“I been busy.”

			“You better go. Let them see you go.”

			“I don’t know if I can.”

			“It’s time you did something. You better go on and do that.”

			He went to the sink, washed his hands.

			“Why you so scared?” she said. “He see you the other night?” 

			

			“Yeah. That’s why it went down. And because Jamal had to shoot a gun.” 

			“But he still in a coma.” 

			“That’s what Buck says. And that’s worse than anything. Ain’t dead, barely alive. Who knows what he’s hearing and knowing. Like he in a trap himself. I might step in it too.” 

			“That boy was right: You better go. Shoot. You thinking too much, ain’t thinking at all.”

			“Buck said there’s some guys standing around at the hospital. He thinks they’re cops. Asked him questions.”

			“Well go on already and let them see you.”

			So he went—he always listened to her—got dressed in his new rigid Wranglers and his best boots, a pair of burgundy Dan Posts. He walked in through the hospital doors, then he spotted them. Government men. It wasn’t hard to tell that about them, the way they carried themselves and the way they carried under their monotone rain slickers.

			Right or not, Roddy wasn’t stupid. They were waiting for whoever it was that had called, whoever was stupid enough to walk in and maybe try to finish what had been started. Someone not in the family. Someone like him. For once she was wrong. 

			He walked past the room where his friend lay unconscious, and he kept going—had to keep going—his boots wet and clicking on the linoleum, leaving invisible prints that would mean nothing since he’d never taken these boots into the swamp. He passed, turned the corner, turned another, and restrained himself from running as he left, feeling crosshairs against his back. 

			He knew, within the tree of his bones, that he himself had entered more deeply now into the relationship of hunter and prey. It was that click, that rush, like a stiff wind through cattails. He was in it now, was one or the other. And he was surprised, troubled, to realize why he was so scared now: He did not know which he was anymore. 

			He went to his truck and took out the flip phone he’d used to call the hospital the other night. Turned it on. It was Rainbo’s phone. He waited for it to light up. Four new voicemails from the same number with a different area code. His hands trembled as he began to listen. Then he dialed that same number. No going back now. 

			

			

	

TANIA TOOK BUCK down to Tom’s truck that Zeke had driven to Promised Land while Zeke and Will talked. They were sitting on the porch, calmly, and Will reflected on the strangeness of the fact that he was in the position to help Zeke again, and that Zeke had had such luck that he needed to be helped again. Will’s relationship with the Hathoms went so deep, for him, that he felt he was sitting with some distant relative he’d known and admired all his life.

			But the tranquility abruptly ended when Will heard a vehicle groaning toward them, out of sight, its tenor seeming to come from out of the ground.

			Will said, “Mr. Hathom, go inside.”

			Will gripped the railing of the porch as a black Suburban came into sight.

			“Goddamnit,” he said aloud, as if to state a fact like the weather.

			Bennico got out of the SUV and approached the house.

			“Don’t you have a phone?” Will said.

			“I tried calling. Your mailbox is full.”

			“Better be important.” 

			“You got any coffee?”

			He went inside and got a cup for her, realizing he was glad she was there and knowing he would not admit that to her.

			When he had brought the coffee out, she said, “I came to talk to you about the kid you were asking about. By the way, you find out anything new about his grandfather?”

			

			Will told her what Troy had determined in his initial forensics report. Rainbo and Brown Dog had both been shot with 9mm bullets, likely from the same gun, and pieces of a Glock 19 had been discovered and reassembled, though there was no link to an owner. Furthermore, the mud on Rainbo’s clothing showed traces of clay and peat, the latter being prevalent in the swamp and nowhere else. Rainbo had been in the swamp itself before being taken to the hospital.

			“So,” Will said. “What have you come to tell me?” 

			She brought out a folder, and handed Will a police report. 

			“I’ve got two files for you. This file is on Donnie Thinh, one of the leaders of the gang Buck was in, who’d done time for car theft. He was found dead May 13 on the grounds of the trailer park in Chesterfield County where he and his family were living. The day you found Lucas Boon’s truck. The day Buck returned with someone else’s clothes on and a bruised face. Mr. Thinh was slashed eight times, his throat was cut, and he was shot in the neck, likely after he was dead.”

			She handed him the second file.

			“This is a man named James Caller, the owner of the same trailer park. He was found twenty yards away, on his deck, with the gun that shot Donnie Thinh. He was also killed with the same knife. His groin was distended, and his cane was found in the woods.” 

			“You think this is gang related?”

			“I don’t know about Mr. Caller. But both murders are personal. Remember Isaiah Holmes? How he was shot in the neck?”

			“Below the ear, right?”

			“That’s right,” Bennico said.

			“You think this is a revenge killing? If so, someone would have to have been loyal to Isaiah. Family member, maybe. Maybe someone in the gang.”

			

			“From the little information I’ve been able to find, the gang was Cambodian except for two people, Isaiah and Buck Tomlin.”

			“Are you suggesting Buck was involved? There have to be a lot of people who had a beef with Donnie Thinh. The other gang leader—the guy Buck stole the car from—did he get out of jail recently?” 

			“About six months ago.”

			“Well, it could have been him who killed Isaiah. Right? I just don’t get why all of a sudden Donnie would be murdered. Isaiah died almost a year-and-a-half ago.”

			“My guess is maybe someone just found out,” Bennico said. “Will, you have to admit, we still don’t know where Buck was that night. We don’t even know that he wasn’t responsible for what happened to his grandfather.”

			“He does seem to be hiding something.”

			“And yet, look at who keeps giving him the benefit of the doubt. I swear, Will. There’s plenty of boys out there who never get a second chance. Buck Tomlin’s had a second chance already, and you giving him a third.”

			“It’s not like that. How can you say that after all I did to protect Sam?”

			“Yeah, a lot of good that did. Sam’s out there, who knows where. Maybe you trying to help him did more harm than you know.”

			“That’s fucked up.”

			“Well, there’s a lot against this kid. Why are you sticking up for him?”

			“He’s helping us right now. Besides, I don’t believe he had anything to do with his grandfather. Come on. I want to go see if they’ve found out anything. I’ll introduce you. You’ll see what I mean about him.”

			“Yeah, you must trust him. Hope your woman is safe.”

			

			Bennico took her coffee mug into the kitchen. When she came back out, she said, “Who else is here?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You need to work on your lying. Every law enforcement officer should be good at deception. It’s not Sam, but I’ll bet it’s someone related to him.”

			“How did you know that?”

			“Intuition. Instinct. And you got enough plates in the sink for a small party.”

			“It’s Zeke. He’s in trouble again.”

			“Yes. Why would anybody be here if they weren’t in trouble?”

			“You’re here.”

			“Exactly.”

			

			

	

WILL AND BENNICO went to the truck to meet Tania and Buck.

			“Tania,” Will said. “You remember Bennico.”

			“What is she doing here?” Tania said.

			“She’s gonna help us.”

			“No, Will.”

			“She can work behind the scenes while we’re doing the official stuff.”

			“I don’t like this.”

			Buck climbed out of the vehicle, looking uncomfortable. His face had turned ugly, the bruise tinted green and yellow. The cut above his eye was a dark cauterized mark that gave him a menacing look. 

			“Well?” Will said. “Anything at all?”

			Buck held out a small orange container. Will took it and raised it up. It was a container of pills. The label read preston tomlin, jr. and ritalin.

			“You weren’t in this truck that night,” Will said.

			“I’ve been giving my pills away.”

			“You’re dealing?”

			“My parents keep getting the prescription, but I don’t take them.”

			“Who are you giving them to?”

			Buck hesitated. It seemed so many things hung in the balance of his decision to talk or not. He had adopted a motto from the street that, oddly, Rainbo and the rest of the Boons seemed to live by: Never talk to someone with a badge. Never turn to the law to take care of your problems.

			Will said, “You need to tell me, or whoever went after your granddad is going to get away with it.”

			“Jamal.”

			“Jamal Lacey? He deals it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Okay. What else about the truck?”

			“The bumper and grille are scratched up, and I remember Rainbo’s tailgate was pushed in. It looked like someone had shoved him toward the water, like someone got out and took some shots. One hit the fender.”

			“So this was the truck.”

			“But how did it end up here? Who brought it?”

			“We’ll introduce you. But he isn’t the one who went after your granddad.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I’ve known him all my life, and I’d trust his word with my life. He told me he didn’t go after him, and I believe him.”

			

			

	

SHERIFF MILLS GOT OFF THE PHONE with Weenie Edgars, the sheriff of Tupelo County, mostly giving him shit for the job his crew had done investigating the sawmill. From time to time, Mills had to ask Edgars for help, since Tupelo had more resources than Euphoria County. His guts were bothering him today—all of this weather. He’d breathe in and feel the sharp pain, an echo of the shot Day Pace had fired into him.

			It was difficult not to imagine her the way she’d been in those moments. How he’d wanted her, still did. How she’d needed a protector, and he’d been that all the way up until he’d had to shoot her in self-defense. It was not lust, exactly. He felt too old for that. It was a tremendous need in him. Maybe never becoming a daddy had made it worse. He was a man like a lone coyote. Like a stray. At a point, there needed to be something more, the comfort of boundaries, maybe—maybe blood to care for—and he didn’t have that. 

			He tried at times to pray, but his prayers went everywhere like empty talk and so they meant nothing. He felt he’d lived a shallow, horizontal existence. He couldn’t say he’d done more good than harm even though he believed he’d tried. 

			He stared through his open door at the desk where his cousin Buddy Monroe sat, working dispatch. The office sounded like a library this morning. A phone ringing softly, occasionally at the desk, the empty space. All that space, and he felt like he’d been penned up. Buddy was drinking a soda and eating a biscuit, and Mills could smell it across the office. Eventually, Mills heard him utter a modest belch and stood up and grabbed his cane and hat and headed for the door.

			“I’m going out,” he said to Buddy.

			Buddy was chewing and working hard to swallow a thick bite so he could talk.

			“Can you pick up some Tums and a magazine for me? Guns & Ammo?”

			Mills stood erect and pivoted, looking down at his cousin, who had a biscuit crumb on his lower lip and had managed to leave a trail of flour on his shirt and on the desk. A greasy paper the biscuit had been packaged in lay open on the desk.

			Mills said, “I’m gonna fire you, cousin.”

			“Oh, Jeff. Don’t joke like that.”

			Mills left and got into the cruiser. In God We Trust was written across the back of the sedan. He realized, as he pulled the vehicle out onto the square, that he didn’t know where he was going to go, what he was going to do, what he needed except to get out of that office. 

			He found himself on the road to Promised Land. Something about Will was good to be around. Yes, he’d gone rogue and been unreliable at times, but he’d saved Mills’s life, and, above all, he hadn’t been defeated. A cup of coffee with Will Seems—that’s what he wanted. It didn’t have to be professional. Just to get to know the man better. Besides, he saw something of Will’s mother, Hannah, in his face and mannerisms. Hannah was the only woman Mills had ever really loved. Then Mills could visit her grave in the family graveyard at Promised Land. Thinking about her did Mills good.

			He went out of town and along the uneven distance of the land. He got out of the cruiser and picked wildflowers, wet with the recent rains. As he came along the road next to the property, he glanced over, the wall of dark trees rushing by. He caught a glimpse, through one of the back gates, of Tania and Will and two other people standing by what looked like Tom Janders’s old truck.

			“Well, I’ll be . . .” he said and pulled the cruiser into the soft field across the lane. He got out and walked over to the cattle gate and climbed over it with care and walked up to the huddle.

			“Sheriff,” Will said. 

			“Well don’t y’all look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			“We didn’t expect you,” Will said. “This is Bennico Watts, and this is Buck Tomlin, Rainbo Boon’s grandson.”

			Mills nodded at them, taking note of a kind of scared defiance in their faces.

			“What’s going on here?” he said. “I don’t understand this gathering, or what Tom’s truck is doing here. I thought it was setting out on his property.”

			“It was until a few days ago,” Will said. 

			“Well, how’d it get here?”

			“Someone drove it,” Will said.

			Mills looked at his deputy. “I know that. Who?”

			Will looked at the others.

			“We don’t know,” Tania said.

			Mills took out a stick of spearmint gum and shoved it in his teeth, crumpling the sleeve of the wrapper and chucking it into the grass.

			“Well, whoever it was who drove it here must have done it for a reason, and they might be hiding out here. Have you looked?”

			“Yessir,” Will said.

			“Why are all these people here? Why didn’t you call me?”

			“We think this is the truck that rammed into Rainbo’s Dodge. The grille is scratched up, and Rainbo’s bumper and tailgate were too.”

			“That doesn’t really answer the question.”

			

			“You gave Tania and me the investigation. Buck here saw the scene of the accident—remember? And Bennico here is a friend.”

			“I remember who she is,” Mills said. “How you feel about that, Tania?” He seemed pleased with himself. “Better watch out, Seems. Let’s get some fingerprints off that steering wheel.”

			Tania opened up Tom’s truck with her gear and climbed in to dust for prints.

			“What’s that?” Mills said, spotting something in Will’s hand.

			Will held it up. “It’s Buck’s medication.”

			“What medication?”

			“Ritalin,” Buck said.

			“You on that legal speed, huh?” Mills said. “And why’s my deputy holding it?”

			Will said, “It fell out of his pocket and I picked it up.”

			Mills looked back and forth between Buck and Will. He made a note of that too.

			Tania had powdered and brushed the steering wheel and collected what she could, and she handed Sheriff Mills a bag with a few cards in it, containing the prints.

			“Well, thank you,” Mills said. “Seems to me this should have been the first order of business. I’ll go and get these to Troy St. Pierre and see what he can tell us. Thank y’all.”

			With that, Mills climbed back over the gate and walked back across the lane to the cruiser, seeing the flowers he had picked on the passenger’s seat.

			

			

	

UP AT THE HOUSE AGAIN, Will called out, “All right, Mr. Hathom. Come on down.”

			Zeke appeared, and Will held out the pill bottle and shook it. Zeke licked his lips.

			“These yours?” he said.

			“No.”

			“You said you were buying from someone.”

			“Can’t get more than one or two at a time. They expensive. Twenty-five dollars a pill.”

			“So the bottle isn’t yours.”

			“No, sir.”

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said, “we know you’ve been buying from Jamal Lacey. You said there was somebody else with you. Who was it?”

			“They gonna kill me.”

			“Who?”

			“I don’t know who it was. I swear. Couldn’t see nothing. It was dark. He in the other truck. Older guy. That’s about all I can say. They worked together real close though. Like . . .”

			“Father and son?” Tania said.

			

			

	

“IS IT ALL RIGHT if we record this?” Agent Howard said.

			Roddy nodded. Coming to the FBI went against everything he stood for, everything he’d been told and believed. But he was here because Jamal was in trouble, could be in trouble, and helping them might keep suspicion off his back and away from Jamal. He told himself this was an act of survival. After all, he was a hunter, a deceiver. That’s what it came down to. A code could only be upheld if you survived to uphold it. If he couldn’t survive, what good was that code? 

			“What made you call us?” Howard said.

			“I found something that’s bothering me.”

			“And what is that?”

			“This money.”

			“Where did you get it?”

			“You gotta promise me, if I show you where I found it, you won’t expose it.”

			“You got it.”

			He closed his eyes and said, “I found it on an island in there we call Camp 3.”

			“What were you doing there?”

			“That’s kind of like a base of ours for trapping.”

			“It’s not trapping season, is it?”

			“I didn’t say we was trapping.”

			“Why does this money bother you so much? Lot of guys in your position would have taken it and kept it.”

			

			That was exactly what he would have done if he hadn’t told Maud about it. If he hadn’t been fool enough to have to make a point by showing it to her. He’d thought at least that would shut her up, but it didn’t. And now he was here, because she’d told him he needed to be smart and not greedy. She was the one who said they’d never suspect a man who gave up a bag of money. She was the one who said he had to do it to protect their boy.

			He thought about the mound of bones, the fact that he’d taken the money from the pit, the fact that he’d intended to keep it, but thought it might be smarter to make it seem he was making a clean confession.

			He didn’t even have a chance to answer before one of them jumped in. “You’ve got a strong moral compass.”

			“Yessir,” Roddy said.

			“How did you meet Lucas Boon?”

			He told them everything except the fact that Rainbo lived on Camp 3. He told them, instead, that he lived “in there.” 

			“Out there, you mean,” one of them said.

			“We don’t say that,” Roddy said.

			“Go on.”

			“Since then, we fished and trapped and hunted together. We been friends all along.”

			“You served in Vietnam. Two purple hearts, says here.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Lucas didn’t serve?”

			“He didn’t never get drafted. When I got back, he was engaged to Barbara Tully Boon.”

			“Quite a rise in status.”

			“He never let it get to his head.”

			“Did you know him by any other name back then? Did you ever see him with anybody else?”

			

			He did not mention the old palm reader’s daughter, Jessimae.

			“No. He didn’t even have a last name. Didn’t know his birth date.”

			“So he took Barbara Tully’s name?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Where’d he pick up the name Rainbo?”

			Roddy almost smiled. “My daddy give it to him, on account of him always being wet. It’s short for Rainboy.”

			“Based on the fingerprints in his pickup truck, this is a very dangerous man.”

			“I know he dangerous. Seen him fight. Fought alongside him.”

			“Well, he’s a bit more dangerous than that.”

			The man nodded to his partner, who set out a folder for Roddy to look through. In it were newspaper articles and a wanted sign. Photos of Rainbo without as much facial hair as when he’d met him, but it couldn’t have been long before that. 

			The man said, “Can you identify that as the man you know as Rainbo Boon?”

			Roddy said, “That’s him. That’s him about the age I first saw him.”

			Memories flooded his mind, black water that had been still so long disturbed now by the jarring movement. He thought of his days in Vietnam, the bright, festive explosions in that muffled underwater din of his brain.

			The man continued, “See, Lucas killed a man. Armed robbery with two others. He was just fifteen then. Rodgers is his real name. They did not expect someone to be armed at the residence, and one of his accomplices died. He and another boy escaped, and Lucas or the other fired back, resulting in an injury that killed the owner of the home. We’ll assume it was Rainbo. We believe that other boy died. Maybe it’s his blood that’s on the money. You never saw Lucas with another kid?”

			“No.”

			

			All of a sudden, Roddy was angry. He was here to inform, and instead he was being educated about a man he’d known most of his life.

			Howard said, “He never talked about anyone else?” 

			“No, sir. I always thought it was odd—he was odd—how he’d guard the nothing he had. But when I found the money, I found something else.”

			“What?”

			“Bones. They looked like the bones of a . . . a child.”

			The men looked at each other. 

			“Where? At this Camp 3?”

			“They was dug out and made into a pile, outside the pit.”

			“Are you sure they were human bones?”

			“Yes, sir. I know what human bones look like. I saw my share in ‘Nam. But . . .”

			Roddy’s mouth seemed to try to force out the words, but he was having trouble saying them.

			“Yes?” Agent Howard said. “But . . .?”

			“I don’t know how many . . . how many people there was.”

			The men stood up as if they’d just put down heavy packs and now were free of burden. Now there was a feeling of certainty between them. They were after a killer. Lucas Rodgers was a brutal killer, and he was finally in their sights. They knew where to go, and they knew what was there. They just had to assemble a team and go see it for themselves.

			“Mr. Lacey, we thank you for your honesty, your time, and your service. We’ll be in touch and may need your help getting in there. Would you be willing to do that for us? You’ve gone this far.”

			He nodded slightly, almost bowing his head, a kind of indecisive meditation, a tentative prayer.

			

			

	

RODDY FELT THE WEIGHT of the cross he had been carrying like a body had been lifted now that he had told the FBI about Rainbo. He rode a strange set of emotions coursing through him. He had expected to feel guilty, and he felt vindicated. Instead of timidity, he was filled with an exhilarating sensation, one of complete invincibility and certainty. It had been a leap of faith, and now he knew more about Rainbo than he ever had before. When he thought about the pain Rainbo had cause his family, because they had been generous to him, he hated Rainbo. He realized he’d been wanting justice for some time, but he hadn’t even known it. But now he knew more. Rainbo wasn’t just someone who’d hurt the Laceys, he was a liar, a fraud. Roddy regretted two things: not acting sooner, and involving Jamal, who’d been overeager and had fired the first shot and now had blood on his hands. Roddy was angry with himself for not seeing that as a possibility. He’d thought that if Jamal worked with him, they could establish something of a relationship unlike he’d had with his daddy, and at the same time protect him. He had thought Jamal’s enthusiasm for the work they had set out to do would be good for him, but instead, the very outcome Roddy wanted to prevent now seemed to be inevitable. He’d known about Jamal selling drugs, but he’d learned about parenting that sometimes problems could not be dealt with head-on. Until that night, Roddy had seen him as a boy still. But now Jamal had sinned a man’s sins. And by his own hand he had initiated himself into a world that does not forgive men. 

			

			Roddy had learned that about the world in Vietnam, that killing could be as easy as drinking and survival could be simple if you detached yourself from everything in the world and focused on the instinct of the moment. The tunneling isolation that followed, the low of wondering how you could keep living when living was killing. The quiet endurance behind it, the living youth, was the thing to find. In the haze and buzz of war, he could not understand the infantrymen who used drugs; war offered its own high, at times wonderful, ecstatic. But it did something to you. Like losing your virginity—once it’s done, it can’t be undone. After Jamal had shot Rainbo, they’d had no choice but to go after him. They’d run him into the ditch, and Roddy had shot to kill, no question. And it had felt like freedom—so easy and light and final—to pull a trigger like that again. He thanked God and Rainbo for allowing him to feel a moment again, to give him the hum again of war in his ears.

			His interview with the FBI brought memories to the surface. And these memories played back to him as if he were experiencing them for the first time, now that he knew why Rainbo was so secretive. And it made some sense of what was buried out at Camp 3. But who would have dug up the bones and the money, and why? Could Rainbo have done it? He was comatose when Roddy had gotten to him. It was probably why he’d tried to help him—for old times’ sake—rather than finish what Jamal had prematurely started. That would have been the smart thing, so as to protect Jamal. It troubled Roddy to think that Rainbo must have had some sort of help. It meant someone else might have seen him show up at Camp 3. But no one had come forward. There could be no other explanation for how he’d survived and how the money and remains had been dug up. And, more problematic for Roddy, he could not come to a conclusion about why anyone would want to do that. It felt like a trap. That’s why he had buried it all again (excluding the money) and reset the bear trap. Now he knew why Rainbo had guarded Camp 3 so fiercely. It wasn’t about what he’d had, it was about what he’d done.

			Roddy felt himself drifting into the pond that was his father’s memory. He remembered that limp feeling, the blackness, as if his own vision had been bruised. And he remembered thinking, when he would go to sleep, Sleep is a bruise. And night is a bruise. And he grew to love that going-black sensation, a tingling loss, like being drunk or watching the moment when life stops and the body rests as if finally, finally.

			Roddy remembered taking Rainbo into the palm reader’s store, where he saw a wordless flirtation between him and Jessimae, the woman’s daughter. He eventually would sell beaver pelts at the palm reader’s or trade them for canned groceries, bullets, castor oil, or the occasional new trap. Eventually he asked Roddy to show him how to shave with an old straight razor he’d traded three possum hides for. He’d also purchased some toothpaste and a toothbrush, and offered to buy a shirt from Roddy that was slightly too big and that Roddy simply gave him. Roddy thought all this from the old mud of nostalgia and it made him feel deeply his obligation, the obligation he had always felt to help Rainbo, and now the obligation to destroy him.

			

			

	

THERE WAS A PARTICULAR CONVERSATION with Jamal that had made the difference, a conversation that had brought them together. Rainbo wasn’t going to help.

			Roddy was explaining to Jamal how Rainbo had said he wouldn’t do it because it was illegal. 

			“All a sudden you care about legal?” Roddy had said.

			But Rainbo had said he wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t tear down what Beau had worked so hard to build, even if he didn’t agree with it.

			Jamal had been listening closely, his ordinarily cocky demeanor replaced by something much calmer and deeper. 

			“We can do it, Pop,” he said.

			Roddy looked at his boy, a kind of sympathetic pity on his face, coupled with pride. Yes, even what he had said there made Roddy proud. He could not remember the last time he’d been proud of his son.

			Yes, Roddy thought. Jamal needed it. He needed purpose, a task, not just something to do but a reason to do it. Now they could have that together. And the transformation was sudden. Roddy thought, A woman gives birth to a baby boy, and then the father has to give birth to the man if he is ever going to be one. 

			Roddy said, “We gonna need a third man if we want to do it right.”

			Excited, Jamal said, “Buck!”

			“No. I can’t put him in that position. He need to be innocent of this.”

			“Well, who then?”

			

			“I got somebody in mind, and he won’t say nothing. And he got a reason maybe only I know of for doing something against Beau.”

			Then the day arrived when Jamal came in, out of breath, eager and with a purpose, upstanding suddenly, and said, “Pop, we finished one today.”

			They got ready. It began simply, as if they had a night job. Their accomplishment was in undoing what had been done during the day, an act of intentional futility. Jamal, his boy who had never had an interest in trapping was now getting ready alongside Roddy, getting ready to take to the woods like it was a blood tradition, something he’d been bred for. And they would set out under the fat light of a moon like a catfish belly, soft, tender, on the brink of formlessness. That slick prevalence of mud.

			They began working at night together with another man, big and strong enough and silent enough and with a deep enough reason to be of use. And for some reason, Roddy allowed himself to believe that Taylor, either because he was a Boon or because he was from the white world or because he was fated to silence, was there to protect them from harm.

			

			

	

RODDY GOT HOME, tired and exhilarated. 

			Maud said, “Did you tell them anything?”

			“I was the one who called them.”

			She watched him. His face glowed with the determination. 

			“What you tell them, then?”

			“I told them about us, him and me. How we became friends. They wanted to know about the old past.”

			“What you mean?”

			“Rainbo Boon ain’t who we thought he was. He’s a liar, been living a lie. He never told me he was running from the law. He never told me he’d shot a man. He never told me nothing. He pretended to be ignorant, needed my help. I should have seen it. He made a fool out of me. Out of us. Those clothes he was wearing. How he didn’t know nothing about feeding himself. And I taught him. I taught him . . .”

			“Yes, you did.”

			“Came here from the world, and brought it with him, and it’s in Beau, how he’s changing it. And my family had to move. And my daddy never let it go. Never let me go. It was my fault. It was my fault. You were right.”

			“It won’t your fault.”

			“I mean that I hate him. I know it now. You were right.”

			“Yes.”

			“We would have left him alone if he’d left us alone. He knew better than to get involved. Wish I killed him when I had the chance.”

			“You still can.”

			

			

	

AFTER THE DEPUTIES had come out to question Kim and himself about the night Rainbo went missing, Beau continued to replay that night. He’d told the truth, every bit of it. But he felt that Kim was holding something back. She seemed distracted, gave vague answers, seemed to be flirting with Will Seems. And when they left, Beau asked her about it, which was a mistake. She got snippy and he ended up having to leave the house so he wouldn’t put his fist through a wall. He wondered why he should ever come back. She always seemed this way nowadays.

			He’d told the truth, but it didn’t change the fact that he hated answering Will Seems’s questions. He’d said how he had come looking for Taylor at the Lounge late in the night, before Rainbo’s accident. Taylor was at the pool table. Beau stood there, but Taylor seemed to take no notice. He focused on the stick and the cue ball, but made a poor, distracted shot.

			“What the hell, Taylor?” Beau said. “I called Layna. Been looking all over for you. I need your help.”

			Taylor looked at the door when it opened, but it was just an old drunk named Wilby Robertson.

			Beau said, “I want to go check the houses. I wanted to get Buck too, but he’s got the prom tonight.”

			Here in the Lounge, he thought about the strange brotherhood he and Taylor had. Taylor was the older of the two, and Beau used to look up to him, and now he had to look out for him. Taylor smelled like sweat and grief. He looked at you like he wanted to say something, like he wanted to dive into you. His eyes stumbled like ghosts.

			

			Beau looked at the scene before him, more committed than ever to develop the swamp. Everything Beau had done, he’d done himself. He could remember approaching his father with the idea of bringing opportunity to the swamp. The tech company needed to build houses for employees, and Beau had the opportunity to build them. But Rainbo was against the idea.

			“Give me a reason,” Beau had said, but Rainbo could not.

			Taylor dragged his feet that night, made a point of playing out the pool game. Then, Jamal Lacey came through the door and sat down at the bar. As Beau and Taylor left, Beau said, “What the fuck, Jamal. Don’t say hi anymore?”

			They walked out, Taylor behind Beau.

			“What the fuck, man,” Jamal said, and Taylor turned around and stared the punk down. 

			“Come on, Taylor” Beau said. “Don’t waste your energy on him.”

			It was a long night they spent going from house to house, checking on all three that had not been vandalized. In the early morning hours, Beau drove Taylor back to the Lounge, where he had Layna’s car, even though he wasn’t supposed to drive because of the seizures. Beau waited to make sure he could start it. The Lounge was shut down, not because it was past closing time, but because the action had died out. He saw Jamal’s truck in the yard. It was a bright orange pickup with black trim, flashy just like Jamal tried to be. He followed Taylor out until the turn where they would part ways and went home—not to the house he shared with Kim, but to the house that had harbored his mother’s people for a damn long time—riding along the flat tarnished water of the swamp, reflecting on the fact that it was the only water he’d ever seen that didn’t shine at all.

			

			

	

THEY STOOD BY THE FRONT DESK, behind which Buddy Monroe sat with dull eyes, their slickers shining like trash bags, leaving a trail of water on the linoleum floor. Sheriff Mills came out of his office and met them. Buddy watched, his mouth ajar. 

			“Come in,” Mills said. 

			They went into Mills’s office, shut the door.

			Marty Howard said, “Does the name Lucas Rodgers mean anything to you?”

			“No.”

			“We think Lucas Boon is Lucas Rodgers.”

			They passed him a copy of a newspaper clipping with several images, boys of maybe fifteen or sixteen, one of whom might have resembled the man in the hospital bed. It was hard to tell, with his face looking like it was.

			“This is an article in the Florida Sun from 1966. ‘Wanted for Armed Robbery.’ It’s been a long time—”

			“You don’t say.”

			“But we’ve tracked him here. Believe that’s him in the hospital. If you’ll read that article there,” he said, holding out an old newspaper, “you’ll see a man died in the robbery, and we believe a boy named Lucas Rodgers shot him. We also think that he killed his surviving accomplice, Johnny Myrtle, after they escaped.”

			“Why?”

			

			“Neither has been found until now. Lucas is alive and was known to be dangerous as a boy.”

			Mills said, “Are you sure that’s him?”

			“The fingerprints appear to match. He disappeared after the armed robbery in question. Nineteen sixty-six. Then, his prints appeared here in this truck, which showed up when they entered the system. As for Lucas Boon, nobody knows where he came from, and we haven’t found anybody around here who’d seen him before sixty-six. Almost like he was born out there, raised by a wolf or a bear or something.”

			“That man owns Old Trespass Plantation, belonging to the Boon family. That’s not hiding out.”

			“He took the name of the family. He’s been hiding behind it.”

			“He’s got no record with us. Ain’t even a parking ticket in all that time. Hell, fellas. That’s close to fifty years.”

			“Everything he owns is through his son Beau. His cell phone, his truck. He does run a business, but it’s not hard to produce documents that will suffice in the Commonwealth of Virginia. No record doesn’t mean anything except that he’s smart.” 

			“What do y’all want?”

			“Arrest him, take him to face charges in Florida. You can be in on it if you want.”

			“Why not just arrest him yourself?” Mills said. 

			“We will.”

			“What are you waiting for?”

			“He’s not getting up anytime soon.”

			“Yeah. You may have missed your opportunity. If he don’t make it, I mean.”

			“Look, sheriff. We’re not asking for your help. Just stay out of our way.”

			Mills whistled, narrowing his eyes. 

			

			As the men were leaving, Mills said, “You’re poaching, boys.”

			“What?” Howard said.

			“Poaching our county’s residents. So Lucas Rodgers robbed somebody, even maybe killed somebody. Let’s say it’s as serious as all that. Isn’t that a state offense?”

			“Florida State Police applied for a UFAP warrant. Unlawful flight to avoid prosecution.”

			“They would, wouldn’t they.”

			“Yes. And they did.”

			Outside, Mills pulled Will aside.

			“These bastards are going to start snooping around here—my county, our county—expecting us to stay out of their way. ‘Please, sirs. You go on ahead and do what you want with our people. Just turn over all the rocks and break into all the houses. We won’t do anything.’ They think we’re a bunch of dopes, going to not give a damn. Well, I give a damn.”

			Mills stared eagerly at his deputy. “Well, how do you feel about it?”

			“The same. But I thought . . .”

			“You thought I was one of them. Or worse. You thought I was a goddamn dope. Well, I’ll tell you what. We in this county have always been left to ourselves. And they’re gonna find that out. These government men have been trying to get back at us since the War, trying to tell us how to run this county, trespassing against our residents. So here’s what I want from you. They’re gonna need warrants. They’re gonna need to be official all the way. They sided with the government and that’s what the government is. Ain’t elected or nothing. Hold ‘em up. Scrutinize their warrants. Make ‘em do the legwork themselves. They try to push us around, we push back.”

			

			Mills went over to his desk and grabbed a pack of Newports he’d been smoking his way through and crushed it in his hand and tossed it into the waste basket.

			“We push back,” he said. “Don’t we?”

			“Yessir,” Will said.

			Mills let out a “Yip!” like a coyote, like the rebel yell, shoving a stick of gum between his teeth.

			

			

	

LAYNA HOPED EVERYTHING was all right. Rainbo was a good man, and he was in the hospital. Then Deputies Seems and Jameson came by and started asking questions. The house was like a zoo, with all the kids, and she made them play outside. The whole time they talked, all she could hear was the sounds of them playing in the yard and herself and the deputies talking back and forth. It sounded so strange. Taylor just sat there, and it was one of those rare moments she couldn’t get a sense of what he was thinking. He got like that when he was brooding. She wanted to hold him in another room. She read the words of his eyes.

			The deputies wanted to know where he’d been the night of Rainbo’s accident.

			“Why don’t you ask Beau?” she said. “They were together.”

			“Please,” Will said. “I’m asking Taylor.”

			So she handed him a pen and paper, and he wrote out simple answers to their questions. He’d been with Beau, first at the Lounge, then going around to properties they’d framed.

			“Did you see any signs of damage?”

			No.

			“What time would that have been?”

			Between ten p.m. and three a.m.

			“And then you went home?”

			We left at the same time.

			“You go anywhere after that?”

			Taylor shook his head, and Layna knew then that he was lying by the angle of his eyes.

			

			Layna remembered Roddy Lacey coming over a couple of months ago and talked to Taylor and Layna about his plans to sabotage Beau’s developments. And how she would watch Taylor leave after dinner to go off with Roddy and Jamal, and how proud she was he would earn Beau’s money during the day for work he undid at night. The way Beau gave him handouts like he was some kind of big shot. Handouts wouldn’t have been necessary if he had pulled Taylor out of that cold water sooner. Maybe Taylor would be able to speak now if Beau had been quicker to help him. But some things are deeper and pull harder than blood. Beau had ended up with Kim, who’d been with Taylor at the time, which would make anyone wonder about what had happened, though nobody seemed to wonder except for Layna.

			“Will you help us?” Roddy had said during his visit.

			Taylor’s grave regard gave even Roddy pause.

			Then Layna said to Roddy, “You’re about to unleash a powerful force. If anything happens to him, I’ll kill you.”

			“Layna,” Roddy said, “Taylor is a man and can make up his own mind. This is for a bigger cause.”

			“I thought it was personal,” she said.

			“We get at the big things by doing the small ones. If it is personal, it’s for a bigger reason.”

			“Just don’t let those smaller things get so close to you they blind you.”

			After the deputies had left, Layna asked Taylor where he’d gone after he and Beau had split up that night. He couldn’t have destroyed the house Beau’s crew had framed, because he’d been with Beau inspecting it and other properties until after the house had been torn down.

			“Where’d you go, baby?” she said. “What’d you do? Why’d you lie to the deputies? And why were they here to question you?”

			

			Taylor went to the fireplace, even though it was a hot day, and he lit a fire. She was beginning to understand.

			“Oh my god, baby,” she said. Then, pulling his arm like a chain to her, she said, “I’m so proud.”

			

			

	

WILL AND TANIA came to Old Trespass to find Buck.

			“You were right,” Will said, walking over to him. Tania stayed by the truck and watched. 

			Buck said, “About what?”

			“A Glock was used on your grandfather. Glock 19 to be exact.”

			Will gave Buck the folder. Buck paused over the image of the gun, which had been almost completely reassembled. A black receiver with a tan slide. Buck seemed to fixate on the image. He didn’t look up.

			“I’m going to tell you something,” Will said. “The FBI are here, and they’re going to arrest your grandfather. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.”

			“I know.”

			“How’d you know that?”

			“I’ve been paying attention.”

			“Well, they’re probably going to approach you at some point, ask you for help.”

			“You working for them?”

			“The opposite. If they come and bother you, if they want anything from you, give me a call.”

			“Sheriff know you’re saying this?”

			“None of us are fans of the feds. If they want to search the property or something, you tell them they need a warrant, and you come and call us.”

			

			“What if they’re right?” Buck said. “I mean, if he did something bad, can we still protect him?”

			“Can we? Probably not. Should we? That’s a different question I don’t know the answer to.” 

			“Why are you trying to help?”

			“Maybe it doesn’t look like it, but I like to believe people deserve a second chance. And from what I’ve seen, your granddad was taking care of himself, keeping to himself. Let’s just hope they’re wrong, that he doesn’t have to answer for anything. I’m willing to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

			“What?” Will said as they drove.

			“I didn’t say nothing,” Tania said.

			“Don’t give me that. I can feel it.”

			“I just wish that boy knew the risk you’re taking. Mills told you to use that information to see if he’d confess to something. It’s funny. You don’t want him to go off and do his own investigation, and that’s all you’ve ever done. I see why you like him, why you might be trying to protect him.”

			“Just doing my job.”

			“But that’s not a reason to look the other way.”

			“I’m not.”

			“You so full of shit you don’t even know it.”

			

			

	

AWOMAN CALLED the Sheriff’s Department and asked for Will Seems. She wanted to meet somewhere to talk in person.

			“Can you come to the courthouse?” Will said.

			“I’d rather not.” 

			She suggested a table beside a playground. It was Kim Boon, though she did not say that over the phone. 

			“I hear Buck Tomlin may be in trouble,” she said as he approached her by the picnic table.

			“For what?”

			“No need to be coy.”

			“Okay,” Will said. “Sit down.”

			She sat.

			“Is he in trouble?”

			“Not yet.”

			“But he may be, because he was away the night his grandfather was attacked.”

			“I can’t discuss the details of an open investigation.”

			She sighed, looked off into the distance. Then she turned to Will with an intensity that startled him. A darkness passed behind her eyes and somehow also a purity.

			“He was with me that night,” she said. “Beau was out—I couldn’t say it when you came by our house the other day. He was there. Beau’s been stepping out on me. That’s why. Buck wasn’t at the prom like he said. He was with me.”

			“Infidelity doesn’t excuse . . . But he’s your nephew.”

			“Not by blood. He’s my husband’s nephew. You see now why he’d need to lie about where he was, why he might be acting guilty. He had nothing to do with what happened to Rainbo.” 

			“Does Beau have any idea about this?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“He’d have done something if he knew.”

			“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re going to be in? This could destroy your life. Beau’s life. Buck’s.”

			“The men will be okay. And I don’t care quite so much what happens to me. I just care about the baby.”

			“That won’t save you.”

			“It already has.”

			“Would you be willing to testify in a court of law?”

			“I will if Buck’s neck is on the line. You can stop this, though—before we get to that point, right? The investigation doesn’t have to go any further.”

			There was something wild about her at that moment. She was buzzing with an electricity so alive it seemed too much to bear. He wondered if she was somehow enjoying this, the shock that she’d delivered, the claim, the confession. It wasn’t that he thought it was impossible, but it was the manner in which she delivered it. It seemed an act of sacrifice, perhaps; he could understand, even admire that.

			She said, “Are you going to arrest me? Go ahead, see what I care. But you can stop looking into Buck right now.”

			“Does he know you’re doing this?”

			“No.” 

			

			

	

WILL CLOSED THE DOOR behind him, and the sheriff looked up from some papers, chewing gum. Will moved a chair in front of the desk and sat. 

			“Have you given up smoking?” Will said.

			Mills stopped chewing. “Is there a reason for your visit?”

			Will told him about Kim Boon’s confession.

			“Where is she now?” Mills said.

			“She went home.”

			“You didn’t arrest her?” the sheriff asked in disbelief. He began chewing again, squinting with imagination through the smoke he wished was floating between them.

			“I think it would complicate the investigation.”

			“Hell of a move, on her part. A woman with that kind of gumption is hard to find.”

			Will continued to recount the conversation to the sheriff. 

			“Hold on,” Mills said. “You said there were bruises on his face.”

			“She said they get rough. She said it’s what he likes.”

			“Hell of a woman,” Mills said. “You think she was telling the truth?”

			“Why would she lie about that?”

			“That’s always a good question.”

			“Yessir. I am asking it.” 

			Mills said, “So you believe her?”

			“I was hoping—” 

			

			“Well, don’t hope too hard in this world. People ain’t worth the hope we pile on ‘em. How’s Tania been out there?”

			“She should be out there all the time.”

			“Well, maybe,” Mills said. “We’ll see how you keep doing.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean if you keep leading like you are, we might not need someone else out there full-time.”

			“Sheriff, with her by my side—”

			“Don’t ever let your heart get in the way, son. You’ll end up gutshot and spat out crippled. Now, get the hell out of here and go do your job.”

			

			

	

ON THE WAY TO SEE KIM, Buck’s stomach churned. Almost nauseous, that sinking, homing feeling. He parked and hiked over to where he could stare at the flowing whorl of the tree and he unzipped as if to take a leak and he tried to stare and think about nothing—not her, not her—knowing that nothing escapes the swamp. Nothing, no one. That it holds everything, like a wishing well of curses. He needed his resolve. He needed to be free of her. This was the only way he knew how, that gave him a chance to resist. His heart moved to the cut in his ribs, to the pain, and it sank lower and lower and into the dark water that revealed nothing like a void and held what came to it always.

			He was empty when he saw her. 

			“Deputy Seems told me you went to see him,” he said.

			“What did he say?”

			He watched her with a detached skepticism. To be free of her.

			“He said I’m off the hook. He said he can understand now why I didn’t tell him where I’d been.”

			“See? I’d do anything for you, Buck.”

			“I told you not to say anything unless you had to.”

			“I could feel it, how they were going to close in on you, and I just had to say something. I had to tell somebody. I had to tell something true, something bad, because he’ll trust it, because it’s something I’d hide if I could.”

			“What if Beau finds out?”

			

			“What I know—what we’ve done—we’re in this together.”

			“I’m tired of running,” Buck said. “The weight I’m feeling. You’ve already confessed. Maybe I should just turn myself in and be done with it.”

			“No. You have to be strong. You were already strong. You and Rainbo are the strongest men I know.”

			“You know they’re going to come after you. And it will get back to Beau. There’s no way it won’t.”

			“I don’t care anymore. Do you want to know why? Because you have given me the gift of motherhood. I’m going to be a mother. All this time, I thought I was the problem. And all this time, it was Beau. And you, Beau’s blood, will give him fatherhood and me the chance to be a mother. I couldn’t care less about anything else. What is inside me is my world. And it came from you.”

			She suggested they go upstairs. 

			“I can’t,” he said. 

			“Oh yes you can. You can leave after we’re finished.”

			Something about her had always reached him, and with the news of Isaiah and the absence of Arlene, something had changed in the way he saw her. She reached him where he was, where his deepest, darkest self existed, where desires lurked like carp or catfish. It was all wrong, and maybe that was why it had to happen. He stopped thinking about Sheldon, Isaiah, or anything in Richmond. He stopped needing to remember. For a while, it seemed Kim had saved him from himself the way Arlene once had. 

			“Do you have no end?” he said.

			She said, “You can’t go anywhere. You’re incarcerated in the detention of Kim.”

			He watched her as she removed her clothes.

			“In ten years it wouldn’t matter at all anyway,” she said. “It’s all just risks people have made. You’re old enough, and so am I.”

			

			Her light smile, a threat there but he couldn’t see exactly where. Something in her eyes. 

			“You’re damaged goods, Buck, just like me. You’re the way I live forever.”

			He watched her writhe. He knew what was coming.

			“I need it. Hit me, Buck.”

			He shoved her, trying to get out of it, away. He couldn’t stand when she got like this. 

			But she was already at his neck. Her stern, demanding touch sent shivers along his skin which made him recoil, as if her fingernails were sharp blades teasing out the trap of pain. She was the only one he could talk to. She was the only one who knew what he had done. She had protected him. He owed her, and yet resented her for making it that way. He knew now that the wisdom he assumed her age would give her was not enough, and that instead it had given her the ability to outsmart him. And now it was too late. She knew everything, because she had listened. And now, the sickness. 

			“Fuck you,” he said. 

			“Please, baby. Please, Buck. I need it.”

			He got out of bed, and she clawed at his back, a hot hurt there as if he’d been whipped with a cat.

			He turned and swung—feeling it was a mistake in his side and in his soul, not a close-fisted punch he would have used against a man, but hard enough and with the heel of his hand—and hit her face, and her head, in a cloud of hair, like water, lifted, broken, ending nowhere. Her face became wild, as if she’d just woken to the reality of drowning. Idiot, he thought. He should have hit her somewhere else. He of all people should have known. Then a new kind of dream emerged. He felt sick again, the pain descending. He saw Jimmy Caller—standing over him like a tree, and with his root-like fingers he was reaching for Buck, and Buck said, “Fuck you.” Jimmy with his mouth agape, the threat of a desperate, detached, rootless lust, and Buck unable to retaliate. Uncle Jimmy, who played dirty films in his trailer featuring a Black woman surrounded by white men jacking off and taking turns, watched them watching it, saying, “What would you do with that girl?” and Buck being disgusted by it all even then, by this trap that had been set by birth.

			He closed his eyes and slid down his jeans and stepped out as into a world he would never understand, and with that familiarity plunged against her complacent coolness, like the swamp brimming in the rain on an early spring evening, and he held her hand, and knew, no matter his age, that he was seventeen and she was twenty-nine, that he was guilty as a man, and that no jury would be necessary to condemn him. They didn’t speak. The breathing and the act of breathing, boundaryless, fading. It was terrible, terrific. He hoped to die and also to live forever. He wanted feeling without sin. He wanted only this and anything but this. 

			Buck’s hands, outstretched, gripped her throat and she shuddered, and he squeezed—sick, sick—and her legs worked, mechanically, like a pump, everything repeating and destined to repeat. The futility of change so apparent now, because change was just part of a cycle that would turn back. It was so obvious when he thought of the visit home, learning about Isaiah, and now this. Returning home had brought this about. He’d thought he’d changed, and he had not. He felt bad enough now that there was nowhere else for it to go, and so he had to do this to get it done, to free himself by getting rid of something the only way it seemed possible. 

			He cursed the whole time. She grinned, eyes closed, saying, “Uh huh. Yes. Just like that. I love it when you talk like that.”

			By the time they had finished, the bruise in her cheek had already formed. He could smell her sweat like rain, like the distant depleted soil. She kissed him with the sweetness of a bruise and lay there, sheets beneath her that had absorbed their sweat, a combination of scents that could identify him, evidence of this. There was a soft distance in her eyes, a coolness in her posture, as if she were watching something dissolve and disappear. 

			He pulled his jeans up to his hips, the belt end hanging forward, that unfinished clasp. 

			“Every time,” she said. “It gives me strength.”

			Just then, their human ears could hear Beau’s truck. Buck leapt away and dressed wildly and was downstairs with the TV on in no time. He heard the shower running. 

			Beau walked in the door. 

			He was dirty, spent time taking his boots off.

			“Buck,” he said, a face ruddy and frustrated. “Could use your help in the coming days, if you’re not hurt too bad. Got to make up for lost time. Got to rebuild.”

			Beau grabbed a beer from the fridge, opened it, and sat on the couch, took a long drink, and leaned forward, intent on Buck, his elbows on his naked knees, and the bottle dangling by the neck between his hands. Buck looked down at his own hands that had done such unspeakable things.

			Kim came down the stairs in a bathrobe, hair wet and dark as swamp grass. She looked dirtier now, without veneer of any kind.

			“What have you two been up to?” Beau said, looking back and forth between them. “Well, something’s up. Something doesn’t feel right.”

			“We’ve been talking,” Kim said. “Girl problems.”

			Beau said, “Honey, what happened to your face?”

			“I slipped,” Kim said, lightly, casually. “It’s all right. Buck got here just in time to help me up.”

			“I told you, you got to be more careful.” Then, cleverly, softly, Beau said, “Especially now.”

			With that, Buck stood and made for the door. 

			“Hey,” Beau said. “Let me know if you can help out next week. Plenty to be had if you want it.”

			

			

	

WILL AND BENNICO AND TANIA sat around late into the night, talking about what they should do about Zeke.

			Bennico said, “We can’t let him walk free.”

			Will said, “I’m not going to take him in.”

			“Don’t you see how you’re putting him in danger?”

			Tania said, “What he did was illegal, and the people who participated might be out to get him. Do you think these people would hesitate to kill him after they attacked Lucas Boon?”

			Bennico said, “I hate to say this, but Zeke is going to be safer in custody.”

			Will said, “He’d die before going back to jail. I can’t do that to him.”

			“Taking the law into your own hands comes with consequences. You should know that by now.”

			“What the fuck does that mean?”

			“You tried to protect Sam too, off the books, and look where that got him. There may be another option here. But you and Tania will have to lie and say you didn’t know anything about his involvement in the destruction of that house. Will, you told me once that the swamp used to harbor runaway slaves and fugitives. You said there were communities that used to live and die out there.”

			“My grandfather used to tell me stories.” 

			Tania said, “That’s worse than jail.”

			“If you’re committed to Zeke staying out of jail and people might come after him if he walks free, that may be the best place to take him. Just until the others are apprehended.”

			

			“I can’t do that to him,” Will said. “Take him out, like a slave? I don’t know the swamp.”

			“Yes. We’d have to get someone to take him out there. And that would mean letting someone else in on this. Someone we can trust to keep his mouth shut. But we already know who that would be, don’t we?”

			Tania said, “How many ways are you trying to break the law? We know Buck’s up to something.”

			“No, we don’t,” Will said. “I told you he has an alibi.”

			“Yeah I know, I know. His aunt who’s fucking him.”

			“Exactly,” Will said. “I find it hard to believe she’d confess about that if she didn’t have to.”

			Will decided not to mention the stab wound Dr. Fortune had sutured, the only detail that meant Kim Boon must be lying. But he held that information close. A man secretive, private, raised in shadow, he saw that the only way to control this was to control the information he shared. 

			“Better call a meeting,” Bennico said.

			

			

	

THE ONLY SAFE PLACE for them to hold the meeting was Promised Land, and the only piece of furniture that could accommodate them was the dining room table in the parlor, where there was no electricity. Since Will and his father had worked to remove the boards from the windows, the room during the day was touched by fleeting angles of sunlight that invaded the room like a dream, bringing to slow reptilian life the French wallpaper that hung like tattered flags from the walls.

			After Floressa and Zeke had embraced, tears on their cheeks, Will said, “I’ve asked y’all here because we are all involved in something, and we need to be on the same page. Mrs. Hathom, Zeke came here the other day. Tania found him.”

			“Thank God he’s safe,” Floressa said, holding Zeke’s hand.

			“And we need to keep him safe. Here, he is a danger to us. Sheriff Mills could come by any minute, just like he did when Sam was here. And if we let him go, he’ll be in danger.”

			“You’re not arresting him again!”

			“No. I did suggest taking him to the station to stay in the jail for a while, but Mr. Hathom is against it, and we’d have to fill out paperwork, so there would be a record.”

			“What are you saying, Will?”

			“He needs to hide out for a while—a few days, maybe a week—until we can get to the bottom of what’s going on and arrest the guys who might be after him. We know who they are—we think.”

			

			“Well, why don’t you go and arrest them?”

			“Mr. Hathom was involved,” Will said. “I’m hoping that with a little more time and evidence we’ll be able to charge them without involving him.”

			“Who was it?”

			“I can’t disclose that information.”

			She looked at Zeke. “You gonna tell me?”

			He looked down. “Couple of guys from the Snakefoot.”

			“Where you going to take him to hide out?” she asked Will. “I can bring him some things—” 

			“It’s not going be like that,” Will said. “You won’t have any connection whatsoever.”

			“Tell me where.”

			“We think the swamp would be ideal.”

			“Ideal!”

			Zeke was muttering to himself, “No, no, no, no . . .”

			“Mr. Hathom,” Will said, “It’s this or jail.”

			“What did you do, Zeke?” Floressa.

			“Don’t worry about that,” Will said. “Right now, it’s better if you don’t know.”

			“Where you gonna take him? Don’t tell me you’re familiar with the swamp.”

			“We’ve got the perfect guide.”

			

			

	

THEY SET OUT under a curved, slender moon between warm spring rains for that place in the Snakefoot some called the Boneyard. It was treacherous to access because dead fallen trees as thick around as barrels lay on the surface of the black water as far as the eye could see, snagging intricately against those naked swamp trees that remained standing. This “floor” of trees created the illusion of stability. That illusion was part of the danger. The other part was the floor beneath the floor, which consisted of either a dissolving, impossibly soft silt that offered no foothold of any kind and could suck a person down, or of trees so saturated and dead that they had sunk to the silt floor and developed a slick embryonic film. It was called the Boneyard because of the trees and because men had disappeared here, their bodies pulled down and trapped under the heavy, flooded timber. In fact, it was one of the few places Rainbo kept away from, saying that if you really wanted to get lost, that was the place to do it. People had been escaping into the swamp for hundreds of years, from Indians to maroons to convicts. Beau had told Buck that he and Taylor used to duck hunt in there, and that the hunting was pretty good, if you could find a place to set up. He had told Buck about a beaver dam they’d come across once, and what appeared to be the faintest island beyond it, admitting they probably should not have gone in that far. Buck knew that was the best place for Zeke to hide out if he was willing. If they could get him across with enough supplies, if he could wait it out, if he could survive. 

			

			Tania, who’d gone in Will’s place, saw the black, writhing water at her feet as if it were some distant sky. She clutched the gunwales and got in, gripping everything she could, stiff as a corpse. She felt high up, distant, falling, tumbling, dizzy.

			“Hey,” Bennico said softly. “You okay?”

			“This isn’t my kind of thing,” Tania said.

			“What, hiding someone?”

			“Water.”

			“Don’t worry. You’re in a boat. The water’s still.”

			She remembered the panic she had felt when her grandmother had pulled her by her hair out of the trough and seeing the new world of fear.

			“It’s not that. I . . . I don’t . . .”

			“It’s okay,” Bennico said. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain. I thought you were afraid of doing something wrong. I thought you were chickening out.”

			“Well, I am, aren’t I?”

			“You’re doing the thing you fear. That’s not chickening out.”

			They drifted across what seemed to be an enormous amount of time before arriving in a tangle of roots. A dream world, a land as damp as a dream. Buck tied the boat to the beaver dam and they walked the ridge of it, carrying supplies on their backs. Then he led Zeke into the woods, where he helped him set up a shelter.

			“What they say true,” Zeke said, muttering to himself.

			“What’s that?” Buck said.

			“You step near the Snakefoot, and it won’t let you go. I should never have gone near it. Never listened to Jamal Lacey.”

			“Jamal Lacey?”

			“You know him?”

			“Yeah I know him. We’re neighbors. Work together on my uncle’s construction crew.”

			

			“Your uncle’s crew frame houses in the swamp?”

			“Yeah, for the tech company that’s coming here.”

			“Now I see. Oh god, I’m sorry.”

			“You were one of the ones who cut down the houses?”

			“Just the one the other night.”

			“With Jamal?”

			“He recruited me. I didn’t know what we was doing until it was too late. Wish I’d never met either of them.”

			“Who was the other one?”

			“I don’t know, I swear. Older guy. Didn’t get a good look at him. Got a big old truck with a winch on it.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Buck said. 

			They left Zeke in the darkness of the trees, saw him testing out his flashlight. They could hear him moaning to himself, even calling out, “What am I supposed to do out here?” sounding like a preacher on a street corner, ranting to an audience of no one, and somehow this elevated the suffering to lamentation.

			

			

	

THEY ROWED BACK in silence, and Buck thought back to when he had worked as a dishwasher at the church, that quiet purpose, innocent and diligent, of earning something on his own. 

			He thought back to Christmas, his only trip home, remembered Mr. Lacey taking him to the county line, and his father driving down to get him in his old white Mercedes. There was something different about Virginia when you were on the highway: as if it were peripheral, disposable, and you could let it run between your fingers like water, no end or beginning. As if you could enjoy it as you passed through it, isolated, protected. He already felt he was losing his grip on a dream. His probation officer had said it would be good to see how home felt, since he’d be turning eighteen soon enough and would be going back. He’d vowed not to seek connection with any of his old friends. He would make no contact with that life. 

			He remembered walking into the house he’d grown up in. It was exactly the same: the brick exterior painted something pale, the artwork in the hallway, the smell of his room. It was all the same, but it was smaller than he had remembered it. There was a confining comfort about it all. His mother’s cooking warmed the house, and the smell of sugar cookies and spiced pecans and pine sap from the tree and the polite wood fire in the tidy hearth were the kinds of things he had missed exactly.

			On Christmas Eve they went to Grace & Holy Trinity Episcopal Church. Some of his earliest memories could be traced to this church. Growing up, it had been unthinkable for him or his sisters to stay home. He used to steal candles and drink wine, the start or a symptom of the trouble. The church faced Monroe Park, and on Sunday mornings the homeless from the park could have breakfast with the parishioners, who left tips to cover the cost. 

			He walked in with his parents and his youngest sister through the alley and passed a few people he knew and went into the kitchen. 

			James said, “I heard you were coming back. Your parents—everybody—real proud of you.” Oswald came out of the pantry to shake Buck’s hand. “Hey, kid, you looking lean and mean. All right!”

			“Y’all need a dishwasher tonight?”

			“Naw, you best sit with your family. You don’t want to miss the service on Christmas Eve.”

			“See you after the service.”

			He heard his name on the prayer list like that of a stranger he was and was not, had known and would never know. But afterward, the church opened its doors and served eggnog and plum pudding. There was a big gathering in the common area, and the homeless came in to get warm and eat. Buck was surrounded by people he’d known all his life and couldn’t get away from now, and he did not have a chance to visit with James and Oswald. 

			He went to the men’s room to escape. Washing his hands, his face, he heard his name again. He looked up and saw a homeless man with a face of lean grief. He turned around to face him, half expecting the figure to vanish, but the man said, “I been looking all over for you, Buck.”

			“Sheldon?”

			“I called your house. Told ‘em to tell you he was dead.”

			“Who?”

			Sheldon watched him from a hard, broken face.

			“My brother. Isaiah was shot. Died in the ambulance. Shot in the fucking neck. Cops standing around drinking they coffee, like they could give a fuck. Like my brother inconvenienced them by getting capped.”

			

			Buck felt a cold dryness around his eyes.

			“I’m under court order,” he said. “I got another six months until I can leave.”

			“And yet you here right now. You know courts don’t got a say in this kind of justice. You got him in. You was like a brother to him. We always said you was family. Well, you family now?”

			“Who did it?”

			“Cops don’t know. And they don’t give a fuck. They said it was a stray bullet, but there won’t no bullet holes. You know what that means, don’t you?”

			“What?”

			“It means that bullet came from inside the house.”

			Buck was furious.

			“Why are you telling me this? I can’t be getting involved.”

			“I’ll bet it feels good to say that. You got a future now, don’t you. People like you always do.”

			“People like me?”

			“White boys from the West End. White boys who come to the hood and feel like they did something with they lives.”

			“Fuck you,” Buck said. “I’ve never been that way.”

			“I told you—both of you—to stay away from them. Not to go into that house. And you thought you knew better. You went in and you took my brother with you.”

			Buck glared hard at Sheldon. 

			“Who was it?”

			“You think you can handle it?”

			“Fucking tell me.”

			“Donnie Thinh, man. That’s right. You heard me.”

			Buck punched the wall next to Sheldon. His skinned knuckles looked blue before they started bleeding.

			

			“They don’t live there no more. Moved the day after Isaiah was shot.”

			“Where’d they go?”

			“I think you know.”

			“No I don’t.”

			“They moved back across the river to that trailer park.”

			Buck looked whiter than he usually was.

			Sheldon said, “You got a cell?”

			“No.”

			Sheldon passed him a folded piece of paper. 

			“Get you one and give me a call sometime.”

			His parents asked him if something was wrong when they got to the car. Then, back at the house, Alexandra came to his room. Seeing her this Christmas had shocked him more than returning home. When he’d been sent away, he’d been fifteen, and she had been an eleven-year-old tomboy who wore scuffed Keds and spat as he’d taught her when she was angry at someone and didn’t want to respond. She had an arm and could throw as well as most boys her age. And now she was thirteen, like a different person, preparing for boys and the future, that debutante life his mother had married into, and for church she wore lipstick and makeup. She was slender and becoming one with her beauty, and he could see now that she would be destined to tempt and devastate men without even trying, and that she would have to learn the boundaries. Seeing her was a reminder that time does not wait and it never stops.

			“What’s wrong, Buck?” she said. “It’s Christmas Eve.”

			He had thought he would keep it to himself, but they’d always been close. She had known Isaiah. He was the only one in the gang Buck had ever brought to the house.

			“Isaiah’s dead.”

			She sighed and came over to him and hugged his arm.

			

			“I know,” she said. “When they told me, I cried.” 

			“You knew? For how long?”

			“A while. When Mom and Dad got the call, for the first time, I was glad you got sent away. Because it could have been you.”

			“Why didn’t anybody tell me?”

			“They’re afraid you might do something. Buck, we all just want you to come back and stay out of trouble.”

			The day before he had to go back to Old Trespass, he made use of his hunter’s deception and volunteered to get some groceries, but he went to the Ukrop’s on the other side of town. After some hesitation, he drove through Notting Hills, breaking his vow. He told himself that his parents had deceived him and hidden Isaiah’s death from him. He had not sought to connect with Sheldon. The news of Isaiah had come to him. God had arranged it that way. He stopped by the Thinhs’ house, and it was clearly empty. The apartment complexes had already been torn down, and the houses waited their turn, with their high chain-link fences. The whole neighborhood had the moribund starkness of a mass grave waiting to be filled.

			At the end of Buck’s four days, his mother drove him to the Euphoria County line to meet Mr. Lacey, who would drive him the rest of the way. She had probably been right not to tell him, but he could not forgive her for keeping Isaiah’s death a secret.

			During the ride, she said, “What’s wrong?”

			He looked out the window. In fact, he was looking forward to going back.

			“Did you know your sister wrote about you in her English class? She had to write about a hero in her life, and she chose you. I put a copy in your backpack along with your prescription in case you want to read it.” 

			

			“Why did you never take us to see Rainbo when we were growing up?”

			“I should have brought y’all down, I know. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.” 

			They had pulled up to the gas station at the county line, the same one Mr. Lacey had taken him to on his first trip to Old Trespass and where he’d tried to run away for the first time.

			Buck put his hand on the door handle.

			“I think I know why,” he said. “It’s because it would remind you who you really are. That no one ever really changes. You ought to know that by now.”

			She was crying when she said goodbye, but he didn’t know her well enough anymore to tell whether she was crying because he had to leave or if it was because he had told her a truth she did not want to hear. And he told himself he didn’t care which it was. 

			He thought all this back until they came to the landing, and the loud sounds of the swamp he’d once thought were unsettling and now found soothing, and he realized that it did not matter, that feeling he’d experienced again of purpose when they’d dropped Zeke off, the purpose of helping a man. He liked the feeling of it, but it would not undo what he had done or who he was. There was no escaping that. He did not know what solution there might be. He only knew the confusion, and that there had been less of it before he’d gone home for Christmas. He thought, You go home, and everything you’d think you’ve accomplished has no currency because it has not been tested there. It was in the swamp, only, that he felt the simplicity again, the wonderful dream of innocence.

			

			

	

BENNICO DROVE with a cold dread through the streets of Richmond, under the speed limit for once, and found herself turning into the neighborhood where she had grown up. She crested a slight hill and came to a stop sign and sat there, listening to her engine, not knowing if she would drive on, or what she was going to do. For once, she did not have a plan.

			What she saw was the rubble of the apartment buildings in heaps, and the houses gated and ribboned off, empty, soon to be torn down. She drove down the long road past the rubble, toward the junior high she had attended, where the teachers were all Black and never lasted more than a couple years before leaving. She came to the little creek and saw beyond it the house she had grown up in. Smaller than she remembered. The tree that had grown in the little yard cut down to a low bland stump. She could remember some of the neighbors had horses in yards that seemed too small for animals that needed space to run and graze. The wise old animals were pure and docile, peaceful. She thought of things she had dreamed so many times she felt uncertain about them, but she remembered this feeling, something in the air, in the place itself, that was why she had left and why she had sworn she would never come back. Well, she could call herself a liar now. She was back because she wanted to know more about what had happened to Isaiah, and a necessary part of finding out more was her own reconnection with her own roots there, before they tore everything down. She thought of the rats in the walls, the gunshots at night, the empty bottles in the corner of the kitchen her daddy would leave there for her to haul to the curb. And then her daddy gone, dead. She’d seen him, splayed out and bleeding on the street corner. She remembered cursing him for being so stupid, and then wanting to be a cop. Wanting to do something about something. But this feeling. She wondered if this feeling existed for others. She wondered if the atmosphere of the neighborhood came from the land or what was built over it or what had happened on it, and if it would persist even after all the homes and buildings had been replaced with newer ones.

			She found the Thinh house address in the report Lewis had given her, and she parked in front of it. To her, it seemed the neighborhood was in a state of apocalypse. She saw no one living, no sign of life on the streets. She checked the front door and found it was open. She went in. The smell of old deep American pine, something foreign in the air as well. Any windows had been blocked by heavy cloaks of rough cheap cloth cut with a kitchen knife. 

			Bennico waited, allowing the fog of darkness to lift. She began to see shapes where shapes had been, shadows glowing. The house was silent, but something was alive about it. She approached a side door. There, she saw the stained floor where Isaiah would have bled after he’d been shot. Her heart felt the excitement of a kind of intimacy. She drew her Glock 26 on a hunch and began to check the other rooms. Two bedrooms downstairs along a short hallway, rooms where grief remained from some other land. She closed her eyes to feel something, her imagination beginning to think for her. She began to dream a white boy, began to feel that something of him lingered. 

			She found the dining room, the one room, aside from the adjacent narrow kitchen, without covered windows, and she saw knife marks against the ground, as if it had been used for a cutting board. In the kitchen, something caught her attention. A bag sat beside the sink, and in it she saw discarded trash. Food wrappers, a Styrofoam cup. 

			

			She felt herself move, a hunter through woods. Up the stairs, handgun cradled, raised with her eyes. She moved with care, but the house was so quiet in that quiet neighborhood that she knew she could not conceal her presence. A warmth rushed through her, a quiet panic, and she crested the stairs in a quiet charge, weapon first, clearing the room. No one was there, but she saw a few well-worn garments, a quiet pack, a stack of books against the floor in a tidy pyramid, next to a headlamp, a notebook underneath them. They appeared to be library books, each with a tag on its spine. She slid the notebook out and opened it. It was filled with notes in an angular scrawl. It appeared to be a journal, but one that suggested ambition, as there seemed to be appointments or moments that had been documented, scheduled, crossed off. But she quickly understood this not to be any true code but more of a convenient shorthand. The pages were loud, soft and curled with the humid spring air. What surprised her most were quotes that had been copied onto the pages sporadically. Canonical literary figures like Emerson, Hawthorne, Melville, Hughes. The one book that was not from the library was a warped Bible, and she found quotes from its pages as well, many from the Old Testament. But who would be living here? Not one of the Thinh family.

			She heard a thumping sound outside, the speakers of a car rattling, the bass heard long before and long after any of the melody or lyrics, all sounds fading as the vehicle drove off. 

			She began to take pictures with her phone of as many pages as she could. Drawings, sketches. And she saw one particular drawing that gave her pause, despite the sense that told her she needed to go now. It was a drawing of a deer, a mature buck with stunning detail. Its antlers rose in jacked points running with blood. Beneath the animal, the blood had formed a puddle in the shape of a figure with a name written there—Donnie Thinh—and crossed out with what seemed to be actual blood. She took a photo of the page and spun around, half expecting someone, whoever it was, to be behind her. But no one was there. Instead, she saw in her phone’s flashlight a wall graffitied, a large calligraphic “TB” central to the wall. Around those initials were apparently names and nicknames of members, all in black calligraphy. Then she spotted two names, Isaiah and Buck, one above the other, both crossed out in red.

			Bennico snapped a rough couple of pictures of the names with her flash and left the notebook and books the way she’d found them. She hurried down the stairs, peeking out from behind a drape of one of the front windows to see if she saw anyone, but she did not. She rushed to the kitchen and grabbed a wrapper and the Styrofoam cup—trying to minimize what she touched—and left out the back, taking the alley behind the yard and finding her car across the way. 

			She drove quietly, feeling a kind of thunder in her ears, and dialed Lewis Ayres.

			

			

	

ZEKE FELT THE SHACKLES that he’d long worn—invisible weights—rust away, and yet in his eagerness to disappear he felt the grip of something else, the world, the roots of the world like arms with fingers clawing at him, the dead buried beneath him, and he could feel that the dead fueled the world, which was like one great ship, trudging, without navigation, help, or direction, along a course set by some oblivious captain or no captain at all, from one shore to another, the surrounding waters tranquil and complicit, like a dark, wet flag.

			

			

	

BENNICO SAT UP late into the night, looking through the photos she had taken. Lewis Ayres ran the fingerprints on the Styrofoam cup Bennico had taken from the house and had found the match to be Sheldon Holmes, who had been arrested as a minor for various crimes, including one that resulted in doing time as a juvenile for stealing a car. He was in his twenties now, and his record suggested he had gone straight. She’d pulled some notes that had been taken in a recent interview with two cops in the Richmond Police Department after Isaiah’s death. He had no crimes on his record since he was seventeen. He was born and raised in Notting Hills. 

			She knew she had to go back to the house. She had too many questions. So she drove back into the neighborhood where she had grown up and parked a couple streets over, walking through the alley and approaching the house through the door in the back led through the narrow kitchen. She saw no trash, no sign of life.

			She had the feeling that she knew the people who had lived and breathed here. And she was not so afraid, because she believed that Sheldon, if that’s who was squatting here, was meticulous enough in his journal and in the way he stacked his books and kept his few belongings, that he would already know she was coming. In a way, they had already met.

			

			At the top of the stairs, she turned, pointed, and saw a dark shape standing there. She began to realize he was facing away from her, next to the window.

			“I thought you’d be coming back,” he said. “Been watching out for you.”

			He lifted the drape over the bar at the top of the window, and she seemed blinded, a lean athletic figure before her, turning to face her. She saw that the books were gone. There was no notebook. 

			“Who are you?” he said. “You ain’t a cop. I already talked to them.”

			“I’m a PI. Born and raised here.”

			“So what, you just going through old homes?”

			“This one.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it doesn’t add up. Your brother’s death.”

			“So you know about that.”

			“I know the cops who investigated. I know they could give a shit about finding out what really happened.”

			“How you know that?”

			“I used to be a cop. They fired me.”

			“Why? What you do?”

			“I don’t play by the rules.”

			Sheldon seemed to grin. “So I’m supposed to trust you?”

			“I don’t care if you do or don’t. But I want to understand what really happened.”

			“Why you here now? It’s been almost a year-and-a-half since my brother died.”

			“I think you know why.”

			He watched her, offering nothing.

			Bennico said, “Why are you staying here?”

			“It gives me strength.”

			

			“Tell me what you know.”

			“Nah. You think you already know something, but you don’t. This out of the law’s hands now.”

			“What do you think happened?”

			“They said it was a stray shot, but it hit my brother in the neck. Couldn’t have done that without going through a wall or a window. I didn’t see no bullet holes from the outside. I’ve looked again and again.”

			“They could have had it repaired.”

			“They didn’t. They was too busy leaving. Left within twenty-four hours.”

			“Do you know where they went?”

			“I got some ideas. But it don’t make no difference. I ain’t done nothing.”

			“Not directly. But Donnie Thinh’s dead, and you know that.”

			“How you know he’s dead?”

			“I’ve seen his body.”

			

			

	

RODDY HAD A MAP unfurled before him on the table while he explained to the FBI that the boundaries between where they needed to go and the former Sanderson property and the state-owned land had always been problematic because of the original land deed which gave the boundaries in physical landmarks rather than actual coordinates. Because so much had changed in the almost three hundred years since the Boons had owned it, it was legally very difficult to determine the borders of the property. Floods and animals and other factors had shifted the landscape little by little. That said, an ancient bald cypress with a base like a volcano was mentioned in the deed, indicating that the island they now called Camp 3, where Roddy had found the money, was Boon property. 

			Agent Howard brought a crew out to Old Trespass in two trucks towing two johnboats. 

			“I told you we’d be talking again,” he said to Buck in the yard. 

			“Why are you here?” Buck said.

			“We think the attack on your grandfather may have come from somebody he used to be associated with. We think he might have gone out to the Snakefoot Swamp with another kid. Do you know of a ‘Camp 3’?”

			“No I don’t.”

			“We need you to take us there.” 

			“Do you have a warrant? You’re going to need to get a warrant.”

			“I knew you were going to be a problem.”

			When they came back, they approached the house with the warrant outstretched like a shield. Buck called Will Seems, who was out on other business. After a short time, Sheriff Mills arrived, just as they were about to put into the water.

			“What’s going on here?” he said.

			“We’re searching a place out there for evidence of a homicide.”

			“Who reported the homicide?”

			“That’s classified.”

			Mills said, “Let me see the warrant.”

			They showed it to him. He took his time reading it over, chewing his gum, cursing every now and then to himself, muttering the inked words as if to test them in the real world of air and breath and fog.

			Suddenly, he looked up, glaring at them with squinted eyes. 

			“This needs to be more specific.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Don’t think I don’t know the law. This family doesn’t want you here without a proper warrant, and neither do I. Now I need details about where you’re going and what you’re looking for.”

			“We’re looking for a missing kid, goddamnit.”

			“Missing kid, here? Who?”

			“John Myrtle. He went missing in 1966.”

			Mills seemed to relax. “Well, he ain’t a missing kid, now, is he?”

			“What the hell do you mean?”

			“Ain’t a kid no more.”

			Howard gave him a hot, flat stare.

			“I guess he’s not anything or anyone, if that’s the way you’re going to think about it. But we have a job to do here.”

			“I’ve been hoping you’d do your job.”

			“Then tell the kid to let us in.”

			“Your job is to get that information in this warrant. Your job is to be precise. I know what you boys think about us down here. You think you can ride over us with a piece of paper with some ink and stamps on it. You think because you’re the feds you can do whatever you want. Well, you tried that before and it took four years of fighting before Lee surrendered.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			“Yeah. Why not?”

			“We’ll go, but we’re coming back.”

			“Get it right, and I’ll step aside. But the letter of the law matters to me. You people.”

			“He’s a minor. He’s not the owner of the house. And he’s got a record.”

			“Yes. And it’s playing it pretty high-and-mighty to take advantage of him. But we can’t let people come and go searching any property they please without probable cause.”

			“Whose side are you on?”

			Sheriff Mills grinned as they retreated again. 

			So they left again. Sheriff Mills looked like he enjoyed the exchange and the result. He patted Buck on the back as he walked back to his truck.

			“I hate to say this,” Sheriff Mills said to Buck, “but I’m afraid they’re going to keep coming back. We can’t stop ‘em. We can only slow ‘em down.”

			“Thanks for standing up to them.”

			“Nothing pleases me more. You call me first next time, before you call my deputy. I want these bastards to know who they’re dealing with.”

			When Buck saw the vehicles approaching later that day, he called the sheriff again. This time, they were prepared, and there was nothing that could be done to stop them. Buck refused to guide them, but they already had gotten the only other person they could find who knew where to go. He wondered why Mr. Lacey would guide them into the very swamp he was trying to defend, or what sabotaging Beau’s construction might have to do with this. He wondered, above all, if Mr. Lacey knew anything about Rainbo’s past, if he had the answers Buck had been hoping for. 

			

			

	

BY THE TIME they got out there, night had already descended on them. Roddy carefully tripped the bear trap he had reset himself and moved it, and they set to with shovels, the soft mud giving way to a nicking wet gritty sound. They found the box, and beneath that, they found the haggard remains, cloth like papier-mâché disintegrating around skin around bones, partially preserved in the substance of the clay or the peat or whatever it was.

			“Is this what you saw?” Howard turned to Roddy.

			“It was night. I saw something was in the pit, but I didn’t know what it was. I just saw a pile of bones and the money. So I took the money and reported it.”

			Howard turned to Grafton and the rest of the crew, who were huddled, talking around the pit.

			“What is it?” Howard said.

			Grafton said, “They’re saying there’s two bodies here. Maybe more.”

			“Two?”

			“Yeah, Marty,” Grafton said, appearing to be out of breath. “It’s two kids.” 

			Grafton stopped. Something was wrong inside him and he knew it but didn’t know what to do about it or if there was anything he could do. 

			“One’s older than the other.”

			“An older kid?”

			

			“I mean, one’s a set of bones, and the other . . . It’s not been there as long.” 

			“You mean he killed one, buried it, then dug into it years later and buried the other?”

			“Marty, goddamnit. There’s still hair on the girl’s head.”

			Howard seemed to change, visibly, physically, to swell to a point of thickness within himself that he looked bloated, furious, desperate all at once in the confluence of revelation and confusion. There was a thickness in the air that he seemed to chew rather than breathe. Scenes unraveled within him, fragmented, eroding, filling in with a dark wet. He looked up and out at the trees, the unhelpful witnesses, their roots tangled beneath them, holding this tenuous ground, and then at the water, thinking about who could do such a thing as what had been done here.

			“Two of you are staying here,” Howard said. “There are eight of us, so we’ll do four two-man crews on six-hour shifts. Ben, you pick someone. The rest of us’ll head back and I’ll get the paperwork going and talk to the chief.” And then he bellowed at the crew, his voice alien and puny and trembling, “We’re going to nail this sonofabitch, you hear me?”

			

			

	

THE MAN IS NOT AN ANIMAL, but he hears the hounds like brothers, the pain in their hoarse, eager cries, nearing faster than he can think, and so he only has time to feel like an animal. He is little more. There is no plan. The plan was this: To be in the world, to exist as a man free among men, and if that is too much to ask, then at least to be a man. He sees that black water and understands the fate of God’s word. He sees it and knows fear. But what is chasing him is also fear. This fear he chooses. In the coarse rank rags, all he owns except the feeble dream he has been unable to ignore, he charges the water, shivering, and the water shivers in return as if reciprocating, alive. He trudges into the blackness. Night deepens. Into the soft quiet mud, his boots heavy with wet, and then he finds momentary purchase on a downed tree, slick, and in that quiet the dogs, and the fear of the dogs, and the fear of the water. They have called him by the name of Boon, but his name is deeper and stranger, in a tongue even he would not understand. And the water calls his name. The water is the tongue. The dogs are the tongue, speaking to that deep call, calling that call. 

			He does not swim because he cannot swim. 

			He sees the hounds crest the glimmering earth, something like tarnished silver. They cannot see him. They only know with their snouts where he left their ground and they look confused and call the urgency of his name. The leather of his boot soles like a strop against the blade of that slick timber. 

			

			He does not swim. 

			He does not swim because. 

			He was never taught to survive just as he was never taught the old tongue that calls him, but he understands the word. So he will be baptized here and now. His name out of the throats of hounds and the licking of the lips of the living water are the last things he has even though he has never owned anything except a dream, a white man’s name, Boon. That cast iron cross. 

			He never was. 

			He does not.

			

			

	

BUCK AND ARLENE met by the landing like they used to when they’d go into the swamp on still nights in the johnboat, when—if they sat still and listened to the coyotes and the owls, to the peepers and the bullfrogs, the stars would fall like hunters, as quiet as the death they make. Roddy had told him once that hunters and trappers must be experts at deception, disguising their presence, pretending to disappear. He felt they were actually disappearing. The privacy and secret wisdom of knowing that absence was power. And this was here, where they had once been able to disappear together, like Adam and Eve before the sinning—or eons later, after the sacrifice—and yet there seemed to be no God here, but gods everywhere, wondrous, diluted in number. He remembered their last night together here, the way she abruptly took the fishing poles and coolers, and Buck watched her leave. Eventually, the motor sound had thinned and the night swirled around him, somehow clear and hazy all at once. Rags of cloud seemed to glow underneath the stars, and life felt like a dream, a multitude of sensations and miseries buzzing all together like a warm, sweet hive. 

			“They’re saying they found the remains of two bodies,” she said. “One adolescent and one child, a young girl. Did you know?”

			“Know what?”

			“Is that why you didn’t tell them what we saw out there the night of the search?”

			

			“I wasn’t sure what we saw. But that isn’t why. The reason is I’m a Boon. Boons don’t talk.”

			“You’ve gotten pretty friendly with the Sheriff’s Department.”

			“What the fuck does that mean?”

			“Do you think he did what they say he did?”

			“I don’t know. I wouldn’t have thought so. But I don’t know.”

			“What I don’t get is how they knew to go looking at Camp 3 if you didn’t say anything.”

			“They knew someone went missing years ago. They didn’t know about the girl.”

			“But how did they know to look there?”

			Buck paused, surprised by a sudden power of emotion. 

			He said, “Do you think that girl is the one we saw in Rainbo’s arms that night, the night we came to Camp 3?”

			“I’ve thought about that,” Arlene said. “I’ve wondered.”

			“There’s only one person I can think of to ask.”

			“Who?”

			“Do you have twenty dollars?”

			

			

	

THEY WOVE THEIR WAY through waters narrow, shallow, lush, across lily pads and cattail and vegetation that plumed from the water like echoes of smoke from some long-ago battle.

			They approached a thickening of trees, like a secret, and all around them was a whirring of life invisible, life like a spirit. They came across a cud of trash, fished out a Polar Pop Styrofoam cup with a gaff hook, and  drifted between the trees and up to a downed log and a soft muddy rise that made no sound as they ran aground.

			Buck rose and tied the johnboat to a sapling and walked on ahead to the old woman’s store, a structure you could barely see behind the screen of saplings and trees and growth. He led the way up to the place, stepping across the gasping bog and mud and through a trace of grasses that obscured the false ground. It was little more than a hut and served as a store, the siding of the clapboard structure like decaying mummified skin. It was a dwelling that had sacrificed part of its living space for wares.

			As soon as they walked in, a gust of odor—smoke, turpentine, mold, and something as deep or deeper than blood—came upon them. It was like the breath of a dying or even a dead man about to rise. Emphysematic, rough, panting. 

			They saw no one. Rather, the floor seemed to crawl with animals. Gaunt squirrels, a crippled crow hobbling across the floor, a pale splint barely visible on its leg. It was dark inside, but he could make out a stack of beaver pelts like giant furry disks on a counter, some nets and rods and traps scattered around. 

			

			Somewhere, not too far off, they heard a hawk’s desolate cry, and out from behind a curtain, someone emerged. At first, Buck could only make out the turquoise turban the figure wore, then a kind of oily sheen on the face, the dull reddish eyes of a person strained by grief.

			“I knew you’d come back,” she said.

			Buck brought out a $20 bill and a soft pack of Swisher Sweets from his shirt pocket and handed them to her. 

			“You remembered,” she said.

			“Rainbo told me to remember.”

			They stepped back into a little room and the old woman had them sit in a chair. 

			“Get me one from out of there, hon,” she said. 

			He pulled off the top wrapper and removed one of the cigarillos and handed it to her and watched her light it against the flame of the lamp. With the cigar smoldering thickly between the fingers of one hand, she reached for him and he was momentarily terrified, but it was only his hand she wanted. She held it to the lamp, watched it from behind that rivering smoke, her thick glasses at the end of her nose.

			It was as if, between them, even in what she didn’t say, behind her words and beyond her closed eyes, that other life opened wide like the quiet jaws of a snake. She continued to hold his hand, but now it seemed more sentimental, the way a grandmother might pet the hand of a grandchild.

			The old woman, Jessimae, looked up at Buck then and opened her lips to show a morass of mouth like a graveyard, the yellowed ivory of the set of teeth resembling an abused piano. When she spoke, he realized she was smiling.

			“You feel it, don’t you?” she said. “Your Rainbo always was sensitive. It’s the loss that we share, like one of his children.”

			“You mean my mom?” Buck said. “Or my uncles?”

			

			“He’s got a pull. They come and find him.”

			“They found remains out at Camp 3,” Buck said. “They’re saying he did it.”

			The old woman closed her eyes and dreamed back Rainbo Boon when he was just Lucas from nowhere, and out of her mind Rainbo walked toward them. In the steady light of her words, he stands there, poised, as she first saw him. They see the young man, the furtive fear, the running always, the grief-haunted eyes. Jessimae knew Rainbo was trouble the first time she saw him, bringing with him some hides, the most impressive ones being the raccoons, but the biggest a deer—doe, he said—which he’d shot with a rifle he’d been given. 

			He had a way about him, they could see now as the old woman spoke, like he couldn’t care less what anybody thought but like he didn’t want to be thought about. It made an impression on her, that he wasn’t like the other white men, who seemed to disregard her. That was the thing, he seemed not to want to be seen, but he saw you. Rather, he seemed apologetic, shy, like he believed himself to be out of place wherever he was. The kind of rags he was in were worse than what she’d seen Black swampers in. Because he was white. And there was something, too, about his profile that demanded regard. He had a noble jawline, high cheekbones, a modest nose, and was well-proportioned, his eyes slightly narrow, close together, which, along with the nose and forehead, gave him—she thought—a kind of doggish, wolfish appearance. And yet, for all that, he seemed to have been intended for a better destiny than what he was getting. He appeared to be reserved in some manner, to hold himself upright. He was observant, she could tell. Not one to make noise just to hear something.

			But he was trouble. Her mother commented on the darkness of his aura. Something about him. He seemed to be living in a world that did not fit him. 

			“But we taken a shine to each other,” she said to them. “He didn’t want me knowing anything about him, about his past. And he said, first time we talked—my mama was in the back—’You know things about me, don’t you?’ And I said, ‘What you mean?’ But I could see he was saying that because he had the sensitivity too. ‘Let me see your hand,’ I said. He said, ‘You know I got trouble. I need a doctor, but I ain’t got a doctor. She’s bad sick.’

			“He took me over to Camp 3, where there was a girl no more than eleven years old, very sick. The water done it. That water holds everything. ‘Who is she?’ I said. He said, ‘They just come. I don’t know how or where from, but they come find me.’

			“That’s what the sensitivity did. It drew them there like ticks to a buck. She had a fever, and I tried to help her get through it. We waited with her. He lay with her near him, and I knew he was crying when I could hear him breathing. There was a deep quiet about him, a soft understanding. He asked me to try the deep old magic, and I did.

			“Next morning, I left. Next time, I said, ‘How is she?’ and he turned away so I wouldn’t see, even though he knew I knew and loved him for it, ‘She’s done wandered.’

			“He never wanted me to look at his hand. But he did tell me about a boy he’d called Johnny who’d died out there. Couldn’t get him to a doctor. I asked why, but he didn’t say. That was the secret trouble he had going on. But he told me that was when they started coming to him. One by one. Not often, but they’d find him.”

			“Who?”

			“The children. And years later, one of them, another girl, got sick. That was when you two come out to Camp 3 and found us. We was trying to save her. And she didn’t make it.”

			“What happened?”

			“What happens when somebody dies? You bury them.”

			She paused. Her eyes mostly closed, but something glistening, slits where her eyes trembled. 

			

			“The boy and the girl will be unborn from the earth,” she said. “They have only known one another in the grave, above the other older, deeper grave. They will come for him. They are waiting for him. But he did not kill them, no. But they will try to say that. But there has been blood, and there is no way to wash the blood away. It is always there. You have done some terrible things, boy,” she said, looking hard at Buck. “You have done them for noble reasons, but that will not save you. What have you learned from Rainbo?”

			“He taught me to hunt and trap.”

			“That’s what you think. That’s part of it. But he’s also taught you how to run and hide, to be the kind of prey that can survive. All of us in here is that kind. The swamp collects us, and it holds us on and on forever. You one of us. Better to be the prey. Better to know how to disappear. Better to wait than to chase.”

			She leaned back now and looked at both of them. 

			“Tell Cherokee to go see him while she can,” she said.

			“Who?” Arlene said.

			“Cherokee McDaniels. Works out at the Lounge.”

			“How do you—?”

			“She’s the little girl we saved.”

			As they walked out, the old woman pulled Arlene aside.

			“You love this boy,” she said. “That’s good. He needs it. Love him no matter what you find out. You love him in that deep kind of way, and that’s good. I wish I could say love wins the day, but it don’t always. Still, it does good to let it put up a fight.”

			They left, not seeing, when she turned back to the dark inside, the tears that brightened her face, not seeing what she saw all about them. She fingered the scars under her white calfskin gloves, gloves Rainbo had given her, gloves intended for a debutante.

			

			

	

THAT NIGHT, Bennico drove to Promised Land from Richmond. She sat with Will and Tania on the porch.

			“Now,” she said. “I drove here because I’ve done some investigating and I’ve developed some theories.”

			“What theories?” Will said.

			“Imagine. Buck is court-ordered to live in Euphoria with his grandfather. He’s been friends with Isaiah since he can remember, according to Isaiah’s brother. When Isaiah is killed, Buck has no way of knowing about it. He’s been removed from all communication. Cut off from his old life. And he’s improving. He’s actually reforming. Then, as he nears his eighteenth birthday, which means freedom from the court order if he stays out of trouble, he is allowed to visit home. He goes home, full of promise, excited about the future, and he leaves after four days sullen, touchy. His father told me he seemed to change completely, that they assumed it was because he knew he’d have to go back to Southside. But that wasn’t it. Imagine he has come to love Southside. He’s learned to track and hunt, and he’s learned to take care of himself. His grades are good, and he has stayed out of trouble.”

			“Okay,” Tania said. “I’m imagining. What are you getting at? You think something happened during those four days?”

			“Yes.”

			“What?” Will said.

			“He found out about his oldest friend’s death. And not only that, but that his parents had known and had decided not to tell him. They’d wanted to protect him . . .”

			

			“And he took it as betrayal,” Tania said.

			“Exactly.”

			“And now we’ve got this witness—a guy who saw him the night Donnie Thinh died—as confirmation he’d left the county. That, alone, would be enough to take to the court as a violation of his probation.”

			“Hold up,” Will said. “This may be true. We’re imagining it is, anyway. But it’s not connecting for me.”

			“What’s not?” Bennico said.

			“If the Thinhs left the neighborhood, and nobody knew where they’d gone, how would Buck know?”

			“Because he knew they used to live out there at the Paradise Trailer Park, out in the sticks, and then they somehow were able to move to Notting Hills. As rough as Notting Hills is, it was a step up. They had a house.”

			“So they went back?”

			“Yes. Within a day of Isaiah’s death. Their house was condemned anyway. The park was owned and managed by James Caller. Apparently, he only leased to foreign families.”

			“Was he white?”

			“White guy, yeah. American. Born and raised in the area. Apparently he liked the foreigners because they didn’t complain. They were grateful. They always found a way to pay on time. They didn’t trust the law, so they never went to the law.”

			“How did Buck know where they moved?”

			“He’d been out there with the Thinh family. They’d go back from time to time, see friends and neighbors who still lived there. From what I’ve been able to learn, Mr. Thinh would leave the boys with James Caller while he’d see people. Buck went with them on several occasions. Enough to have a personal hatred for Mr. Caller.”

			“Why?”

			

			“I don’t know. But the way Caller was killed was personal.”

			“So you think Buck went out there and did it? Why would he throw away his second chance?”

			“I told you before, he’s deeply motivated. He took the loyalty of the True Brothers to heart, that they had each other’s backs. I grew up in that area, and I know there’s strength in numbers. But he never took that stuff lightly. He had chosen to live by a code, and then he had to decide if he could live with himself if he turned a blind eye to Isaiah’s death. When he found out that there was no stray bullet as the cops had originally said, and when he found out Donnie’s little brother was mouthing off about Donnie killing someone, Buck felt compelled to do something about it. It was a matter of principle.”

			Will said, “Buck hasn’t acted guilty, though. He’s seemed to be comfortable with himself, even resolved. He’s appeared upright to me. Not like others I’ve seen who try to hide from the law when they’ve done something.”

			“Yes. That’s because he believes what he did was the right thing, the only thing that he could do in that situation. He may be guilty, but he’s not experiencing guilt. It’s given him a new confidence, if nothing else, because he knows he has lived by a certain code. Let’s imagine he killed deliberately and out of principle, knowing he was throwing away his second chance and at peace with the decision.”

			Eventually, they went to bed, still in some disagreement about how to proceed. Bennico would leave again in the morning. They all agreed not to make any hasty decisions. They still needed Buck, at least while Zeke was stranded in the swamp, and, as Bennico had said, these were theories.

			In that great old house, she could hear Will and Tania talking, their voices raised, their secret words humming beneath comprehension, and she was glad of that. She missed her daughters and tried calling them. She caught Chloe and they talked for a couple minutes, but that was all Chloe had time for. Some boy was in the room; Bennico could tell by the way Chloe acted. A defensive instinct rose in her until she focused on her breathing and thought, Here I am in the dream of the land, where the tobacco will roll across the hills and spread out fanlike from wherever I am like ripples in time.

			

			

	

THE MAN WALKED THROUGH THE DOORS and nervously, timidly held his hat in his two hands. Tania was out, and Will had gone over to the main hall for details about a recent trial. The man looked as if he were kicking the tires of his faith. He wore a necklace with a blank cross on the outside of his shirt, and he bowed a little, leanly, full of a kind of blinking energy. The man was about fifty years old, moved in quick shifts, nodded his head a lot, mouthed the words of what he’d just said, as if to be sure of them.

			“Yes, sir, what do you want?” Buddy said.

			“I want to talk to the sheriff or the deputy, one.”

			“Sheriff’s out. Deputy Seems will be back in a moment.”

			The man had a seat, fiddled with his hat, looking around at nothing.

			When Will came in, the man stood up quickly, deferentially, and shook Will’s hand.

			“Could I get you a cup of coffee?” Will said.

			“No, I thank you, sir.”

			“Well, what can I do for you?”

			“I prayed and prayed it over, and I just got to tell someone.”

			“Tell someone what?”

			“A week ago, I was on the road, early in the morning. I was heading back home from Richmond. It was four thirty-eight in the morning.”

			“You always drive that early?”

			

			“Always at night. I can’t sleep at night. I can only shut my eyes when it’s daylight. Been that way for years, since my wife . . .”

			“Go on.”

			“Well, I see this old pickup pulled over to the side of the road, this kid stranded out in the rain, messing with the rear left tire. So I pull over behind it and got my rain slicker on and went to help him. And I did help him. He was just as lucky as anybody I ever seen, and I told him that too.”

			“Why?”

			“Because every lug nut on that back rear wheel had come loose, and he didn’t lose a one of them. I told him, ‘If you’d stayed on the road another five seconds, you wouldn’t find any of these and you wouldn’t be here.’ I’ve worked around machines all my life, and I never seen someone as lucky as that. A machine’ll take over—kill a man quick—always at fault, never to blame. I asked him questions while we was working on that tire, but he didn’t want to talk too much. And me helping him and all. I got kinda bitter about it. So I started thinking, a kid like you, driving around at four thirty-eight in the morning? He ain’t lose no wife. And why don’t you want to talk?”

			“That was good of you to stop. You get him back on the road?”

			“Well, yessir. But then that boy pulls out a twenty-dollar bill from a wad of cash, and I said, ‘I been paid. I been paid.’ And he held it out again in the rain, and I could see, there in the headlights, something that made me stop cold and wet right where I was. I froze. I saw it on his shirt—gray hooded sweatshirt, I believe. Torn. Blood. Blood. God almighty. And him barely standing up straight. Then I looked at his face, all kind of glowing in the lights like a jack-o-lantern, and he was all beat up—I could even tell in that light. ‘You all right?’ I said. ‘Yeah,’ he said, but he won’t okay. He was hurt. And it won’t no wreck neither. That boy been into something, I thought. I got to remember this, and I better not say no more to him. The talking’ll come later, I said to myself. Mister deputy, when I was growing up, I never said ‘Yeah’ to an elder. It was ‘Yessir,’ and ‘Yes’m.’ These kids we got now, there’s no respect. They’re out all hours of the night and getting hurt and hurting others. Well, anyway. I been praying over it for a week now. I just thought I ought to say something.”

			“Can you describe the truck?”

			“Farm-use Chevy Silverado—probably early nineties. I think it was brown, but it was all patched up, rust along the sides. Rear bumper was gone. Just a naked hitch stickin’ out.”

			Will had been writing this out.

			“Can you describe the driver?” Will said, even though he knew there was no need to ask. He knew the truck.

			

			

	

BUCK REMEMBERED how relieved he had been to get back to Southside after Christmas, to be in the waterlogged winter woods, setting traps and checking them, to be in a place progress had not ruined yet. To be innocent.

			It was still Christmas break, and for the first time ever he wanted school to start up again so that he could occupy his mind. The solitude of the woods allowed his mind to run away to places he did not want it to go, places that took root. That was when the dreams started. He began waking to nightmares that ended in some vision of Isaiah, or a phone call to his house, or a neck bleeding from a bullet wound.

			He and Rainbo and Mr. Lacey hunted the late deer season and trapped beaver and bucked and loaded firewood to keep the fires burning. They even heard the magical solemn cries of bobwhite quail in thickets and among longleaf pines that lined the quiet fields. When he was in a stand waiting by himself, he could have sworn, at times, the iron cold was the calloused grip of someone he knew, there beside him. At sunrise or sunset, he could have sworn he even saw him, emerging wherever he looked. In fact, he missed a shot at a broad buck that would have made a fine trophy because he could not be sure, in the imagination of that dim light, whether it was man or prey. The dreams were strongest and most vivid and most memorable, in fact, when he dozed in the stand in the cold. And when he would retrieve beaver with Brown Dog beside him, he found it difficult to dispatch the animals with the clean shot Mr. Lacey had taught him to make with that old .38—behind the ear, where the neck met the skull—and once he had done the necessary deed, he would turn the dark, sleek bodies over, tremendously afraid they would bear the likeness of someone he knew. He said nothing of this to anyone. He had to be smart. His mind was not to be trusted. He tried to think of his little sister, which usually made him feel calm and pure, but that brought his thoughts to Richmond. He heard Sheldon’s voice, had conversations with him. He wished Arlene could have been there to talk to, but she was in Richmond. 

			Those days, he and Rainbo and Mr. Lacey worked late into the afternoon, the sun gleaming beyond the stark, antlered trees. His grandfather bent and worked with the chainsaw, stooping and rising like a pump, steadily, and Buck tossed the sections of hardwood into the bed of the truck, where Mr. Lacey stacked it. Very few words were spoken, and when somebody said something every now and then, it was very brief and did not interrupt the flow of the work, measured as a heartbeat.

			During that time, he found solace in acts of monotony and responsibility—treating boots; cleaning kennels; maintaining the edges of blades; oiling rifles and shotguns; buffing the pearl-handled .38 his grandfather used, a little pocked from years in a leather holster, to a dull luster, and holding it in his hand like a toy. It became a pensive life of abstinence. But the thought kept coming to him like a prayer answered that Sheldon had been the need, had been the prayer, had been the answer to that prayer.

			He remembered Sheldon once admonishing Isaiah and him that he had seen gun violence and had seen the death of young men and women, and that joining the gang would necessarily lead to violence that would affect them in ways they could not understand. He had turned prophetic, the poetic rhythm of his speech like an impromptu sermon.

			Buck had not taken his words seriously, but Sheldon spoke from a wisdom Buck had not yet earned. He’d thought it was a code they lived by, that that would be the extent of it. He’d been that naïve. But he was to learn you didn’t play the life, the life plays you. He would learn that every code cost something if it was worth anything at all. That all you had was your word, so when he said he was down to do something, he held to it. Word is bond. It meant nothing or everything, depending on whether you adhered to it.

			Once they’d seen a car drive by, hands flashing guns. And then one afternoon at school, Donnie had shown him something dull and dark and hard-used. He knew then there would be a cost. He assumed that gun to be the one that Donnie had used to shoot Isaiah; maybe that was the price Isaiah paid and Buck had been saved from. He remembered seeing the gun up close spiked the blood in him and felt like a strange high, a feeling of limitlessness, and he would remember that moment, holding the gun, knowing it was there, a secret they could hold and later use. He began to think again about that gun. To dream its feeling back.

			During this time, his dreams continued, but he knew nothing could bring Isaiah back. So what was the point in doing anything? But Isaiah began to take hold, living in him in ways that puzzled him—the acute tenor of his voice, the flash of a grin, the image of him running when Buck had told them all to go, that he’d stay with the stolen car. This meditative time in the Snakefoot formed a focus and strengthened his resolve. Word is bond.

			And so he went to Jamal, who got him a burner in exchange for some of Buck’s Ritalin, and he and Sheldon argued over the phone about what to do and who should do it. Buck finally won because he said, “They say God works in mysterious ways. Maybe this is what they mean. You finding me and telling me. ‘I was blind and now I see.’ You’d be the first suspect. I’m two hours away. I’ll come up one night and be back by morning. Nobody will miss me. Besides, I got Isaiah in the True Brothers. I led him to his death. Let me do this.”

			“Maybe you’re right, but I’ll owe you forever.”

			“No, you won’t.”

			“Yes, I will. Word is bond. But you sure about this? You sure you can do it?”

			“Word is bond.”

			“Word is bond.” 

			

			

	

BENNICO SAT ACROSS from the gangster and drug dealer who went by the street name “B,” a man she’d yearned to see broken since she’d arrested him with the help of a few friends from the RPD. She’d known Will Seems was in trouble, and she arrived at the scene almost too late to save him. Now, in the same room with B, she experienced that fear, like adrenaline, a high that was lightheaded, a welling of hate that seemed it would never diminish. 

			His hands were clasped together, as if in some defiant spirit of prayer, but there was no hope there, no humility. It made her want to stand up and leave, not talk to him at all. The fact that she’d come here meant she wanted him—something from him. Problem was she lacked humility too.

			He wasn’t going to talk. She’d have to start it.

			The way he looked at her, like he knew what she needed. Like because of that, he was wealthy here and now, had a currency invisible but real. He watched her the way he probably would watch someone he was hate-fucking. Soul as black as tar, and if she could have taken him to some ditch and shot him in the back of the head, she would have lost no sleep, for it would have been the justice of the street. But that justice would have been too expedient, better than he deserved. The problem was that justice would not stop there. She was pretending she had power. If the man had known anything about her, he would have known she didn’t have any official reason to be here. This was off the books. If she did anything to him, justice would unfold after him and through him, and she would always be marked by his death and his life. Justice could fold back like a knife against the hand that wielded it.

			“Clayton Ballantine,” she said. “Alias ‘B’.”

			“Who talking? You know my name and I don’t know yours. How’s that fair?”

			“There’s nothing fair about it. Do you know about me?”

			“Yeah.”

			“My reputation is my name.”

			“Shut the fuck up, bitch.”

			“Do you know what you’re facing here?”

			“Bring my lawyer in here. He knows.”

			“We don’t need him just now.”

			“Her. She got a fine ass, like you.”

			She didn’t bite.

			“How would you like to have your sentence reduced?”

			“I’ll get it reduced without your help. I don’t need you. What you gonna do for me? Fuckin’ ain’t work here no more. You ain’t had no business taking me down for that white boy. You types of bitches be better off at the end of my dick.”

			“There’s no one to help you right now. I’d watch what I said if I were you.”

			He cracked a grin, and in the uncertain light, it bore a resemblance to innocence. But what went through his head then she already knew and it scared her anyway. It was why she had not been able to quit her job as a PI.

			B said, “You call me here for something, and I ain’t got shit for you. What you need from me?”

			“I want you to tell me something. There was a man who used to come to you. He had a number of injuries, a limp. Still young, but moved like he was old.”

			

			“One that white mo’fuck look for? Yeah.”

			“You see him in the days leading up to your arrest? Or hear anything about where he’d gone?”

			“Nah. Ain’t seen him.”

			“You telling the truth?”

			“Why’d I lie? I don’t give a fuck.”

			“You don’t know where he is?”

			“How the fuck could I? I’m in this mo’fuck, talking to your bitch ass.”

			“We can do this the hard way if you want.”

			“What you mean? They can see us. Ain’t shit you can do. Unless you got something for me for real.”

			“I know the lawyers, the judges, the courts, the cops. I can make your life very difficult if you don’t cooperate.”

			“Don’t matter to me. Shit. I’m already here.” 

			She leaned back, watching him. She could feel herself coming into her element like a butterfly of hurt. She thought about her girls and Custis and harnessed that kind of misery that has no outlet and is eternal.

			“I can have your time lessened. Drop certain charges. But you better have something real for me.”

			He looked off, back at her out of the corner of his eye.

			She said, “Tell me everything you know. If you don’t—”

			“What you gonna do? You can’t do shit. This America. I ain’t gonna say no more.”

			“You’re not the only one who’s been arrested. Your sources, your connections. They’re being tracked or they’ve already been taken. Your business will never operate again.”

			“What I got to live for then?” he said, grinning.

			“The truth of pain.”

			

			“Shit,” he said and started laughing. “You had me going there for a minute. You ain’t got no cards cause you ain’t no real cop. I ain’t talking to no fake cop bitch.”

			“That’s not good enough,” she said. “For either of us.” 

			She approached him, a small, terrific shadow. Anything was possible, and he began to believe it, like an eclipse. Both of them in that room where no one else watched knew she was capable of anything. 

			His cuffed hands lay peacefully, like pigeons, upon the table.

			

			

	

THE NIGHT OF THE PROM, Buck hadn’t known where else to turn except to Kim. He told her as much, explaining to her what he needed. 

			Kim said, “Why you want me to lie for you?”

			“You might not even have to.”

			“But to the police?”

			“Anybody who asks. Just say you gave me a ride to the dance.”

			“And what are you off doing instead? Or who?” She looked bitter. “You think I’m that much of a whore to cover for you being with that bitch?”

			“That’s not what’s going on.”

			He turned to leave, looking back at her.

			He said, “You’ll do what I said?”

			“Yes, baby. I will, honey. Don’t we have time?”

			“Not today.”

			He needed to be sharp. Buck took his Ritalin and left Kim, taking his pickup and merging onto 85 N toward Richmond. Soon he felt the warm condensed spreading buzz that tingled through him, and a clarity and focus came over him. He lost his desire for food and thought only of doing.

			He texted Sheldon, “On way,” and let the road unfurl, thinking again about washing dishes at the church, that earnest, clanging work, the narrow, holy tedium, wanting to be a senseless working part of a machine, amid the drifting sounds of the sermon, the organ music, the chorus of the congregation, that comfortable roar. That apprenticeship to no one and for no real gain. Cleaning with equal attention the dishes of parishioners, and of homeless men and women. Gleaming dishes, heavy and bright as bone. When the storm of the washer stopped, or between loads, he could hear the faint music from the sanctuary, the sloppily unified voices of the congregation, or the echoes of a priest. 

			

			

	

SHELDON HAD TOLD BUCK where Donnie had been living, but Buck already knew the Paradise Trailer Park.

			Buck could remember the trailer park all right, how it was set up. And he remembered that the Thinhs had insisted he lie down in the van when they drove through certain neighborhoods to get there, because having a white boy in their van might lead all of them to violence. Buck remembered the basic security cameras on Jimmy’s trailer.

			He remembered all this because one time they were in Jimmy’s trailer. Donnie had said some Black guys were after him. For whatever reason, Jimmy had developed a protective loyalty to the Thinhs that Buck never quite understood. Buck, Donnie, and Donnie’s little brother Alley were waiting for Mr. Thinh to come get them and take them back to Notting Hills when Jimmy saw some figures approaching on the screen from the direction of the woods.

			He remembered the shadows approaching. The moans of the woman on the screen, oddly out of sync with what Jimmy was watching in the woods. Four figures approaching, dark, hoods over their heads. 

			“Stay here, boys,” Jimmy said.

			“Fuck that,” Donnie said.

			“Then watch.”

			Out on the dark deck Jimmy stood like a bone, pale but also dark, as a shadow finds a way to glow, against everything else. The four figures approached. Alley stayed inside and watched the screen. Buck remembered thinking, We are all breathing. Us. Them. As if it was just TV, as if none of it were real.

			Jimmy turned to the boys behind him where they stood against the railing on his porch, and Buck met his eyes, saw him wink, then turn his back to them, before Buck knew there was a gun and the gun went off, momentarily deafening yet somehow dwarfed in its own sound. Even in the dark he could see the panic, the four figures scattering, fleeing in different directions, and Jimmy said, “Look at those boogs go. Look at ‘em go. It’s like flushing a covey of quail.”

			They opened the door to go in, where Alley watched the woman again, the white men surrounding her and pounding her with gavels of flesh, as if he hadn’t just witnessed anything out of the ordinary. Jimmy hung behind, on the deck, laying a heavy hand on Buck’s shoulder.

			“Hold up a minute, boy,” he said.

			Buck let the door close. Jimmy showed Buck the revolver he’d just fired. 

			“Little, but she’ll do the trick. Hold her if you want. You’ll feel something. You ain’t a man unless you feel something. A gun like that’s as American as the Stars and Bars.”

			Buck took it. The gun was warm from Jimmy’s hand.

			Quick and calm, without hesitation, Jimmy thrust his hand into the darkness of Buck’s pants and clutched his pubic hair and pulled. Buck’s eyes watered. He tried shoving the man, but like a statue, Jimmy didn’t budge. He gripped tighter. 

			“Go ahead,” Jimmy said. “Put my fat, miserable ass out of its misery and I win and you lose.”

			Buck growled.

			“They won’t hear you,” Jimmy said. “I could do whatever I want right now. Ain’t a thing you could do to stop me except shoot my fat ass. It’s loaded. But you won’t. That shit in there—on that TV—that shit ain’t real, ain’t alive. They’s dead people fucking a dream. She’s taking it, all right, and she’ll hold their guilt always until the minute she dies, and then it’ll roam like a lost soul. This. I can hold on to something real. This is real. Between you and me. The power and the bodies. My goddamn fingers and that gun. Those boogs running through the woods. This is the real shit. This is what God made of us.”

			Buck thought he saw that Jimmy had an erection, solemn, acute, aimed at him.

			“Fuck you,” Buck said, and almost before he’d said it Jimmy’s other hand had come down on his face, the hand smelling of a locker room, sweat, something unwashed and complete. Buck’s eyes watered as his head hit the railing. He bit Jimmy’s hand and tried to bring the gun around, but Jimmy gripped tighter and the gun fell. 

			He heard the door creak, and then Jimmy toppled heavily, shaking the wooden deck. Donnie was standing over Buck, catching him from falling over the railing where Jimmy had held him. The many pains then. Not the guilt, quite, but something that made him want to disappear and not be seen again.

			“You all right, man?” Donnie said.

			Donnie was watching him intensely, that brother’s concern, but Buck couldn’t return the gaze. 

			“We out. Come on, Buck. Alley! Get your ass out here.” 

			Jimmy was getting up, slowly, one knee at a time. He found the railing with one hand and tried hauling himself up, but he was out of breath.

			“Help me, Buck.”

			Buck stood there. 

			“Help me, Donnie. Alley, give me a hand.”

			Buck could hear the video playing inside, the woman grunting. 

			Donnie said, “Jimmy, you fucked up, old man.”

			

			They left, Jimmy calling, “Boys, boys . . .” and met Mr. Thinh at the gate and said nothing to each other. Buck knew when to get on the floor of the van, but this time he didn’t. Later, Donnie said, “That faggot shouldn’t’a done that. He won’t do it again.”

			“Goddamn right,” Buck said. “He didn’t do nothing. But he won’t ever.”

			Buck parked his truck off a dark country road that did not lead to the trailer park and bushwhacked through the dense woods and along property lines to the Paradise Trailer Park. 

			Nearing it, he paused, crouched, got out a mason jar filled with water and took a drink and allowed himself the luxury of breathing. His mouth was dry even after drinking. He squatted, feeling the rain, seeing it flick the leaves and the grass. It was a good night to hunt.

			

			

	

DONNIE IS DEAD. He roams that vague and wasted country, bearing the solemn likeness of a baby, the silence of a tree. When he was living, in the last days of his life, it continued to bother him that he had not killed Isaiah outright. He had not even seen him die. The slow uncertainty and indirectness took away from the power of the act, even though the finality of it remained. He dreams the deep dreams of a child, heavily, and now he knows that his own death occurred in some measure when he had killed another. He can remember the hole first behind the ear, can feel the hole in his own now, then the blood that ran along the grain of the wood floors of the house in Notting Hills, where his family had moved after leaving the Paradise Park mobile home. The fishlike gasping of Isaiah, who was becoming more and more boyish and youthful in his dying. And then his family had had to return to the Paradise Park, owned and managed by James Caller—Uncle Jimmy, as he preferred to be called—in that regress that added to Donnie’s sense of failure and guilt.

			Since his family had moved back, Donnie did little but sit around and smoke. He’d aged rapidly. A hard nineteen, as if he’d grown up in the war-torn country his parents had escaped. But there had obviously been no escape from the fate that had solidified around him. 

			He had killed Isaiah. He saw again the boy’s neck and when the news came swiftly from the hospital that he had died, he felt the shame and the enduring disappointment of his mother and father and ancestors. He understood in his guts the irony, even though he had failed all his classes and been moved ahead out of a kind of bewildered pity by the teachers at the high school, who did not want him to stay in school, and then he dropped out. He understood that the very violence his parents had fled, he had brought about. He began immediately to despair and numb. His family had wordlessly moved back to Paradise to get away from further investigations. And so he, the leader of the True Brothers, unofficially dissolved the gang, left them in the neighborhood without telling them. He had made his family refugees once again, now for another reason. Over nothing. The reason was nothing he could remember. A hand in a poker game. A resentment against Isaiah that he could not have explained, that may have had to do with his deep American connection to Buck that seemed to transcend whatever the True Brothers could be. He would think about Buck Tomlin, wondering where he’d gone, where he’d been sent, how and when he would find out, what he would do. Buck was the only one among the TB Donnie had not been able to understand. He’d never understood what drove him, how he could turn so far from his upbringing and be so adaptable to the ways of the neighborhood. There was something wild about him, a natural unhinged and dynamic quality that would have been comical if it were not so sincere. If Buck was nothing else, he was sincere. And his dedication to Isaiah, which preceded their initiation into the TB, also was a thing that baffled Donnie. The hood had taught him that Black people and white people didn’t get along, didn’t mix. His understanding of America was thin and immediate, and he did not understand how Isaiah or Buck could have been so close, or why. Then again, it was strange to him that Buck had impressed him so much with his fortitude, his quiet toughness. Buck had quickly become a confidant of Donnie’s, earning his trust.

			Donnie remembered when he’d come out onto the stoop and found Uncle Jimmy holding Buck Tomlin, and he could remember deeper than that being left with Uncle Jimmy and being forced into a corner, both of them younger then, and Jimmy more agile, and the woman on the screen moaning as Donnie fought and would never tell because his people never told. They died with their secrets. He remembered how he had not even thought much about the way Jimmy was around them, because his dad would leave the boys with him sometimes when he was on this side of town. Jimmy would give them Christmas presents, even though the holiday was something his people didn’t give much of a thought. But seeing Uncle Jimmy, a white man on a white boy, something made sense for the first time, and he saw that it was wrong, and he saw what Jimmy was, and that was why he hit him. Buck knew something about Donnie no one else did, and neither of them spoke of it again. There would always be that bond of understanding.

			Donnie came to believe that Isaiah’s death would persist and reverse him in some terrible way that he deserved. He’d done time before, and now, in this trailer park in the weeds of Virginia, he felt that he was doing time again. Smoking, waiting for a sign, resigned to life and waiting for someone to come for him. Dying all the time. Every cigarette his last. He kept imagining some white angel, a growing whiteness like a fog, the certainty of death. But even that seemed uncertain. It saddened him that his little brother glorified him for killing someone. That he had gotten wind that Alley had been bragging about what he had done. He beat his brother in the trailer where they now lived again, and his mother and father did not intervene. It was something cultural, a fatalistic belief that any effort was silly and would affect the outcome of nothing whatsoever. Somehow, in close quarters, one learns to ignore what happens in front of them. They were a people who did not lecture or explain. They watched and learned and never forgot. But he knew it did not make a difference, and he felt no better. And so, in his blood memory, in the distant shadows of his veins, Donnie knew and waited and welcomed the justice of time and the destiny of history. He felt the beginnings of uprisings from far away unfold within.

			

			

	

AND THEN BUCK ENTERED the trailer park on foot, passing where he knew the security camera was against a tree. He could have disarmed it, but he did not. He was wearing an old pair of sneakers as he tracked Donnie to the edge of the woods. Between trailers, he smelled Cambodian food, a soup maybe. He watched Donnie, alert and lean-looking in profile, standing and gazing into the woods as if expecting something to come from that direction. Rainbo and Mr. Lacey had taught Buck how to flank prey to get a clean side shot, but he’d never been this close without a gun. He wondered if Donnie would have that gun he’d once shown him.

			He heard the moans of the woman. He saw into the trailer, the bright flicker against a seated figure, Uncle Jimmy, his pants at his ankles, in the recliner Buck could remember sitting in. He watched the man sitting there, no action. Nothing doing. Trying to get it up.

			Buck wondered if Jimmy’s dog was around, but he heard nothing. He used to call out to his dog, Buttercup, before going to bed.

			Then Donnie said, “Who’s that?”

			God, give me the strength I need. 

			Buck stepped into the darkness under the grove of wet trees.

			“I dreamed this,” Donnie said. “But I thought it couldn’t happen. I thought you got sent away.”

			“How did you know?”

			“Isaiah told me. How did you find me?”

			“Never mind,” Buck said. “Where are the others?”

			

			“There’s no TB no more. It don’t exist.”

			“Yes it does. Right here. Between us.”

			“He had it coming. You knew that.”

			“You always said True Brothers for life. There was a code we lived by. Brothers first. Never owe. Go hard. Don’t talk to the cops. Word is bond. What about now?”

			Buck saw the quiet knife in Donnie’s hand now, the wet-looking blade, pale and fragile as a window, and suddenly he felt a hot sting, stumbled back, wet, heavy. It was just an inch or two of cutting he had to do. He had to do it. He swung his fist around with his skinning knife in it, sharp and stiff, saw Donnie’s head darken. He swung again. Donnie fumbled for his knife, and Buck held his hair and began to cut back against his throat. It took more force than he would have thought, and he pressed down until he could see that Donnie was already dead, and this annoyed him. As if his friend had walked out of the room while he still had something to say. Donnie’s face wore the kind of grin a snarling dog wears.

			Buck knelt over the body, his knees wet through from the cool, heavy grass, the wet heat near his ribs slipping out of him, feeling as if the air had been huffed out of the world, as if the oxygen was finite, or perhaps, rather, as if they’d been pressed underneath some body of water. He was dying too, he thought, touching his side. We are all dying, he thought. Together, apart. 

			He did not know how long he was there beside Donnie’s body. Then Buck heard the woman’s voice again from inside Uncle Jimmy’s trailer and realized he had heard Jimmy’s voice saying, “Oh.” 

			

			

	

JIMMY HAD SEEN SOME MOVEMENT over in the woods on his security camera and came out to watch the struggle from his deck. They were embracing quietly, a shining darkness upon them from the rain. He could not identify them, and their facelessness filled his imagination. Instead of calling out, or trying to stop it, he unbuckled his belt and watched. He could not have explained it, but his old mechanism began to work again. Hell yes, he thought. We got her, fellas. A struggle unfaked, sincere, the true grief of one person in the grip of another. He could feel the bands of the lawn chair against his moon-pale ass and felt young and weak again, determined to do the one thing. “Oh,” Jimmy said. Then the figures stopped. He couldn’t see them or hear them. The night sounds swarmed around him, disorienting as the blood hummed in his ears and in his genitals. Then he saw the eyes, the figure emerging, stumbling toward him. Something about the gait made Jimmy harder than ever. Oh, he thought. Oh. Exactly what the woman on the screen he was not watching was crying out.

			Then Buck emerged into the faint light from the TV, which flickered out onto the deck where Jimmy sat.

			“Oh,” he said. “Was that Donnie you were fighting? I saw two boys fighting. Came out here. Watched to see who it was.”

			Buck approached, feeling something terribly wrong, as if wired and drunk at the same time, and from somewhere Jimmy pulled the revolver he’d once shown the boys. “Little,” Jimmy had told them. “But she’ll do the trick.”

			Now Uncle Jimmy, tremendously erect, fired the weapon and missed. Buck charged and swiped the gun from Jimmy’s grip very easily, kicking the cane aside and putting his foot against the old man’s groin. Uncle Jimmy bellowed like an animal, like an old dog who deserved pity. 

			“Were you jacking off to a murder?”

			“I didn’t know what it was out there.” 

			“Go out there and you’ll see Donnie Thinh dead in the grass.”

			Jimmy was barking, sobbing. “You never understood how I loved that boy. All of you boys.” 

			“I think I understand, all right.”

			“How I took care of that family when they first come. After they come back. How I—”

			“Shut up,” Buck said. He wanted to draw the moment out, to dwell in it. But Jimmy was too loud.

			Buck said, “You killed Donnie Thinh. And this is your testimony.”

			Buck saw the flabby, pitiful nakedness for what it was and drew his skinning knife and began to cut. “Oh,” Jimmy said. And Buck could hear the familiar woman, preserved in some loophole of his memory like a ghost or a spirit. “Oh,” Jimmy said again. Buck cut and cut again, the deep, forked incisions opening with the old man’s impotent resistance like eyes opening and closing. Buck then lifted his chin back and drew the blade across the man’s throat in one vivid, tremendous moment, and in that moment Jimmy went limp, his jaw gaping in a pose suggesting absolute exhaustion, his neck yawning like a tree trunk gnawed open by a beaver. Buck found that he had cut the man’s throat through the windpipe to the spine. It was over, and yet he felt more focused and full of life than he’d ever felt before. He had the sense of a trap door opening beneath him, of descending into something without end. He felt that a profound and bewildering change had occurred. His ideas had become actions. Real things. The words that had been the code had become permanent stars he had navigated by to get to this. He felt the initiation was complete. He felt complete. He was in. He’d done the thing. 

			

			He retrieved the revolver and walked over to Donnie’s body and lifted the revolver and drew it up to Donnie’s neck and said, “Isaiah,” and shot him behind the ear, at the base of the skull.

			It was all he could do to pull himself together enough to leave. He knew already he should not have killed Jimmy. It had not been the plan. There was no way he’d gotten rid of all the evidence. He knew all this and didn’t care. Life was so much more than evidence and fear. It was about living and dying, and in the end, that was all there was: life and death, giving it and taking it.

			Buck wiped the gun and placed it again in Jimmy’s hand. He spotted the switchblade Donnie had cut him with and wiped it and put it in his pocket. Suddenly, he looked up, remembering the world. He saw cigarettes like fireflies glowing in a few of the mobile home doorways, the witnesses’ eyes and shapes as dark as doorways, as dark as he must be. He waited for a moment, as he did in the woods when a doe saw movement and he’d freeze as long as he could, believing stillness to be invisible. Then he broke and ran, a loud thrashing through tall grass, and he knew then how hurt he must be. No one followed him. These people were not the threat. The threat was coming. It was himself, who he had always been which could not be changed. He stopped running, clutching his side, vanishing easily, a ghost already, through the brush and the woods, the way he had come. Before he knew it, the road was like a hallucination beneath him, and he was breathing thin, as if he didn’t have a soul, thinking, This is not freedom. This is not free. Dreams have never been free. 

			It was not yet daylight, though there prevailed a velocity of time or cataclysm, the feeling that things had begun that would never end, as if he were trying to jump a moving train. Kim opened the door without a sound, wearing a large tee shirt.

			She didn’t seem to recognize him at first. He felt himself suddenly aroused by his current pain and the warm vivid memories of comfort here with her. Once again, he didn’t know where else to go. 

			Then, “Oh, Buck. Are you okay, sweetie? I’ve been worried sick.” 

			She reached to touch his face but stopped short, taking in the condition of his pants and shirt in the porch light.

			“Where’s Beau?” he said.

			“Out checking building sites. Want me to call him?” 

			He shook his head. “I need some clothes.”

			“Strip down. Wait a minute. Let me get you a trash bag. You might want to shower.”

			He was shaking, shivering, even though it wasn’t very cold. 

			She walked him into the house as one would help a feeble old man.

			“Oh, honey,” she kept saying. “I can’t believe you did it.”

			He stood naked in the bathroom, small and cold and almost catfish blue, the tips of his fingers an old-bone yellowish white and cold to the touch. She had to turn on the water and help him get in. The water stung the cut at his ribs and diluted rivulets of blood trailed down his penis and his legs.

			“Go away,” he said.

			“I’m not leaving you right now.”

			He held his hands against his eyes. When he pulled them away, his eyes were like sphincters.

			“I don’t feel anything. Why am I shaking?”

			“It’s the shock,” she said. Then, after a moment, she said, “You can talk to me. You know that. If you ever want to tell me . . .”

			He had no heart, no spirit, no mind. He thought in fragments, in veils and impressions. He shivered under the hot water, his flesh reddening. She touched him, and her fingers were cold.

			She said, “You really did it,” watching him. “I can’t believe you actually . . .”

			

			“Now you know me.”

			“Yes. Now I think I do. Now I understand why . . . Oh baby. You’re a man, honey. You’re someone who can do whatever he puts his mind to. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.”

			“They might come here and ask questions. Remember—” 

			“I remember what to say.”

			There was something romantic about this to her, he could tell. Both of them in trouble together. He’d wanted this to be an independent decision, an act he completed alone. He did not want to be beholden to anyone, but he felt beholden to her.

			“I’ll take your clothes and bring you some of Beau’s.”

			She got out first. He could see her through the fogged glass of the shower removing his wallet and keys from the pockets, pausing as she held and contemplated the switchblade he’d taken from Donnie, which still had some of Buck’s blood on the closed blade, and the beaver skinner he’d used on Donnie and Jimmy both. 

			“Leave them in the sink,” Buck said.

			And when he came out of the shower, he saw that she had left bandages for him along with some of Beau’s clothes and shoes. He came downstairs stiffly, feeling old and still cold, and smelled the fire then, saw her silhouette out by the pile of brush she was burning, and he knew that, no matter if they caught him or not, this would not be enough.

			He said to himself, “I’m a True Brother. My word is my bond. I defend the defenseless. I fight for my brothers. I owe nobody. I will not back down.”

			The old pride, like a stubborn friend, returned slowly, from a great distance. He had done it. Thinking about it now, he knew he’d have done it again.

			

			

	

BENNICO DROVE WEST from Richmond, into the hills of Charlottesville and beyond, over the Blue Ridge mountains and down the Shenandoah Valley and on Interstate 81. The sun was setting as the gray interstate passed beneath her, and an unvarnished excitement made her innocent again, young and somehow new. B had given her enough information, she thought, to make the trip worthwhile. He’d been willing, after she’d started on his fingers.

			Lewis called her several times, and finally she answered.

			“Are you kidding me?” Lewis said. “After all the favors I’ve done you, you abuse a man in custody? And then you don’t answer my calls?”

			“You should know better than to do me favors if you take the side of a man like that.”

			“Bennico, we can’t keep doing this. I could lose my job.”

			“Welcome to the club,” she said. “If you want legal defense, call Custis. He’ll take care of you.”

			She thought she’d lost reception.

			“Lewis?”

			“Don’t call me again, Bennico. Goodbye.”

			He was gone. She was alone. She held the steering wheel as if there were nothing else in this world. The highway lines passed beneath her and she continued with only one mission, one hope. She rolled down her windows and felt the hurricane she made, felt Virginia slipping through her fingers.

			

			

	

KIM HEARD A VEHICLE approach the house. It was such a rarity, and she thought for a moment with hope that it could be anybody. Even a Jehovah’s Witness would be a welcome distraction.

			But it was Arlene Davis.

			“Arlene,” she said. “Come on in.”

			Arlene said, “I know you’re covering for him. I’m pretty sure I know what he’s done, and I’m pretty sure I know why.”

			“You have a problem with that?”

			“After what he’s done? Yeah, I might.”

			“Well, go on and tell then. Tell on us both.”

			But neither of them wanted to take action. Arlene did not want to expose Kim badly enough, and Kim couldn’t bring herself to admit what she knew he’d done.

			“Why did you come here?” Kim said. “To shame me? That won’t work. I’m lost.”

			“To look your bitch ass in the eye and say I know.”

			“Yes,” Kim said. “How?”

			“If you pay attention, it’s not that hard to tell.”

			But it was well-known by some at the Lounge that Beau had started to suspect his wife of infidelity. And Arlene had put a few things together to realize herself, and hope Beau never would, what had happened between her and Buck. She’d come out here to look her in the eye to see what was there, to see if her suspicions were true, and they were.

			

			Kim said, “He loves you, Arlene. You have to know it. I listened to him in a way you couldn’t. I didn’t know I was tricking him until after I did. He belongs to me in a way he can’t belong to you, because I’ve heard it all. But he loves you. You should never have gone away.”

			Arlene stared hard at Kim, perhaps suppressing a tear, perhaps needing no tears.

			“Like you?” Arlene said. “Sitting around here? Waiting for a boy who’s starting to turn his life around to stop by so you could trick him?”

			“I suppose that always was a dream. It is a dream. Some dreams come true.”

			“Does Beau know?”

			“None of your business.”

			Arlene glared. Her eyes were wet, and she hissed as she spoke. “Why do people like you do it? Why do people with everything just seem to throw it all away?”

			“You won’t understand this,” Kim said. “But now I do have everything. I didn’t before. Now I do.”

			Arlene noticed now Kim’s hands folded piously around her solemn belly. She could see nothing there, but she knew it must be true.

			“You smug old bitch,” Arlene said. Now, the tears. “You took from him to live the lie you wanted.”

			Kim put her hand on Arlene’s back and rubbed it in circles in a motherly way, a way Arlene’s mother never would have.

			“I understand,” Kim said. “But you have to understand, for the longest time I thought I was the problem. And it wasn’t me. I thought we’d never have a family.”

			“You can’t be serious. You’re going to keep it?”

			Kim smiled, a flash of genuine excitement. She realized, after Arlene had left, that there was hope now after all. She had this little secret and she intended to take it to the grave in her heart.

			

			

	

BENNICO WAS ON THE PORCH with Tania when Will got home. He looked haggard, defeated, absolutely beat. This investigation had worn down a man who already seemed worn down. 

			“This doesn’t look good,” he said to them. “What have I done now?”

			“Guilty conscience?” Bennico said.

			“Always,” said Will. “Look, I know we need to resupply Zeke or get him out of there. But we can’t right now. The feds are digging at Camp 3. They say they’ve found more than just the bodies of a girl and the remains of John Myrtle, but an entire burial ground underneath them.”

			“They were buried with other bodies?” Tania said.

			“That’s what it sounds like. I just talked to Sheriff Mills about it. They won’t let us out there, and if they see us going into the swamp, heading deeper into it, they may find out about Zeke. If he hadn’t participated in the destruction of property, it wouldn’t matter. But he’s guilty, and I’m trying to keep him out of trouble this time.”

			“So you gonna starve him instead?”

			“He had a choice. It was jail or the swamp. He should have known what he was getting into.”

			“Why couldn’t you just leave him here again?”

			“Do I need to remind you about Mills coming out here unannounced? I can’t risk it. Even Promised Land isn’t safe anymore.”

			

			Tania said, “You and Buck and Arlene were supposed to take a supply to him today.”

			“I caught them at the landing just in time. They weren’t happy about it, but I told them like I’m telling you, going out there won’t work right now.”

			“Well,” Bennico said. “I didn’t come about Zeke.”

			“What’s up?” Will said.

			“Will,” Bennico said, “I’m not sure I should tell you this, but I think I’ve found out where Sam is. But you have to promise me—” 

			“Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

			“Because, I don’t want you to do something stupid and chase after him.”

			“Tell me.”

			“Promise me you’re not going to leave us and go after him. At least not now.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Promise me.”

			“Okay. Okay. I promise. Now, where is he?”

			“He’s in Rockbridge County. Working as a janitor at a college.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Yes. I found him. He’s doing really well. He seems to be sober, anyway.”

			Will stood there like a man who’d just been told he had six weeks to live, uncertain about what to do next, and somehow, ridiculously, even more determined to live forever. 

			

			

	

ZEKE WAITED, went through his rations. He grew like the trees, broke like the trees, and from the distant future, he loved the past of his life that seemed to belong to someone else. He was sober now. Alert. He ate an uncooked onion and soaked pinto beans in swamp water for his last provided supper. He’d been unable to successfully get a fire going, as wet as it had been. What he would give for a drink. But thank God he didn’t have anyone to give anything to him. Or he’d be drunk and high out of his head. The mosquitoes were awful, but he grew accustomed to the misery of the situation.

			One day—he’d lost track of how long he’d been here—he saw movement. At first, he thought it was a bear, but it was a man with no mark of the twenty-first century on him. A vision of an escaped slave-become-maroon. The man said nothing, and in the absence of speech, Zeke believed him to be a vision he’d dreamed out of hunger. They both saw an owl perched high in a cypress, and the simple act of seeing it together seemed something like a conversation. But the man left a swamp hare for Zeke to eat and went on across the precarious ground to some other place. Staring at the hare, Zeke vowed he would attempt to make a fire. But he had no luck. There had been so much rain that he found it impossible, and he had to eat the hare raw.

			He lived through that night after leaving Floressa on the porch and walking off and taking Tom’s truck. He remembered arriving at the Lounge, people commenting on his vehicle, and the house where the lost were trying to find themselves, to drink alone among them. Jamal was at the bar. Taylor and Beau Boon had just left together. Now Zeke put the money in Jamal’s hand as he shook it, and in that same hand received the pills. He shouldn’t be buying now that he’d lost his job, but he’d gotten so used to it he had to.

			“What’s wrong with you, old man?” Jamal said.

			“Nothing.”

			“Come on. You sound like you wound up. Fixing to do something.”

			“They fired me.”

			“Who?”

			“Lumber mill.” 

			After a while, Jamal said, “You really want to do something about something? Let’s take the swamp back. We down a man anyway. I’ll give you some of this for free. Come on.”

			“We?”

			“Come on.”

			Zeke took two of the pills he’d bought and was feeling good by the time they left.

			Jamal drove Tom’s truck and they followed a road Zeke did not know, a dirt clay lane with trees razed or standing tall like bars or a gate. The whole while, Zeke was drinking from a jar, and to him the road flowed in a pleasant blur beneath them. They slowed and pulled up into the trees and cut the engine. Quiet humid air, patient, muscular, thick. They listened. Eventually, a truck that Zeke didn’t know but that belonged to Beau Boon approached them and passed where they hid. As soon as they could no longer hear it, Jamal moved to start the vehicle, but he waited. 

			“Come on, old man,” he mumbled, and Zeke thought this meant him, but Jamal was looking ahead. He waited, listening to the sound within the sounds. Finally, he started the truck, and Zeke saw now that there was another vehicle approaching from the opposite direction, its parking lights on. It turned up a muddy lane first and parked in the trees, and they followed and parked behind it. 

			A man got out of the first truck and waited for them to walk up. 

			Jamal said, “Beau came and got Taylor to check on the properties. So I got someone to fill in for him. Zeke Hathom. He be taking Taylor’s place.”

			Roddy, whose name Zeke still didn’t know, said, “You should have talked to me first. I don’t know him.”

			Zeke didn’t get a good look at the man, and he had a feeling he shouldn’t be asking questions. The man walked in front of him, something about his eyes fierce and shining, even in the dark. “You gonna help us out, Zeke?”

			“Doing what?”

			“Get him out of here, boy. You ain’t told him nothing. This fool’s gonna get us busted.”

			Jamal said, “I told him we was gonna take the swamp back.” Roddy made a snorting sound, but he wasn’t laughing. Jamal said, “Zeke used to work at the sawmill. He’s the best I could do. He’ll be all right.”

			Roddy was in Zeke’s face, and Zeke could smell the words: “You say anything to anybody and you’ll be face down in the mud. You get us caught, we gonna find you. Don’t make me come after you.”

			“Never mind,” Zeke said. “I get out now.”

			“Give me back those pills,” Jamal said.

			Roddy shoved Jamal away.

			“Too late for that,” Roddy said to Zeke. “You wanted to take the swamp back. You in it now. That truck four-wheel drive?” 

			“Yeah.”

			

			“Y’all follow me.”

			Zeke was buzzing, alive, excited. He’d show these guys what he was made of.

			“Get out,” Roddy said when they got there. They had parked along the logging road against a tree line. “This better not be no mistake, Jamal.”

			“What we doing?” Zeke said.

			“I told you,” Jamal said. “Keeping it out of the white man’s hands.”

			“What?”

			“That shit your feet sinking into.”

			“Ain’t worth nothing that I can see.”

			Now Roddy began to laugh. Nobody joined him.

			Despite stumbling for a moment, Zeke straightened with a new simple purpose. He had not had a purpose in a long time. He’d been accused of murder, and that had given him a necessary, fatalistic apathy. He had lost any optimism, any appetite for the fight because he had lost it.

			Now, he felt something again. The appetite again. The hunger and the appetite. A cause. Simple, destructive, immediate. They began hiking up the track toward the hulk of a framed house.

			They were standing at the concrete foundation. Roddy lifted the corner of a tarp and Zeke picked up the sledgehammer. Jamal, the fire ax. And Roddy, the chainsaw. 

			

			

	

SOMEWHERE IN RAINBO BOON’S MIND, in a world submerged in coma, he dreamed that evening as well. He’d gone out to check his traps near Camp 3. Since he was poaching out of season, he liked to check his traps in the dark and return home by daybreak. He’d parked at the end of one of the old logging roads.

			He had gotten three spring beaver from the five spots he’d checked. If he’d come all the way from the landing on the other side of the swamp, he’d have taken his johnboat, but here at this bank, he and Roddy kept an old skiff they’d caulked and patched and painted a number of times, the origin of which they did not know. Though the skiff invariably took on water, the convenience of not having to haul the johnboat on the trailer outweighed the merits of a good, watertight outboard johnboat. 

			Brown Dog was with him, a dog he could count on to dispatch beaver, and since he didn’t mess with conibear traps, he typically needed to dispatch them on sight. The quiet of the dog as opposed to the noise of gunshots provided an added benefit when he was trapping out of season.

			He’d loaded the beaver in the hull, the water it had taken on sloshing against them. As they reached the bank near the logging road, he saw the slash of a light in the woods, in the direction of those plots that had been bought and cleared, where Beau and his crew had been building homes.

			Brown Dog began snarling and growling and ran off. Rainbo left the boat with the beaver and got in his truck and went after the dog. When he got to the plot where he saw a couple lights through the skeleton of framing, he noticed a truck he didn’t know. Then he saw someone he did know.

			

			“Jamal Lacey, what in the hell are you thinking?” he said. “Come over here.”

			The idea of the son of his oldest friend, who’d been working for Beau, coming out here behind Beau’s back. Jamal approached from within the structure holding an ax. Another light moved behind him.

			“That ain’t Beau with you,” Rainbo said. “Who is it?”

			Roddy stepped into the beam of Rainbo’s flashlight.

			“Turn around, Rainbo,” Roddy said. “This don’t concern you.”

			“It concerns my boy’s livelihood, so it does concern me. 

			“Tried telling you. Don’t make sense you being all upset. This what you want to do and ain’t had the guts to do.”

			“This is my boy’s work you’re tearing down. Just because I don’t agree don’t mean I want to do the same.”

			“Turn around. We won’t do nothing to you if you go now.”

			“You won’t do nothing to me no matter what I do.”

			“Get out of here,” Roddy said, stepping closer.

			He was the only man alive Rainbo might have hesitated for, and he hesitated now, very briefly.

			Then, he said, “Nobody going to tell me to turn tail.”

			But before Roddy could say anything else, Jamal came at Rainbo and swung the ax at him, Rainbo sidestepping and hitting Jamal in the gut, doubling him over, the ax splashing in the mud. Brown Dog bit into Jamal’s leg. Jamal yelped and Rainbo stood over him. 

			“Heel, boy,” Rainbo said. 

			Brown Dog bared his teeth and growled.

			“Get this boy out of here,” Rainbo said, turning toward Roddy, who held the chainsaw as if he were about to attack with it.

			“You the one who needs to leave, Rain. Unless you help us finish this one, prove you want to save the swamp instead of your property, leave us to our work.”

			

			“So it’s been you, the two of you, this whole time. Goddamn. I thought we were friends. Come on, boy,” Rainbo said to Brown Dog, just as the dog yelped. 

			All in single moment, Rainbo and Roddy both saw the gun in Jamal’s hand, and Brown Dog was running, and Rainbo made for his truck, hearing another shot, and then another, and then the stinging above his shoulder. 

			He got in his truck as fast as he could. 

			

			

	

RODDY WAS THINKING it was just like Rainbo to defer a thing. As if he, the white man, could say. But it was happening now. And Roddy was saying. They watched as Rainbo’s taillights flitted behind trees as he tried to get away, and Roddy knew then and there that he could not let him go. It was unacceptable. A kind of predatory instinct overtook Roddy. Rainbo would now be able to turn on them because he knew what they’d done, and so they were beholden to him. Rainbo had married Barbara Tully Boon and taken her name and owned the big house and had no right to it, not the way Roddy’s people should have had. And it was because of Rainbo that his family had been kicked off the land for those years. If he’d been on their side, it would be different. He could be using that legacy for the cause.

			“Goddamnit, boy,” Roddy said, hauling Jamal up and taking the gun from him and slapping him across the face with the heel of his hand, leaving Jamal ghost-eyed. “Why’d you shoot?” 

			Jamal muttered something, nothing. Roddy figured the boy was in a mild form of shock.

			Roddy looked around, but there was no sign of Zeke. 

			“Come on,” he said, and they got in the truck Zeke had driven, which was closest to them.

			Roddy drove after Rainbo’s Dodge. It did not take long for him to see Rainbo’s headlights or the fact that he must be severely injured, because he was able to bear down on him easily. Roddy drove directly into the tailgate, shoving the Dodge off into the ditch with a splash. Roddy got out and approached Rainbo’s truck, but the driver’s-side door was open and Rainbo was gone. Roddy saw ammunition loose on the ground, a box of it torn open. He moved around the truck to check the glove box, where he knew Rainbo kept his gun. There was nothing there. Then Roddy saw a movement of water, a tremble of reeds. 

			Roddy raised Jamal’s gun and fired at the stars above. He saw a flash to the right, Rainbo’s gun barking. Roddy crouched and began firing again, emptying the clip. A profound quiet filled with the sound of rain, the sky opening up in a downpour. After a few moments, Roddy ventured into the water, but he could see no sign of man or corpse. Nothing floating, nothing moving. 

			Roddy could not go any farther now without compromising his own safety. They would be better off looking tomorrow when it was light. He wiped the gun, deciding it was better to leave it behind. Jamal swore he had gotten it illegally and that it could not be traced to him. Rainbo had been hit. Roddy decided to hope for the best. There was nothing more they could do tonight.

			Quickly, with a reflexiveness that comes from doing something countless times, Roddy broke apart his son’s pistol, a Glock 19, wiped the pieces against his shirt, and scattered them toward the water. 

			“Yo, that’s my gun,” Jamal said from the cab of Tom’s truck.

			“I woulda done this first thing if I’d known you had one.”

			“It ain’t fair.”

			“Shut up, boy,” Roddy said, climbing back into the truck.

			They drove back to the site so Roddy could get his truck and to make sure there was no evidence other than the damage. They drove Tom’s truck back to the Lounge—Zeke had been seen driving it—and they wiped it down inside.

			

			When they got home, Roddy saw by the light of the porch that Jamal looked rough, and so did the truck, if seen up close.

			“What y’all been up to?” Maud said.

			“It finally happened,” Roddy said.

			“No.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Rainbo Boon done been shot.”

			“He dead?”

			Roddy and Jamal looked at each other.

			“Well, Mister ‘I don’t wound nothing,’ you better find out.”

			He moved the truck back behind the shed, came back to the porch, and dragged his tired boots into the kitchen, where his wife scowled at him as she mended Jamal’s wounds.

			She said, “Should have been you.”

			“What you mean by that?”

			“You should have had to fight him. Not my boy.”

			“You didn’t see how it went down.”

			“Apparently you didn’t either. Don’t even know is he alive.”

			“Can’t get no love. Damn. After all that work, coming home, both of us alive, and you got to nag at me because killing a man won’t nice and neat.”

			“Adjust your attitude, Mr. Lacey.”

			“Happy Mother’s Day, bitch.”

			

			

	

BEAU AND TAYLOR MET at the Lounge, which they never did. But Beau wanted to talk to him. They were blood. With all that was going on—with Rainbo in the hospital especially—it seemed not only right but necessary that the brothers reunite, that blood stick together.

			Up at the bar, Beau said, “Why don’t you ever tell me anything? Why don’t you write me something to make me understand? Why don’t you talk to me? We’re brothers.”

			Taylor sat, thinking about setting the almost weightless, insignificant match, like some flimsy seed that had been exhumed from a great tree once, against the tinder of the sawmill barn, the way the wet invisible trail of fuel smelled as it quickly dried, how it was wet with a dancing triangle of flame: that match carried another kind of seed that rises and obliterates and yet somehow bears the promise of birth.

			Taylor dreamed it back, thinking back to the day they’d hunted in the Boneyard, the icy-slick logs underfoot, the hard pain of the cold as his waders filled with water that should have been ice, thinking about looking up at Beau’s water-warped body standing tall and still for several moments, and then Beau reaching down to Taylor and pawing at him, and Taylor forced into that quiet coldness. And when Beau finally pulled him out onto the beaver dam—a moment Taylor could only remember in some reptilian corner of his brain—Beau was saying, “sorry” into Taylor’s ear, and in some part of the brain Taylor was thinking Kim. He thought about writing how he came home one early morning, after they’d inspected Beau’s houses, proud and quiet, wet and muddy from his belly down to his boots, smelling of the earth and clay and peat and those waters of memory of the swamp, how his fingers smelled of sticky, skunk-like fuel. How he wore that outside world Beau was trying to change on his back like a cloak. How he came in, stooping, bootless, his pale bare feet seeming so innocent. How he was not innocent, but innocence did not matter if you were justified. He thought about writing how Layna came to him like a shadow within the dawn-shadow of the house. How she seemed always to know the secrets she shouldn’t know, and how Kim had never cared for him like that. He thought about Beau and Kim and slowly, painstakingly wrote in large capital letters, “KIM” on a piece of paper he’d pulled from his pocket.

			Then, he shoved the paper into Beau’s shirt pocket and stood up and walked out. 

			Beau sat there, his face closed up tight, looking off into a distance only he could feel, a future he could not imagine.

			

			

	

BUCK WAITED FOR JAMAL at the Lounge in the back corner. He had brought the money and the remainder of the Ritalin. He didn’t need it anymore. He could see his hands were dark, and the dark was creeping back like oil against his body. Once, there’d been the hope of change—improvement, recovery—but that had cut back against him, and now the only hope he could find was in finality, hopelessness. 

			Jamal sauntered in, slowly, and Buck observed that Jamal looked like he was limping.

			“What happened to you?” he said.

			“Twisted my knee,” Jamal said, sitting down across from Buck and removing his sunglasses. 

			“Doing what?”

			“On the jobsite.”

			“Well,” Buck said. “You got it?”

			Jamal slid the revolver across the table. It wasn’t worth more than a couple hundred bucks, but Buck had heard from Arlene about a gun Jamal had been flashing around that was an old man’s gun. She described it as dark metal with a pearl handle. Jamal had, predictably, made fun of him for wanting the gun, but Buck said he was interested in it as a collector’s piece.

			“You sure that’s what you want?” Jamal said.

			“That’s it. Smith & Wesson .38.”

			

			“I don’t get it, man. But hey, if you got the money and you want it, it’s yours.”

			“Where’d you get this thing?” Buck said. “You used to flash around a Glock 19 with a tan slide.”

			“Took this off my daddy. I got the Glock at home.”

			“You sure your daddy won’t miss it?”

			“So what if he does? I’m about to leave anyway.”

			Buck figured Jamal didn’t know it was Rainbo’s gun because he had never trapped with Rainbo. For Mr. Lacey to have it confirmed that they were the ones who’d gone after Rainbo. Jamal thought he was being clever, but he was unaware he’d left any trace of what he’d done. And Buck guessed Roddy would give Jamal something to think about when he found out Rainbo’s .38 had been sold. And that was fine with Buck, but he had other plans.

			“Better leave quick,” Buck said, handing him the three hundred, fanned out in twenties. “But I’ll take it.”

			Jamal put his hand on the money and saw a slip of paper with directions and a name and a number on it for Buck’s “contact” in Richmond, Sheldon Holmes. That was not the name he gave to Jamal, though. He told him the name was Isaiah. He was going to meet Isaiah.

			Jamal had started to get along with his daddy when they’d started coordinating with Taylor to tear down Beau’s properties. But his daddy, to him, was the tired past of a dying Black world, and he wanted no part of it. He wanted no more of the dirty swamp or the dark woods. He was done with the country. He dreamed of making money. He dreamed of white-columned Richmond, about the opportunities he would find there. He dreamed of making something of himself, knowing down deep he needed to leave to do it. In a way, leaving for Richmond was chasing the American Dream. He would be someone in Richmond. With the introduction Buck was giving him, he could establish himself on the street.

			“Oh shit,” said Jamal.

			“This guy has everything you need. We’re not talking prescriptions anymore.”

			“Big leagues, baby. What I was made for. Appreciate you, brother.”

			“He knows I sent you. So don’t go giving me a bad name. Make sure you can pay up front.”

			“Ain’t nothing to worry about. Thanks, brother. For real. This is the break I need. Take my country ass to the city. You gonna be staying here forever? Or going back when you eighteen?”

			“I might disappear for a while.”

			Jamal seemed reflective. Sincere. Humbled by his new opportunity, perhaps.

			“I’m sorry about Rainbo, man,” he said. “Wish there was something I could do.”

			“You’ve done enough.”

			Buck called Sheldon after: “I’m sending a guy named Jamal Lacey up to you. He wants to get his hands on some hard stuff and has been selling stolen prescriptions. He wants to rise up.”

			“What you want me to do with him?”

			“I’m calling in a favor.”

			He heard Sheldon breathe hard. 

			“Word is bond.”

			“Word is bond.”

			After the call, Buck broke the phone he had only called one number from and threw it away like pieces of a gun. 

			

			

	

WILL DROVE OUT to Old Trespass with trouble in his heart. He had not told Tania where he was going, and he did not know exactly what he was going to do. He parked in the yard and got out of his truck and walked, for the first time without the cane. He felt awkward without it, but he was healing, and just this amount of exercise felt good. He found Buck at his pickup around back.

			“What’s going on with Zeke?” Buck said.

			“We have to wait at least another day.”

			“He’s going to starve if he doesn’t at least get a resupply.”

			“Is that what you’re packing up for? Or are you planning something else?”

			Buck stared at him, his eyes quick, fleeting, yet somehow unflinching.

			“I’m not here about that anyway,” Will said. 

			“Your mama here?” 

			“She went out.”

			He watched Buck. There was something he saw now that he had not seen previously, something hard, quiet, deadly. He saw something instinctual, an air of knowledge. And Will understood that even though he had not yet confronted the kid—man, he kept thinking to himself. Practically a man—Buck had been able to anticipate him, read him. The boy’s sharp agile eyes made Will wonder if he was planning something else. 

			“I want you to shoot me straight,” Will said. “Why did you change out of your clothes that night?”

			

			“You still think I had something to do with that wreck?” Buck said. “I told you. I got in a fight.”

			“What were you wearing?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“You were wearing a gray hoodie.” Will had pulled up a long blade of grass and set about pulling it apart, section by section. “Man came by and says he saw you that night. Says you had blood on your sweatshirt. Described your face the way we saw it the next day. He’s willing to ID you. He already described your truck.”

			Buck said nothing. 

			“My question is this,” Will said. “How’d you fight someone at Shining Rock if you were on the road to and from Richmond?”

			“That was before.”

			“We’re going to need to see those clothes.”

			“I don’t have them anymore.”

			“Where are they?”

			“Does it fucking matter?”

			“I said I want you to shoot me straight. You know me well enough by now to know I’m not stupid, and I’m also not out to get you. You also know that I’m not playing everything by the letter of the law—maybe you’re taking advantage of that. But I want to show you something. Maybe I shouldn’t, but it’s important.” 

			Deputy Seems handed Buck a folder. Buck opened it, closed it immediately, and handed it back. 

			“What the fuck,” he said. “Why would you show me those?”

			“Donnie Thinh. He was all cut up, left in the woods behind this trailer park where he was living, shot in the neck, dead. Old friend of yours, Isaiah Holmes, was murdered not long after you got sent away. Shot in the same place in the neck. And we’re starting to wonder if it may have been a revenge killing. For Isaiah. There’s a rumor going around that Donnie had something to do with Isaiah’s death. You know anything at all about any of this?”

			“What are you getting at?”

			Will lifted Buck’s sleeve to reveal his tattoo. 

			“Both had True Brothers tattoos, same as you.”

			“Do they know who did it?” Buck said, watching Will, who had been looking Buck in the eyes the entire time.

			“You’re not ashamed at all? Don’t you feel anything?”

			Will watched Buck closely, searched his hard, tight face.

			“Isaiah had a brother. I expect they’ll ask him questions if they haven’t already.”

			“He didn’t do it.”

			“I know,” Will said. 

			Finally, he said, “I always try to put myself in the shoes of someone I might have to arrest. I ask myself what I would have done. If I’d have been capable of doing the same thing. It’s probably why I’m bad at this job. I let emotion influence me. That makes it harder for me to do the right thing when I need to, and sometimes I guess I don’t. I wish I had known that a law enforcement officer should be devoid of sympathy.”

			Buck watched him.

			Will continued: “God complicates it even more. We are asked to forgive, and forgiveness is not up to us but to the courts. Anyway, I think about your friend. I think about your friends and what you did for one of them. I don’t believe it was the right thing to do, and it wasn’t the smart thing to do, because now you have to live your life against it. You will have to live with it, and you will have to die with it. Maybe that’s justice. You do the thing and it shapes you now. You’re a good kid. You could have been a good kid. Make me understand. How did it get to be like this? You had a second chance. You made it good. Why did you do it?”

			

			Buck looked off at a grove of longleaf pines he had helped Roddy and Rainbo plant soon after he’d first arrived here. He could remember the smell of the grass and the soil, the bright saplings they carried out, the promise of growth, the hope of life. 

			He looked hard at Will and said, “There’s something I’ve been working toward my whole life since before I got this second chance. And it was here that I started learning for myself whether I could be the type of guy to let some things go because of distance, because I could let myself off the hook and nobody would know. But could I live with that? If I could learn to change myself and be okay with that, knowing that others are out there and knowing who some of them are, and just let them . . . No. I couldn’t. I can’t.”

			“But you changed.”

			“You really think so? Nobody changes. I know life would be a hell of a lot easier if I could see the light. Go straight. But you and I know you need guys like me. You need us, those who know they should be straight and know they can’t ever be. You need us to take care of those who are out there hurting people, doing things, knowing they can’t change either. To the outside—to you—we’re all the fucking same: misfits, outcasts, thugs, hoods. No hope. I was always one of them. Not by upbringing, but by desperation. But there is a difference. And I know what you’ll say because I’ve heard it before from Arlene and guidance counselors and all the useless hopeful people who work in failed systems trying to fix everything that’s already so obviously perfectly set in place, in perfect motion: ‘Why not put on a badge and fight the good fight?’ No. You can’t. You have to sharpen sin so that you can cut with it. It has to be made useful so that it can accomplish something. You have to break the law to put a splint on it. You can’t look for the truth where the truth already dwells. You have to deal in the alleyways of the liars and taste their lies and let them think they’re tricking you while you know the truth no cop or judge could see or call, and you’ve got to call the bluffs and the bold-faced lies where nobody can come for help, and the way you call them is to be fighting them always with your own weapon, the lies in the name of the truth. You can’t talk it out. You have to kill it. You have to scare them by cutting out their tongues. There has to be a standard. The codes we live by, they have to mean something, and they do if you’re willing to live by them and kill for them, if necessary. That’s the only way to win—by sticking to something you’ve decided to stick to, before you knew the price, no matter the cost. I guess you gotta stick to trouble, because that’s what you’re good at. If I can do this—risk my life for it, and maybe sacrifice it—then I’ve got to believe I’ve done the right work, the changing where it matters, the sticking where it matters. 

			“There’s a code, a written rule, that you avenge a brother’s death. That your word is your bond. Talk is cheap unless it’s backed by action. Word is bond. Everybody who’s good and never hurt a fly is dying and they’re part of the problem.”

			Will said, “I understand. I think I understand. But you’re under arrest. I expect you’ll come along quietly.”

			Buck moved back. Will lunged forward, losing his balance, but he was able to grab a hold of Buck’s shirt. 

			Buck swung and Will landed awkwardly on the ground, dazed. A pleasant helplessness overcame him.

			Tania did not know Will had come to talk to Buck, and she would be furious when she heard how he’d botched it. He got up, holding his head, and watched the tailgate of Buck’s pickup get farther and farther away.

			

			

	

BUCK HAD EVERYTHING READY. He took the .38 to the hospital, tucked under his belt at his back, where he felt the body-warmed steel, worn and scuffed from use and fired who knew how many times. He took the elevator to the fourth floor and, hat pulled low over his eyes, walked almost without looking to where he knew Rainbo’s room to be. Almost without looking, he pulled out the pistol and aimed it at Rainbo. 

			“Rainbo,” he said. “Rain.”

			His grandfather’s eyelids began to twitch, some tumultuous dream bringing him closer to waking, closer to death. Buck watched the machines that chained the old man to his life. He gripped the gun and Rainbo was staring at him, as blatant and foreign as anything he had ever witnessed. Buck had frozen, as he would have in the woods upon seeing a buck approach, not knowing what else to do. 

			“Rainbo,” Buck said again.

			Rainbo sat up, his thin bloated skin from the IVs giving him the strange appearance of something shaped out of clay.

			But then there was a change in the man’s face and he lay back and closed his eyes again, like dark incisions, tears flowing. The monitors began beeping and Buck said, “Rainbo,” but the man would not open them. He moaned the way Buck and Arlene had heard him when they’d come across Camp 3 that time, when he held out the body of the girl. 

			The nurses fluttered into the room and Buck vanished, only one place he could think of to go. 

			

			He drove out to see her. 

			She smiled, that full head of hair going silver seeming thicker and more beautiful than ever. Then he could see, or perhaps imagined, for the first time, that she was showing slightly. It was his, a future. He thought about the clothes she had burned to protect him by erasing the truth. He thought of the love he had for her, that he did not want to have. And he stood back. He raised the pistol at her head, lowered it and aimed at her belly.

			“Buck,” she said, and he watched her clutch her chest, gasping. “Don’t. It’s me. It’s us.”

			He heard a vehicle approaching. It was Beau’s truck, and Beau seemed to leap out of the driver’s seat before it had even come to a stop, charging at Buck with a gun in his hand.

			“No!” Kim said. “Beau, please!”

			“You motherfucker,” Beau said. “You sick bastard.”

			Beau raised the pistol and Buck shot him through the chest. Buck watched Kim now, as she began howling, and he thought he would have to shoot her after all, but the next thing he knew he was running to his truck and he was driving, knowing there was no getting away and wondering why even try. 

			He had hitched the johnboat up to his truck and hid the truck on the far bank and got the boat off the trailer and shoved it down to the water’s edge. He knew where he was going to have to go. It was where he was always going to have to go. Past the old woman and past Camp 3, past any development and past the beaver dam and past the flooded timber and past where Zeke had been, where he would starve forever, a hopeless one.

			

			

	

AT THE BONEYARD, it was like old times far away in a neighborhood that didn’t exist. Buck dreamed of the past, the day before he stole the car, and he had a forged a note like a ticket to freedom for the eternity of an afternoon. All men must be marked, and so it might as well be on this day. As soon as he could arrange it. Ink for blood.

			Buck’s shoulder felt like it was on fire—hot, swollen. Inexplicably, Alley had masturbated openly while watching Buck get tattooed. Nobody else seemed to notice.

			“I don’t understand you, man,” Donnie said. “You a rich boy, but you ain’t that rich. You poor like us. Why is that?”

			Suddenly, he knew the answer. He was poor because he could not accept who he was, who he had come from. They had owned slaves. They had brought him into existence like a dog, well-bred, hereditary sins documented. He was poor because he could not accept it. He could not depend on it. He had to separate himself.

			“I don’t know, man.”

			“I think you do.”

			“Okay,” Buck said. “But I don’t want to try to say it. It’s too easy. Too hard.”

			“That’s what this shit is for,” Donnie said, holding out the joint, passing it to Buck. “Ain’t on the stand or nothing. Nobody recording it. Nobody but me going to remember.”

			“No.”

			

			“Try.”

			His arm still smarted with the needle and ink, pigment darkening the dark nickname, words in their gothic calligraphy. He took a drag, saw the wonder in the imminence of everything. Felt a warm relief and bewilderment in a world that didn’t need him to do anything, and yet in which he felt he had to do something. He was his mother’s son. He was nobody’s son.

			“They tried to give us God—Jesus. But it’s not enough.”

			Donnie was slapping his knee in the silent emptiness of laughter.

			Buck smiled; it hit him how someone might see this from outside, how funny it would appear. He turned to look at Donnie, and though he turned his head normally, in normal time, he felt it turn four times, with a streak of light, a delay elongating everything now, every moment, interaction.

			“What’s so funny?” Buck said finally.

			Donnie appeared to have regained his seriousness, and yet he seemed lost in the way he looked out toward a sky that hovered brightly over them, as if over only the two of them. The sun was beginning to set against them.

			Donnie said, “They gonna tear it all down, you know. These worlds you people build. They all fall. The old world—what they built—that’s always there, like a foundation. And you talking about God and Jesus. You a trip, man. Craziest mo’fuck I know. For real. Word is bond.”

			“Word is bond.”

			“So what happens next?”

			“If you gotta move, you’ll find a place.”

			“No, I don’t mean us. We be fine. I mean you. Where the fuck you gonna be when you wake up from this dream, our life? Don’t say nothing. Lemme talk a minute. Point is, you going on to do things, man. I don’t know what the fuck that means, but my mama said so. Said you got something different. We’ll move on, but you—seems like this means too much to you. Like you giving up some other life for this.”

			“That’s the point.”

			“But you gonna wake up. I’d say you gonna forget about us, but I don’t think that’s true. I ain’t never gonna wake up. I’ll kill somebody, somebody’ll kill me. You don’t have to tell the future to know that. But you—the thing that gets me about you is, I wonder what you’ll be doing, and you could tell me anything at all, and I’d believe it. You can do anything. You ain’t got to prove shit or join with us or nothing. You don’t need it.”

			“Fuck you, Donnie. Don’t take this from me.”

			Mr. Thinh came out and stretched and looked out.

			“Rich boy,” he said, eyes gleaming, tired. He always said that. 

			And then Alley came out and said, “Yo, gimme a cigarette.” He was thirteen and Donnie punched him playfully in the shoulder. The father didn’t seem to care. They were all grown enough to make their own choices. 

			“This ain’t no cigarette, you idiot.”

			“I know.”

			And then Isaiah, on that ridiculous trick bike he had stolen or gotten from somewhere, was coming up the street toward them, never seeming to reach the porch, his face a grinning skull, his modest Afro like a dark halo about his dark face, destined to die in the house he was approaching now.

			Mr. Thinh stood there, as if he could see nothing but the far-off distance, could see none of them, of us. As if he were looking over the future as some overseer of hope, and to do so he had to look over the backs of the years gone like fish, thrashing in a tinted darkness that had led to this. Optimistic and stoic all at once, he was the most striking figure Buck had ever seen. And whether he watched or not didn’t matter. And just then, he realized that the chopping sounds were long gone; a warm humidity brought with it a smell, and the sound of their mother’s battered, toothless lisp gathering up that forced, fatigued, laconic command—Dinner!—and they went in to see the fish they had caught that morning, ignored by students at U of R, or unseen by them, transformed completely into an unrecognizable mire of stew.

			“You ain’t got to think about tomorrow,” Donnie said. “We just going to eat.”

			“Rich boy,” the old man said, again, endearingly. 

			“I’ll be there,” Buck said. “I’ll surprise you.”

			“I know you will,” Donnie said. 

			From the spit of land at the Boneyard, Buck thought back to that evening as one of the happiest he could remember. The future, uncertain, the promise of initiation—a life of meaning—and this family that did not seem to judge him or each other but simply tolerated and fished and ate what they caught had embraced him like a country within a dream. And he knew that America could be a grave or a garden, or something in between, like where he was now, where the living would continue to create life and kill and bury it just the same as they had done in the other countries. That if he could live by words he chose, he would have a freedom they all had sought, all those who had died before him.

			He spent the slow time casting handlines and setting traps. He imagined the faces of the dead and the lost rising on hooks from opaque waters that cannot be crossed.

			He heard a commotion and half expected it to be Mr. Lacey, come to find him. But it was Brown Dog, who appeared like the ghost of a dream. And then he saw her approaching from behind the trees.

			

			

	

THE FBI had to bring in archaeologists to determine the date of the many bones in what seemed to have been a traditional communal grave. One was over one hundred and fifty years old and seemed to belong to a community of maroons. There was much to explore about who these people had been and why they’d come here, how they had lived, and who they lived with.

			The archaeologists were fascinated by the substance of the earth in this burial ground. It was unusual for bones to remain so long in wet, acidic conditions. But because of the density of the clay, the bodies had been held within the earth, preserved “beautifully” by it. Archaeologists and historians had long been curious about who had lived in the swamp, but very little had been found previously. Now, out at Camp 3, it seemed possible that more might be discovered.

			“This is a treasure,” one of them said. “It’s like we’ve struck gold. Only problem now will be keeping other archaeologists out.” 

			

			

	

RAINBO’S MIND is full of the woods, and his memory awakens. Strangers see him for what he was once. It is better that he cannot form the words right now to defend himself. No more violence.

			He remembers making love to Jessimae, the palm reader’s daughter, like a couple of snakes twisting with a grace he could not have with the woman he married or ever by himself. He could feel Roddy Lacey watching them but he knew it was because grace is a lure for jealousy and pity is the gateway to hate, and he didn’t care who watched something so mindless and pure, this love that would kill them all.

			Some of the children he cared for are still among the living. They are still the same children, different bodies. They cower at the smallest sounds. Hear the birds even when they are indoors, draw blankets to their mouths, turn away from lovers. They have never belonged in this world, and in that, there is a loose fellowship, covering great distances, a pain so distant it ceases like breath, like a last word spoken and unheard. They roam unowned but never free.

			Cherry McDaniels is one of these, and she sits now in the courthouse, in the Sheriff’s Department, alongside Tania Jameson, who is showing her how to answer the calls that come in.

			“Ain’t never had no nine-to-five,” Cherry said.

			“Don’t worry,” Tania said. “It’ll go beyond that.”

			“Not today,” Cherry said, checking her watch. “I’ve got to go.”

			“Where to?”

			“See somebody.”

			

			

	

A WOMAN STANDS at the foot of a white bed, remembering the life she had as a little girl—living like an animal or a hunter-gatherer from some previous century—and she hopes, prays, the baby in her arms, Little Tom Janders, will never know it.

			“See this man?” she says to the boy, who does not open his eyes. He, too, resembles an animal. “He’s the kind of man you want to grow up and be. He helped Mama when she had nothing. He is a helper of men. He saved Mama. Yes he did.”

			The baby cries, as if out of some spirit of rebellion.

			Cherry wonders if Rainbo Boon can hear him calling.

			

			

	

RODDY SAT IN THE LIVING ROOM, coffee on the table by the chair where he was packing. Maud was in the kitchen, preparing some food for him. She paused at the sink and looked through the back window, out toward where the swamp lay flat and vast, seeing him there in her mind, escaped to some darker destiny. 

			She didn’t show her worry. She saw the boys in the swamp, felt the breathing, the death breathing, breath preserved, held.

			They had been talking on and off about Rainbo, who he really was, who he might have been.

			Maud walked into the living room. “You said Rainbo’s truck was in Beau’s name.” 

			“That’s right,” Roddy said.

			“So how did Rainbo get his trapping license or his driver’s license? How did he ever own Old Trespass?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe he never did own it.”

			“What you mean by that?”

			“Maybe it looked like he did, but because he’s someone else and must’ve signed his fake name on real papers, the papers don’t mean what they were supposed to mean.”

			“But if he had the licenses, maybe he had become someone else. Like changing a name.”

			“Wouldn’t he have to say who he was when he was born to do that? Naw, I don’t think he ever really changed his identity. He was bluffing, borrowing a life that didn’t never exist. That’s why he never wanted to break the law except for poaching when he knew nobody was around to catch him. Maybe that’s why he didn’t want to help me and Jamal tear down Beau’s homes.”

			“Naw,” Maud said. “He wouldn’t of done it anyway. Like you said, he won’t going to go against his boy’s success, even if he didn’t agree with what he was doing.”

			“But he also didn’t want to do anything he might get caught for. He knew they could track him down for what he’d done before he came to the Snakefoot.”

			She continued to stand in the living room, a hovering presence. In a way, they were thinking together, in that one house which was like a head that Rainbo had given them, a fact that made Roddy feel sick. He didn’t want to talk any more about it, because he didn’t understand it. His oldest friend was a man he’d never known. And yet, if you peeled away that name of Boon and anything Rainbo owned that he hadn’t when they’d first met, Roddy still felt they’d shared a life. After all, he was Rainbo—Rainboy—the kid who didn’t know how to take care of himself until Roddy showed him what his daddy had shown him. Beneath all the words and all the lies, that was real, wasn’t it?

			Maud stood like a statue, and Roddy felt the need to keep talking, even though he didn’t want to. 

			“What I don’t understand is that money,” he said. “Why did Rainbo bury it and not use it? And why did he bury it with the bodies?”

			“I’ll tell you what I think,” Maud said. “That boy out there with him, Rainbo didn’t want him to die. He didn’t kill him. And he buried that money because he couldn’t bear to use it. It was a part of his guilt. Then he met you is what I think. Tried to start over. Did start over. Turned away from that life, married Barbara Tully Boon. He was a good man. Not many change. Not many start over. Not like that. But what does it say that he buried that money and didn’t touch it, or that he went through all that effort to start over. That he did everything he could—except for a little poaching—to stay on the right side of the law, and he still got caught in the end.”

			“That,” Roddy said. “That’s something deeper. Fate. Destiny. That’s the patient justice that waits for all of us.”

			Maud continued to stand, looking through the walls and out at that swamp that held all of them in some way—Roddy, Rainbo, Buck, and her, and anybody who’d ever needed refuge so badly they had to disappear.

			“What’s wrong?” Roddy said. He wanted to drink his coffee alone as he always did. 

			“So who dug up those bones like that? He was in a coma when you got to him, setting there by what was left of that fire. So it was somebody else.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Why though? And who?” 

			“That was the trap I stepped into. That was the trap. I don’t know who it was. There are people in there.” He thought of Jessimae, the old palm reader’s daughter who now was the old palm reader, but he didn’t mention her. He never mentioned her around Maud, because he’d always felt a little something for her himself, even back when she’d taken a shine to Rainbo. But he was thinking she had something to do with it. That maybe she’d known that whoever took the money, no matter what they did with it, would have already taken the bait.

			“But why do you think they left the bones out like that?”

			“I don’t know,” Roddy said. “And it troubles me.”

			“Maybe that won’t the trap,” she said. “Maybe that was for Rainbo, so that he’d see the ones he’d had to bury one last time before you came and got him. I’m glad you decided to take him to the hospital. You’d feel a whole lot worse if you’d done for him then. At first, I thought you should, but now I feel pity for the man.”

			“Well, pity is the gate to hate,” Roddy said. “I got to go now. Who knows when they be coming. I feel like I’m heading in there the way I was the night of the search, going after Rainbo, but instead it’s Buck. I don’t feel good about it.” 

			Roddy forced himself to think about what Buck had done. If Buck could kill once, he could do it again, and maybe he had been responsible for Jamal. Maybe he’d found out that Jamal had attacked Rainbo. And him giving his pills to Jamal. And him and Beau’s wife, Kim. And then, leaving her a widow with a baby on the way, and people saying maybe it was Buck’s, and him out who knew where? And then that Zeke Hathom coming back with Rainbo’s johnboat. If Roddy’d been able to get to Zeke, he would have shut him up, but it was too late. Now, Roddy had to get out. Roddy had to find that boy. He still thought of him as a kind of son. That’s how close they’d been. He didn’t hate the boy, even now. But he had to find him.

			Eventually, Roddy took his things out to the truck. How many times had he gone in there in the night? But this time, it was not even fear that propelled him. It was simply the inability to do anything else. It was fate, destiny, that patient justice.

			“Don’t you come back until it’s done,” Maud said.

			Roddy kissed Maud, her lips parted like a grave, and she was wet and coarse as a beaver tail or a snake. She gave him a panther claw threaded to a thong and placed it around his neck. 

			“Be the hunter, not the prey. Be beholden to no one of this earth.”

			“Amen,” Roddy said.

			

			

	

A YOUNG WOMAN rows out as far as she can. She goes farther and deeper than anyone would know to go. Nobody would bother even to watch her except the birds of prey and the birds of carrion, and though this is state land, it might as well be hers and theirs, as nobody in the state will come out here. 

			There is no sign until she has crossed the fallen flooded timber to the old beaver dam, which she picks her way across. Then, the faint odor of fire—of ash, rather—the heavy breathing of a man who was a boy not so long ago, whose dreams turned real and lost their innocence. 

			She knows what he has done and, better than anyone, she knows why. She will say, “Happy eighteenth birthday,” and he will be a man, but he will not be free.

			She will tell him that Zeke Hathom made it back to the landing in Rainbo’s boat, watching him for an answer he will not give. She will tell him Jamal Lacey is dead in Richmond, the killer unknown. She will remind him of the life he does not want to be reminded of, a world away, across the impossible waters. She will remind him there is a boy who will need him on the other side. She will wonder why and she will know why he shot Beau, and why he killed those two people in Richmond. She has read the headlines and studied the articles, and she has talked to Deputy Seems about how he found out. She will wonder if she had stayed and not gone off to college, if she had stayed with Buck, if it would have made a difference. She will tell Buck that Rainbo died before he could be taken to prison. She will look down, as if shy, but she is worried, about her own feelings and about what it means that Roddy Lacey went missing two days ago.

			“How is she?” he will say. “How is Kim?”

			“Her hair’s grayer,” Arlene will say, “but she has a glow.”

			He watches her retreat, disappearing somehow even before she leaves his sight. Confused by the screen of trees behind her, trees like mist, he sits against a tree. There is a world out there that he knows he once lived in. A world he knew but doesn’t know. A world of his mother’s dreams and a sister who will break the hearts of men and boys. And just now he can feel the bones beneath him and in him tightening, holding him like a system of roots. 

			He waits and knows a man will approach him. He waits and does not hide.

			

			

	

FLORESSA WATCHED THE DUST and the birds scatter and rise in their delirious panic. The summer was upon them, and the warm evening sent its bright glow over them, falling upon the rows of tobacco, ripe and wide. 

			A strange dark car seemed about to pass by the yard, but it turned in. She could not see who it was and watched, wondering if she should approach to see if whoever it was was lost. But you never knew out here if that was safe, and she stood her ground.

			After a moment the door opened and a figure got out against the red sunlight, the trees backlit into distorted versions of themselves. And then she knew. Something in the air. 

			“Sam?” she said, like a question but it was the answer. “Praise God! Zeke, come on out here and see your son.”

			She had to unlearn that feeling that to hug him was forbidden, and she felt a strength she could not remember ever having felt, and he didn’t need to say a word. 

			“Where’s Pop?” Sam said.

			Then he looked up to see Zeke standing at the porch like a shadow. Both Zeke and Sam had seemed to Floressa to have aged by some mysterious famine of the heart. They appeared gaunt and sunken, buried by the world they breathed and lived. But they were alive.

			“Praise God,” she said.

			

			

	

SHERIFF MILLS CALLED Will Seems and Tania Jameson into his office. He’d already fired Buddy Monroe and hired Cherry McDaniels to replace him on dispatch. She’d been a quick learner, very adaptable.

			“So what was all that about the bones, the remains?” Mills said. “What did they figure out?” 

			Will said, “I don’t think they determined anything because nobody got a chance to question Rainbo.”

			“Did the feds say anything to you about it when they were leaving?”

			“Not much,” Will said. “They seemed disappointed though.”

			“Disappointed?”

			“That he’d died without saying anything, especially after all that waiting around. They were hoping for a big arrest.”

			“He did say something,” Tania said. 

			Both men turned to her, a bit surprised she’d jumped in.

			“The nurses said he said ‘Johnny.’”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I talked to ‘em.”

			Will said, “When?”

			“After I found out he died.”

			“You didn’t say anything to me about it,” Will said.

			“That’s right. You can have all the secrets you like, but me? It’s just not right for me to have instincts and follow them.”

			

			Mills grinned. “Good on you, girl. Do you think he meant John Myrtle, the boy he killed?”

			“The boy who died, yes,” Tania said. “The feds were frustrated because they don’t know what happened. But Cherry said she used to know Rainbo. He used to watch out for some lost kids—orphans—who’d come and go.”

			“In the swamp?” Mills said.

			“Ask her yourself. She was one of them. She went and saw him just before he died.”

			“Bring her in here.”

			Tania went out and returned with Cherry, who had a balanced air of respect for them and respect for herself. 

			“Tell us about Rainbo Boon,” Mills said.

			Cherry took a deep breath. There was so much she could say, but she couldn’t speak. Something held her back. 

			Mills said, “Do you think he could have killed that girl and that boy they say he did?”

			“If you’re asking me did he, I don’t know. But he used to cry out like an animal sometimes—cry out for Johnny. Said he was his brother. He used to cry out there at Camp 3 where they dug them up, him and the other girl.”

			“Guilt, you think? Remorse for what he did?”

			“Guilt for what he didn’t do.”

			“What didn’t he do?”

			“Save ‘em. He never could forgive himself.”

			“Was there ever any funny business?”

			“Sir?”

			“Like trafficking, taking advantage of kids? Did he ever make you do anything?”

			“No, sir.”

			

			“Did you ever see him get violent?”

			Cherry grinned. “Once or twice. But only when we were in danger.”

			“Of what?”

			“People in there.”

			“Are you really saying there are still people living in there? I don’t mean on the edges—I’m talking about in there.”

			“They won’t be found if they don’t want to be. But they there.”

			“Who are they?”

			“The defenseless.”

			Mills looked around to see if anybody else found that odd, but he let it go. 

			“Thank you, Cherry.”

			She thanked everyone and walked to the door.

			“One more question,” Tania said. Cherry turned to face her. “Do you have any idea who dug up those bones and why?”

			At Mills’s request, Will stayed in his office after the meeting was over.

			“Do you have any idea where that boy went off to? Buck Tomlin?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You’re not housing him, are you?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Any update on Roddy Lacey?”

			“No, sir.”

			“It’s a hell of a mess. And that boy you thought you could trust, killing those damn poor bastards, and then his own uncle. You never know with the Snakefooters.”

			“He wasn’t a Snakefooter. Not really. And those men he killed . . . What he did was wrong, but he did it for a reason.”

			“A hell of a consolation that is.”

			

			“I mean, they had done things they needed to answer for. I don’t excuse him, but he didn’t stand by and—” 

			“I know, I know. You’d have done the same damn thing, or something like it. Is that what you’re saying? You already did, when you went after those drug dealers in Richmond.”

			“No, Sheriff. I was unarmed. I didn’t expect to make it. I didn’t want to make it.” 

			Mills watched his deputy with a gleam in his eye, a gleam suggesting pride.

			Will continued: “Buck Tomlin had every reason not to do what he did. He could have ignored what had happened and lived his life without trouble. But he decided to throw his life away on a principle.”

			“Well, maybe you’re more alike than you realize. Only you didn’t throw your life away. Shut the door.”

			Will got up and closed the door to the office and sat back down.

			“Now,” Mills said. “I’ve been thinking about all of this, and I’m getting too old to keep doing this whole show. I’m going to retire, maybe next year, no later than the year after that. Maybe someday you’d want to run for sheriff. Maybe I’d just step aside and watch you do it. You’ve got what it takes, and you and Tania make a hell of a team.”

			Later, at the house, Tania said, “I heard the sheriff ask you about Buck.”

			“Yeah?”

			“You said you didn’t know where he is.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Why are you still protecting him?” 

			“I’m not, Tania. What he’s going through—no one can protect him or help him. No one’s protecting him at all.”

			“Do you think he’s in any danger?”

			“All kinds, Tania.”

			

			

	

A GLOW. Dawn seemed to hatch from the depths of the Snakefoot, as if from out of the dull substance underfoot that refused to shine, embryonic and hazy as old glass exhumed from the ground out of some buried civilization. Like a photograph, only the stillness seemed to move with the growing light. Without pulse or order, it seemed all that was there bore witness to some great compromise. 

			He watched with measured breath, so still it seemed he was the deadest thing alive, and he watched and actually perceived the trees growing, the vines thickening, the flowers blooming, wilting, and could even hear himself dying. 

			The buck’s head rose at once, his antlers like honed trees, a little world or a vast world, depending. Abrupt and patient, he moved through the wet without sound. His pulse hammered in him, and he grew dizzy. He thought he would shoot, to kill to live, but he kept waiting, the switchblade in his pocket that Donnie had used on him, the old pearl-handled .38 of Rainbo’s in his hand, dreaming the shape of the man who had taught him to hunt and to trap until the dream came real and Roddy was standing there, ready also to die.

			In the solitude of isolation, Buck Tomlin passed through to a congregation that would never leave him and never let him go. And he heard the steady breathing of someone patiently approaching, diligently tracking. Rainbo, the boy who’d really changed, the boy Roddy remembered who wore those filthy, tattered sneakers that had once upon a time been white and who was starving. Rainbo: dead and breathing between the two men—Buck and Roddy—in this swamp that never gleams and never shines, where they faced each other, the pity against the love, where there is no talking, only breathing. Where all the words that might have been rise above the lives we steer by.

		

	
		
			

			   

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	cover.jpeg
“One of the finest voices in the New Southern Literary movement.”
—S. A.COSBY

PROMIS

HENRY WISE

EDGAR® AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF HOLY CITY





OEBPS/image/Atlantic_Crime_Logo_sm_blk_grayscale.png





OEBPS/image/coverB.jpg
“A somber but emotionally exhilarating meditation on m:
morality; and the price of the choices we make . . . one of the f
voices in the New Southern Literary movement.”~S. A, COSBY.

“The characters and language and landscapes are so lush and dense
that you might never escape. And with Wise’s storytelling,
you wont want to.”~GIN PHILLIPS

“Southern fiction needed Henry Wise. He is building something
special, and I for one, am here for it”~BRIAN PANOWICH

“Henry Wise’s prose burns hot and bright, and from the flames
leap unforgettable characters.’~L0l BERNEY

“A propulsive literary dive into the heart of darkness of the American
South ... . Henry Wise is a tremendous talent.”~ACE ATKINS

“Henry Wise is a striking new voice in crime fiction, painting gothic

fandscapes full of mystery and heartache.”~MEGAN ABBOTT

“Henry Wise is a writer to watch,
a new young voice that transcends genre
and reaches right into the human heart.”

—TOM FRANKLIN






OEBPS/font/CopperplateGothicStd-33BC.otf


OEBPS/font/NewBaskervilleStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/PFFuel-Grime.otf


OEBPS/font/BrandonGrotesque-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/ScalaPro-Ita.otf


OEBPS/font/ScalaPro.otf


