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For my grandparents, who ran to







American Crow

Corvus brachyrhynchos

Common and widespread; certainly one of the best-known birds in North America. Feeds on a great variety of animal and vegetable food . . .

Common call the familiar, full-voiced caaw with great variety of inflection and pitch; also a hollow rattle.

FROM THE Sibley Backyard Birding Flashcards: 100 Common Birds of Eastern and Western North America




You can never hold back spring.

TOM WAITS






Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Epilogue

Acknowledgments




PROLOGUE
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APRIL 1944

“What in the devil?”

Stan Chandler stood frozen at his front window, steam from his coffee mingling with the smoke from the cigarette precarious between his lips, a tapestry of haze between his gawk and the pale morning outside.

He watched in an engulfing horror as his neighbor—Charlotte Dyson, the easy-on-the-eyes half of the young couple who lived in the squat white house on its little hill across the street—wrestled with a push mower over her already-manicured lawn. Which in itself was odd, particularly at such an hour, and on Easter morn at that; however, what held him bug-eyed at the window were the even more disparate elements to the scene—how Charlotte wore only her thin nightgown, how she crossed the yard covered in red from about her middle down. Eagle-eyed despite his age, Stan noticed how the blood seemed to have already begun to dry, caking along her naked legs.

The old veteran suddenly snapped to attention, enough to spill a few drops of coffee on his carpet, elicit a muttered curse. Muscle memory from his days in the trenches, the war they called the great one, the war to end all others. Which, of course, it didn’t. Probably fast-tracked this one more than anything, another generation of men sent over an ocean to save a world that almost certainly was more than a little mad but had grown enough into itself to make such madness grievous, all-encompassing. Men refashioned into killers—and all that entailed. Men like Paul Dyson, the bloody woman’s husband, just back from the Pacific himself. And maybe a little off-kilter, at that. A little peculiar. Maybe more than a little, if Stan were being wholly honest with himself.

He heard his screen door bang behind him before he realized he was outside. It had been forever since he had occasion to run anywhere, and his breath drew heavy around the bouncing cigarette, his chest instantly on fire as he crossed Tanager Way and up into the Dyson front yard, Charlotte now swinging the mower in loping circles, the contraption like some medieval sword too big for her skinny arms. Stan managed to grab her from the side and gently remove the handle from her grasp, the mower falling to the ground with a muted thump.

The woman’s face was a kaleidoscope of blossoming pinks and lilacs, even some blue green, the topography unsure, the corresponding swells and valleys just beginning to take shape; the eyes were tear-streaked but empty. She murmured non sequiturs not quite at Stan—he wasn’t even sure if she knew he was there. Warbly assertions that he wouldn’t stop smiling, that he just did it, whatever it was. She shook in Stan’s ropy arms, the ridges of her goose bumps betraying her chill; he realized she was freezing, so whispering his own non sequiturs, things about it being all right, how she’d feel better inside, he guided her back toward the house.

Once he crossed the threshold, though, he realized just how poor a strategy that had been. He pressed the already-open door with his foot, and his stomach sank as they entered.

The table by the door was overturned, the entire scene streaked with crimson, concentrated in two spots: one thick splatter of blood just inside a den off the main living room and another just outside the kitchen and almost at twelve o’clock from where they huddled, past the dining table. And beneath that final spray of wet red rested the mortal remnants of Paul Dyson.

Stan turned to Charlotte, who was staring at whatever narrowing reality she could yet endure. He scanned her up and down, even patted at her, pawed—she didn’t flinch. The wet blood on her nightgown didn’t seem to be hers, or at least wasn’t stemming from her. The red on her legs, he wasn’t so sure—but he didn’t find any wounds to which he could attend.

Stan bent and put out his smoke in a toppled ashtray that had landed right side up on the floor, then rose. “What happened?” he asked, and Charlotte just gazed back dumb. He shook her a little, then hesitated. “What hurts?” he called out, almost hollering, as though she were a million miles away. Still nothing.

Behind her—maybe beside her, he couldn’t tell—he thought he saw something move. Like a shadow. Or—and this made no sense to him then or for years to come—like the wall itself had rippled. He looked away, then back. Nothing. Then he remembered something. “Where’s the boy?”

This, somehow, resonated, rousing Charlotte, if only a little, from her zombie state. She blinked, and Stan could see how much worse the bruises appeared already, darker and meaner. Lumps like she, too, were rippling over bleak currents. “Boy?”

Stan nodded her along. “The kid.”

Charlotte stared down toward her own middle, ran her small hand over it. “I didn’t know it was a boy,” she answered, her voice a kind of metronome. “It’s gone. I know that.”

Stan’s lips pulled back in a tight grimace, the gravity of the situation, and his incapacity to handle it, quickly dawning. He patted Charlotte’s shoulder and steered her to the bedroom, using himself as a sort of shield blocking her from the open gape of her husband’s near-headless body. “I’m going to call the police,” he announced slowly, as if speaking to a child. He had no idea whether that was actually how one spoke to children—he never had occasion to learn, he and his wife never having been so blessed before she passed. “Charlotte, I need you to get yourself decent.” He nudged her toward the open closet carved into the far wall. “I need you to put some clothes on, okay?” She didn’t answer, but he figured it was worth a shot to give her some privacy, at least while he went to look for the house phone.

Of course, it was likely in the kitchen, and he would need to pass Paul to get to it. A quick closer inspection confirmed the obvious—the man was deader than dead, and looking down, Stan could see straight into the skull’s cavern, an empty bowl where the brains were supposed to be. A.45 was still locked in the corpse’s grip. Stan’s gaze searched the wall, the splatter pattern, and his jaw fell—he swore he watched blood run up into the stain’s center. He ran his hand over his face and looked again, seeing no such thing. Maybe some of it was seeping into the drywall. Maybe that was all it was.

Either way, he was out of his league. He doubted the Groverton police the next town over wouldn’t be, too, but he was also short on other ideas.

He could hear Charlotte crying softly from the other room. He remembered how she had held her stomach, what she had said: It’s gone. His mouth was so dry he couldn’t even swallow.

Stan Chandler would call the law, just like he said. He had been around the block a time or two, though, and knew well enough that the law and justice didn’t necessarily intertwine, at least not as much or as often as one would reasonably assume. He looked about the broken room, listened to his neighbor’s muffled weep on the other side of a thin wall, and sensed he was being recruited to bear witness to some approximation of the latter.
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The first anyone could recall of the bookbinder was when Miriam Hollanger spied him coming down the hill where Meadowlark Avenue met Sparrow Lane the day after the spring parade, the one where Sam St. Pierre got drunk, stumbled out of a car in the procession, and started cursing in front of the children. In that spring of 1952, Sparrow was still less road and more river of mud—an unpleasant, rusty sort of clay that stunk of gunpowder and rot. Miriam watched from the picture window that centered her living room, drying off a plate; she recognized the man’s boots, ankle deep in filth, as military issue, same as the large rucksack he carried over one broad shoulder. He wore his hair and beard long, something primeval in the roots, a match strike in an otherwise muted palette, and he elicited a hitch in her, a flutter, a push, a pull.

In the wet, overcast days that followed, her neighbors spoke of the stranger walking the streets and streets-to-be of Brookshire, always looking square ahead, rucksack in tow. Word spread that he might be a vagrant, but no one had any notion where he rested his head.

A week after that first sighting, Miriam ran upon the man once more, standing stoically before Stan Chandler at the register of Chandler’s Hardware. The door’s bell clanged above her, and she winced; the man looked up, his baby blues cold and flat, then back down at the change Stan was placing in his palm. He collected his purchase and silently slid past Miriam, leaving only a quiet growl of an apology and a hint of pipe tobacco, old burned forests, in his wake. The bell rang again, the door slammed behind him, and Miriam stood there in the front of the store, dripping from two straight months of rain. March had come in a drenched lion and left a sopping, choking lamb. April had kept the fashion.

Stan Chandler turned back to his day’s paper, one hand gripping the counter, a long-ashed cigarette dangling precariously between his index and middle fingers. He sniffed and adjusted thick reading glasses with his free hand. “Madam Hollanger,” he declared, not so much in greeting as stating a fact.

“Stan.” Miriam pulled out a handkerchief hidden in her sleeve, wiped her face and neck. “This rain has been wearing my umbrella out,” she complained. The store owner buried his assent in another sniff.

“I just stopped over at Roy Dickerson’s office,” she continued. “You know, business is still booming over there. He says the last of the lots will be sold by winter at the latest, probably fall. All this god-awful construction will probably be done by next summer.”

“That’s good.”

“Indeed. It’s been ten years.” She paused. Her voice dropped a register. “I’d even venture to say it’s gotten a bit crowded around here.”

“Yep.”

Miriam considered the store. “Lot of folks will be needing your wares, though, Stan. A man’s castle and all that.”

Stan looked up at this, his shrewd eyes mirroring Miriam’s. “Sure hope so.”

“Roy mentioned your customer. The gentleman who just left.”

Stan’s gaze tightened, the wrinkles around his eyes closing in like a long night’s sky. “He just mentioned him, eh? Just like that?”

Miriam smiled demurely. “It’s worth noticing, Stan. Stranger comes to town, nothing but the dirty clothes on his back and an old army bag, walking the streets, casing the neighborhood and God knows what else.” Miriam slipped the handkerchief back in her sleeve. “It’s queer, don’t you think?”

Stan pulled a drag from his cigarette, saying nothing but peering out through the front window of his store, out past the parking lot and the sidewalk, the highway beyond. He gravitated back to his newspaper.

Miriam ran her finger across the edge of a can of turpentine on display, sighed, furrowed her brow as if she were looking into the face of some great and complex clockwork. “Roy just told me the stranger bought Doc Magruder’s old place on Kestrel outright. In cash.”

This revelation made Stan rise from his paper again, steal another look through his painted glass. Of course, his customer was long gone. He stubbed out his cigarette. “You don’t say.”

Doc Magruder’s house sat on a corner lot a little more than halfway down a gently sloping hill near the eastern edge of town, where the forest held its line. The Cape Cod had served a dual purpose in its time, the top two floors as the middle-aged bachelor’s home, the bottom—cut against the rise of the hill—as the office for his popular dental practice. Built into the slope as it was, patients could walk around back to the office’s screened-in entrance without having to trespass on the doctor’s personal space.

Almost a year ago to the day, though, just after the migrating birds had begun making their way back north, back to singing along the streets named for them, Doc Magruder had suffered a massive heart attack in the middle of delivering a root canal. He was not a large man, but it still took his assistant and Miriam, shocked out of her Ellery Queen in the waiting room, to pull Doc’s slack body off Miriam’s eldest child, Tess, the screaming, hysterical eighth grader on whom he had collapsed.

The house with a dentist’s office tucked into the basement had sat vacant since that catastrophe, despite the efforts of both the good doctor’s out-of-state family and Roy Dickerson—each on occasion pressured by one J. M. Brooks, a local developer and entrepreneur whom few in Brookshire proper had any occasion to know personally but whom most unknowingly dealt with from afar. Nobody wanted another Dyson albatross—that little square of a house on Tanager had held vacant for years now, marred by a more salacious death inside its walls and what Roy had taken to calling “strangeties.” The stories about the two bloodstains, of course, but other occurrences, too—like how the structure could appear bigger than its size in a way most folks couldn’t equate, shifting one way or the other just out of the corner of an eye. And how some folks were struck with black thoughts, or even nausea, if they strayed too close. The affected would describe something like a pulse, a sort of baritone tinnitus.

But that second-albatross fear became moot when a tall, bearded stranger slid the Magruder place’s full asking price in wrapped bills across the pockmarked desk of the third-ranked real estate agent in the county.

“I guess he’s fixing to stay,” Stan said, folding his paper closed.

“We’ll see,” Miriam shot back, her own baby blues cold and flat.
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There was a time, and not too long ago, when Joe Hollanger was sure he would follow his big sister, Tess, over a burning cliff into a bed of salty razor blades if she asked—even now, he had followed her to the creepy Dyson house, albeit uninvited and holding back, hidden in the farthest corner of the yard. He watched her edge closer in the rain, hedge to hedge, his stomach dropping when she broke into a sprint across the yard and then down into the chasm of the basement entrance and out of sight.

His loyalty was not born of some romantic sense of sibling fidelity or chivalry, but from the basic nature of their existence—Tess was two years older, so she was the lead. This was the arrangement he was born into, and for the last twelve years and change, it had worked out pretty all right for everyone, all things considered.

But things were starting to change. Tess was changing. Joe was old enough that, if he could distance himself from the situation (he would sometimes, when no one was around, close his eyes and imagine a Ghost Joe stepping out of his body, and this Ghost Joe would observe real Joe and tell him what was what, especially when no one else would), he could accept that this change was inevitable, that both he and Tess were growing up, that childhood was beginning to loosen its grip, and they were becoming untethered in the way everyone does.

But mostly Joe just blamed her tits. It was Tess’s tits that were making her crazy. Once those two mounds first pushed against her blouse, and then, seemingly overnight, sprouted into obnoxiousness, the weather inside the Hollanger house had shifted forevermore. Just as he trailed Tess, it was as if she trailed them, a zombie enslaved by two alien overlords embedded inside her skin. Their mother toggled between dramatic exasperation toward her eldest child and purposeful obtuseness, doubling down both on Brookshire chatter—the comings and goings of others’ offspring, spouses, grievances big and small—and her own heroic, one-woman battle against dust and fingerprints. Against disorder. Chaos was eternally just around the corner, according to Miriam Hollanger, a scourge requiring constant vigilance.

Whether his current circumstances were inevitable, or the product of tits, or the inevitability of tits, Joe found himself alone more often than not these days. After their father died, he and Tess had grown close in a way others couldn’t always see, the borders of brother and sister blurring into teacher, mender, nagger, protector, instigator, accomplice, confessor, punisher.

And now: Stranger. Mystery. Alien. It was not a turn of events Joe particularly relished, but he had been around enough to know that his stance on an issue generally didn’t affect its outcome. He would just have to deal with it. So he’d dealt with it the way he dealt with most unpleasant things these days—he’d gone for a long walk.

The Hollangers, or what was left of them, had been a staple of the neighborhood for most of Joe’s life. Time being a relative player, a lot had changed in his young span, and he walked the streets and almost-streets with something verging on nostalgia, though if he allowed himself to think of it for too long, Ghost Joe would chastise real Joe for being foolish. Boys like him had their whole lives ahead, and there was no use looking back; he was a tadpole, and there was nothing interesting about a tadpole beyond its singular mission to become a frog.

The rain held, of course; it had rained for two months, steady if not always hard. The world was beginning to sprout, but a shade darker than most years, a soaked sort of hunter green. Grass grew too quickly and drooped, shaggy in even the best-kept lawns. Brookshire being a town still under construction, at least in pockets, the mud was not just unavoidable, but intrinsic; it was a part of life, seeping through clothes and into skin, its detritus scent invading noses, brains, dreams. It overran curbs where there were proper curbs, and ran like crime scene blood across every paved surface of the town, starting at the top of the hill where they had finally broken ground for the church and running all the way down to the lowest part of the valley, the southernmost border. Joe had overheard a neighbor couple after Mass—Father Jim held two on Sunday in the school gym, folding chairs for pews—complaining to his mother about water seeping into their basement. Joe turned from the conversation, from Miriam Hollanger’s empathetic headshake and tongue clicks.

It all made him think of Noah, made something inside him crumple along well-worn lines. Noah was a dad, one of the more famous dads, in fact; Joe had no dad anymore, famous or not, and everything, even the stinking rain, reminded him of that hurt, made him sore. He kicked a rock and took a deep, hitched breath. He hadn’t cried in a long, long time; he almost cried almost all the time.

Sergeant Joseph T. Hollanger (Joe was technically a junior, but since there was no senior anymore, he had quietly dropped it from his school papers, and nobody had stopped him) had something of the matinee idol about him. Handsome in a hard way, all sharp angles and straight lines, he had been career military. He had not been conscripted into the war, or a volunteer in the strictest sense—it was his calling, what he seemed built to do. Officers and subordinates both noted a serenity in battle that bordered on indifference, a courage that bordered on folly. The night before landing on Normandy’s beachhead, he walked among his troops like Henry V in khakis, and reminded them that to be afraid of death was to be afraid of life, that one did not dance except with the other. Whether eighteen-year-old seasick kids bought into Sergeant Hollanger’s makeshift Zen or not, they appreciated the effort and made peace with the possibility of dying for a man who was willing to die for them.

Sergeant Hollanger survived the initial landing, the long, hellish walk-run up the coast. The beach was a lottery, life or death a random matter of space and time, a universe in microcosm. Futures ended, timelines shifted, populations diversified, right there in the cold French sand. The sound of each fired shot, each gargled scream, would echo for decades and generations across oceans of guilt and silence.

But Sergeant Hollanger’s end came after the beach, after the microcosm, in a quieter corner of battle. He and three privates (two his, one inherited in the melee) swept a blown-out gunnery at the top of a hill a few hundred yards from the main landing site. One of the surviving Germans—legs shredded, leaning against a blasted wall, his face pulled tight into a horrific grin, his cheeks gone—drew a Luger from his belt with his one good hand. Hollanger jumped in front of the three troops and fired; the Luger’s bullet struck him through the bridge of his nose, and he was dead before his body hit the ground. The German likewise died immédiatement, his brains left to drip down cinder block. When another officer came upon the three shivering, chain-smoking boys, all they could emit were variations on a theme: “Fucking Kraut. Fucking fuck. Fucking Kraut motherfucker.”

Sergeant Hollanger saved three privates that day. He left behind a wife and two children. Had he lived, he would have deemed it symmetry.

Joe pursed his lips, kept trudging the streets of Brookshire. The rain had tapered off to a mist. Passing Doc Magruder’s old place, he almost didn’t notice the man perched on the rear slant of the roof, smoking a pipe and staring out over the bird-christened boulevards below.
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Father Jim swirled the whiskey in his glass, struggling to pace himself. He sat alone at a small corner table, his favored spot in Wilson’s bar, where he could almost disappear yet still keep tabs on the other patrons, their own lined faces veiled by rolling waves of cigarette smoke.

He tilted his glass, letting the liquor rest on his upper lip, letting it burn, then leaned into a healthy swig.

A reed voice cut through hushed, duskier tones: “You’re going to tell me there’s not something fishy about the whole thing?”

“Maybe it is, maybe it ain’t.”

The bell over the bar’s front door tinkled; Father Jim and the other drinkers turned together, well-trained dogs.

“Well, speak of the devil,” someone announced.

“Devil, hell!” Roy Dickerson barked back, and the room erupted. He wore a gray houndstooth suit, and his dirty-blond pencil mustache was severely trimmed at the edges, two shanks above his pearl grin. He strode up to the mahogany edge of the bar. “What’s the matter, Wilson—can’t pay your electric bill?”

“What are you yammering about now, Roy?” The owner’s bark was gruff but good-natured. Big jaw and brow, Wilson looked tough enough to not need to be.

“It’s always so damn dark in here.”

“You think I want to see all these ugly mugs?” The room laughed again. Wilson poured a beer and set it before Roy.

“And a bourbon, too, please. Long day.”

“You got it.”

Roy waved to a recent client at the far end of the bar, then turned, caught sight of the priest, and nodded. Father Jim hovered his glass in a toast, then stole another drink.

Roy threw a peanut into his mouth, leaning over to the drinker beside him at the bar. “Should my ears be ringing?”

The man grinned under his cap. “Nah . . . we was just discussing one of your buyers, that stranger done come to town.”

Roy’s face darkened to match the room—just a shade, but enough for Father Jim to register, watching the realtor’s profile from his corner. “I see,” Roy replied, the words quick but careful out of his mouth.

“There’s tell he paid full price. In cash.”

Roy demurred and, turning to face the patrons of Wilson’s, leaned back, one foot pressed against the bar—a welcoming, graceful salesman pose. “Ah, boys, you know I can’t kiss and tell.”

“Did you pop a woody when he tossed all those greenbacks on your desk?” someone hollered. More laughter.

Roy smiled, but the cautious thing still held behind it, thick and smooth and hard to get around. “I’ve had worse days,” he murmured after some thought.

“So what’s he like?”

“Regular,” Roy lied, taking a long drink from his bourbon, chasing it with his beer. “Quiet.”

“He sure don’t look regular. What’s his angle?”

“Angle?”

“With all that stuff he’s doing. Hammering all day, every day. My sister-in-law said four guys lugged in a giant rolling pin yesterday, big as a tree trunk. A rolling pin!” A pause. “He’s building something in Doc’s house—you know what it is?”

“I don’t.”

“You don’t?”

“No. Honest.”

Father Jim noticed the realtor’s hand tighten around his glass. His own mimicked the motion; he wasn’t sure why, save that his years in the church had honed his empathy into a physical thing. Sometimes he imagined himself something of a radio for human strain, its peculiar wavelength. It was not a quality he often cherished.

The priest had heard tell of the man’s appearance, of course, and was as curious as anyone about this new neighbor’s perceived eccentricities. He himself, though—he admitted with the cumbersome bemusement of one who doesn’t blink in the mirror—had dedicated his entire life to a figure who, for all intents and purposes, fit exactly the description of this very stranger. The layers of truths and hypocrisies chattering in his wake were not lost on Father Jim’s mind in this slackened hour.

Roy cleared his throat to shoot back the rest of his whiskey, then placed its empty vessel softly back on the bar behind him. He had perhaps shared a little too much chatting on the sidewalk with Miriam Hollanger, but she had that way about her of talking like the tides, pulling you along until you heard yourself saying things you never intended to share. Here he would draw a line. “Guys, I hate to disappoint you. A man bought a house from me, and yes, he paid for it. I’m sorry, but that ends my concern in the matter.”

“I call horseshit!” The commotion of the barroom rose, shifted, like static building. And then another kind of roar manifested a little farther off, something disconnected from this local shouting: Father Jim noticed Wilson’s big box of a radio on a shelf over the bar, the huddled cohort of men leaning toward it, ears perked.

He called to Wilson from across the room. “What happened?”

The barkeep hitched his thumb back at the contraption. “Mele just hit a pair in. Three–zilch.”

“What inning?” Father Jim hollered back.

“Bottom of the third.”

“Plenty of time, either way,” the priest muttered, looking around at the crowd now looking at him. He shot a glance at Roy Dickerson, ramrod straight, then quickly away. “Say,” the priest offered, louder than he needed to be, “I heard we were looking to trade him.”

The bar’s collective jaw dropped. The commotion landed as an uproar, the patrons of Wilson’s—their insight and expertise regarding the inner workings of the national pastime fortified by cheap beer and whiskey—off to the races, their arguments and agreements colliding against each other like so many mindless atoms. Roy Dickerson and his mysterious buyer, for the moment, were blessedly forgotten.

Roy stared at the priest, who made a point not to look back but offered a small, vague nod that Roy supposed was meant for him. The number-three real estate agent in the county discreetly bought the collar’s next drink, a double.

[image: image]

Over the past week the rain had not so much ended as surrendered, seeming to call an armistice with the sun, and Roy Dickerson’s evening walk from Wilson’s was chilly but dry. The lot where the new Saint Anne’s was being raised stood large before him, and he could almost make out the outline of what it would become; he had been privy to the blueprints. Father Jim hoped to celebrate this year’s Christmas Vigil inside, and J. M. Brooks intended on being featured in the freshly polished front pew, clean as a whistle, or a New Year’s babe. Nothing to see here, folks. In the meantime, the priest continued to say Mass from underneath a basketball hoop in the school’s gym on the far side of the parking lot, abutting the highway.

Roy took a left into Brookshire proper, into the quiet blue black that overtook the big road’s lights and engine coughs as one traveled deeper. He mulled why Father Jim had conspired to distract his inquisitors. Maybe it was just one decent guy looking out for another. Maybe something else entirely—he was not beholden to understanding the ways of the cloth.

Whatever it was, it had worked. Roy was relieved, because he had made a promise, and he was the kind of man who aimed to keep his promises—his word was his bond, he would tell prospects—not just because it was good for business, but because it was good for him. He liked that he could look a man square in the eye and not be ashamed of who he was, how he spent his days and made his living. He would disarm prospects with that big white smile; he wasn’t noble—no sir, no ma’am—he was selfish. Being a straight shooter felt good, and he wanted to feel good all the time. They always bought it.

The man of the hour, though—the stranger everyone seemed so fascinated by—required no such casting, no such bait. In fact, he had already been sitting statue still in one of the two folding chairs right inside the glass front door of the office when Roy arrived at work one wet morning. The uninvited guest had two walnut-size metal balls in his hand, rolling them in his palm, the rest of him unmoving, as if bronzed. Roy almost had a heart attack when he caught sight of him, assuming it an ambush.

“How did you get in here?”

The man had shrugged, disinterested. “I’ve been circling a house,” he rumbled low, those balls just spinning, little chimes inside softly ringing, as if their song were being played from far away and Roy was just hearing it off the wind.

He handed Roy a stack that counted out to $30,000—five thousand more than the asking price for 600 Kestrel Street—the extra five earmarked for the realtor himself to cover certain ethical inconsistencies with the sale. First, any corner that could be cut needed to be cut. Second, the man had no official identification and no real desire to supply a name; Roy registered the deed under a false one, a woman’s he didn’t recognize. It was fishy—practically Brooksian—but it was also five thousand tax-free dollars.

Lastly, the man asked that the details of their arrangement not be discussed with anyone. Roy, not just out of magnanimity, quickly agreed. Business was flourishing, but Brooks was always a bear, with his own skims and pecks, and there was always the burden of the house on Tanager to deal with—not just the rumors and tall tales run amok, but the unsettling episodes that sat barely hidden behind them. Technically, the bank owned the structure now, but the bank did whatever Brooks told it to do, so when Roy would beg up and down for someone to raze the godforsaken place and start over, it always fell on deaf ears deep in the pocket of other, deafer ears.

Even so, Roy’s most immediate concern was how close he was getting to the end of the Brookshire pipeline, the sweetheart deals he could cut on the dwindling empty lots and new constructions. Ten years of shooting fish in a barrel were coming to an end, the town nearly complete. He would have to start hunting for his own food once more. And soon.

Left or right? Right, Roy would pass the rectory, which would stand empty for a few more hours, Father Jim just now beginning to feel the click, the loosening of the grips that seemed to multiply inside him. He’d pass it, the little adjoining church office, too, the landscape beginning its quick descent. He’d cut down Falcon Street, take it all the way down to Warbler. Or he could go left instead, take a more looping route along the retaining wall that guarded the high-ground houses on Robin Road, follow the trajectory of a nasty lefty inside curve, down to where the hill would meet the asphalt, where the houses would drop back to his level, the whole caboodle then taking its steep dive. He veered left.

Roy didn’t want to discuss his newest client, because he felt the stranger was a slippery slope. He had not told his wife, Rachel, about the money yet. He did not know whether he would. He thought he might surprise her with something nice or, hell, a bunch of nice things. A new car? Airplane trips? Or perhaps he would sock it away, something to keep them afloat in lean times, keep them comfortable. Maybe he would invest it. Or put it toward the children’s schooling. Roy had options. Because of this one massive and odd-looking fellow, he had options precisely when he needed them, and he was protective of those—and of the man who had provided them.

Before he knew it, Roy emerged on Warbler Avenue. He walked the few blocks to 1402, scratched at his hairline and stole a look at his plodding shoes as another figure passed in something of a rush.

He made his way up the concrete steps to the porch and slapped the big brass knocker against the door. He could feel the eye on the other side of the peephole, like on the back of a dollar. He tried to keep from smiling, his natural nervous reaction when he was being watched.

A tall redhead with the slightest hint of South Texas in her voice opened the door, feigning annoyance. “You’re late.”

“I didn’t know I was on the clock.”

The redhead let go of the robe lapels she was clutching over her chest. The whole thing loosened around her, revealing black lace panties, garters. Two other girls, younger than the redhead by half, were in the parlor, half naked and arguing over a Charlie Parker record.

“You come the same time on the same night looking for the same woman for two months straight, it becomes an appointment. Common law and all that, hon.”

“I’m sorry,” Roy said, not sorry at all.

The redhead’s smirk was perfect in its crook, a spicy crescent. “I’ll think of something you can do to make up for it,” she said, grabbing Roy Dickerson’s tie, pulling him in, closing the door.

Six blocks up the other side of the hill the real estate agent had just walked down, the strange man who now owned the house once belonging to Doc Magruder perched on his slanted roof, watching the comings and goings of the brothel with something like a naked eye.
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The first volume appeared on a Thursday, its cover two-toned—an elegant jade against a buttery cream—in a material like silk, and it contained a collection of classic Norwegian recipes typed in their native tongue. It leaned against the concrete porch of 1402 Warbler Avenue to be discovered by an immigrant prostitute, all milky skin and abrupt angles. The young woman crouched to open the book where it lay, as if it were too heavy, or too precious, to lift. Mae came up behind her, could see the heave of her back betraying choked sobs, and thought it another goddamn man’s mess she would have to clean up herself, until the woman turned, the tears shaking from a smile almost bigger than her face. Not knowing quite what she was dealing with, nor where it might lead, Mae did the only thing she could, leading the skinny blond to her Studebaker and driving her to the supermarket for ingredients.

The Norwegian made supper for the other girls, a delicate rømmegrøt with smoked salmon. They cleaned up just in time for nightfall and their first rush of customers. The men were tentative at first, uneasy with the smells of home cooking, of family, but the prostitutes fucked them like feral animals, fucked beyond caring about the money, and every single john who came that night was ruined forever, doomed to chase an elusive craving he would never quite be able to slake again. Such is the price of heaven.

The tomes blossomed around town with little obvious rhyme or reason. A series of Gothic architecture prints bound with golden thread and swaddled in layers of thin russet cloth was propped against Joe Hollanger’s bedroom window. Farther up Sparrow, where the land swelled toward the Catholic school, the church to be, an old widower found a copy of Troilus and Cressida in his rose garden, scrawled on a scroll in a looping longhand. His neighbor across the dirt-streaked street discovered in her mailbox a perfect square of a book bearing detailed instructions on clock making.

Returning from a long, wet lunch at Wilson’s, Roy Dickerson discovered on his desk an illustrated collection of Victorian-era sea adventures. Before opening said bar one morning, Frank Wilson noticed something unfamiliar on the table nearest the door, a table he swore he had wiped down the previous night. It was a book of haiku, and the front cover, wrapped in a rough canvas, depicted Saint Francis and a small holy menagerie in seven black strokes. Wilson flipped a rag over his shoulder and sat down; the bar opened an hour late that day, but no one noticed.

Inside his store, Stan Chandler found a French translation of A Tale of Two Cities where a hacksaw should have been, a five-dollar bill pinned to its table des matières.

As the days came and went, the tomes kept materializing in unexpected places, distributed with an emerging logic that the town’s residents could almost, but not quite, decipher.

[image: image]

Rebecca St. Pierre walked her little yard, looking for the morning’s Post—the boy never seemed able to get it anywhere near the front door. She was exhausted; Ava had been up until nearly dawn, slamming dishes against the kitchen floor, seemingly to delight in their crash. She would break free from her mother’s embrace and run to find the first breakable object she could, a banshee all the way, and smash it to sharp, useless pieces.

Her husband, Sam, had hidden first in a bottle of rye, then the basement, then out of their reach, the back door slamming behind him. He had still not returned home. His vanishings had been snowballing lately, both in frequency and duration, and Rebecca supposed she and Ava were probably the better for it; she could not fathom juggling both grenades at once—her broken daughter’s and indignant husband’s competing hysterics. She absently touched the small welt under her eye and held her fingers there, pressing until it hurt. Sam could be smart in the way snakes were, most of the damage blossoming around her ribs, but occasionally he slipped in his own eruption, an errant note, a lavender-tinged breadcrumb. There was relief in his exits, his flights into the night, but there was also almost always a receipt.

How could a man who had survived the forests of Germany, forced to watch Nazis crow across victorious battlefields, shooting his moaning buddies like children pop balloons—who saw firsthand the darkest underside of breathing, endured, and now enjoyed the security and privileges of a grateful home front—how could that man, safe in Brookshire and comfortable shoes, become so afraid of living? Of a little girl?

Rebecca had married a whole person, she was sure, but now whole pieces seemed to be falling away, leaving gaps where a man used to be. There was something rancid to Sam now, spoiled, and though she was uneasy with such a harsh verdict—thought herself even a little cruel for it—she knew it was not inaccurate. Rebecca tried to skirt resentment, not for Sam’s benefit, but for her own and Ava’s. She knew that her daughter needed a protector, and if it wasn’t going to be Sam, she would have to don the armor and face whatever came their way with her own skinny arms. Her own bared teeth.

She was not a naive woman and accepted the future as it came, nothing more than an imperfect promise. She still couldn’t help feeling tricked, though—she had married a warrior, she thought, but found herself surviving the shadow of one, a tape of a tape.

Rebecca recovered the newspaper resting on top of a tulip trying to burst through; she was turning back when she caught sight of a small black rectangle in the grass. She knelt and picked it up, dropping the Post to open the tiny thing, which turned
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