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            As the sun gained the eastern sky …

         

         AS THE sun gained the eastern sky, I drove my truck through a meadow and toward Maiden’s Grove Lake. On the hills, aspen trees leafed out like pale green clouds, and scattered in the grass below, violets stood up to the wet, cold spring. Everywhere you looked, summer was promised.

         Who named the lake Maiden’s Grove I do not know, probably the same person who named our township Wild Thyme, back two hundred years ago when northern Pennsylvania was still frontier. They arrived and there it was, a deep glacial rut fed by springs and spilling into January Creek, hooking into the Susquehanna at some point south, and then running hundreds of miles out to the Chesapeake Bay.

         I came to a right turn and took the road to where a dozen cottages sat on the shore. They’d been built in the thirties, when the family that owned most of the surrounding land had sold off a few parcels to raise cash. The family, name of Swales, had evidently grown rich again down in Luzerne County. Until recently, they’d left the other three-quarters of the lake wild. The south shore cottagers were a house-proud and wealthy few who prized quiet and solitude. They stocked the lake with trout and forbade motorboats. At Cottage Seven, I pulled in next to a navy Mercedes wagon and walked to the side yard. The midmorning sun scattered white light across the lake’s blue surface. You could smell the light. Rhonda Prosser, a slender middle-aged woman with the wiry limbs of a distance runner, crouched in front of a broken basement window. On my arrival she stood. She wore gray dreadlocks with silver rings and charms woven in. Her face was severe and beautiful, the face of a white woman, to be clear, dreadlocks notwithstanding. I’d seen her and her husband at monthly township meetings in the summer months. They’d made it a project to beleaguer the township supervisor—my boss, Steve Milgraham—over fracking. In particular, where was the EPA looking after us, and where was the Act 13 money going? For this they had become notable in Holebrook County despite being themselves residents of New York State, north of the border.

         Rhonda peered at me over half-glasses clamped onto the very tip of her nose.

         “Henry Farrell, Wild Thyme,” I said.

         “Yeah, I know. I was expecting state police,” she said.

         “Well,” I said.

         “So you’re going to handle this? Because I called before. I left messages on your machine. People raising hell at Andy Swales’s place, and you won’t lift a finger.”

         It was true. Andy Swales was prince of the family and had, that past year, built a stone castle on a hill overlooking the northern shore, along with a small boathouse and a dock. From the Prossers’ cottage, you could see a turret.

         Swales leased some of his land and a trailer up there to a young couple named Kevin O’Keeffe and Penny Pellings, in exchange for their caretaking the house and grounds. Yet them two were not known for care. Child Protective Services had removed their newborn girl, Eolande, about a year ago, in a case that saw a bit of publicity. In addition to the occasional check-in relating to their efforts to get Eolande back, I’d been on a domestic call to the trailer that winter, nothing too bad, just hippies in a squabble that went too far.

         Point being, with Kevin and Penny living up there, a certain local element had new access to the lake, and the cottage owners didn’t like it. Starting that spring, any chance they got, they called about some scandal up to Maiden’s Grove, somebody playing music too loud too late or bait-fishing their trout. I told them once you stock a public lake, the fish are the commonwealth’s. But I’d called Andy Swales about the noise. He’d told me his tenants could do what they pleased, as long as they didn’t get carried away, his words. Me, I also figured it was a free country and people were allowed to get drunk at the wrong lake if they wanted.

         Worst of all to the cottagers on the southern shore, worse than their new neighbors to the north, Swales had signed a gas lease. At some point in the future, they all might look out across the lake to see a derrick punching poison into the earth with nothing but a thin concrete well protecting their water supply.

         “Well,” I said, “the state called the county, and the county called the township, and the township is me, so.”

         “Mmm.”

         “The nearest state barracks is an hour away,” I said. “I may work with the county on suspects and that. Show me around?”

         We went inside. The interior of the cottage was white and spare. The spaces beneath tables and chairs were empty, the countertops clean, the shelves filled with art books. Life preservers and baseball mitts hung on hooks in a shale-floored mudroom with a bench and a view to the lake. Unlike most of the homes I visited on the job, there was not a thing in this one you could call junk. In fact, the cottage was so little disarranged that I had a hard time believing it had been burgled until I came to the wall fixture that had once held a flat-screen TV, and saw the outlines where a stereo had once sat on a chest painted in blue milk wash. According to Rhonda, two vintage stringed instruments had been taken, but not the priceless barn harp, which was crumbling into something more like folk art. She showed it to me and strummed it; it did not play well. In an upstairs bedroom, the burglars had forced open a locked drawer in a nightstand and taken an HK 9mm automatic handgun. Rhonda said it was her ex-husband’s, for coyotes, described it as black, hadn’t touched it since the divorce. There was a touch of weariness in her voice when her ex-husband came into the story. It was the first I’d heard of the split, so I guessed it was recent. She didn’t know if the gun was loaded; it may well have been. There was a nearly empty box of 124-grain full metal jacket ammunition still in the drawer. All the liquor was gone. Downstairs in the basement, any tools not bolted down had been taken. We headed back up to the ground floor.

         “This is the most valuable thing in the whole place.” Rhonda pointed to an oil painting in a golden frame with a picture light mounted over it. “Why turn on the light and not take the painting? Odd. I guess I shouldn’t wonder.” Cows in a field by a creek at sunset. She straightened it with a brush of her fingers and a flash of turquoise jewelry.

         “So last night. You got a call when?”

         Rhonda looked pained. “We set calls to come here, not Syracuse. He did, my ex, Evan. That’s where I was last night, Syracuse. The call came to him, but the cottage is mine now, so he called me. The summers we stayed here, we rarely even locked the doors. But friends on Silver Lake had a problem. He got the system, thinking once we have it, we’ll never need it. You just don’t expect this.”

         “You’re a long way out,” I said.

         “So we thought,” said Rhonda, and then reconsidered. “No, it’s more than that. You keep going along, you’ve got a good thing. How could you expect this? You’re going along.” With an index finger, she whipped tears from under her eyes. “We just have to absorb this now, I guess. There’s no place to be.”

         “Just from my perspective, I’ve seen it before. It’s not personal. These people, they didn’t mean you harm. They don’t know you. They only know what they need, and that’s probably heroin. So the call came here,” I continued, “the dispatcher didn’t like it, she called the state police, state police called …”

         “Evan,” said Rhonda, “my ex.”

         “And he called you.” She nodded. “I’ll try to get a few prints and whatnot, but the likeliest way forward is people. People talking.”

         I didn’t have high hopes. In the commonwealth, every house burglary was a felony, and nobody wanted to send their brother-in-law or whoever to prison over a stereo. Especially not in the government-resistant culture that had taken root in the hills of Wild Thyme. Maybe I could follow the items over the border to the small cities on New York’s Southern Tier. Probably not. I took prints from the doorknobs, a few surfaces, and had a long look around. The burglars had left nothing behind. Before breaking in they’d probably taken off their boots, even. I gave my regrets and got on the road.

         It took about twenty minutes to get back to the station. Rounding a bend, I rolled into the familiar valley and parked on the gravel surrounding the municipal garage. Wild Thyme Township had not always had a policeman on the payroll. I suppose it had depended on how safe people felt, and how much taxes they wanted to pay. Before my return from Wyoming—State, not County—a few years back, the post had stood vacant, and the people relied on Pennsylvania State Police and the Holebrook County Sheriff’s Department. It was largely Sheriff Dally’s doing that I got the job; he’d wanted to trim back his own department’s ambit and felt that as long as I was up there in Wild Thyme, I could be of use.

         In fashioning the police station itself, the township had cornered off a piece of the building that doubled as a garage and volunteer fire station. I unlocked the door and propped it open, then switched on a rotating fan. It never made a difference. Sometimes it felt like the air in my office had not changed since 1967 when the garage was built. Nothing in, nothing out. The desk beside mine remained vacant. My latest deputy—Krista Collins, formerly of the county sheriff’s department—worked for me for about five minutes before getting herself deployed again, this time to Afghanistan. There she met a sergeant and let me know she wasn’t returning to Pennsylvania probably ever. Even if I could hire somebody, there were precious few academy graduates angling for a low-paying rural post. The applications I did get were from older cops with brutality complaints and discipline problems, guys who fell out with their departments and were looking for rescue. If eleven dollars an hour was worth it, most of them had to be pretty sorry, but I kept a few applications on my desk anyway.

         I considered manning one of my speed traps throughout the township, but decided against it. It was a lazy May morning after a dawn turkey hunt, and besides, as policeman of a small township, it is a fine line between making yourself useful and paining the community’s ass. For that reason I tended to focus my efforts on the king cabs and tanker trucks come in from elsewhere to work the Marcellus shale play.

         I called the sheriff’s department and asked about any burglaries their way, any suspects. Nothing out of the ordinary in Fitzmorris or around. I filled out most of a criminal complaint, leaving space for the offenders’ names, and put it in a desk drawer.

         Not too long after I had done this, the township supervisor stepped in. He wore a striped polo shirt, Bermuda shorts the color of peas, and dusty work boots. As I mentioned, Stephen Milgraham was his name, the middle-aged owner/operator of a contracting business. I privately called him the Sovereign Individual, or just the Sovereign, owing to his libertarian leanings. Being a department of one, I was answerable to the Wild Thyme taxpayers by way of the Sovereign. He criticized me publicly, declined to pay for con ed, and took away my mini-fridge.

         “Steve,” said I, “glad to see you, please sit.”

         “Ah, thanks.” The Sovereign scraped a chair over to my desk and sat on the edge of it. “How are things, keeping busy?”

         “Always. Always something.”

         “I ran into Rhonda this morning.”

         “Sure,” I said.

         “You told her we’ve got a heroin problem.”

         “News travels fast,” I said.

         “Henry.” He spat some wintergreen dip juice into a soda bottle. Steve knew roads and their upkeep, he knew the voting people of Wild Thyme, and he was well liked. It would have been convenient for me to like him too. Increasingly I had the impression that he’d be happy for me never to arrest anyone again and to move to some other county.

         I said, “Come on, Stephen—”

         “I have enough trouble? From Rhonda? You ask me—”

         “Stephen—”

         “Maybe she got hit because nobody likes her.”

         “Come on,” I said.

         “If you need more work, let me know,” Stephen said, standing as if to close the matter. “But we don’t want you making up—”

         “I didn’t make up anything—”

         “—stories and then putting them in your blotter, scaring the little old ladies in the ladies’ club.”

         “—and it isn’t you who decides how much work I have,” I said.

         “Oh, no?”

         “Okay. But please. Just read the blotter. The last few months.” Heroin’s arrival into the countryside had been a shameful secret at first, but you saw stories in the paper now. The truth was, within the past six months I could probably have made as many drug arrests as I had the time and inclination to make. I used to drive around what we call the Heights, a low-income community of outlaws and misfortunates perched on our highest hills, and wave to the people I saw around their homes. Sometimes I’d think, I know that guy to be a deadbeat—what’s in his pockets? Now, with everything coming in, I had that thought about almost everybody, ordinary citizens too. 

         “I’ve seen the reports,” said the Sovereign. “What, a few burglaries.”

         “A few burglaries a month where there used to be just a few all year. Possession. Overdoses, MVAs. If you think I’m catching everything …”

         “I don’t. I’m on my way to work. I’m not trying to be a prick. You’ve got to do your job, but you could stand some discretion. You and your reports.”

         As the supervisor walked out my door, I said, “Steve, it’s not me that’s scaring the little old ladies. You see that, right?”

         It was early afternoon and I was sleeping peacefully at my desk when my phone chirped: a text message from Shelly Bray. With her two kids at school, her husband safe at work, her horses fed, and no clients at the stables, this was my signal to stop by. I had a half-hour window after every text to show up or not. Our system was simple. She never texted me for any other reason, and only ever wrote, hey there or how you? or simply, hi. If I could go, I would.

         I turned onto Fieldsparrow Road and parked my car out of sight on the late Aubrey Dunigan’s farmstead, where we’d had so much trouble the year before. I trotted through his scrubby field to the wooded ridge above. A trail led past a well pad that had been cleared but not drilled; at the moment it was just a silent expanse covered in a wisp of bluegrass. The unit in the rock far below included some of the Bray property. The lease was yet another bone of contention between Shelly and her husband. She was knee-jerk opposed to hydrofracking—a view I shared for my own reasons—but her husband saw that he couldn’t keep it away. In the end, he had won. 

         I paused at the forest’s edge to look out over the wide golden dell surrounding the Brays’ horse farm. It thrummed with life, a braiding flow of light, insect buzz, and wildflower scent mixed with manure and hay. As I crept toward the house, keeping to the tree line, Shelly’s two horses flicked their tails in the scant shade of a wildling apple tree, ignoring me. Wurlitzer and Pinky were their names.

         At the kitchen door I removed my boots, wary of leaving imprints, and felt a rush of desire and dumb luck as Shelly padded down the stairs. She was a pretty brunette of forty or so with a huge devilish smile. That morning she wore only a clean white tank top and striped underwear. Stepping past me to the refrigerator, she removed a pitcher of ice water with lemon slices floating in it. She poured a glass and handed it to me.

         “You look beat,” she said. “Come on up.”

         Naked under a stream of cool water in the guest bathroom shower, I stood behind her and ran my hands over her abdomen, the muscle and flesh of it now as familiar as her face. My hand moved down between her legs, and my breath got short. Feeling me get hard, she bent forward with one hand on the tile, and with the other guided me inside her, unprotected. It was too good to bear. “Jesus,” I said, “we can’t.”

         Shelly gripped me to her with a hand behind my thigh. “I want you to. I want you to come.”

         I broke away before it was too late and stood, wild-eyed, with my back against the tile as Shelly shrugged, stepped out of the shower, and left the bathroom. I followed. In the guest bedroom, she pulled me to her and we took our time to finish what we’d started, but with protection. Afterward we lay side by side atop the bedspread, brushed by the warm breeze moving through the open windows.

         “Hot,” she said.

         “Yeah.”

         “Tomorrow?”

         “Okay,” I said.

         “What, Henry?”

         “What, what?”

         Shelly plucked her shirt from the floor and pulled it on over her head. Tugging her underwear up, she said, “The thrill is gone?”

         “That’s not the problem. That is the problem.”

         “I could leave him.”

         This was the second time she’d said something like this. The first time, a week ago, I’d ignored it. “Not on my account,” I said. “The kids.”

         “Henry, I’ve known him years. He’s not evil. But please understand: he’s too broken to be fixed. Don’t beat yourself up over the kids. We’d be doing them a favor.”

         “Just … not on my account.”

         She sighed. “Tomorrow, then?”

         As I got dressed, I heard car tires. Downstairs, Shelly cursed. “Henry?”

         “I’m out the window.” I had memorized the house’s layout for just such a moment, but never expected I’d be dumb enough to let it happen. Barefoot, and as gymnastically as is possible for a six-foot man, I folded myself through an open window and let go of the sill, dropping ten feet to the ground. From there, I slunk behind a woodpile. Around the corner of the house, Shelly and her husband Josh faced each other on the porch.

         “Surprise, surprise,” I heard her say.

         “The AC died,” he said, “you believe that? They sent us home, day off.”

         “I actually don’t believe that.”

         “Maybe I just wanted to see you,” Josh said.

         “I’m surprised, that’s all.”

         I heard the screen door slap shut, lay my head on the grass, and gazed into the blue sky. I thought about my boots. After five minutes, I crept to the tree line. This time the horses watched me all the way. Safe in the green dark of the woods, I stopped to look at the Bray place once more and imagined for a moment what it’d be like to live there. I felt bad skulking around in the family’s house with all their pictures and things. Please don’t think I didn’t. But if I’m honest, it also felt good. It was something I needed. I told myself it’d be the last time, just like the time before.

         
            *

         

         I PICKED UP sneakers from home and went back to work, cut out of work at exactly four-thirty, and drove back to the tumble-down farmhouse I rented. I put on my camouflage, including green paint on my shiny sneakers and around my eyes and face where the beard didn’t cover, and headed into the woods. I sat in cover by the edge of a field, trying to coax a gobbler toward a hen decoy. It was the wrong time of day, and I impressed myself by calling one in almost without meaning to. I had a feeling he was the same bird I’d heard two afternoons ago from the opposite hill, and also the huge tom that came to the edge of my yard last evening to taunt me as I ate supper on my porch, wearing only boxer shorts with a hole in the seat. I live in the country, and alone. I’d grabbed the shotgun and stalked him barefoot to the tree line, then stood and watched as he jogged straight down the road ahead of me, too distant for a shot. He’d turned, looked right at me, bobbed his head, and disappeared into the woods.

         Now he played it paranoid, hunkering down in a line of maples along a creek. I scraped out another quiet invitation on my call. He didn’t respond for twenty minutes. Then, far to the east of where he’d been, he made an echoing bleat and strutted into the field. His head turned blue, then red, and then deathly white as he paced in the grass, checking his flank. Saying, Where is this goddamn hen that won’t move? Make me chase you, I don’t think so. He was king in his world. I shot him and through a puff of gun smoke noted the spot where he should have fallen. The walk into the field stretched my legs. Standing over empty ground, I wondered at the power of this bird, half idiot, half genius, to disappear. I had shot him, I swear.

         On my walk home, I followed one of my neighbor’s trails into a wooded ravine, and back up to leafy woods pocketed with red pine. A clean scent moved through the forest on the breeze, so strong I could only follow. The air was sweet. I stepped off the path and into shadow. Pushing through black branches knit together, eventually I came to a small open ring with an emerald floor of moss, princess pine, and jack-in-the-pulpit. The break in the woods hid a treasure: standing three feet off the ground, in the shade of a maple, a single wild azalea bloomed pink, its flowers swaying as if exhausted with scent.

         “Look at you,” I said. I took a knee near the plant and brushed aside some dead leaves on the ground. With my knife, I gathered two shoots. Fighting my way back to the path, I cradled the plants like baby birds in my cupped palm.

         Back home I grabbed a serving fork from a kitchen drawer and went back outside. I considered the lay of the land and settled on a roadside tree line with a rotting split-rail fence in it. In went the wild azalea, no longer wild, nice and easy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Next morning was clear and dry.

         

         NEXT MORNING was clear and dry. A tom had run me around since about five a.m., and I was having eye trouble to where I couldn’t see getting to work on time. I had just got home, stripped off my camo, put up the shotgun, and started the kettle for coffee, when my friend Ed Brennan called. The call changed quite a bit, then and in years to follow.

         Ed is a large, loud man, but on the phone that morning his voice was a murmur, telling a story I didn’t want to know the end to. I got dressed in three minutes and, with my coffee sloshing out of its cup, drove down to Fitzmorris.

         The Brennans live on a small farm outside Fitzmorris, which you may know is the Holebrook County seat. Liz Brennan is the town’s general practitioner, and Ed owns a high-end construction business specializing in timber frame buildings. He has a few skilled guys but he’ll take his workers from anywhere, rehab placements, whatever, as long as they can work. The Brennans have two young kids, a boy and a girl. Ed and I went to high school together, oh, fifteen-twenty years ago. I’m close with their family. They’ve helped me through troubles. And I might as well say that if you knew Liz, you’d understand how I could love her with the purity of a dog’s love, and be in no better position than a dog to express how I felt, and have no more chance of pursuing her romantically than a dog would have. She’s my best friend’s wife. I’m telling everything else, so I might as well admit that too. My life was much simpler when I had my own wife, but I scattered her ashes out West, and she’s hard to reach.

         I pulled into the yard of the white farmhouse. Ed stood in the doorway. He gave me a small wave and moved inside. On the porch, one of Ed’s guys sat slumped in a chair. Duct tape held the toes of his boots shut. A baseball cap hid his face, but that didn’t matter. It was Kevin O’Keeffe, the fellow who lived with his girlfriend Penny in a trailer on Andy Swales’s land up to Maiden’s Grove. I wasn’t sure whether he was asleep or awake until I took the stairs. He shifted and tried to stand. I waved him back and pulled a chair around to face him.

         “Are we doing this here?” he asked.

         “Not sure what it is we’re doing,” I said.

         “Ed didn’t say?”

         “Why don’t you tell me?”

         Kev glanced toward Ed’s front door, then back at me. “You’re not taking me in?”

         “What is this all about, and we’ll go from there.” I had no place to hold Kevin in my tiny station. Not for longer than an hour or so. There was no doubt that this, if it was anything, would be kicked over to the county.

         O’Keeffe lowered his voice. “I didn’t kill her.” He wore a T-shirt, and I looked at his arms for scratches and bruises. His sunburned skin was scraped and lined, nothing fresh, though.

         “But she’s gone,” I said.

         “Yeah. I get home two nights ago, the place is busted.”

         “About what time did you get in that night?”

         “I don’t know, two-thirty? There’s some, ah … Jesus, oh, God.” He hid his face in his hands, which were cracked and dry, then looked up again. “But I don’t notice … what I should have. I was drunk. I passed out. I guessed she was mad about something, me staying out late or what, and then she’d be back. No shape to go after her. Next morning, still no Penny. I called her phone, I called her sister, called her folks, no nothing. Looking around, you know, I should’ve seen. I went to work.

         “Come night, still no Penny. Her car ain’t moved. I made some more calls and went out hitting the bars. Binghamton, Endicott, down to Fitzmorris. Nobody’s seen her.” He raised a hand to pick at his eye. The hand trembled.

         “Okay. Now, what about this, you said you shot somebody? That can’t be right, right?” Ed had told me this part of the story over the phone, without details. It didn’t fit. No gunshot wounds had come into Holebrook or in neighboring counties. Likely this was a bad dream or a delirium from too much or too little alcohol in the blood.

         Kevin gave no reply, and then, “I shouldn’t have said that. Forget that, I’m wrong, I was drunk. I didn’t shoot nobody.”

         “Okay, so where was it that you didn’t shoot anybody?”

         Kevin sighed and raised his eyes to the heavens.

         “Where’s the gun?” I said.

         He put an index finger to his temple and pretended to blow his brains out. It was not for my benefit, I don’t think. Our eyes met, and I knew that something was wrong with Kevin, and with the little place where our lives met.

         “Tell me where you’ve been, Kev. You’ve got to tell me right now.”

         “Promise me you’ll go after Penny. She could be … we’re wasting time.” 

         “Stand up, please.” I patted him down, catching body odor that was sharp like cheese, sweet like bread or beer. No weapon.

         “If she’s dead, I didn’t kill her.”

         “Well,” I said. O’Keeffe extended his wrists to be cuffed. I shook my head. “How’d you get here?”

         “Walked.”

         “Where’s your truck?”

         He gave me a helpless look. “I don’t know.”

         I put an arm on his shoulder and steered him to my vehicle.

         On the drive to the sheriff’s, I thought about my visit to their home that winter, and about their history. You show up to a domestic call expecting to see people still in the grip of the fight that got you called out, clawing, screaming. You come to somebody’s defense, chances are they let you in on a punch or two. You’re the person they hate more than each other. That January night when I had pulled up to the trailer off Dunleary, my blue lights dancing off the white woods, with Swales’s house barely visible through the tree trunks, it was quiet. I knocked and stepped inside. The first thing O’Keeffe asked me was to turn off my lights so the landlord wouldn’t know I’d been called.

         When I returned, the two of them were sitting in the kitchen, Penelope at the table, Kevin on the floor with his back to the refrigerator. Penelope Pellings was lovely, with long chestnut hair and teeth that protruded slightly past her lips. A small woman, small and thin. Kev O’Keeffe had long hair pulled straight back in a ponytail and wore several ropy, beaded necklaces over a hand-knitted sweater. Neither spoke as I stomped snow off my boots and ducked inside. The only signs of struggle  were Penelope’s flaring nostrils, a butcher’s knife in front of her on the table, and bloody paper towels wrapped around O’Keeffe’s hand.

         Had they been drinking? Yes, a bit. Drugs? No, they said. Back then, it didn’t really matter to me what started it all; there had been an argument, a struggle, a door slammed shut and held closed against Penny. The last straw. She had taken out the sharpest knife in the block and waited.

         The knife was a mirror, and what they saw in it, they barely recognized. It ended the fight, and now, with O’Keeffe’s hand dripping blood on the floor, the overwhelming sense I got from both of them was shame. I asked to speak with Penelope alone, and O’Keeffe agreed.

         We stepped outside and, despite the puffy jacket she had wrapped around her, she began to shiver. “We had a fight, I lost my shit.” Her hands clutched each other as if preventing their own flight, the wild flight of bats. “He never hit me.”

         “Good.”

         Penny looked off into the woods. “Sometimes I can’t keep on with this.”

         “With what?”

         “What does he care? Working on these fall-down barns. Getting fucked up every night—not drunk, fucked up—waking up and doing it again. Never going to get our girl back that way. I been through the fuckin program, I been clean. But still CPS says I have to do this or that. When is our life going to be what it is? I know people have to do whatever, but I never thought I’d be living like this. Sorry. You don’t need to hear it.”

         “You were trying to, what, get him to stop drinking?” 

         “Something like that. Listen, believe it or not, Henry, I didn’t call for you.”

         “Oh, no?”

         She caught my dubious tone. “Nobody tells me how it is, not him, not anybody. Nobody has a thumb that fuckin big. He drank too much to get himself to the hospital in the snow, and he won’t admit he should go get the hand looked at, and if he doesn’t he won’t be working at all. Then we’ll have real problems. I called for an ambulance.” She tapped her breastbone with her palm. “He’s trying to protect me, saying it isn’t bad. If he isn’t hurt too bad, then …”

         Then the fight wasn’t anything for me to tell CPS about. “I’ll radio.”

         I went back to my truck and raised the emergency squad, then stepped back inside to wait. Penelope had taken a seat on Kevin’s lap and was plucking at his hair. I wondered whether this show of affection might be for my benefit. At the time it seemed more genuine than not. Of course I worried about her.

         I looked at them both, wondering what to say. “Please tell me I won’t be back here for anything like this ever again.”

         “You won’t,” Kevin said.

         “So what do you two want, where do you want to go with this?”

         “Nowhere,” said Kevin.

         “Vacation?” said Penelope.

         
            *

         

         NEARLY HALF a year later, as Kevin O’Keeffe and I sat on a bench in the basement hallway of the Holebrook County Courthouse and waited, I tried not to feel that I had missed something important. Since our encounter that winter, Kevin had let himself go to where he was almost a street person. Teeth the color of old newspaper, voice burred by smoke, skin swollen tight on his face but dried to horn on his hands. He’d gone from an affable youngish hippie to one of those guys you see, and we all probably know at least one, riding his bicycle to the distributor for his daily thirty-pack, looking both older and younger than he should.

         A patrolman led us into an empty conference room, and O’Keeffe and I sat at a chipped wooden table until Sheriff Dally knocked at the window. I left the room and joined him in the hall. Dally and the patrolman listened as I laid out the situation as quickly and fully as I could.

         Dally turned to his guy. “Call the hospitals again. Check down to Dunmore and Wyoming, see if the state police have anything from last night that might fit.”

         When the patrolman had left, Dally said to me, “How do you want to handle this, will he talk to us both?”

         I said I thought so. The question was a courtesy; Dally was going to step in. I liked him as a sheriff and a person. But he was a trifle stiff, as many descendants of the Scots Presbyterians who founded Fitzmorris tended to be, and disposed to believe he was not only right, but in the right. I’d heard him refer to his job more than once as “whack-a-mole.” His world and Kevin’s didn’t intersect except at the point of citation, and that’s maybe what the county needs out of a sheriff—distance, a lordliness. With my upbringing I didn’t have the luxury of arm’s-length policing. Everyone was somebody’s uncle or cousin. Over the past couple years I’d been on the job in Wild Thyme, the sheriff had come to see that I could be useful  talking to certain kinds of people. The indigent, the iron-spined, the woodchucks.

         Dally knocked on the window and opened the door. We all said hello, and then nothing. A wary silence had settled over O’Keeffe.

         “You need anything?” I asked. “Water, soda?”

         “How about, you know, just a little smooth-over?” He lit a half-smoked cigarette, flattened from his pocket. “I hate to ask, you know. I understand. Shit—what time is it?” He chuckled with no happiness. “Now isn’t the time, I understand that. Practically speaking, it just … it would help me get it together. Okay, had to ask. She’s gone. You going to help me?”

         “In my younger days,” said the sheriff, eventually, “when I drank too much on a Friday night? I’d wake up feeling sick in my stomach, sick in my head. Soul-sick. I knew I’d done something, didn’t know what. If I couldn’t remember, it almost wasn’t real, that thing I did.” Dally paused, produced a small recording device, and placed it in the middle of the table, where it sat, drawing our eyes. “But there was a dent in the pickup that wasn’t there yesterday. A rip in my shirt, a black eye, those were real. Sometimes I’d call up a buddy and say, Hey, I don’t really want to know, but what happened? And it was better to know. Often things weren’t so bad as they seemed. It wasn’t really me. I had to remind myself of that. I’d been drinking.”

         O’Keeffe wasn’t buying it. Dally waved a hand at the recorder. “This is what we call a noncustodial interview. You aren’t under arrest, and so far as I know, you haven’t done a thing wrong. You’re here because you want to be and we want you to be. You’re free to go anytime. Yeah?”

         “Okay.” 

         “Don’t get stage fright if I record us. It’s an interview. So if you say something that’s useful later, we have it down.”

         “Useful how?”

         “We don’t know yet. You say your girlfriend’s gone. We don’t know. But if she’s in trouble, details will help.”

         O’Keeffe sank deeper in his chair and nodded his assent.

         “Say it, please, so we have it.”

         “Okay, I said.”

         There were gaps in the account he gave. Just as he had done with me, he insisted on a few things: He got home around two-thirty a.m., May 18. Penelope was gone, the place kicked apart. His search the following night had ended somewhere in Fitzmorris. Interviews don’t just roll out one-and-done. They get repeated and repeated, facts change and change back, minor points get insisted on and later dropped, all in search of the one useful lie or truth. We went over it a couple more times. O’Keeffe claimed to have spent the night of the supposed disappearance partying with some others in a clearing on the north shore of Maiden’s Grove, really just standing around drinking and, presumably, smoking weed. Locals sometimes parked on Dunleary Road and took a trail through Swales’s land to do this. Sometimes they’d park up near Kevin and Penelope’s place. No, nobody had parked up by their trailer that night, only on Dunleary. O’Keeffe was unsure who would be able to account for his whereabouts. Was Penelope down by the shore? Sure, but she’d left alone, back up the hill to the trailer. There were no loners, no strangers with them.

         “Did she ever go swimming in the lake?” I asked. “Not necessarily that night.”

         “Yeah,” Kevin said, then caught my meaning. “No, no, she was a strong swimmer, she went all the time. All the time. Not that night, of course, lake’s too cold yet. Listen. You have to get out there and find her. I’m begging you.”

         “In good time,” I said.

         “This guy you’re supposed to have shot,” Dally said.

         “Man, come on. For the last time, I was wrong, let it go. You need to go see my place. I need you to believe me.”

         “Well, I would,” said Dally. “Only, you said before, you shot a man last night. It’s not something you’d make up or forget—”

         “No, no, no. No.”

         “And if this guy is lying somewhere, bleeding, dying, and you have a chance to save his life, it’s—”

         “No.”

         “You’d be saving your own life,” the sheriff concluded.

         O’Keeffe said nothing and gazed up through the basement window. He couldn’t have seen but a line of grass, sky, a couple tree branches. He settled in to the nothing.

         Kevin O’Keeffe, no more than a gentle good-timer. I’d first met him one morning a few years ago, back when I was moonlighting construction for Ed. I was pulling into a site in south Susquehanna County, and there was Kevin, long-haired, pretending to make love to the rear bumper of his yellow truck. He was a young man then, actually young. Not now, whatever his age was, couldn’t be twenty-five. What did he know, and what did he do, who was he? Perhaps he was just finding out.

         “So, one last time. You get home,” I said. “And Penelope’s not there. Is that unusual?”

         “Not … no. She went out sometimes.”

         “Where?”

         Nothing. 

         “So you get home, was her car there? She has a car?”

         “Yes. Yes.”

         “But the place was a mess,” I said. “Was that unusual?”

         “No, man, like I said, the doors—”

         “So what on earth—”

         “There was hair.” His voice lifted.

         “Hair,” I said.

         “Her hair, on the floor. I didn’t find it until the next afternoon. It was bloody. Jesus.”

         “How much blood?”

         “There was enough,” he said. “At first I thought … it wasn’t real. I’d been seeing things. Getting confused? Anyways, this shit was real.”

         Sheriff Dally gave the signal and we both stepped outside. “He say anything like that to you before now?”

         “First I heard of any blood.”

         The sheriff stepped into his office to hear Patrolman Hanluain’s report on area hospitals: still no gunshot wounds. He also had a brief phone conversation with the district attorney and checked in with the Marine Corps vet we used as a search-and-rescue diver. I stood guard outside the conference room door. Dally reappeared and we went back in.

         Kevin sighed and said, “I’m not saying anything by this. Not a damn thing. But if you get out to my place, by the time you get there and let me know—you let me know you’ve seen it—I might remember something about last night.”

         
            *

         

         AFTER A HALF-HOUR drive that took fourteen minutes, I was standing in front of Kevin and Penelope’s trailer. Four massive oaks framed the place. The trees had begun to leaf, and the canopy blotted out most of the sun, but let coins of daylight through to shudder on the lawn. White lattice had once covered the space between the trailer’s floor and the ground, but had been torn partly free; my flashlight caught nothing out of place under there, some beer cans scattered across hard-packed dirt. Two towels served as curtains to the bedroom; the other windows were covered by gappy venetian blinds. Behind several acres of woods to the right, the landowner’s stone house loomed. I scraped my boot tread with a small screwdriver, pulled on some rubber gloves, and stepped inside the trailer.

         The place had been scrubbed clean. Or I should say, I saw no blood spatters, no broken plates or furniture, no sign of struggle. Stacks of magazines and books strewn around, sure, dirty dishes in the sink, a thick coat of dust and dead cluster flies atop every high-up surface. But the floor was spotless. I did catch an odd, overwhelming scent of metal and smoke mixed.

         The accordion door separating the living room and kitchen was in rough shape, but intact. Same with the door between the kitchen and bedroom. A bedsheet, pilled and yellowed, was stretched over three corners of their mattress. There were small piles of books on both sides of the bed. In one corner, untouched, was a crib with a mobile hanging over it, a mobile of winged fairies. The door to the bathroom was intact too, the one that was supposed to be kicked to pieces. It wasn’t particularly new or old, just a cheap door. I opened and shut it. It worked fine, minus a little upward tug to get it to sit in the frame.

         I lowered myself to the bedroom floor, put an eye along it. No blood. I noticed the dried lines of a recent mopping and the smell of bleach. I sifted through some dust bunnies in the corner, but found nothing like the bloody hair Kevin described. The kitchen floor had been wiped clean too. It took me twice around the linoleum pattern before I found it: a drop of dried blood smaller than a shirt button near the refrigerator. It wasn’t fresh, but it was something. Elongated, not the sun shape of a vertical drop. With my knife, I cut around it and baggied the piece of linoleum. It took a third trip around to find a small shard of china that had apparently slid to the wall and come to rest between it and the edge of the linoleum.

         The sponge mop they had in the corner was dry and curling away from its metal mount. There were the usual sprays and powders under the sink.

         Outside, I scuffed at the lawn between the trailer and the driveway, in which was parked a rusted compact I took to be Penny’s. In the woods, I took two loops around the trailer, stepping over fallen logs and pushing aside low branches covered in buds about to burst open. Swales’s land was so steep and uneven that, apparently, the Irish dairy farmers and tanners who had settled Wild Thyme never bothered to clear it for pasture, or maybe only cleared it once, long ago, and gave up. Every now and then there was a shallow rocky pit, now covered in a thick parchment of dead leaves, where long ago someone had hauled out shale for a wall or foundation. I walked to and fro from Swales’s, looking for any kind of path, finding none.

         After placing a seal on the door, I walked up to Swales’s massive front entrance and knocked, then rang the bell. Nobody answered, so I wandered around back to the kitchen door. I wanted to knock and talk, do a little peeping in the windows, maybe. The lights were off, the kitchen tidy and without ornament.

         The path down to the lake was well trod and strewn with beer cans. I pulled on gloves and bagged every piece of trash and cigarette butt I saw. The sun rippled bright gold across the lake from the east, cutting through mist and warming me inside and out. In the small clearing, ashes drifted in a fire ring; I went through them with a stick, found broken pieces of a liquor bottle. On the way back up, I scanned the forest floor, side to side, one step per second.

         I called Dally and briefed him. He handed the phone over to Kevin. “I’m here,” I said.

         “What do you see?”

         “Nothing. Nothing unusual.”

         “What? No, I mean, how do I know you’re there?”

         “Let’s see,” I said, scanning the trailer’s exterior. “There’s like a blue-green tie-dyed towel on the second window to the right of the door.”

         “How could you not see?”

         “Kev. I’m here, but I can’t see what I can’t see.”

         “All right. The Royal Lodges, up to Pine Street. Middle building, top floor.”

         
            *

         

         ON PINE STREET, three shotgun apartment houses were stuck in the back teeth of Fitzmorris, home to some of the lowest of the community. The Royal Lodges. Not all bad people but very poor people, folks whose next step down the ladder would be a long-term motel stay, and then who knows. On the unmowed courtyard between two of the buildings, bright yellow plastic toys lay strewn, along with fast-food litter and some empties. The main hallway door was unlocked and I stepped inside to a fume of dog and dog shit. As I placed my feet on the carpeting, one after the other, I could almost see the fug rising up to meet me. Behind a wall on the first floor, two dogs bellowed.

         The buildings were three stories tall and the apartment I sought was on the third floor. With each story the odor fell away and quiet settled into the building. Apartment 3A’s door stood open about six inches, so I went in. What I found there was, again, nothing. Linoleum flooring, recently cleaned, peeling up in corners. No furniture, no mystery medicine behind the bathroom mirror, no hair in the drains, no bags of trash, no nothing. There was a back door that led to a balcony and an exterior staircase. A tall oak tree had laid a limb across the balcony’s railing.

         I knocked on the neighboring apartment’s door, no answer. Nor did anybody appear to be home on the second floor. By the time I got to ground level, a man was waiting for me in the hall. He was about fifty, fat as a tomato, greasy as a pig on a spit. He had a ponytail. “I saw your truck,” he said. “You’re too late.”

         We introduced ourselves; his name was Shepcott, a precision machinist currently between jobs. “So about last night,” I said.

         “Last night, and every other night before that for a damn month. People stomping up and down the stairs, jigaboo music, real unfriendly kids. They usually don’t play with me, they have that much sense. There was a fight last night, in the middle of the night, now, and before long up comes a white van. And they’re up there throwing furniture and shit off the back stair. I come out to say what the fuck, and this kid, he couldn’t have been twenty, takes his hand and pushes me right in my face. Right back into my apartment there. They’re stomping up and down stairs, but damn if I can find my piece before they’re gone. Everything up there, gone.”

         “Yeah,” I said, processing. “Yeah. You get any names?”

         “Nah. The one who was there most was just an ordinary kid, you know, but dressed for the ghetto. Tattoos up his arms. Nobody got any mail or nothing.”

         “You complain ever? Call the sheriff’s, or, who’s the landlord, Casey Noonan?” Noonan was a retired lawyer who owned the bulk of the rental properties in Fitzmorris.

         “I tried calling Noonan. You know, what the fuck, who’d you let in here? I know everyone in this town, I don’t know that guy up on three. What does he tell me? He don’t even own the building anymore. Some group bought it last year. So I said, who’ve I been paying rent to for the past year, then? Says this company whatever, they kept him on as a property manager. He ain’t been doing much managing other than taking my rent every month, cash. Other people moved out. The Covilles, nice people, they moved. Chris Parsons, he moved in with his brother’s family, that ain’t going too well.”

         “Last night,” I said, shaking my head to clear the clutter.

         “Yeah, there was a fight.”

         “What’d you see, you hear anything unusual, like a gunshot? Any women?”

         “You know, might could be,” he said. “Somebody shot?”

         “Just asking.”

         “You don’t think gunshot, you think a door slamming, whatever. I mostly just hear footsteps, footsteps on the stairs all hours. Last night, could be. Could very well be. I would say so, yeah. As to women? I don’t particularly notice. Whoever does go up there, they don’t never stay long. But you’ll know why that is.”

         “Why?”

         “They’re selling shit up there. Ain’t you the cop?”

         I gave Shepcott my number and walked out.

         
            *

         

         “WELP,” I SAID to Dally, leaning against the wall of his office while the sheriff finished a sandwich in four bites. “Something happened.”

         “Hell,” he said.

         I told him about the two places I’d seen, both scoured, neither right.

         “So O’Keeffe is lying, or he’s only telling part of it. Or he doesn’t even know what he knows.”

         “Do an alert on the girl?”

         “Yeah, get me a description and we’ll send it out. I’ll call New York and have them do one. Release something to the news stations too,” he said. “We got any kind of name for the tenant?”

         I shrugged. “I’ll talk to Noonan, see what we can find out about the new owners.”

         I set a pen and pad down in front of Kevin where he sat at the table, and told him to work on Penny’s measurements and distinguishing marks. Five-one, a hundred and ten pounds, brown hair brown eyes, and a fairy tattoo on the inside right ankle. Or was it the left? He had a picture on his phone that I had him email to me. 

         “You saw my place,” he said.

         “Yup.”

         “Royal Lodges, too.”

         “Yup.”

         “Well? I’ve been sitting here.”

         “You got a name on the occupant down to the Lodges?”

         “Uh, no, he went by Mikey, I think. You find anything?”

         “How did Penny know him?”

         “I don’t know, town. Work.” By this, I assumed Kevin meant Binghamton, New York, just north of the border. “She worked a couple bars, he did too. He moved out here, I don’t know, a couple months ago. Hung out a bit here and there.”

         “What do you think of him?”

         “Ah, he’s a prick. Drives a little lime-green car, neon-pink lights that shine on the ground? Not someone who likes a small town. I guess he and Penny had that in common. Everywhere he went, someplace better to be. Plus he dressed like an idiot, like, football jerseys, big jeans.” Kevin tapped his fingers. “I need a beer. Something.”

         I left the interview room and found Deputy Jackson at a computer, scrolling through a data table.

         “Green car,” I said. “Green car, pink lights, aftermarket lights around the undercarriage, you see that around town? Driver name of Mikey?”

         “Seen it. Wondered. Now I know.”

         “Last name?”

         Jackson shrugged.

         Sheriff Dally came out of the office. “Henry,” he said, “follow me. Ben, make sure Mr. O’Keeffe has everything he needs?”

         “I’ll keep an eye on him,” said the deputy. 

         The sheriff and I took the two flights of stairs to District Attorney Ross’s wood-paneled office. Ross, that retiring balding burgher of Fitzmorris, held open the door and waved us in. He was tall and bespectacled and dressed in a yellow polo shirt, probably for a late afternoon on the golf course. We sat in leather chairs and Dally filled the county lawyer in on the events of the morning. Ross listened, betraying nothing.

         “Do you need anything from me?” he asked.

         “I don’t know,” said Dally. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

         “We’d never get what you’ve got past prelim, let alone make it out at trial. If these people are dead, we need bodies. It can be done without, but with no weapon, no witnesses, no reason to kill this girl … What’s the history, there’s something, right?”

         Ross didn’t handle the baby Eolande case; it had been a part-time assistant DA. “They had a baby,” I said.

         “Oh,” said Ross, catching on. “The bottle?”

         Eolande had been born small, with a struggling heart. They’d taken her away after blood work showed buprenorphine in her system. Penny had a prescription to help her kick some opioid or other, and the thinking was she’d laced Eolande’s formula to get her to sleep. Child Protective Services had removed the baby and handed her over to an older single mother, also living in Wild Thyme. Penny had since cleaned up and seen her mistake, so could they give her baby back? Doctors thought that Eolande’s intellect would be slow to develop and that she’d have special needs. Before she could return to her parents, there were classes to take and habits to master.

         “Is it worth it to us to keep Kevin?” Dally thought aloud. “Wear him down?” 

         “He doesn’t even know what he did,” said Ross. “We don’t know what happened, we’re hitchhiking under the big top here. Find us some evidence.”

         “It’d help us more with him out in the world,” I said. “He’s lost his truck. That’s got to mean something. Find the truck, and …”

         “Yeah. The gun. Maybe even the girl, or something. And we’ll keep an eye on him, see where he leads us.”

         “Right,” said Ross. “Let’s not take this one out of the oven too soon.”

         Dally turned to me. “You busy?”

         
            *

         

         I LED KEVIN out into the afternoon sun. “That’s it?” he said. “That’s all you need?”

         “We got alerts out here and in New York.”

         “What happened with Mikey?”

         “Jesus Christ, Kevin, you probably missed. Count your blessings. Let’s go find your truck.”

         We did not find the truck. In
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