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PROLOGUE

 He
allowed himself to think of Maggie in the produce section. Not a
specific memory. That was too painful. But he could handle
something simple, something generic like going to the store and
shopping with her. She’d make up songs about the cauliflower and
the mandarin orange, the butternut squash and the radish. Nonsense
songs just for him, just for the two of them, and when he’d beg her
to sing them again, she’d laugh and say that was impossible, she
didn’t remember.

He didn’t buy much produce. He didn’t buy many
groceries at all. Beer, chips, frozen dinners. But once in a while
he’d meander through the produce and buy an apple or some grapes
and he’d let himself think about her. The Maggie she’d been when he
was 5 and 6 and 7. That was safe enough. When images of her pale
and cold on the couch came to him, he pushed them as far down as he
could.

Gordon was a different story. His father never
appeared in his dreams, didn’t even cross his mind much. Once in a
while he’d flash on the hospital room, the machines with their
whirring and clicking, and then the final silence when he’d given
his consent.

No, it was Scully who visited him the most often.
Scully sitting in a bar, Scully playing bingo, Scully in the pool
that last night.


Chapter 1

 Billy Morgan had
tables 12, 13, and 14, the ones against the wall in the corner, as
far from the kitchen as you could get. He wasn’t surprised or even
annoyed. He was the new kid on the block, a temp for the agency,
somebody hired out to the caterer as a strong shoulder with good
manners and presentable looks. It was a couple of bucks more than
minimum an hour plus a share of the tips if the caterer was fair.
He didn’t have to have a uniform—just black pants and a black dress
shirt. It was something to do on a Saturday night.

This was a fancy fundraiser for some nonprofit that
helped the homeless with food and clothes. It wasn’t black tie or
anything. Portland didn’t seem to have those kinds of events very
often, but the men wore suits and the women wore dresses and a lot
of bling. They mingled and ate the hors d’oeuvres that he passed
around on a white ceramic platter, and they were polite to him and
to each other. Billy liked working fundraisers. He liked helping
people help other people. Part of the mission he’d carved out for
his new life.

The first two tables had nice folks. They thanked
him when he served them, shifting their bodies to make his work
easier, laughing and having a good time. But at table 14, one of
the men had had too much to drink already. The event was an easy
place for it. Several bars were scattered throughout the ballroom
and out in the lobby, and open bottles of wine sat on every table.
The wait staff had received the required instruction to report
anyone who got out of hand, but Billy had worked enough of these
benefits to know that that never happened. It was up to the wife or
a friend to handle the drunk.

The wife this time was a small, timid woman with
close-cropped gray hair, a glittery silver dress that was way too
small, and a fortune around her neck in the form of a diamond
choker. The drunk husband was twice her size. His bull neck,
stuffed into the collar of his dress shirt, was flushed and damp
with sweat. As Billy passed the table with the tray of empty salad
plates he’d cleared from table 12, the man reached out and grabbed
his arm. Billy did his best to right the tray of dishes and himself
and move back from the man.

“Just a moment, sir,” he said. “I’ll be right
back.”

But the man grabbed his arm again. “Can’t you see
we’re out of wine?” His voice was loud, a hoarseness to it. He let
go of Billy’s arm and held up two empty bottles. “Isn’t it your job
to watch out for that? We shouldn’t even have to ask.”

“I’ll see what I can do, sir,” Billy said and took a
step back, trying to relax his shoulders.

“I’ll see what I can do, sir,” the guy simpered.
“Don’t ‘see’ what you can do. Just bring us some wine.”

Billy nodded and moved on to the kitchen. The
entrees were coming out quickly now and the tray for table 12 was
waiting for him. “14’s out of wine,” he said to the supervisor on
his way to the loading counter. Billy had worked with Connie
several times before. She was somewhere in middle age—he never
could tell how old women were. She wasn’t attractive, not to him,
but she smiled often and worked hard to make things easier for the
staff.

“They’re supposed to buy more wine if they want it
from the wall of wine over in the corner,” she said.

Billy shook his head. “The guy at 14 isn’t going to
accept that. He’s already close to making a scene. What do you want
me to do?”

“Shoot him, will you?” Connie sounded serious but
she smiled and moved to the door by the walk-in cooler. She pulled
a bottle of red from a carton on the floor and a bottle of white
from a carton in the cooler. “Take the food to 12 and come back for
the wine.”

Billy hoisted the tray and headed out to 12. He
served their dinners and collected the salad plates from 13,
avoiding 14. Then he served 13 and when he got to 14 to remove the
salad plates, the drunk stood up and came around and got in his
face.

“Where’s the wine I asked for?” The man leaned in
towards Billy. His breath was so heavy with alcohol and cigar that
Billy turned his head. “Don’t turn away from me when I’m talking to
you, boy.”

Billy said nothing. He moved around the man and
cleared the salad plates to his tray stand. The man followed him
and pulled on his arm. One of the other men at the table said,
“Stan, let the kid do his job. We’re hungry.”

“His job is to get us more wine.”

“Sir, I will bring it just as soon as I get everyone
their entrée. Please be patient.”

“I’ve already been patient. I want the wine and I
want it now.”

“If you’ll just let me do my job, sir, I can
get that wine for you.”

“Get the wine now.”

Billy nodded and picked up the tray.

“Put the tray down and go get the wine.” The slur
had gone from the man’s voice and there was meanness and threat in
it now.

Billy took a deep breath and put the tray down and
moved towards the kitchen.

Connie was waiting at the door. “The food for 14 is
getting cold. What’s the hold-up? And where’s your tray?”

“The man at 14. He’s a complete asshole and wants
that wine now.”

She looked at him and then handed the two bottles to
him. “Come right back for the food.”

Billy took the bottles to the table, opened them,
and placed them in the center of the table.

“Two’s not enough,” the man said.

Billy looked around the table but none of the others
would meet his eye.

“Stan, just pour the wine,” said his wife.

“Don’t tell me what to do, Marlene. You know I hate
that.” The meanness and threat was there again.

Billy turned on his heels and went back for the
food. The man ignored him when he put the steak down in front of
him.

The auctioneer went into action a bit later, and his
microphone and rapid patter drowned out the anger in Billy’s head.
He cleared 12 and 13, served them coffee, left 14 alone, ignoring
Stan and his demands for more wine, hotter coffee, different
desserts. He finally cleared 14, brought a fresh carafe of coffee.
Then he mustered up all his politeness and asked Stan if he still
needed more wine.

“Of course I do. We all do.”

“Well, no, Stan, the dinner’s over,” Marlene said.
“Let’s just have coffee, okay?”

“No. Get off my back, Marlene, or you’ll be
sorry.”

The kitchen was winding down, and Connie had left
the clean-up crew on its own. Billy went into the cooler and found
what he was looking for: a bottle of white with a screw-top. It
took him less than a minute and then he took the wine out to
14.

He moved over to the side of the room and stood with
the other servers who were watching the auction. The auctioneer was
good. He was funny and kept up a running dialog with the emcee, who
was some local TV celebrity that Billy had never heard of. Lots of
clapping, lots of rich people impressing each other with their bids
on stays in vacation homes or hunting trips or weeks at a spa.

Billy watched the action for a while, but mostly he
watched Stan. He saw Stan try to interest the others in some of the
wine and Billy held his breath but no one wanted any. They all
turned away from him and went back to watching the show. Stan
poured a big glass of the white wine and drank it down, then poured
another. His wife leaned in and said something—Billy hoped she was
asking for the keys—but Stan raised the back of his hand to her and
she shifted her chair away from him. Stan kept on drinking.

It took a bit longer than Billy had thought, close
to eighteen minutes by his watch, but then Stan was face down on
the table and one of the bid spotters spoke to the auctioneer, who
called for a doctor. Two of the bid spotters and a waiter Billy
didn’t know moved Stan to an open spot on the floor near the far
wall.

As soon as the attention moved away from table 14,
Billy cleared it. He collected his part of the tips but didn’t stay
to share the leftovers or go out with the other servers as he
sometimes did. He wasn’t in the mood.







Chapter 2

 The front of the
house was dark when Billy rode up. He walked his bike down the
driveway and locked it in the garage. He could see a glow of light
from Dede’s room on the second floor. He went back around to the
front yard and climbed the steps to the door, entering as quietly
as he could. Some nights he liked checking in with her, but not
tonight. He took off his shoes and left them in the basket by the
door, then got some slices of turkey from the fridge and a banana
from the pantry and went to his room. The light from the neighbor’s
side porch let him navigate to the lamp by the bed. He clicked it
on and sat down in the wingback chair in the corner to
eat.

He liked this room. It had been a dining room in a
fancier incarnation of the house. It had a regular door to the
hallway and pocket doors into the big living room. Dede had hung a
bright-colored quilt from a yard sale over the pocket doors and
he’d left it there. It matched the pale olive green of the walls
and the colors in the hooked rug on the floor. Maggie would have
approved. There was no closet but a metal shelving system stood
against the one solid wall and he kept his clothes and a stack of
books there and the rest of his gear in the two drawers in the
nightstand. The other furnishings were of the same dark wood—the
old bed frame, a table and chair in front of one of the big side
windows.

He was still restless although the fast ride through
the dark streets had helped dissipate some of it. He thought about
a shower, but then he heard the floor upstairs creak with Dede’s
steps and he moved over and turned off the lamp so if she came down
to check, she’d think he’d gone to sleep.

Dede was interested in taking their relationship up
a big notch, but Billy wasn’t sure that was a good idea. She was
older, maybe twenty years or more. That didn’t matter to him. And
he liked her. Liked her smile, liked her laugh. Long brown hair,
nice eyes, a body that would do just fine. But sex with her would
mean settling in or moving on and he wasn’t ready for either.

He heard the toilet flush, heard her steps creak
back across the upstairs. He turned the light back on, then got a
couple of chocolate bars from his stash in the nightstand and ate
them slowly. He stripped off his clothes and climbed into bed.
Sleep wasn’t coming for a while so he turned on his iPad and was
soon immersed in Knaussgard’s My Struggle.







Chapter 3

 The dream came
just as he knew it would. It wasn’t always the same. Sometimes the
knife was in his hand and sometimes it was in his chest. Sometimes
he was drowning and sometimes Scully was. He’d heard about lucid
dreaming, where you could consciously change the direction of a
dream. He’d read a book on it, tried to make it happen, but with no
success.

In this version, he was already in the warm pool but
it was snowing and Christmas lights were reflected in the water. He
could hear Maggie calling. “It’s time to come in, Ben. Time for
dinner.”

Then Gordon’s voice. “Ben, don’t make me count to
ten.”

He tried to move through the water but it was thick
like pudding and his clothes held him back—jeans and a water-logged
down jacket that weighed a ton.

Scully leaned down from the edge of the pool and
held out his hand but Ben hesitated. He looked from Scully’s hand
to his eyes. They were blank, the humanness replaced by something
robotic. He turned away and slogged back through the water,
Scully’s voice calling him now. “Come on, Ben. You know you want
this.”







Chapter 4

 “Billy, are you
awake?”

He’d been lying there for a while, listening to Dede
in the kitchen. The low voice of NPR. Coffee-making noises, then
good coffee smells. He’d heard her go to the front door, open it,
then close it a minute later. The New York Times on the
porch today instead of in the bushes. It was always a good day for
Dede if the Times was on the porch.

He’d drifted back off until he heard the doorbell
and Dede going down the hall again to see who it was. She knocked
again and he cleared his throat. “I am,” he said. “What’s up?”

“The police are here. They want to talk to you.”

One quick wash of panic. That’s all he let himself
feel. Then he was up and out of bed. “I need to get dressed,” he
called through the door, his voice full of the calm and steadiness
he’d practiced. “I’ll be right out.”

He pulled on jeans, a T-shirt, his black hoodie.
Then he changed his mind and replaced the hoodie with a dark green
sweater. Socks, trainers. He combed his hair with his fingers. Then
he put on a congenial smile and went to see what they wanted.

He found them in the kitchen. Dede and two
plainclothes cops, one male, one female. Introductions all around.
Harrison and Washington. Detectives. Dede had given them coffee.
That told him a lot and he began to relax.

“We’re here about the auction last night,” Harrison
said. Her voice said cigarettes, her body said regular junk food
consumption. She was older, 50s, with that odd reddish hair that
women move to when their brown hair starts to fade. She smiled at
him and it wasn’t searching or threatening. That Northwest
friendliness he was growing used to again.

Billy looked over at her partner, who nodded and
gave him an equally benign smile, his teeth very white in his dark
face. They were looking for information. That he could give
them.







Chapter 5

 The rain let up
about 11. He’d stayed in most of the morning even though the
conversation with the cops had made him antsy again. He was
learning that not moving too quickly, not indulging his need to
pack up and get away was really useful.

The two officers had remained friendly even though
he didn’t have much to say about the auction. Yes, he’d continued
to serve the man even though he was clearly intoxicated. He’d done
so at the request of his supervisor although he’d told Connie that
it wasn’t a good idea. One of the event organizers had also told
him to “get the man whatever he wants” so Billy had assumed the guy
was a big donor. No, he didn’t know the organizer’s name.

Yes, the man had been verbally abusive. He’d been
particularly abusive to his wife. “I hate to see men who are mean
to women,” Billy said. He looked at the male detective, who
nodded.

No, he couldn’t tell them how much the man had had
to drink. Everyone at the table was drinking. Was the guy all
right?

No.

Billy put on his best sad face. Expressed his
concern for the wife. Asked if there was any more he could tell
them. Saw them to the door. Let Dede talk about it for a few
minutes, then went for a short run and came back for breakfast.







Chapter 6

 He got to the
Portland State campus about quarter to 12 on Monday. Miranda and
her friends frequented the same three food carts for lunch every
day and then went into the student lounge to eat. On dry days, he
could watch them through the big windows from one of several
benches outside. On rainy days, he risked moving into the big
lounge and finding a vantage point at some distance.

He’d started looking for her shortly after he
arrived back in Portland. Of course, three years had gone by, three
long years, and he wasn’t even sure she’d still be there. But she
had been a creature of habit and he perused some of their old
haunts and sure enough, one day there she was walking across the
quad with a tall guy. The way they leaned in to each other told him
they were together. He wasn’t surprised or even particularly
disappointed. He was the one who’d cut her loose when his father
got arrested, once he knew he wasn’t going back to school after the
Christmas that changed everything. They’d had a difficult phone
call. She’d promised to wait but he’d told her no. He had no idea
what would happen. No idea if he’d ever get back to Portland. She
should move on. And she clearly had.

But he couldn’t let it go at that. So a couple of
times a week, he’d go over to the campus and find her and watch
her. At first he kept his distance, stayed as hidden as he could.
Then he got bolder, made it into a game. In the years between, he’d
learned that people see what they want to see, what they expect to
see. And of course, he didn’t look the same. His light brown hair
was now very dark. He had a bit of a beard and his hair was much
longer. He’d filled out too. During the months with Scully, they’d
worked out most days in whatever weightlifter gym they could find.
Those months had changed his shape and he liked the difference and
kept it that way.

So he’d pass her in the quad as she hurried to
another building. At first he only passed by her when she was with
friends or the boyfriend, her attention focused on them. Then he
began moving by her when she was alone but the sidewalks were
crowded with other students between classes. Once he sat behind her
at the library for over an hour. She never seemed to sense his
presence and he was saddened by that.

He could approach her of course. That was always an
option but to what end? He had nothing to offer her. No stability,
no dream of the future. The kind of education he’d gotten over the
last three years wasn’t the kind of preparation for life she’d be
looking for in a partner. She’d been very clear about what kind of
man she wanted. A professional. Probably a lawyer but maybe an
architect. Not a doctor. Too much time away from home. Away from
her and the kids. Not a business executive. They both had scoffed
at those who focused their lives on money. Social work was an
option. She had a tender heart for kids and animals, but there was
little prestige in that work and prestige was important to her. He
expected that none of that had changed.

He wondered what she would think of the drunk at the
fundraiser and how he had handled it. Would she have been proud of
him for what he’d done? Maybe. Or maybe she’d be horrified.
Reactions were hard to predict. Scully had taught him not to depend
on what others thought. “You can only count on yourself” was one of
his mantras. His experiences since Scully’s death had confirmed
that time and again.

He knew he should go, get on with his day, but he
wanted a glimpse of her, of what might have been his, and so he
waited all through the change in classes and all through the lunch
hour. But she didn’t appear.







Chapter 7

 The week passed
slowly.

On the one sunny day, he put his bike on the bus,
went out Foster Road, and then biked southeast into the countryside
around Damascus and Boring. But mostly he stayed around the house,
reading. He’d come upon Knausgaard’s epic autobiography and was now
devouring the third volume of his exposé of emotional
education.

He got two more serving jobs—a luncheon for women
lawyers and a two-day engineers’ conference with two lunches and
two dinners. Connie was cool towards him. None of the usual
friendliness or banter. He suspected the police had talked to her
too. Maybe the catering company had come down hard on her. He
hadn’t thought about that. He’d implicated her with the cops but it
was the truth. She had told him to give the guy more wine. They
each shared some responsibility for that. But she wasn’t just cool
with him. Everybody got the same treatment so he let it go. “If you
take things personally,” Scully had said to him one day, “people
have way too much influence on you. Do what’s right for you and
ignore their reactions.”

Winter was coming on with its rain and clouds. Billy
didn’t mind that—Pennsylvania had had clouds and rain and snow in
the winter, but he could be anywhere. He could go back to Park City
and ski. Or he could go to Hawaii and learn to surf. Or maybe he
could go to Baja and kayak. But he hadn’t yet tried to get a new
passport. He could use the one he had but that would alert the
system and if anyone was looking for him, well, he didn’t want
that. He’d heard there were many places on the Washington/British
Columbia border where you could cross over undetected, but BC would
be the same winter, just more so.

All the time he’d been in school, he’d dreamed about
time off and being able to do whatever he wanted. No classes, no
part-time job to make ends meet. He’d be free. But he’d learned
that drinking in bars with strangers till all hours and then
sleeping the day away didn’t work for him. He’d never been a night
owl, and he woke pretty early no matter what time he went to bed.
Plus having no job meant knowing nobody. That didn’t work so well
either. He could only be alone in his own company so long.

And he knew he needed a purpose. Gordon and Maggie
had been great parents, at least until Scully came along. They had
encouraged his curiosity about the world. Told him to aim high and
he could do whatever he wanted. Told him he should find what he
loved and do it. They had also taught him kindness towards others,
to watch out for the underdog, to try to make the world a better
place. And for all of his failings, Scully had modeled the same
things for him.

So what was he to do? Long bike rides and waiting
tables three times a week wasn’t a career and it certainly wasn’t a
life. But after all that had happened, he wasn’t going to have a
desk job, an 8 to 5. And even going back to school seemed somehow
not possible anymore. Hooking up with somebody, maybe like Miranda,
would be nice but it wasn’t the answer either. It still wasn’t a
purpose.

Maybe he’d become a writer like Knausgaard. He could
write the story of his life so far. It had everything: murder,
mystery, crime. It would probably be a bestseller, especially from
someone as young as he was. Of course, he’d have to write it as a
novel or under a pseudonym. Otherwise it would be a confession.

The more he thought about it, the more he liked the
idea. Writing was something he could do anywhere, here in Portland,
in Park City, on Maui. He’d taken creative writing in high school
and there were probably classes he could take at the community
college. He’d be okay with a short-term commitment like that.

His mother had started writing when she was with
Scully. Scully had given Billy the two notebooks in Florida. Scully
hadn’t read them, said he didn’t want to violate Maggie’s privacy.
That had seemed so odd to Billy. Wouldn’t he want to know if he was
in them and what she’d said about him? Then he realized that he’d
never seen Scully read anything more than a menu and even then,
he’d glance at it and ask the waitress to recommend something. So
maybe Scully couldn’t read or had dyslexia.

Billy read the notebooks. One was the start of a
novel or short story about a young woman in Paris in the 1920s. It
wasn’t very good as far as he could see but he admired his mother’s
effort. The second was also fiction but it was clearly about them,
about Maggie and Scully and a road trip and their life together.
The woman in the story was addicted to the man. There was also a
mystery for she couldn’t figure out what the man did when he was
gone all night after she went to bed. It gave Billy an odd feeling
to know about Scully what Maggie hadn’t known.







Chapter 8

 Billy went to Best
Buy and got himself a small laptop. He’d have to wait until after
the holidays for a writing class at the community college so he
went to Powell’s and bought a half-dozen books on writing fiction
that one of the clerks suggested. Then he began spending his
mornings at First Cup on Woodstock. He lived several neighborhoods
away, but at First Cup with its quiet crowd of scruffy Reed College
students, he fit in better. It was friendly and comfortable, and he
knew enough to keep buying things all morning to earn his seat and
keep the owners happy.

He developed a very specific routine. Scully had
taught him that too. Not the routine but the need for one. The
importance of having a structure so that you could carry out your
purpose. So he’d get a latte and read a chapter in each writing
book first thing and then some more Knausgaard for inspiration.
Then he would settle in to write. One of the books suggested he
start wherever he wanted, that he didn’t have to start with the
beginning, and so he wrote about the last time he had seen
Scully.

Jason didn’t know that that would be the last night
with Tully. He wasn’t exactly planning it. He’d just thought about
it for a while. Tully wasn’t the most predictable guy, and he was
way careful so Jason would have to be alert for his chance.

He hesitated for other reasons. Tully had been kind
to him in a genuine way, not like the phony sympathy of the people
back home. Tully had taken him under his wing, taught him how to
make his way in the world. He’d been a kind of dad when his own
father had been a big disappointment. What’s more, he liked Tully.
Well enough anyway.

But at the same time, Tully was to blame for all
that had happened, for why Jason was alone in the world. For why
Jason needed Tully. There was something wrong about that, something
sick, and Jason needed to free himself from it.

“Yo!”

Billy looked up. Four kids were coming in, laughing,
chatting. They were loud and—what was the word? Boisterous. When he
was a kid, he thought that word had to do with boys.
Boystrous. Like monstrous had to do with monsters.
His dad had laughed and told the story to anyone who would listen.
At the time it had hurt Billy’s feelings. It was an honest enough
mistake.

For a couple of minutes, he watched the four kids.
They were a bit younger than him but not all that much. Three guys
and a girl. Black jeans, gray or black hoodies. The girl had a rain
jacket with a hood. Everyone in Portland had a jacket with a hood.
They all had backpacks. Everyone in Portland had a backpack. They
kidded around with each other. He couldn’t remember the last time
he’d kidded around with someone. Miranda maybe in the days long
before the end, but he’d never had a gang of friends. He was a
one-best-friend kind of guy. Like his dad. Like his mom. Miranda
had been his last best friend if he didn’t count Scully.

The kids moved to the counter, ordered, and went out
to the side porch. It was cold but not raining at the moment and he
figured one or more of them were going to smoke. And he was right.
He liked analyzing people’s behavior, trying to guess what they
would do next. He stopped watching and went back to writing.

Late in the morning on that last day together, Tully
asked Jason to get them a fresh supply of roofies. Tully’d made the
connection, set up the deal, but he was trusting Jason to make the
pickup. Jason knew it was wrong to feel proud that Tully trusted
him, it was wrong to be glad to be initiated into Tully’s Game, but
he was still proud and still glad—and really nervous.

There were two guys instead of one when he showed up
in the far reaches of the Walmart parking lot and found the old
Trans Am that Tully had described. Tully had told him to leave his
wallet at home. Just to take his driver’s license and the exact
amount of cash that had been negotiated.

“You can’t get ripped off that way,” he said.

It all went pretty much as Tully had described. The
guys asked for more money. Jason said no, said he’d only brought
the amount they agreed on. The guys grumbled and then got
tough.

“They’ll throw their weight around and try to bully
you. Just stand your ground. They want the money and they won’t
want to make a scene.”

After a few minutes, the guys backed down, just as
Tully said, and handed him the pills in a brown paper bag. He gave
them the money, waited until they got in the Trans Am and drove
away, and then walked back to his Jeep. He stayed calm on the
surface but his heart was racing and it took him a few minutes to
get the key into the ignition. It wasn’t that Jason hadn’t bought
drugs before. He bought a lot of pot in high school from Scott
Southers, but he’d known Scott since fourth grade so that probably
didn’t count as a drug deal.

“How are you doing today, Billy?” He looked up to
see Patsy, one of the two owners of the coffee shop. She had a
sponge in one hand and a couple of used cups in the other. Billy
noted the purple-black lipstick on one of the cups. He was trying
to notice details he could use in his story as one of the writing
books had suggested.

“I’m great,” he said. “How are you?” Being friendly
and polite to older women will go a long way to getting you what
you want. More wisdom from Scully.

She talked a moment about the antics of one of her
cats and they talked about how nice it was to have pets. He thought
about the dog they’d had when he was little and wondered if he
should get one now. Then he asked about her mother and she told him
way more than he wanted to know about the old woman, who was
demanding and not all that kind to Patsy. He’d been hearing and
overhearing about Patsy’s mother since he first showed up at the
coffee shop. But Patsy seemed to need to talk about it and Ben was
a good listener. The most recent injustice was an overdrawn bank
account from Internet purchases. And her mother’s care was costing
her a fortune. Billy had heard it all before and while he was
sympathetic, after a few sentences, he put on his serious listener
face and gave her half of his attention. The other half was still
back in the Florida parking lot with a bag of roofies and wondering
if those two guys would come after him.







Chapter 9

 Over the next
several weeks, he went to the coffee shop every day and wrote
between 10 and 12. He was pleased at how much he had written so
far. Of course, it was probably a lot harder to make up stuff, to
write real fiction, while he was only writing about stuff that had
really happened to him but with different names. But he had
interesting stories and that was all that should matter.

He hadn’t given up the campus visits to look for
Miranda, but as the November weather grew worse, he was less
inclined to stand around over at the university in the cold and
rain for no reward. Besides, what did he want from her? To get back
together with her? To take her away from her current boyfriend just
because he probably could? She was the past and he knew only too
well that we can’t change that. We can’t get back what we’ve
lost.

One morning, the sun came out and the coffee shop
routine lost its appeal. He wasn’t going to give up on the writing
but he could take a break. It wasn’t warm by any means, not
compared to Florida, but it wasn’t bitter and so he rode his bike
up to the University of Portland on the bluff overlooking the
river. He wandered around the campus a while but of course he knew
no one, he didn’t belong there, and the kids seemed even younger
than those on the Reed campus near First Cup. He felt old at
23.

He got a BLT and fries in a little café on the way
back, and because the traffic was still okay, he came down MLK past
the Convention Center. He thought he might stop at the Pixie
Project and ask about volunteering. Dede didn’t want pets in the
house and he didn’t want to be tied down to one himself, but he
could walk the dogs for the shelter.

He hit a red light two blocks from the shelter. The
broad sidewalk in front of the Convention Center had people milling
about, mostly men in suits. Whatever conference was going on was
clearly on a break, people gravitating to the sun.

In one small cluster, he caught a glimpse of a
familiar face. It was Jim Easter. He was sure of it. The body was
right: tall, broad in the shoulders. Built like a cop. Light brown
hair or was it gray? Short but not a military cut. Just then Easter
turned his head and seemed to look Billy right in the eyes. Or
maybe that was a trick of the light. He was 30 feet away after all.
And Billy couldn’t see if Easter recognized him or even really saw
him. But he felt seen. A rush of adrenal went through him. He
couldn’t tell if it was excitement or dread. Then Easter turned
away and the light changed and Billy rode on. He’d come back to the
Pixie Project another day.







Chapter 10

 “I think I saw
Ben Morehouse today.”

“Really. Where?” Beth’s voice was always calm,
always reassuring. It was something Jim Easter loved about his
wife. No matter how crazy things got, and she had come from a
family of crazies, she kept her cool.

“I was out on the street during a break talking to
some guys from Akron and I saw a kid on a bike stopped at a light.
You wouldn’t believe the number of kids on bikes in Portland.
Anyway, this kid looked my direction and I got that feeling, that
knowing feeling, and our eyes met and I… Well, he didn’t look the
same. Beard, longer hair, darker too. He looked like any kid, but I
still think it was him.”

His wife was quiet a few seconds. “But he didn’t
come up and speak to you.”

“No, he rode on when the light changed.”

“Do you think he recognized you?”

“If it was Ben, of course he would have.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“No. And yes. Pretty sure.” Beth never tried to talk
him out of his “knowings.” Another thing he liked about her.

They were both quiet for a bit and then he asked
about her day at the university and how she was coping without him
and whether Harriett, their neighbor, had looked in. About the cats
and their antics. It was very late for her and he knew she’d waited
up to talk to him. She asked about his conference and whether the
others he was meeting were interesting. Then they said their
I-love-you’s and take care’s and he hung up. He wasn’t ready to
tell her he was going to stay in Portland a day or two and look for
Ben.







Chapter 11

 Seeing Easter
had been a jolt. Not of fear of discovery but of longing. Easter
was someone Billy could tell everything to, someone who would
understand the whole story. All of his choices. All of his
decisions. Easter had known his dad. Easter had investigated his
mother’s murder. Billy was tempted to go back to the Convention
Center, hang around until he found him in the crowd. Or ask someone
where he was staying.

When he got home, he got online and looked up events
at the Center until he found it: Forensics and the Suburban
Detective. He’d never thought about Greensburg as a suburb but he
guessed it was. Friends of his parents who lived in the
neighborhood had worked in Pittsburgh.

The conference ran two more days. If he was going to
talk to Easter, he’d have to make a move soon. But he knew he
wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Easter was a cop. If he told him everything,
Easter would have to arrest him or, more probably, call the locals
out on him. You can’t confess something like that and not get
arrested even if Easter was kind and sympathetic. Which he was. Or
at least he had been three years ago. But he was still a cop and
Billy was sure he was an ethical cop. Good for Easter. Not so good
for Billy.

He’d have to lay low until Easter went home.
Portland was a big place and he could easily avoid the Convention
Center area. And even if Easter had some high-tech way to link who
he had been with who he said he was now, there’d be no way to find
him at Dede’s. He still had a New Mexico driver’s license. And no
one, not even the catering company, knew he lived at Dede’s. He’d
given a fake address on his application. Besides, the cell phone
was all they really wanted. So another chance encounter was
unlikely.

But fate—or whatever higher power there was—was
throwing them together again. Billy refused to believe in
coincidence, in the randomness of encounters. What had happened to
him and to his family had to be destiny. It was the only way it was
meaningful. It was the only way he could live with it. So why was
the detective back in his life?







Chapter 12

 Jim Easter had
trouble paying attention the next day. He usually liked the kinds
of teaching the conference was throwing at them. He liked learning
new things he could use in the field. And there were a lot of
exciting technology developments that would work even for small
stations like his, especially for small stations like his. But
today he was tired and distracted.

He hadn’t slept well the first night. Jet lag. Being
away from Beth, who was his anchor. And he hadn’t slept well last
night either but for a different reason. Ben Morehouse was on his
mind—and on his conscience—no matter how much he tried to talk
himself out of it. He’d made personal decisions, innocent enough at
the time, that had contributed, albeit indirectly, to Maggie
Morehouse’s death. So much had followed from those simple choices,
and it had all fallen on Ben.

Some things are easy to set right. You can apologize
or change your ways. He’d done both of those things since that
Christmas, but that didn’t change anything for the kid, who was on
his own.

Easter didn’t know how to fix this and that nagged
at him. Every month he searched the Internet. He kept track of
serial crimes in Florida and across the South. Got on Facebook and
Instagram, any place he could think of where young people showed
up. But there was no sign of Ben Morehouse and there’d been no use
of his social security number.

The attorney who’d agreed to defend Ben’s father was
kind enough to check with fellow lawyers. Through him, Easter found
out that Ben had sold his parents’ home and received a bundle in
life insurance payouts and inheritance from his grandparents. But
there was no sign of any of that either in the systems the
detective could access. So after Scullenberg’s death in Florida,
Ben Morehouse had vanished without a trace.

Until now. Until yesterday and that sighting across
a busy street 2000 miles from home.







Chapter 13

 Billy also had
a restless night. Crazy, mixed-up dreams of Scully and Easter and
his parents. A very fat man in Tennessee, burgers and guns. The
past come calling in the way it always seemed to when he was
anxious. For a while, he’d tried to understand these dreams, figure
out what they were trying to tell him but he gave that up. He
couldn’t remember enough to make any sense of them. And they just
made him more anxious.

The next morning he waited until Dede had left the
house. She was working weekends at a local gourmet grocery so
Saturdays and Sundays he had the place to himself. Normally he
didn’t care but today the solitude seemed precious. He poured a cup
of the coffee she’d left and then called Connie to see if her
company was catering at the Convention Center.







Chapter 14

 “It’s been a
long time.” Larry Capriano’s gruff voice was exactly what Easter
wanted to hear. It had taken a few calls to track him down. Easter
was afraid the Italian might have retired as he was at least a
decade older but he was still working although at a different
station in Pittsburgh and only part-time.

“Yes, it has.” They moved quickly through requisite
catching up and then Easter said, “Let me tell you why I called.”
He described the encounter of the day before and then his concern
for the boy.

“I don’t need to tell you that it’s not good to get
emotionally involved in cases,” Capriano said.

“I know. My wife reminds me of that every time I
mention it.”

“Smart woman. But you clearly aren’t listening.”

“Ah, no. Not my strong suit.”

Capriano sighed. “What can I do?”

“You know our forensics setup in Greensburg is
ancient and minimal and that usually doesn’t matter. Local crimes
are local crimes. But I need access to the latest face recognition
software. I’m hoping to find Ben Morehouse through whatever new ID
he’s carrying.”

“I suppose you’ve searched the regular DMV
databases.”

“Yes, of course. I’m sure he’s purchased some fake
IDs and they’re not going to be in those databases.” Easter paused.
“I know there are some other kinds of databases that Homeland has
got going.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that too. Okay, send me the photo
you’ve got of him from before and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks. I’ll owe you one.”

“No, you won’t. I’m doing for this for Doug
Hansen.”

There was a long silence. Easter didn’t know what to
say. He suspected Capriano held him responsible for Hansen’s death
although the other man’s tone was neutral. He sighed. All he’d done
was obey the orders of his captain and head home to his job. Hansen
had chosen to continue on his own. But Easter had gotten Hansen
involved in the hunt for Scully in the first place and Hansen had
paid the price. To make matters worse, there was no proof that
Scully had done it. All that flashed through his mind in that long
moment of silence and he was about to say something when Capriano
wished him luck and hung up.
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