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			Quote:

			“The heart knoweth his own bitterness; and a stranger doth not intermeddle with his joy.”

			—Proverbs 14:10, King James Version

		

	
		
			Chains in the Sky

			1

			“Over here! I’m over here!”

			Ray Barrs ran for his granddaughter as she hung onto the gunwale. Rain hammered the Faustina’s deck, and the boat lurched to the side as he took hold of the girl’s wrists, hauled her over the edge, and looked in her eyes.

			Death had made them cloudy, and puss flecked her irises like foam in a sickly sea. Ada’s in pain, he thought, she’s in pain, and I have to make it stop. 

			 The girl squirmed as he carried her across the deck. She fell out of his arms like a fish escaping a net and flopped around on the wet planks. 

			Ray’s heart pounded in his chest, and as he caught his breath, she got control of herself and stood. She balanced easily, though the boat rocked on the waves, and stepped toward him. 

			“Ada?” he rasped.

			Her voice was as thin as a sliver of rain. “Grampa, please,” she started, then her words distorted as if she were choking on them. Her legs lost their firmness, and she crumpled when the next wave hit.

			“Ada!” he cried. He reached for her hand but failed to grasp it. She began to slide backward, screaming once more as she went back up over the gunwale. 

			Something was pulling her—a slither in the shadows that vanished into the waves. 

			***

			Late that afternoon, when he arrived at the marina, the sun had returned. It cast a red-orange glow promising serenity and warmth. Tourists sat outside the bars and cafés, enjoying their drinks in a pleasantly drier eighty-degrees. 

			Ray docked the little Defiance fishing boat he’d named Faustina, climbed in his truck, and drove home. He said nothing when he passed his wife at the kitchen table, and he ignored the foil-covered dinner left on the stove. When he reached the bedroom, he stripped to his boxers, sprawled across the bed, and fell asleep.

			***

			He awoke that way at three in the morning. Heading downstairs for a drink, he found Bonnie watching television.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. 

			“It’s okay, you were tired,” she said.

			“It won’t happen again.”

			“Really? You mean you won’t go back out?”

			“I mean I’ll use the guest room next time.”

			“Oh,” she said, then turned back to her infomercial. 

			Ray made good on his promise and went to the guest room to catch a little more sleep. When he closed his eyes, his mind flashed with dreams of New York, images scrolling like messages from some imprisoned place in his heart.

			He saw the townhouse he and Bonnie had rented in Windsor Terrace. He saw himself holding Beth as a baby, the detective with his little girl on his knee on the steps. He was giving his wife a break, letting her sleep in after her late shift at Buca’s Bar & Grill. Back then, the recipe for smiles called only for sunshine and a stoop. When the clouds moved in front of the sun, well, that didn’t matter much when there were songs to sing.

			That was one dream, and he wished he could stay in it. But then the other interrupted—the one where he was walking across John Ferretto’s courtyard. He couldn’t stop his feet from moving, and couldn’t stop his eyes from seeing.

			He began to fire his gun. The shots from the mag he used up on Ferretto’s son Joey echoed in his skull. Then it was Johnny himself, suffocating in Ray’s headlock. Then he was shooting again, the don’s daughter and granddaughter. The entire family. Fini. 

			When he woke, he showered off the nightmare’s sweat and prepared for another day on the water. Catching his reflection as he toweled off, he noticed his skin was raw and sunburnt. Years of lifting weights and the strains of police work had packed his body with muscle, but now he looked thin and grizzled. 

			His chin was covered in what had become more than a little salt-and-pepper stubble, and the guys on the force would have made fun of the gnarled hair inching down his neck. He picked up a razor, then put it down. “Screw it,” he muttered as he went to the bedroom and threw on a tank top and some jeans. He went on to the kitchen where he gulped a coffee, then snatched his raincoat from the hall, and headed out the door.

			When he arrived at the marina, he gave the boat a thorough check, making sure the extra gas tank was full, and then joined the half dozen other fishing vessels setting out into the sunny day.

			By noon he’d eaten the wrapped sandwich he’d bought and finished all of his coffee. He let out a line and pulled in a few mackerel, which he held up when another boat passed close. He had no reason to try and pretend to people he didn’t know that he was fishing and assigned the deception to guilt about Bonnie knowing what he was really up to.

			A tingle touched his spine when the sun finally began to set. Each time he looked in the darkening water, he wanted to see her face. He wanted to see its pale, magnified reflection. He imagined her dead eyes rising toward him, dead yet elated that he’d returned for her and never given up.

			“I didn’t give up on your mother, either,” he said aloud.

			He remembered the day the preacher came into the precinct and dropped off his card.

			“Are you Detective Barrs? I’m Reverend Abe Calderwood,” he’d said. “We run an alternative counseling service through our ministry.” 

			The Reverend had the usual salesman smile, but his card simply read Assembly of the Blessed. He had an athletic build beneath his sport coat and a strong grip in his handshake. It fueled Ray’s urgency to stay on the road to look for Beth as if it were a sign for a clean start.

			He searched for her in every damn motel from Pensacola to Tampa until the smell of crack cocaine became as familiar as a Christmas ham. He even saw her once outside a bar but lost her by the time he parked. He checked the nearby motels again, twice, and left behind his number along with the preacher’s card.

			That had been the last straw, because the next time he came around, Beth had left a note with the baby in her bassinette:

			Adopt her. I’ll sign whatever, just leave me alone.

			Ray and Bonnie Barrs did as she asked and adopted their granddaughter. Raising Ada was supposed to be a redemption of sorts, and for the first ten years of her life, it had been. 

			Then came the fall. One minute she was fishing for red snapper, the next minute she was over the side of the boat. Hours of agony followed, then weeks. Neither he, nor the Coast Guard, nor the damn coterie of volunteers had been able to find her. 

			How could her life jacket end up on the deck after she went over? He’d put it on her himself that morning. It didn’t add up, just stumbling over the port side on a clear day. You didn’t need the skills of his profession to know something was wrong, that it had been no accident.

			Which was why he would never give up. 

			Moving back to the wheel, he tipped his course from due west to west-southwest. He looked over his left shoulder and saw black clouds moving north. Whatever bull people spouted about red skies at night and a sailor’s delight, rolling thunderheads needed no rhymes. 

			When the lightning began to strike, he threw on his raincoat and kept the Faustina pointed into the wind. It wasn’t a hurricane, but it was damn near a gale. The gusts rattled the door to the pilothouse and rain flooded in around his feet. The waves were stirring but not enough to risk capsizing. He set the wheel, kicked open the door, and moved out onto the deck. 

			The boat quaked and lightning flashed as he peered over the gunwale into the depths. As if mocking him, a racket came from behind. He whirled around and saw her climbing over the opposite side. “Grampa!” she cried. 

			He ran toward her, boots sliding on the flooded planks. Her blonde hair looked soaked and stretched, and her face twisted with panic.

			As she ran to meet him, a pair of tentacles whipped across her body. One clung to her ribcage, while a second slithered through her hair and wrapped around her neck. Her screams heightened in pitch and she extended her hand.

			Ray reached out and grasped her cold flesh. He felt a sting as a third tentacle suckered onto his thigh. Peering over Ada’s shoulder, he saw an oblong creature covered in scales. Its head looked like an ant’s, and a pair of cellophane-thin flaps draped over its thorax. As it climbed over the gunwhale, he couldn’t tell if they were fins or wings. Underneath, its abdomen was swollen, and the brown coloring gave way to a transparent film that looked like an egg sack.

			The sack contained recognizable shapes. The figures were too large to be fetuses, though most crouched like they were. Some wore the vestiges of clothes, and the decayed flesh gave an impression they were experiencing a process that was the opposite of gestation.

			“Grampa no!” Ada screamed as the creature’s tentacles pulled her closer.

			Ray tore the suckers from his leg and charged. A hole opened in the creature’s sack and an egg slid forward. It opened from the middle and sucked Ada in with flatulent gulps. The creature blinked its bulbous eyes as if daring him to follow as it leaped back into the sea. 

			A wave crashed against the hull, causing the Faustina to tilt. Ray barely kept his balance as he stumbled back to the console and corrected his course. The storm raged for hours, battering the boat late into the night. Ada never returned, and he limped back to the marina beneath a starless sky.

		

	
		
			2

			“It was me,” said Bonnie. “I asked him to come.”

			Ray looked from Tolly Crespo to his wife, then back to the detective. “What’s this? Some kind of intervention?”

			“Sure, the kind where we pour a pair of scotches and talk,” said his old colleague. “Whattaya say, bud?”

			“Okay, but outside,” said Ray.

			They moved to the back patio of the ranch house and sat at the umbrella table with their drinks. 

			“She says you take the boat out every day,” said Crespo. “Every day, no matter what.”

			“I got somethin’ I gotta do,” said Ray.

			“Look, I know retirement ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. But you gotta consider what you still got, gotta consider who you still got.”

			Ray sipped his scotch. At the base of the hedge along his yard, he saw the hornet’s nest was back. Bastards are back and thicker than ever, he thought. “Look, Tolly, I understand what you’re trying to do,” he said. “And I appreciate it. But, you see, it’s like… it’s like you don’t understand.”

			“Don’t understand what?”

			“What’s been happening out there. What I’ve seen.” 

			“Maybe I’m the only one who does,” said Crespo. “Thirty years on the police force, twenty in homicide, I think I’m the one who does.”

			“I’m not talking about Tampa turf wars here.”

			“You think it was any worse back in Brooklyn?”

			“The fuck’s Brooklyn got to do with it?”

			“Only that we should both know better. Only that we both understand,” said Crespo. He finished his scotch and put down the glass. “Ray, I’m tryin’ to tell you, I’ve seen things, too. I’ve seen things that are there but shouldn’t be. Things that exist but shouldn’t exist at all.” 

			The detective squinted against the sunlight, a distant look in his eyes. Ray considered how sure he was that he had been seeing his dead granddaughter, and that maybe Crespo was telling the truth that he had experienced something like it.

			“If that’s true, and you do understand, then you wouldn’t be trying to talk me out of what I’m doin’.”

			“I’m not,” said Crespo. “I’m tryin’ to tell you that you might be in over your head. My advice is to let this one go. But since I know you’re not gonna, why don’t you give this guy a call?” Crespo handed him a piece of paper and stood. “Thanks for the drink,” he said.
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			The guy on the other end of the line said to meet him at the Motel Roger Jones, ten miles east of Pensacola. Although Ray had never heard of it, when he pulled up, he knew the kind of place well. A once respectable split-level motel that used to entertain vacationers, it was now a mold-stained heap of concrete with a dried-up pool. He was surprised he hadn’t checked it back when he was searching for Beth.

			He parked in the second spot as agreed. The black Taurus pulled up beside him, and they lowered their windows.

			“Stay where you are, we can talk like this,” said the man.

			His black hair styled in a high flat-top, he sat with his seat pulled close to the wheel due to his diminutive height. Ray turned to look at him, but the man faced forward, staring at the decaying motel. 

			“So, this is the deal,” he said. “I’m Satan, the fallen angel.”

			“Excuse me?” asked Ray.

			“You know, Satan.”

			“Sure, pal. I’m outta here,” said Ray. He started raising the window.

			“That’s not the way to get Ada back,” said the man.

			Ray lowered the window again.

			“Oh, did I get your attention?” he asked. Now the man turned and tucked a smile into his poorly sculpted goatee. 

			“How do you know about Ada?” Ray asked.

			“I know lots a’ things by virtue of who I am.” 

			“You expect me to believe you’re Satan?”  

			“That’s me.”

			“Like, from Hell?”

			“Actually, I’m from New Jersey.”

			“If Satan’s from New Jersey, where’s God from?”

			“Connecticut.” 

			“I think you need help. I don’t know who told you about Ada, but that’s it,” said Ray, reaching for the gear.

			“Okay, okay, look,” said the man. “I was just kidding, God isn’t from Connecticut. But I really am from Jersey. I work in car rental, and I lost my powers… well, most of them. The Fallen Stars, they hate me. But for humans, I can still do a thing or two.”

			“And what is it you think you’re gonna do for me?” asked Ray.

			“First, how about you walk over to that pool there and take a look inside.”

			“What’s that got to do with it?” asked Ray.

			“Just go on and have a look, then we’ll talk.”

			Ray’s years in law enforcement told him everything about cooperating with this greaseball was a mistake. Yet he also knew that if any situation called for rule-breaking, this was it. Having already put everything on the line, he had to take the gamble.

			He made like he was straightening his jacket as he checked the shoulder-holster securing the .40 caliber. Next, he opened the door, stepped out, and strode to the pool with a quickness that startled his friend in the Taurus. Best way to thwart an ambush was to preempt it with an ambush of your own.

			Yet nothing could have prepared him for what he found when he reached the pool’s edge. 

			The thing leaned against the wall closest to him, which is why he hadn’t seen it when he’d driven into the lot. It huddled in a heap of broken pipes and oily puddles. Scales covered its blob-like body and were missing in places, revealing raw, shriveled skin. Three legs extended from one end of it, arranged in the points of a triangle, and on the other, there was a gaping fissure full of large, rotted fangs. A socket interrupted its middle, housing a half-open eye. The thing looked strong but sick like it had lain starving for a while.

			Ray saw the greaseball’s reflection in one of the puddles as he stepped up beside him.

			“Could be all yours,” he said.

			“Is that… Is that an alligator or somethin’?” Ray asked.

			As he spoke, the thing sprung to its feet and snapped its fangs. A sticky wad of saliva hit Ray in the neck. He resisted pulling the gun, the thing couldn’t jump high enough, though its mouth kept snapping with a force he guessed would easily break him in half.

			“Believe it or not, that’s an angel,” said the man. “I acquired it in another, unrelated transaction.”

			Ray tried to shake off his shock. He turned to the pudgy man who called himself Satan and said, “All right. How are we gonna move it?”
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			The rental van’s side had a painting of a marlin leaping from a sun-streaked sea. Florida read the caption. Ray wondered how the artist would feel about the catch that occupied the cargo space. 

			The thing was thumping away when they first pulled out of the lot. It smacked the wall so hard, Ray worried the metal would be dented from the inside. They’d also left the winch they’d used to haul it out of the pool tied around it, and now the pulley ricocheted around. He was afraid it would break the back window.

			But the thing settled down when they merged onto the highway. Ray heard a shuffle, the slow scrape of scales, then nothing. It was Sunday evening, and traffic was light as they glided through the humid drizzle toward the marina.

			Ray looked at the little man as he drove with his seat pulled all the way up, legs barely reaching the pedals. The AC was broken, but he didn’t have a drop of sweat on him, and every hair in his flat-top was stiff and in place.

			“So, you know what this is, right?” asked the man.

			“Excuse me?”

			“This exchange, you know what I get in return for getting the girl back?”

			Ray felt his pulse quicken. He didn’t care who this little shit thought he was. Even if his mongrel gator could help, it was Ray who was making this happen. He had half a mind to throttle the greaseball.

			Instead he asked, “How much do you want?”

			“I don’t want money,” said the man. He took his eyes off the road for a moment and looked at Ray. His pupils glinted with a faraway light, a pinch of platinum that seemed to pollute his gaze with something alien and poisonous. 

			Worst of all was the way his body sat forward, driving, while his face was completely turned to Ray, staring wrongly.

			In the presence of this awful pose, Ray felt a tremor shoot through his spine.

			“What is it then?” he asked.

			“Your soul will be mine,” said the man, “for eternity.”

			Three hours before, Ray would have laughed at the lunatic. He didn’t now. Instead he looked through the window at the cloud-covered sky and the gray ocean beneath.

			“All right. I give you my soul,” he said. He realized then he was holding back tears.

			A hand lifted from the steering wheel and gave his shoulder a squeeze. 

			“Relax,” said the man, still staring. “It’s a trade, not a gift. Take comfort in the art of the deal.”

			“I’m not buying a used car,” said Ray.

			“Hey, I said I work in rentals,” said the man. “Would it help if I gave you my card? I go by the name of Sam Luzzy here on Earth.”

			Satan pulled a business card from his pocket and reached over, but his hand was batted away.

			“Just get us to the fuckin’ marina, you little shit,” said Ray. His voice crackled beneath a sob. He refused to look at the man, but heard him emit a throaty chuckle.

			“Here we are,” said Satan as they glided down the ramp.
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			Ray drove the Faustina south-southwest, full throttle. He should have kept an eye on the GPS, but somehow felt he knew where he was going. He glanced at the scaled thing crouched in the back by the motor. It appeared to be in some sort of stasis. 

			The little man had whispered to it before letting it waddle on board, covered in a tarp. He spoke in words Ray didn’t understand, in a language he couldn’t even guess at. He had then walked back to the van and climbed inside.

			“See you later,” Satan had said. He’d grinned and waved, too, like they were old pals.

			Ray turned due south as a last flash of sunset broke through the clouds. After a half-hour, he cut to trolling speed and heard a scraping on the boat’s port side. 

			The tentacles appeared, then the ant-head. The thing pulled itself over the side, its abdomen more swollen than the last time. The mottled bodies showed through the translucent flesh. Those toward the back had decayed more, gone to black slime and bone. There were newer ovals toward the front, one of which contained the distorted form of Ada, tucked in a fetal position.

			“I got you, I got you,” cried Ray, setting the wheel and running toward her. He wanted to rip through the filmy flesh and pull her out, but a tentacle whipped against him and knocked him to the deck. It bashed him once more on the head and darkness flooded his eyes.

			***

			Ray came-to, choking on rain. The storm clouds had returned and soaked him to shivers. He heard screeches and hisses and saw the beasts locked in combat.

			The scaled thing’s massive jaws clamped onto the tentacled ant’s thorax. Its teeth chewed while the ant made an awful clicking sound. Green-black blood spurted from its wounds as it scuttled in circles. It lashed with its tentacles, ripping scales off its attacker. Together, they collapsed into a trough of bloody water that flooded the deck.

			Ray didn’t reach for the pistol, worried that if he fired, he might hit Ada. Instead, he crawled back to the pilothouse and locked himself in, while the tangle of jaws and tentacles wrestled across the deck. 

			The two beasts smashed against the door, first denting it, then, on a second blow, knocking it clear off. He decided to chance the pistol this time. He drew and aimed, but saw that the ant-thing was in retreat. It scuttled back to the gunwale, turned once, and rose on its hind legs. Parts of the mottled bodies hung out of its shredded abdomen as it clicked and hissed, then one fell out as it dove back into the waves.

			“Ada,” Ray cried.

			She stood, her body covered in bruises, cuts, and torn skin. 

			“Grampa, I’m cold,” she said.

			Ray stepped through the broken doorway and approached the shivering child. As he drew closer, he noticed her eyes had changed. They were no longer gray, but a clear, healthy blue. When they embraced, her flesh was freezing, and her heartbeat absent. But her eyes, her eyes had changed, and he knew she was with him again.
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			Ray jogged across the marina’s parking lot to his old Chevy Silverado. Bringing it around, he wrapped Ada’s shivering body in a blanket and set her in the cab.

			“You’re safe now,” he said.

			He left her once more to check that the boat was securely docked. The deck was still a mess from when he had heaved the wounded angel over the side, as Satan had instructed. He threw another bucket of seawater over the blood, scales, and bits of bone. 

			Anyone who saw it would assume he’d been fishing, he told himself. But the color was not that of any fish’s blood, and the stench even worse.

			When he returned to the truck, he took what felt like his first full breath since he’d met the man at the motel. Keeping a hand on his granddaughter’s shoulder, he drove out of the lot and onto the highway.

			Ada hadn’t spoken since she’d said, “I’m here.” Her hair looked gnarled and savage, and her body carried a hint of the odor he’d smelled on the boat.

			He was afraid for her, for what must have been unbearable suffering. He almost pulled over when they first came off the exit ramp, just to hold her and tell her everything was going to be all right.

			Before he did, she leaned her head against the hand on her shoulder. It was the kind of gesture she made when she was younger, and it reminded him of trips to the amusement park. Those were full, fun days that ended with a belly full of ice-cream and a cozy nap on the way home. He’d taken it then as a sign of a world made whole.

			Now the gesture kept him steady on the road, though it felt slightly odd. He listened as she mumbled something, repeated strange words—“Abaddon… Abaddon.”

			She was still mumbling when he pulled in the driveway. He carried her into the house, through the kitchen, and was about to take the first step onto the stairs when Bonnie appeared in the living room doorway.

			She looked at the mumbling girl. “I see,” she said, and turned away.

			Ray brought Ada up to the bedroom and laid her on the bed. He pulled a bottle from the dresser drawer, poured himself a scotch, then went to the window and watched the weeping clouds.
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			That week he stayed in the guest room and Bonnie slept on the living room sofa, aided by television and a new bottle of prescription pills. Ray decided he wouldn’t ask what they were, so long as Bonnie didn’t ask about Ada. On the third day, he fried pancakes and made everyone come in the kitchen.

			Ada sat in her Disney bathrobe, lifting one bite after another in a straight line to her mouth. 

			“Is she going to go to school?” Bonnie asked.

			“She might need to rest a while,” said Ray. He carried her upstairs after breakfast and put her back to bed.

			“Maybe you should go to school,” he said as he stood in the window drinking. “It’s August and school will start soon.”

			“Okay,” Ada said flatly. “Will you take me shopping first?”

			“Of course I will,” he said. “We can get you some new clothes.”

			“We need to,” she said. “They take your clothes in Abaddon. They take your clothes and your skin.”

			Ray clutched his glass a little tighter. “I don’t understand,” he said.

			“No,” she said, “there’s no way you could. It’s nice to be back though. Sorta. Can we go see my mom?”

			He moved to the bed and sat down. “I still haven’t heard from her,” he said.

			“We have to find her,” she said. “I need her. I need her if I’m going to stay here.”

			***

			When school started that fall, there was talk of a special needs class. They said she could keep up academically, but there was an issue with communication. Was everything okay at home? Absolutely fine, Ray wanted to say, she’s come back from the dead and lives with her grandparents. One’s an alcoholic, the other addicted to painkillers, hence the false name and address.

			But when he mentioned the social worker’s concerns to Ada, she just said, “Okay, I can start trying.” 

			The next day she made friends with a girl named Marissa and they started doing running club and having play dates. The minute her friend went home, she joined Bonnie on the couch and watched TV. They sat for hours like a pair of ghosts and Ray came to realize that not disturbing them was part of the unspoken agreement.

			On the weekends, Ada insisted they look for her mother. Grampa was a retired policeman, didn’t he have ways to find her? “Yes, of course,” he said, but he’d promised her he wouldn’t.

			“You promised you wouldn’t look,” said Ada, “but I can look. You can drive me.”

			Ray supposed she was right, and they started driving around to nearby towns. Sometimes they stopped to eat at a diner or watch a movie, and Ada liked to photograph houses with his phone while he drove.

			“We could live in that one, or maybe that one,” she said.

			“You wanna move?” he asked.

			“I mean for when my mom’s back. See, I drew a picture of a house.” 

			The drawing she held up was no crayons-with-yellow-sun caricature. It was a pen and ink sketch of a small house set behind grassy dunes, as if on a beach.

			“That’s pretty good, honey. Maybe you’ll be an artist when you grow up.”

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’d rather take pictures. I only drew this house ’cause I had to. Maybe I’ll be a real estate agent.”

			Ray chuckled. “That’s pretty specific,” he said.

			“I need someplace to go,” she said. “I need someplace where I can stay.”

			“You can stay with me,” he said.

			“Not always,” she said.

			“Always,” he said. “As long as you like.”

			“You don’t understand,” she said. “I just wish I could see my mom. I just wish she could spend a little time with me.” 

			He held her and stroked her hair. It felt almost normal. But one night she turned to him and used the voice that sometimes said other things: “My mom made the deal she had to make. But that’s okay, because you were an absent fuck her whole life.”

			He ignored the jab. “What deal?” he asked.

			“The one she made with them,” she said.

			“Who are you talking about?”

			“Them, but that’s what you don’t understand. There’s another place besides where I was, another place where I don’t want to go, but I have to.”

			“Ada, where were you?”

			“I think you already know. The place down there. But there’s another place, and it’s not at all like they say.”
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			That winter, the frequency his dreams increased. They varied, but usually started with Ray rising from his bed like something pushed his body against his will. Step, step, step, his feet carried him toward the mirror like they weren’t his own. A burning sensation came over him as he walked, flooded his flesh like liquid flame. 

			When he got close enough, he saw his face had turned to ash. He took a sudden fall (though it felt again like he was pushed) and began writhing on the floor, nostrils and lungs full of burning smoke. He wanted to pass out in his sleep, anything to make it stop, but it would not.

			When he awoke, he sometimes saw Ada beside his bed. Her hair was gnarled like when he’d first taken her from the boat. She was eleven years old now and had her thumb in her mouth. She took it out to say, “See what you’ve done?”

			In some of the dreams, he stumbled down the stairs, trailing flames and sloughed flesh until he rolled up to Bonnie’s feet. She sat drooling in a wheelchair in front of the TV while her husband burned on the carpet beside her. The stroke had mostly paralyzed her, but she moved her eyes toward him, just for a second, to show she could, then rolled them back to the screen.
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			When spring came, he took Ada in the truck and started driving further west. 

			“We ought to try Mobile,” said Ray. “I remember she used to go there with her friends.”

			Ada shrugged. “If you think she’s there,” she said.

			They tried the usual motels and rooming houses. He even had the girl wait in the car while he asked around at some bars. When the sun began to set, he turned around and said they could get something to eat on the way home.

			They stopped at a diner just west of the city where Ada ignored her food and stared at a church across the street. There was a group sitting on the lawn in folding chairs, listening to a reverend preach. The older folks outnumbered the younger two to one, with a few babies thrown in. Ray saw there were still a number of women Beth’s age. He admitted that if she had cut her hair and put on some weight, he might not even recognize her.

			Ada appeared to be staring at one woman in particular. She wore mirrored sunglasses and had a white kerchief tied over her head. Ray squinted. Could it be her? He turned to Ada and asked, “Should we go over?”

			But when he looked out the window again, he saw that the reverend had already crossed the street. He was walking hand-in-hand with the woman in the kerchief. Ada put her face close to the glass. “It’s her,” she said.

			Ray slid out of the booth and stood. The bell on the door jingled, but only the reverend came through. Ray recognized him as the man who had come to the police station all those years ago. He offered his hand as he approached and grinned beneath his dusting of short gray hair. Although smiling, the reverend didn’t instill hope like the first time they met. This time he seemed like a salesman who had sold him broken goods and taken him for a sucker.

			“Abe Calderwood,” he said.

			“Yeah, we’ve met,” said Ray.

			“I regret I don’t recall your first name, Mr. Barrs.”

			“Shame,” said Ray.

			The reverend took a step back. His muscles tensed beneath his sport jacket. 

			“I want to talk to my mom,” said Ada. She held her hand against the window. The woman outside put up her own so that they were palm to palm but for the sheet of glass.

			“Honey, I think you should come with me,” said the reverend. “If you come with me, you can see your mom. All the time you have left, you can spend with her.”

			The reverend was speaking to the girl, but his eyes were on Ray. He kept his arms ready at his sides, like they were about to draw six-shooters. The waitress paused mid-step, gripping her coffee pot, and the patrons in the booths stared.

			“Here’s what you’re going to do,” said Ray. “You’re going to
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