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for rick and carolyn
PART ONE
THE LAST WALK
ONE
✦
THE LAST WALK
Wind came down out of the Cascades with rain in it, crossed the highway strip, and worried the loose edge of the Harlow Auto sign until the metal clicked against its bracket.
Inside, the Valvoline wall clock showed 9:43. Scott Dresser stood beneath it with the shelf-count sheet in one hand, working grease from beside his thumbnail with the corner of a shop rag. He had finished the count, the last bus north wasn’t coming back, and he still had to get home.
He folded the sheet, put it beneath the register, and shut the glass door at Harlow Auto. He turned the little lock until he heard it catch. The store sign was still on over his head, blue letters humming in the rain. Through the front window he could see the highway strip washed black and flat, the all-night station throwing white light across the puddles.
Mr. Harlow had gone home twenty minutes earlier with the bank bag under his arm and his shirt collar damp around the neck. He had told Scott to finish the shelf count on oil filters, then remembered a delivery invoice and made Scott do that too. Scott did not argue. He was seventeen, and the job paid cash every Friday with a stub inside the envelope. His mother liked that the money came in an envelope. She said it made a person less likely to let it disappear.
He had the envelope in the back pocket of his jeans. It made the denim pull against him when he bent to pick up the damp cardboard sign somebody had left by the door.
Dean Holcomb had promised him a ride home. Dean had waited until nine-ten, then leaned into the parts counter and said his sister had come for him instead because her baby had a fever.
“I told him I’d get you.” Dean had already pulled his jacket on. One sleeve hung inside out at the cuff.
Scott kept the shelf-count pencil between his fingers. “You told me that at six.”
Dean worked the cuff loose. “I know. I’m sorry.”
Scott had looked at the clock and then at Dean. Dean was nineteen and had a car that smelled like wet dog and old fries. He was not a bad guy. He had a baby sister and a mother who called the store every time somebody got sick. Scott knew all that. It did not make him less angry.
Scott set the pencil beside the register. “Go.”
Dean stood there a second, waiting to be forgiven. Scott shook his head toward the door. Dean went.
Now it was quarter to ten. The last bus had gone north an hour before. Scott could walk the highway all the way to Rennick, but he would get home after midnight and his father would sit at the kitchen table with his work boots still on, pretending he had not waited up. His mother would ask why he had not called. He had not called because Harlow did not like personal calls after closing and because the pay phone outside the Dairy King ate two dimes before it gave him a dial tone.
Scott put the sign in the trash behind the counter. He washed his hands in the small sink by the back room, though the black grease stayed in the crescents beside his nails. He had spent the afternoon carrying alternators from the delivery truck and lifting boxes of belts down from the high rack. His wrists ached. There was a pale scrape across the heel of his left hand where the cardboard had given way.
In the employee bathroom he looked at himself in the spotted mirror. His hair had flattened under the knit cap he wore when he loaded stock. He wet it, pushed it back, and made it worse. He gave up.
Outside, rain ticked against the awning. The air had the cold smell it got after a day of mill smoke and wet leaves. Across the lot, the phone booth was dark except for the square of glass above the receiver. Scott stood under the awning and counted the money in his pay envelope without taking it all the way out: two twenties, a ten, four ones. Sixty-four dollars. His mother had told him to bring home forty for the electric bill. He had planned to keep ten for a used cassette deck that a guy at school said he could get cheap. The rest was his for gas, food, whatever it took not to be asking.
He looked south toward the highway. Cars passed without slowing, tires making a long wet sound. He could take the shoulder to the junction, cut across Timberline Road, and come out close to the old mill gate. From there it was another mile to his parents’ place. Timberline was patched and narrow in spots, but people used it all the time: shift workers, kids cutting home, service trucks that did not want the highway lights. It was shorter than going around.
His mother hated it after dark. She hated a lot of things after dark, most of them because she had seen something on the local news and never forgot it.
Scott pulled his cap down, checked the door once more, and started walking.
At the edge of the lot he turned back because he had left his lunch pail inside. He had bought it himself at the coast outlet store, blue metal with a dent in the lid. His father called it a kindergarten box. Scott did not care. It held a thermos and two sandwiches without soaking them in oil.
He went back through the door, got the pail, and locked up again.
By the time he reached the first dark stretch beyond the Dairy King, the rain had thinned to a mist. He shifted the lunch pail from one hand to the other. The pay envelope pressed against his back pocket. His feet were wet through the sides of his shoes.
At the junction he saw headlights coming down the county road. For a second he thought it might be Dean, his sister’s fever forgotten, circling back because guilt had got to him. The car passed without stopping. Scott lifted one hand anyway, more at the light than at the driver.
Then he crossed toward Timberline.
A service van came up behind him slowly enough that he heard loose metal knocking inside it before the headlights reached him. It passed, brake lights reddening the mist, then backed along the shoulder until the passenger window was level with his chest. Road dirt covered most of the lettering on the panel. Scott could make out SERVICE and nothing else.
The driver leaned across the empty seat. “You heading toward Rennick?”
Scott kept walking, making the man crawl the van beside him. “Close enough.”
The driver nodded toward the empty seat. “Get in. I can leave you by the mill gate.”
The offer carried heat with it: the dry seat, the heater blowing against his wet jeans, home before Len could sit down at the table and turn waiting into an accusation. For one ugly second Scott wanted to keep all sixty-four dollars and let the lights go out. Let his mother sit in the black kitchen and understand what it cost to need him. He hated the thought and did not take it back.
The van stopped. Its engine idled roughly enough to shake the side mirror. Scott looked toward the houses along the highway, but the nearest kitchen light belonged to people who would see only a boy refusing a ride in the rain. He was seventeen. He worked. His parents needed forty dollars from him, and his father still called his lunch pail a kindergarten box.
Scott stepped to the passenger door.
It opened six inches and caught. The driver reached across and struck it once with the heel of his hand. “You’ve got to pull while I lift.”
Scott shifted the pail to his left hand and pulled. The door came loose with a wet metal shriek. Something sharp below the latch caught the torn cuff of his jacket and opened it farther before the cloth slipped free. He looked at the ragged threads, then climbed in because standing there to inspect them would make him look afraid.
The cab smelled of cigarettes, old coffee, damp canvas, and the sweet industrial soap Harlow kept beside the parts sink. Scott set the pail between his boots. The driver pulled away before the door had closed properly, and Scott had to catch it with both hands and slam it hard.
At the mill gate the van did not slow. Scott closed one hand around the passenger handle. “This is good.”
The driver looked at the mirror instead of at him. “Road’s washed at the next culvert. I’ll take you around.”
Scott braced one palm against the dashboard. “No. Stop here.”
The engine climbed. Scott pulled the passenger handle. It lifted and gave him nothing. He pulled again, shoulder driving into the door, the pail tipping between his boots, and the driver was saying easy, easy, you’ll break it while the van gathered speed past the black scale house and Scott understood—not in a sentence, not yet, only in his stomach and the hot sudden emptiness of his hands—that the wet road he knew was moving away on the wrong side of the glass and there was no one close enough to see him inside it.
* * *
Pat Dresser had set the coffee to warm twice and ruined it once before she admitted Scott was not coming in the door at eleven.
The kitchen was small enough that the refrigerator stood half in the path to the table. She had moved Scott’s school papers from one chair to another and then back again. His work shirt was not hanging over the radiator in the laundry room. His blue lunch pail was not under the sink. His boots were not by the back door because he had worn them to Harlow’s.
Len sat at the table in his mill jacket, smoking with the ashtray pulled close. He had finished his beer forty minutes ago and did not open another one. That was how she knew he was worried. When he was only angry, he drank.
Len rubbed the cigarette into the ashtray and kept his eyes on the dark window over Pat’s shoulder. “Maybe he got a ride.”
“With who?” Pat gathered Scott’s school papers from the chair, squared the edges against the table, and set them back where they had been.
“One of those boys.”
Len lifted one hand as if the answer ought to be waiting in the kitchen. “He said Dean was taking him.”
Pat pushed the school papers away from her. “Dean was supposed to take him.”
Len finally looked at her. “Then maybe Dean did.” He reached for the cigarette he had already crushed out and found nothing to pick up.
Pat stopped moving the papers. “And Scott decided to spend three hours out in the rain without calling us?”
Len’s mouth tightened before he looked down at the dead cigarette. “I didn’t say that.”
She took the receiver off the wall phone and called Harlow Auto. It rang until she hung up. She called the Holcomb house next. Dean’s mother answered on the fourth ring, her voice low so the baby would not wake.
“He dropped Scott there?” Pat asked, gripping the receiver hard enough to whiten the knuckles of her free hand.
Dean’s mother answered at length. Pat listened until the picture was clear, then covered her mouth because Len was watching it become clear on her face. “No, I understand. I know you don’t control him, and I’m not saying you do.”
When she returned the receiver to its cradle, Len pushed back from the table. Pat kept her hand on the phone. “He walked.”
“Maybe he caught a ride after.” Len said it while reaching for the keys, already trying to turn the possibility into something he could drive out and find.
“He walked, Len.”
His fingers closed around the key ring. “I’ll run the road.”
Pat stepped between him and the hall. “You’ve been drinking.”
“One beer.”
“And two at Frank’s before you came home.” Her sister worked Thursday nights, and Pat had been there long enough to count every bottle that reached his table.
Len looked at her hard. She knew what he had drunk; he knew she knew, and for a moment the only sound in the kitchen was the coffee burning itself bitter on the hot plate. Then he opened his hand and let the keys fall back onto the counter.
“Call the sheriff,” he said.
The dispatcher was a woman Pat did not know. Her name was Marla because she said it twice. Pat gave Scott’s age, his height, the jacket he had been wearing, the fact that he had walked from Harlow Auto after Dean Holcomb failed to take him home. She said blue lunch pail because it was the only thing she could picture. She did not say he had money in his pocket. She did not say she had told him not to use Timberline after dark, because that sounded like blame even inside her own head.
That morning she had put the electric notice beneath his cereal bowl and said, “Forty tonight, Scott. I mean it.” He had answered, “I heard you,” though she kept talking until he left. She had meant the bill. Now every word sounded like an instruction to take the shortest road home.
“We’ll send somebody by,” Marla said, and Pat heard paper move at the other end. “Could he have gone to a friend’s house?”
“No.” The answer came too quickly, as though certainty might keep Scott from becoming a boy who had simply chosen not to come home.
“Is there a girlfriend?”
Pat looked at the note beneath the refrigerator magnet before she answered. There had been a girl last spring, a quiet one from Sweet Home who left town with her mother, and Pat had liked her because Scott washed his hair before he saw her. “No. He has friends, he works, and he comes home.”
Marla paused long enough for Pat to hear another telephone ringing near her desk. “All right. Stay by the phone.”
The patrol car came at a little after midnight. Deputy Danny Cord was younger than Pat expected. He took off his hat before he came in, rain on the shoulders of his uniform shirt. He did not sit until Len pointed to a chair.
Pat gave him Scott’s facts again, slowly, because Danny wrote them in a small notebook instead of on a form: Harlow Auto at closing time; Dean Holcomb’s failed ride; a blue canvas jacket with a torn cuff, brown boots, lunch pail, pay envelope. Timberline was a possible shortcut, though Scott might have taken the highway shoulder, stopped at the Dairy King, or gone to somebody’s house without telling them.
Danny asked questions that made Pat hate him for being reasonable. He rested the notebook on one knee and began with drinking.
“Beer sometimes,” she said. “He’s seventeen.” The pencil moved, and she wanted to take the answer back—not because it was false, but because it looked different once he wrote it.
He asked about money trouble. Pat glanced at the empty hook where Scott’s work shirt ought to have been. “He has a part-time job.”
“Does he fight with his father?”
Len turned his face toward the window. Pat saw the shame arrive before the anger and answered for both of them. “They’ve got mouths. The pair of them.”
Danny let the pencil rest. “Did Scott have any reason not to come home tonight?”
The question stayed in the room while Pat looked at the refrigerator. Scott had left a note beneath a magnet the week before—DON’T THROW OUT THE LEFTOVER CHILI—and there was no reason for it still to be there except that she had forgotten to take it down.
“No,” she said, more quietly now. “He has no reason.”
Danny wrote the answer without telling them what it meant.
Before he left, he told them he would check the route from Harlow’s, speak with Dean, and have someone look at the junction. He did not say they would find Scott. He did not say it was probably nothing. Pat noticed that and was grateful for it, though she did not know why.
After the patrol car pulled away, Len stood at the front window until the red lights were gone.
“He’ll come in mad we woke people up,” Len said.
Pat reached for Scott’s cereal bowl, then Len called from the hallway that the porch light had gone out again.
“Leave it,” she said, though he had not asked about the bowl.
TWO
✦
THE ROUTE
At one twenty in the morning, Danny Cord sat in his patrol car at the end of the Dresser driveway and wrote Harlow Auto on the first line of his notebook.
Rain ticked along the roof. The wipers had left a clean half-moon across the windshield, and beyond it the Dresser house stood dark except for the kitchen. Pat moved through the yellow square of window, carrying a dish towel from one counter to another. Len had taken off his mill jacket. He sat at the table with both hands around a mug.
Danny had listened to them for forty minutes. He had their son’s age, the blue canvas jacket, the brown work boots, the lunch pail, the cash in the pay envelope, the failed ride. He had Dean Holcomb’s address. He had the name of a girl from Sweet Home whom Scott had seen last spring and a boy Scott had shoved in a school parking lot. He also had a mother who said her son came home after work and a father who kept saying Scott was seventeen, as though seventeen explained every hole in a person’s story.
He put the notebook on the seat beside him and drove back toward the highway strip.
The road was wet but clear. A truck passed going east with a stack of lumber under a blue tarp. At the Dairy King, the neon crown above the windows was off. Harlow Auto sat two blocks down with its blue sign still burning over the front glass. Danny stopped at the junction where Timberline Road split from the highway and got out.
The rain had worked grit into the shoulder. There were tire tracks everywhere: cars cutting through, trucks coming down from the mill, people pulling over to make a call from the pay phone at the gas station. A person could walk along the edge and leave a mark for twenty feet, then step on pavement and disappear among everybody else. Danny stood with his hands in the pockets of his raincoat until cold came through the lining.
He walked as far as the old scale house. The place had been closed for years. Somebody used the yard behind it for broken trailers and things that could not be hauled to the dump without paying. One bay door hung open a foot. Water ran out from under it in a thin black line. Danny shone his flashlight across the gravel, found a smashed beer can and a length of frayed rope, and left both where they were.
At the mill gate, the guard was asleep in his booth with a radio turned low. Danny knocked on the glass, and the man startled awake with one hand reaching for the clipboard before his eyes had found the uniform outside.
“Anybody come through after ten?” Danny asked.
The guard turned the radio down. “Company traffic?”
“Anybody you remember.”
The man ran a finger down the rain-spotted sheet. “Baker truck, two pickups, a Weyerhaeuser service van. Couple guys leaving late from maintenance.”
Danny rested his notebook against the window ledge. “What about somebody on foot—a boy in a blue jacket, carrying a lunch pail?”
“I don’t log people on foot.” The guard looked beyond the booth at the water shining under the gate lamps. “Truth is, I saw rain.”
Danny wrote down the company names and the approximate times while the man watched with the weary patience of somebody who had worked nights too long.
“Kid missing?” he asked.
“He didn’t make it home.”
That changed the guard’s face. He looked past Danny toward the road and pulled the clipboard closer. “I’ll tell the next shift.”
“Have them call the office if they saw him, but don’t send anybody looking through ditches.”
The guard nodded and reached for the radio again. “Right.”
Danny drove to the Holcomb apartment above the laundromat. A baby cried behind the wall while he climbed the outside stairs, and Dean’s mother answered in a housecoat with one hand pressed to her chest. A cigarette burned in a saucer on the counter behind her.
“He left Scott at the store,” she said before Danny could introduce himself. “Dean told me. He came home sick about it.”
Danny took off his rain-darkened hat. “I need to speak with him.”
She called Dean’s name over her shoulder, and a moment later he came out of the bedroom in jeans and a T-shirt. His face had the thick, pale look of someone pulled from bad sleep, and he kept grinding the heel of one hand against his stomach as he stood beneath the narrow hall light.
Danny asked him to sit at the kitchen table. Dean’s mother put a glass of water in front of him, then stayed near the stove with the baby against her shoulder while Danny opened his notebook.
“Your sister came to get you?”
“Yeah.” Dean wrapped both hands around the glass without drinking. “We were going home, but we stopped at Safeway for medicine.”
“About what time?”
Dean looked at his mother before he answered. “Ten, maybe. A little after.”
Danny wrote the time. “Did Scott know you were leaving?”
“I told him I’d get him when I went in. Then my sister called.”
“Did you offer him money for the bus?”
“He didn’t ask.” Dean took a drink at last, spilling a little water over his thumb. “I left. I thought he’d walk the highway because he lives that way, but I didn’t see him leave Harlow’s.”
“Did he say anything about Timberline?”
Dean shook his head too quickly. “Everybody uses Timberline. That doesn’t mean he did.”
His fingers were trembling against the glass, and when his eyes began to fill, Danny left that out of the notebook.
“Did Scott have trouble with anybody?”
“Scott had a mouth.”
Danny waited until Dean looked at him. “Who’d he use it on?”
“Will Grady. Couple guys at school.” Dean stared toward the window, where the dark reflected the kitchen back at him. “It was nothing—a truck. Will said Scott couldn’t afford one, and Scott said Will’s father bought his.”
Dean’s mother gave a sharp little laugh before covering it with her hand. The baby shifted against her shoulder but didn’t wake.
“Anybody else?” Danny asked.
“No.”
Danny kept his pencil ready. “Think harder.”
This time Dean’s eyes filled completely. He blinked until they cleared and set the water down with both hands. “I should’ve stayed. That’s all I know.”
Danny wrote down the Safeway stop and the name of Dean’s sister. He told Dean to keep the rest of the night free and to call before he left town. The mother took the card he offered, then walked him to the door.
“Is he dead?” she asked in a whisper.
Danny looked at her. The baby had stopped crying. In the apartment above the laundromat, a dryer thumped and turned.
“I don’t know,” he said.
At five fifty, the highway strip began to come on. A bakery van backed into the restaurant supply yard. The woman at the Junction Shell unlocked the front door and turned the coffee warmer on. Danny parked at Harlow Auto and waited for the lights.
Mr. Harlow arrived in a beige Plymouth with rust on the passenger door. He saw the patrol car and sat behind the wheel for a moment before getting out. His shirt had been changed. The collar still looked damp.
“I told the folks everything,” he said, looking past Danny at the dark showroom.
Danny stepped away from the door so Harlow could reach the lock. “Then you can show me the store.”
Harlow unlocked the front door. The heat inside smelled of cardboard, rubber, old coffee, and floor cleaner. Scott’s work rag lay folded over the edge of the sink in the back room. There were three wet circles on the counter where people had set cups the night before.
Danny asked Harlow to show him what Scott had done after the delivery truck left. Harlow took him down the aisles and pointed at rows of filters, belts, cans of oil. Scott had checked stock, carried the invoice to the office, stacked boxes by the rear door. Harlow explained every task with the impatience of a man trying to get back to the part where the task ended.
At the office door, Danny stopped him. “Did Scott make a call, take one, leave a message—anything?”
Harlow folded his arms across his changed shirt. “No. Nobody called him, either.”
Danny opened the small office door. A pad of receipts lay beside the phone. The top sheet had been ripped free crookedly. Harlow said the store used them for cash sales and phone numbers. Danny picked up the pad without tearing another sheet.
Danny held the pad by one corner. “I’m taking this.”
“It’s a receipt pad.” Harlow reached as if to show him the obvious, then stopped before touching it.
“And it’s from last night.”
Harlow’s mouth tightened. He turned back toward the sales floor and said, “Fine.”
On the counter by the front window, a sales slip showed wiper blades at 9:06. Harlow had the carbon copy. The purchaser’s name was unreadable. Another cash sale at 9:18 listed a hose clamp. The small clock on the wall had stopped at twelve minutes past two because its battery was dead.
Danny looked up from the dead wall clock. “Did Scott say where he was going?”
“He said Dean was taking him.”
“Dean was already gone.”
Harlow rubbed at his beard and left his fingers there. “The boy was mad. I said something about the bus, and he told me he’d walk.”
Danny followed Harlow’s glance toward the front windows. “Which way?”
“South.” Harlow pointed through the glass with two fingers. “That’s all I saw.”
Danny put the receipt pad into an evidence envelope and wrote the time on it. He left Harlow a list of things to hold: invoices, sales slips, the phone log, the trash from behind the counter. Harlow stared at the list as though Danny had handed him an unpaid bill.
At the Dairy King, an older woman in a plastic visor was mopping the tile by the front windows. A paper cup of coffee cooled beside the register, and the skin across her knuckles was red from the bleach water.
“Phone still broken?” Danny asked.
She pointed the wet head of the mop toward the booth outside. “Takes your money and sits there. The owner called it in Tuesday, so it wasn’t working last night, either.”
Danny wrote that down. “Did you see Scott Dresser?”
“I know Scott, but I didn’t see him. Dean came in about nine for fries, and Scott wasn’t with him.” She moved the mop beneath a table, pushing a gray curl of water ahead of it. “Nobody asked about him, not that I heard.”
“What about a brown truck, older, maybe with a work rack?”
She looked through the glass toward the road. “That describes half this town.”
Danny conceded it with a movement of his pencil. “Fair enough.”
“He wasn’t the kind of boy who’d go off with strangers.”
“How would you know?”
Color rose in her face. She leaned the mop handle against her shoulder. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know. I’m asking what you did mean.”
She let out a breath. “He came in here when he had money. He always asked how much something cost before he ordered it. He never bought for people. He never acted like he was trying to impress anybody.”
Danny put it under Scott’s name rather than the route. He wrote asks the price first in the margin, then crossed out asks and wrote waits.
By seven-thirty he was back at the Dresser house. Pat had changed into jeans and a sweatshirt. A yellow legal pad sat on the kitchen table beside the phone. She had filled the first page with names and then started again on the back. Len stood at the sink in his work boots, staring out the window at the wet driveway.
“Anything?” Pat asked before Danny had taken off his coat.
He pulled out a chair but didn’t sit. “Dean left him at Harlow’s. I’ve checked the road and the businesses, and I’m calling everyone who might’ve been on the route.”
Pat held his face with her eyes, refusing the careful sound of it. “That’s all?”
“That’s what I have so far.”
Len turned from the sink. “Tell her about the money.”
Pat looked down at the names crowding the legal pad, and Danny waited until she was ready to look at him again. “What money?”
“His pay,” Len said. “He had cash on him.”
Danny opened the notebook. “How much?”
“Sixty-four dollars. Forty was for the electric bill, and he was bringing it home.”
Pat watched the pencil record the amount, then raised one hand between the page and Danny’s face. “Please don’t make that the story.”
“It’s one part of where he was last night.”
“He was bringing it home,” she said again.
Danny turned the notebook so she could see the line beneath the amount. “I wrote that, too.”
A car slowed outside and then moved on. Pat turned toward the window. Her mouth worked once before any sound came out.
“Every person who asks me something makes him smaller,” she said. “A jacket. A lunch pail. A number in his pocket.”
Len put his hand on the back of her chair. The hand stayed there.
Danny closed the notebook. “Tell me something he would have done today if he’d come home.”
Pat looked at him. The question made her angry first. Then it gave her something to do.
“He was supposed to help his father pull the transmission out of the Ford,” she said. “He said he’d be home by ten because he wanted to start before noon. He has a shop project due Monday. He was saving for a cassette deck. He owes his cousin eight dollars. He hates eggs except when I put cheese in them. He was going to bring the electric money home.”
Danny wrote none of it while she was talking. When she stopped, he wrote enough to remember.
The radio in his car called him to the office. Baer wanted him. Before he left, Danny told Pat and Len that a deputy would keep taking calls at the house, and that he would be back after he checked the school and the businesses along the strip.
Pat followed him to the front door.
“You think he’s with somebody?” she asked.
“I think we need to find the last person who saw him after he left work.”
She nodded. Rain had started again, a thin steady rain that would make everything outside look washed clean by afternoon.
At the sheriff’s office, Baer stood beside the dispatch desk with a Styrofoam cup in one hand and Scott’s description on a yellow card in the other.
“Albany wants to know whether we’re calling it a runaway,” Baer said, tapping Scott’s yellow card against the rim of his cup.
Danny unbuttoned his wet coat. “What’d you tell them?”
“That you’re working it.”
Baer handed him the card. “You get a direction?”
“South from Harlow’s, which could mean Timberline or the highway. He had sixty-four dollars, Dean left him, and the pay phone was dead.”
Baer listened without changing his face, then drank the last of his coffee. “Keep it where it is: a missing boy. You make it bigger when the facts make it bigger.”
Danny slid the card into his notebook. “I know.”
He went to the map on the wall and put a pencil point at Harlow Auto. From there he marked the Dairy King, the Shell, the first curve on Timberline, the mill gate, the Dresser house. He drew the points without joining them, then put the pencil down.
He started calling them again.
* * *
Pat called the school because she could not stand another minute beside the kitchen phone.
The secretary knew Scott, just as she knew which children needed a bus pass, which ones arrived wet because the heat had gone out at home, and which ones asked twice for a job form before they dared fill it in. Scott had been in school Wednesday, she said. His shop project was due Monday, and Will Grady had stayed home with the flu the day before.
“Could Scott have gone to somebody’s house?” Pat asked.
“Mrs. Dresser, I can ask around.”
Pat pressed her thumbnail into the first name on the legal pad. “I’ve already got a list.”
“Then give it to me,” the secretary said, and Pat began to read.
Pat read the names from the legal pad. Afterward she stood with the receiver in her hand. In the sink, dishes from supper waited under cloudy water. Scott’s fork sat on the counter with ketchup hardened along the handle. She picked it up, rinsed it under the tap, then laid it beside the sink because the dishwasher was full.
Len came in from the garage carrying the battery charger. He had plugged it into the wall and then forgotten why. The cord dragged behind him.
“I’m going to the mill,” Len said.
Pat looked from the kitchen clock to the battery charger in his hand. “Why? Scott’s gone.”
“I know that. I also told them I’d be there.”
“Then call them and stay here.”
He set the charger down, and the metal clips knocked together on the linoleum. “If I stay, I’ll drive that road until I put the car in a ditch.”
“You can do that from the mill.”
“No. At the mill I’ve got to stand in front of somebody.” Len unwound the charger cord from his wrist but still didn’t move toward the door.
Pat wanted to tell him he had no right to leave her with the phone, the legal pad, and Scott’s fork beside the sink. What she said was, “Call when you get there.”
“I will.” He put his hand on the door frame. “You told Cord about the money?”
Pat nodded, and only then did Len say, “Good,” before carrying the charger back toward the garage.
Before he drove away, Pat heard the garage drawers opening and closing. Through the back window she watched Len pull the drain pan beneath the Ford and line the socket set along the fender in the order Scott kept it. He laid the good work gloves on Scott’s side of the creeper, rested one hand on the hood, then shut off the garage light and went to the mill without telling her what he had prepared.
After he left, Pat went into Scott’s room. The bed was unmade. His work pants lay over the back of a chair. A cassette case with no tape in it sat on the floor beside a school workbook. She stood in the doorway long enough for the room to become a room again, then shut the door halfway and went back to the kitchen.
At eight forty, the phone rang. Pat reached it on the first ring.
A woman from the Dairy King said she remembered a dark pickup parked near the phone booth around ten. She could not say who drove it. She had been taking an order from a man who wanted extra gravy. She was sorry and kept saying she was sorry.
Pat wrote dark pickup on the legal pad. Her hand shook badly enough that the letters rose and fell.
When Danny called ten minutes later, Pat read him the message exactly as she had written it. “I’ll find out who was there,” he told her, and the promise sounded smaller once the line went dead.
The phone rang again before Pat had moved her hand from the receiver. This time Len was calling from the mill, with machinery beating through the line behind him. “Who was that?”
“Danny. Somebody saw a dark pickup near the Dairy King, and he says he’ll find out who was there.”
Len said nothing for a moment. When he finally answered, he had to raise his voice over the machinery. “All right. I’ll call again at break.”
After he hung up, Pat stayed beside the table with the receiver against her chest and watched the words dark pickup climb across the legal pad in her shaking hand.
THREE
✦
THE EXTENSION
Dara Vanderveen had been smiling beside a beige sedan since ten in the morning, and by noon the muscles at the corners of her mouth had begun to hurt.
The car sat on a low platform at the Eugene home show with a fake kitchen built behind it: laminate counters, a bowl of plastic lemons, a casserole dish that had never held food. A television monitor played the same commercial every six minutes. On the screen, another woman’s hands turned a steering wheel while a man’s voice promised room for everything a family could become.
Dara’s job was to climb into the driver’s seat when the announcer called her name, point out the upholstery, answer the safe questions, and stand close enough to the dealer’s microphone that couples took a brochure when he offered one. The company had put her in a white blouse with a blue scarf knotted at the throat. The scarf had a dealer logo stitched into it in gold thread. By eleven, she could feel the knot rubbing the side of her neck.
A woman with two children asked whether the back seat would take a car seat and a baby carrier. Dara leaned through the open door and showed her the belt clips. The woman’s husband stood with his arms crossed, pretending the price did not matter to him.
“It holds both,” Dara said. “The kids may hate each other anyway.”
The woman laughed. The husband looked at Dara, then at the car, and took a brochure.
From the side curtain, Marty Danner made a small motion with two fingers. He meant stop adding things. Dara smiled at him and finished the script exactly as it had been written.
At the first break, she slipped behind the curtain and took off her shoes. Her right heel had been rubbing since morning. The stocking had stuck to the raw place. When she peeled it down, a bright strip of skin came with it.
“Jesus,” said a voice behind her.
Dara looked up. A dealer representative named Cal held out a paper cup of coffee. He had gray hair, a red dealer pin on his lapel, and the cheerful face of a man who spent his days telling people things would work out because he had already been paid.
“You need a Band-Aid?” he asked.
Dara pressed the stocking against the raw strip on her heel. “I need a chair.”
Cal glanced toward the curtain, where the announcer was beginning the next pitch. “Can’t sell cars sitting.”
“Then they chose the wrong woman.” She took the coffee from him anyway and held the cup against her ankle for the heat.
He laughed, relieved. “You’re good out there.”
“I’m good at standing.”
“You’re good at people. That’s harder.”
Marty appeared at Cal’s shoulder with the manila folder he carried to every job. The folder was bent at the corners. Dara had seen it under his arm outside motels, at job fairs, in coffee shops where he spread a few papers across a table and made a room look like an office.
“Two more turns,” Marty said. “Then you’re done.”
Cal looked at his watch. “She can stay through the four o’clock crowd. We had a couple cancel.”
Dara felt herself begin to say yes. The word had already reached her teeth when Marty asked, “Same rate?”
Cal gave him a look. “It’s another hour.”
“It’s another turn and another hour,” Marty said. “You want her, you add it.”
Cal glanced at Dara. “Fine. Forty.”
“Fifty,” Marty said.
Cal sighed. “Forty-five.”
Marty held out his hand. “Done.”
Cal went back through the curtain. Dara looked at Marty.
“You got me five dollars,” she said.
Marty kept tapping the loose edge of his folder against his knee. “I got you forty-five.”
“I was gonna say yes to forty.”
“I know. That’s why somebody has to hear the first number before you give away the rest.” He had moved the rate, and now he waited quietly for the gratitude to come in behind it.
Dara set the coffee on the box at her feet. “I can hear a number, Marty.”
“Then hear this one.” He opened the folder and drew out two pages held by a paper clip. “The Portland people called again. They’ve got a training film in April and some retail work after that, and I told them you were available.”
“I’m available for work.”
“They want to know who handles you.”
Dara took the pages but didn’t lower her eyes to them. “You do, apparently.”
“I make the calls and you do the work. That’s how this started.”
Dara took the pages. The top one said extension across the upper right corner. The same block of type ran down the page that had run down the first agreement three years earlier: name, appearance, services, a percentage that seemed small until it followed every check.
Dara read the word extension again and folded the pages along the paper clip’s old dent. “I need to read this at home.”
“Read it wherever you want.”
Marty stood over her until she tucked it into her purse, then asked, “You’re still thinking about Los Angeles?”
“I’m more than thinking about it.”
“You talk to anybody down there?”
“Some people.” Dara bent to fasten the strap of the shoe that had already rubbed her heel raw.
Marty watched her struggle with the buckle. “People don’t make calls until they know you can get there.”
She stood, putting her full weight on the hurt foot because he was watching. “I can get there.”
Marty watched her tie the blue scarf again. He had found her the catalog job at nineteen. He had driven her to Portland for a screen test when her car would not start. He had paid for gas and later taken it out of a check without mentioning it until she asked why the money was short. She could still smell the motel carpet and the fried eggs from that trip. She could see the smaller number on the check.
“I’m not saying don’t go,” he said. “I’m saying you don’t walk into a bigger place with nobody on your side.”
The announcer called her name.
Dara put her shoes back on. The heel burned. She stepped through the curtain and went to work.
By four-thirty, the home show floor smelled of carpet glue, fryer oil, and damp coats. The crowd thinned. A boy in a windbreaker climbed into the sedan while his mother compared brochures. Dara stood nearby and answered a question about financing she had no right to answer. The salesman came over, took the couple gently by the elbows, and began speaking in payments.
Dara went behind the curtain and counted the cash Cal had given her. Ninety for the day, forty-five for the extra turn. Marty would take his percentage. Bus fare would come out of her own pocket. She needed groceries. She needed to set something aside for the dentist because a back tooth hurt when she drank cold water. She wanted to buy a new pair of shoes before the heels split completely.
Marty came in carrying a cardboard box of leftover brochures.
“Cal says you made him look good,” Marty told her.
Dara counted the bills once more before closing her purse. “Cal had a car. That did most of the work.”
“The car didn’t make people feel safe asking a stupid question. You did, and that’s work.”
The compliment landed harder than she expected because it named something she knew how to do and had never been paid for by itself. She lifted the purse from the folding chair. “Send me the Portland details. I’ll read the extension when I get home.”
Marty stood aside to let her pass. “Good.”
At the bus stop, Dara found a booth and called Ruth collect from the pay phone. Her mother answered after the operator said the name.
“Dara?”
Ruth said as soon as the operator released the line. “You all right?”
“I’m fine. I worked a car show all day, that’s all.” Dara shifted her weight off the injured heel and watched her bus pull away without her.
Ruth made the small doubtful sound that meant she’d heard the answer and wasn’t going to pretend it satisfied her. “Did they at least give you a car?”
“They gave me a check.”
“Better. You can’t eat a car.”
Dara watched a bus pull away from the curb. The afternoon had gone cold. She could feel the wet heat of her heel inside the shoe.
“I might go to Los Angeles in June,” she said.
Ruth was quiet long enough for Dara to hear papers moving at the other end. Her mother was probably at the desk in the farm-supply office, finishing somebody’s late invoice before she went home.
“For a job?” Ruth asked.
“For work. I’ve got people who’ll take my calls.”
“Which means you don’t have a job yet, and people aren’t a place to sleep.” Ruth let out a breath that roughened the receiver. “Have you got enough money?”
Dara looked at the coins remaining in her palm. “Almost.”
Ruth said nothing for a moment. Dara knew the shape of the worry. Her mother would rather give her a list than ask her to stay.
“Marty’s still handling your calls?” Ruth asked.
“He brought me an extension today.”
The papers stopped moving. “Do you have the first agreement?”
“I think so.”
“Then find it before you move. Send me the original and keep a copy with you.”
Dara tucked the receiver tighter between her cheek and shoulder. “He’s not gonna take it from me.”
“I didn’t say he was.”
Dara let the receiver cord tighten across her wrist. “He’s Marty.”
“Marty’s a person, and people get strange around money.”
Ruth’s adding machine began clicking beneath the line. “Paper doesn’t care who anybody used to be. Find it.”
Dara smiled despite herself. “You make everybody sound dangerous.”
“No, honey. I make paper sound like paper.”
When Dara got home, Alma Reyes was sitting on the kitchen floor in one of Dara’s old T-shirts, her wet hair tucked behind one ear. A frying pan hissed on the stove. She had put two eggs and the last piece of chicken into it with onion and a shake of hot sauce.
“You look expensive,” Alma said from the kitchen floor.
Dara dropped her purse beside the clean laundry and unknotted the scarf. “I look like I sold somebody a sedan.”
“Did they give you one?”
“A check.”
Alma lifted the frying pan and divided the last piece of chicken between their plates. “Then we’re rich for three minutes.”
Dara held the blue scarf up by one end. “You want this before the money’s gone?”
“I want you to burn it, but not in here. The downstairs people already hate us.”
They ate from plates on the floor because the table was buried under Alma’s magazine clippings and a pile of clean clothes neither of them had folded. The local news murmured from the television. A man in a suit stood outside a county building beside a map. Alma turned the sound down before Dara caught the county name.
Alma used a piece of egg to wipe hot sauce from her plate. “Marty was there, wasn’t he?”
“He usually is.”
“With the folder?”
Dara reached over the laundry for her purse and touched the folded extension through the vinyl. “He brought me more paper. Apparently I can be managed forever if we staple enough pages together.”
Alma stopped chewing and set down her fork. “What does it actually say?”
Dara told her about the
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