

    
        
          Lake Road, Last House

        

        
        
          David Lee Holcomb

        

        
          Published by David Holcomb, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LAKE ROAD, LAST HOUSE

    

    
      First edition. August 26, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 David Lee Holcomb.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223223948

    

    
    
      Written by David Lee Holcomb.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

About the Author

Also By David Lee Holcomb

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    My thanks, as always, to Denele Campbell for her support and editorial assistance. Thanks also to Karen Hanna-Towne for cleaning up my punctuation. And, as always, thanks to John for being there.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE
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AS YOU TRAVEL NORTHWEST from Langford—something very few people ever do—you’ll find that the highway almost immediately downgrades to a two-lane road paralleling the rocky shore of Lake Van Baar.

Though intimate, the relationship between the lake and the road is an uneasy one. In some places, the shoreline shrinks back from the noise and dust, hiding behind trees and rocks, while in others, it comes right up the edge of the pavement, overbearing and sullen, held at bay only by a low parapet of concrete.

Despite their disagreements, the marriage between highway and lake endures, and the highway is known to the locals as Lake Road.

Not long after you leave Langford, after you’ve passed several miles of rocky green pastures dotted with sturdy and respectable cattle, you come to the equally sturdy and respectable Lake Road Methodist Church, sitting vigil over a graveyard older than the church itself; the dead in this congregation outnumber the living by three to one. Surrounded by its silent flock, the church stares across the road at the lake in prim defiance, secure from storm and flood on the highest point of land in the district. The dead, clustered at the skirts of this modest elevation, are more exposed, but they have less to lose should the lake become obstreperous.

Continue a half-mile further, and you’ll find a single lonely bungalow, solid and tidy, a house inhabited by a man who is good with his hands.

At this point, the pavement ends, and the road becomes dusty, bone-rattling chert. Drive a few hundred yards beyond that, and even this paltry byway peters out, and you find yourself in my grandfather’s front yard.

Welcome to the last house on Lake Road.

· · ·

Upon arriving at the airport in Port Sebastian, I picked up my rental car and drove immediately to the address provided in the letter from the probate attorney. I reached the offices of Gerrit and Allen, Attorneys at Law, with two minutes to spare and a small coffee spill on my shirt.

“Hi. I’m Jacob Carlyle, to see Mr. Allen?” I winced at the insecure upswing at the end of that sentence.

The receptionist, a sweet-faced older woman with crisp white hair and tiny palm trees painted on her nails, waved me to a chair.

“He’ll be right with you, Mr. Carlyle.”

∙

My grandfather’s death, sudden as it was, had come as no surprise. He was, after all, a very old man and had been in uncertain health for years. Cancer is a terrible thing, but once the initial shock has been processed, the death itself is simply a matter of scheduling. What was surprising was the will. His long-time handyman was executor, and, aside from a few minor gifts to friends and neighbors, I was the principal beneficiary. Outside of movies and books, I didn’t realize such situations even existed.

∙

The lawyer handling the execution of my grandfather’s last wishes did not appear happy to see me. He invited me into his office, and we sat facing each other, the desk bulking between us.

By way of preamble, Mr. Allen pointed out that my grandfather had no other relatives left but me, so if he wanted to keep his legacy in the family, I was the only game in town.

“I’m sure you understand that he had little other choice,” he said.

I looked at him across his cluttered desk, at his pinched face, his blue eyes squinting through trendy horn-rimmed glasses, the exhausted blond hair straining across his scalp. He had a Chase Whittier “Representing Virginia and the Nation” bumper sticker from two elections ago framed and sitting on the bookshelf behind him. I wondered whether he had put it there specifically for my visit. He and I were of about the same age.

What did he see when he looked back at me? An average sort of man, mid-thirties, not tall but not short. Fair skin, eyes the color of pond water, medium-brown hair always in need of a trim. A little on the scrawny side. A tendency to look people in the eyes but then immediately look away. Fidgety. Average. Someone who had been in the news recently, and not in a nice way.

“I suppose you’re right,” I replied. Allen’s apparent antagonism had, paradoxically, bolstered my confidence. At least I knew where we stood. “This feels like a cheesy English mystery novel of a certain era. As a plot driver, it would be incredibly trite. Do I have to spend Halloween alone in the house to receive the legacy? Is there a sinister housekeeper?”

Allen frowned down at the papers in front of him. “You can always sell the property if you feel strongly about it. The will doesn’t place any restrictions on you. Meanwhile, we’ve gotten through probate without any issues, and the place is now yours. Your grandfather was frugal throughout his lifetime, so there’s a little money for repairs should you decide to keep the property. Not a lot of money, I should stress.”

“I hardly remember the house. I stayed there for a few weeks every summer for the first half of my life, but I only went into the house for meals and to use the bathroom. I slept in the barn, in the hayloft. The mice would come out at night and run back and forth across my sleeping bag. I gave them all names.”

“The house will need work,” Allen persisted, determined to get to the end of the meeting without compromising his dislike for me, for what I represented. “The underlying structure is in excellent condition, but you’ll need to repair or replace some interior walls and fixtures, and the plumbing and wiring are decades out of date.

“Well, then.”

He stood and extended his hand with a time is money clench visible in his shoulders and a certain I will cut off the hand that shakes yours tension around the elbow. “You have Mr. Stokes’ number for when you’re ready to go out there and look at the place. There’s about four hundred acres of land in all, in two adjacent parcels. Very little of it is arable, but the house is right on the lake, and there are some nice views. It’s going to take time and money, but your grandfather saw to it that you’ll have at least some of the necessary resources. As I said, if it’s not to your taste, you can always sell all or parts of it.”

“I feel as though I didn’t know him at all.” I mused, watching Allen’s face. His mouth worked. He wanted me out of his office.

Enough.

“Thank you for your time,” I said, shaking his shrinking hand firmly, holding on a heartbeat too long just to be a shit. He knew where that hand had been.

Allen retrieved his paw and stepped back a pace, lips tight.

“If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to give us a ring, Mr. Carlyle.”

∙

I headed west from the lawyer’s office, decompressing slowly. I wasn’t sightseeing, just driving, oblivious to the attractions of the Port Sebastian industrial suburbs.

An hour later, the highway flyover took me through—or, more accurately, over—Buckley, famed for its Buckley Dam and Locks, which created the lake.

Yet another hour brought me to Langford, the anonymous kind of town that, if you drive long enough, you’ll see on every country highway in America. Even though I was in no hurry to arrive anywhere, my thoughts were focused entirely on the beginning and the end of my journey, and everything in between was of no interest to me whatsoever.

After the two-and-a-half-hour drive—including fifteen minutes for lunch in Langford—I reached the end of the road and parked the rented Kia in front of a house I had not seen in more than a decade and a half and had not expected ever to see again.

A man trotted down the front steps of the old house to greet me. He was a little older than me, about my height, weather-beaten, bony, narrow-faced, with a graying flat-top crew cut last fashionable at a time before either of us had been born.

“Benny? Benny Stokes?”

“The one and only.” He stepped forward and shook my hand. “You’ve grown a bit since I saw you last.”

“I should hope so: I was nine. You, on the other hand, used to be a lot taller.”

Benny laughed. “It has been a long time.” He pulled me into a quick hug, leaving me discombobulated. “Hard to believe you’ve finally grown up.”

I surprised myself by blushing, and Benny grinned and slapped my shoulder.

“Time does something to all of us. So here you are again.” He looked at me for a moment longer, then turned and waved toward the house.

“Speaking of which, you haven’t seen the place in a lot of years. Things have changed.”

∙

During the first years of my life, my father’s grief had left him without the emotional resources to cope with a child, and my mother’s brother, Elam Carlyle, had stepped into the gap. By the time I was three, I was living with my uncle full-time, and my father had become a strange visitor, an outsider who appeared at mealtimes and weekends and stared at me with sad fascination when he thought I wasn’t looking.

The summer after I turned five, Uncle Elam bought a split-level ranch-style on the outskirts of Buckley, several blocks from the house we had been living in. The new place was bigger, with enough space for each of us three boys to have his own bedroom. (Besides me, there were the two children of Uncle Elam’s long-time girlfriend Melissa.) Rather than have me underfoot during the move, the family shipped me off to stay with my grandparents, my mother’s parents Abraham and Rachel, not for the usual two or three weeks but for six, the latter half of June and all of July.

For me, Grandfather Abraham had never been an object of love, but he had always commanded my deepest respect and perhaps some hero worship. He was tall and strong, bulky, with a big square face and weathered hands and steel-rimmed glasses, a patriarch worthy of his name, in baggy, old-fashioned jeans and a patched blue chambray work shirt. He was tough, quiet, centered—everything I was not—and I judged myself according to the standards he set.

While Grandfather was like one of the rock outcroppings that dotted his land, Grandmother was fog off the lake at sunrise. She was a dainty woman, probably quite beautiful in her day, who had raised two children, lost one and been disappointed in the other, then spent the years of my childhood fading quietly away. She would hug me at the beginning and end of my visits, and I will never forget the papery texture of her skin, the labored hiss of her breath, and the smell of lavender and burnt paper that clung to her long, pale hair.

Though struggling on the meager soil, my grandfather’s farm was still a going concern at that time, with a couple of acres of heirloom tomatoes and peppers and a few head of placid red cattle. As my grandmother’s strength failed, Abraham hired a local teen to help out on afternoons and weekends.

Benjamin Jason Stokes was lean and summer-brown, his face beneath his blond crew cut already big and knobbly as puberty ran its course. He was deferential to my grandfather but never subservient, and Abraham treated the hired hand with respect. I followed Benny around as he performed his chores, fascinated by the way he moved, the way he talked, the way he listened to my shrill chattering with attention and consideration. I adored the way he always addressed me as though what I thought might be of value.

Every summer after that, I looked forward to spending time with Benny; even as he grew tall and his voice changed and the gap between our ages seemed to grow wider.

The summer after he graduated from high school, when I turned nine and my father died, Benny moved away to Port Sebastian, and I didn’t see him again for almost a quarter of a century.

Until today, in fact.

∙

The farm occupied a broad, shallow bowl that tilted down from the northwest, ultimately spilling into the gray waters of Lake Van Baar. Half the land was wooded; the rest was rough rocky pasture. The flattest and clearest land was the three or four acres occupied by the house, the barn, and a small disused corral, its rail fence broken and useless. A larger area had once served as a vegetable garden. The house faced the lake, whose rocky shore began sixty or seventy yards to the southeast. The barn sat near the edge of a belt of woods that ran from the lake to the boundary of the property and beyond.

Benny led me up the steps to the wide front porch.

“Watch where you put your feet. This floor is a deathtrap.”

A plank creaked ominously under my weight, as if to illustrate the point, and a spider scuttled out of sight through a splintery hole just in front of the door. “So I see. Why didn’t my grandfather get it repaired?”

Benny chuckled. “He was waiting until it killed somebody. Abraham liked to put off spending money as long as possible.”

I stepped over the rotten planks and walked into the living room.

The furniture was much smaller than I remembered but still too bulky for the room, covered in a kind of stiff, sculpted beige-pink material that looked as though it would have been better suited as wall-to-wall carpet in the lobby of a hotel, a place of the type that one sees from the interstate where there is no actual town nearby. The smell of dry rot was pervasive, overlaid with a faint scent of pickles and mouse piss, along with the undefinable funk of a home occupied for a long time by an older man living alone.

I wandered through the kitchen, the bedroom, the bathroom, and the “spare bedroom” (a small room added on to the house during better days, mainly used to store boxes of books and bales of old clothes). I started to open the kitchen door to visit the tiny back porch, but Benny stopped me.

“Another deathtrap,” he warned. “I wouldn’t even open that door if I were you.”

I looked at him and nodded. Somewhere inside my chest, dismay wound itself around memory to form a hard little knot. I used to play in the dirt in front of that porch with my green plastic army men while my grandmother sat on a metal stool shelling peas.

“You were hoping it was in better shape,” Benny guessed.

“Yeah. I guess I was. I don’t know why. I just thought ... Oh, I don’t know what I thought.” I sighed, looking around the kitchen. “I wanted it to be just like it was.”

“Entropy. These days, my knees make all sorts of noises when I squat down, and when I drink too much, I don’t dance on tables anymore; I just fall asleep.” Benny knocked on the wall, then peeled off a strip of brittle wallpaper. “Unlike mine, however, the house’s bones are good,” he said. “It’s the superficial stuff that’s past its prime. All the furniture needs to go, and the porches need to be repaired or rebuilt—”

“And the plumbing and wiring.”

“Some of that, too. But like me, I believe it’s decrepit but worth saving.”

We looked at each other for a moment, then I returned his grin.

“I never actually slept in this house,” I said. “Is the barn still standing?”

“In far better shape than the house. All it needs is some cleanup. Abraham took much better care of the barn than he did the roof over his own head. You used to sleep in that barn when you were here.”

“You remember that?”

“Sure. I remember your visits well. You were like a puppy, following me around all the time, yapping and bouncing and falling over things, but I enjoyed looking after you, being looked up to. It made me feel all grown up. Probably made me big-headed.”

“Not that I can recall.”

When Benny grinned, two deep lines bracketed his mouth from nostrils to chin, less like wrinkles in flesh than like something etched with a sharp tool, and crow’s feet crinkled the outer corners of his eyes. He turned and led the way back outside, and we stood on the patchy grass at the foot of the steps.

“So, what do you think? Will you take the place?”

“To live in?”

“Yeah. As a summer home or something, if it’s too far from the action for a full-time residence?”

I stared out over the lake, feeling muddled and stupid, adrift between the present moment and my childhood.

“I don’t know. It would take a lot of money to fix the place up.”

“Maybe, maybe not. I’ll think about it and make some suggestions if you like.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

∙

Back in my hotel in Langford, I made an effort to clear my head. I ate a quiet dinner downstairs in the Lakeview Bar & Grill. The restaurant’s view of the lake was limited to a group of window-sized photographs, faded to a bluish moonlit color. I winced as I saw Scott Whittier appear briefly in a news story on the television screen over the bar: beautiful, perfidious, smiling, smiling, smiling. As I chewed the rubbery steamed broccoli, I stared off into space, trying to figure out where to put my feet on the uncertain terrain of a complicated present, a fragmented past, and a cloudy future.

Up in my room after dinner, I pulled out my laptop and fired it up.

∙

Back in the halcyon days before I ran afoul of America’s Favorite Family, I had begun work on a novel.

The book, whose working title was, predictably, Untitled, was a noir-ish crime story set in the late 1930s featuring a hard-boiled detective who happens to be a gay man. The novel was my refuge, something that wasn’t likely to turn and bite me at a moment’s notice.

I worked for an hour, stopping when I finally realized that I was typing the same paragraph over and over, with minor changes in wording, while the Lake Road farmhouse and my memories of it played over the top of everything else.

I deleted everything I had done that evening and closed the laptop.

It just isn’t feasible, I told myself. How would I live out here in the middle of nowhere? If I just sell the property, the money might buy me some time to wait out the shitstorm before I get back to rebuilding my career.

The farm would pass into other hands, and there would be nothing left of who I was, of where I came from. I would be rootless, untethered.

According to the news, Scott was in Virginia with Athena and the girls and Athena’s parents, giving his daughters one last outing before they went back to school. January was a lifetime ago, and they had all had time to forget about the unpleasantness and get back to living their lives.

No ties for me there, either. Not now, anyway.

I brushed my teeth, undressed, crawled into bed, and slept, dreaming of a storm that summer when I was nine, the curtain of rain coming across Lake Van Baar erasing everything as it passed until there was nothing left but one skinny little boy on the shore, newly orphaned, not doing anything, just standing and waiting for the storm to come and erase him, too.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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MY CAREER AS A POLITICAL talking head took a long time to get up to speed, but the first thing I did once I had the income was rush out and buy a house.

The place I ended up with was in a part of Baltimore that was considered something of a war zone at the time. Property values were at rock bottom; crime was at its peak. I wanted to own a home, to upgrade to a more adult life from the slovenly bohemian existence I had led since college. That sort of neighborhood was what I could afford, so I ignored the noise, the nightly police sirens, the roaming packs of stray dogs and angry teens—equally feral, equally needy—and bought a two-bedroom “cottage” on Barnhill Street. I had a tiny front lawn, a litter-filled alley only yards from my back door, and identical houses pressed up close on either side. It was mine, and it was perfect.

After the first couple of years, gentrification began to creep into my grubby corner of the city. Things changed. Crime declined, property values went up, the trash in the alley migrated closer to the bins and dumpsters. I made improvements to my house, landscaped and repainted, and generally started behaving like an honest-to-God homeowner. Somehow, against all expectations, I had become house-proud.

∙

When the shuttle from the airport dropped me off after my visit to Grandfather’s farm, the first thing I saw was the great sprawl of dark blue spray paint across the front of the house.

Commie Cocksucker, the ragged lettering spelled out.

In smaller letters, just beneath that, was written Enemy of Amer, the last word ending in a ragged squiggle. Around the corner, on the driveway side, in red, was scrawled the one word: Faggot.

My neighbor, little Sonia Bellew, ancient and birdlike, came out of her house in a powder-blue pantsuit with a long gray sweater wrapped around her skinny torso, the spiderweb fabric held in place by her arms crossed under her chest. I could see her slightly dotty sister Selina peering anxiously out of the kitchen window.

“Jacob, I’m so sorry,” Sonia said in her surprisingly deep, smoky voice as she approached. “It happened at about eleven o’clock last night. I heard a noise and came outside with my flashlight and the people stopped what they were doing and ran away, but the damage was already done. I called the police and gave them a statement.”

I nodded and discovered that I was crying, nothing demonstrative, only tears. No jerky breathing or runny nose, no sobs or ugly squinched-up mouth, just slow, fat drops, viscous as honey. I was so tired of all this. My face felt loose, wobbly, like it might fall off at any moment.

“Sonia, thank you. You did more than most people would have, and I’m grateful.”

She peered up at me for a moment, then turned to stand beside me, looking at the house. Her elbow, thin and brittle as a breadstick, pressed against mine, offering a frail comfort.

“I interrupted them,” she said. “I wish I’d been quicker. This is a despicable thing. This is a respectable neighborhood now.” She paused, breathing through her nose. “I wish I’d had a gun.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” I said. Sonia hated guns. So did I, for that matter. My throat hurt, and my overnight bag seemed to weigh five hundred pounds.

I felt stranded on the little postage-stamp front lawn. The graffiti exerted a repulsive force that extended almost to the sidewalk. I didn’t want to move toward the house, but behind me was nothing but the street, and beyond that, the people who had done this thing.

I thanked Sonia and politely refused her offer of tea. She walked away, and I sidled around to the back to let myself in through the kitchen door.

∙

Sitting at the counter an hour later, my second beer in front of me, I made four phone calls. The first was to a contractor I knew who could get a painter out quickly, somebody who knew about solvents for spray paint. The second was to a long-distance moving company. The third was to the realtor who had sold me the house. The fourth was to Benny Stokes.

I finished my conversations and my beer, and I dragged out my laptop.

Writers I had met over the years generally agreed that the best time to write was early in the morning or late at night, when the stresses of day-to-day had receded, leaving room for thought. For me, however, the opposite was true: The work came most easily to me when I was bouncing off the walls.

I opened up Untitled and a third beer and set to work.

· · ·

By 1939, Peterson Hunt had reached that level of success at which his company didn’t have to advertise what it did, only who owned it. Although the building on Kellerman Boulevard housed other businesses on the first three floors, the Art Deco brass letters over the front entrance simply read “Peterson Hunt Building.”

Don Friar walked in and gave his name to the security guard in the lobby, a perpetually irritated little geezer in a brown uniform. The man’s name tag read “Biggers,” and Friar found the contrast between the name and the man who wore it endlessly amusing. Biggers scrutinized the private investigator’s face and clothes, his eyes squinched up.

A long moment ticked by, then the guard pointed at the elevator door. “Fourth floor.”

“Thanks.”

Friar had been here before, so he knew that Hunt’s office had to be entered in a series of stages. He imagined that going to Hell would involve a similar process.

First, there was the purgatory of the spare, no-nonsense waiting room, presided over by a spare, no-nonsense woman of about forty-five who dressed like a movie star but still managed to look like somebody who had lived all but the last eight years of her life married to an alcoholic farmer somewhere in central Iowa until his sudden death in an unpleasant incident with farm machinery freed her to move to a distant city and seek her fortune. Mrs. Johansen had a clinical view of humankind that rendered her immune to surprises, to love, to disappointment, or to Friar’s quiet charm, had it ever occurred to him to develop some and try it out on her.

After a few minutes sitting on a sofa under Mrs. Johansen’s watchful eye, looking at pictures of the British Royal Family in a glossy magazine, a buzzer signaled that it was time for Friar to progress to the next circle.

A door next to the secretary’s desk led to a large, cluttered room full of maps and drafting tables and pasteboard models and pages of hieroglyphs attached to corkboards with pushpins. This cavern was presided over by three youngish men who seemed doomed to hurry from this map to that drawing board to those index cards throughout eternity, endless cycles of meaningless activity, clutching cigarettes in bloodless lips, their well-groomed heads bobbing on skinny necks. One of the men, a blond in gray flannel pants and a flashy tie and a shirt of the palest possible pink, a color almost too subtle to have been intentional, as if he had accidentally washed a white shirt with the Christmas socks, hurried over and tapped Friar’s arm and led him to another door. Friar didn’t much care for blonds, but he thought the young man would have been attractive had he not seemed so determined to look twice his age and three times his income.

The flunky knocked on the door and then stuck his head inside. He exchanged a few words with whoever was in there, then stepped back and nodded Friar along to his final destination.

Peterson Hunt and his desk might have been separated at birth. Any distinctions between them were probably only due to differences in nurture. Both were bulky, rectangular, with a look of monolithic solidity. Both were plain and unadorned. Neither appeared capable of sudden movement or nuanced thought. Even Hunt’s suit was of a dark grayish-brown that matched the color of the wood.

“Ah, Friar. I’m glad you could come by.” Just like that, as if the visit were a pleasant surprise, as if he hadn’t had one of his underlings call first thing in the morning to summon the private investigator to an afternoon briefing.

Another man was sitting on one of two brown leather chairs in front of Hunt’s desk, a notebook in his lap, a pen in his hand. He was young, maybe thirty, with a nice, quiet suit and a shirt that was unashamedly white, his dark hair cut too short to be stylish. He had too much nose and too little chin to be good-looking, but he sat up straight, and his hands were steady. The top of his eyeglass frames passed directly in front of his eyebrows, which made his expression hard to read.

“Don Friar, I don’t think you’ve met my chief accountant, Robert Gallagher. Rob, Mr. Friar is the detective I told you about. He’s been doing some preliminary nosing around for me. Mr. Friar has a reputation for being able to handle stuff that’s more complicated than your usual insurance scam or the wife running off to Mexico with the pool boy.”

Gallagher half rose to shake Friar’s hand, then settled back into his chair. Hunt waved Friar into the chair next to Gallagher’s.

“Rob here has been putting together a summary of some of the deals on which he thinks Cal might have strayed from the straight and narrow.”

Gallagher started to speak but swallowed it. He handed Friar a manila folder, and the investigator flipped it open.

Friar knew that “Cal” was Calvin Amberson, the man who had been Hunt’s partner in the early days of the business but who later became a kind of éminence grise, presiding only over those significant downtown real-estate transactions that merited notices in the papers. He had died shortly after New Year’s, and before the shriveled little corpse was even cold, Hunt had scraped his name off everything and begun reviewing Cal’s business dealings.

Friar glanced at the names and events included in the folder, nodding as if it all made sense to him. “As you suggested, I’ve already interviewed his daughter and her husband, discreetly. The daughter is on record as having opposed the Delacort Center deal, but she doesn’t think it was crooked, just a risky investment. She definitely doesn’t care for Joe Delacort. That was the only project where she felt her father had overexposed the company, had taken on too big a share of something he didn’t control. She seems to have disagreed with her father pretty regularly but kept her opinions to herself most of the time.”

Hunt nodded. “I wouldn’t expect her to be in the loop on everything. We used to call the old man ‘Silent Cal’ because he was so good at keeping secrets. It was just an angle I wanted to be sure of before we checked them off our list.” He looked at the detective squarely. “What did you think of the two of them? Be honest.”

Friar grimaced. When a client said, “Be honest,” what he really meant was, “Confirm what I already believe to be true.”

“Well, she’s tougher than her husband. Smarter. If she knew her father was up to something shifty and didn’t want to let on, there’s nothing in the world that would make her split on him, even if she disapproved personally. The husband’s your basic nice guy, conscientious, honest, loyal. If he thought something shady was happening, he wouldn’t turn anybody in, but he would make sure he stayed as far from the action as possible. She’d do or say whatever it took to back him up.”

“That’s about right.” Hunt sighed heavily, tapping on the arm of his chair with the index and middle fingers of his right hand, then he sighed again, and Friar wondered whether he had some kind of respiratory problem. He seemed to be pushing and pulling air across some obstruction that allowed it to pass but created turbulence.

The big square man leaned forward, his chair creaking.

“Take that list and see what you can do. Spend a week or ten days. I don’t expect anything definite; I know this sort of business is not your line. Just get whatever you can. Ideas, impressions, anything we might be able to put together with what Gallagher has and confirm or deny the rumors. I’ve worked long and hard to build up this business.” He gestured, taking in the whole office. “This company is my home. I keep it up nice and expect people to treat it with respect. I can’t stand around doing nothing while somebody throws a bucket of paint on my wall. Words like ‘bribery’ and ‘kickback’ don’t belong anywhere near this office.”

Hunt heaved himself to his feet like the Sphinx lifting itself out of the sand to extend a paw.

His handshake was brief and brisk, that of a man who didn’t like to be touched.

“I’ll do what I can,” Friar promised.

· · ·

I had done a lot of writing during my adult career. My undergraduate degree was in political science, and my Master’s was in journalism, both very wordy subjects, and for the last seven years, I had been making my living as a political writer and commentator.

Writing fiction, however, was a whole new thing. (Admittedly, the line between politics and outright fiction was sometimes very thin, but that’s neither here nor there.)

I was learning as I went along, not just about writing, but about things like what kinds of foods were available in restaurants during the Great Depression, what kind of telephones people used, how many people used them, how people got to work every day.

As I shut down the laptop and got up to get ready for bed, I found myself wondering what color suit Don Friar wore and what his tie looked like.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow, I’d read up on 1930s neckwear. Tonight, meanwhile, I would be sleeping in a house that had been vandalized on behalf of someone I thought I cared for more than life itself.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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THE NEXT THREE WEEKS were busy ones. The painter started on Monday and finished the job on Wednesday.

Stephanie Herring, my realtor, a woman of about fifty possessed of terrifying energy and the face and figure of Sophia Loren scaled down to about four foot eleven, came out on Wednesday to look the place over. She made a few suggestions, and we agreed to list the house on Friday.

The movers would be out a week or so after that to take away everything I didn’t have to leave in the house to make it look good for potential buyers. Whatever the movers didn’t take would go to the next occupants with my blessing.

Stephanie thought the place would sell quickly. I was pleased to hear that because I was in a hurry to do what I needed to do before my resolve weakened.

Benny Stokes, meanwhile, was working to make the Lake Road house minimally livable. He and his son Nick ripped out rotten flooring, stripped wallpaper, rewired, replumbed, and supervised the installation of a heating system. They cleared out the barn, then filled it again with all the crap from inside the house. I got emailed updates almost every day, but it all became a blur after a while. I knew stuff was happening, and that was enough for now. I needed the noise, the activity, the daily updates on the state of my life, just to hold on. I was like a shark that had to keep swimming or drown.

Benny was a licensed electrician, well-regarded in the area. The fact that I had never known this shamed me. For decades, he had existed in my mind as “my grandfather’s handyman,” part of the supporting cast but not essential to the plot. Jeeves hovering in the background, his skills only relevant to the extent that they were useful to me and mine.

Nick, meanwhile, was yet another factor in Benny’s life about which I had been ignorant. I had long known that he existed, but he had been born when Benny was married and living in Port Sebastian, and I was living with Uncle Elam in Buckley. I saw Nick once, when he was a baby, and forgot about him after that. Now, according to his father, he was in college, working toward a degree in Architecture. In the meantime, he was playing assistant handyman and taking on simple freelance design jobs for his friends and acquaintances.

The Rubicon had been crossed, the wheels set in motion, the boat moved into the channel, sails raised. Pick your metaphor: I was going away to live with the ghosts of my ancestors, and my life was going to be different than it was.

· · ·

Friends wanted to give me a going-away party, but we were a group that was particularly inept at planning things. In the end, we just settled for sitting around a table in a bar and drinking and telling stories and definitely not referring in any way to my reasons for leaving.

“Will you actually write the novel now?” the petite blonde woman to my left asked me. “As opposed to just endlessly talking about writing it?”

Stacey Cisneros had initially been only a friend of friends, not someone I knew well, until the story reached me of her driving a Whittier neo-fascist twice her size out of a bar, then stomping after him for three blocks, reviling his appearance, his sexuality, his intelligence, and his personal habits at the top of her voice. I sought her out to thank her and to ask her never to do anything like that again, and we became very good friends.

Stacey was five-four, fortyish, divorced, an editor for a textbook publisher in Columbia, Maryland, and a flashy thrift-shop dresser. She was also prone to saying whatever came into her head.

“I hope so,” I told her. “I need a new career, and that’s something I’ve been wanting to do.”

“Will you take up farming?” Ayaka Yates asked, her round little face alive with mischief. Eric Hodge, a former flame turned friend, leaned over the table on cue, and he and Ayaka started singing the theme song to the old Green Acres television show, something they had obviously cooked up between them previously. Fortunately, they fumbled the lyrics after “The chores!” and collapsed before we were subjected to the grand finale. I reacted appropriately, and everyone had a good laugh.

“The answer to that is no,” I said once things calmed down. “Apart from growing stuff for the kitchen, kale and lettuce and a few potatoes, the land is not much good for farming. The soil is long since shot. Grandfather had some cattle, but I was terrified of cows when I was little, and that hasn’t changed now that I’m less little.

“How will you live, Jacob? Savings won’t last long, and the novel is still a work in progress.” This was from Santo Miller, a sound engineer who had spent the last few years recording and editing my podcasts and videos. “If I’m not prying.”

“No, that’s a fair question,” I assured him. “I’m selling the house here, of course, and I’ve got some equity built up, so there’s that. There’s also money that Grandfather left me. I’m bartering part of the Lake Road property to Benny, who worked for a long time as Grandfather’s go-to guy for repairs and stuff. From what I gather, he worked for years for next to nothing. He was my grandfather’s tenant for decades. He’ll be living rent-free from now on, on his own land, and I’ll have ten hours a week of his time for the next five years at no charge.”

“What’s he like?” Stacey asked.

I hesitated. How to summarize a friendship that extended back almost as far as I could remember? “Nice,” I said finally. “Just a really nice guy. He was kind of a big brother and babysitter for me during my summer vacations when I was little. Then he went off and got married and had a son and got divorced, and I lost track of him. He looked after my grandfather after my grandmother died. My family seems to have a history of depending on Benny for things.”

“You’re going to be living in a construction site for a while, you know,” Mekhi reminded me. Mekhi was a big, blond man with a definite Southern drawl who wouldn’t admit to a last name. He and tiny Asian-American Ayaka had been a couple for most of recorded history. He did fundraising for non-profit arts organizations. “Nothing’s ever simple in those old houses. Are you going to be okay with that? You’re not what we’d call a pioneer type.”

Ayaka and Mekhi had once talked Eric and me into a weekend camping trip, which started in good-natured confusion and ended in a long, silent drive home a day later. My wilderness skills became the subject of half-humorous banter after that.

“If things get really bad, I can stay at Benny’s for a while now and then, as long as Nick isn’t at home. Besides, when I was little, I used to always sleep in the barn, and that went okay.”

“That was when you were five, and in the middle of summer,” Eric reminded me gently. “You’re a lot more attached to things like coffee and hot water now. And nights are going to be getting chilly in another month or so.”

“I know, I know. I have all sorts of vague anxiety about this. But it’s still something I have to do.”

Ayaka reached across the table and patted my hand. “I believe you’ll do fine. You’re made of sterner stuff than you give yourself credit for. I think you can handle a few frosty October nights with the wind whistling through the rafters and the bears exploring the kitchen.”

I chuckled. “Thanks. Now my anxiety is a lot less vague.”

∙

At home alone after the party, a little drunk, a lot sad, I dragged out the laptop and fired it up.

· · ·

Friar finished buttoning his shirt and looked back toward the man on the bed. Darius lay relaxed, his hands behind his head, his skin dark against the sheets, watching him dress.

Friar’s heart was still beating like a drum, but now that the passion was spent, common sense had moved back into the driver’s seat. Once again, he was asking himself why he kept doing this, why he kept putting his reputation, his business, maybe even his freedom on the line.

“You aren’t thinking pleasant thoughts, are you.” This wasn’t a question. Darius levered himself around to sit naked on the edge of the bed, scratching at the sparse, woolly hair on his chest. Friar tried not to
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