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  If you do not love me I shall not be loved


  If I do not love you I shall not love.


  
  Samuel Beckett

  


  
    What is done out of love always

  


  takes place beyond good and evil.


  
  Friedrich Nietzsche

  


  


  CONTENTS


  One


  Two


  Three


  Four


  Five


  


  ONE


  


  Ian Hunt is less than an hour from the end of his shift when he gets the call from his dead daughter. Its been over seven years since he last heard her voice, and she
  was a different person back then, a seven-year-old girl with pudgy hands and a missing front tooth and green eyes that could break your heart if she wanted them to, so at first he doesnt
  know its her.


  But it is.


  Hes sitting in the dispatch office in the Bulls Mouth, Texas, police station on Crouch Avenue, which, as usual, hes got to himself, though hes sure if he were to poke his
  head into the front room hed see Chief Davis leaning back in his chair with his feet up on his desk and his Stetson tipped down over his eyes. An ancient swamp cooler rattles away in the
  window to his left, dripping water onto the moldy carpet beneath it, though the July heat doesnt seem much intimidated by its efforts. Sweat rolls down the side of his face and he tilts his
  head sideways and rubs the trickle away on the shoulder of his uniform shirt. He clicks through a game of solitaire on the computer-assisted dispatch system on the desk in front of him. If folks in
  town knew this was how he spent ninety-five percent of his time theyd shit.


  But Bulls Mouth just isnt a big town. Three thousand people if you count everyone in the surrounding area, including the end-timers, revelators, snake-handlers, speed-cookers, dropouts,
  and junkies, and he supposes you have to count them. Bulls Mouth PD handles their calls.


  Despite being the very definition of a small town, Bulls Mouth is the second largest city in Tonkawa County, making up a quarter of its population.


  He picks up his coffee mug and takes a swallow of the cold slop within. Grimaces as it goes down, but still takes a second swallow. He must drink three pots of Folgers a day, pouring one cup
  after another down his throat as he clicks through his hundred games of solitaire.


  Hes just setting down the cup when the call comes in from a pay phone on Main Street, just north of Flatland Avenue. Probably a prank call. In this day of cell phones, calls from pay
  phones almost always are. Fuck-off punk high-schoolers trying to chase away midsummer boredom with a little trouble. Growing up in Venice Beach, California, he did the same thing, so he cant
  really hold it against them.


  Nine-one-one. What is your emergency? he says into his headset, fingers hovering over a black keyboard, ready to punch in information.


  Please help me!


  The voice belongs to either a girl or a woman, its impossible to tell which, and it is trembling with panic and out of breath. The girl/woman is gasping into the receiver, which is
  crackling in his ear like theres a heavy wind, and high-pitched squeaks escape the back of her throat. If its a prank call the person on the other end of the line is the best
  pretender hes ever dealt with.


  Please, maam, try to remain calm, and tell me what the problem is.


  Hes coming after me. Hes


  Whats your name and whos coming after you?


  My name is Sarah. Wait, no. No. My name is Maggie, Maggie Hunt, and the man whos . . . I was . . . hes . . . hes


  As soon as he hears the name, Maggie Hunt, Ians lips go numb, and like a low note plucked on a taut metal cord running through his middle, a strange vibration ripples through him. Nausea
  in F-sharp minor.


  He swallows.


  Maggie? He inhales through his nostrils and exhales through his mouth in a long trembling sigh. Maggie, he says, its Daddy.


  The funeral was in May, two months ago now. At first he didnt want to have it. He thought it an absurd and ritualistic way of burying a past that was still, and is
  still, very much alive, and you dont bury something when its heart is still beating. But finally Debbie convinced him that she needed it done. She needed closure. Her shrink, whom she drove
  all the way to Houston to visit, thought she did, anyway. So they had the funeral and people came and Pastor Warden stood and spoke platitudes while behind him lay a small and empty coffin.


  But his words were as empty as the coffin was.


  People cried and sang hymns out of tune and dropped to their knees and bowed their heads and prayed. They looked at pictures of pretty little Maggie, from age zero to age seven  up to
  seven but never older  sitting in a high chair with cake on her face; walking for the first time; sitting before a blue background for her second-grade yearbook photo; sitting on the front
  step of their house at 44 Grapevine Circle with a bloody knee, a crash helmet on her head, and a wide, mischievous Cheshire grin on her face.


  If she were alive she would be turning fifteen in September.


  Ian was neither among the hymn singers nor the weepers. He sat silent in the last pew throughout it all. His back was straight, his fingers laced together, his hands resting in his lap. Though
  Bulls Mouth Baptist was hot, even in May, he did not move to wipe the sweat from his forehead nor that trickling down the side of his face. He sat there motionless, his mind a room without any
  furniture in it. He only moved when people began to walk up to him and offer their condolences. He shook their hands and said thank you and when someone tried to hug him he accepted their hugs, but
  he simply wanted to leave. He wanted to go home and be alone.


  After everyone else had come and gone Debbie walked over with Bill Finch. Bill was her new husband. He was also police, working out of the Tonkawa County Sheriffs Office in Bulls Mouth,
  just other side of the county jail from Bulls Mouths city police station, and a man who started many a jurisdictional argument with Chief Davis over even small issues the city always
  handled, which usually resulted in a yelling match between Davis and Sheriff Sizemore. Bill was one of only three county police regularly in Bulls Mouth. The main office was up in Mencken. The city
  PD handled most day-to-day policing on its own, and because of that all emergency calls in the area were filtered through Ian.


  Debbie hugged him and thanked him for agreeing to the funeral. He and Bill nodded stiff greetings at one another, but neither offered a hand to shake. Then they went their separate ways. Debbie
  and Bill headed to their house and their twins, now three, and their two dogs and their backyard with its above-ground swimming pool. Ian to his apartment on College Avenue and his buzzing
  refrigerator and his piles of regrets.


  Daddy? Maggie says.


  I Im here . . . Im right here, he says after a moment during which speaking seems impossible. Then he realizes he has a job to do: Tell me where you
  are. Are you on Main Street?


  Sometimes the location that comes up on the CAD system is incorrect. If someone is coming for his daughter he wants to make sure hes sending a unit to the right place.


  I dont know. I need help.


  I know, Maggie. Helps coming. But I need to know where you are. Do you see any street signs? Any store names?


  There is a pause. It seems to stretch on forever. Continents sink into the empty space. Then: Yeah. Its Main Street. The Main Street shopping center.


  Two months ago she was dead. Her headstone even now is planted in Hillside Cemetery just other side of Wallace Street. Row 17, plot 29. But there is no one in the earth beneath it. The person
  who in another world would be there is now standing in front of the Main Street shopping center with a telephone to her ear.


  And she must be alive because Ian can hear her breathing.


  Good girl. The man who kidnapped you, what does he look like?


  Hes . . . hes big, she says, as big as you, maybe bigger, and hes old. Like a grandpa. And balding. His head is shiny on top. And his nose, its .
  . . its like all these broken veins and . . . oh God, Daddy, hes coming!


  His heart is in his throat; he swallows it back so that he can get words out.


  What are you wearing?


  What? Hes coming!


  What are you wearing, Mags?


  A dress. A blue dress with pink flowers.


  Do you know the mans name?


  Its H


  But that is all and that is it. That followed by a scream.


  Ian can hear the phone on the other end bang against something as it swings on its cord. It bangs again and again as it swings, the space between each percussive thump longer than the one before
  until the final thump does not arrive and the space is infinite.


  


  Maggie escapes only because of an open door.


  If it werent for that door being left open she would never have tried to get out. Years of imprisonment have caused whatever hope she once felt to grow cold inside her, and now she does
  not feel it at all. She has not felt it for a very long time. She doesnt know if its there anymore. Maybe it is: some small spark.


  Days and nights she spends in this miserable concrete-walled basement. She is alive but below ground all the same. Buried. Trapped in what she has always thought of as the Nightmare World.
  Trapped with its moist stink. Trapped with its seemingly living shadows. Trapped with nothing but her thoughts to keep her company.


  And sometimes Borden. Shed been here for several days when she first saw him. He was hiding in the shadows, a small, skinny boy in Chuck Taylors and Levis and a red button-up shirt tucked
  into his pants. He did not have the face of a boy, though. He had a shiny brown coat covering his face between forelock and muzzle and a black mane and shining black horses eyes and flaring
  nostrils and large square teeth. Maggie was afraid of him at first, but her loneliness was stronger than her fear. Now he is the only friend she has.


  He doesnt talk about how he got here, and Maggie is the only one who knows hes here at all. He hides when anyone opens the door at the top of the stairs, when anyone starts making
  their way down the wooden steps. Maggie does not hide. It would do no good. They know shes here. They brought her here. Here to this horrible place. It is a small place, keeping you from the
  rest of the world. Keeping you from the sunlight and the grass and trees and playing with friends.


  The only way to remember that the rest of the world even exists is to look out a single rectangular window and see it. All you can do is look. It is too narrow for even a cat to crawl through.
  But the sun shines on Maggie in the morning and it is bright and warm on her skin. After noon the shadows begin to lay themselves out before her, growing long as the hour gets late. But mornings
  are hers.


  The window is partially covered by a few thatches of weeds growing from the ground right outside, and it is splattered with dirt. Her biggest fear is that the weeds will grow so thick that she
  will not be able to see outside at all, or stand in the light that cuts its way into the darkness for half the day every day. Most days. If the clouds are heavy all she gets is a hollow gray
  illumination that for some reason reminds her of having a cold. But this is summer and the sky is clear and the light is bright.


  Was bright.


  It is now after noon and, though it is still daytime, the sun is on the other side of the house and sinking toward the horizon.


  When the suns light cuts into the room she stands in it. She stands in it as long as possible, moving as the light moves across the floor, but the sun is gone so she is merely sitting on
  the mattress in the corner of the room with her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them. A book sits on the mattress beside her  sometimes Donald brings her books and even gives her
  lessons  but she does not feel like reading right now.


  Borden? she says to the shadows, but there is no response.


  So she counts. One two three four five six seven eight. She likes to count. When she is not counting all sorts of terrible thoughts enter her mind and make her stomach feel sour. Even reading
  cannot always keep out the thoughts. But when she counts she can keep them out by filling her mind with numbers. Not at first: the small numbers are too easy, they dont require full
  concentration, and bad thoughts can still snake their way into her mind between them. But once she counts high enough, two thousand twenty-three, two thousand twenty-four, the numbers are big
  enough to fill her head and nothing else can squeeze in. Everything goes quiet inside her and she does not feel afraid.


  Shes only up to three hundred and seventeen when Beatrice comes downstairs to collect her lunch plate. It is sitting empty on the small card table at which she usually eats her meals.
  Sometimes Borden will sit across from her while she eats and theyll talk about things, though she can never really remember any of their conversations, and he has never eaten any of the food
  she has offered.


  Three hundred and


  The door at the top of the stairs creaks open and Beatrices large frame fills the doorway. She flips a switch. A yellow bulb hanging from a brown wire in the middle of the basement comes
  to life. It chases away the shadows, filling the room with pale light. Maggie squints and watches Beatrice make her way down the stairs. First she steps down with her right foot, and then follows
  with her left, setting it next to the other. Once her feet are side by side again she pauses to breathe. Then she progresses once more with her right foot.


  How are you, Sarah? she says once she gets to the bottom of the stairs.


  Okay.


  Good.


  Maggie says nothing.


  Do you want me to brush your hair for a while before I do the dishes?


  No.


  Do you want to brush my hair?


  No.


  Are you feeling okay?


  Yes.


  You sure?


  Yes.


  Okay.


  Beatrice walks to the card table and collects the empty plate. It is white with blue flowers and vines decorating its edge. Maggie hates it.


  You ate all your food.


  Yes, maam. Thank you.


  I wish you wouldnt call me maam.


  Im sorry.


  I wish you would call me Momma.


  Okay.


  You always say okay, but you never do it.


  Im sorry.


  Okay.


  Beatrice turns around and heads back up the stairs. When she reaches the landing she pulls open the door and turns to face Maggie again.


  Were having meatloaf for dinner. With lots of grated carrots, like you like.


  Then she flips off the light, steps through the door, and pulls it closed. But Maggie does not hear the click of it latching, nor does she hear the sound of the deadbolt sliding into place. She
  sits and waits and listens, but she hears nothing.


  After a moment she gets to her feet and pads barefoot to the bottom of the stairs. She looks up to the top of them. A sliver of light cutting its way into the darkness between the door and the
  wall. The steps at the top are visible in the light, rounded and worn smooth by shoes sliding up and down them, a few rusty nail heads jutting up.


  Borden, she says. Borden, its open.


  Something within her shifts. A long eclipse of the sun ends and light comes into her.


  Even before she knows what shes doing, even before instinct becomes thought, her heart begins to thump and her mouth goes dry. Her hands form fists on either side of her. The fists grip
  the fabric of her dress tight within them. She steps up, her bare feet moving one at a time from the cold smooth concrete floor of the basement to a warmer textured surface. The grain of the wood
  feels good beneath her feet, alive somehow, more part of the outside world than anything else down here.


  She takes another step up, gently rolling the ball of her foot onto the wood and then putting her weight upon it and pushing herself up. The step does not moan in protest as it would were
  Beatrice putting her weight upon it. It accepts Maggie silently. The only sounds she can hear at all: the muffled vibrations of the television coming through the walls and the rhythmic sound of her
  heart beating in her chest and ears and temples.


  She takes another step  oh, God, dont let it make any noise  and that is followed by yet another.


  By the time she reaches the top of the stairs her palms feel itchy and her throat constricted. Her breath wheezes into and out of her through a throat like a kinked garden hose.


  She swallows.


  Then grabs the doorknob. It is cool to the touch and smooth. She pulls. The sliver of light cutting its way into the basement becomes a block of light splashing door-shaped against the wall to
  her left. The shadow of her arm in relief against the wall.


  On the other side of the door she can see scarred green linoleum flooring, dark cabinets, a laminated kitchen counter piled with filthy dishes. The oven is ancient, and while it once must have
  been white it is now splattered with all manner of food. The window above the sink is water-spotted. The ceiling is fly-specked.


  A cockroach scrambles from a stack of plates piled like porcelain pancakes and runs across the counter toward the sink, into which it disappears.


  To her left she can hear the television and though she can neither see nor hear them she knows Henry and Beatrice are in there. But then she does hear them. She hears one of them.


  The floor creaks just other side of the wall.


  She pulls back from the door and eases it shut but for a crack and continues to peer out to the kitchen. Her breath catches in her throat. Her eyes are wide and feel very dry, but she is afraid
  to blink. Beatrice enters the kitchen. Maggies muscles tighten and lock her motionless.


  The woman scratches between her legs through the fabric of her dress as she walks to the stainless steel sink. She turns on the faucet. Pipes rattle and moan. The faucet spits a wad of rusted
  water, and then flows orange for a moment before going clear. Soon the water is steaming, fogging the window above the sink despite the heat outside.


  Beatrice squirts orange dish soap onto a green scouring sponge, grabs a dirty plate  Maggies lunch plate  from a stack of them, holds it under water a moment, and then
  scrubs at it. Once its clean she rinses it and sets it into a rusty dish drainer. She grabs a second plate.


  Her back is to Maggie. Maggie thinks that if she doesnt get out now she might never get out. The door is unlocked and shes standing at the threshold. She pulls the door open and
  simply stands in the doorway a moment. She is waiting to be noticed. Her heart is beating so loud Beatrice almost has to hear it. Except she doesnt. With her back to Maggie she continues to
  wash dishes.


  Get back here before she sees you.


  Maggie jumps and glances over her shoulder.


  Borden stands on a step halfway up the stairs, only his horses head in the light, the rest of him hidden in shadows. His eyes are like great pits spooned out with an ice cream scooper.
  His mouth is covered with a frothy foam.


  Maggie swallows. Then she shakes her head at him. No. Im not coming back. She turns her back on him. Beatrice is still standing at the sink washing dishes.


  Get back here.


  No.


  Though she does not know the layout of the house she knows she cannot go left  the sound of the TV is coming from there  so she turns right and walks as carefully as she can,
  praying  God, please  that the floor does not creak beneath her feet. One step, two step, red step, blue step.


  Beatrice puts another plate into the dish drainer.


  Ahead of her and to her right a door opening onto a hallway. Old-timey pictures hang crooked on the wall on the other side of the door. A yellow light splashes across them from somewhere. The
  light is rippled with shadow and reminds her of light reflected off water. She hopes the yellow light is coming from the sun. She hopes she is that close to outside, to the daylight world.


  Another glance toward Beatrice. The woman is picking up a dirty saucepan. It has dried pieces of cabbage sticking to it. Beatrice hums as she scrubs at the pan. Maggie recognizes the tune. Jesus
  loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. Little ones to Him belong, for we are weak and He is


  A dog barks. Maggie jumps. A squeal escapes her throat. She slaps her hands  both of them  over her mouth, trying to hold it in, but it is too late. Its out on the air where
  Beatrice can hear it.


  She knew there was a dog up here. She has heard its nails clicking on the floor above her head for years. She even knows its name: Buckshot. But until now she has never seen it. It is standing
  in the doorway toward which she has been walking. It is waist high and the color of tree bark. Its tongue hangs from its mouth and its tail thumps wildly against the doorframe as it wags.


  Beatrice has stopped washing dishes. She now stands looking at Maggie. Her shoulders are slumped and her mouth agape. Her hands hang empty at her sides and drip water onto the dirty green
  linoleum.


  Buckshot growls and the growl grows slowly into a series of quick barks.


  Maggie jumps again.


  From the basement just other side of the doorway Borden whispers loudly to her: Come back now and you wont get into trouble.


  Henry! Beatrice says. Henry, shes got out! Sarahs got out the basement!


  Maggie glances behind her but Henry is not there. He will be coming soon. She glances to the doorway where Buckshot stands and blocks her way, his tail thumping and thumping against the wall. He
  is scruffy and scars line his face and the side of his body, but he is not Henry. She runs toward him. As she runs past he licks her hand and his tail thumps against her hip, but he does not bite,
  nor does he bark again. She glances right and sees the hallway leading deeper into the house. To her left is a wooden door, the top half filled with yellow pebbled glass which allows the light to
  come in but does not allow visitors to get a good view of the interior. She grabs the door handle and thumbs down a brass paddle. She pulls.


  A wall of heat greets her and bright sunlight like opening an oven door and finding an entire universe within. Wind blows against her face.


  Sarah, get back here! Shes getting out, Henry!


  She turns back to the open door. Beatrices fingers at the back of her neck. She runs across the porch and leaps, arcing through the air and down onto the gravel driveway. The sharp gray
  stones dig into the soles of her bare feet. She almost falls, but does not. She looks around, trying to figure out where her best chance lies. To her left, a grazing pasture in which a few cows
  stand dumbly working their jaws. To her right, woods of hickory and oak and pine. Maybe she can disappear into them. She runs toward the trees.


  Her heart thumps in her chest and her throat feels dry and scratchy, but her skin is hot from the sun, a wonderful feeling, and she is outside outside outside with a hot breeze blowing against
  her back as she runs, pushing her forward, pushing her toward freedom.


  As she reaches the wall of trees just other side of the driveway she looks back over her shoulder and sees Henry running toward her. Running after her. An old man with his big gut swinging back
  and forth like the pendulum on a grandfather clock, a few strands of gray comb-over hair blowing in the wind, face a grimace, eyes cruel, bulbous red nose bursting forth like an internal hemorrhage
  about to rupture.


  You better, he says angrily between great heaving breaths, you better stop, Sarah! Another breath. You fuckin stop!


  She runs into the woods.


  And through them. Blades of sunlight cutting through the canopy overhead and splashing across her face and legs and arms. The sound of birds singing, then taking flight as she nears. Breeze
  shuffling through the summer leaves. She is outside. She has escaped. She glances back over her shoulder but sees no one. She is outside. No walls surround her.


  She runs until it hurts to breathe, until the stitch in her side is unbearable, jumping over plants she thinks might be poison oak or poison ivy, ducking beneath thick mustang grape vines that
  are growing between the tree branches and wrapping themselves around tree trunks. She runs until she has to stop, and then she does stop.


  She stands breathing hard, bending over, hands pressed against her knees. Her throat hurts but it feels good too. Clean hot summer air. Lungfuls of it. She tries to slow her breathing so she can
  listen. She hears nothing. She hears nothing and she sees nothing behind her.


  Maybe he gave up. Maybe she really is free.


  She walks to a white beam of light breaking through the canopy overhead and she stands within it. An outside observer would see a pale, fragile-looking girl seemingly glowing while everything
  around her was covered in the shade of trees. An outside observer would see an angel. But there are no outside observers. There is only her and the sunlight and the silence of the woods.


  She allows herself a quiet moment, almost allows herself to cry, and then she pulls herself together again, and continues on. She walks at first, but the walk becomes a jog, and soon enough she
  is running again.


  Despite the pain it feels good to run. She has spent years trapped in a place where running was impossible and it feels good to have this much space open before her.


  In five minutes she comes to a sun-faded road, cracks twisting their way across its surface like rivers on a map.


  She turns left for no reason she can think of and continues on, padding her way along the asphalt. It feels good on the soles of her feet. It is almost too hot, and if she slowed to a walk it
  would be too hot, so she does not slow to a walk. She keeps running.


  


  Henry is watching TV and sucking at a beer like its mothers milk when Beatrice calls to him from the kitchen.


  Henry! she says. Henry, shes got out! Sarahs got out the basement!


  Ah, fuck, he mumbles to himself. Then gets to his feet, finishes the Budweiser in his hand, showing the bottom of the can to the ceiling, and sets the empty on the coffee table.
  How the helld she get out? he says.


  Sarah, get back here! Bee says from the kitchen. Shes getting out, Henry!


  Im coming.


  He walks to the kitchen. Beatrice is on the far side of the room facing the open front door. When she hears him she turns around.


  Shes got out.


  Well, goddamn it.


  I didnt mean to let her.


  Goddamn it.


  I told you she was getting out.


  He ignores her and hurries to the front door. Sarah is running barefoot across the gravel driveway. She is running to the woods west of the house.


  Henry jumps down the steps and runs after her, feeling sick to his stomach. Hes too old for this kind of activity. When he catches up with Sarah hes gonna make her sorry she ran
  like this. Hes gonna make her sorry she made him run like this. Shell be screaming sorrys, is what shell be doing. Shell keep screaming them for a
  week.


  As she reaches the line of trees she glances back.


  You better, he says angrily between great heaving breaths, you better stop, Sarah! Another breath. He feels like hes gonna have a heart attack. You
  fuckin stop!


  He knows she is afraid of him. Hed like it better if she didnt have to be afraid of him. Hed like it better if she accepted the fact that she was now part of this family.
  Shes had a long enough time to get used to it. It would make everybodys life easier. Including hers. Hed like that; it just aint the way it is. But she is afraid of him
  and she does what he says. So when he shouts at her to stop he fully expects her to comply.


  But she doesnt. She turns and disappears into the woods.


  Fuck.


  He runs to the woods and into them.


  He sees flashes of blue dress between the trunks of trees. He chases after that color. Branches scratch at his face and grab at his clothes. He tries to keep her in sight as he runs, but
  its an impossible task. He must pay attention to what hes doing or hes liable to run straight into a tree. He loses sight of her. Then another flash of blue thirty or forty
  yards ahead. He cuts toward her, but the heel of his boot catches on the root of a tree and he falls face first to the ground, getting a mouthful of composted leaves. He spits and picks himself up.
  He looks to see if shes still in sight but she is not. He briefly considers chasing after her anyway, but doesnt think hell catch her on foot. But the woods are surrounded by
  road, and shell have to come out of them eventually.


  He turns back and runs toward the house.


  Bee, I need my keys!


  A moment later Beatrice arrives at the front door.


  Did you get her?


  No, goddamn it, I need my keys.


  Your truck keys?


  Of course my truck keys. All my keys are on the same fucking key ring. Come on.


  Okay.


  Beatrice turns from the doorway and disappears a moment. When she returns his keys are dangling from her hand. She throws them toward him, but they land in the gravel five feet shy of their
  intended destination. Henry curses under his breath, goddamn it, leans down, and snatches them up. He walks to his pickup, a green 97 Ford Ranger he bought used a couple years ago from Davis
  Dodge  its got a mushy clutch, but you have to expect that kind of thing when you buy your truck used from Todd Davis, Mr Chief of Police, you just might get pulled over less with a
  Davis Dodge license-plate frame on your vehicle  and slides into the drivers seat.


  A few seconds later hes slamming the thing into first and the tires are kicking up gravel as he takes the driveway north to Crouch Avenue.


  He drives west along the old cratered road, squinting left into his own woods, trying to see white skin or a snatch of blue dress between the trees. On the other side of the
  road is Pastor Wardens place, alive with the sound of barking dogs. It sounds to Henry like a schoolyard during recess. Pastor Warden breeds dachshunds and sells them to pet shops in Mencken
  and other larger towns. Maybe even to some places in Houston. The goddamn dogs never shut up. Henry doesnt know how Warden can stand it. Then again, after a few weep sessions with troubled
  parishioners laying their guilt on him, maybe the sound of dogs barking aint so bad.


  He makes it to Main Street without seeing Sarah, but that doesnt really surprise him. She was heading west when she ran into the woods and unless she got disoriented thered be no
  reason for her to come out on the north end. He makes a left and drives south, along the western edge of the woods.


  The gray strip of road stretches out before him, empty of life.


  A tight feeling in his chest, like his heart in a vise.


  If Sarah manages to get out of the woods and comes across someone and tells them what happened, that will be the end of his long and peaceful life here in Bulls Mouth. He knows everyone in town
  and everyone knows him. And mostly they like him. Sure, its because they dont really know him, because hes always smiling and patting backs and saying give my regards to the
  missus, Dave, but who really lets the world see their guts? Guts are ugly; thats why we have skin. Take away the skin and what remains? Nothing youd want to have a conversation
  with.


  As he drives south he looks left, hoping to see Sarah emerge from the trees.


  Where are you, you little bitch?


  And then he sees her. Not in the woods but in the road up ahead, running into the Main Street shopping center. At least he thinks its her. From this distance it could be anybody in a blue
  dress, but he thinks its her. He shifts from second to third and gasses it.


  


  Its H


  But that is all and that is it. That followed by a scream.


  Ian can hear the phone on the other end bang against something as it swings on its cord. It bangs again and again as it swings, the space between each percussive thump longer than the one before
  until the final thump does not arrive and the space is infinite.


  Maggie?


  Silence. She is gone.


  Officer Pea, whats your twenty? You ten-eight?


  Oak Street and Flatland. Good to go.


  You at Wal-Mart?


  Not even in the parking lot yet.


  Get over to the Main Street shopping center. Forty-one forty. Suspect is a tall white male in his sixties, gray hair, balding on top. Victim is a fourteen-year-old girl, Maggie Hunt,
  blond hair, green eyes, wearing a blue dress. Code three.


  Ten-four. Im on it. Did you say the name of the victim was Maggie Hun


  Its my daughter, Ian says.


  Then, before Diego can respond, he pulls the headset off and leans down over a trashcan. His entire body is shaking, vibrating like sound, and he is covered in sweat. He feels as though he may
  vomit, but when he opens his mouth, nothing comes out. He spits a mouthful of sour saliva into the can and stares at a wadded-up piece of paper lying inside. The paper has been torn from a yellow
  legal pad. There is writing on it, and he knows that it is his, but he cannot remember what it says. It doesnt matter. The only thing that matters now is that his daughter is alive. He
  stares at the paper for a very long time.


  She was kidnapped in the spring. Her older brother Jeffrey was supposed to be looking after her. Jeffrey is Ians son from his second marriage, Debbie being his third
  wife. Now his third ex-wife. Jeffreyd flown down from Los Angeles to spend spring break here. He was fourteen when Maggie was kidnapped. Now he is twenty-two. He just turned twenty-two last
  month, in fact, on the twenty-seventh. Ian bought him neither card nor gift. For a few years after Maggie was kidnapped Ian and Jeffrey had some kind of relationship, tense though it often was, but
  eventually it dissolved till there was nothing left. A chess game they were playing over three years ago still sits unfinished on Ians coffee table. Two unsent birthday cards lie at the
  bottom of his sock drawer. Happy birthday, son. I love you. Ian tried to call Jeffrey just over two years ago, dialed and let the phone ring, but when his son picked up, hello, he could not get any
  words out. They caught like fishhooks in his throat.


  Maggie was kidnapped in the spring, and, while her kidnapper cannot possibly know it, Ian lost both his children that night, though it took a few years for the second loss to be finalized. It
  was a slower vanishing, thats all.


  But it still began on that spring night. A Saturday with a full moon, bone-white and bloated, floating in the vast dark sea above.


  Ian was behind the wheel of his partially restored 1965 Mustang, a car his father had purchased for him when he was seventeen and they were living in Venice Beach. Dad thought they could rebuild
  the car together. He said it would be a fun project. Theyd even made a couple trips to a junkyard in Downy and found a fender they needed, and a primer-gray trunk-lid, and a taillight.
  Unfortunately, Dads suicide got between them and their plans. Three months after buying the car the old man decided to smoke a shotgun. Ian found him on the floor in his bedroom when he came
  home from school.


  On this night, this spring night during which Maggie was kidnapped, he and Debbie were in the car with the windows down. The night air was cool and felt good blowing against his face. The radio
  was on and playing Love Comes in Spurts by Richard Hell. Debbie was wearing a summer dress, and her large breasts were spilling out of the top of it. Ian reached over and stroked the
  inside of her thigh and she separated her knees slightly.


  Im glad we did this, he said as they drove north on Crockett Street, heading from Mortons Steakhouse, where theyd had dinner, toward home. Its
  been a good night.


  Debbie put her hand over the back of his hand and slid it up the inside of her leg until it was under her dress and pressed against her panties. He could feel her heat and her coarse pubic hair
  poking through the panties fabric and a pleasant sticky humidity.


  He thought of a time when he was eleven or twelve, in Venice Beach, where his dad had a surf shop, when he had headed down to the water to hang out and try to get one of the older guys to let
  him have a beer and he saw a girl in her twenties whose pubic hair was visible on either side of her bikini bottoms. She was wet and the fabric was molded to her body and he could see the dimpled
  mound between her legs. It was strange and foreign and exciting. It did things to him that he didnt understand. He went into the water where no one would see him and he masturbated to the
  mental image while it was still fresh in his mind, and he shot a load into the water, and somehow that was sexy, too. Even now he is able to get excited thinking of that long-ago girl and that
  mysterious hint of sex he did not fully understand. He cannot remember the last name of the girl to whom he lost his virginity, Jennifer something, and he cannot picture her face, but he remembers
  every detail of that day on the beach four or five years earlier.


  He looked up at Debbies face.


  The nights not over, she said smiling. Its about to get better than good.


  Ian rubbed her gently a moment before reluctantly pulling his hand from beneath her dress so he could turn right onto Crouch Avenue. Then left almost immediately onto Grapevine Circle. As he
  drove along he could see Bulls Mouth Reservoir to his right, reflecting the image of the fat moon and the stars like glowing fishes. Then Grapevine Circle bent sharply to the right, and as they
  made the turn a police car came into view. It was double-parked on the street, lights flashing in the night.


  Is that ?


  Oh, shit.


  Stay calm, Debbie said. Its probably nothing.


  I am calm.


  But even so he screeched along the street at a dangerous speed, then hauled the car to the right and two-footed the clutch and brake simultaneously when he reached 44 Grapevine Circle and the
  police car already parked there. He killed the engine by pulling his foot off the clutch and stalling the fucking thing, then yanked the key from the ignition and was out of the car. Debbie stepped
  from the passengers side.


  Beneath the hood the radiator hissed. The sound of traffic coming from Interstate 10. Usually you couldnt hear it, but in the quiet night it became audible. The faint sound of Pastor
  Wardens dogs barking in the west. A few neighbors were standing on their porches, looking this direction. Their mouths hung open. Ian hated each and every one of them. And himself. And
  Debbie.


  They never should have left Maggie and Jeffrey home alone. Ian had wanted to have a night out with Debbie, and Jeffrey was fourteen, old enough to babysit, but if anything had happened Ian would
  never


  Jeffrey was standing on the front lawn, within the circle of the porchs yellow light, talking to Chief Davis, who had thought whatever was happening was important enough he should crawl
  out of his whiskey-induced sleep and come out here himself. Davis was taking notes while Jeffrey talked. Jeffreys eyes were red and every so often he was wiping at his nose with the back of
  a wrist.


  What happened? Ian said as he approached. Wheres Maggie?


  Jeffrey and Davis both turned toward him, but neither said anything.


  Wheres Maggie?


  More silence.


  Ian grabbed Jeffrey by the shoulders, fingers digging into the flesh of them, and shook him. Where the fuck is Maggie? he said.


  Honey, Debbie said, dont.


  Ian, Chief Davis said and put a hand on his shoulder.


  Ian turned on Davis and knocked his hand away with the swipe of an arm. The old man blinked like an owl behind his glasses and mustache but said nothing. He simply tilted his Stetson back on his
  head and hooked his thumbs in his pockets and rocked back on the heels of his boots and looked away. Debbie, though, did not look away.


  Dont touch me, Ian said to both of them and neither.


  Then he turned back to his son.


  Jeffrey, he said, where is Maggie?


  Jeffrey looked up at him. Ian saw for the first time that there was something like terror in his eyes. They were alive with it. It danced in them like flame in a night window. Then, once more,
  he dropped his gaze to his feet. He had on a pair of slippers. They were blue corduroy, darkened by the damp grass. They were one of his Christmas presents from the year before. Deb had picked them
  up from a drugstore while grabbing a prescription for antibiotics and theyd tossed them into the box they mailed to California with the rest of his gifts, as well as a cordial if distant
  holiday card for Lisa, Jeffreys mother and Ians second wife.


  Shes gone, Jeffrey said finally, staring down at those blue slippers.


  Gone?


  Ian was expecting an injury, a broken arm, fingers burned on the stovetop, a bad cut  but gone? For a moment his mind could not even process the word.


  Without looking up at him Jeffrey nodded.


  Gone where?


  A pathetic shrug.


  I dont . . . I put her to bed. I was watching David Letterman and . . . and I heard a noise in her bedroom like she was playing around. I yelled at her to calm down and go
  to sleep. I yelled at her. Then it got really quiet and I started to feel bad about yelling. I went back to make sure she was okay, to say sorry if Id hurt her feelings or . . . A
  shrug. But when I went to her bedroom . . . she was . . . He licked his lips. She was gone. He glanced up once as he finished talking, but quickly looked down again.


  Ian walked past Jeffrey and Chief Davis, knocking against Daviss shoulder, and into the house. Walked straight to Maggies room. To what was Maggies room. To what is now, in
  this different world, like that old world but not quite the same, the twins room: refurnished, repainted, re-carpeted, hardly the same room at all. It was empty. He walked to the bed and put
  the back of his hand against the dent in her pillow. It was cold. There was no warmth left in it at all. Beneath it, a tooth. Waiting for a tooth fairy that would never come. He walked to the
  window. It was open and a breeze was blowing against the curtains. The screen frame was still in the window but the screen had been cut out. A few loose strings still hung from the frame. The rest
  of it lay on the grass just outside. When the wind blew it shifted, looking like a living shadow.


  Ian, Chief Davis said behind him, you really shouldnt be in here. I got Sheriff Sizemore sending down a couple people from Mencken to pull evidence.


  Ian nodded but continued to stare out at the night. The wind blew. The screen shifted. After a few moments of silence he heard Chief Davis leave the room. And after a few more he turned away
  from the window and followed.


  He was thirty-eight then. Now he is forty-five, though he sometimes feels older. Three marriages, one abortion, two children (a son he hasnt spoken to in over three
  years and a daughter hes feared dead for twice as long), seven broken bones (four fingers, a collar-bone, his nose, and a toe), one gunshot wound, four car accidents, three dead pets, and
  two dead parents: yes, sometimes he feels older than his years.


  When you glance over your shoulder and look at what youre pulling behind you in your red wagon it can be hard not to feel overwhelmed by the weight of it all.


  He wakes in the morning with a neck that wont turn and a right hand thats already beginning to feel arthritic, with a swollen right knee that wont bend for the first hour of
  the day, with a sore back and a mind he wishes he could scrub the memories from. He wakes and showers and dresses. He shaves every other day. Hes blond and can get away with that one bit of
  laziness concerning his appearance. He eats two soft-boiled eggs (and sometimes a piece of toast). He drinks a pot of coffee. He goes to work, where he sits for eight hours and plays solitaire and
  answers calls. Occasionally he goes out on calls himself if someone needs backup and its close by (keeps a bubble light in his glove box). He is technically a police officer and wears the
  uniform every day. But that is the result of the city council not approving the hire of a civilian dispatcher and not a difference of job function. Mostly Ian simply sits in the office and takes
  calls. Sometimes the calls are ugly: husbands collapsed while feeding the horses, or maybe kicked in the head while changing a shoe; sons who accidentally severed a thumb while sawing wood; wives
  who spilled two gallons of simmering lye soap down the front of their dresses. And it seems those bad calls come one after another, piling up during the course of a day. Some black luck blown into
  town on the wind. By the time those days are over he feels hollow as a Halloween pumpkin. He drives to the Skyline Apartments and parks his car. He locks himself inside his apartment. He watches
  TV. Situation comedies. After a few hours of this, during which he drinks six bottles of Guinness and, if its Friday, one small glass of scotch (usually Laphroaig), never more, he falls
  asleep on the couch.


  Five or six hours later he wakes and repeats the process.


  But not today. Today is different. He would normally leave at four, but today he walks out the door at three fifteen.


  He gets to his feet and walks into the police stations front room.


  Chief Davis is right where Ian thought he would be, leaning back in his chair with his boots kicked up on his desk, Stetson tipped
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