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​Prologue: The Table Is Open

[image: ]


The knock came at two in the morning, and I was awake anyway. The rain had been coming off the roof in sheets since midnight and the gutter on the north side had quit sometime around one, so the water was hitting the porch boards in one heavy rope instead of running off to the yard where it belonged.

Three knocks. A pause. Then two more.

That is a man who has been told how to knock.

I got my feet on the cold floor and pulled jeans on over what I'd slept in and went down the hall in the dark. I did not turn on the kitchen light. The porch light was already on. The porch light was always on. Eleven years, through two windstorms and a power company that gave up on this end of Beaudry Street every February, and the only time it ever went dark was when the bulb went, and I kept a box of bulbs under the sink for that.

Through the glass I could make out three shapes and a truck at the curb with the driver's door open and the dome light going.

I opened the door.

The man in front was holding his hat. Not holding it in the way a man holds a thing he's about to put back on, but down at his side with the water running off the brim onto my boards. Big through the shoulders, forty or so, gray coming in early at the sides. I had never met him. I knew him the way you know anybody on this coast, which is by photograph and by story and by the shape a name makes when the men in your kitchen say it.

Micah Rourke. President of the Saltbone, two hundred miles north, in my doorway with his hat off.

Behind him two men were carrying a third between them, and the third one had his boots dragging.

"Ma'am," Micah said. "They told me you don't ask."

"I don't."

"They told me there's a rule."

"Anybody who knocks," I said. "Bring him in, and get his cut off in the doorway so you're not dragging water across the whole house."

I went ahead of them and cleared the table.

It's an old table with an oilcloth on it, the kind with a pattern of lemons that stopped looking like lemons about six years ago. Under the oilcloth is plywood I put down myself. Over it, clamped to the window sill, is a gooseneck lamp with a two-hundred-watt bulb in it that runs hot enough to leave a mark on the wall behind it. I swung the neck over the table and turned it on and the room went from black to white in one click, and the three men squinted like I'd opened a door onto noon.

"On his back. Head at the window end."

They got him up. He was young. Twenty-three, maybe. Wet blond hair stuck flat to his forehead and a Saltbone rocker that had been pulled off him in my doorway and dropped in a heap by the boots, and a hole in him under the right collarbone that had been packed with somebody's shirt and was still going.

"How long?"

"Ninety minutes," Micah said. "Little more."

"Where."

"Highway. Past Nehalem."

"That's not what I asked, and I don't want the rest of it. How long since he talked."

"Twenty minutes. He said my sister's name and then he quit talking."

I got the shirt out and put my hand flat over the hole and leaned my weight on it and watched his face while I did it, because a man will tell you more with his face in three seconds than his friends will tell you in an hour. He didn't fight me. His lips had gone the color of the inside of a shell.

"Kettle's on the stove. Fill it and put it on high. Sink's there. Soap's there. Somebody wash their hands to the elbow and come stand where I tell you."

The bigger of the two carriers went to the sink. Micah stayed by the door with his hat still in his hand, which is a thing I remembered later. He did not come into my kitchen past the line of the doorframe. Not one step.

I cut the boy's shirt off him with the shears out of the drawer and got the lamp down low and went over him with the flat of both hands, ribs first, then the belly, then behind. No exit. So it was still in him and it hadn't gone through the back of the shoulder, which meant it was against bone somewhere and had probably stopped there.

His breathing was the thing I cared about. I put my ear down on his chest, left side, then right, and the right side was going quieter than it had any business going.

"He's got air where air shouldn't be."

"What does that mean," Micah said.

"It means his lung is packing up and I've got about as long as it takes me to fix it." I pulled the drawer under the counter all the way out and set it on the chair. Petroleum gauze, plastic, tape that sticks to wet skin. "Hand on his shoulder. Both hands. He's going to buck when I do this and if he comes off this table we start over on the floor."

He bucked. The man at his shoulder held. I got the hole sealed on three sides and left the fourth open the way you're supposed to, and I put my ear back down and waited, and the right side came up under my ear like a tire filling.

That is the part of this I have never gotten used to. Everything about it is ugly, and then it works, and a man who was going gray at the mouth starts pinking up in front of you and you have done that with a piece of gauze and a roll of tape on a kitchen table under a lamp you bought at a hardware store in Coos Bay for eleven dollars.

The kettle started going. I sent the second man for the towels in the hall closet.

Getting the bullet out took me forty minutes and most of the lamp's heat on the back of my neck. It was up against the scapula, flattened, sitting in a pocket of torn-up muscle that did not want to give it back. I went in with the long forceps twice and lost it twice, and the third time I had it, and I brought it up out of him and held it under the light.

Then I reached over and dropped it in the coffee can on the shelf above the sink.

Coffee can. Yuban, red, the lid long gone. Eleven years of that sound. It's a flat noise, not a ring, because the bottom of the can hasn't been the bottom of the can since 2019.

Micah's head came up at it. I let him look.

I packed the track and closed him with heavy silk, eleven stitches, and put a drain in that I made out of a piece of sterile tubing because I have never once had the right thing in this house and have always had something that would do. Then I got the amoxicillin out of the refrigerator door and wrote on the box in marker, twice a day, all of them, even when he feels good, and pushed it across the oilcloth.

"Sit down, Micah."

He sat. Not before.

"He'll live if nobody puts him on a bike for two weeks and somebody with sense looks at that hole every day. It's going to smell wrong on day four. That's normal. It smells wrong on day two, you drive him to Coos Bay and you make up whatever story you need in the parking lot."

"What do I owe you."

"Nothing."

"Ma'am."

"There's a can on the shelf and there's a jar next to it," I said. "Some men put something in the jar. Nobody's ever been asked to. Same rule for everybody, and the rule's the whole point."

He put money in the jar. He put his hat on at my door and not before that either, and he stopped on the boards with the rain coming down through the porch light and looked back in at my kitchen for a second, at the lamp and the table and the mess of towels.

"Two hundred miles," he said. "They told me two hundred miles, there's a woman who doesn't ask."

"Get him level in the truck bed. Not sitting up."

They went. I stood in the doorway until the taillights turned at the end of Beaudry and then I came in and washed my hands until the water ran clear and started on the table.

It was ten past four when I called my husband.

He picked up on the fifth ring with his voice full of sleep. There was rain on his end too, on something metal.

"Rey."

"Did I wake you."

"No." A pause with weather in it. "Yeah."

"I had a house call. Saltbone kid, chest. He's all right."

"Saltbone." He laughed, low, the way he does when he's tired and wants me to keep talking. "You know one of these days you're going to open that door and it's going to be somebody who owes somebody."

"Anybody who knocks."

"Anybody who knocks," he said. "That's my girl."

"When are you home?"

"Weather's coming down on 101 north of Astoria and they've got one lane on the bridge. I'll be back Thursday. Thursday for sure."

"Okay."

"Rey."

"What."

"Nothing," Kyle said. "Go to bed."

I went to bed. I want to be honest about that. There was no part of me sitting up in that kitchen counting anything. I slept until nine and woke to the same rain, and I spent Wednesday scrubbing the plywood under the oilcloth with bleach and running the towels twice, and I thought about my husband about as much as a woman thinks about her own hands.

He came home Thursday at six in the evening with his hair wet and his jacket steaming in the warm kitchen, and he put his arms around me from behind while I was at the stove and put his face down in my neck.

His hands smelled like soap.

Not the yellow bar I buy four at a time at Hansen's because it's ninety cents and it takes fish smell off you. Something green. Something with a little bit of a fruit in it, apple maybe, the kind of soap that comes in a bottle with a pump on it and costs six dollars.

I stood there with a spoon in my hand and I put it away. That's all. There is no better word for what I did. Some part of me picked the thing up, looked at it, and set it down somewhere in the back of the house where I keep things I have decided not to carry.

He asked what was for supper. I told him. He went down the hall to shower and I heard the water start, and I stood in the kitchen with the light off and the porch light on and the hall running away from me in the dark.

At the end of that hall is a door.

It was closed. It stayed closed.
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​Chapter One: Ask for Him by Name
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Loretta Weeks made the cake, and she made it too big, which is what she does when she loves somebody and cannot say so.

Two feet by three, white sheet, blue piping, and across the top in letters that got smaller toward the end because she ran out of room: HAPPY BIRTHDAY NORTH. It sat on the pool table with a sheet of plastic under it and a knife beside it that nobody was going to use until he walked in.

He was two hours late.

The Wharf smells like creosote and cold salt no matter what you do to it. It was a net loft before it was anything else, ground floor open all the way to the pier doors, church upstairs behind a door with a padlock that has never once been locked in my lifetime. Somebody had strung bunting along the beam, actual bunting, red and white triangles that came out of a box every year for every birthday and every patch-in and had gotten rained on so many times the red had gone the color of a brick.

Forty people. Maybe more by eight. The rain had started around six and everybody who came in came in wet and stayed wet because the space heaters at the Wharf have never worked and the men are too proud to say they're cold.

I was in the corner by the bar with Pauly Weeks's hand in mine.

"It's fine," he said.

"It's not fine. Hold still."

He'd caught the edge of the fryer basket carrying it out of the back and taken the skin off the inside of two fingers, and he'd been walking around with it wrapped in a bar towel for twenty minutes rather than tell anybody, because he was nineteen and prospecting and a prospect who complains is a prospect for another year.

"Cold water," I said. "Not ice. Ten minutes, and don't take it out to look at it every thirty seconds."

"It looks bad."

"It looks like a burn. You want it to look bad, wait till Thursday."

He laughed. He had his mother's laugh, big for the size of him, and he was skinny the way boys are at nineteen when they're still growing into their hands. Loretta was at the other end of the room pretending not to watch us and doing a poor job of it.

"You want a beer, Reyna?"

"I want you to hold your hand in the sink for ten minutes."

"Right." He went. He came back forty seconds later. "Is he coming?"

"He's coming."

"'Cause the cake."

"The cake will keep."

Taylor Ruel was holding court at the long table with her back to the wall the way she always sits, sixty-three years old, silver braid down over one shoulder, a can of Rainier in front of her that she'd been working on since seven. Two husbands buried in that cut. She has buried more Widowmakers than most of these men have met.

She waved me over with two fingers.

"Sit down. You've been standing since you got here."

"I'm all right."

"You've been standing since you got here," she said again, and pulled out the chair with her boot, so I sat.

Sandrine Boyle was across from her with her coat still on. Sandrine buried Denny nine years ago and the club came to the funeral and never came again, and she still shows up to things like this and sits with her coat on so she can leave without it being an event.

"Where is he," Sandrine said.

"North route. Weather."

"There's no weather."

"There's weather up past Astoria," I said. "There's always weather up past Astoria."

Taylor drank her beer and looked at the door.

I want to be accurate about the next part, because I have gone over it more times than I want to admit, and the thing I keep coming back to is that nothing was wrong. Rich Kovacs came through at half past eight with rain in his beard and put his hand on the back of my neck the way an uncle does and said, "There she is," and told me my husband was going to owe me for making forty people wait on him. Coy Ambrose was arguing with Dell Frayne about a boat trailer. Bruno Sotelo was standing near the doors where he always stands, not drinking, watching the parking lot through the glass because that is his whole personality. Somebody put money in the jukebox and it was Merle, and Loretta cut a little wedge off the back corner of the cake where the writing wasn't and gave it to Pauly on a napkin so he'd quit hovering.

Forty people I have stitched, dosed, driven, lied for, and fed.

At ten to nine the pier door opened and a woman came in out of the rain, and every single one of them knew.

She was thirty or so. Dark hair pinned up and coming down on one side from the wet. A good coat, wool, belted, the kind of coat that costs what a coat costs when you buy one coat every eight years and mean it. Boots that were not for standing in a net loft. She had her keys in her hand and her chin up, and she stood four feet inside the door with the rain still coming off her hem onto the boards.

Out past her, through the open door, a truck sat with its parking lights on. A dog had its head out the passenger window. Brown, big through the shoulders, going gray around the muzzle.

She looked around the room for a face she knew. She didn't find one.

"I'm sorry," she said, and her voice carried better than she meant it to, because the jukebox had come to the end of the song. "I'm looking for Ky."

Nobody said anything.

I have spent eleven years in rooms full of men who lie for a living, and I have gotten good at one thing, which is reading a room before I read a patient. You look at hands first. Hands tell you before faces do.

Coy Ambrose put his beer down and did not pick it back up.

Dell Frayne's hand went to his back pocket and came out with his phone and he had it turned face down on the table before it finished lighting up.

Bruno came off the wall by the door and took two steps toward her and stopped, and looked at Rich.

Rich Kovacs, fifty-eight years old, twenty-two years president, looked at me.

That's how I found out. Not from her. From the fact that a room of forty people all turned the same direction at the same time, and the direction was me.

Loretta had a knife in her hand for the cake and she put it down on the plastic and the sound it made was the loudest thing in that building.

I went through it fast, the way you go through a body when somebody's bleeding and you don't have time to be thorough and be right. Thirty-some faces. Almost every one of them wearing the exact expression a man wears when a thing he has known for a long while gets loose in front of him. Not surprise. Calculation. Where do I stand, who's watching, what do I do with my face.

Two people in that room were surprised.

One of them was Taylor Ruel, whose beer can stopped halfway up and stayed there.

The other one was the woman in the coat.

"He's not here," I said.

It came out level. I don't know how. She turned toward my voice and her shoulders came down an inch, because I'd said the first friendly-sounding thing anybody had said, and then she took in the room again, the forty faces and the bunting and the cake with the plastic under it, and something started working behind her eyes.

"Is this the wrong place? He said the Wharf. He said the pier."

"It's the right place."

"They're having a party."

"It's his birthday," I said.

She stood there. Her keys were still in her hand and she had them the way you have keys when you have not decided whether you are staying.

Bruno started toward her again. I put my hand up without looking at him and he stopped, and forty people watched him stop, and Rich watched him stop, and that was the last order I ever gave in that building and I did not know it at the time.

I got a chair from the long table and turned it and set it down.

"Sit down," I said.

"I should go."

"You drove down in this. Sit down."

She sat on the front edge of it with her coat still belted. I reached over the bar and got the bottle of Wild Turkey and two of the little glasses and poured about an inch into each and pushed one
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