
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
Dear Reader, 

We lost Jim Sallis in January—he was eighty-one years old and, battling pneumonia, made the choice to put himself in hospice, concluding with gentleness and grace a life lived with gentleness and grace. We know him as a crime writer, but he didn’t write about violence; he wrote about its cost on the human spirit, and on the human spirit’s ability to find goodness even in the most dire of circumstances. Jim was a poet, a philosopher, a folk musician, a man who rescued animals as his main hobby. 

You will see the text of Backwater, his final novel, ripple with that same generosity and compassion of spirit. Sure, it’s the story of a small-town detective trying to answer questions about a suspicious death, but it’s really the story of a small-town detective buoying the lives of the survivors around him with his irrevocable hope and willingness to keep reaching out. 

Give yourself the space to let Sallis’s world view wash over you. He is a candle in the dark. 

—Juliet Grames
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1.

He showed up early in the second set and took a table at the rear near the exit, where the smell of bathroom cleaning products blends elegantly with that of the bar’s ancient cypress. Bandleader Juice Daniels had just called “All the Things You Are” and signaled two fingers down. There’d been a time not too long ago when B♭ would have given me pause but of late I’d been playing with horns so much I gave it no thought. As for catching sight of my old friend the moment he came in: habits still older.

We put “All the Things” to rest, did a couple other songbook types, then ended with a medley of Arthur Alexander tunes. Juice came up as a child with a family soul band. He might play off higher and even imaginary intervals now, but a lot about that family music stayed close to him. 

At the break I grabbed a drink at the bar and went over, watched Carson’s measured gaze as I came.

“Still got the limp,” he said.

From the time a suspect felon made the poor decision to try and kneecap me. “Not a lot that would notice.”

“Like they say: whatever you don’t notice, bites. You’re doing well?”

“All things considered. Retirement’s good for what ails a man.”

“Another thing they say, most of it shit. But you don’t appear to be all that retired, up there. Matter of fact, it looks right next door to work.”

“Distant cousins at best. They don’t talk much. Care for another drink?”

“Sadly, one’s my limit these days.”

“Life does have a way of getting smaller and smaller.”

“That it does.”

Light shifted as two women, evidently a couple, entered. Bideawhile welcomes all save those who’d cause trouble. Everyone in the place had probably made my old friend for cop or military, no problem there, the moment he walked in. The newly arrived couple went past us to the bar, where a single stool remained free. The man on the next, fiftyish, dark suit, stood and stepped aside, offering his. Not something you saw a lot these days.

“Yet here you are,” Carson went on, “reborn as a guitarist.”

“I lasted three weeks rolling about the house like a loose marble. One more would have done me in. Had to ask myself what else I was any good at. I did have thirty years of playing guitar going for me. From the country side of the page, but a month or three of woodshedding, sore fingers, and frustration closed the gap.”

“Bang, you’re a jazzer.”

“Can’t become anything you don’t imagine first.”

Juice came sliding over to the table with that way he has, like his feet aren’t actually moving, to say, “We’re going to take an extra ten.” Which would turn into twenty or thirty easy, what with cruising the listeners for possibilities of later companionship and taking special refreshments out back.

When I introduced the two of them, Juice nodded. He also may have squinted, but with Juice, onyx-black face, dark eyes, small features crowded together, not to mention barroom light, it was hard to be sure. 

Feet and Juice moved mysteriously away as my old friend said, “Come to think of it, can’t say as I recall hearing much guitar these days. Keyboards, electronic stuff. Guitar seems to have fallen out, kind of a museum piece.”

“Like a lot of what we play. Most of it wasn’t ever popular, and if it was, that lasted about ten minutes.” 

“Have to wonder what would happen if I requested ‘She Thinks I Still Care.’”

I told him we actually had it in the playbook, reharmonized, with a new time signature—all that yummy lip-smacking goodness, as Juice said—and it would either drop your jaw or make you go dumbass crazy, but no one wanted to hear it. We tried once.

Then I asked what brought him to Bideawhile.

“Saw the announcement for the band—”

“We got press for this?”

“Online. Someone’s post. So I figured why not drop by.”

“My name wouldn’t be listed. No way you could know I was with Juice.”

“Okay, I’d rambled some on the internet. Thinking about how things used to be.”

Two guys had faced off at the bar with the kind of verbal exchange and body language that could turn dead nasty in seconds. Instinctively Carson and I looked that way. After a moment one of the guys held up his hands palm out and stepped back.

“Same old,” Carson said. “Never changes.”

“Pocket history of mankind.” We shook our heads, memories rolling about in them. “Speaking of which, what are you up to, these days?”

“Chief of police in Anne’s Ferry, if you can believe it.”

There were a lot of responses I could make to that, but “Sorry for you” was what it came down to.

“It’s not as bad as you remember.”

“I’m pretty damn sure it is. And if you got that desperate, retirement didn’t work out for you any better than it did for me.”

“Twenty years on the job and I stayed loose, no problem. Couple of weeks sitting around the house and I was ready to set fire to my socks, climb one of the trees in the front yard and attack squirrels with my bare teeth.”

Like stragglers on a street corner, the band had started reassembling. Juice joined the line at the bathroom, waiting to give his overripe prostate one more chance. Others in line told him to go ahead, they’d wait. The one guy who objected got shut down in a hurry by the rest.

“Back to work, looks like,” I said. “You plan on sticking around?”

“I could. Might even buy you breakfast afterwards.”

“Not much that musicians like more than free food. And it’s good at the all-night truck stop up the road a piece.”

“That’s the deal, then.”

To open the last set, Juice called “All of Me” in F, grinned, stuck the horn in his mouth and ran the head in something resembling a tango beat. Two bars in, I got a flash of stink eye for harmonizing him. Horn players, especially tenors, can be prickly. But what the hell, he was the leader. I was just a guitar player. He wants rhythm, he gets rhythm. I can do Freddie Green. 

On my enduring list of favorite places to be are bars the hour after closing, empty churches, and truck stops at 2 a.m. All remind me of my days as a cop, fully alive, alert, and open-eyed in this whole other world most people never experience. I think it has to be close to what my mother felt when she took to her garden and spent hour after hour out there, all those years ago.

“Nice place.” 

I nodded. “Has its charms, for sure.”

We watched a frazzled driver who looked to be in his sixties limp in from the lot outside and take a seat at the counter. His usual seat, I assumed, since he and the waitress started right up with one another. His clothes had seen years of hard use, his cap was brand new.

“How many times you think they’ve had that same conversation?” I said.

“Comfort food, comfort talk.”

“Good knowing what to expect.”

“And we all want to belong somewhere.”

For the two of us, being on the force may have been the closest we came.

My first partner, Danny, one bright summer day relaxing into evening, went home, opened a beer, drank half of it, and shot himself in the head. We’d been together two years. My next partner did everything he could, went to unbelievable lengths, to keep from doing anything at all. Avoided confrontation like it was certain death. Things got so bad that, in a situation, I never knew who it was best to watch, him or the suspect: which one would be the first to break and run?

Then came Barker, who kept meeting and sometimes marrying women who’d work him over emotionally, financially, even physically, before they left. Yet not once did he ever lose his good cheer or the kindness so central to him, despite all that, despite the abuse, neglect, and violence we encountered day after day on the streets. As far as I knew, Barker was still there, probably behind a desk now, afloat, looking up unscarred and unbroken by what the world threw down. 

The waitress left her driver to come over. We both ordered scrambled eggs, ham, toast, coffee. Just like the old days. She turned to grab cups, poured coffee, turned back to set the cups down, then away to call the orders.

“No one waiting up for you, I take it.”

“Not for a long time.” He splashed milk into his cup. It spread briefly across the coffee’s oily film before breaking through. “Wish I could say we naturally grow out of some things. That love, respect, give-and-take can make the difference. Truth is, I just got tired of trying. Tired of damn near everything, I guess.” 

“That what took you to Anne’s Ferry?”

“Make a good story, wouldn’t it? Truth’s a lot simpler. I was looking, sending out notes in bottles, and they needed a chief. Shortest interview I ever had. Picking up and putting down one state over’s way easier than hauling ass cross-country.”

“It’s working out for you?”

“Gets me out of the house. Out of my own head. And I have support.”

“Then maybe some things have changed back there. Lana Lou still around?”

“City Council lady with the otters, right? I remember you telling me about her.”

“That’s the one.”

“Passed on two, three years ago.”

“She had to be scaring the hell out of a hundred.”

“One side or the other, yeah. Her son Donny took up the cause. Says people bring them in to the sanctuary from all over. He grabbed her seat on the Council, too.”

“Which she’d had for like sixty years.”

“Tradition’s a thing to behold. Truth is, the job’s not a bad fit.”

“And the town?”

“I’m getting there.” Our breakfasts came. He broke off to thank the waitress and we tucked in.

After a few bites, I paused for coffee. “Assuming the town’s still no more than a messy bump in the road, you must be the police department.”

“I’ve got two on patrol, look like they ought to be playing high school football. Good boys, and they do all right. Best they can. But they come from a world of beer and fistfights, pickup trucks and basketball hoops in the driveway, TV sports, matched furniture.” 

“All of which can slide right out from under you at a moment’s notice.”

He nodded. “There’s this little service station on Flower, just inside the town limits. Been there forever, two pumps, one room, with another tacked on the back for a bathroom no one in his right mind would go near. No idea why the thing’s still around, but like I say, it’s been there a long time. Buff Dooley’s been tending the place pretty much since anyone can remember. Couple of days ago he’s restocking shelves, which means mostly beer, outdated snacks, and candy, and he takes notice of a car out back of the station. Says he didn’t see it when he came in that morning but it must have been there. So he finishes up, goes out, and there’s no one inside. Four-year-old Honda, brown, low mileage.” 

“Local?”

“Car came back stolen, two towns over. Lady rarely drove it, recent fender bender.”

“An abandoned car’s about as routine as it gets. So your two-man football team’s back home cracking the case while you swing over here for some good jazz and bad food?” 

“Three, actually. Also have a woman who’s probably twice as smart and capable as the boys. But mostly they’re waiting to see what you say.”

“About?”

“About coming over to help us out.” He peeled the check, wet from spills and condensation, off the counter, pulled out his wallet, and slid a five-dollar tip under his coffee cup.

“You need help with an abandoned car?”

“There was blood in it. A lot of blood. And no body.”

“Good luck with that.”

“You’ve seen way more of this sort of thing than I ever did.”

“More than I ever wanted to.”

“I could use new eyes on it, Bish. Or old ones. Any interest in revisiting the past?” 

    


    
2.

The first musical note ever sounded on this Earth, an E natural, was produced 165 million years ago by a katydid rubbing its wings together. Scientists with their magical ways figured this out from one of the bugs preserved in amber. Nowadays the male mosquito buzzes his wings at 600 Hz, a D natural, and before sex the female, whose natural frequency is 400 Hz or G natural, harmonizes the male at 1,200 Hz, a perfect octave above his D.

A killer jazz accordion player I worked with for a while told me that. “Everything we sing, every bit of our music, ain’t much more than a footnote.” He then pulled out one long, wheezy breath from an instrument whose sheer physical dazzle and bling would put Liberace, Prince, and the whole Buck Owens band to shame. “You can take it to the bank. Hell, you can take it to church.”

I was thinking about what he said as I drove through the last divot of woods before town. A young deer stepped out from the trees, a parade of one, to watch me pass.

None at all had been my response when asked about my interest in revisiting the past. Now here I was, driving by Sam Brocato’s garage and wrecking yard. Back about the second world war, Brocato’s had been a filling station. The squat antique pumps were still out front. Morning sunlight lay hard on the hazy windows behind which Sammy’s perfectly restored ’48 Ford stood on display. 

I’d got in the night before and taken a room at Star Motel out by the old highway. The Star dates back to the fifties, before Eisenhower’s interstate highway system made discovering America a whole new thing. Palm trees on the sign and Air Conditioned in script with the A and i missing. The parking lot looked like a demo for plate tectonics. Fourteen units, two other parked cars, one of which had evidently taken up squatter’s rights.

“Just passing through,” I told the desk clerk when he asked.

“Most people are.”

I put the card down for him to run.

“Bishop?” He was looking back up at me. “Marv Cohen. We were in Mr. Parker’s classes together. You and me went out to his house to play chess.”

Mr. Parker, I remembered well. Chemistry in tenth grade, physics the year after. A softspoken man who had flown fighter planes in two wars. His wife brought warm cookies as we played chess at the dining room table, by an actual fireplace. Mr. Parker favored making tricky, covert moves to see if you’d catch them and how you’d respond. Forever the teacher. Of the man before me, eyes at reach for something long passed by, I had no memory.

“So,” he said, “back for a visit, see old friends?”

“Not really.”

For a moment his face went to stop-time. Then he handed back the card, pulled a key for me off the rack behind. “Let me know if you need anything.”

I thanked him, grabbed my suitcase from what’s nowadays called a minivan, and made my way six doors down to the room with its generic bed, table, desk and lamps, painting of a seaside on the wall, faint aromas of vinegar, bleach, and fabric softener. A menu on the desk offered free delivery 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. from Mama’s Cafe. I’d fallen asleep with the TV on.

Come morning, I stood looking out on sparse traffic beyond the parking lot: a couple of delivery trucks, older cars, a FedEx van. Rush hour.

Former classmates from Anne’s Ferry even now send one another emails affirming their good fortune in having been raised in a place with such fine values. They never bring up the row upon row of tarpaper shacks set on bare earth and mud down the road a piece from the manicured orchards and pastures of the Willards, or the kids beside us at school who came often unwashed, coatless, or with the same clothes day after day. The unseen, the dismissed.

By age twelve I claimed little in common with those classmates, and excused myself into books. Science fiction at first, novels by Andre Norton and Fredric Brown and Clifford Simak that I’d just swallow whole, in a gulp. Fredric Brown and Anthony Boucher led me to mysteries, to Holmes, John Dickson Carr, Josephine Tey, Nero Wolfe. Slowly I was coming to realize that things might be happening out of sight all around—getting swept into bags, barrels, shipping containers, shut behind doors, stashed in attics, basements, hollow walls. The visible, sensible world was not the world entire. That’s how it starts. The need to pry open doors, tear into containers, get a look at what’s in there, develops within you. You read more, learn more, imagine more. Twenty years later you find yourself standing inside one of those doors looking down at bodies on the floor. 

That one was an apparent murder-suicide, but the husband had got in too much of a hurry to have it done with, failing to check and be certain his wife was dead before shooting himself. It was the first homicide I worked on my own after making detective. Nice house on the edge of town, the couple married twenty-seven years, two kids off about their own lives. Both husband and wife had been teachers. She’d gone senile and incontinent years ago, neighbors told us when we canvassed, and he’d been sole caretaker. Barely breathing when found by one of those neighbors, the wife survived and, after a month or so on life support in ICU, came around, to the extent she ever would. Could never do much for herself physically after all that, but she seemed to understand when told, and some days even to remember, what had happened.

I found a parking slot half a block from City Hall, walked around to the side and into the police department. There was no one at the front desk, but I could hear voices from one or another of the rooms deeper in, so I walked on back and rapped at the open door. Three faces turned to me. 

“Can I help you?” Twenty years old give or take a year, hair just over his ears and recently cut, close-shaven. Smooth, light skin. A divot of black T-shirt showed from beneath his uniform shirt. 

“Looking for Carson. He’s expecting me.”

“The chief’s not available just now.” The woman, thirtyish maybe. Maybe an athlete as well. Short, small-framed, but with a build and presence that overrode the first impression. 

The third spoke up. Naturally dark complexion, skin creases. One of those wiry guys whose strength surprises you. “You’re Bishop?” When I nodded, he stood and came over. The handshake was firm, relaxed, nothing overwrought about it. “Hollis. This is Felicia. And Raymond.” 

“Good to meet you all. Carson?”

Hollis turned back to the table, picked up an envelope, and handed it to me. “He left this for you.” 

Left this didn’t have a good ring to it.

Subsequently Hollis told me they knew something was seriously amiss when Carson didn’t show for work but had nothing more to go on, only their feelings, intuition. And a quiet hope that all would be okay.

The note was handwritten on a sheet of plain 20-pound copy paper, with a ballpoint that over-inked full letters and went thin on lines between. There was a faint stain, sweat, possibly coffee or tea, on the lower edge. 

I won’t bid you welcome home, old friend, hard as it is to restrain myself from easy jokes. I will, though, apologize for what has to look like a bait and switch.

I’m afraid I have personal business to attend to, something I can’t put off, and will be away a while. 

I’m hoping you’ll stay on to help my crew through this. They’re good people, just in over their heads. We’ve been there more than a few times ourselves.

I held my thoughts, passed the note around for everyone to read, and asked if any of them knew about all this, what personal business Carson might have, what could be so pressing as to bring him to jump ship. Heads got shaken, eyes downturned. No one spoke. Stray, skittery things filled the room.

“Look,” Hollis said, “it’s closing on noon. Why don’t you and me go over to Moe’s and grab lunch. Give me a chance to fill you in on what went down, tell you about the town.” To Felicia and Raymond: “Mind the store?”

Moe’s still had Home Cooking and Daily Specials painted on the front window, letters long gone flaky yellow, still had the same photos from early days of the town and the same hunting and fishing mementos as interior decoration. The blackboard to advertise daily specials, though no longer used, it seemed, still held pride of place above the coffee urn. 

Hollis got coffee without asking. The waitress had brought a cup for me as well but waited for me to nod before she poured. We both ordered, club sandwich for me, side of cole slaw, pot roast special for Hollis. Looking around, I had the thought we’d landed in Central Casting. A pair of geezer types warming stools at the end of the counter, an elderly couple by the window sharing a single meal between them, thirtyish man in workclothes sitting alone and chatting the waitress every time she walked by, group of four at one of the booths having a business or maybe a church meeting.

I asked Hollis how long he’d been with the department.

“Coming up on six years.”

“Before Carson, then.”

“Four of them, yeah.”

“Any previous background in law enforcement?”

“Closest I got was army. Didn’t care for it, too much push and pull, way too much waste of time and resources, but it helped me get my head on straight.”

“And that leads to the police department how?”

“Well, let’s see. Opportunities galore. So many choices. I can pump gas, I can flip burgers, sack up white bread and Oreos and canned soup . . . all enticing. Then I heard Chief Harlan was looking and couldn’t get down here fast enough.”

“You and Carson got along?”

“Hard man to dislike. You’d have to work at it.”

“You would.”

“He has this weird way of fitting in, wherever he goes. Doesn’t matter—mechanic at the car shop, guys lined up outside Walmart looking for day jobs, family that just lost a child. He’d slide right in there, talk like they’d known each other for years, had everything that matters in common.”

“He claimed everybody speaks two languages at once, what they say and what’s going on behind the words, and you just have to work at learning how to listen to both.”

“That’s Carson all right.”

The waitress, Jennifer according to her name tag, brought our meals with a wire basket of ketchup, mustard, hot sauce, and Worcestershire, came back with coffee for top-ups. She looked, as my father used to say, plumb tired.

“He made a good life for himself here,” Hollis said. “Hard enough row for anyone, double that for an outsider.”

From no particular hesitancy or sense of privacy, simply because there’d been no reason for it to come up, I hadn’t mentioned that I was from here. We ate, talked about the body out at the service station, how Carson liked to run things, about the mayor (“Now there’s a treat waiting for you”), and about the others in the department. Thinking one-on-one could make a difference, I asked again if he knew anything about Carson’s going MIA. 

“Last man in the world I’d ever expect would up and go like that,” Hollis said after a moment. “Had to have a good reason. What about you? Any idea why?”

“It’s been years since we saw each other. People may not change all that much, but lives do. Circumstances.”

“Expect you’re right.” He held a hand over his cup when Jennifer started toward us again. “We could drop out by Carson’s place. If you’re of a mind.”

“It’s in town?”

“Nothing’s far from anything else ’round here. And my ride’s out back of City Hall.”

The inside of Hollis’s Chevy truck didn’t have a smudge on it. No tracked-in dirt, no dust on the console, not even bits of debris in the window channels. Holdover from his time in the military? Or for all I knew, habits he’d had all his life, keeping his own small corner of the world in such order as he could. The rack by his rear window held a rifle, and when I asked about it he said it had been his father’s, a Model 88. He wasn’t concerned leaving it out in plain sight? People respect a man’s guns, he said. 

A moth pressed against the windshield, pinned there by flow, would soon find itself adrift in uncharted lands, assuming it survived the ride. 

“You okay with country?” Hollis asked, at my glance adding, “Music, I mean.”

“Absolutely.”

With that, as he punched the player to life, sound came up around us, one of the newer singer-songwriters who look back to classic country, the vocal a bit stylized for my taste, his affected growls and slurs, muttering his way into the chorus, but the soul of the thing was there.

“I know you play. Jazz, right?”

I reached over to crank the volume down a twitch or two. “Most recently. But while classmates were listening to pop radio, for me it was George Jones, Porter Wagoner and The Cold Hard Facts of Life, Tom T. Hall’s Homecoming. I’d listen to that one over and over, this man’s whole ragged, self-deceiving life bottled up in a few short verses. Something I didn’t hear anywhere else was going on in songs like those, something that grabbed hold. Songs that weren’t about strut and rebellion and teenage angst like the ones on the radio and popular records, or about moonstruck love, but about the lives of people who’d been pushed aside, left out.”

“‘I’ve a short while to be here and a long time to be gone.’”

That surprised me. Not country at all. Old-time music, from the Appalachians.

“‘Little Birdie.’”

“Heard a bunch of bluegrassers do it last summer,” he said. “Course, they had to take this mournful, mournful song and ramp it up to where a racehorse couldn’t keep pace.”

“Kind of like Cajuns with their pretty little waltz about going to see the girlfriend in her coffin.”

He laughed, and we were quiet the rest of the drive. There aren’t that many people around, even old friends, far fewer those just met, with whom you can sit quietly. A couple more songs went by. An FM station, and whoever drew up the playlist had a decided taste for single voices, straightforward accompaniment, slow tempos.

I got to wondering if this hadn’t been Carson’s plan all along, if he’d shown up at the club not to recruit my help in the investigation but to maneuver me into taking it over, knowing he’d be gone once I got here. He’d have wanted to be sure his crew wouldn’t be left high and dry. He also may have needed to ease whatever guilt he felt at abandoning them.

“Place’s right up here,” Hollis said.

At some point I’d lost track of the moth. It was gone. 

Once in my twenties, back when with all youth’s glorious optimism I briefly entertained thoughts of making my way in the world as a musician, I was playing with three guys for the first time. We’d met at a jam, got along well enough, and they, singer and rhythm guitarist Rawn (maybe Ron, hard to say from the accent), bassist Pete (cowboy shirts, standup bass half a head taller than he was), and drummer Bo (one of them’s son), were looking for a lead player, so there we stood, upstairs at Rawn/Ron’s sweltering house sweating away at “Faded Love,” when the singer’s ex shows up. Next thing I know, Rawn/Ron’s dropped his guitar, filled this huge plastic bowl with water, and he’s throwing water down the stairs as she starts up them—twice. Curses slam back and forth, each volley more creative than anything we’d ever be likely to play. Bass player and drummer just stand there looking at each other. They’ve seen it before. I pack up my guitar and, once the ex is gone, I am too. 

Carson’s house reminded me of that. Nothing like the mess Rawn/Ron’s place had been, quite the opposite really, but a sense that some strain of symbolic violence had taken place here lingered, inescapable.

The front door was unlocked. A note stapled to it read If you need anything here, please take it. Good that I’m not of too gloomy a turn of mind. 

The place was neat, not fastidious, but neat. Furniture practical and meant for use, a modest TV and sound system, studio photos of Carson, Brea, and the kids, bare wood floors with throw rugs by chairs, sofa, and entryway, more books than I’d have expected. Blinds on the windows. Steadfast layer of dust on them, so they’d mostly stayed shut.

A calendar from 1968 hung on the wall above the living room desk. Liberated from a yard sale or junk shop? Bought off eBay? It showed the old ferry packed shoulder to shoulder with cars and pickups, ready to go. Till about 1930, being little more than a bunch of houses and stores snuggled up behind a natural levee, the town didn’t have a proper name, but it was the only river crossing within a hundred miles. Crossing to where, you might reasonably ask. Local legend had it that once upon a time, asked that question, one ferry rider responded, “A smidge closer to civilization,” and another said, “farther away from home.” By the time I was eleven or twelve the ferry was gone.

Captain Ralph used to give kids free rides across and back on their birthday. It was on one of those rides that I saw my first alligator gars. Having watched every monster movie made, I was immediately captivated by these beasts that (I learned) could grow to six or eight feet and weigh over a hundred pounds. They had gills but could also breathe air, surviving in bodies of water where other fish couldn’t. Torpedo-shaped, with broad snouts, long teeth, and hard, bone-like scales, they looked like they should be swimming with dinosaurs, not catfish. I wondered if they might still be around somewhere in the river, hiding from us now, or if they were gone like the ferry.

Not much to learn at Carson’s. Clothing choices went to sturdy standbys like khaki, blue dress shirts, plain brown shoes. Little by way of personal correspondence in evidence. Bills got paid on time and logged neatly in his checkbook. Books stood upright on shelves. Dishes, pots, and pans had their designated places. Nothing but what I already knew or would have expected.

I did take pause at a leaf of yellow notepad paper tacked above the desk on an otherwise featureless wall, bearing the same precise block lettering as his checkbook entries.

Wm James said there were too many with a 
“premature closing of our accounts with reality.”

I was still looking at that scrap of paper when Hollis came back from the yard and said we had to go, Felicia called, something was going on at the Nelsons’. 

“Again,” Hollis added on our way back to town. What was going on at the Nelsons’, he said, was pretty much what was always going on with the Nelsons. Couple of years back, they’d thrown their sixteen-year-old out of the house the day his ongoing violence culminated in pulling a butcher knife out of the drawer in the kitchen and advancing on Mrs. Nelson moments before their younger son, hearing the shouts, came in and whacked him on the head with a baseball bat. The debate ever since had been as to whether the sixteen-year-old was never quite right after that or had never been quite right in the first place. Nowadays he’d be out of the picture for months at the time, no one seeing or hearing from him, then he’d turn up again at the house. Usually he’d just get spotted hanging around, by family or neighbors. Sometimes, when the Nelsons were away, he’d go into the house and stay a while. 

Mr. and Mrs. Nelson met us at the door. Hollis introduced me, told them I was filling in for the chief who was away on business, and turned back.

“You see him this time?” Hollis asked. 

Mr. Nelson nodded. “Out back. Planned on coming in again, looked like. Ran off when he saw me.”

“Boy look okay?”

“I guess. We plain don’t know what to do, Hollis. Just tears us up, you know, seeing him like that. Boy can’t care for himself. What does he eat? Wherever he stays, that can’t be safe.”

“It’s not going to stop, Greg.”

“I guess.”

“Maybe it’s time to get him some help.”

“Might be.”

“As I told you before, you need to come in and sign a paper for us. It’s not for him to be arrested, you just have to affirm you believe he’s likely to do harm to himself. Once that’s done, we can pick him up—” 

“If you can find him.”

“We will. And we’ll hold him till people from Freeburg come for him. It’s a good hospital, Greg.”

“May be there’s no way ’round it. We can’t go on like this. Neither can he.”

“Think it over, Greg. You decide, then come on in to see us.”

Mr. Nelson walked us out to the truck. Both of us were quiet a bit after leaving, then Hollis spoke up. “My old man used to say there’s people that see how things are, and those that talk about how things could have been.”

“Not far off the mark.”

“He was always good at seeing through others, ’specially their faults.”

Best to let that lie, I decided. 

We took our time trawling the town’s outskirts, Hollis using the tour to show me around while also checking out locations where the Nelsons’ son might go to ground, before returning to the station. By then it was late afternoon. I settled down with the file for the abandoned car out by the service station, but that wasn’t any more productive than our trawling had been. 

Around six, I called it a day and went back to the motel for what promised to be a fine evening spent staring down the TV, then decided to go find food instead. To my surprise, the Horseshoe Bar & Grill on Walnut, a fixture when I was a kid, was still there, a tad more upscale than back then, even a couple of guys at the bar wearing ties. The place looked much the same, but year after year of disregard and heavy usage had somehow been scrubbed and polished away. The transformation reminded me of photos of ancient paintings restored to clarity and color. 

Burgers at the Horseshoe were legendary for at least four decades, even during its long middle days as a dive. Everybody knew to lean close and low over the plate, handfuls of extra napkins came without request, tablemates sat ready to duck and dodge, and everybody had stopped asking long ago what was in the things. My father used to take me there Saturday nights when, every month or so, my mother pulled a late shift as checkout clerk at Safeway. 

I had a couple of drafts and a burger that was everything I remembered, declined three perfunctory offers of conversation, one of which may have been an attempted pick-up. As with most such establishments nowadays, TVs dangled from walls any direction you looked, sports, news, music, and game shows feeding into the general clamor like coal into steam engines. Soon I found myself fascinated with watching how the eyes even of those in deep conversation kept moving up and away to sweep hurriedly by one screen or another. 

Back at the Star, just for a moment as I entered my room, I had the odd notion that the small TV there eyed me with yearning. As though if I only let it do what it came here for, allowed it to fulfill its life’s single purpose, all would be well with the world.
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Over coffee fetched from Moe’s the next morning, I asked if there was any chance I could talk to the ME about the abandoned car. 

“Not much there besides the blood, but if it’s a good day, sure. Depends on his mood. Let’s go find out.”

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry wrote that “to live is to be slowly born.” Doc Jonker, seventy-plus years along in the process, looked the truth of that, as though still confounded by this brash new world around him, all these people, objects, clatter, confusion. Doc’s office had been converted with multiple add-ons from a 1950s cottage-style. Nothing—floor, wall, ceiling, door or doorframe—quite matched up. He was a general practitioner and did his medical examiner’s work in one of the back rooms, which is where he led us. It smelled, as did the other rooms, mildly of peppermint.

All we’d seen out front when Hollis introduced me was Doc forcibly straightening his bent frame a few degrees to meet my eyes before he turned and strode down a hallway. Hollis and I looked each other, Hollis shrugged, and we fell in line. 

Doc started talking the moment he entered the back room, facing away from us, still walking. 

“Someone who couldn’t hit a nail with a hammer had a go at him, is what it looks like. Took five or six hard swings. Second one, back of the head, probably finished him, but the swinger—oblivious? ambitious? who knows?—he kept at it.”

By this time Doc was standing over the exam table. Flakes of dandruff and cast-off skin yoked his dark suit coat. They glinted in the harsh overhead light.

“Multiple splinters in the wounds. Whoever did this had to have carried off a mess of splinters himself.”

Looking up, Doc took note of our confusion. “This is what you came for, right? Pudge brought him in an hour or so back.”

“We hadn’t been informed of a new body,” Hollis said. Then to me: “Pudge drives the ambulance. It doubles as hearse.”

“Man was some time dead. I figured you’d been called.”

“Not why we’re here. But we were looking for him.”

Hollis turned back to me.

“This is Beau. The Nelsons’ boy.”

“Family that lives out off Spring Street?” Doc said.

“That’s the one.”

“Had more than their share of troubles, those people.” 

“That they have.”

“Well, damn, then. But if not for this one, why the hell are you here?”

Hollis explained that I wanted to talk to him about the car out by Buff’s. 

Doc swatted half-heartedly at a fly that kept trying to settle on his head. “Any word come back, who our missing person might be?” 

“Nothing yet.”

“Don’t know what I can tell you. State’s got the blood, swabs, prints. Your people hoovered the car. Ought to have results by now. You want me to give ’em a call up there?”

“We’ll do it,” Hollis said.

We thanked Doc, who grunted in response and strode out—more a scuttle, really—leaving us standing there.

“Not much help, huh?” Hollis said.

“With interviews, you never know. You always hope shaking the jar again might knock something loose. One time out of twenty you get a rattle.”

“Well, look at it this way: At least we’re making progress.”

“Oh?”

“When you first showed up, we only had an abandoned car. Now we have a murder.”

Joking—but I had to look at him to be sure. Hollis had some unexpected dips and turns about him.

And like most good jokes, there was hard truth tucked into it. I wasn’t at all sure, myself, that I was up to this. An abandoned car full of blood. Now a murder. Not to mention Carson’s disappearance.

I asked Hollis when was the last murder they’d had in town. 

“Carson looked it up once. Seven years. Accidental deaths, MVAs, a suicide or two since, but nothing deemed homicide. We do still have support of the county sheriff’s office and state police, whatever we need by way of forensics, data bases, suchlike. That make you feel better?”

“Till they start trying to muscle in, it does.”

We chugged on, the radio station playlist now given over to what they were calling classic country, for the moment Ray Charles singing “You Don’t Know Me” from Modern Sounds in Country and Western Music. Not classic in any pure sense, maybe, but they’d get no complaint from me.

“Back to City Hall?” Hollis said.

“Out to the site, I’m thinking. The service station. Not that anything’s left out there. What’s the name of the place anyway?”

“Far as I know, there’s not one. Everybody calls it Buff’s, after the guy who runs it.”

“He own it?”

Hollis shrugged.

Driving through trees, into half a block of shade, gave me a thought. “Is the Confederate cemetery still around?”

“You bet.”

“Kept up?”

“As much as anything is these days.”	

“Think we could make a quick stop?”

“Don’t see why not.”

He caught the next right at Burns and swung west, where the cemetery perched on a hill sheltered by ancient maples and oaks, above the sprawl of the town’s regular cemetery and, a deep step further down, the town itself. As a child I grew to love the solitude and quiet mystery of the place. It became my refuge. I’d wander among tombstones reading inscriptions, bring along favorite books, sit beneath magnolias for hours with history and the town spread out around. 

To my surprise it still looked and felt much the same. A mix of simple small gravestones, these often laid flat to the ground, and grander, more aspiring fixtures. Many had name, rank, company and regiment on them. Some bore the legend CSA, for Confederate States of America, or small crosses within a circle, a sign of honor. The largest had images chiseled in—pets, faces, sketchy war scenes—along with homilies tending to mentions of darkness, light, honor, and hope.

Hollis had parked at the base of the hill, then climbed up to join me.

“Been a long time since I was here,” he said. “Used to be a favorite parking spot, weekend nights there’d be four, five cars with radios going, cops swinging by every two hours.”

“You in a few of those cars?”

“Might have been, yeah.”

“With someone in particular?”

“Weren’t they all?”

That’s when I told him I was from Anne’s Ferry, following up with the shortest version of then-and-since I could contrive, loose knots in a long rope.

He stayed quiet a while, looking off toward town. “Kinda figured that. Even before you asked about this place. So . . . we ready?”

There was, as Hollis voiced on the ride over, not much to be learned from a visit to Buff’s. Not, as I found, unless one wished to revisit bottled drinks in ancient dispensers where you slide your choice along steel tracks to a gateway, drop in your money, and pull out the bottle, or perhaps road maps with no US highways on them. I’m fairly certain that more than a few of the containers of oil and brake fluid and bags of miscellaneous snacks on shelves would also qualify as museum pieces. 

In the city I’d seen makeshift cardboard shelters with better architecture. The whole station looked to be assembled from reclaimed lumber and what could be pilfered from construction sites: cement blocks, slabs of plywood, partial stone façade, odd lengths of oak and cypress, cockeyed windows. The bathroom hung onto the structure’s back as though it had dropped from above and wouldn’t let go. 

Buff himself was a museum piece, hair utterly gone from the front half of his head and hanging down behind like mudflaps on truck tires. Eager to help, he responded to every question with the same information in slightly different words. He’d been stocking shelves, he saw the car back there, he went out to check on it once he’d finished up, the car looked undamaged but was all blooded up inside—nothing to add to what we had on record. Nor did a visit out back, where the car had been, or to the stand of trees a few yards beyond, yield anything new. Just as Hollis had predicted, just as I expected. 

Nevertheless, Buff followed us out back, then up front again, still talking, standing by the van with one hand on the door as we got ready to leave, putting a fine point or two to his story, doing his absolute damndest to be helpful. 

It’s been said of African musicians that they can’t abide the pure sound of instruments, give them a perfectly fine guitar and five minutes later they’ll be nailing bottlecaps or jangles to it. An alto sax guy I worked with back when I was first pretending to play jazz, upon hearing my pale, thin efforts, echoed that. “Got to put some confusion in it, man,” he told me.

No lack of confusion here in Anne’s Ferry. Plenty to go around. Much of it piling up on my desk.

That afternoon I had a visit from Maybell down the hall, the city clerk, who had heard I needed a place to live and wanted to let me know that her uncle rented out a small house over on Biscoe and was looking for a good tenant. Just refurbished, she said, repairs throughout, new paint, bathroom completely redone, new appliances in the kitchen—if I might be interested. Uncle Wayne was free to show it, now or whenever convenient.

I gave him a call and met him there. The house proved a level or two too shipshape for me, like a perfectly fine cake gone to ruin from needless decoration. On the adjoining lot, however, also Uncle Wayne’s property, there was a building, at birth a barn, I suspected, that now sported a balcony running the width of the upper half. Uncle Wayne confirmed its origin. Been used for a garage and storage ever since, he said. One of its owners converted the top to an apartment for his son, that’s how the balcony came about.

When I asked if he’d consider renting it, he said he hadn’t thought about that, didn’t see as how there’d be much interest, where it was, the condition it was in.

I told him I liked where it was and its condition was something I could take care of myself. We walked over, went in for a look, and came to an agreement. 

What it was, was one huge room subdivided—fancifully one might say, or amusingly—by partial walls, some four feet high, some six and a bit more, such that the upper space remained open all around. The floor was well-worn hardwood, individual pieces of every sort and dimension imaginable, salvage maybe, or just whatever was to hand. Windows set into each side, all of different sizes, back ones looking out on tall, mature oaks.

Within the hour, bidding farewell to its smell, its signature palm tree and treacherous parking lot, I had fetched my meagre belongings from the Star Motel, installed myself camplike in the new digs, and returned to City Hall. There, sitting at Carson’s desk, I checked desk drawers, then shelves and cabinets, for any clue as to what the hell was going on with the man, and put out a statewide alert on his vehicle and plate. Got that done but it took me a while, so I went out front to ask Felicia how I’d go about getting a warrant to access Carson’s financials and flag his credit cards. 

“No problem. I’ll take care of it.”

“You sure?”

“Judge Samuels has lunch at home, then he likes a nap. I’ll catch him once he’s up and moving. Be an hour or so.”

Which for the moment left me with nothing much to do, so I grabbed coffee up the street and went back to the Buff’s file. We really needed to get a hold, some hint, any hint, on what happened in that car. Was it an accident? An attack? Who was driving? How did the car come to be abandoned, and why there? Was the blood from the driver or someone else? Was the blood’s owner still alive? 

Compulsively I read and reread the inventory from the car, all the while wondering why. Some random bit of memory lodged in a recess of my mind, maybe? Or just desperation.

-3 bottles water, one half-gone

-pages apparently torn from a road atlas with maps of this area plus Memphis, Mobile

-a battered and stained Lee Child paperback, receipt in it (bookmark?) from Tony’s Ribs up at the capitol

-duffel bag with change of clothes, toiletries (listed over), dark blue suit, dress shirt, tie

To all appearances a road trip, but with no evidence of food—and what kind of road trip doesn’t accumulate food wrappers, drink containers, paper bags, general detritus? No cellphone, but that could have gone with the driver, if he survived, or could have been taken.

The car itself belonged to a retired nurse, seventy-year-old Vivian Stumpf, who lived on the outskirts of Banville, about sixty miles north. Her eyesight wasn’t dependable, she said, so she rarely drove, and a recent accident, nothing serious, what they call a fender bender, had frightened her, made her reluctant to drive at all. Mostly the car sat out in the carport and she couldn’t tell what day it went missing. When she walked out there last Wednesday to turn the motor over, the way she did every Wednesday, the car was gone.

The report from State forensics likewise offered little by way of revelation. Single source for the blood in the car, type O+, the most common. Volume of blood loss estimated at three pints, which suggested serious, even life-threatening injury. Full analysis of trace samplings attached, but nothing that forensics flagged as notable. Fingerprints from the car included those of Miss Stumpf, five not in AFIS or too partial for identification, multiples (from military files) of a Stanley Coogan. 

So, no birds in hand. A lot like when you first start on an instrument. You long to be out in the world playing “Misty” or “You Better Move On” or the latest pop hit but there you are, crouched down on your narrow bed making noises that don’t sound remotely like any kind of music at all and probably never will. 
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Two days later, I had become an achiever. I was settled in at my new digs, and had even bought a vintage chair for my apartment at Bev’s Barely Used. Went just fine with the lumpy bed Hollis had in storage and gifted me. I figured maybe add a table, a rug or two, a coffeepot, and I’d be set. Unfortunately, on the ride over to the storage facility, by what used to be the high school and was now derelict, Hollis saw fit to bring up the subject of a sidearm for me, introducing a dispute that continued for weeks until he finally gave up.

The morning of the first of those two days, we’d been on a run out to the Baileys who, returning from vacation, called to report that someone had been in their house, evidently living there, while they were gone. Took them a while to realize it, they said, everything looked good. Too good, in fact, once they looked closer. Pots, utensils, dishes were all clean and put away. The beds had been made, and someone, believe it or not, had dusted, including—yep, Belle checked—the top of the refrigerator. Hollis and I followed them through the house like museum attendees behind tour guides as they showed us what they found. We took notes and, while there was really nothing much to be had by way of evidence, also took random samples of hair from sink traps, fingerprints in kitchen and baths, photos of door locks and scratches. Whatever we could think of, soon to be on its way up to State for analysis. 

Felicia was speaking with a woman at the front desk when we got back. Thirtyish, plain features, casually well-dressed in skirt and blouse, flats. Hollis and I introduced ourselves and escorted her to the office where, following upon polite patter from us and considerable glancing around on her part, visitor Ginnie Foult said, “It’s about my brother.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Hollis leaned in closer, evincing interest. Was her brother from here, I asked. 

“No. No, he’s not.”

I couldn’t help but notice how, as she looked about, her eyes kept coming back to Hollis’s hands on the arms of his chair there beside her and to mine on the desk. Reassuring herself in some way, I think. 

“We were supposed to meet in Falls City, four days ago, at a park across from a restaurant there, Blue Pines. I waited all afternoon, till after dark. And I’ve been calling ever since but he doesn’t answer, doesn’t respond to texts, emails, or messages. I’m so worried . . .”

“That something happened to him?” Hollis asked.

She nodded.

“Maybe he changed his mind,” I said.

“Or he got held up. At work, say?” Hollis.

“Maybe. But it doesn’t feel that way. And if so, why wouldn’t he answer my calls? He always did before.”

“Life’s not a smooth ride,” Hollis said. “Things come up, jump out at you, get in your way. It’s only been four days. But look, I have to ask. Falls City, that’s halfway across the state. How did you wind up here?”

“I knew where he was starting from, where he lived. So I pulled up maps on the internet, what roads he could take from Ridgefield to Falls City, towns he’d pass through on the way. I’ve been driving all those, stopping at towns, gas stations, diners, asking after him. Man behind the counter at the café down the street said I should come see you. That’s what I was telling the lady out front.” 

She paused, a brief wave of emotion crossing her face. 

“I couldn’t just get in the car and go back home never knowing.” Again a pause. “Sounds silly now that I say it out loud.”

I asked after a photo of her brother. 

She dipped into her purse, handed one to me. “That’s all I have.”

Printed off a computer, from the look of it. An unremarkable young man standing by a pecan tree, late twenties, early thirties, good physical condition.

The only photo she had of her brother, taken off the internet. That, unlike the photo itself or its subject, was remarkable. I glanced at Hollis. He was there with me, same thoughts. 

“Could you tell us about your brother, Miss Foult? What kind of work he did, his habits, what he liked to do. Music, sports? Other family members?”

“I don’t know much, I’m afraid.”

“You weren’t close?”

“Not really. Not yet. We . . . we found one another late in life.”

“Brought up apart?” I said.

When she nodded, her head stayed down. 

Something had been off about the interview from the first, breathing over in a corner of the room, a void, a hollow. In her eyes, in her body’s stillness, in the way she watched our hands. 

“What’s your brother’s name, Miss Foult?”

“Dane. Dane Hall.”

“Can you tell us what kind of car your brother drives?” Hollis added.

“He said he’d be in an old brown Honda with a dented fender, from an accident he’d had and hadn’t got around to getting fixed.” 

“This was in Falls City?”

“Yes, sir.”

Silence for a moment took its place in the room. A hard-ridden work truck pulled into the parking lot out back, probably by way of picking up permits at City Hall. From the smoke I could see and all but smell, the owner might want to try for an emissions exemption while he was there.

“I should just come out and tell you,” Miss Foult said. “The truth is, I can’t say for sure Dane’s my brother. Feels like he is, but like I said, we found one another late. We’d talked about all that, what came next, tracing ancestries, having tests done.”

“This was all on the internet?”

She nodded.

Hollis broke in. “You never actually met?”

“We were going to . . .” After a moment she said, “That’s all in the past now, isn’t it?”

I shook my head when Hollis again glanced my way. We gave her time, then, standing, thanked her for coming by and told her we’d be on the alert for any information concerning her brother. We escorted her to her car, where I suggested the best thing she could do now was to go on back home, and she agreed. Affect had drained from her face. She moved like a marionette, a figure so overreaching in its effort to appear alive as to look, instead, quite the opposite. 

Hollis and I adjourned to Moe’s to pick up sandwiches and coffee. Coffee-to-go was getting to be a single word, a reflex, what the youth among us call a “default setting.” Every police department I ever set foot in had coffee all but running down the floorboards. Here, there was a perfectly good coffee maker in the side room that no one ever used, or from the look of it ever had.

As a teenager, I read a story by Avram Davidson in which supposedly man-made objects like safety pins, coat hangers, and bicycles have their own lives and evolutionary stages they’ll go to any lengths to conceal from humans. Maybe our coffee maker was one of those, on its way to becoming something else.

Maybe it was only awaiting a challenge. 

Having rescued that poor coffee maker from extinction and given its life purpose, I was on my first cup while duplicating Ginnie Foult’s tracking of the routes Dane Hall could have chosen to travel from Pinestown to Falls City. That’s what I professed to be doing, anyway. The maps were indeed spread out on the desk and I was staring thoughtfully down at them. But my train of thought was on different tracks. Like how much I suck at spatial visualization. At dates, times, and distance too. How we trap ourselves in details and get used to living in there. How music lets us break free for a time. 

“Any luck?” Hollis asked.

That’s life for you. Conjure up a mess of deep thoughts, you can bet somebody’s about to come along and ask you some damned sensible question.

He stood in the doorway, as though reluctant to breach it without an invitation.

“Five main routes, near as I can make out. Two that would bring him close enough to Anne’s Ferry to spit out his window and hit it.”

Hollis came over for a look. “Could be any combination of those. Lots of backroads that aren’t even on the maps there, some that wind up going nowhere. For that matter, he could have just plain got lost.”

“Or for some reason been directed here.”

“Lured, you mean?”

“Lured. Directed. Misdirected. Led astray. Best to pull back as far as we can, look at it from every angle.” 

“Whatever angle we look from, he winds up gone.”

“And we can wind up looking for whys that don’t exist.”

Going for a refill, I held up the pot to offer.

“It works?” Hollis said. 

I took both cups back to the desk.

He took a slug of his and smiled. “So then what?”

“Hell if I know. Roads, people—both can go off any which way. Start off for one place, some other gets to looking better. ‘Hey, I’ve got time, maybe I’ll just . . .’ Or like you said, maybe the man just got lost.” 

Hollis and I’d also been out to the Nelsons to tell them about Beau’s death. On the way out, I asked Hollis about the other son.

“He was the one who broke it up, you said. When Beau had a knife to their mother’s neck.”

“Whacked him in the head with a baseball bat, right.”

“This could be the brother coming back for seconds. Same kind of blow.”

“Been wondering when you’d get around to that.”

“The younger boy, he’d be how old now?”

“Hiram. There’s two years difference, give or take.”

“Eighteen or nineteen, then. Still around?”

Hollis shook his head. “Moved out a while back.” 

The Nelsons were finishing a meal at the kitchen table as we arrived. Hollis introduced us and asked if we could go to the living room, where they took seats on a small couch with embroidered pillows. Hollis sat on a straight-backed chair nearest them. I got the armchair that, judging from its showroom condition, seldom saw use. 

Hollis declined offers of coffee or water and neither of them spoke until Mr. Nelson said, “It’s about Beau, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir, I’m afraid it is.” Hollis glanced at me before going on. I nodded. “We were over at Doc’s just a little while ago. He’s gone, sir. Beau’s dead. I’m sorry.”

Movement at the edge of vision caught my attention. A light-brown beetle had come out from under the rug in front of the couch and was moving slowly across the wood floor, turning its body slightly left, then right, then left again. I looked up at Mrs. Nelson and realized she’d been watching it too.

“Tell me it wasn’t by his own hand,” she said.

Hollis responded. “No, ma’am, it wasn’t. It appears he was assaulted.”

“I see.”

Moments later, Hollis broke the silence to repeat that Beau’s body was with Doc now and assure them that we would be looking into his death, we’d do our best to find out what happened. She thanked us and excused herself to go clean up in the kitchen.

Mr. Nelson looked first at Hollis, then at me. He said, “It’s not like we haven’t,” but couldn’t go on. 

Hollis leaned in close. “We understand, Mr. Nelson. You always knew something like this could happen.”

I asked if there was anything else he could tell us that might help.

Only that the Darcys, neighbors to the left, he said, told him they heard Beau’d been staying in what was left of a one-room Bible Church down by the old highway. They last saw him about a month ago, the Darcys said, slurking in the alley behind the house—looking to check if we were home, they figured, before breaking in again.

As for their younger boy, he said when Hollis asked, he lived up by the capitol these days. Worked construction. Last they heard, still attending community college, nights.

Mr. Nelson walked out to the truck with us, shook hands, and thanked us again. He was still there, watching, as we drove away.

On the way back to town, a song I’d never heard before, someone named Kieran Kane, came on the radio, about a man who walks away from everything in his present life to ask his wife to take him back.

The only thing worth saving

from this life I’ve been living

is me.

All of that, the Baileys and their uninvited house guest, the visit from Ginnie Foult, talking with the Nelsons and their neighbor, was two days before. As I said, in those two days I’d become an achiever, at least in terms of accumulation. But no closer in substantial gain. I felt how a rookie juggler must feel at his first public performance. Those balls, he’s thinking, aren’t about to stay up there on their own. And there’s about as much chance of them doing so from sheer force of will as from his paltry skills.

The name of Dane Hall had joined that of ex-serviceman Stanley Coogan in our alert for information circulating among police departments, DMVs, government data bases, a battery of search engines. 

No state driver’s license had been issued to anyone under those names. No veterans groups had records of a Stanley Coogan. No arrests or warrants. 

Proceeding further, especially requests for police and court information from neighboring states, would likely require paperwork, possibly appeals to state attorneys or judges. Access to emails between Miss Foult and her supposed brother, unless Miss Foult offered them, would be a challenge. Felicia was seeing to all that. 

Still no clue about Carson.

So I was back in the office, staring at the wall and mentally running the list of everything that needed my attention, when Mayor Shipman dropped by for a visit. He came straight in the door already pulling a chair behind him across the floor to settle in close without once, I noticed, endangering his full cup of coffee, self-percolated, as I was about to hear, because he trusted no one else with his beans. 

Mayor was figurative speech. He had virtually nothing to do with running the town, this being overseen nominally by the town council and in fact by the city clerk, Maybell Moore, whose decade-long habit of stashing city funds in secret accounts to keep the council and mayor from accessing them had perennially saved the town from penury. The mayor meanwhile was left to attend to his private enterprises: the town’s hardware store, a truck stop out by the highway, and his real estate office. Rumor had it that he also owned half the funeral home. 

Most of that I’d learned just by keeping eyes and ears open, some I got from Hollis.

The mayor and I had spoken twice before. Both times he wanted me to know he wasn’t a worrier but that these latest developments were getting to us all, as I must imagine. (And was it imagination that I heard echoes of forty years of church exhortations in his speech?) I told him I didn’t have to imagine the unease, it showed itself plainly enough.

This time, he said, taking a seat in the chair he’d pulled raucously across a yard and a half of floor, he’d just come by to check in. See where we were with . . .

He let the sentence fall away softly as the names bumped together in my mind. Stanley Coogan, Dane Hall, Beau Nelson, Carson. On a more positive note, with so little in the basket, it didn’t take long at all for me to bring the mayor up to date. 

If there’s anything I can do, he said.

I told him I appreciated that.

He hadn’t taken a single drink from his cup. Stagecraft, like the dialed-down churchspeak? He thanked me, stood, and bore away with him the product of his perfectly ground beans, leaving the chair where it was.

Nietzsche said that while other art forms merely represent things as they are, music is the direct expression of primordial truth, a rip in the fabric of appearances.

I yearned for such a rip, for some intimation, any intimation, as to the truth of what was going on here in my old hometown. Too little rip, too much fabric. 

I’d finally got a call back from Carson’s son, Blaine, who told me they’d been estranged for years. Said he’d spent his junior and senior years not even talking to his father and was on his way out of town the day after graduation. Lived up in Colorado, part owner of a ranch, sorry he couldn’t help me. If he heard anything, he’d get in touch, sure, but there was no reason to expect he would.

Nothing to run with, there.

When I was a kid I’d have these massive sinking spells late afternoon and, never much of a lunchtime eater, it took quite a while for me to realize my blood sugar was tanking. Years later, during my drinking days, I got hospitalized a couple of times for hyponatremia, low sodium. Never had a clue what was going on then, either, just knew I felt really, really bad. Like the world had gone sodden and slow and carried me down with it.

I began to wonder if too little music in my life might have the same effect spiritually as those conditions had physically. Maybe that was why I couldn’t get any traction on the problems before me. A spiritual deficit, needed some soul. So that night I pulled out the Gibson, uncannily almost still in tune, and ran a few basic Sor études, which was as far as I ever got with the classical side of things, then moved on to some slow, improvised fingerstyle: “Misty,” “Georgia on My Mind,” “Moon River,” that sort of thing. 

Did it help? Well, I felt the better for playing. Lighter—leavened, as another musician once put it—a little less shut in, enclosed. But I put Miss Gibson back in her case with no hint of any fresh take on situations or any new notion how to proceed.

I was thinking how I’d panicked the first time someone dropped a jazz chart in front of me. Well, sure I knew what a Gm7(♭6) was, theoretically. Or a D♭7(#9, #5). Catching them on the fly, and at 150-plus beats per minute, was a different matter, way too much. You either pack up and head for the hills, or you latch onto what you can play and play that, let the rest go. Maybe somebody else has got the rest covered. Maybe it’ll all work out in the end. 

    


    
5.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on here?”

Felicia was with me, Hollis off covering a break-in at the new furniture store out by the highway, Raymond at home with some swampy flu-like thing that had him sounding like a frog. Ten-thirty of a morning we’d got the call to respond to a disturbance at Life Church, Elm and Twelfth, and arrived to find Doc Jonker standing out front with a dozen or so presumed church members around him, the church doors wide open, the presumed pastor in his black suit looking pale and jumpy on the steps. We’d barely got out of the car when Doc Jonker shouted to Felicia: “You damn well know I’m not going in there!”

“There’s church service on Thursday morning?” I’d asked on the drive over.

“Revival week.”

Revivals. Remembered them well. Mother would let me take my book with me to read while we sat there for hours.

Doc was, Felicia told me, the town skeptic. About many things, she said, but about religion most of all. His entire adult life he’d flat refused to go anywhere near churches or have anything to do with them, or so everyone said. 

“And the town’s okay with that?”

By then we were up the steps and almost to the front door. I heard organ music from inside, something slow yet subtly processional.

“Small towns, we tend to hold our eccentrics close.” 

She broke off to introduce me to Brother Glaser, whose eyes briefly met mine before defaulting to hers. 

“We called Doctor Austin,” the pastor told her, “but he’s off visiting with his kids up in Grove. So—” He waved in Doc’s direction. No need to say more, everyone knew. 

“What happened?”

“Bull Prentiss stepped out to walk the aisle, hadn’t got three steps before he fell out right where he was.”

“He’s still in there?”

The pastor nodded. “Awake—his eyes are open. But he’s still flat on his back, and not making any sense.”

“That Miss Fran?” Felicia asked. To me: “Organ.”

“You know how she is, once she gets herself up in the music.” 

I told Felicia to go tell Doc Jonker to get his butt in that church right now or I’d come back out myself and shoot him.

“You don’t have a gun.”

“Don’t tell him that.”

Sure enough, whatever Felicia said, which was probably not what I said, Doc found a way around his lifetime scruples and came scuttling down the aisle behind me before I’d reached Bull. There, with a sudden spryness that went against my initial impression of stiffness, Doc was down on his knees by the man, bent close, thumping and poking. While at it, he glanced up toward the pulpit to say, “Sounding good, Miss Fran.” Its player leaned to peer momentarily from behind the organ, not the elderly, blue-hair face I expected. A young girl’s. 

Bull meanwhile appeared to be talking about kangaroos. Could as easily have been king of rows, keen ruse, canned gurus, or most anything else. But he was talking, so even if it was a stroke, it might not be a bad one.

As surprising in its own way as his mobility, Doc Jonker’s stethoscope had rainbow tubing, one length red, one blue, another yellow and bright green. I’d later learn that early on in professional life he’d chosen pediatrics, until the death of a child in his care brought him to reconsider and he side-stepped to adult practice, augmenting that with training as ME and coroner. The stethoscope was a souvenir of his time with the kids.

“Heart?” I asked him. There was a reason the man got called Bull.

“More likely blood sugar.” He skinned back Bull’s pant legs. “See those?” Old sores, poorly healed. “Heart attack heading his way for sure, but it ain’t pulled into the station yet.” 

Doc asked him if he knew where he was. Bull looked around. Registered Miss Fran’s organ music.

“Am I with the Lord?”

“Not yet, large man. We’ll talk about that soon enough.” Then to Felicia and me: “Let’s get him over to the hospital. They got this new boy doctor that’s set up shop there. See what he makes of it. And see what the new boy’s made of, while we’re at it.”

After carting Doc and Bull to Hull Hospital, we met up with Hollis back at the office. Employees were still checking, but so far it looked like the only things missing at Janey’s Furniture were half a dozen strings of patio lights. Two weeks on, when we got called out to town’s edge on a noise complaint, we’d find them being used as stage lights for a homegrown theater. Five young people who appeared all to be living there—in what Hollis called the old Sumner place, deserted for years, he’d have to check on ownership and the like—explained they were putting on a production of a play they’d written. One, evidently, that involved a fair amount of screaming and stomping about and the occasional detonation of artillery shells via their sound system. Not quite like the old days, Hollis said; back then, blasts would have come from an overdriven boom box. 

I never learned what the new boy doctor made of it, or if Doc approved, but Bull was back on the street in a couple of days. As for Doc, while the experience didn’t bring us close, from that day forward Doc and I had an amiable enough relationship, i.e., he grunted at me infrequently and didn’t get up from his booth at Moe’s when I sat down across from him.

As of that afternoon, we had new information on Dane Hall: no-longer current addresses, a sworn complaint from a rental agent, one minor traffic violation, notice of a long-dormant credit card. Dribbles at first, then a slow pulse, all of it tangential, all of it spread widely over years and locations. An abundance of seemingly unrelated information soon becomes as questionably helpful as too little and far more confusing. Lines going this way and that, maybe a shape somewhere about them, but where, and what? Looking at this lot was like watching a hummingbird at work. It’s over here, over there, it moves, it hovers, it’s on the move again, to the next bush and bloom.

Still nothing about Stanley Coogan. 

The afternoon also brought in Sergeant Wooley from the State Police, a small-framed man who could pass for a twentyish undergrad but was probably on one or the other ragged edge of forty. Light brown hair parted just so on the left, pressed slacks, a khaki uniform shirt that brought to mind the Boy Scout uniform I’d begged my parents to buy then, the first time I wore it, a fountain pen in the breast pocket broke and brought it to ruin.

I’d been out front retrieving something from the printer when he drove up in a dark blue Mercedes. I met him at the door and, once we’d introduced ourselves, looked back at the car. “Nice ride. Either pay rates at State got one hell of a lot better or they’ve gone and seriously updated their patrol units.”

He nodded. “Sadly, neither. Family money.”

The sort of confession that often carries with it either a sense of noblesse oblige or of tacit apology, neither of which seemed to be the case here. 

I took Sergeant Wooley back to the office, got coffee for us. Thanking me with a nod, he said, “Settling in okay?”

“Raised the chair up some. Moved things around on the desktop. Found the diner. Otherwise . . .”

“New or old, the job’s slow to change.” He pointed. “See you got your paperwork in nice even stacks.”

“Less likely to fall over and bury me that way.”

“The whole of it looks a good fit.” Relaxed, disarming. “Always of interest how we take on the shape of our containers or they take on ours.” 

The man didn’t have any more fidget in him than he did noblesse oblige. He barely blinked. Drank coffee. Smiled. Listened. Spoke.

“I was out this way, thought to drop by and say hello. Check in.”

“Check in—or up?”

“No end run intended. Like I told Hollis before, you need our help, you have it. I saw the flag you put out on Dane Hall. That the driver of your abandoned car?”

“Might be.” I filled him in on the visit from Ginnie Foult, shared what we’d received in response to our bulletins.

He was quiet for a moment and I wondered if, per my general impression of him, he was giving me space to say something more. 

Beau’s murder, maybe. Could he know about that? Or was this just the standard interviewer’s ploy, stay quiet, create that space, and words will come tumbling your way?

“Well, good luck getting it sorted.” He placed his cup on the desk, away from the edge where inadvertently it might be pushed off, and stood. “Best get back. Day’s gone long in the tooth, as my grandfather used to say. Still does, in fact, though he went long in the tooth ages ago himself. No word on Carson, I take it?”

“Nothing yet. When there is, I’ll be in touch.”

“Appreciate it. Regards to the crew.”

Absolutely, I said, I’d pass it on, and walked him out to his car. Late afternoon by then, school over for the day. Kids in the park across Perry Street were playing a game that involved small plastic disks and patterns into which wearers’ caps got laid out anew, seemingly at random, with each turn and toss. I watched a while once Sergeant Wooley was gone. Here I was, charged with solving two disappearances and a murder, and I couldn’t figure out a children’s game. 

At about the same time, it occurred to us all—myself, Hollis and crew, Mayor Shipman, Judge Samuels, and no doubt a fair number of concerned townfolk—that neither by election, appointment, nor other means had I been declared acting chief of police, or for that matter even a sworn member of the force. I’d just stepped in without thought, slipping into a familiar role from habit. The others, every bit as freely, acquiesced. 

This oversight was remedied mid-morning the next day in chambers with Judge Samuels, a mumbler around whom all fell silent as though to catch whatever monolog the judge pursued with himself, then reprised down the corridor, in City Hall proper, as a public announcement. Local news took on full coverage in the person of reporter Tim Snyder, who stood by, catching it all, video included, on his phone. He looked barely done with pimples and prom anxiety. Dark T-shirt, plaid overshirt, cargo slacks, and leather sneakers came with the package. Thinning, unruly hair. When the gathering ended, he nodded in my direction and gave me a thumbs up. I nodded back.

I could now officially sit in Carson’s chair, and did so. But all the ceremony had done nothing to improve my take on the files. Still not a single word or fact floating to the top to claim attention. 

The night before, after seeing Sergeant Wooley off and signing crew’s time cards (this having prompted realization of my non-status), I’d gone back to the barn (which I should get used to calling home, pro tem) and courted a pretense to ordinary life by cooking up a decent enough meal of grillades and grits. For all my firm intention, in the event the experience felt less like ordinary life than it did a reenactment. Staged. Counterfeit. Afterwards I sat out on the balcony with coffee, the gimpy kitchen chair and irregular floor colluding to unsettle me. Clear night, soft wind, chir of insects all around, occasional call of an owl from the lofty oak behind the barn. Catching a brief flash of light townward across the fields, I looked that way till I was able to make out the dark form of a car parked off the road in a shelter of trees. For a moment, before reason again took hold, whatever tatter of normalcy I’d achieved collapsed into certainty that the car was there to watch me. And while the feeling passed as quickly as it came—teenagers in the car, more likely, a young couple parking here in the outskirts—the effect of it lingered. 

Lingered such, in fact, that I passed a restless night in my new old lumpy bed and, that morning before my modest inauguration, parked behind City Hall to walk crosstown to the river. 

I’d been fourteen or thereabouts when they began construction of the bridge, the initial stages of which stripped a river bank dense with trees, grass, and growth of every sort down to bare soil, overturning that soil again and again till the area became wasteland. Afternoons once classes let out, I’d ride the school bus to a downtown stop and walk over, find odd comfort standing in the shade of newly installed bridge piles, looking out across that bare landscape to the river beyond, beginning to understand how radically my life and world were changing. 

    


    
6.

I was sitting seriously in thought about hiring the young man I’d moments ago finished interviewing for dispatcher, the plan being to move Felicia to full-time patrol, when she came in to ask if I had a minute. I said sure.

“The name that came back on fingerprints? Stanley Coogan?”

“Right.”

“I’ve been thinking about it, since the name didn’t get us anywhere. Nothing at the VA, no tax records, no activity on his social security number since separation. After a while I’m thinking: we know he’s military, so why not back up, start there, with that. With military there have to be all kinds of records, right? So I sent through an official request for Coogan’s service record. Has to include birthplace, next of kin, where he served and in what capacity, his unit, all that.”

“Good thinking. And you actually got the record?”

“What I got was a runaround. We have your request, it’s under consideration, please check back with us later on.”

“Greased-pig bureaucracy.”

“Yes, sir. Then I remembered Judge Samuels is a decorated vet. When I asked his advice, told him what we needed and why, he said an old friend of his was up in JAG, he’d give him a call. So yes, we got the record. Took some time to work through. Hard to pick trees out of the forest of forms, dribbles and drabs of fact mixed with—what’s the word?”

“Jargon?” Alas, I knew it all too well. Too many police reports got written in a form of it. Second cousin to bizspeech: Run the numbers, Raise the bar, Bandwidth, Paradigm shift.

“That’ll do. Mixed with military jargon. Coogan pulled a tour in the Middle East toward the end, before voluntary separation. Thought maybe I should take a close look at his unit, people he served with, might be something there. Then I started checking them out, name by name.” 

“And?”

“Happens that one of them, who served with Coogan in Iraq, lives—used to live, anyway, still listed there on county records—up in Hayward. Frank Sullivan.” 

“Good day for a drive, you think?”

“Never a good day for a drive to Hayward, some would say.”

“Nothing wrong with the drive.” Hollis had joined us as Felicia was filling me in. “It’s the destination that’s sorely lacking.”

Back when I was sprouting whiskers and first learning to play on a surprisingly decent guitar from Montgomery Ward, Hayward was a major employer for the entire region, with a tire factory at one end of town, a cotton mill at the other. The tire factory got its start during the Second World War, dug in and held on after. Both had gone down in staggers, the mill when I was a senior in high school, the factory when I was off at college. Changes in crops and in transportation, cost increases, population and economic shifts, younger folks’ expectations, new mobility leading to a declining workforce—choose one or all. And check the box for “Other” while you’re at it.

What I saw as we drove into Hayward called back a photo I’d seen at the Met on a trip to New York my first year at college: a huge pile of boots, hundreds of them, dumped on the highway following a crash and scattered all about. In the photo there was no reference at all to the crash. The boots were real and were just boots, old boots mostly, well-used, nothing special about them. But the way the photo made you feel, what it caused to happen inside you, was something that finally had less to do with photos or boots or crashes and everything to do with a sense of understanding the world and your place in it. Like music, I thought at the time, engendering emotions and associations you can’t name or define, rooting you in the moment even as it gives you release.

Driving into Hayward brought some of those same feelings. As though every crumbling street curb and every boarded-up storefront bore messages I’d never come to understand, yet deeply sensed. 

Frank Sullivan’s house lay out past the edge of what was once town, a ’50s ranch style that hadn’t seen much care through the years. Dull layers of ancient paint showed in patches, boards near the ground had serious rot, a faucet out front leaked steadily. But the house had been built tough and it endured. 

So had its occupant. Took him some time to answer the door, enough for us to wonder when last someone came calling. Clothes and man had seen better days. History sat hard on his face, hair gone long uncut, khakis and flannel shirt stained and torn. He’d rejected or maybe never come to a working relationship with personal hygiene.

He pulled the door open and stood there. No greeting, no what do you want, not even a go away. Behind him was an oversize armchair, pet-clawed from the look of it, and a kitchen table, probably like the house from the ’50s, one of those with a Formica top and broad chrome sides. On it sat three, maybe four, computers.

Hollis apologized for the intrusion, told him who we were and that we were looking for information on Stanley Coogan, with whom he served, offering no further details. “Do you remember him?”

“Can’t say I do, sorry.”

“As I said, Mr. Sullivan, you two served together, in Iraq.”

“You have any idea how many of us were over there? And that was a long time ago.”

“You haven’t seen or heard from Coogan recently, then?”

“Like I told you.”

“Lot of down time there, in that situation. Hanging around, waiting.”

“For sure—then it all starts up again. You there?”

Hollis shook his head. “Good friends were.”

“Can I ask what you do for a living, Mr. Sullivan?” From Felicia. “Can’t help but notice all the computers.” 

He glanced back at them. “Yeah, things finally got cheap enough a man can afford what he needs. Made do with just one for a long time. I’m a translator.”

“Of?” Hollis asked.

“Documents, letters, broadcasts, transcriptions . . .”

“What language, I meant.”

“Arabic. Some Kurdish.”

“You’re not a native speaker, right?”

“Picked some up while I was over there, always had a knack for languages. God knows where that came from. Got home, bought some books, put in the time. Couple of college courses. And you can find damn near anything you need on the web.”

I broke in to say we’d let him get back to work. “Apologies again for dropping in on you. Appreciate your time.”

Back in the truck, Hollis asked why I cut the interview short.

“Watch the body language, listen behind the words. He wasn’t going to give anything up. Blank pages.”

Felicia said, “You saw the photo on the wall by his desk, of course.”

Hollis shook his head. 

“Service photo, a dozen or so in ragged uniforms, probably him and his buddies. Couldn’t see more than that.”

“And he didn’t ask us in,” I said.

    


    
7.

Some of us back on the force were damn near addicted to police and crime shows. Go home every night, say hello to wife and kids if they were still around, put away the sidearm, get a drink and maybe dinner, turn on the TV, and there you go: cars skidding to a stop or into one-eighties; foot chases down alleyways and up fire escapes; barrooms, strip clubs, pawn shops, mobster and gangster hangouts. Because it was familiar land, we told ourselves, old clothes we were comfortable in. But as much, I think, for the absurdity of it, how at one and the same time these shows present a world resembling the one we experience every day and another wildly apart from it, a fantasy world, really. You know how it is, there’s this pint-sized town barely hanging on, somewhere in Britain or the midwest or out on the west coast, so small everybody knows everybody else, yet by season two they’ve got the murder rate of a metropolis. Or this city that’s so big and various it’s a nation to itself but the cops are able to get anywhere they need to be in two minutes. And everything gets sorted in forty-eight minutes: corruption and conspiracies rooted out, motivations disentangled, historical issues brought to a head. The problem of evil slid snug as sausage into five acts, eighteen scenes.

Quite a bit more qualm and misgiving on this side of the screen.

That morning I’d barely warmed my seat at the desk when Hollis came in to tell me our roving resident may have struck again. I’d been looking through the Carson folder, noting again multiple visits to Rivers & Bridges, a website dedicated to local history, and thinking again about the quote on the wall by the calendar with its photo of the old ferry: A premature closing of our accounts with reality. Coffee decanted into go cups and off we were.

The Benning place was on Brown Street, out east where the founders got done with tree names, Walnut, Oak, Hickory, and went for colors. Neighbors knew the Bennings were away visiting Donna’s sister’s family in Denver and, seeing lights on at the house, assumed them to be on a timer. But after a while they noticed the lights came on at different times. No one answered when they went over and knocked, so they called the station.

Hollis and I headed out that way, stopping off at the neighbors who’d made the call. Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson were at the door by the time we got there. They thanked us for coming and repeated what they had told dispatch.

“The Bennings are friends?” Hollis asked. “You know them well?” 

“Jen and I moved here”—he looked at his wife—“five years back?”

“Six.”

“We took early retirement when offered, happy to get away from city pressures. Stew and Donna grew up around here, built the house they’re in. Sure, we were friends. Always felt they were like us, mostly wanting to be left to themselves. But we’d stand outside talking when we saw one another, sometimes have coffee and cake in the afternoon, even a few cookouts in the backyard.”

“You said the Bennings were visiting Donna’s sister in Denver, right?”

Mrs. Sanderson answered. “Correct.”

“When did they leave?”

“Last week, Thursday, early morning. We do have a key, by the way. They asked us to keep it not long after we first moved in—for emergencies, you know.”

“Could we borrow that?”

“Certainly.”

As she was getting it from the kitchen, Hollis asked Mr. Sanderson if he knew of any family, anyone who might be using the house by permission.

“There’s only Donna’s sister and her family up in Denver, far as we know. And if someone else was going to be in the house while they were away, I think they’d have told us.” 

Mrs. Sanderson returned with the key. Hollis thanked them and promised we’d have it back with them directly.

A UPS package sat, unopened, just inside by the door. Mail evidently had been on hold, as the box outside was empty.

“Interesting,” Hollis said.

“Thoughtful, maybe.”

As we moved through the house, it was all like that, everything in place, floors clean, rugs squared up before and beneath furniture. Half a dozen framed posters for old movies like Casablanca and Some Like it Hot aligned on walls and free of dust. Dishes handwashed and upright in the drain rack. No debris in sink, toilet, or shower in the bathroom. 

It wasn’t as though no one lived there, this was a comfortable, lived-in house. One that had seen recent care.

I told Hollis to go ask the Sandersons if they would come over. They were back in minutes, and I asked them if they’d walk through with us, tell us if anything looked out of the ordinary. We’d barely got through the front room when Mrs. Sanderson spoke up. “Stew and Donna were neat, clean folks, but not like this.”

“You think someone cleaned up for them? Maybe they had someone come in?” 

“They’re not the kind for that, they’d do it themselves if they wanted it done.”

In the kitchen, she settled to checking stove and cabinets. I noticed Mr. Sanderson looking away and back, then fixedly in one direction, and asked if he’d seen something.

“That.” He pointed to the wall beside the refrigerator and stepped closer to touch it. “There’s been a hole there ever since I first came in the house. From the handle of an old refrigerator with a bad door, Stew told me, said he’d get around to it someday. All you can see that’s left of it is the paint here, that’s a shade lighter.”

“Maybe he finally got to it, before they left.”

“Could be. Odd, though, after all those years.”

As odd as a spit-clean bathroom, dusted picture frames on the wall, and showroom-perfect furniture. 

All those classic noir films. Shadow and light, black and white, rain not so much falling as it is a constant, an alternate surface for the world, a scrim, moving in sheets over car, sidewalk, and streets, closing everything in . . . 

September, October, in there somewhere, one in the morning with rain slamming down like a dam had burst, not only soaking wet but bone-grinding cold as well. I hadn’t felt my legs or feet for better than an hour. The downpour and runoff, and the scattery, deflected light from low-wattage bulbs in back doorways, were so bad down the alley where I stood that, if he came along, I wouldn’t see Mighty Joe Young till he reached for me. Yet there I was, on stakeout. Seeing what I could see. Which was next to nothing. 

I heard the sound of a door out south of the alley’s mouth, could just make out the shape of the car it belonged to, then another rain-shrouded shape approaching.

“How’s the hunt going?” 

He was three yards away and close to having my gun in his face. 

“Carson, East Division.” He held up his ID. Lights from a car passing out on the street swept briefly across it, then over his face. Five or six years older than me, hard jaw line, lean, generations of Scots-Irish in the features.

I traded name and station house. “You out for game too?”

“Really just for a walk.”

“Might want to reconsider your options.”

“Always do. But the game’s everything. Never really off the job, are we?”

“City does manage to squeeze out its money’s worth. On my own leash here, though.”

“That’s a portion of how they do it. Get you invested. Make you start thinking their problems are yours. Before you know it, your feet forget what it’s like to walk away.”

We stood together staring up the alley as though sheer stubbornness and willpower would punch lines of sight through the downpour. 

“How long on the force?” he asked.

“Little over three years.”

“Here in the city?”

I nodded.

“And where’s home?”

“Anne’s Ferry. It’s—” 

“I know.”

I was ready with something smartass like not even the dead know Anne’s Ferry, but he went on. 

“When I was a kid my old man drove all over creation scouting out ancient houses and log cabins, pioneer-day stuff. He’d buy them, take them apart piece by piece, rebuild them for theme parks, museums, town squares and such. Spent many a weekend and summer out there in the country with him. Helping with the demos and rebuilds when I got older, the two of us stirring up history that probably would have been happier to be left alone.”

“Passing through’s definitely the best pleasure Anne’s Ferry has to offer.”

After a bit, rain slacked off enough that we could see what was going on down the alley. Not that much of anything was. Someone wearing a dark hoodie and shiny hightops that caught reflected light exited one of the doors. Four separate businesses in the strip mall—a home-cooking restaurant, a cell phone company, a shop doing jewelry repair, and a barbershop—shared a common corridor onto the alley. We couldn’t tell which the man came from. A woman in an apron, presumably from the restaurant, brought out a bag of trash for the dumpster. A medium-size animal, raccoon from the size and shape of it, appeared atop another open bin and flowed over the lip onto the alley, gone in seconds, more memory than vision. 

“I got the same tip. From your CI, like me?”

I nodded.

“Despite the cover and distraction of these tons of water falling from the sky, it doesn’t appear said event is taking place.” 

“And?”

“No great loss, right? Just how this usually goes. So we stand here a while longer, see what happens, if it does.”

Which we did, though like so many grand notions that form within our minds, the stakeout had come to nothing. What the hell, we couldn’t get any wetter. Finally we called it and went home. I never learned more about what Carson was doing there in the rain, alone, at one in the morning, but from that night on, it seemed, first in separate divisions then in the same, we kept bouncing into one another. 

    


    
8.

Bassplayer Josie Bell never thought in straight lines. Everything with him was zigs and zags, unnerving leaps, trapdoors. He’d start off talking about fish and by the next half-sentence be on about biscuits, or discussing transcendentalism. Back years ago we’d worked together in studios a few times, and once as we were packing up to leave he asked me if I wanted to hear his favorite story. This guy up north somewhere, he said, spent months mimicking the sounds of owls to see what responses he would get, only to learn that the recorded responses he compiled so carefully were those of another guy doing precisely the same.

I could never forget that. For all I know, Josie meant only to suggest that all we’d been doing those past three hours at union rates was making phony owl sounds at one another, but for me another meaning was clear: What you see coming back from life is often a reflection of what you put out there when you go looking. 

Or by way of pragmatizing Heisenberg in terms of police work: What we observe in the world is not the world itself but the world exposed to—dissolved into—our method of questioning.

Early of the next, drizzly morning, Hollis and I sat around talking over what had gone down or might have gone down with Beau Nelson, how little there was to pursue, and how in cases like this, imagination—fancy, as Felicia put it—pushes in to fill the blanks. She’d joined us a half hour or so in, having been at the front desk updating files. 

“This has been coming a long time with the Nelsons,” she said. Sentiments we’d voiced repeatedly. “All it takes is one look at the situation out there and you know there’s no good end to it.” 

“And plenty of bad ones,” Hollis said, “whichever way you go at it. Looking to the family, for instance.”

It doesn’t take much imagination or fancy, he went on, to wonder if one of the Nelsons finally had enough and decided to take action. The father, say, fed up and fearing for his and his wife’s safety, ever alert to the potential for violence, a violence all the more terrifying for its randomness. When would it erupt again? How? Against whom? And what of the other son who interceded when Beau stood raving with a knife to their mother’s neck? Hiram had his own life now, up in the city away from it all, but memories like that can stay with you, follow you around, tap you on the shoulder years later.

Then there was Beau’s own vulnerability as an irrational, disturbed young man living unmoored, without shelter or support. Defenseless, frustrated, fearful, desperate. 

“Everything piling up against you.”

“And you out there as easy pickings.”

Rounding back to the ultimate question of why we’d assume that his death would make any more sense to us than his life did.

Meanwhile, after we’d disbanded our impromptu brain trust and before the day got properly jump-started, Marcie from the front office called back to say I had a visitor. I went out to find him studying the territorial map of the region from the 1800s mounted on the wall there, a man of average height who from his erect posture seemed taller, wearing pressed slacks, chambray shirt and dark pullover, shoes that showed evidence of persistent polishing. He turned to introduce himself as Ford Wallace before turning back to say, “Good to see an interest in local history.”

We shook, I pointed the way and followed him back to the office. Raymond was heading out for morning patrol, retrieving his handgun from the desk and the mobile backup from its charger. Hollis was at his computer, Felicia fielding a phone call—from State, as I later learned, new information on our mystery man, including yet another possible name. 

Settled in back in the office, I asked Wallace what I could do for him. A crack in the window onto Main, fine and diffuse, resembled a delicate spider web; once noticed, it held the viewer’s attention. It had Wallace’s now. He drew his eyes away to respond.

“I’m looking for someone.”

“Family or friend?”

“Both, you could say.”

“Gone missing?”

“More like lost. There’s reason to believe he may have been here recently.”

Intuition at a low glow, I’d been watching Wallace closely. Quite the coincidence. We send out calls for information on a person of interest and days later a stranger rides into town looking for his own information. 

“Would you mind my asking what your interest is?”

“Not at all.”

I left a stretch of silence, a pothole, to see if it might fill, then went on. “Every sign points to your being a professional, but I’m not picking up on anything that says law enforcement.”

“I can see how your thoughts might go that way. You’re right. I’m lay minister with a small non-denominational church up in Brinkley. Grace Church.” 

“Churches still have lay ministers?”

“Not exactly a thriving metropolis, Brinkley.”

“And the church is so small that, you lose a single congregant, you go looking?”

“Small enough that we get to know our members. People come in around regular services to talk out their problems, dilemmas, self-doubt. Most of it’s everyday. Marital discord, money problems, plain old confusion, wayward family members, temptation. Then sometimes you get the feeling that what gets said is, I don’t know, like puffs of gas coming off what needs to be said? I’m guessing you must see the same in your line of work.” 

Air in the room had got heavier, for both of us.

“His name’s Grayson Mays. Not from Brinkley, but he’d got to be a regular. Told me he’d started coming because Brinkley’s a lot like the town he grew up in.”

“You said you were looking for this man. Can I ask when you last saw him?”

“Must be two, three weeks ago. The more time went on, the more I thought about what I sensed, talking to him. Hard to put into words.”

“He came to you as pastor, then.”

“Yes sir, he did.”

“Felt like he’d lost something he couldn’t get back’s what he said. But you know as well as I do, what people say can be as much deflection as declaration.” 

“How long had he been attending services at your church?”

“Close to a year, I’d have to say.”

“Do you know what kind of work he did?”

“Never came up.”

“There had to be some connection to Anne’s Ferry. On his part, I mean. To bring you here.”

“I remembered how he told me he’d got caught up in history, talked about an old battle nobody knew, from back in the early 1900s. I looked it up afterwards. Took place near here, fighting over access to the river, maybe. Rural myth, some say, others that it was racial conflict, covered up despite a slew of deaths.”

“Have to say, that doesn’t sound much like a church member seeking counsel.”

“We host open Saturday night meetings, coffee and conversation. He talked about it then.”

“And on no more than that, you got in your car and drove all the way here.”

“After Mr. Mays left, we found an envelope in the offerings box and assumed it was from him. The envelope held a great deal of money. I cannot in conscience accept it for the church without first knowing where the money came from.”

“If it’s clean, you mean.”

“Or an agency of evil. Yes.”

I asked the pastor to excuse me for a moment. Sounds had been building, some form of ruckus taking place out front, and I went to see what it was. Raymond had brought in a young man he’d witnessed breaking into a car on the Safeway lot, behind the store where employees parked, and what looked to be half the young man’s extended family had arrived at the station en masse. Now everyone out there was trying to talk, protest, demand, and yell all at the same time, volume climbing at a steady pace. Raymond sat in the midst of it, looked up as I came in, shook his head. 

Felicia was already at work taking down names and contact numbers, promising we’d talk to them all later, soon as we got the situation dialed in. I went back to the office to ask Wallace if by any chance he had a photo of Grayson Mays, and he said no. He had no idea what kind of car Mays drove, nor did he recognize the car from the file when I showed it to him onscreen. I told him about the abandoned Honda and its surcharge of blood and scrolled on down to the list of the car’s contents.

“Any of this mean anything to you?”

“Afraid not . . . No.” He stood. “Thank you for your time, sir. Sorry I can’t be more help.”

Wallace told me he’d be staying around a day or so and would check back in before he left town. He had another hunch or two to follow up on. I took his number, said I’d be in touch if we had further information. Walked him out and stood watching as he pulled away in his F-150, a scatter of dry leaves tumbling behind. 

With Raymond having taken on the lion’s share of routine patrol and Felicia and me sorting through cobwebs and whispers for a glimpse of our multiply-named missing man, Hollis had been left to look into Beau Nelson’s murder, following up on what information we had, much of it rumor. Beau seemed to have been staying where his body was found, in a long-abandoned, derelict one-room Bible Church. This area wasn’t part of Anne’s Ferry, more like archaeological remnants of a town from which all inhabitants had vanished years past, leaving behind makeshift houses and skeletal sheds, the burst husks of trailers, a country store scaled with tin signs for headache powders, soft drinks, flour, coffee, and packaged goods. In one of the trailers Hollis found stacked boxes of rusted tools, small appliances, videocassettes, electronic parts, hardware—leftovers and refuse, it would seem, scavenged or curated from all about. The boxes were themselves salvage and, though unlabeled, for the most part sorted by contents. 

The other thing he came across, a shelf of books, Hollis and I talked about later in the day. A set of encyclopedias, old ones, probably from the ’60s, ’70s. Could be the kind you used to get one at a time by subscription, or as bonuses at a grocery store back in the day with green stamps—remember those, he said? Cheap binding, liable to crack down the spine, endpapers that looked like wallpaper. These were in good shape though, despite warpage, general wear, water damage. And a complete set, except one volume, Q-R, was missing. 

Felicia looked in, apologizing, to let me know that Clayton Robbs called twice to say his garbage hadn’t been picked up for two weeks now. He asked for you, she said. Both times. 

“What, he expects me to come get it? Tell him to call the mayor.”

“I did. He has. Says why bother, the mayor’s never there.”

“Then where is he?”

Hollis responded. “This time of day he’d most likely be over in Sherland.”

“Tell me he’s not playing at mayor over there too. Like those stories about men with two families?”

“Not exactly.”

“And you know this how?”

“Small town. Rumor’s how information works its way up, things we need to know to keep the town on course.”

“Powers behind the throne?”

“Not much of a throne, but it’s what we have,” Hollis said. I asked Felicia to tell the caller I’d get back to him. As she left, Hollis resumed his report on Beau Nelson’s squat.

“The encyclopedias were by themselves on a shelf, safely apart from the rest, the piled-up boxes and all, and you know, from what I saw I think the boy was reading them, making his way through them entry by entry, book by book. Every page, right up to halfway through J, maybe a touch more, had a check mark in pencil at the top of the page.” 

“Sounds like. But why?”

“Hard to say. Could mean nothing. But here’s this guy who’s been shut out from everyone and everything he knows . . . Maybe this is how he goes about staying a part of the world.”

“With a fifty-year-old set of encyclopedias.”

“You use what you have, right?”

Ten minutes after Hollis headed back out, Felicia looked in again. 

“Boss?” The popular vote wasn’t in on how best to address me, a slurry of Bosses, Sirs, Chiefs, and cleared throats having auditioned for the part. “Sorry to bother you, but Mr. Robbs isn’t the only one to keep calling.” 

“Let me guess. Sergeant Wooley.”

“I tried to tell him—” 

“He’s not the type that gets told. My read right from the first.” 

“And dead on. He won’t stop. Checking in to see how the investigation’s going, he says every time, please let him know if he can be of any help. Access to data bases, lab support, documents. Whatever we need.”

“Something specific about the calls that troubles you?”

She shook her head. “It’s kind of an itch. Like those pictures where you’re supposed to find the one thing that doesn’t fit.”

“Personal, you think? Or case-related.”

“I don’t know. But I thought I should bring it up.”

“Glad you did. Think we could use a break right about now?” 

She did, so we walked over to Moe’s, got coffee and pie, and talked for a while about anything but work.

    


    
9.

Have I racked up more time in bars as a musician or as a cop? I’m guessing it’s a toss-up. As a musician, naturally, both in the old days with country singers and more recently with Juice and his like, bars became the office or factory, where you do your thing. Carson and I had put in serious hours and days huddled on bar stools or at tables with our backs to the wall, some of it information gathering—research, you could call it—and the rest, decompressing. As time went on, decompressing claimed far the greater share. 

Barroom times are the first memories that come when I look. Carson and me sitting there side by side, dog-tired and doing our best not to think, moth-eaten stories and hollow chatter swatted back and forth: Remember old Benny that lived by the city dump; What was that lady’s name, the one with the monkey; You ever hear anything more from Carter Bob.

Best of all were some early mornings, after the gig was over, after the drinking was done, when we’d go for breakfast, two or three in the morning at some hash house deep in the city, bodies numb, minds gone to mush, and over whatever we were eating, all of it tasting much the same, there in booths polished by a thousand butts and behind ever-unsteady tables, perched at world’s edge, we’d feel this connection. It wasn’t real, and it didn’t last, but for the moment there it was, manifest, solid, as unquestioned as the fork or biscuit in your hand.

That morning at Moe’s, Felicia broke into half an hour of idle talk with, abruptly, news that she was but a few hours away from her bachelor’s degree and planned on applying to law school. Been a hard road this far and about to get harder, she said. Working the job, swing shifts, taking care of her kid, Joseph. Finding money for it all.

Back at the office, that conversation got me thinking about ambition, all the shapes it can take on, about myself, my job, this town. I’d told Felicia I would do whatever I could to help her out by way of scheduling, time off, and such. But had I even known she had a child? Had the thought so much as occurred to me? Or if she was married? A single mom? Did I know where she lived? Hollis, I’d learned a bit about, surmised more. But the others?

I was like tumbleweed in old movies, blowing into town, rolling idly about the streets and past vibrant lives, unremarked, immaterial.

Hollis by then had come in, taken a seat, and started a story involving a traffic pileup out on the old highway by Harold’s garage last year, when Felicia looked in to tell us we’d just got a call from the Sheldons.

“Uh-oh, here we go,” Hollis said. “Mal’s got loose again.”

He filled me in on the way over to Bee Street. The man’s given name was Malachi but no one ever called him that. Just Mal. Long about fifty now, Hollis figured, but had what the doctors called early onset dementia. Never been right even as a child, everyone said, but for going on twenty, thirty years now the man couldn’t handle much beyond dressing himself, taking care of basic needs. Lived with his mother, then when she died, her younger sister, Evelyn. Ever once in a while, Mal’d get out of the house, climb the fence, and go wandering. Nothing came of it. Eventually they’d find him. He’d be out on the edge of town by the woods just standing there or, once, sitting on swings at the old junior high. 

I asked about signs of violence.

“None. But with dementia . . .”

“You’re always on the watch for it, right. The Sheldons?” 

“Next-door neighbors. They know to keep an eye out. Saw him walk past the house right before they called.” 

The neighborhood, more suggestion than actuality, five nondescript houses huddled together among fields gone dormant, as though someone long ago had hit upon rudimentary notions of a suburb, was where we started. Aunt Evelyn answered the door carrying one kid, five or so and crying, with another, slightly older, in tow. I wasn’t expecting that from someone taking care of a fifty-year-old nephew. Later, Hollis told me she took in foster children, been doing it most of her adult life. 

“That woman has her hands full,” I said.

“She does. There’s folks that call themselves Christian. Then there’s those who never feel the need to.” 

“Sorry, might want to keep your distance,” Aunt Evelyn said, looking a bit under the weather, eyes rimmed in red, voice hoarse. Something askew, off kilter, in her stance. One leg longer? Or a lifetime of carting kids around on one hiked-up hip, as with this child now? “You know how it is, one of them goes sick, everybody gets it.” 

Neighbor lady saw Mal heading over toward the old sorghum field, she told us, had to’ve been around noon? Thought he was still in the backyard, he liked it out there, sit on the picnic bench for hours. She’d been walking little Kelly here, trying to get the poor thing to settle down and sleep a piece. 

Hollis and I told Aunt Evelyn we’d check back with her, stopped off to speak with the neighbor who’d called it in, Mrs. Sheldon, then walked out the way Mal had gone. 

“Used to be a lot of activity out here,” Hollis said. “Cotton, soybeans, corn. Before the town got growing pains.” 

Pretty much a blank slate any direction you looked. Erased came to mind. Open fields, any vestige of Anne’s Ferry out of sight, isolated stands of trees, the glint of what might be water, maybe a pond, maybe only a trick of the light, beyond.

“Nothing but woods further on?”

Hollis nodded. “Right up to the town limits.” 

“And this is a regular thing, Mal taking off?”

“Going on six, seven years. He’ll be fine, then it’s like something gets started back up in him and he’s off. Folks out this way stay on the lookout, he’s never hard to find.” 

Which this time proved not to be the case. We kept on looking, and that night organized a search party for the next morning. Third day, nothing. The search party found him on the fourth, deep in the woods.

“Never saw the like of it,” one of the searchers, Jeep, said. Best squirrel hunter in the county according to Hollis. “All he lacked in there was a sofa and a kitchen sink.”

What he did have, what he’d come across, was impressive. The basic shelter comprised a woven lean-to of branches, vines, and grass with the low bough of an oak as support beam. The stump of another tree served as chair, a palette of compressed leaves and moss beside it. Constructions woven of twigs, grass, and the occasional feather hung in surrounding trees. Like eyes, some said. Or like dreamcatchers assembled by Native Americans. 

How this aerie got there (again Felicia supplied the word) was the question. 

Along with how Mal got there, whether he knew about the aerie and went looking for it, or simply came upon it. 

He had the look, searchers said, of a man at home, a man who found himself at peace.

He was not, however, in the best of shape, dehydrated, starved, reserves depleted from exertion and exposure. Doctors at the hospital told us how the muscles can start consuming themselves, muscle fibers break down and enter the bloodstream as toxin, how this leads to disturbances in brain function. Too early to know the extent of the damage, they said. We’d have to wait and see.

“So in a sense we’re still looking for him,” Hollis said.

“Guess so.”

“What the hell was the man doing out there?”

We were pulling out of the hospital parking lot onto what used to be State Road 49 and was now Clarke Street. An oversize pickup that looked to have been doing pushups and weight training came up behind. All I could see of it in my rearview was tires, bumpers, hood. 

“Probably, we’ll never know.”

“It’s like something kept him going.”

“Till he found the bower.” 

“The aerie. Right.”

“Things get bad enough, the body goes on automatic. Not much thought involved, once that happens.” 

Hollis nodded and was quiet. I could almost feel his mind still in motion there beside me, circling the borders of what had happened, trying to get a good look in. 

“Grab your smile and let’s go.” Felicia, standing in the doorway. “If you remember where you left it.”

Was I really that dour? I’d have to ask her, later. Because now, she informed me, it was time for the dedication, and our presence was requested by the mayor himself. 

That, I did ask about. 

“The old ice house. Sat there for thirty years before someone decided to take notice and do something. A wonder it never got torn down. Now it’s a museum.”

I remembered the place from when I was a kid. Down by the power plant. Not getting much use that late in the game, mostly sold individual blocks for chilling drinks or food in coolers, making homemade ice cream, packing game till it could be dealt with. Dad and I’d go over there two, three times a month. Everything about those visits, the block of ice pushing through the rubber trap door to slide down the ramp and land with a thump, the huge tongs, how the attendant bit into the ice block with them and turned to deposit the ice in our truck bed all in a single motion, no waste at all—all of that’s etched in memory. 

And now it was a museum filled with displays pertaining to the town’s history: photocopies of documents from early in its settlement, plans for the ferry and docks, construction drawings for the ferry itself, photos of the town’s first general store, of the town circa World War II, of the old hospital that got torn down around 1950, of the opening of Central High in 1956. 

The displays, tentative, amateurish, and affecting in equal parts, had been created by current students in that very school. It all began, Principal Chorley said in a brief introductory speech, as a project assigned her tenth grade history class. Look around, get to know where you live, find out how it came to be, because history’s not just in books, there’s history everywhere, all around you, you live in it. Then the notion gained momentum, first among the students directly involved, then with others, eventually spreading to student families and the community. When called upon, owners of the building, the Burroughs family, proved willing to donate it to the cause. And here we are, Principal Chorley said, please enjoy, setting us free to wander. 

Felicia and I moved attentively through the three rooms. At one point, from the display just ahead, sketches of the town circa 1944 by a soldier then returned from overseas, we overheard a conversation between the couple standing there. 

“I mean, what else were the Burroughs going to do with the place?”

“No one else would have it.” 

“If old man Burroughs even knew what he was doing. No one in that family’s got half a lick of sense.”

Felicia smiled as the couple moved out of hearing. “Sometimes a man can’t help himself but to rear up on his heels and kick air.”

And where in the soft-spoken, self-minding woman beside me had that come from? 

Latest in the cascade of questions Anne’s Ferry had provided me.

    


    
10.

Seventh grade, I think it was, when my friend Billy Nabors asked if I wanted to play a new game of his. Being not at all a fan of board and card games, and having suffered through earlier Wild Billy games such as walking narrow pipes that ran from levee to river twelve feet above ground, or climbing along a corkscrewlike blade through its tunnel into the open spaces of a huge steel silo, I was relatively averse but said I’d give it a try. By then I’d become pretty much a loner. Billy, whose single mother worked as a saleswoman at a dimestore to pay for their two-room apartment and everything else, and Butch Poole, softspoken son of a barber widely thought a raging drunkard, were the only ones I saw regularly.

At the time, of course, I took no note of class distinctions. What parents did for a living had scarce meaning or reality to us. Only years later would such considerations become balance points for how I viewed the world around me.

Billy’s new game was entering people’s houses unbeknownst. Back then no one locked doors. I’m not sure we even knew where the keys to our doors were. So he’d started watching houses as he walked through his neighborhood and when he didn’t see anyone in there moving around, saw people gathered in the front yard or on the porch, he’d go round back, open the door quietly, and go in. Not for any purpose good or ill, just for the adventure of it. He never took anything or messed with anything, he only walked around as much of the house as he could, looked at chairs, shelves, rugs, keepsakes, knickknacks, framed photos. It’s like being inside someone else’s life, he said. 

I didn’t understand why he called his trespass a game. Later, at college, my Intro to Psychology professor assigned an article about how important play is to the developing mind and that play is when you were always willing, even expected, to push things, a time you’re allowed to lose, to be absolutely wrong with no penalties to pay, and when I read that, I started to understand both Billy’s statement about being in someone else’s head and it’s being for him a game. 

Billy’s new game didn’t last long. Two excursions beside him and I summarily quit, disturbed, not by the fallout should we be discovered, but by a belief I felt beginning to build within me: that we can never truly know another. 

    


    
11.

City administration had emailed, in its cautious wisdom and from down the hall past a single door, a request to provide a copy of the original invoice for a recurring payment submitted by Carson. The request was to add to the department’s monthly expenses a paycheck for my services as consultant. And now there I was, acting chief, asked to vouchsafe same. I pointed out the absurdity of this, but it appears that bureaucracies, small or large, function in much the same manner: Once the prescript is in place and proper channels established, no man may interfere.

Open steel shelves behind Carson’s desk held stacks of unsorted copies and unlabeled file folders of paperwork, but till now I hadn’t disturbed them where they lay or so much as ventured into the desk itself for a look around. The desktop served as both parking lot and landing strip. From some peculiar sense of the proprietary? Even from a vaguely superstitious sense that if I left things as they were, Carson would return? 

No sign of any such invoice to be found among online files, I quickly learned. Hardly surprising. Hollis said Carson used email only when he had no other choice. And despite the evidence of his home, from the look of those shelves and the office when I inherited it, Carson courted no such tidiness in the workplace. Time to forage. No trace of the invoice on shelves as I shuffled and dealt my way through, or in the desk. In the lowest desk drawer, though, I came across a manila folder, Personal scrawled on the front, two typewritten pages and half a dozen notes scribbled on scraps of paper within. 

Early on, barely out of training, I found myself paired with Horace Riley, not in a training officer or partner situation but by way of critical short-staffing, the oddest of odd couples from the get-go. Riley was a year away from retirement, slow to move, slow to respond or react, like he lived half a frame behind the rest of the world. It wasn’t me, everyone said, or the retirement, the man had been that way all along. What he also was, was rarely at a loss for words. I’d look over and here’s this old man in the car beside me driving with his eyes off the road as much as on, talking away. Good thing we were moving slow. Hair the closest thing to a flattop I’d ever seen live. Uniform pants too long, shiny at the seat and seriously chewed up at the bottom. Even the squad car, whatever unit we got assigned, started to feel like him, like a shell he took over. Within an hour of our buckling in, every one of those cars began to smell the same, vaguely stale and sweet, none of them exhibiting any more eagerness to engage than did he. To leave the parking lot, say, to change lanes without protest, accelerate smoothly, negotiate bumps and potholes. 

There were all these strange ideas coming up, he’d say as we turned alongside the new mall under construction, ideas that questioned a lot of what passed for wisdom at the time, certainties we’d grown up with. You know? And the country was stuck fast in two undeclared wars it wouldn’t back out of, looking to control what it could about those wars by controlling how they got presented in the news and official reports and so on. How he came to be a cop in the middle of all that and still didn’t get it, the marches, the sit-ins, what they called silent vigils, college administrative offices taken over. Even after all these years he still couldn’t figure what it was all about. 

That was the story I heard again and again as the city slid by in bits and pieces outside the windows of the squad. That, and those about the bank robber with the backpack and power washer, the pileup of cars caused by an elderly naked woman riding a bicycle, the day his wife left him, and the time he almost died twice. 

The typewritten pages were yellow at the edge, sun-bleached. One of the scraps of paper had 1st day patrol july written on it in pencil, another head wounds with some medical terms following. The other scraps made less sense: a name or two, dates, what seemed to be random words.

I had absolutely no clue what to make of this. Anachronistic wars, wartime protests, the whole timeline wonky. No record in department files of any Horace Riley. A youthful foray toward fiction, maybe? The pages could be that old. Lost, rediscovered, reclaimed. But why? And by whom? 

Every question we put out there opens a box of new ones. Studying evidence, sorting through what we think we know, interviewing a person of interest—it’s all much the same. Behind what we see, behind what we think, behind what we say and hear, questions rear up. Is what’s there before us true? A misreading? A misrepresentation? And if so, is it so by coincidence or by intention? It could be at some deeper level encoded, truth told at a slant. Possibly even an admission of agency, of guilt, bent so far out of shape as to appear but a diversion.

However they came about, those pages bore a weight greater than the words themselves. Could be just my thumb on the scale, of course, but as Tom Waits said, creative work is ritual, conjuring of a sort, you just need to go through the moves then get out of the way of whatever you’re inviting into the room.

Not that Carson and I, all those hours together in the car, rain coming down so hard it was in puddles before it hit the ground, sunlight so hot that sweat beads formed on the car’s center console, had all that many deep discussions, but those we did have stand out. One was when Callie, his daughter, was killed in a traffic accident with a drunk driver and Carson wanted me to tell him there was a reason things happened. I tried, I really did. I gave up before the words did. 

Another time, a grifter we’d arrested, when his trial came around, pulled down an inanely short sentence. This man had stripped a retired schoolteacher of her meager assets such that she could no longer pay for her medications; she was found in her apartment shortly thereafter dead of heart failure. That one sent Carson driving up to Greeley to put in a word with guards he knew at the prison where the grifter would serve out his sentence. We talked about that, all the right and wrong of it, for a long time after.

Then there was the day after he’d seen a movie in a small upscale theater where the seats leaned back and all but threw you before you settled in. From what Carson said, the movie could throw you as well. Movies weren’t his thing anyway, making plans, going out, being in a crowd, talking it over afterwards. But this was when he’d been alone a while, two years after Callie’s death and at least one since his wife left him, and when a woman living down the hall in his apartment house impulsively asked if he wanted to go see a movie with her, he said yes. 

Titled Forgetting, it was one of those Australia/New Zealand productions where everybody is eccentric as hell and half the time, even when you can make out the dialogue, you’re not sure what exactly is going on, and every frame somehow looks like it was shot in black and white though it wasn’t. 

Funny thing is, Carson said, despite the title, the movie was all about discovery, recalling, reconstructing, remembering. Four characters with no prior connections find themselves on a search for the same person. Each character seems to be finding, in the course of things, a different individual; one comes to question if the person for whom they’re searching ever existed at all. 

So (I asked) you didn’t like it?

I don’t know. I don’t even know if I was supposed to like it. 

What about your companion? 

Well, Freda wouldn’t come right out and say it was a load of old fishtails. But the smell was in the air. And despite all that, the damn thing did get us to talking afterwards.

Just as it did Carson and me the next day as we rolled along in our butt-sprung Buick doing a fair impression of two undergrads in a late-night dorm room bull session. 

Because that was the point, see, Carson said.

What was?

How remembering and forgetting travel as a pair, doing the same work different ways, clearing a path through our lives. As individuals, as a society, as a civilization.

We pick and choose.

At some level, right. Because forgetting’s as important as remembering. 

So it went as we clunked our way about town, uptown, downtown, east side, west side, in the game old Buick, giving voice to grand thoughts from the markdown aisle, urchin philosophers set loose, on our own, in the wading pool. 

I was still thinking about Carson and the movie when Raymond came in from response to a call alerting us that a biker gang was on its way to town. Driving home from Newley, Graham Twofeathers caught sight of three of them a mile past the turnoff to Redtree and figured, you know, what with that, the rest’d be along soon. As owner and barkeep for most of his life at a juke joint just over the state line, Graham had his share of experience with bikers.

“No sign of them,” Raymond said. “I drove out almost to the highway, then back along Farley. Stopped at Dooley’s and the Shell station out that way to ask if anyone’d seen them. So I’m figuring they must’ve got off the high roads and gone local not long after Graham spotted them.”

Probably so.

But Raymond hadn’t finished writing up his report before Jeannie at the library called asking if it would be okay for her to send some folks over.

“They’re here looking for someplace that, as far as we can tell from old town records, isn’t around anymore, or maybe in the past got called something else.”

“Like what, a business?”

“Community, from what they say.”

“Like part of a town?”

“That’s what they’re looking to find out. They asked who else might be able to help. Okay for me to send them your way?”

“Sure. Clerk’s office could have records. Or county.”

They turned out to be, we saw as they pulled up out back, parking in a neat diagonal row, Graham’s bikers. Young, in their twenties, comfort-dressed in jeans, long-sleeve tees and loose shirts, good serviceable boots. From the college up at the capitol.

“Frank Barlow,” the spokesman said when I introduced myself and welcomed them. “The good-looking one’s Ogden”—whose shaved head nodded—“and this is Bryce”—who looked slightly older than the others, cheerful smile, serious eyes. 

I traded introductions for my own team and we all settled into the conference room. They were members of an honors history group up at State, Barlow told us, here on research for a special project.

About?

“Any of you hear anything about a town called Ella? Could be like a farming community. Or just a crossroads. And some while back.”

I shook my head, looking around, as did the young men, to Raymond, Hollis, and Felicia.

“A while back,” I said, “everything hereabout was a crossroads.”

“Dates from, or around, the turn of the century, we think,” Bryce added.

“Any documents from that far back that still existed would be up at the capitol,” Hollis said. “Right?”

Felicia nodded. “Should be.”

“We’ve been through everything there.” Ogden.

“Came up empty, or damn close.” Frank Barlow.

I asked after the nature of their interest and why it brought them to Anne’s Ferry.

“On this bright beautiful day, perfect for a good long bike ride, you mean?” Barlow said, smiling. Like all good backup (sports, music, policing) Ogden and Bryce came in close behind, smiling as well.

“We have a letter, remnants of one, anyway—” 

“It refers to Anne’s Ferry by name.”

“And it’s pretty much all we have that’s solid,” Barlow said. “That, and a name from the letter.” 

“Sam Willford,” Bryce said.

Felicia straightened in her chair. “There’s no way,” she said. “But . . .”

Everyone turned to look at her.

“There’s Old Sam, lives way outside town, what used to be the chicken ranch, house with all those brokedown pens behind? When I was a kid, he did odd jobs all around, whatever he could pick up, even built furniture for people, a real craftsman they said, but mostly what he did was hard labor. He was old even then—but not that old.”

“And he’s still out there?”

She nodded. “Was as of about two years ago when I passed out that way. Noticed some work had been done on the place and stopped off to check it out. That’s when I realized who he was.”

“We should go see him.”

“We can try. My guess is he hasn’t had visitors for longer than you boys have been alive. How’s he likely to react to a busload pulling up’s a good question.” 

Figuring the bikes would definitely be too much, we drove out in separate vehicles, Hollis and Felicia in his truck, the three historians with me. Lay minister Ford Wallace told me about Grayson Mays’s obsession with battles fought near Anne’s Ferry. I’d looked it up online afterwards. Not much to find, a dozen or so reiterations of the same sketchy information. What there was, was controversial. Casualties claimed, casualties denied, the whole what, who, and why of it called into question. 

On the drive out, our three visitors sat silently looking out windows, each in his own world, I assumed, or rehearsing imagined scripts for what might come, till finally I asked what they hoped to learn. If, that is, Old Sam actually turned out to have information and was willing to share it. What questions would they ask? 

Barlow spoke first. “Questions provide the containers for answers.”

“What he means is,” this from Bryce, “you try not to suggest boundaries, to keep the exchange as open as possible.” 

Then Ogden: “Stay with general questions inasmuch as you can, Dr. Payson advises.”

I thought that over. “Don’t get your thumb on the lens.”

“Exactly.” Ogden, nodding from the back seat.

Old Sam’s homestead comprised three raggedly decaying wooden structures, each seventy-five feet by twenty-five, with screened vents beneath a flat roof all around, top-hinged doors along the bottom to let in fresh air on temperate days—where chickens once got raised—and, set well in front, a residence of similar shape with a pitched roof. The residence gave evidence of serial patch-ups, especially to the front third, whose overlapping layers reminded me oddly enough of the saddle oxfords popular when I was a child. What the patch-ups lacked in skill and craftsmanship they made up for in sheer doggedness. 

Old Sam, coming from behind the residence as we pulled in, looked up and watched, seemingly at ease, as we climbed out. Felicia took point. He laid the hammer he was carrying on a window ledge to shake hands with her and, I took note, looked into each face as she introduced us. I had then the feeling, soon confirmed by closer observation, that he was largely deaf, cobbling together what he could actually hear and what he could surmise from fragmentary lip reading, filling in every fifth or sixth word by conjecture.

We wound up in the kitchen, locals standing by the counter, visitors sitting with Old Sam at a table that was the house’s cousin at one remove. We all had glasses of water Sam insisted upon providing. The visitors were telling Sam more of why they were here—hinting at it, really, leaning in, then away—and I had to admire how they tiptoed at the very edge. Old Sam meanwhile had his own considered steps. Well yes, sure, he’d heard an old story or three, everyone had, but only stories, mind you, and stories were everywhere, same as spiders and groundworms. Over by Sterling it may have been. Or up toward Robinville, some said. Sorry they’d come all the way out here and he couldn’t be of much more help than that. 

“We came here to talk about Ella,” Barlow said.

“And Sam Willford.” 

“If you can help at all . . .”

Old Sam sat for a moment. “Ella’s long gone,” he said.

Barlow nodded, waited, let the moment rest.

“Grandfather lived up there, I know that. But he never talked about it none. He was old then, older than I am now, when I was a kid and he lived with us. Seemed so, anyway. No one knew how old, back then they didn’t keep records.”

“Or care.”

Sam nodded. “But stories get around. You don’t never know what’s the truth of them.”

“Ella was a town, then?” 

“Like I said, Grandpa wouldn’t talk about it. If the subject came up, he’d just shake his head and say that wasn’t nothing but a group of people who wanted to be left alone, that’s all in the world it was.”

“Some believe the town was destroyed, that everyone died there.”

“People believe all kinds of things, don’t they? Not everyone could of died. Grandfather didn’t. About the rest of what people say, I wouldn’t know. He didn’t never talk about it, and I was of the notion my folks didn’t want to hear a word of it neither.”

That looking to be the end of it, we thanked Old Sam. He walked us out and said take care. In the rearview as we pulled away, I saw him heading back to retrieve the hammer from the window ledge where he’d left it.

Reconstruction, some small voice within me said, never ends.
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Our take on Hall/Coogan/Mays, through the undergrowth of multiple addresses and names and possible scams, wasn’t getting any clearer. Essentially he was a grifter. They’re everywhere. Work full-time at selling what they don’t have, seeming to be who they aren’t. Russians have a proverb about it, coined for politicians: They can dodge between raindrops. 

But what brought him to Anne’s Ferry? Where was he now? And what could he have thought to gain by claiming kinship with Ginnie Foult? She had no money, no position, no property to speak of. 

And where did Wallace’s representation of him as church congregant and anonymous donor fit in? 

Footprints headed off every which way, and to me the whole thing was starting to look more like some weird personality disorder than it did criminal enterprise. I was out of my depth with that. Hell, I was out of my depth with everything: small-town life’s lack of privacy and its closeted secrecies, the skein of courtesy that came with even the most fraught of socializations, my personal challenge to find balance as player and referee at one and the same time. 

Here, taken from department logs Felicia sent me when asked, is what a typical month looked like back then: 

-18 minor traffic violations

-Support, pre-game parade for high school football 

-Parking monitor at election site, courthouse

-All-hands fire alarm local library

-6 suspected DUIs

-3 calls to hospital, 2 suspect abuse, 1 GSW

-4 reported break-ins commercial

-8 shoplifting calls

-4 domestic disturbances

-1 MVA, first responder, outside city limits, 1 DOA, 2 injured

-24 miscellaneous

Miscellaneous being the basket where we chucked all the calls we couldn’t tag. The homeless guy’s back again going through my garbage, I think my daughter’s on drugs, there’s a mound in my backyard that wasn’t there yesterday. That sort of thing. 

On a more personal front, in that same period:

Uncle Wayne swung by the rental one evening to see how I was settling in and ask if there was anything else I needed from him,

Passing by the church on an afternoon walk, I heard the organ inside and knew Miss Fran must be at it again, 

One morning as I entered Mama’s, from his table of loyals the mayor waved as though we’d become old friends,

Out of the blue, Doc called to ask if I might pay him a visit, perhaps stay for a drink, and we sat on folding chairs by a stainless steel equipment table passing maybe thirty words between us the whole time.

Back at my desk late afternoon, still thinking about the college kids and Old Sam, I watched absently as two vehicles pulled into the City Hall parking lot on the east side of the building, a recent upscale Honda and an extended-cab pickup, each dispensing a family, parents and daughter from the pickup, parents and two sons close to the same age from the Honda, not a single one of them looking happy to be here. If we were the destination, I thought at the time, odds would lean toward misbehaving kids and a wits-end appeal for help from parents. We found high-end clothing in Janey’s chest of drawers, shop stickers still on it. Bob Junior’s been sneaking out nights, God knows where, we’ve grounded him, we’ve tried everything. Standard-issue adolescent behavior. Or, conceivably, markers of more serious disturbances. 

Felicia brought them all right back, went off to scrounge up spare chairs as introductions got made. The McClendons were maybe ten years ahead of the Cables, with not a lot to distinguish them one from the other. Clean, well-fitting casual clothing, for the most part soft-spoken, resolutely polite. They were neighbors out in Westwood, the closest thing Anne’s Ferry had to a subdivision, and their kids played together. Mr. Cable was foreman for a construction company, his wife a substitute teacher mostly in middle school. Mr. McClendon was a veterinarian, his wife a stay-at-home mom who also ran a small internet business selling knitting yarn and the like in bulk. The kids ranged ten to twelve.

“It was a warm night, not too many bugs,” Mr. McClendon said, “and we had the front door open. We could hear the boys out on the porch, in the swing, talking, and what we heard, what we thought we heard, concerned us. We brought them in and asked flat out what they’d been talking about.”

Mrs. McClendon took it from there. “We walked over to Porter and Sue’s then, had them bring Sharon downstairs. They didn’t know anything, but Sharon repeated pretty much what the boys said.”

“We decided that we had to come to you,” Mr. McClendon said. Turning to the kids: “Mark, tell them what you told us.”

“It’s about Mr. Beau.”

“Okay.”

“The three of us play out behind the houses.”

“Woods back there, right?”

“Yes sir. And we got to know Mr. Beau because he’d be back in there some too, walking around, looking at things. He never talked to us much but sometimes we’d follow him, go along, and he seemed okay with that.”

“They know they’re not supposed to be out there,” Mr. McClendon said. “Behind the house, sure, but not beyond.”

“One time,” Mark went on, “we ended up at this clearing back there. He’d built . . . kind of a teepee, I guess. Branches, twigs, stuff like that, all of it under an old tree. Even had a bed in there. He’d get himself up in there and stay for hours.”

“You think Beau put this together?”

The boy nodded. 

“There’s more,” Mr. McClendon said.

Mr. Cable joined in. “This is why we’re here. We couldn’t decide whether we should believe it or not.”

“Could it possibly be true, we mean. Or was it just a story they came up with?” Mrs. Cable. “Not that we don’t believe they believe it, but . . .”

“Children.”

“Right,” Mr. McClendon said. “Their imaginations can run away with them.” 

“Go on, Mark.”

“So ever once in a while we’d go back out there. But then we had to stop.”

I asked why.

“This other man showed up. Talking at Beau like he was mad, you know? Beau wouldn’t be paying him any mind, but he’d go on and on.”

“Could you tell what he was saying?”

“No, and the minute he saw us watching, he started yelling. We got out from there quick as we could.”

“We did go back one more time,” brother Carl said. “But the man was there again so we stayed back out of sight.”

Could he have hurt Beau, I asked.

“We wondered. He looked mean enough to. That’s what we were talking about when Mom and Dad heard us.”

As for his appearance, Mark and Carl described the man as dark-skinned, scraggly beard, canvas hunter’s cap, dark green shirt, brown pants, boots. Age? The boys shrugged. Sharon Cable spoke up: “Older than Mom and Dad. Late thirties, early forties? He looked older than he walked.”

“Like . . . ?”

“Bent over. Or like it hurt.”

No, they hadn’t seen Beau or the other man since. Then, a week or so after, they heard about Beau being dead. 

Once the families left, I asked Hollis and Felicia to come back and told them what the kids had to say. Things got quiet for a bit, then Hollis said, “Back to nature, sounds like.”

“Right. You up for it?”

“Happy to tag along, but we’ve got an expert sitting right here with us. Felicia knows these hills better than anybody.”

“Daddy was a hunter,” she said. “I spent half my early life out there. Got the hang of walking one day, by the next he had me out there climbing hollows—how it seems, anyway. Not much bigger than the squirrels and rabbits I was tracking.”

“You’ve heard nothing about someone like the kids said?”

“Living out there? No. Wouldn’t surprise me, though. Lot of land to lose yourself in, temporary or permanent.”

Which is how I found myself, on what theretofore had promised to be a quiet, reflective afternoon, deep in shadowed woods tenderfooting (by Felicia’s reckoning) northeast, wondering repeatedly what I might have stepped on or in, breaching clouds of mosquitoes out in mass to greet the merry travelers.

“I’d forgotten the bugs.”

“A proud lot, aren’t they? And we have ’em all. Award-winning mosquitoes, wasps, hornets, chiggers, ants with nests the size of a football field, termites, roaches you’d cross the street to avoid. Not to mention three out of four venomous snake species. No corals. The rest, we’ve got ’em.” She pointed to direct me right toward a break in trees. “Not the outdoors type, I’m guessing.”

“More accustomed to venomous people, when it comes right down to it.”

“Possible we could be looking for one of those now.”

“Or for someone trying to avoid them.”

She came to a stop for a moment, looking around. “You’re right, I hadn’t thought of it from that direction. Maybe we’ll find out. Anyhow, this—” as she took an abrupt turn into denser forest, irregular ground “—is for tourists. You and I are diving all the way in.” 

Within the hour we came upon the first evidence of human habitation, four camp trailers set in a rough square around the remains of a stone-bordered fire pit. The trailers were remains themselves, cheaply constructed for light, occasional use and long ago bashed in, spines broken, sides all but gone, vegetation taking over. 

“Supposed to have been some commune sort of thing,” Felicia said. “Leave the world behind. Live off the land. All that. Whole thing lasted about ten minutes, they say.”

“Every empire has its ruins.”

She laughed, low but aloud. “Always a marvel what people can get themselves to believing.”

Soon, trees grew so tall and dense as to obscure sky. We walked in half-light, as though entering a cave.

“Going late,” Felicia said not long after. “We’d best start back.”

“With nothing to show for it.”

“Well, there’s always blisters, sore feet, skin rashes from god knows what. Plus—” She paused. “Shut your eyes, smell.”

Second try, I actually got a suggestion of it. “Burn.”

She nodded. “That’s old fire, not too old, not too far off. Ash, from the smell. Burns faster than oak but it’s lighter, easier to handle. Low moisture content, gives a good heat.”

“Someone who knew what he was doing.”

“Exactly.”

“Then we should press on.”

“Too far. Best pick it back up tomorrow. We can start early, come in from over where the old highway gives out, closer by.” 

Sure enough, by the time we got back, the town was shut down, low-wattage lights left on in the front office of City Hall, in the utility company, Gus Tate’s drugstore, Nichol’s Dime and Dollar. Mama’s was still lit, but floors inside were getting mopped and the door sign had been flipped to closed. That happened anywhere between eight and ten, depending on when customers thinned out and Mama’s patience got used up. 

Three days passed before Felicia and I got back out there.

Next morning, a little before seven, the phone drove a wedge into my dream of attending some sort of law officer’s convention where I got swept up by a group of fellow conventioners and carried off into repetitive cycles of meals, barroom visits, and entertainments from which I found myself unable, for mysterious reasons, to break free. The call was from night dispatch to tell me Principal Sorley at Central High needed me to meet him at the school right away, something about a threat.

The principal was at the front entrance watching for me, came out to the curb to introduce himself and thank me for coming so quickly. Dispatch told me there was a threat, I said. 

“Possible threat. I came in early to finish up some paperwork and, when I checked it like I always do, I found a recording on the phone machine. Someone called about an hour before, spoke a few words, stopped talking, stayed on the line a while, then hung up.”

“What was it that caused you to think it might be a threat?”

“First off, the whole thing’s out of the ordinary. Who calls the school at six in the morning? Plus, I heard what I thought sounded like, could have been, bomb. Then he said, this time clearly, Check the basement.”

“A man, then.”

“Yes. Obviously, we don’t have protocol for this. I thought it best you be here.”

“I appreciate that. Probably nothing to it.”

“Probably.”

“But.”

“Exactly. Dar Bedford, our janitor, comes in early every morning, checks to be sure everything’s in place for the school day, then he’ll sit in his room enjoying a thermos of coffee. He’s down in the basement now for a look-around.”

“Sorry he had to miss his coffee.”

“I expect he’ll find time. And it’ll keep. It’s a good thermos, had it since he was a kid.”

A man well into middle age with the build of a onetime athlete, wearing jeans and a tan workshirt, stepped from the entrance, a puppy cradled in his arms. Principal Sorley introduced us. Later I’d learn Dar had been a champion quarterback at the school in his day, then for a while its coach. 

“You want to hold the bomb?” Dar asked. Hard to know at this point what breed it might be. Long muzzle, light brown fuzz for hair, shortish legs, big feet.

“There’s two more inside,” Dar said. “Cardboard box taped shut, holes punched in. They’re hungry something fierce.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Principal Sorley said. “As we thought, nothing to it. The pups must have been left there by someone who knows Dar keeps foster dogs. Assumed he’d find them and see to it they’d get taken care of.”

“Then had second thoughts about their safety and called in the tip.”

By this time teachers were arriving. All had to stop at the door to ask what was going on, then to admire and pet the puppy.

“I’ll go fetch the others,” Dar said. 

That same day, Ira Handel burned half his house down. Ira never would say what put him up to it in the first place, but by the time he splashed gasoline around the kitchen and watched it spring to life, he’d changed his mind and rushed out to get the fire extinguisher hanging in the garage. The thing barely spewed when triggered. Next he ran around to the backyard, grabbed the watering hose there, and jammed the nozzle through the window over the kitchen sink, glass shattering every which way. He’d got back inside and was standing there, hosing away, when Captain Hernandez and the firemen arrived. Flora Nieman next door was one of those who kept a close eye on the neighborhood. She called it in. 

“Old house, old wiring—who knows?” was all Ira would say back at the office when asked what started the fire.

“And the gasoline?”

“What gasoline?”

“The firemen smelled it, Ira,” Hollis said. “Hell, I could still smell it after the fire got put out. This have anything to do with Dot?”

“Dot’s away.”

“That’s my point. Moved in with her sister upstate’s what I hear. After what—going on thirty years?”

“She’ll come around.”

“Sure she will. And come back to live in half a house reeking of smoke, gasoline, and anger. You two ever sit down and talk things over?”

“We said everything that needed saying a long time ago.”

“There you are,” Felicia said. “We should make a note of that, for his headstone.” 

Dot never did come around. Ira boarded up the burned-out portions of the house and lived rough in the rest, precipitating duel after duel with neighbors till, years later, his decomposed body was found in the bathtub, covered by a tarpaulin pulled up to his neck as though it were a warm blanket. Taking note that his mailbox hadn’t been emptied for weeks, his letter carrier called the police. 

That final news about Ira Handel came to me in a letter from Felicia, who by then had taken over the department. Remember how we smelled the fire that led us to learning about Beau’s last days, she asked, then the very next day we had Ira’s fire? She’d been thinking about Ira’s comment, she wrote; for some reason she couldn’t get it out of her head after all these years. We said everything that needed saying a long time ago. 

In her letter, an actual letter, stamp and all, Felicia went on about daily life in Anne’s Ferry, which sounded very much like daily life anywhere. Curious, though, that people still wrote letters. Hers had stumbled more than once on its journey before finding me three states away in The Fern, an apartment house of an age similar to my body’s and altogether as roadworn, though bearing up under less structural compromise, built to last. 

I’ve been thinking a lot about what rears up out of the past and what can stay laid away there, Felicia wrote. 

Miss Gibson is with me at The Fern, on a folding stand across the room by the bookshelf. Moonlight eddies off her—scratches, gouges, furrows filled with grime and best not to know, patches of finish all but worn away—as I write this. She’s not been played in a year or more, hands that once helped give her voice subdued by pain and arthritis.

She too, I suppose, has had her say. 
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We weren’t so firmly established in living by diagnosis back then, but I’ve little doubt that were we, I’d have been promptly flagged as on the spectrum or, minimally more acceptable, asocial. After all, you have a twelve-year-old who shows no interest in playground time or sports, mostly sits by himself reading, carries books with titles like Night of the Jabberwock or Podkayne of Mars snuggled up against his geography, health, and math textbooks, what else are you gonna do? 

I had friends, but they were not the ones who sat beside me in class. Older or younger by a year, often, a step or two off the beaten path themselves. And what went on with them did so out in the wider world, away from school. 

One of those friends was a loose-limbed, lanky boy named Gerry. We’d actually not met at school, where he was a year behind me, but at the county library downtown where, one afternoon after classes let out, we were both checking out science fiction novels. We walked up the street to the old drugstore for Cokes at the lunch counter and by week’s end were solid. We’d head for town after school, walk over to the river to watch loaded inland barges pass ponderously by, even took in a few monster features at the Malco of a Saturday afternoon. He was smart and funny, routinely used words I’d only come across in books, told me about things like imagist poetry and old Spanish novels. 

The year after we met, his mother killed herself. I couldn’t understand a lot of what I heard from Gerry and others at the time but, in mute sympathy for my friend, I wrote it all down. A grade 4 brain tumor had metastasized from her lungs. She was in excruciating pain as organs, one then another, began failing. She was also suffering cognitive decline, looking on helplessly as vast portions of her life, her memories, herself, receded. Mostly, she covered. And she never told anyone, not Gerry, not even her husband.

At some point Gerry’s mother must have decided that, if enough was not yet enough, soon it would be. She began to stockpile pain medications offered her, requesting others and stronger dosages, none of which she took. On the very day she decided the time had come, Dr. Syng called my friend’s father at the office to say that, while this was quite against common practice, even unethical, for months he had found himself deeply troubled by the situation, finally that morning coming to his decision to transgress patient privilege. Dr. Syng told Gerry’s father about the cancer, how advanced it was, and how dire the prognosis. Gerry’s father rushed home but arrived too late. When Gerry got there, called home early from school, his father was sitting in the living room, still dressed in his suit, laundered white shirt and tie, as the coroner’s people attended to their duties upstairs. Gerry and he went together the following day to see her body. The ME’s workroom, Gerry told me, was at the hospital, directly across a plaza from the first-floor patient rooms. He stood watching as people over there, patients, staff, visitors, went about their lives. 

Even as he told me, he laughed at the symbolism of it, death here by him, those other lives over there. Then he said he’d come to realize he’d be a watcher for the rest of his life.

Six months later, Gerry moved away and, though we made mutual vows to stay in touch, I was never to hear from him again.
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We found Block three days after the fire at Ira’s.

Stepping down from what was left of the old highway, Felicia and I hit the tree line as day swelled full on and within minutes found ourselves ensconced in heavy growth. As we passed a stream of clear water on its way slowly downhill, she pointed.

“Frog heaven.” 

“No one here but us, trees, and frogs, then.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’ll be long now.” She glanced back. “Do help keep watch for bobcats, though.”

I remembered my father saying how he’d hear them pacing him, out of sight in the trees, because of the smell of squirrels in his game coat, how the hairs on his neck would stand up.

“Won’t show themselves ’less they’re starved, hurt, or sick. Most all you can do is get on about your business.”

“And hope theirs doesn’t include you.”

We moved on, the smell of dampness, dark earth, decay, and new growth ever more encompassing. Felicia pointed out spots where tall weeds and saplings had been bent or pushed through, undergrowth trod upon, almost certainly from human passage. 

“So your father was an outdoorsman,” I said. 

The ground had gone wickedly uneven. Increasingly my attention was on what was beneath my feet, on keeping balance. Felicia peered straight ahead. 

“Small game. Squirrels, rabbits, doves. As much to be out there, in the woods, as for any other reason—maybe more. That was about the only thing he was good at.”

She slowed before a fallen beech to steer us around. Never step over anything when you can’t see the other side.

“Meaning no disrespect in that,” she added. “He said the same himself, time and again. Never been much of a father or a husband, he’d say, barely got by at the old power plant, as a work-for-hire carpenter, hospital orderly. But he kept trying. A lot of conversations with him ended like that. I think somewhere tucked away inside he understood exactly how much he could hope for from himself.”

Once again, as with her use of aerie for the bower where Mal was found and her remark at the student art show that some men can’t help themselves but to rear up on their heels and kick air, Felicia’s observation struck true.

“Back there, you said it wouldn’t be long . . .”

Felicia nodded.

“Not long for what?”

“That,” she said as a man materialized before us, one moment not there, the next very much so. “He’s been tracking us for better than a mile.” 

Five foot two tops, hair and beard given free rein. No excess of flesh on the bones. Heavy twill work clothes, stained, but clean and mended.

“Is there something I can help you folks with?” he said. Oddly cadenced. Role playing, or simply from being unaccustomed to speaking aloud? “Are you here for the tour?” Pitched like a tour guide this time. Inflection, delivery, rhythm—none of it was quite right, no two pieces fit together. 

He led us to what must have been a favored spot, by another stream of water so clear it looked as though a second, miniaturized forest lay adrift between banks like the one above them, and there we got his story, more or less.

Went die-rectly from army barracks and sweaty sandhog to the streets, then to Cellblock 16, he said. Hadn’t had his ass back in the world for but two months when police told him he fit somebody’s description of. Not that he’d had one damn thing to do with what they were saying, but there was plenty he had been part of. As for the name, what with the way he looks it didn’t take long for Cellblock 16 to get shaved down to just Block.

Asked where he lived now, he waved his hand along the treeline. 

Ever since.

“Those were his fires. For a long time now,” Felicia said. “You can smell it on him.”

You want to know about Beau? Sure. The two of them, him and the boy, came and went as they pleased, ever day brand spanking new, but it stands to reason they’d cross paths now and then, living like they did. Beau’s home in the clearing? Gimme Shelter, he used to call it. And Beau thought that was funny, like the place itself, he thought that was funny too. Like in building it he was telling a joke. People decided Beau wasn’t right, that he was some kind of retard, backwards and clueless. Bullshit. Beau was just living a different life, a different kind of life. Wanted to be left alone. But the Devil snuggles up and makes himself at home in what other people think, you know? And that’s what he had tried his best to tell Beau, again and again. To give him fair warning. That he had to be careful. Those kids being here ’round him, for instance. People just flat never would understand him, and the simplest thing, building that place he did, those kids, anything, anything at all, could bring trouble crashing down on him. Devil’d be there waiting. Watching. 

We thanked Block and found our way back to the truck. Noon by then, or later, it must have been. Felicia sat staring out the window as we pulled onto the old highway, her mind elsewhere, past and present leaking into each other, I supposed. After a time, she spoke. “Got some chunk to it, Uncle Lem used to say. He’d say that about anything: an axe handle, Sunday’s sermon, a good meal, a person. Substance, was what he meant. Weight. Stuff.”

Definitely. We now had confirmation that Beau built the aerie. We knew what was going on when the kids saw Beau and Block arguing. And if we still didn’t know how Beau’s building of the aerie might be related to his death, Block’s testimony gave us good cause to believe so.

“It was a refuge, we know that,” Felicia said.

“Hardly a practical one, though. Personal. Or symbolic.”

“Some kind of commentary, you mean. On what?”

“May never figure that part out. Some doors you can push your way through, some you can’t. The place had meaning for Beau. Look at it just right, the aerie could be a comic version of Eden.” 

Felicia went quiet again. 

“You’re thinking . . . ?” I said.

“That there’s not some huge difference between, say, judging junior high basketball and policing a whole town. Being referee’s harder than it looks.”

“Only a fool.”

She laughed. “Right—and here we are.”

Farther along as we drove into town: “We’ve got this world where everything depends on perspective. Look one way, it’s in the distance; another, and it’s up close. Like this optical illusion thing I saw on the internet, a dinner plate that’s upside down, then you blink and it’s face up, won’t go back the way it was. How do you know?”

“You don’t. You work with what you have.”

“And what do we have here?” She pointed roadside. “Pretty sure it wasn’t like that yesterday when I drove out this way on patrol.” 

Below Anne’s Ferry in squared-off block letters, City Limits in smaller, and a broad smear of bird droppings, were three evenly spaced bullet holes.

“Kids?” Felicia said.

“Or hunters.”

“Or drunks.”

As forever in life, bottom to top: speculation, suspicion, conjecture. Stories we tell ourselves to give ease from what we don’t know, to fill in open spaces. How do you know? 

Hollis and I passed that afternoon perusing the latest offerings of local graffiti artists’ work out behind shops along Main. Outdoors we were, classic pastorals these were not. Nor did anything here borrow, even subtly, from Rivera’s modernist murals or the cloistered darkness of Flemish portraits. What they had, in spades, was brightness, color, and humor. 

For two entire blocks behind downtown shops and across a narrow alley, irresistible to populist artists, ran an old stone wall. The graffiti was an incredible mishmosh: stick figures, minimalist film monsters, Gothic lettering, people who resembled balloons or animals, lumps of trees and shadowy paths looking to have been lifted directly from dreams, cartoonish panels, realistic portraits. One depicted a political scene in a style like that of the old EC horror comics, blood and guts and parts of people everywhere. Another (by the same artist?) had Karl Marx dining on a tray of tiny fattened entrepreneurs. Yet, however radically different they might be, each example showed respect for others, careful borders of bare wall left between. 

This had been going on for years, Hollis told me. Back when it first started, shop owners would come out mornings and scrub the wall clean. Next day there’d be more up there. Then the town took over, a regular crew swinging by every week or so. But the artists were stubborn, displays got bigger, tougher. Finally the crew gave up, and now the mayor, with nowhere else to turn and with shop owners doggedly lodging complaints, had passed the buck. Wanted us to tell him how to deal with the situation. 

Hollis and I made the tour five or six times, taking it all in. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what Mayor Shipman thought we could do about this. Hollis said maybe in his head the mayor had some notion of us going on stakeout like in all the TV shows—eat bad food, pee in bottles, swap badinage back and forth—then, when the young folk came with their markers and spray cans, we’d shoot them. 

So we strolled, shook our heads, nodded, smiled, circled back again and again. “Starting to look familiar, right?” Hollis said as we stood by one. Body the shape and size of a large bird, head vaguely human but featureless, face turned to us at a dead wrong angle as though scooped up from a separate painting, another plane, and dropped here. 

An entry from which we’d stepped away moments before, a Chagallesque young woman afloat on what might be a cloud, a boulder, or a bench, resembled it. 

“Same ideas,” Hollis said, “same placement in frame. Not the same image but—”

“Paired.” 

“Right, paired. They’re talking to each another. It’s a conversation.”

What do we take away from that? Hollis asked in the truck. Who are these artists? Why does it come down to the two of them, in the crowd of all that artwork, speaking directly to each other? And why do so in what amounts to a whisper no one will hear? 

“We heard.”	

Having decided to fold regular patrol into our drive back to the office, we stopped out on the highway to help a motorist. Once comprising mile after mile of dance clubs, gambling halls, and honky tonks, it’s mostly train tracks, long-abandoned tire stores, and empty service centers out there now, though still in some quarters touted as an historical route. Rob Lamoto was a temporary refugee from Canada, on a month-long ramble around his neighbor to the south and sufficiently disabled by a prosthetic leg to make changing a flat tire more a challenge than it need be. We had him back on the road in minutes.

As we watched Mr. Lamoto pull away, I told Hollis how years ago I trailed along with members of the Portuguese band I was playing with to a house party in south LA, a neighborhood that reminded me of wartime photos of houses for factory workers, all of them cheaply and rapidly built, every one the same, row after row, block after block. This one spilled over with families and kids. It was there I first heard the fado and learned the word saudade—the yearning for something so indefinite as to be undefinable. From the first strum of guitars, before the singer had so much as opened her mouth, those songs had a lifelong hold on me.

Fado began with women mourning the loss of their men gone to work at sea, women aching, waiting for their men, fearful for them. Over time it became the music of the urban poor, people’s music, deeply felt tales of and for those who endure, who remain standing regardless of whatever’s brought down upon them. Much the same as other demotic musics I’d played, blues, flamenco, Greek rembetico, but with something unique in the way it came to life in the space between the singer’s inability to express what was felt and the urgency with which it had to be. 

“That’s what the wall’s about back there,” I told Hollis. “The two of them talking to each another.”

“Like in the fado, you mean.”

“Saudade.”

“Yearning.”
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“Elsewise we—”

“Is that even a word?”

“Elsewise, otherwise. I don’t know. Maybe something I heard my grandfather say? He was French. Sat sideways at the table, ate peas off his table knife. Like in the old country, everyone said. Poured molasses on biscuits.”

“Molasses and biscuits?”

“Okay, maybe that part wasn’t French.” Felicia rolled down the window on the driver’s side. “You mind?”

“Not at all.”

“Guess it’s being out here that got me started on that.”

“This where you grew up?”

“Close. Climb a tall enough tree out here, you could see it. Same land, same smell, same age-old problems.”

We were headed out to the Bluetts, one of the handful of working family farms still in business out that way. In past weeks they’d seen lights on the road, not much traffic out here, they said, and a couple times, they thought, lights off in the trees as well. And there’d been some nights the livestock, goats and cattle, got spooked for no reason they could find. Chickens too, but it didn’t take much or really anything to spook a chicken. Mrs. Bluett called a few days back, Felicia said, asked if we could come out and have a look around. Just to set Evan’s mind at ease, Mrs. Bluett said.

“Hardly typical police business,” I said. “And the farm’s not even close to town.”

“Who else can they call?” 

Point taken, which is why, first clear chance we had, we were on our way. 

Not exactly the scenic route. Roads hadn’t seen attention for three or four presidential terms. Stands of trees and plots of land overgrown with weeds passed monotonously outside the window. Scummy water in ditches alongside. Creeping vines and kudzu. Fences half rotted, falling apart. 

“Been meaning to ask you,” I said, “how’s school going?”

“Got my bachelor’s. Application’s in for law school. Should hear in a month or two, I guess.”

“And your son? Everything okay there?”

“Joseph’s fine.” 

“He’s what, going on five?”

“Almost seven. Claims he taught himself to read.”

“Did he?”

“He may have. Scares me sometimes.” She slowed for a particularly ambitious pothole. “You never had children, right?”

“Right. I’ve had cause to wonder if there’s a part of us that feels a need for children and when I got built, that part was left out. I look at others and their lives, I see what family and kids mean to them, but I never felt that.”

We were both quiet then, me as surprised by what I’d said as she was discomfited by it.

“The mayor’s been bad mouthing you, you know,” Felicia said after a while.

“Can’t see why. I’ve had as little to do with him as possible.”

“Could be that, right there.”

“How about Maybell Moore? I’m still okay with her?” 

“You know about that.”

“Hollis gave me a few pointers.”

“Ever since I can remember, the story’s been going around that ’Bell has all the town’s money stashed away in secret accounts and if he gives her any trouble she’ll flat out refuse to use them.”

“And people don’t think that’s strange?”

“It’s one of those things everybody knows and nobody talks about.”

“Seem to be a lot of those.” Same as ever.

By then, we were pulling in at the farm, met by Mrs. Bluett, who rose from her chair on the front porch and came down the four steps. I’d absently had in mind, I have to admit, some blend of Aunt Bea and a character from The Waltons. The woman coming toward us was around thirty, close to six foot, lean, wearing a chambray shirt and jeans with the bottoms folded back. No makeup, fair skin, tanned. Call her Blu, she said, everybody did, just like her father before her.

She took us inside to meet the father, sitting in an armchair by the window with a blanket on his legs and lap. He’s having a good day today, she told us. We chatted hollowly for a few moments, then went back out front, where she said there was nothing to it, she was sure.

“Probably just kids or folks who lost their way, but Dad gets upset when anything out of the ordinary happens. He lived back in a time when land owners had to be constantly on guard. Some days he still lives there.”

We told her we understood and went to look around as she’d asked. Nothing of note near the house, barns, sheds, fields. Twenty yards into the trees beyond, though, we came across a clearing. A fire pit had been dug into the hard ground and used repeatedly. The ground itself was scuffed, heavily trafficked, with dozens of footprints, a couple of lawn chairs and two or three wooden crates positioned nearby as seats. The place had been cleaned up, more or less, but cigarette butts, the remains of rolling papers, and a couple of beer cans got overlooked.

We went back to confirm with Blu that the sightings seemed to be, as she’d suggested, young people.

“Looks to have become a regular meeting place for teens out there, away from town and family.”

“And from you,” she said. 

“If you want—”

“No, no. Not your job. They’re probably all right out there. Maybe I’ll walk over some night, talk to them. Maybe. I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“What about your father?” Felicia asked.

“I’ll come up with something to tell him. Your having been here may have done the job.”

“If he remembers.”

“There’s always that.”

Felicia got behind the wheel again, this time without asking. She preferred to drive, which was fine by me. Some people, it’s a control thing, but not with her. She said driving kept her alert, better aware of everything around her.

“Back there,” she said after a while, “the clearing. Put me in mind of where we found Mal. The aerie that Beau built.”

“I can see how it would.” I’d had the same thought. “The older you get, the more things start reminding you of other things.”

“In the past.”

“Right.”

“Does it ever get to where it’s like nothing’s new anymore?”

“It can. And it can overwhelm you. All the connections, memories.”

By then we were well into the long, stuttering stretch of trees and overgrown land. Felicia was looking off to the left repeatedly and after a while said, “Coming our way, and soon,” pointing that way, eastward. Not that I could see anything there other than a light haze. “Weather.” 

I had forgotten that usage, that inflection: weather as serious, as a thing to be wary of. 

Not only had I forgotten that usage of weather, I’d given no thought to how cold it might become in a jerry-rigged apartment perched above the vast open space of an old, old barn with battalions of wind coming at it nonstop. 

It took two days for the predator to reach us but it arrived proud. I swear I could look up and watch warm air pass over the staggered walls, swept away in a veritable flood, great streams of it, never to be felt again. I tried electric heaters, checking for heat at the wall by receptacles in fear the wiring would overload. Plug them in, turn them on, and the heaters started up valiantly, beating their wee chests and lobbing out great handfuls of warmth. Within half an hour you could all but hear their sobs of defeat. They knew. 

By this time we’d dropped twenty degrees, to 42, which made me think. I went outside to investigate and yes, water and sewage lines ran along the outside rear wall, fully exposed. If the temperature hit freezing and held, they’d best be wrapped. 

As I puttered about trying to avoid frostbite and hypothermia, I was thinking over a conversation I’d had with Doc. Not that with Doc you could really call it a conversation. He barely spoke a word. But he’d caught the habit of inviting me over upon occasion, and we’d sit by one of the examining tables or at his desk and have our coffee, maybe a drink, and we’d, sort of, talk. The week before, I told him how a bandleader I worked with early on took me aside the first night after the gig and said Son, I want a player who doesn’t know what he’s doing—ever. That’s what this band’s all about. No playing by numbers, no cruise control. You understand?

“I didn’t, then,” I told Doc. “Later, I did. All those years gone by and here I am, sitting at the police chief desk, no idea what I’m doing. Doesn’t work the same as in music, though.”

“Well, you got the mayor so het up he’s staying away. Not many that ever did that before.” 

“There’s Maybell Moore.”

“Woman’s a saint if ever there was one.”

“The bandleader also advised me to stop being a horse’s ass.”

“Not much progress on that point.” Doc looked into his cup to confirm it was empty, shook his head at the sadness of it. “There’s good will for you out there.” 

And that had been it for the day. Doc was all talked out.

I gave up on the search for warmth at home and went to work, arriving as Raymond staggered in from night patrol wearing a coat that looked like a two-inch-thick, wraparound waffle. It was even waffle colored.

“The coat! The coat!” Felicia said in mock terror.

Hollis looked up from the computer to tell me: “Gets below a balmy fifty, Ray breaks out the arctic gear.”

“Sometimes the day before it turns cold.”

“And we know to get ready.”

I asked how patrol went.

“Pretty quiet. Barry Vaughn—he’s quarterback for Central’s team? Anyway, his classic Studebaker broke down north of town on his way home, or so he said, from a movie. I didn’t ask what movie.”

“Good call,” Hollis said.

“Yeah. So there was that,” Raymond said. “Then some younger kids I didn’t know, three of them—I’ve got their names—hanging out by Ed’s 1-Stop. Lo Patterson was on shift, told me they’d been there quite some time and he thought they might be drinking beer.”

“Which means they were drinking something they didn’t buy from Lo,” Hollis said.

Felicia: “Else he wouldn’t have called it in.”

“Energy drinks, as it turned out. Told them to get on home now, they looked to be fully charged.”

Minutes after I’d poured a cup of coffee and taken it into the office, Felicia followed to tell me Pinehaven needed us.

“The retirement home—” 

“Care facility, they call it.”

“Out by the hospital, right? What’s the problem?”

“Their furnace went wonky. Had to shut it down for inspection, probably for repair since the thing’s old as dirt, meanwhile the place is freezing cold. Gas company’s there looking, but the director says he has to evacuate.”

“How many people?”

“Forty-one, some not easily mobile what with wheelchairs, meds, monitors and the like, and he needs all the help he can get.”

“Has Raymond left yet?”

“I’ll check.”

“See if he might be able to stay on a few hours, help out with this.”

And that was how we spent our day. The high school opened up its gym, auditorium, and cafeteria to take in the residents. The four of us, along with the fire department, hospital employees, and locals with vans, got everyone safely tucked away on folding cots, mattresses, futons, gym pads, lawn chairs—whatever could be pressed into service. Community members brought in blankets and sheets, dish upon dish of food, gallon jugs of tea, lemonade, and water. Trey from the downtown laundromat came by to offer free wash and dry, anything they could do, his people would take care of it. 
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Four days, and the temperature was close to normal, residents had been resituated at Pinehaven, and I was thinking about Felicia and me on our way back from talking to Block, my saying that Beau’s aerie was a kind of comic Eden. She asked then, with everything so relative, how could you know what went where, how could you ever get started fitting the pieces together. And I said we use stories.

My second year working homicide I witnessed, not as participant but as observer, an interview with Hamlin Buntler, who had killed six young people we knew of, probably more. We had proof, and we had him. What the principals wanted was a confession to fill in the blanks and close it up tight. What they got was an endless philosophical rant on the ills and downright evil of capitalist economies, the terrible leverage of social media, co-option of the press, buckets of truth with holes in them. 

At one point he said, more or less, “Stories. We all have them, don’t we? Thousands and thousands of them, like trees in a forest, row after row of the damned things, blocking out the sun, trapping us. The world is glutted with our stories, stifled by them, bound by them, barely able to breathe for them. God save me, Devil save me—whichever will save me—from stories. My own. Everybody’s.”

All of which, especially Felicia’s mention of the aerie, led in turn to Carson. Repeatedly I’d found scraps of paper with his handwriting here and there about the office, this one tucked between pages in a book on state history. 

Lifting the ever-increasing stack of IN folders on my desk in order to relocate them, beneath I discovered a slip of paper torn from a phone message pad. On the back was written Ask Uncle Ger. I had no idea how it came to be there, or to what it might pertain. But Uncle Ger, I remembered.

As far as I knew, he wasn’t anybody’s uncle, but that’s what everyone called him, and everybody had stories to tell, stories they always heard from someone else.

He’d brought home a bride from Korea after the war, a bride no one had seen, right up to the day of his funeral. When they went looking, there was no sign of her, only a few women’s items left behind.

Before he came to Anne’s Ferry he’d made and lost two fortunes.

He’d worked oil rigs all over the world, he’d been with the merchant marines, spoke three or four languages.

He’d been in some freedom-fighter militia in Central America, or been a medic there, and saw enough as to speak out against violence and war for the rest of his life—except, of course, he rarely spoke. 

Age twelve or thirteen I remember hiking deep into the woods with my friend Eric to see the sequestered, ramshackle cabin in which Uncle Ger had lived. We’d been told not to go there, which of course made the trek even more an adventure. Looking on through the trees, one had a sense that at any time lost siblings might show up to be tempted with goodies, an old woman with scraggles of hair and nose warts peer out from within, a colony of dwarves march by in single file.

That something magic could happen. 

Weeks later, looking for something else entirely (and just returned, I remember, from a multiple wreck out on the highway, helping State secure the site and fend off chaos), I’d found two sheets of notebook paper folded together and stashed, lost, or misplaced, beneath a box of odds and ends on a shelf near the desk.

You learn pretty quick what’s expected, what passes for rules. Smile, sign up for activities, make up answers beforehand for questions you know they’ll ask. Can’t help notice how much talk about redemption gets done, even when they call it by other names. Making amends, making up for, paying dues, owning it, atoning. 

There’s this old man here everybody calls Ger. They say when he was younger he was some kind of shaman or lay priest for the community, everybody came to him with their problems, their confessions. Ger himself doesn’t say anything. Ever once in a while he’ll break out a smile, but it never looks like it’s about anything out here with the rest of us, it’s about something, or some things, closed away inside.

These made even less sense to me than the typewritten pages I’d found earlier about protests and being on patrol as a new cop. Did such unearthings have anything to do with one another? Could they be memories, in part? Stories told him by others? Some halting form of imagined autobiography? Or were they in fact no more than random jottings? Often enough our lives resemble messy scrapbooks, haphazard collections of sights, remembrances, conversations—clippings really, fragments with little to link them. 

I walked back out into the office to find Hollis with two malfeasants in tow, late teens, both looking as though scared and stubborn were slugging it out inside them.

“These gentlemen,” Hollis said, “were apprehended stealing a six-pack—I should say, trying to steal a six-pack—from a store they seem to believe should be more accommodating than it was.”

“Ralph’s again?” Felicia, from behind the desk.

Hollis shook his head. “Goodstop just inside the city limits, has the little built-on? Probably thought someone would recognize them at Ralph’s. I checked their wallets, they had better than sixty dollars between them.” 

“Not exactly poverty-stricken, were they?” 

“Said the price got raised close enough for it to hurt, they figure they have a right to protest.”

“So not their first time shopping out that way.”

“Yes, sir. And I’ll be looking into that, right after I call up some parents.” 

“I can take care of that,” Felicia said, “if you want to go rattle the cage at Goodstop.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. And you be sure to rattle it hard.”

The rest of the day was taken up by a minor traffic accident off Cherry Street (car v. traffic light pole, traffic at a standstill), possible stolen car across from the high school (a nephew “borrowed” it), a physical therapy assistant at the hospital who refused to leave the premises when fired, a break-in at family-owned Hanks Hardware, padlock prised off the delivery door during the hour they closed for everyone’s lunch break.

A town hall meeting at a local church that night hadn’t gone well, either, as I learned the following morning from Raymond. They were all huddled up in there, he said, giving Mayor Shipman the what-for. Business owners, teachers, parents, a minister or two, workers from all over. Telling him he wasn’t doing his job, took no part in promoting the town aside from his own business interests, nor in overseeing the town’s expenditures and bringing in new revenue.

“And how did our mayor respond?”

“Well, he got out alive.”

“And hadn’t got halfway down the hall,” Felicia said, “before he’d forgotten the whole thing.”

Had to wonder just what it was folks thought he might promote, and to what measures he could go to bring in new revenue, but I stayed quiet.

“Did he say Frown Church?” I asked Felicia once Raymond was gone.

“Crown. What do they call them—interdenominational? Two, three years back, during a storm, the bottom leg of the C on Crown got cracked off and the top drooped down so it looked like Frown. Been called that ever since.”

“With utmost respect, I’m sure.”

“They’re good people out there. Do a lot for the community. Some of the congregation themselves call it Frown.” 

    


    
17.

Not long after Raymond punched out for the day and everyone had gone about whatever they had to do, Felicia rapped at the door frame and came in with a visitor.

“This young lady would like to speak with you, Chief.”

“Hi. I’m Fran.”

“I know, I’ve heard you play.”

“Which instrument?”

“You play more than one?”

“Violin at home and school, organ at the church.”

“That’s pretty impressive.”

“I heard you’re a professional musician.”

Could that be why she was here? “Used to be, anyway.”

“Guitar, right? Classical?”

“Three or four easy pieces. I started out playing country, kind of late in life switched to jazz. Did the best I could at it.”

“I’d love to learn how to play jazz.” No trace of shyness or reserve anywhere about her. Easy eye contact. Smooth, even speech. “How do you feel about Eric Dolphy?”

“Everybody likes Dolphy.”

“I can make the sounds, the same ones he does, but that’s all they are, just the right sounds. They’re missing what’s inside.” 

And I knew exactly what she meant.

“Maybe I could help a little, show you a thing or two. If you’d like.”

“That would be great.”

“I’ll talk to your parents, set it up. Meanwhile, is there something I can help you with now—today?”

“It’s okay if what I say can stay between us?” Definitely forthright.

“Within reason, of course.”

“Beau Nelson? He and I were friends. Lot of people think Beau was not right somehow, but he was fine. He just saw things different from others.”

“So I understand.” Same as herself, was my guess.

“We live out of town, in the house my grandfather built, not far from a cute old church that’s out that way.”

“Over toward Henderson?”

“Yes sir.”

“I know the church, then.”

“One day I met up with Beau out there. Like me, he liked walking in the woods, away from everything else, and everyone. Got so we’d cross paths now and again. One time he took me to see what he called his gimme shelter. I told him it looked to me like what he had there was a nest for a really big bird.”

She paused and looked aside a moment, visibly sorting through memories and details, letting the story shape itself in her mind before sharing it.

“He always liked it when I sang or hummed as we walked along, and I’d tell him afterwards what it was, a gospel song out of the hymnal at church or one I’d heard my family sing, a Bach prelude or part of a concerto, an old show tune, Dixieland. He liked it all. The world’s so full, he’d say, and every bit of it’s interesting.”

What Fran was saying and the emotion behind it gave me quite a different picture of Beau Nelson. I remembered, too, Hollis telling me about the encyclopedias at the church, the curated salvage in a trailer nearby, all of which suggested not a man taking leave of the world as much as one seeking order in those fragments of the world directly around him. 

“So we’re out walking one day, and I’m singing, real quiet—‘Shall We Gather at the River,’ because we’d just been past this little stream that looked like it was trying hard to be more, and I thought that was funny—when a man came out of the trees and started shouting at us. Beau asked him twice to please stop, nice as everything, but he wouldn’t, so Beau reached and grabbed his arm. He swung at Beau, punched at him, but Beau just shrugged it all off and held on. When the man wore down, Beau let go and he left, but he was still mumbling and talking loud.”

“Do you remember what the man was saying?”

“A lot of it was just badmouthing Beau, telling him he was an idiot, shouldn’t be around good people, he was a disgrace, worthless, stuff like that. But then he started up saying Beau didn’t even have enough sense to stay away from little girls, that he was a pervert and he knew what happens to those.”

“Did you see the man again?”

“No, but I keep thinking about it, the way his face looked. It scared me then and it still does.”

“Can you describe him for me?”

“I’m four-ten and he was about a foot taller, muscular, but some belly on him too. Long hair, not like a style thing, like he just doesn’t bother cutting it.”

“He was white?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you remember what he was wearing?”

“Gray pants, like for work clothes or uniforms? Dirty or stained. A print shirt—only a patch of it showed—under a green hoodie.” 

“That’s an outstanding description, Fran.”

“Like I said, it keeps coming back to me.”

“You’d be surprised how many people don’t see what’s around them.” Though I was fairly certain she knew that. “Thank you for coming in. I’ll be following up on this. And I’ll be in touch with your folks.”

I sat and watched a delivery van out on Main ease along by inches, searching for an address or store. Was it possible that Fran felt some responsibility for Beau’s death? Definitely, given her intelligence and sensitivity. And if so, then I had to wonder how her presumed religious beliefs (she played organ for the church, after all) might recomplicate whatever guilt and confusion she felt about the incident itself, her part in it, even her decision to come and tell me what happened.

It took a while as I recall, what with life stumbling and blundering on as it does, for Fran and me to get around to regularizing our get-togethers, but four months along, once official events had settled down a bit—she agrees to both timeline and sentiment—these meets had become one of the pleasures of our lives. We’d sit together late afternoon in her living room talking about extended chords, rhythm and stress, harmonic intervals, resolutions and such the way only geek musicians can; listening to everything from Charlie Christian taking chorus after chorus at a late-night jam, to the Brandenburgs or Mozart piano concertos; and playing, say, some basic, unadorned tune like “Amazing Grace” or “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” again and again, a new call—time signature, key, scale, tango rhythm, classic R & B—for each repetition. Afterwards, Fran’s mother would bring snacks and drinks and we’d sit talking, the three of us, there in the room or, when warm, out on the porch. 

Alice Newell had married young, barely out of high school, and gave birth to Fran two years later. Husband Franklin, Fran’s father, had gone on to college while pulling a full-time night shift with a shipping company and now worked as an architectural assistant up at the capitol, facing that long drive morning and night. The go-to in the company for pricing out projects, Alice said. Takes a big slice out of the day, yes, but once Frank’s home, he’s home. 

Fran’s talent showed up early on, when Alice realized that the four-year-old, walking along beside her with one hand on the shopping cart, was humming the song from overhead speakers note for note. Alice didn’t say anything but, having sung in church choir since she was a teenager, quietly took up the tune herself, and when she did so, instinctively, Fran moved the tune up to sing harmony in fourths. By ten, Fran was taking solos in the church choir. That’s when she took notice of the organ, and for a while playing it was all she talked about, all she did.

During one of those late-afternoon porch sits, after Fran said what she wanted most of all to do, someday, was compose music herself, I told them about my old bandmaster.

His name was Robert Saint-Mars. He came to town, from Canada everyone said, to take over when Mr. Crowell ended his run of almost thirty years and retired. I was entering sixth grade, which made me eligible for band class, so I signed up, on trumpet. I don’t remember this as stemming from any particular desire to make music or to be a part of something; I acted purely on impulse. Mr. Saint-Mars, though, proved a dedicated, methodical teacher, one who definitely had the calling, and quite soon I was playing scales and études badly with the rest, beginning to see a little of how the tune, the notes, the key, the different instrument parts, all were of a piece.

He was a shy, private man. (I might today say diffident.) He wore a coat and tie, spoke quietly, moved in such a way as to make his large frame and height less evident. Yet, living in a tiny two-room rented house, with an odd accent and demeanor and no apparent social life aside from his work at the school, later on with rumors of homosexuality, he remained an outsider in a community sanguine and accepting of homegrown eccentric behavior while suspicious of all imported varieties. 

Rumors abounded, their sources never known. That he had been released from his prior teaching job as unfit, that he had cause to flee Canada, that he came to Anne’s Ferry for its inconspicuousness. And—this catching my attention utterly as I wondered how such could ever have come into common rumor—that he had an agreement with God: If given talent as a composer, he would hold that gift close to him, never attempt to use it for other than the creation itself. 

It was not long after I heard this that his handwritten scores for all our band pieces, written specifically to our instrumentation and individual skills and photocopied on the first Xerox machine I, possibly the town, had ever seen, began showing up on our music stands. By the second year, original work of his appeared there.

I never came to know Mr. Saint-Mars, of course. No one did, I suspect. But late afternoons some days after band practice he’d drive a few of us home. Others lived in town, myself out on the far edge, so I’d be the last dropped off, just the two of us in the car, and I’d tell him about buying a record of Mozart horn concertos (having recently, at his suggestion, switched to French horn), or how I was beginning to get interested in folk music and guitar, and he’d tell me about W.C. Handy or Billie Holiday, how he started on clarinet when he was seven years old and that just kind of led to everything else. All the while, he’d be speaking so quietly I had to concentrate to hear him. 

He was my first experience of a true outsider. I could see it in his eyes when he looked over at me in the car, and I felt it in the way he moved, the quietness of everything he did. Except the music. He’d pick up an alto sax to show Jeannie how her part went and the music would be so there, so solid, standing up and taking its place in the world. Same with Butch’s trombone part. Betty’s bassoon. And in that regard he was my first experience as well of a truly, deeply creative individual. 

He disappeared between my sophomore and junior years in high school. I was at state band camp when Mr. Fraley, a school board member, came to tell me Mr. Saint-Mars was no longer our bandleader and to collect the French horn he’d bought for me the year before, which now they’d be returning. 

Coming back from reverie, I looked up, not a little embarrassed at going on so, and apologized for same.

After a moment Alice asked if I remembered Linda Steele. “You were in school together.”

I did, though vaguely. Baritone horn, unusual choice for a girl.

“She was my aunt, the one who raised me. You were something of a wonder boy back then, from what I heard. Smartest one in town—” 

“Too smart for my own good’s how they put it.”

“Linda told me everybody wondered why you quit the band so abruptly, no explanation, nothing.” She waited before adding, “Everybody thought you’d—” 

“Do anything but leave Anne’s Ferry and become a cop.”

“Yes.”

“Life takes us where it will.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Again and yet again.”
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The director of nursing at the hospital, Susan Lang, called to ask if I’d stop by to look into complaints that came up the chain from ER, possible child abuse. Law officers dread that kind of call. Thin ice never gets thinner and there’s no bottom to the waters beneath.

Nurse Lang met me outside ER. The child, a ten-year-old named Samantha, had been brought in by her aunt. The girl’s mother worked part-time two days a week as bookkeeper at a local office and for those days Sam stayed with the aunt, who’d drop her off at school and pick her up after. During the last couple stayovers the aunt noticed the girl being quieter than usual, not following her around or talking much, mostly playing quietly or watching TV. Just that afternoon she saw blood on the sleeve of the girl’s shirt and when she looked, brought Sam in. It was a clean cut, done with a sharp object, about two inches long, skin and a thin layer of flesh just beneath separated, four or five rounds of gauze bandaging taped over it.

“The aunt have any idea what happened?”

Mrs. Lang shook her head.

“And what does the girl say?”

“She puts her head down when we ask.”

“And how are the two of them together—signs of tension, influence?”

“None that I could see beyond what you’d expect. The aunt’s worried, scared. The girl’s—” 

“Hiding something.”

“Most likely.”

“Trouble at home?”

“Not that we’re aware of.”

“From our end, either. I checked before I came. No calls, contact, complaints.”

“I know the family, Chief. No way I’d ever expect anything like this.”

“Whatever it is. Other children in the house?”

“None resident at the aunt’s. Samantha’s an only child.”

Mrs. Lang and I went in together, speaking first with the aunt, then with Samantha, who freely responded to all questions save those directly pertaining to the wound and how it came to be. Back out in the hallway I told the aunt I’d be speaking to Samantha’s mother shortly, we’d do our best to get to the bottom of this. Turning to Mrs. Lang, the aunt asked if they were done treating the girl. 

“We’ve asked Doctor Paley to come have a look,” Mrs. Lang said. “The arm’s been well taken care of, but stitches would be a good idea, and he’s the best.” 

Heading to the exit, I passed by a gurney there in the hall waiting its turn for ER Room 2, its occupant a man whose general appearance suggested he might be living on the streets, not something one often saw around here. At that moment the doors sighed open to admit ambulance attendants whose stretcher bore a patient in signal distress. The ragged man on the gurney beside me lifted his head to look and said, “Hard pain, shallow breathing. Three or four broken ribs, chest wall’s gone unstable. Flail chest—someone’s got their work cut out for them.”

That was awfully specific. I turned back to ask if he was (could he possibly be?) a doctor, a nurse. 

“Played at both. Field medic, Afghanistan. Saw enough of that sort of thing for three lifetimes.”

Wishing him good luck, I left. 

I did go have a talk with Samantha’s mother at her workplace, a rental agency out on Mulberry Street, but she knew nothing about the wound. It took two days before the story emerged. At the dinner table that night Samantha started crying and told her parents it happened while she was visiting her friend Molly. And no, Molly didn’t do the cutting, it was her older brother Sean. He’d said they were going to play doctor and he’d take good care of her. She hadn’t told anyone because she was afraid Molly would get in trouble. And Sean had cleaned it up and bandaged it afterwards, just like he said. 

Felicia walked over the following morning to fill Judge Winters in on what we’d learned. “Best at family law anywhere around,” she told me. “Great with kids, too. He’ll know how to deal with this.” 

Back at the office after speaking with Samantha’s mother, I found the department space empty. Not a soul to be seen. Only a stack of messages on my desk, one of which, from the City Hall front desk, informed me that a man named Block had come by to speak with me personally but declined to leave a note, address, or contact number. I called to check on Hollis who, it turned out, was seeing to a dispute out by Bigg’s Stop that began as an argument between two truckers and spread quickly. When I asked if he needed help, he said he had it covered, hadn’t even had to threaten anyone yet. Felicia came in as I was hanging up. 

“You see the note about Block?” 

“I did.”

“Marcie brought the message slip when I got back from picking up a sandwich for lunch. Hard to imagine what could cause that man to come all this way into town.”

“Absolutely.”

“We need to go back out there, talk to him again.”

Felicia had gone ’round front to let them know we’d all be out of pocket and to call her phone if they needed us, when my cell bleeped. 

“Chief, you at the office?” Raymond, on his day off.

I said I was.

“Stay. I’m on my way in with—well, you’ll see.”

When Felicia returned, I told her about Raymond’s call and, though we didn’t know it at the time, we settled in ready to hear one of the stranger stories in all my years of serve-and-protect. 

Raymond walked in minutes later with a man, early middle age, thin and small-built, unremarkable save for a certain wiry musculature you find on rare individuals. They were walking side by side, no cuffs, speaking easily. Raymond introduced the man as Jack Seybel.

We moved into the back room and settled around the big table.

He’d been on his way to the city dump with a truckload, Raymond said, and hadn’t got too far, taking a shortcut through that long alley behind Homer’s Second Chance, when he happened to catch sight of movement in the backyard of the old Polichar house, which he knew to be empty, the current owners over on the upper West Coast in some place like Seattle visiting family and getting rained on every day. He stopped, went through the fence, and found Mr. Seybel hosing down the back porch. Best to let him take it from here, Raymond said.

Seybel’s voice was low, chesty for his size. “Five minutes more and I’d of been gone. I was just finishing up.”

I’d done everything inside, he went on, and was about to head out when I saw how tracked up the porch had got. Now, I knew the family was back later today, and I still had time, so I uncoiled the hose and started it up. That’s when Raymond here came through the fence and asked who I was. I didn’t know who he was either, I mean that he was police, so I told him I was looking after things for the family. Didn’t get far with that, though, cause then he asked where I lived and some more questions like that and I figured I might as well stop making up stuff and tell him the truth. 

I’m from up Johnstown way, worked there as a night watchman, downtown, at a building with law offices, investment firms, professionals like opticians, dentists, jewelers. Had a small house outside town I’d worked and saved up for for almost ten years. No wife or kids but I thought I had that in sight, finally. Then I had a friend—we’d been in school together, been friends that long even when out of touch—come and tell me he was in bad trouble, all strung out and sick some, and he needed help. So I did what I could, and he got better. But it didn’t last, and he came back, even moved in with me for a while. He left and I never saw him again, but he wasn’t the last. A man I’d worked with back when I first started the watchman job. Another school friend who served overseas and came back all torn to pieces, unemployable, barely able to take care of basic needs like feeding himself, getting around. There I was, still working, taking double shifts when I could, but I was tapping out pretty fast and hard. Wound up losing the house to the bank, the job when they found me sleeping in one of the storage rooms during the day. 

After that I was living rough, sleeping where I could, bus stops, parks, garden sheds left open, delivery doorways out back of big stores, eating whatever I could find. Never realized how much people take for granted, like being able to move around freely, or how much food gets throw away day after day. Anyhow, I was sleeping in these big bushes out behind a restaurant’s parking lot for a week or so, who knows, no way to, when one morning two cops scooped me out of there, took me to the city limits, and told me don’t come back. That’s when I learned to keep moving. 

Then one morning I was up early leaving town before someone noticed me, and I walked by a house where a family was loading up their car, suitcases, pillows, folded blankets, cooler, some food, obviously heading off on a trip and, like me, getting an early start. Fifteen, twenty minutes later, who knows, not much more than that though, they backed the car out and were gone. I waited a while then went over and looked in windows all around the house as best I could, didn’t see anyone inside. When I knocked on the back door, then the front, nobody answered. So I found a window I could jiggle in the frame till the lock let go and crawled inside. 

That’s how I got started, Seybel said. I’d get into town, still moving around mind you, and I’d be looking for houses where people were away. Sometimes just the look of the place, sometimes there’d be something on a desk or the refrigerator door to tell me when they left or when they’d be back. I’d always clean up before I left, in appreciation. Least I could do. 

“Plus the occasional repair,” Hollis said.

“Just some little thing now and again. Guess it made me feel better about the whole thing.”

“So you were our roving resident,” I said.

“Like I said, keep moving. And I was almost gone, on to the next town, when I decided to clean that porch before I left. I figured what’s a few minutes more.”

He looked around at our faces. Not like a good storyteller gauging his audience, just a good man wondering what we thought. “You going to lock me up now?”

Felicia was the first to speak. “How do you feel about going to church?”

“Well, it’s better than lockup.”

“If it’s okay with the Chief here, I’d like to take you over to Life Church. There’s a room in the basement there where folks stay sometimes when they have a need to. Brother Glaser might put you to work but—”

“Work would be welcome, ma’am.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“And we’ll go from there, see what comes next. Okay with you, Mr. Seybel?”

“It is. Thanks for bringing me here, Raymond. And to all of you for hearing me out.”

Felicia and Seybel left for the church, Raymond to get to the dump before it shut down for the day. Hollis and I stayed there at the table, awash in our thoughts. After a while he said, “You know, it gets so easy to start thinking where’s all the good in people gone . . .”

“With our work, it does, yes.”

“Then you come up on something like that man’s story, who he is, and your head gets turned, things look different.”

“For a long time I’ve wondered if that’s not what life’s about, Hollis, down deep where it matters. Wherever it is you find yourself, however far off the path, with no map and you with no idea where you’ve got to, you come back, and you come back again. You don’t forget, and you keep coming back.”
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When Felicia got back from the church, she and I drove out to Block’s only to find he wasn’t around. We waited half an hour or so before leaving. Back at the office a reminder, complete with red flag, popped up on my computer: The high school band was marching tonight before a big game. Main had to be closed off from five to six, and we needed to be there to monitor traffic and crowds. I’d completely forgotten, of course, and now had to scramble. Raymond, on nights, would come in early, Felicia and I would pull barricades and get them in place for set-up, Hollis would come in extra for the parade itself. 

As Felicia and I worked, I asked again about law school, how it was going.

“Good, I guess,” she said. 

“You guess?”

“Good then. It’s hard, a lot of ground to cover, piles of new vocabulary to learn, a whole way of thinking, really. The school’s done everything to accommodate me. Lets me monitor some classes virtually when there’s conflict with my work schedule, gives me an occasional extension on papers due or other projects.”

“Still figure it’s worth all the effort?”

“No doubt about that. The information’s fascinating—in a chess-playing sort of way. Not so sure about a lawyer’s life being for me.”

I asked after her son. Some time back she told me Joseph claimed he taught himself to read. Later I asked her how he did that. She said she’d asked him the same thing and he told her he could see how things fit together. You mean like patterns, she asked. He thought about that a minute and said yes.

Joseph was doing fine, she said. Yes, he was still reading, on a science fiction kick currently. Covers with lots of strange beasts, stars, spikey buildings, swirly skies, and way too many shapely women in spacesuits. She worried about that some.

I told her I grew up on the stuff.

“Now I’m really worried,” she said, laughing. 

We got everything set up in time, and all went well with the parade save for the tuba player who’d recently been ill and dropped out halfway down Main, lugging his instrument damned near as big as he was back to his car.

We spent the next morning doing a final walkaround in the wake of the parade. Sanitation had been out early to cart off trash bins, sweep, and water down the streets. We were checking for any barricades left behind, abandoned possessions, out-of-place vehicles, or (as Hollis suggested) “bodies hidden in bushes—you know how it gets sometimes.”

Gabby from down the hall looked up as we came in the side door. Bringing us a note, she said, handing it to me. That man who wouldn’t leave a phone number or address had been back, she said. Waited around a while before he left.

“Hear anything from your friend up at State lately?” I’d asked Felicia as we walked back to the office.

“Sergeant Wooley? Not a word.”

Having effectively, on his last sly visit, cut him off at the knee, declaring a cease-and-desist with enough wind behind it to have been heard over in City Hall. You could have lodged a quiet complaint with his superiors, I mentioned at the time, only to be asked what would be the fun in that. He knew what he was doing, best to come straight at it, she said. Wooley had again, ostensibly, been proffering his help.

We’d by no means or in any manner abandoned efforts to learn about the car out behind Buff’s. Information, mostly background and context at that, had dried up. We had no notion how or why the vehicle came to be there, as yet no sign of a body, no reports of missing persons in the area. Our sole markers on occupants of the car were a blood type and a slew of inconsequential fingerprints, leaving it fully open as to whether the owner of that blood was car thief, driver, passenger, other.

Ginnie Foult had called three times in the weeks following her visit to ask if we learned anything more about her supposed brother before, or so it seemed, giving up. We’d had a second brief drive-by from lay preacher Ford Wallace on the search for his congregant Grayson Mays. As there was no established connection, few locals were overly concerned with the car, but occasionally townfolk would ask, just as they did about Beau, or Carson. The mayor’s concern, whether from a chronically short attention span or the allure of more promising matters, had migrated elsewhere.

Still, Felicia went on sending emails and alerts, trolling sites for information, going back again and again to what we had. As did I.

And I was thinking a lot about Carson. How I’d been struck by the tidiness of his home in contrast to the disarray at the office with its random stacks of paperwork, forms, and files. Recalling what I’d felt the night we first met on that rain-swept street: how at ease he seemed even as one sensed the drive, the push of unseen forces, beneath. 

There was a time, this would have been my third or fourth year on the job, not long after I transferred to East Division, when a couple of days passed without Carson showing up for work and people started talking among themselves about what was going on. Days became a week, then more, and the rumors grew, ever wilder and more assertive. 

It turned out to be a routine leave of absence, some family matter or another, according to general chatter. Then Carson was back in place, time passed under the bridge, and no one gave the whole affair more thought. I hadn’t thought about it since it happened. Now it came back to me.

For years as we rolled about the city, street to street, door to door, Carson and I had this ongoing discussion: How do crimes get solved? Or real mysteries, for that matter. By the book, by accretion of information—logically? Or at least as much, possibly more, by intuition? A leap, a flash, an uncommon association. 

Damned if we knew, was always where we wound up. 

One notably sticky afternoon, sticky from the standpoint of heat as well as from how nothing had gone right all day, I was looking through Carson’s wayward stacks for old budget forms I could use as templates to draw one up for the proposed budget that City Hall was insisting upon, and came across another of Carson’s handwritten scrims, of which I had thought I’d found the last, this one copied, a note at the top read, from the last page of a story by Jeffrey Ford, “Every Richie There Is.”

It’s so hard to do good in this world, so hard to love and keep oneself aloft . . . I paid the guy who lives behind me to climb on the roof and patch the place where the bats were crawling in. The rain still leaks through, but we catch it in buckets and flush it down the toilet. My sons grow bigger every day, and I watch vigilantly so that I can snatch away their loneliness before they notice it. I am constantly telling my wife how beautiful she is. I listen to her carefully, trying to find the person she was before we met fourteen years ago. All the dreams I have now are of some northern land with massive hills and overcast sky. I am there alone on business and can only speak to my family by phone. Each night it becomes more and more difficult to remember the name of my hometown, my number, my reason for being where I am. The people on the street are few, and when I ask them where the bus station is they snicker and give me bad directions. When awake, I’m keenly attuned to coincidence, searching wood grain and clouds for faces, trying with all my heart to rediscover my place in the story.

Obviously the passage spoke to Carson. Did he see in it some intimation of a possible self? And what to make of the copy’s faultless, careful penmanship, that seemed less the disarray of office Carson and far closer to the tidiness of Carson at home—perhaps the real one? Reading the passage again and again I felt come over me a strange sense of calm, of resignation. Did he as well?
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Block was sitting on the porch when we pulled in.

Felicia’s phone dinged not long before that, on the drive out. Hollis was at a garage over by Benby. There’d been trouble. She was still talking to him as I stepped out of the car.

“You come to take me in, Chief?”

“Fine morning to be sitting out here,” I said, and it was. Sunny, crisp, just enough cloud to tamp down glare, a light breeze. “Why would I want to do that?”

He looked back into the tree to his left, as he’d been doing when I walked up. “I been watching that mockingbird again. Seems almost he’s been here the whole time I have. Might be a new one, don’t know how long they live, but it sounds and acts like it always has. Same songs too, near as I can tell.”

He stood and stepped down to walk to me. Couldn’t help noticing how banged up his hands were when he reached to shake.

“Tried coming your way, Chief.”

I told him I knew, and was sorry I’d missed him.

“Thing is, after we spoke, I got to thinking . . . There’s this man owns the used tire store out Benby way, always got this bunch of younguns like himself hanging around, kind that like to crush beer cans in their hands, spit a lot, talk ever’ kind of trash, you know?”

I did indeed.

“Go out that way, get close enough, and you get to feeling it, tasting it, things not right about the air ’round you, what might be in their heads, them all seized up together like that. So I was thinking more on Beau and my warning him how people can take things, and figured to come tell you about this place. You weren’t there, so I came on back to the house, but I couldn’t get shed of thinking on it and decided to go on over there myself. Took my hammer with me. It’s up there on the porch. You’ll be wanting that.”

At this point Felicia had joined us. She was talking as she came, then sensed the weight of what was passing between Block and myself and stopped. 

“Your people ought to get out there, if they ain’t already,” Block said.

“They’re there now,” Felicia said.

“Good then. I reckon tire man’ll be ready to talk to you.” Block looked back into the tree. “Listen to that. There’s that mockingbird’s best song. Favorite, anyway.” 

Hollis found Preston George, nickname Pres, half conscious, bloody, and chained to the back half of an ancient Buick in a corner of the shop. He checked vitals, called the fire department for paramedics to take him to ER and, while waiting, got the man free. We met at the hospital. George was upstairs in surgery. Attacker went for joints, Hollis told us. Ankle, knee, wrist. Said this fuckin’ crazy fool just walked in there, straight up to him, with some kind of damned railroad hammer, and started swinging. The others fled. 

We told him about our visit to Block and his admission.

“You bring him in?”

No reason to, I said. Block wasn’t about to go anywhere. 

He nodded. “Don’t think George knew who it was came after him, or why, till Block told him.”

“What’d he have to say?”

“He did it, him and a couple others. They killed Beau. Flat out told me, before I even asked. Said it damn sure served him right.”

Later on that day we interviewed Preston George in his hospital bed, got names for the others. Asking him why they killed the boy elicited what Hollis called “a spew of shouldn’ts, shits, and sons-of-bitches.” George couldn’t seem to make up his mind if they killed him because Beau’d been messing with that young girl which everybody knows is wrong as wrong gets, or because he and the boys were on a mission to keep the gene pool above water, or because they were all of them just plumb fed up with being shoved aside and left out. He had more to say on the subject, but we had what we needed and walked out with him still talking.

Hollis and I went out to see Beau’s parents late that afternoon. We sat together again in the living room, initially in silence. I thought of the beetle Mrs. Nelson and I had watched on our earlier visit. But when Hollis began telling them what we’d learned about Beau, about the books, his gentleness, that he was pushing hard to overcome his past and become a good man, that he had in fact become, in his own way, a good man, I sensed something shift, physically, within them.

“We did what we could . . .” Mr. Nelson said.

“Really,” Mrs. Nelson said, “we did.”

“We know,” Hollis assured them, “we know.”

Together, they walked us to the truck. Mrs. Nelson had packed up some of her muffins she insisted we take with us.

I had no idea then that I was seeing Hollis for almost the last time as the man I’d gotten to know so well and to admire.   Our mayor, who before had claimed to be so concerned, never sent up so much as a smoke signal about Beau’s murder. Doc, however, came by that night as I was leaving the office, apparently to make sure I understood that Preston George and his ilk were crud and in this life you just have to keep scraping crud off things or they’d never work right. 

Before our visit to the Nelsons, other matters had to be dealt with. For one, Anne’s Ferry lacked any provision for confinement and care of a severely wounded inmate. That got resolved with a call to State, who had such facility at the prison and agreed to take Preston George. They’d send a pickup crew. 

Then there were the other two participants. Hollis said he knew someone who might be able to help us with that. We drove in his truck to Buck ’n’ Bowl at the end of Mariana Street. I waited in the truck, swapping hard eyes with the two by the door smoking, a man probably in his forties whose nose had exploded from drink long ago, and a laboriously tattooed young woman. Hollis was back in minutes. 

“Two places these guys hang out’s what I hear. And the one’s that not a tire store is Polly’s, up the road a piece.”

Unsurprisingly, a bar. I stayed near the door as Hollis went up and said hello to the barkeep, asked a question, listened, asked another question and simply stood there, waiting, till the barkeep found it in himself to add a thing or two.

“Left a half hour ago, give or take,” Hollis told me as we left. “Boys have a bunker in a knock-down out on Fowler, Woody says.”

We pulled in on the street out front and killed the engine. No sign of activity. The house was typical for the oldest parts of town, three rooms, one of them a kitchen, none built roomy enough to hold much by way of possessions. Yard just big enough to park a truck in, though no vehicle at the moment was visible front or side. 

“What do you think, we go in?” I said.

“May as well. Building clearly abandoned, could be a safety risk. And we do have an anonymous tip. Hold on a minute, though.” Hollis got out, reached for the racked Winchester. “Woody says be careful, best we take it to heart.”

The front door was barely hanging on its hinges, hugging them for dear life. Two men sat inside at a table, seven or eight cans of beer topping it, a centerpiece of food wrappers. I walked in first and they looked up. One immediately raised his arms, palms out flat. The other ran into the back room and returned lifting a shotgun to his shoulder.

“Uhn-uhn,” Hollis said and, when the man failed to stop, fired past me, a perfect shot, mid-chest. The man went down fast. Blood pooled just as fast. 

“Can we ID these two?”

Hollis knelt by the would-be shooter, checking vitals. He nodded to the younger one who remained at the table, hands up. “The kid, I don’t know. This one’s dead and we don’t need an ID. He’s Earl Peck. Went to high school with him.”

Chief Barrow himself came out with the fire department to pick up the body for transport. Hospital ambulance was down for maintenance, he told us. Hollis cuffed the boy and took him to county lockup, where he was booked in with minor damage he’d definitely not had back at the old house out on Fowler. Got squirrely on the dismount, Hollis said when I asked. Needed a little help with it.

You come back from the service, and you’re at loose ends. Not much seems to connect anymore, to make a lot of sense, to be what it was before. You meet up with old friends, you hang out, work to stay in shape, probably drink too much, give up on a couple of jobs. Then by chance you come up on a job that you like, one that fits you fine, and you’re thinking okay, this is how I’ll spend most of the rest of my life, watching for traffic violations, quelling the occasional bar fight, making the odd arrest, okay, I’m down with this and, hey, it’s work that matters, a good thing.

Then one day you stand looking down at the man you just shot and it’s someone you know, someone you sat beside at school. You know his parents, his uncle who taught physics, you had a crush on his older sister. 

It begins slowly. Aberration from routine, irregularities, a scatter of infractions, inadvertent transgressions. Then acts of willful misconduct, apologized for initially, later denied or covered up; toward the end, by cockeyed logic, justified. Step by step, day by day, you become unsteady, untethered, unmoored, adrift. 

I’d seen variations of that story played out a couple dozen times on the job. And from that day at the old house on Fowler, the story became Hollis’s. He burrowed into work, got loads done, rode himself hard, but things kept going wrong. He no longer fit into the Hollis he was. Three months after, he took a personal leave. Three months farther on, I was forced to put him on suspension, from which he never came back. Last I heard, he was down in Texas somewhere.
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Back in the ’70s I worked for five weeks as pickup in a touring band that lost its guitarist to a narc raid in the last town they played. They hit Memphis, where I was living at the time, made contact with a bass player they knew to ask who might be available locally, and by some toss of the dice my name came up. Those days I was tumbleweed. Had a duffel bag, a guitar, and no reason to be anywhere else. The music was standard country I could play with my eyes closed wearing gloves, but the singer was good, and that made for a lot. 

So there I was, in Clarksdale, across the river in Helena, Arkansas, or upstate in Fayetteville, playing three-hour gigs three or four nights a week, nothing to do most days lying about in the cheapest motel we could find. I filled the time reading, most often short stories that were a match both for my sketchy attention span and my want for a sense of conclusion. 

One of those stories I remember to this day. The first ten pages or so follow a young man through his daily, uneventful life. He has breakfast, goes to work, runs an errand or two, drinks a few beers with friends. Then he comes back home that night, turns on his desk lamp and, as he reaches to adjust it, he’s flooded by awareness that this moment, this small movement, is one of thousands of others, perfectly meaningless on its own. He looks at his hand in the light, the blueness of the veins, the long crooked fingers, witnessing this moment that will never again happen just so, and feels a chill run through him, sensing that he’s on the verge of something, that what he does every moment of his life can take him somewhere else entirely. As reader you never learn more. The story ends there. But for a moment in your own life you feel the full charge of that moment, the foreboding and exhilaration—the wonder of it. 

Out of fifty or sixty stories I read that summer, in 90-degree heat and 90 percent humidity, sweat soaking through my T-shirt all day, dripping and running down my guitar onstage at night, that’s the one I remember. It was like being given a glimpse at what life is about, for a single fleeting instant, before it slips away. 

A day or so after again thinking of the story, I told Fran about it and the effect it had on me. Following a couple of sketchy, haphazard get-togethers, skittering about on our two musical backgrounds—this was before we got into regular sessions—we’d got onto playing duets, violin and guitar, on hymns, “Amazing Grace,” “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” “The Old Rugged Cross” and the like, and had taken the show on the road, so to speak, by playing for a festival at Fran’s church. 

“You’re saying it’s not all about the story, then, about what happens.”

“Usually, no.”

“At school you get a story or a poem and it’s like ‘What does this mean?’ Like it’s a secret you’re supposed to dig out, or long division.”

“And once you get that, it’s all used up.”

“Right.”

“Which good writing can’t ever be. At its best, fiction’s like a different kind of painting. Every hour of the day you’re bombarded by sensations, feelings, appeals, facts, change, choices. Literature slows the world down to give you a chance to see that, take it in, make sense of it—if only for a little while.” 

“That’s what music, playing it, hearing it, does for me,” Fran said. Then she lifted the fiddle to her chin and we went back to “Sweet Hour of Prayer.” 

Of late, Doc had slacked off coming around the way he used to. One night when he did show up, I told him I’d been worried he’d either gone to the dark side or found religion. 

“There’s a difference twixt the two?” Doc said. 

It was late, close on seven, and not many signs of life in the street out my window. An occasional car, truck, or bike lugging into view: there, then not. Folks straggling home from Mama’s or Moe’s. Homeless Kemp, first name or last we didn’t know, but he’d pretty much earned citizenship with his extended stay, sleeping out behind Sidney Goff’s tackle shop at town’s edge, picking up litter and generally doing what he could to set the streets in order, this, like his sleeping arrangement, by his own choosing.

Doc and I sat quietly watching out the window. In the time I’d known him, his cataracts had got much worse. They shined, shieldlike, in the light from my desk lamp.

In Texas I’d played with a guitarist, Hubert, who went utterly blind from cataracts, a Black man who (his words) had kept up with the times. He was playing country music in the cluster of streets down around Elm where every second bar had a live band and dancing. He’d grown up with old men in the family who’d been musicians back in their day, and once in a while, most often when we were drinking after gigs, he’d join me in playing what he learned from them, fiddle tunes, popular music and dances from a time when Black musicians were trained for plantation orchestras, marches, devotional music, early songster blues. One of those nights I asked him why he hadn’t dealt with his declining sight when he could. Couldn’t, he said. No doctors around, and even if there was, I didn’t have a dime to my name. What could I do but keep on playing. 

I told Doc about that guitarist and he said, That’s the truth of it. Don’t mind telling you it’s got bad enough that sometimes I look down and don’t know how much of what I’m looking at I can see and how much I’m filling in with what I think’s there. I manage, I go on. Don’t know how much longer, though. 

With the same composure as Hubert. And worrisome, considering that he worked as ME and still performed minor surgeries. 

Not that any of us do, he added.

Then we poured a couple Scotches from the bottle he’d brought along, sat quietly some more. From time to time we talked about nothing consequential, and precious little of that.

The silences were welcome, as meaningful as anything that might be said.

I didn’t know how much of the world Doc saw, or how much of it I could see clearly. I wondered what kinds of difference that made, in the end. 

Back home and unable to sleep that night, I turned on the radio and found a show called Miracle News that initially passed as straight news then slyly became something else. 

Rumors have reached us, the commentator read in radio-perfect “War of the Worlds” fashion, that in the deserts outside Tucson and Phoenix, experimental self-replicating solar panels have gone rogue and begun to act outside human agency, duplicating and reduplicating themselves again and again. These are said to be moving meter by meter, panel after panel, toward the cities. Stay tuned for further updates. 

Then, as though sharing an overwrought joke: Social media this week went viral with the story of Brussels #48, Mystère displayed on its front screen, a city bus that requires no fare and regularly conveys passengers who feel a bit down or in need of some change in their lives to an ever-changing, mysterious location. Sadly, the voice announced, this story proved false, originating in a post on an obscure internet website. 

We do so long for the miraculous in our lives, be it great or small.

Hollis stuck his head in the door within minutes of my getting to work that morning.

I asked if he’d forgot he was off today.

“Not clocked in.” He came in but didn’t sit. “I found an email on my computer at home last night. Don’t know how he got my address, but it was from Frank Sullivan.”

“Served with Coogan?”

“That’s him. He wanted to know if we could come out there today.”

We might indeed. Should have done so some while ago. I told Hollis to go clock in, I’d meet him out back.

We rode to Hayward in silence. Between us we’d talked out the abandoned car thing long ago, trying to look at it from every possible angle or approach, reaching out again and again for something more, about what happened in the car, about Coogan, always coming up empty. 

I couldn’t help but recall my first ride with Hollis, when I wondered if the truck’s orderliness came from his military time or more personal inclinations. Now the floormats were tracked with old mud, dust and grit layered the dash.

Much had changed.

There was no response when Hollis knocked. I thought I heard light music from inside but wasn’t sure. Through the window nearby I could see Sullivan at his desk, behind his stand of computers. When I rapped at the window he half-turned, saw me, and waved an arm for us to come in. He never stopped typing.

He was watching two of the four computers, eyes going back and forth, fingers moving as though they were something apart from him, a separate machine altogether. Arabic, I supposed, on one of the monitors, his input appearing on the other, coming up faster than I could read or think. He held a hand up to ask us to wait. He typed two, three more lines, then swiveled the chair to face us. 

“I couldn’t leave that undone, sorry,” he said. “A message to the family, one of the translators who worked for us and got left behind. Just let me send this.” He reached back to hit a key. “Thank you for coming. He’s out back, by the bushes.”

Surely, I said, he didn’t mean the translator.

“The man you’re looking for. You know we served together. I was there as a medic. Taping wounds shut, splinting, giving painkillers, patching parts of bodies back together—limbs, flesh, faces—as they passed beneath me, hundreds of them, on and on.

“I don’t know how Coogan found me, how he knew I was here or, considering the shape he was in, how he managed to get to me. But when he showed up at my door I did what I did back then. I did all I could. 

“The man was three-quarters dead, refusing to be taken to a hospital, damn near bled out. Major cuts, stab wounds from the look of them, a nicked artery he’d used his belt as tourniquet for. Coming in and out of consciousness.

“I did what I could, knowing there was no way it was going to matter. When I told him that, before and then again after, as I was cleaning up, he said he knew, that was okay. After a while there at the end he said, All the things I did, guess they . . . And he died. 

“All the things I did,” Hollis said. “That was it, that was all he said?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nothing about who attacked him, where it happened?”

“I’m sorry, no.”

“Why did he come to you?”

“Like I said, I don’t know how he knew I was here, how he found me. I think, there at the end, he just needed whatever he could find by way of human contact, another body. Not wanting to be so alone. Same way as how it was on the battlefield, you looking down as you did what you could, the man under you knowing what was coming.” 

“And you buried him?”

“Once he was gone, yes. I did.” Sullivan turned back to his desk. “Okay if I start shutting this down? Reckon I’ll be leaving with you.”

Hollis nodded. “Sure. We do have to take you in.” 

“Of course.” 

Shutting down was anything but an easy process, it seemed. Multiple linked systems, each with its own procedure. Working at it, Sullivan went on talking.

“Like a lot of us did, I had a rough time coming back—not near what others went through, you know? But rough. Don’t think I’ve been out of this house now for three, four years.”

“That have anything to do with why you didn’t tell us about Coogan when we were here before?”

As Sullivan paused, I realized how isolate it was here, how quiet. No traffic sounds, no bird calls. Only a soft buzzing from his equipment and, from somewhere deeper in the house, the rasp of a tree branch scratching at wall or roof.

“I could come up with all sorts of reasons for you,” Sullivan said. “I didn’t want disgrace brought to him, I figured the man earned his peace . . . but the plain fact is I don’t know.” He turned off the last monitor. “What I did was wrong and it got to weighing on me and wouldn’t let go. That’s when I called you. And at least I had time to finish my letters and emails.”

The letters were stacked on his desk. All of them, letters and emails alike, as we learned later, apologies to those he believed he and his country had failed. He asked if we could see they got mailed, they were already stamped. We told him we would.

Sullivan had broken laws, of course, failing to report a death, burying Coogan in his backyard, so we had to arrest him, but given the circumstances his infractions were minor. He’d spend the night in jail, half an hour in Judge Samuels’s court the next day, then be back home, charges dismissed. 

I called ahead to have Felicia arrange the tools we’d need for exhumation and find out if Doc could join us when we came back out.

Roomy as Hollis’s truck was, with the three of us in there shoulder to shoulder and the thoughts aswarm within each of us, it got to be a full load. Out of respect for the situation, Hollis had turned the volume of his country station low. I couldn’t make out words, but the sense of a terrible, irredeemable loss came through clearly.
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As a child I was a frequent visitor to my grandparents’ country store. Family celebrations, occasional Sundays, a week or more during summer vacation. Mostly I read, played in the overgrown pasture behind or around the ruins of a once-thriving cotton gin nearby, climbed a huge maple in the side yard to hang, monkey-like, upside down, scouted the long-abandoned, spider-colonized outhouse. From time to time as I grew older I’d help out in the store, ringing purchases up on the ancient register heavy as a block of cement, bagging them, making change.

The store was a large room at the front of the house, the home itself behind, kitchen first, then bedroom, living room, bedroom and bath. My grandmother smelled of perfumes and powder and had, above the couch, the vast framed copy of a painting with women in Victorian clothing playing harps. My grandfather smelled of cigars, sat sideways at the dinner table, poured rivers of molasses onto the plate-sized biscuits his wife baked daily.

I poorly understood what brought me. I’d been driving around outside town, happened across the state-road intersection leading here, and turned. 

Miraculously, little more than a shell now, the store still stood among encroaching trees and weeds, behind the old gasoline pumps.

At a single glance back when I was a child you’d have recognized it as a fragment of American history soon to be lost forever. Even then it was three decades past its time, but it had a foothold at the crossroads between two farming communities themselves scarcely holding on. Those who shopped there were, like the store, relics. They came, stragglers all, one or two at a time, to purchase sugar, flour, canned goods, lye, bologna, the occasional cut of meat, maybe then to sit on the wooden bench in front of the meat cooler as grandfather returned to his chair dead center of the store to spin stories or ask after their families. 

Come in the front door with its jangling bell and you’d first see, past that chair, the meat cooler that formed the back of a U, with counters reaching toward the store proper at either side and, behind, an ancient, deeply scarred butcher’s block, tools close by on the wall, stacks of surplus goods in cardboard boxes beneath. Canned and packaged goods mostly shelved to the left, behind the counter with the register, cleaning supplies and household needs to the right, on shelves or behind thick glass in one of the solid oak display cabinets. Candy bars, gum, packs of tiny wax bottles filled with colorful drinks, chewing tobacco, hair combs, and whatnot in the cabinet case beneath the register. Muted soundtrack from the whisper of the ceiling fan and the groan of Grandfather’s outdoor metal chair. 

Again I had to wonder what brought me here. Had I, out for a pleasant drive on a beautiful cool day, already had this destination somewhere in mind? And why now, after all this time? I’d not thought of the store in years. Busy with the work I’d found upon my arrival and with settling into place, I hadn’t given much thought to—or perhaps had willfully diverted thought from—the reasons for my return to Anne’s Ferry, to why I took Carson up on his invitation in the first place, or to the town’s effect upon me. Was it now time to do so? 
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When I pulled into the parking lot that morning, lay preacher Ford Wallace was there in his F-150. I got out, he did the same, and we met in front.

“Waiting for me?”

“Had the feeling I might not be welcome in there,” he said.

“And out here?”

He looked briefly away, then back. “You seem to me a fair man.”

I took him in, settled us in the office with coffee, and waited.

“I overheard people talking at the diner. You made an arrest regarding the abandoned car you thought might belong to my congregant.” Then, feeling the tug of my silence, “I’d been driving most of the night and breakfast was sounding good.”

“I see.”

“You seem yet a little suspicious, Chief.”

“As were you when we met. About the money Mays left at your church. About who he truly was. You implied then that you knew more than you were telling me.”

“What he said to me was privileged.”

“You’re a layman, so legally, no. Not that it matters now. Stanley Coogan, the man you knew as Grayson Mays, is dead.”

I filled him in on Coogan’s somehow wandering away from the car and showing up at the door of a medic he’d served with overseas, explained that he’d not survived his wounds and massive loss of blood, how and where we’d found him following Sullivan’s confession.

“Well then,” Wallace said, “that surely does change things.” He met my eyes and nodded maybe a half inch. “There’s not much I can say, don’t know that any of it could be useful to you. It was never he did this or that, where or when, when we talked. Like I told you before, more a feeling I got.”

“You said he felt he’d lost something he couldn’t get back.”

“He did.”

“Nothing more about that?”

“Not really.”

“And he went on about this battle that happened near Anne’s Ferry.” 

“That’s right.”

“But from just that you had this feeling of your own.”

“It wasn’t what he said, more from the way he said it. He’d talk about that battle like it was real, still being waged out there. Ghosts. They live on in the dark hollows behind what’s said aloud. I hear them in everything people tell me. Then there was the envelope he left behind.”

“In the collection box.”

“Several thousand dollars that could do a lot of good for the community.”

“And your church.”

“That too.”

“And the money was from him.”

Wallace nodded again, a full inch this time.

“Why would he do that?” 

“Been thinking on it.” Judged by his pause, he still was.

“Could it be that he knew he was going to die?” I asked.

“Or suspected it. Surely could be. No more need for money.”

Truck #1 exited the firehouse down the street, siren blaring full on. Felicia leaned in the door to gesture she had it, she’d respond and call back. I nodded.

“You’re not a religious man, are you, Chief?”

“Never have been.”

“In which case this may sound daft to your ears. But I keep going back to what Mays said about loss, to the ghosts in his voice, and you know, what I think is, the man was looking for atonement.” 

“Atonement for what?”

“We don’t know, do we? Likely never will.”

What we’d discovered of Coogan’s past, and what Coogan, dying, had said about the things he’d done—much of which I’d not shared with Wallace, and now did—fit right in.

“We can hope together that in some way he found it,” Wallace said. “Perhaps true atonements take place offstage, as they should.”

Mayor Shipman lost the election that fall. What years of disregard and mismanagement had not accomplished, a relationship with a high-school student did. The all-but-invisible liaison—hard to keep secrets in a small town—ended with him losing the mayorship, his business, and his family. Finally he packed up what he had left and moved away, out of state. The young woman, by then aged eighteen, went with him.

I had to wonder why I was still here, now that things had pretty much settled back into place. Some notion of watching over Hollis? He was headed straight down the road to gone by then, gone first to himself, then to the rest of us, and not much I could do about it. To finish something I didn’t know I’d started, by coming back? Not a clue as to that. Nothing more, maybe, than my usual inertia, continuing on in the direction I found myself moving? With no reason to be here anymore, I seemed reluctant to leave. 

Loss. The mayor’s many losses. Coogan, as Mays, told his lay preacher that he felt he’d lost something he could never get back. Had I lost something similar? My sense of where I came from, maybe. But I hadn’t lost that so much as I’d forfeited it. A sense of purpose? Still present, if at the moment on a back burner. Physical loss? Absolutely—almost daily, it seemed. And moths were having their way at recent and older memories alike. 

Loss, in all its combinings, is so often the matter of our lives. Loss of youth, of innocence, of others, of ambition, of faith. Even our arts, low to high, are in so many ways a hustle to hold onto a child’s boundless wonder. 

Over coffee once back in college days, I remember remarking to a friend that students came out of Intro to Philosophy dead sure they knew everything. “They don’t have knowledge, they have words,” she said. “The words give them refuge from having to go further.” Philosophy doesn’t hold answers, she said, it pumps out questions, like the shower of white-hot sparks from a welder at work. Another at the table with us said yes, but we could be getting damaged goods, all our metaphysics and its mewling kittens may be nothing more than the sound of heavy winds blowing across the mouth of Plato’s cave.

And why, I still have to ask all these years later, why so many questions? Why must everything be so damned confounding?

Goethe said it straight out. He believed that science (and, I suspect, philosophy) can best be seen as parable or metaphor, and that individual lives were mirrors by which a greater reality may be perceived. 

Perceived, mind you. Not grasped. 

Next thing I knew, drifting as I was so far above ground, Felicia stood by the door.

“Hope I’m not interrupting, Chief.”

“Wasn’t snoring, was I?”

“No, but wherever you were, you were beyond any doubt there.”

“Something on your mind too?”

“Nibbling at it, anyway.” She came on in and sat. “I’m beginning to think maybe the law’s not for me.”

“You worked awfully hard to get where you are.”

“Right, and the classes are a pleasure, what I’m learning.”

“Grades are good?”

“No problem there.”

“And Joseph?”

“He’s fine. Quite the little man—he thinks.”

Raymond came to the door looking for Felicia. She went over and they spoke quietly for a few moments before she returned. “It’s just I look ahead and have trouble seeing myself five, six years from now sitting at a desk drafting up yet another motion or appeal.”

“Give it time. Breathe. Stay loose. Pay attention.”

The sparks, I thought, will keep coming.

“Of course.”

“Anything going on that needs looking into?”

“There’s an odd one. You know Marcie?” 

“Front desk, City Hall?”

“That’s her.”

“Always there to help when I needed it.”

“Well, something I overheard her say to a fellow worker as I was walking by made me wonder, and later, just between the two of us, I asked Marcie about it.”

“So this is personal, not police business.”

“That’s the thing, I’m not sure.”

“Okay, go ahead.”

“Marcie has two boys. The younger just finished high school, headed for state college next year, working at the paint store till then. His brother, four years older, was already in college, left without contacting anyone and wasn’t heard from for months. At some point he strayed back into town. He’s been seen here and there, but has had no contact with his family. Marcie’s looked for him, talked to his old friends, the ones that are still around.”

“Father?”

“Died six years ago.”

“So, assuming you decide this is a police matter, what would be your next step?”

“I think we need to find him.”

And we did, two days later, at a nine-room motel tucked away out of sight behind a cut-rate furniture rental company, dead of an apparent overdose. No note, no evidence of other occupation, no sign of struggle, paid in cash. Possibly robbed, before or after, as there was no wallet, no ID or money. Even his shoes, if he’d had them, had been taken. Doc confirmed the cause of death. 

We pulled Marcie out of City Hall and took her back to the office to tell her. Afterwards, having sent Raymond to drive her by Doc’s then home, Felicia and I made fresh coffee, as though it were a small ceremony, which I suppose it was, and sat talking.

“How do people’s lives ever get in such a mess?” she said.

“Sometimes I think the wonder is that so many don’t.”

“Especially when you see what we see day after day, you mean.”

I nodded.

“And there’s so little we can do. Poor Marcie.”

We sat for a moment. I said, “Carson was good at this sort of thing, talking to others, easing them. The best.”

“He was.” More weight in those two words than seemed possible. It reminded me how little I knew about Felicia—any of them, really. 

“It’s like,” Carson once told me, “an image of the world’s been cut up into pieces of all shapes and sizes, then some of the pieces got tossed out and here we all are, stupidly trying to put the damn thing back together thinking there absolutely has to be a prize once we get it done.”

A brief philosophical divertissement as we lumbered about the city on patrol or on the way to crime scenes, avoiding the personal as was our wont and, I must suppose, our need. 

A month before Carson and I were slotted in as a team, my then partner and I caught a homicide we cleared in two days, due chiefly to blind luck and partner Leon’s dogged patience. But the story got around the department, in blown-out fashion as things will, that with this arrest he’d performed some kind of super-skilled feat, tatters of which glory came down the line to me, the new kid everyone was keeping an eye on. Leon, up for retirement, went out the door at the top of his career.

From the first day we wound up together, Carson grabbed hold of all this foolishness and wouldn’t let go, ribbing me endlessly about being a fledgling supercop, a specialist in homicide, one of a rare breed who “had the touch for it, the nose, the gut.” After a while, with absolutely no realistic reason and every evidential reason not to, he believed it himself. 

That extravagant belief, as much as anything, is what brought me to Anne’s Ferry. Extravagant beliefs, contrived self-fictions, small myths; so often these are what pull us along the crooked roads of our lives.

Marcie’s was the last case I worked there. My papers were in, and I was out of town scant hours before they hit the new mayor’s desk.

As Carson said, how are we supposed to get all those pieces back together? And I knew I couldn’t go on trying, not anymore.

We never heard from or of Carson again. In years to follow, there were times I’d catch a glimpse, of someone entering a club where I was playing, of a man turning away on the street or in the subway and think . . . but no. I’d like to believe, whatever his drive, whatever his search, that he came upon something like peace, but the more I thought about those fragments of writing he left behind, the more difficult it became to sustain any such faith.

    


    
24.

I was wrong.

About many things, but especially about Miss Gibson having had her say. She was anything but done, she wanted to be again out in the world doing what she was made for, and with me along for the ride.

After a bit of bouncing back, forth, and around, I repatriated to the city, New York this time, a two-room apartment in an old building with walls sufficiently staunch as to allow privacy when needed. Someone calls about a gig, I answer the phone and play, but never go looking. I do think about music a lot, how it can give us ease, arouse us, charge us, change us. 

As for my half a year in Anne’s Ferry, what I carried away with me when I left again, those belongings I suppose I must yet carry with me, I’ve done the best I can to get that down here, the most important parts, what I remember, as I remember. Doubtless there are lessons to be unearthed somewhere in this mess, but damned if I know what they are.

I continue to hear from Felicia on a regular basis, real old-world letters in envelopes bearing seasonal postal stamps. Law school degree tucked away in a file drawer, she still heads the department, which now consists of six full-time, certified employees, and recently took on a new trainee.

Fran and I’ve stayed in touch as well. She has her own ensemble, a sprightly, ever-surprising mix of traditional, free, and gypsy jazz, with a standing gig here in NYC when she’s in town, but does most of her recording in Europe. Her first major orchestral composition debuts next spring with the Berlin Philharmonic. 

Another, new passion. Of late I’ve watched Tarkovsky movies obsessively, starting with Solaris (having read the novel age twelve or fourteen), moving on to Stalker and others as available.

Putting the attraction of these unhurried films into words is as much a fool’s task as trying to describe what happens within them. I keep going back to what Ingmar Bergman said: “Tarkovsky is the greatest of all. For him, dreams are self-evident, he does not explain anything . . . All my life I have been knocking on the door that leads to that space where he moves with such self-evident naturalness. Only once or twice did I manage to slip through there.” 

Tarkovsky himself believed his films to be carved, sculpted, from time itself. For me, there is something irresistible in the way his people at one and the same time both flee and pursue their shadowed dreams, something I seem to need reminding of, again and again, in the quiet power and ever-mysterious agency of their lives. 

One night after a gig, as we were packing up, this had to be about a year ago, I was approached by a young man whom I’d noticed at the second row of tables to the right, my side of the stage, from every indication caught up wholly in the music.

“Mr. Bishop?” A low, quiet voice. Off-the-rack clothes that, in the casual wear of them carried an impression of having been tailored. A relaxed, self-assured smile.

Wiping down Miss Gibson’s body and fretboard, I pled guilty, throwing myself upon his mercy. 

“Joseph Morrow. Felicia’s son. Mom suggested that I come by and say hello.”

He was, he told me, in town checking out colleges, NYU among them. He’d be starting in the fall. 

Had he decided what course of study he’d pursue? Picked a major?

“Mathematics.”

He appeared to sense a reaction I’d not, myself, been aware of.

“I know,” he said. “Only to end up a professor, entombed in some closet-sized basement office and forgotten there. But math’s the only thing that ever made complete sense to me.”

We talked a while and, one thing leading to another, wound up sitting in the bluish, vaguely subterranean light on the fit-no-butt plastic stools of AfterOurs Diner deep downtown. All those years and we’d never met. Good to do so now. I could see echoes of his mother in his gestures, inner stillness, cadence. 

Eggs, ham, coffee, two in the morning. Still my world, still who I was. Things can change so much, and so little. 

Sometimes it’s the big ending you want, all crash and thunder and churn, like Beethoven, who’ll settle into bringing it home and when you think you’re almost there, about to be released, he’ll toss things back into the rafters and pump it all up for yet another mighty heave-ho. 

And sometimes—sometimes the best ending is simply to remember, go back, to just play the tune straight through as well as you can, this one moment in time.
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