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            The knower and the known are one. Simple people imagine that they should see God as if he stood there and they here. This
               is not so.
            

            Meister Eckhart

         

         
            Step Eleven

            
            So who am I, my friend, and who are you

            How can I understand this world, this life

            or even just myself, what do I do

            to find my place in all this noise and strife

            I know I haven’t listened all that well

            or even thought to ask until too late

            for what is right for me I cannot tell

            am I this dumb or is it just my fate

            But I am really lost, I’m screwed this time

            alone, I’ll always make the poorest choice

            unless you help me, I will never find

            my way. And so I try to hear your voice

            But even now, I know I’m faithless, still

            afraid that you won’t speak, afraid you will

            d. e. kellogg
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            Prologue

         
         The safest time to walk lower Manhattan’s Avenue D, in Corey Jackson’s opinion, was early in the morning. Early in the morning,
               chances were, the ghouls who ruled the projects at night would be passed out somewhere, not roaming around looking for entertainment
               the way they were now. Half an hour to midnight, Avenue D, a white kid from South Carolina with his African girlfriend, even
               the cops would tell you that you were asking for it, and for no good reason. But at the tender age of twenty-three Corey already
               knew enough about women to know that there were some arguments you weren’t gonna win. “Babe,” he said. “Babe, where the hell
               are we going?”

         
         “This way,” she said, and she kept on walking.

         
         Corey could not wait to get back to Batesburg.

         
         Two more semesters, that’s what he kept telling himself, two more semesters and he would be a real teacher, with the degree
               to prove it, and that would allow him to move out of the purgatory otherwise known as New York City. A degree would give him
               a leg up, a toehold in the middle class, a degree and a job teaching high school science and he just might be the first of
               the Batesburg Jacksons not to live in a trailer since the damn things were invented . . . It sounded like a good plan, it
               had always sounded good, and sometimes you had to take a shot, but you never knew when you were gonna hit a pothole somewhere.
               You never knew when you were gonna wind up walking down a sidewalk in a neighborhood where you and everybody else knew you
               didn’t belong.

         
         You never knew when you were gonna fall in love, or with whom.

         
         She was Nigerian. Her name was Aniri and she was the most beautiful person Corey had ever known, surely the sweetest, the
               kindest, the sexiest, the most wonderful thing God had ever put legs under. Okay, sure, she was black and he was white and
               that might be viewed as a problem by some, particularly by his never-been-north-of-the-Mason-Dixon-line mother, but either
               she would adapt and accept Aniri or she wouldn’t, and Corey was okay with that. And nobody in Batesburg was ever going to
               hear that she once worked as a call girl. And okay, Aniri didn’t have a green card but Corey was sure that he could find a
               work-around for that; hell, people did it all the time. No, the real problem was that Aniri was, essentially, owned and operated
               by the escort service that occupied the top two floors of the Hotel Los Paraíso on Tenth Street. Corey was no pushover and
               he was not without courage, but he knew when he was in over his head. The men who ran the escort service were out of his weight
               class and, even after months of racking his brain, he still had no idea how to pry Aniri out of their clutches.

         
         Aniri, though, had a plan, and that was why they were walking south on Avenue D at eleven-thirty on this particular Thursday
               night. “Babe,” Corey said. “Are you sure about this? A witch doctor? If my grandmother could see me now . . .”

         
         Aniri whirled to face him. “Corey Jackson, you have no idea how hard this is for me! It’s costing me two thousand dollars
               to see this guy!”

         
         “Two thousand bucks! Now I know you’re crazy!”

         
         Aniri grabbed a handful of his shirt. Corey could feel her trembling. She pulled him close and hissed in his face. “Corey,
               this could be my only chance. Now we’re going to go see this man, and I want you to keep your trap shut. When your mouth opens
               the only sounds I want to hear are ‘Yes sir’ and ‘Yes ma’am.’ If the word ‘witch’ or ‘doctor’ comes out of you I will kill
               you myself. I need this, Corey. We need this. You know I don’t ask you for a lot . . .”

         
         It was true. “But Babe, those guys in Los P are Chinese. They probably don’t even believe in this shit . . .”

         
         “They believe in pain! And we are going to bring them some.”

         
         He had never seen her this adamant before, or this scared. She released her grip on his shirt and tried to pat out the wrinkles
               she’d made. “Okay, baby,” he said. “I’ll do this. For you.”

         
         “Do it for us,” she told him, and she popped the collar on his jacket, even though she knew he hated it. “And try not to look
               like you’re from South Carolina, just for an hour or two.”

         
         He sighed. “Yeah. Sure.” At the next corner, they turned off the well-lit avenue and into the relative gloom of Eighth Street.
               They were almost to the end of the block, steps from Avenue C when Aniri stopped in front of a tiny storefront. It was painted
               a dull, powdery red but the door was black. There was a display of dust-covered African masks in the single window. Aniri
               pushed open the door, bells jangled, and they entered.

         
         There was a woman behind a tiny counter and she murmured something in Yoruba, Corey knew it was Yoruba because Aniri murmured
               something back, her fear clouding her voice.

         
         There was a skull on a shelf nearby. It looked like a human skull, and if it was a reproduction, it was damned accurate. The
               lower jaw was missing. Two of the molars on one side had been implants, they stood away from the bone on tiny steel studs.
               This can’t be real, Corey thought, and he inched closer, peering.

         
         “Don’t touch anything!” Aniri whispered harshly.

         
         Corey Jackson put his hands in his pockets and began to pray.

         
          

         Money changed hands.

         
         Aniri counted out twenty crisp Ben Franklins. Corey tried not to think about how much Aniri paid and in what currency in order
               to earn each of those bills. There was another murmured conversation, and then Aniri removed her watch and handed it to the
               woman before turning to Corey. “Give me your watch, baby. And your cell. We can’t take anything mechanical out there with
               us.”

         
         “Out where?” Corey handed her his watch and fished around in his coat pocket for his phone. He preferred to keep it clipped
               to his belt but Aniri would yell at him and call him a nerd when he did that.

         
         “Shh. This is an earth ceremony.”

         
         “Oh great, an earth ceremony. Does that mean like the alleyway out back?”

         
         “Coreeee . . . Please?”

         
         He didn’t know if she knew it but he was powerless over her, he would do anything to get her to love him back. The woman behind
               the counter took the phone and the watches, put them in an old cigar box and stuck the box up on the shelf, next to the skull.
               “Please wait here,” she said softly. She opened a door behind the counter and went out. Corey looked at Aniri as the door
               closed. “Life with you,” he said, “is many things, but never dull.”

         
         She locked her pale brown eyes on his. “Someday in South Carolina,” she said, “what a great story this will be.”

         
         “Right now,” he told her, “I can’t even picture what South Carolina looks like.”

         
          

         The woman came back, beckoned them to the door. Aniri went first, Corey followed. The door shut behind them with a click.
               Three wooden steps down and they stood in the dirt of a courtyard. There was an arbor made of greenish pressure-treated lumber
               shielding them from the night sky. There was a large silver-colored tray on the ground in the very middle of the courtyard,
               with a plastic Clorox bottle and a paper bag next to it. A man sat in the corner. He wore a dark blue pin-striped suit, a
               crisp light blue shirt, a dark tie fastened with a gold pin, black penny loafers, no socks, dark glasses. He looked to be
               no older than Corey.

         
         Corey stared.

         
         “You were expecting maybe feathers?” The voice was pure Brooklyn, USA. “And a grass skirt. With a bone in my nose. Please,
               have a seat.”

         
         Aniri went from standing to sitting in one graceful movement. Corey did the best he could.

         
         The guy in the suit looked at Corey. “You gotta have questions,” he said. “Am I right? I know you gotta.”

         
         “I’m not allowed,” Corey said. Aniri stared at him, her lips pursed. “I promised.”

         
         The guy looked at Aniri and laughed. “Things we do for the ladies.” He fished a thin, plastic-tipped cigar out of an inside
               pocket, stuck it in his mouth and lit it with a plastic lighter. “How about I ask the questions.”

         
         “Shouldn’t we, ahh . . .” Corey glanced at Aniri. “Shouldn’t we be telling you about the, ahhh, situation we, ahhh . . .”

         
         “No. I don’t need to know nothing about any of that.”

         
         “Now I’m really confused.”

         
         “The Arisha is gonna speak to her tonight, not to me.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I am only the Babalao.” He leaned forward, cigar in his teeth, picked up the Clorox bottle. It was filled with white sand,
               and he poured it onto the silver tray. “I know that don’t tell you a hell of a lot. You ever hear of the I Ching?”

         
         The acrid smell of the Babalao’s cigar was starting to burn Corey’s eyes. “Yeah. Pennies and nickels. It’s the Taoist book
               of divination. You toss the coins, and then from the pattern they make, there’s supposed to be a corresponding verse in the
               book. Superstition, really, is all it is. There isn’t a shred of evidence, scientific or otherwise . . .” He looked over at
               Aniri and stopped talking.

         
         “Yeah,” the Babalao said. “Figured we’d come to that. The problem with Americans is that most of us don’t know what we don’t
               know.” He upended the paper bag. A bunch of wrinkled brown balls poured out, along with what looked like a desiccated chicken
               foot. He picked up the chicken foot and began raking the sand with it. “You a religious guy, my brother? You believe in God?
               Don’t worry about Aniri, you can answer.”

         
         Corey wanted to say no but he couldn’t. Hadn’t he been praying, just moments ago? The Babalao continued raking until he had
               the sand spread out over the tray to his satisfaction. He picked up one of the balls, rolled it in his fingers, held it out
               over the tray, and dropped it. “Easier question,” he said. “Why did that dried goat testicle just hit the sand?”

         
         “What the fuck? A goat’s testicle? Seriously? And a chicken’s foot?”

         
         “It’s a betel nut,” the Babalao said. “Sorry, man, I couldn’t resist. And why a betel nut? What could I tell you. Why do Catholic
               priests wear dresses? Who knows? It’s just the way it’s done. Lug nuts would prolly work just as good. But why did it hit
               the sand when I let go of it?”

         
         “Because you dropped it. Gravity . . .”

         
         “Which is what?”

         
         “Gravity is one of the four fundamental forces . . .” Corey’s voice faded as his conviction waned.

         
         “There are five fundamental forces in the universe, by the way, not four. Think, now.” The Babalao leaned back, puffed on
               his cigar, picked up two more balls. “You stick your finger in a socket, right, you feel it. Electricity is made of stuff,
               and we know what it is, even if we can’t see it.”

         
         “Electrons,” Corey said, and then he racked his brain. Gravity, electromagnetism, the weak atomic force, the strong atomic
               force. That made four . . .

         
         “So they say.” The Babalao leaned forward, dropped the two balls in the sand. “Something just pulled those down. Something
               is holding them down right now. Some kinda force. So what’s it made of? Gravitons?”

         
         “No.” Corey shook his head. “I’ve heard that argument and it’s complete bull, it doesn’t even work in a quantum environment.
               No such thing as gravitons. We don’t know . . .”

         
         The Babalao finished his sentence for him. “How power works. Or force, if you like that word better. We can measure it. We
               know how to use it. But we don’t really know all that much about it.” He continued dropping his betel nuts until they were
               all in the sand. He leaned forward again, handed his cigar to Aniri. “Inhale,” he said. “And hold it.”

         
         The tip glowed as she complied, and she handed the cigar back to the Babalao, who passed it to Corey. “Inhale,” he said. “And
               hold it.”

         
         Corey knew this was his last chance to back out, but if he did he would spend the rest of his life wondering whatever happened
               to the first woman he’d ever really loved. He could hear the cigar burn and pop as he inhaled.

         
         His ears began to ring.

         
         “Would you like to see,” the Babalao asked him, “how power works?”

         
         Corey stared at him.

         
         “Exhale,” the Babalao said to Aniri. “Blow it out.” He turned to Corey. “Exhale. Blow it out.”

         
         Corey exhaled, feeling light-headed.

         
         “The fifth fundamental force in the universe,” the Babalao said. “Would you like to feel it? Ideally, there should be nothing
               between you and the earth.”

         
         “No shoes,” Corey said. He sat still but his mind reeled.

         
         “No nothing,” the Babalao said.

         
         You ain’t scaring me, Corey thought, and he clambered to his feet and began to strip. Aniri, her eyes wide in disbelief, did
               the same. Jesus, Corey thought dimly, she’s as beautiful as Eve or any woman since. God, I love this woman . . . And then
               they were sitting again, bare skin on dirt, and the Babalao passed the cigar to Aniri. “Inhale.” And then it was Corey’s turn.
               “Inhale.” The edges of his world began to blur and then his field of vision began to narrow. He heard the Babalao’s voice,
               sensed him up close. “I am the guardian,” the Babalao said. “I am the keeper of secrets . . .”

         
         And then Corey’s world went black.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         There are still some lonely places in the world, if you go looking.

         
          

         In some circles it’s known as a geographical cure; it’s the notion that you can walk away from your problems, that you can
            relocate yourself to some new place and in the process become new yourself. The consensus is that it’s a sucker’s bet, that
            it leaves you lost and alone and still dealing with all the same old shit, but man, is it ever a seductive idea, and if it’s
            a trap, it’s one I’ve fallen into more than once. And sometimes, just for maybe a day or so, it really feels like it’s working . . .
         

         
         I stood where the inrushing waves reached up to my knees and I worked the long rod, flinging the heavy lure out into the verge
            of the sea, feeling the weight on the end of the line, reeling it back in slowly, waiting for the twitch, the hit that almost
            never comes, repeating the process over and again. I had come to love the feel of the cold wind, the weak sun, the unending
            surf, the rod like a living thing in my hands. More than that I loved how my mind seemed to empty, how for that one moment
            I could just be, nothing more than now, no past, no future, and not another soul in sight. There was something eternal about
            the way the hard, thin orange sunrise veiled itself in a cold northern haze while the chill breeze stole through my ragged
            flannel shirt with a pickpocket’s touch, feeling for warmth.
         

         
         It wasn’t the end of the world, that’s what the locals said, but you could see it from there. I never had a good reason for
            choosing that particular stretch of the Maine coast, any other spot should have done just as well and sometimes I thought
            about heading farther north, farther away from other people, but I hadn’t done it. For four hundred and thirty-one days I
            stayed, four hundred and thirty-one days without any of the chemical assistants that had been propping me up for most of my
            life; it was my longest stretch of abstinence since my teens. I was only substituting one compulsion for another and I knew
            that, but it seemed to work. The shadows that haunted me were not far away, though, they were as close as the nearest pharmacy,
            and if there were no drugstores, a bottle of Johnny Dark would awaken the dragon just as easily, so I stayed close to that
            one spot where I felt like I was safe, knee-deep in salt water. With the rod in my hands, I couldn’t pick up anything else,
            that’s what I told myself, and if it wasn’t quite the life that I’d been intended for, what could I do? I waited, wondering
            if I might see some kind of a sign, but all I got was the crunch of wave on rock as the universe went about its business without
            a sidelong glance. I still couldn’t escape the conviction that I’d missed the boat, that there was something else that I was
            supposed to be doing, but I couldn’t picture what it could be or how the hell I could ever get to it without falling back
            into my old addictions. Faith dies hard, though, and even when you can’t believe in a damn thing anymore, you still hope.
         

         
         All I really knew for sure was that I had grown sick of the man I had become, tired of the daily con I had to run on myself
            just to get my ass up and out the door in the morning. You never really know yourself, you don’t know who you really are until
            that day comes when you’ve finally had enough. One year and some months prior my day had come and I’d walked away, washed
            up a while later on that forlorn and deserted stretch of coastline. And no matter how deeply I ached for some kind of connection
            to something greater and deeper than the inside of my own skull, there are too many alternate explanations for that sort of
            phenomenon, mostly involving medication and the reasons I haven’t been taking it. So like a man who has settled for order
            instead of law, eventually I gave up on peace and contented myself with what moments of quiet I could find.
         

         
         But even that was too good to last.

         
         I sensed the man before I actually saw him; it was a kind of sourness in my stomach, similar to the aftereffects of something
            I shouldn’t have eaten. I’ve never been sure how that works, exactly. A survivor’s reflex, perhaps, the residue of a life
            spent in harm’s way, an awareness of sound pitched too low to register in the conscious mind but there regardless, and the
            reptile mind deep inside took note and reached for the alarm button.
         

         
         I had learned to trust my intuitions.

         
         The intruder struggled with his balance as he navigated the steep gray ledges back over my right shoulder. He made no effort
            to conceal his approach. He was an older guy, and heavy, dressed up in a suit and tie. Some guys wear a suit and tie everywhere
            because that’s who they are, they got nothing else going. This one had a familiar face: Anyone who ever channel-surfed in
            the middle of the night would probably recognize him. Or even better, early Sunday morning, sometimes you could catch the
            guy on several different cable channels at the same time. He had snow-white hair, it was cut a little long and he combed it
            back with a touch of pomade. His jowls made you think of your grandfather or maybe your favorite uncle, and his suit would
            not have looked out of place on Daniel Webster or Henry Clay, four buttons on the jacket, wide flowing tie so as not to look
            like Colonel Sanders. They always shot him from below so that, onscreen, he seemed like he was up a little higher than you,
            and he liked to hold his Bible open in his right hand, it was a big book with floppy covers so it could lie there like some
            silent movie goddess at the end of her death scene, a snake-bitten Cleopatra all tragic and limp while you looked up at him
            preaching sin and redemption, come back to Jesus, brothers and sisters, He has always loved you, come back to God, let us
            help you, the pitch buried so deep in his schtick you hardly ever felt the fingers reaching into your pocket, he was one of
            the best around. I had not seen him in person in fifteen years.
         

         
         The day was not shaping up the way I’d pictured it.

         
         The good Reverend McClendon, come all the way north to see me. He was one of several stepfathers who’d cycled through my life.
            He’d been the first, the one with the longest tenure, and I had no fond memories of him. He’d been too midwestern for my tastes,
            too self-righteous, judgmental, abusive, arrogant, violent on occasion, too confident in his own opinions. Told me more than
            once that I was Lucifer’s disciple, and would never amount to much.
         

         
         Nice enough guy, apart from that.

         
         I looked away, out over the endless ocean, trying to take it all in, to wrap it up somehow, stow it away in a back pocket
            so that when the day came that I needed it, I could take it out just to remind myself that moments like this were still possible.
         

         
         I wondered, just for a second, how the son of a bitch found me.

         
         A marauding bluefish chose that moment to hit my lure. I knew it was a blue because it telegraphed its fury right through
            the forty-odd yards of monofilament. A striper will just pull, not much more than a sullen weight on the end of your line;
            catching one is more or less like winching in an old boot, but some creatures are overendowed with fire and spirit and a blue
            is one of those, a blue will fight you right up to his last gasp. This one actually came up and tail-walked across the surface,
            it looked like it was about an eight-or ten-pounder but it fought like a pissed-off welterweight. It took another ten minutes
            before I finally landed it. I backed out of the waves, dragging it up the beach behind me. It was tired enough for me to get
            a foot on it. I took the hook out of its mouth with a pair of rusty needle-nose pliers. You have to watch the teeth, a blue
            can hit you like a meat cleaver, this one had chewed the braided steel leader all to hell. I got it loose, finally, took my
            foot off it, meaning to chuck it back into the ocean, but it must have felt the wave coming, a couple of spastic flips of
            its tail and it was back in the water and gone.
         

         
         You wonder what you’ll do when it’s your turn, will you fight when the fisherman comes for you or will you close your eyes
            and wait for the knife.
         

         
         “Was that your dinner,” the preacher said.

         
         I wondered if I just rebaited the hook and waded back out there, would the guy get the hint? But my life is rarely that simple.
            “Reverend McClendon,” I said. “You got some fucking nerve.”
         

         
         “Saul Fowler,” the reverend said. “Nice to see you, too. Last report, you was living the life in a penthouse in Zurich. I
            thought maybe you’d finally gotten your act together. How the hell do you go from a high-zoot burg like that, two girlfriends
            and a Porsche to a place like this?”
         

         
         “You walk out the front door, turn left, and keep going.”

         
         “You look like shit,” McClendon said. “Are you okay?”

         
         “I was fine until you got here.”

         
         “Beautiful place,” he said, staring out at the sunrise, undeterred. “Shelter Island. Bit of a misnomer, though, especially
            for a man like yourself.” His eyes flicked from the horizon back to me. “You weren’t all that hard to find. You’re living
            in a Winnebago? Does that thing even run?”
         

         
         “What the fuck do you want from me?” I cleared my throat and spat into the ocean. “How may we here at Black Sheep Enterprises
            not be of assistance?”
         

         
         “There’s a loaded question,” McClendon said, and the air went out of him. “For starters, I want to show you a picture of my
            daughter.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know you had one.”

         
         “I don’t,” he said, and for a second McClendon looked like just one more guy who’d gotten slapped around by time and consequence.
            “But I did.” He pulled a smart phone out of his coat pocket, fiddled with it for a moment and then handed it to me. She was
            part Asian, straight black hair, with McClendon’s bright blue eyes. “Very pretty,” I said.
         

         
         “She was,” he said. “Emphasis on past tense.” His voice cracked, he seemed right on the edge of losing control. “Her name
            was Melanie Wing.”
         

         
         “What happened to her?”

         
         McClendon squared himself up. It may have been a cold way to look at it, but I knew McClendon well enough to wonder how much
            of what I was looking at was the reverend’s real reaction and how much was just for show. “Six months ago,” McClendon said,
            “the cops fished her out of the water just off Staten Island. New York City. Most of her, anyway. Someone riding the Staten
            Island Ferry spotted her body floating by; if they hadn’t she’d have been swept out to sea and we’d never have found out what
            happened to her. We’d have never known.” He took back his phone, banished his daughter’s image with a swipe of a finger. “The
            cops keep telling me it’s an open case. They’re working on it. But you and I both know that after all this time, house money
            says they ain’t catching the guy.” He stared out across the gray ocean and hitched his coat up around himself.
         

         
         “Sorry to hear it,” I told him.

         
         “It gets worse,” he said, not looking at me. “She might have been your half sister.”

         
         “What? Are you kidding?”

         
         “You knew your father left your mother just after she came up pregnant with you,” he said. “It was because he hadn’t touched
            her in over a year. You weren’t his. Your mother could be hard to live with, you know.”
         

         
         “Yeah, no shit. Are you serious? It was you?”

         
         “I’m not saying it was me, Saul.” He backed away from that in a hurry. “There was more than one candidate. I mean, your mother,
            she got around. I tried to make it work with her, but like I said, she could be difficult.”
         

         
         I looked up at the sky. I didn’t know what the hell difference it made, really, whether the sperm donor had been McClendon
            or some other anonymous asshole. But God, if you’re up there, I have to say this: You’re just like Mike Tyson, or maybe Bill
            Clinton, because just when I’m starting to like you, you pull some new fucked-up shit out of your back pocket . . .
         

         
         “Saul, can we go somewhere warm and talk about this? You got me freezing my nuts off out here.”

         
         “What was her name again?”

         
         He looked out over the water. “Melanie,” he said. “And her mother’s name is Annabel.”

         
          

         Empty coffee shop, blue-gray shingles, salt-rimed windows. Northern New England, deserted beach town, out of season. McClendon
            parked his Mercedes right in front of the place. I slid my battered Jeep just behind, shut it off, listened to it cough and
            sputter before it died. A cloud of faint gray smoke split apart and drifted away in the breeze.
         

         
         Inside, a waitress brought coffee. She looked at the old man with a funny expression on her face, for a minute I thought she
            was gonna ask him if he didn’t used to be on Happy Days or something. McClendon laid a twenty on her and told her that he
            just wanted to have a private conversation with an old friend. “I don’t know why you’re coming to me with this,” I told him,
            after the kitchen door swung shut behind her. “I’m retired.”
         

         
         “No you’re not,” the old man said. “You’re unemployed, and broke. There’s a difference.”

         
         “How’d you find me? Who gave me up?”

         
         “Don’t be a sap,” he said. “You can’t hide from the world, not these days. I got friends in high places. Low places, too,
            for that matter. Not that I blame you for trying to stay off the radar. I was told they liked you a lot for that robbery at
            the Musée d’Orsay a year or so back. Didn’t I teach you better than that? That painting you took was too high-profile. How’d
            you expect to make any money on that? Didn’t they recover it about a week later? There was no way to sell . . .”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Actually, the painting was just a smokescreen. The real target was the Maximillian
            codex, which they didn’t even realize was missing until two months later.
         

         
         “I bet you don’t.”

         
         There was no point in denying anything to a guy like McClendon, he was the kind of con artist that thought everyone else was
            just like him, only not as talented. And I had zero interest in what he thought of me. “Why are you bothering me with this?
            Why don’t you go hire someone who does this for a living? You could probably afford Louie Freeh, for crissake.”
         

         
         “I did that already, and they come up empty. Not Louie Freeh, but someone just like him. Skinny, nasty, dried-out prick of
            an ex-cop. This ain’t a job for a guy like that, anyway. This is a job for a guy from your side of the street.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?”

         
         “You. Listen, I know you got no reason to want to help me. I was too young when your mother and I were together, and I didn’t
            know anything about being a father. Or a stepfather. And everything my old man did to me, which I hated him for, I did to
            you. And everything that’s happened to you since . . .” He fluttered his hand in space, leaving his opinions of my history
            unspoken. “I’m not saying that it was all my fault, but I put your feet on the wrong road. I know that now. It’s one of the
            great regrets of my life.”
         

         
         I didn’t know what I was supposed to say to that, other than, you know, go fuck yourself, but that was the reaction he expected,
            he probably already had a play called for that, so I kept my mouth shut.
         

         
         McClendon sat there looking tired and defeated. He was at a disadvantage and he knew it, because I had known him when. With
            the man I remembered, you might think you were getting to the real guy but all you really ever uncovered was another layer
            in his performance. If there was anything real to the McClendon I knew, he kept it buried so deep that no one ever got to
            see it. I would never say that I didn’t learn anything from the guy, quite the contrary, but it wasn’t anything you were gonna
            learn from the Sutras or the Bible or any university that I knew of. I’d never known whether to resent McClendon for it or
            be grateful. I didn’t give him any indication I was buying his act. “This is quite a transformation,” I said. “How’d you pull
            it off?”
         

         
         “I’ll tell you what happened,” he said. “You can decide, afterward, whether you want to believe it or not.”

         
         “Go ahead.”

         
         “About ten years ago,” he said, “I finally hit the big one. The one we all dream about. And it was a total accident. Me and
            this guy I worked with were up in Canada, buying leases.”
         

         
         Alberta. It had been all over the news for the past couple years.

         
         Oil. More than in Saudi Arabia. More than the whole Middle East, maybe.

         
         “You’re feeling me,” he said. “You’re with me, I can tell. Tar sands, everybody knew the oil was there. And everybody knew
            that you couldn’t get to it. Couldn’t dig it out. The paper we were buying was worthless, that’s what we thought, hell, that’s
            what everybody thought. So we form a corporation, we buy every lease we can get. The scam was gonna be, ‘Hey, this will never
            be worth a cent, not in your lifetime, but fifty, a hundred years from now when the rest of the world’s oil is gone, they
            will figure out a way to get to the stuff. You buy in with us, you leave your shares to your kids in your will, someday they’ll
            all be filthy rich.’ Well, guess what? We were off by fifty years or so.”
         

         
         “You didn’t even have to scam anyone.”

         
         “Right place, right time. The price of crude blew through the roof, and overnight, Alberta, Canada, is the new gold rush.
            Now all of a sudden the tar sand business is profitable, after all. It was like having the biggest pile of money you ever
            dreamed about fall out of the sky and hit you in the head.”
         

         
         “What did you do?”

         
         “I didn’t know what to do. Being a thief was all I ever knew, Saul, you know that. It’s all I ever was. And all of a sudden,
            it’s over. It was like I disappeared, Saul, when I looked in the mirror I didn’t see nobody there looking back. I’d been chasing
            that score all of my life and now I didn’t know what to do with myself. The game is over. I’m finished.”
         

         
         “Oh, wait, stop,” I told him. “Let me guess. You got your pockets full of reasonably honest money, wait, don’t tell me, you
            get on a plane to Vegas.”
         

         
         “A bus,” McClendon said, wrinkling his face up in distaste. “I ain’t too much for flying anymore.”

         
         “How long did it take you to lose it?”

         
         “I didn’t lose it all,” he said, defensive. “I gave away a lot, too. I was very popular for a while.”

         
         “Yeah? How long?”

         
         He sighed. “Eighteen months, give or take.”

         
         “You are unbelievable,” I told him.

         
         “Look,” he said. “You got your problems, too. I know you keep falling into the same holes. Well, so do I. And to tell you
            the truth, I don’t see where my blind spots are all that different from yours.”
         

         
         “Yeah? You have to be the only guy I ever met, give you a hundred grand today and you’re broke by the weekend, and you got
            nothing to show for it.” But I looked through the window at the reverend’s Mercedes, parked by the curb. “So what changed?”
         

         
         “You’re gonna laugh at me,” the old man said.

         
         “Hey.” McClendon had landed a punch there, he had me doubting my own skepticism. Was I really about to see a piece of the
            real McClendon, or was I just falling for the bastard’s newest scam? “Wait. We telling the truth here? Do you even know what
            the truth is?”
         

         
         The preacher leaned his elbows on the table and focused those blue eyes in on me. “Saul, as God is my witness. I had fifty
            cents in my pocket, a five-thousand-dollar bar tab, and the Trop was throwing me out. I’m walking down this street and I hear
            this guy.” He closed his eyes and nodded, giving me permission to laugh at him. “Preaching.”
         

         
         “He must have been some goddamn spellbinder.”

         
         “Nah, he was awful. Still is, actually. Gets his hair cut like he’s still in the Marine Corps, got no fashion sense at all,
            and his voice goes all high and squeaky when he gets excited. The guy is hopeless. Reverend Stillman.”
         

         
         “So? I don’t get it.”

         
         He leaned back in his chair and looked around the coffee shop like he was expecting reinforcements to arrive; when they didn’t
            he looked back at me and shook his head. “He was real, Saul. He believed in what he was doing. He is real. It was no act.”
         

         
         “Seriously, McClendon . . .”

         
         “I know.” He nodded again. “I know. But I tell you what, Saul, when he told me that I was a child of God, and that my father
            loved me, I bought it.”
         

         
         “ ‘Convince yourself that it’s real, that’s what really sells them.’ ”

         
         “I remember telling you that. If I could go back and do different, I would, Saul, but that ain’t the way it works. Anyway,
            I went to work for Stillman that afternoon. Swept the floors, wrote letters, kept his books. I’m still working for Stillman.”
         

         
         “Guess it didn’t take him long to recognize your real talents.”

         
         “I am what I am, Saul. I’ve quit apologizing for it.”

         
         “And no more trips to Vegas.”

         
         He shook his head. “Can’t afford Vegas no more.”

         
         I thought I saw a crack in the story. “Get real,” I said. “You practically got your own cable network. You got to be making
            more now than you ever did.”
         

         
         McClendon shook his head again. “I told you, Saul, I work for the man. Stillman set up a foundation, and I get seventy-five
            grand a year. And my own bus. Well, actually, the foundation leases the bus, I think, but you get the idea.”
         

         
         “So what did you do? Go study old Billy Graham tapes?”

         
         “You know what, I did look at some of those, sure, but Graham was a man of his times. Strictly fifties and sixties. Except
            for the hair, he had great hair. But if he was trying to break into the business now, he couldn’t get arrested. ‘Come down
            and kiss the altar’ is all fine and good, but it don’t work no more. These days you got to be more sophisticated than that.”
         

         
         “Who, then? Joel Osteen?”

         
         “Osteen? You must be joking, it’s like the man is channeling Jesus for Dummies. And that look he pastes all over his mug,
            come on, he looks just like a high school cheerleader on her first Ecstasy high. Osteen, gimme a freakin’ break.”
         

         
         I was running out of candidates. “So who’s left? That dipshit from California who keeps predicting that the world is gonna
            end any minute now?”
         

         
         That got to McClendon, who shook his head and repressed a laugh. “Dipshit is right, how stupid can you get? Picking an actual
            date? Like, for instance, Thanksgiving Day? And then Friday morning you’re standing there hanging on to your pecker and wondering
            why everyone is laughing at you. And even if God had Thanksgiving Day in mind, you know he’d have to reconsider, just to let
            you twist in the wind for a while. No, listen to me, Saul.” He went all serious. “I ain’t about any of that. You wanna know
            what I’m all about? It’s very simple. That morning on that sidewalk in Nevada, I was a wicked person. Evil. You know that.
            And ever since then, because of the Reverend Stillman, you know something, I might still be a miserable son of a gun but I’m
            trying, Saul. I’m trying. I just hope that I’m trying hard enough.”
         

         
         “I don’t get this. You’re serious, aren’t you?”

         
         “Believe it,” he said. “But anyway, Stillman’s foundation gets the money, I don’t. We’re building a hospital in Haiti. I been
            to see it.”
         

         
         “Okay, so if you’re an honest man now, how you gonna pay me? What’s my incentive?”

         
         He reached into a pocket, pulled out a bank card and flipped it across the table. “I still got a couple hundred thou in a
            bank in Barbados,” he said. “I been wondering what I should do with it. The access code is 1066. I took the liberty of adding
            your name to the account.”
         

         
         “Battle of Hastings.”

         
         He nodded. “Keep it simple.”

         
         I didn’t touch the card. “This was your seed money. This was your back door, you’d need this money to work up your next game.
            You always kept your seed money, it was like it was sacred. If you’re giving it up now, you really are throwing in the towel.”
         

         
         McClendon looked down. “I could still go back. It’s always easy to run downhill.”

         
         “The rev know about this?”

         
         “Stillman? He knows.”

         
         “What’d he say?”

         
         “He told me to leave the money where it is. Told me the foundation would pay.”

         
         “So?”

         
         McClendon shook his head. “I’d rather do it this way.”

         
         “One last question. If the cops couldn’t find this guy, what makes you think I can?”

         
         He spreads his hands wide, palms up. “For one thing,” he said, “I assume that this is my fault. Someone killed my daughter
            because of something I did. Or at least that’s where the smart money ought to be. Chickens coming home to roost, and all that.
            So if I’m going to have someone rooting around in my past . . .”
         

         
         “You trust me?”

         
         McClendon looked sad, all of a sudden, less like the television preacher and more like the McClendon I remembered. “I know
            you, Saul. I know what you can do.”
         

         
         “Do you? I’m not that kid you remember. Been a lot of water over the dam since then.”

         
         “I know. I’ve . . . I been keeping track of you, Saul. Following your career.”

         
         “And how have you managed that?”

         
         “I told you, I have friends in high places.”

         
         “You know what, I wish I had about one tenth your gift for bullshit.”

         
         “You wanna know what your real problem is? You don’t, but I’m gonna tell you anyway. You’re like a good car with a bad paint
            job. I told you, Saul, I know you. I know what’s underneath the paint. Ninety-five percent of you is exactly the same as all
            the rest of us, and five percent is like nobody else on the planet. Now, I don’t know what you think you gotta do penance
            for, but as far as I know nobody sentenced you to do time out here on the asshole side of Jabib. Yeah, okay, you pulled some
            messed-up shit before, but you’re still young enough, Saul, you could still have a life. You ain’t really that much worse
            than the rest of us. You just hit back harder than we do.”
         

         
         “You think that’s it.”

         
         “I know it is. Listen to me. You got time. Shit, man, I was almost fifty when I found Stillman. Little bit of help, I changed
            everything. You can still be whatever you want. Although, no offense, that long hair and that beard ain’t doing you no favors,
            you ask me. You’re way too young for that John Brown shit you got growing on your face. And that nasty T-shirt . . . You look
            like you just stepped out of the pages of Hobo Monthly. Wasn’t for me, that waitress wouldn’a let you through the door.”
         

         
         “I think I ate in here once . . .”

         
         “Yeah, sure you did.” He nudged the ATM card with a fingertip. “You see this piece a plastic? You’re right, Saul, this was
            my back door. This was gonna be enough to pay for my next incarnation, if I ever needed one. Well, you know what, I’m going
            all in. I’m playing the cards I got. I’m staying with Stillman. I don’t need a back door no more, but you do. This little
            card, right here? This is your next life. Find out who killed my little girl and it’s all yours. And if you can’t do it, then
            it can’t be done. And if that’s the way this plays out, I can accept it. If I have to stand up and answer for my daughter’s
            death, at least I can say, ‘Lord, I hired the right son of a bitch to go looking, you know I did.’ At least he’s gotta give
            me credit for that.”
         

         
         “That’s a real comfort, you know that?”

         
         “You know what, it should be. Anyhow, she lived in New York City. My daughter. I know you spent some time there.” McClendon,
            like most Americans, did not understand New York. He knew LaGuardia, he knew the theater district, maybe an overpriced restaurant
            or two. To him, New Yorkers were recognizably human but difficult to understand. They were suspicious, wary, hard to sneak
            up on, quick to strike back. Not exactly his kind of prey.
         

         
         New York City saved me once.

         
         McClendon sighed. “Listen to me, Saul. What do you want, more than anything else in the world? I’m gonna tell you, whether
            you want me to or not. Okay? You want to believe in us. All of us. You want to believe that the human race has a heart. And
            you’d really love it if someone came up to you and asked you to be on the team. If an ordinary guy said to you, ‘Come with
            us, Saul, be one of us, just come and be a regular guy like us, love us and we’ll love you back . . .’ Well, I’m asking, Saul.
            Actually, I think I’m begging. Help me. I know that once you’re in, you will never roll over on me. Not once you’re on the
            team. And I promise that I will never lie to you again. Please, Saul, do this thing for me. You do this for me and I will
            be in your debt until the end of time.”
         

         
          

         Told you he was good.

         
          

         McClendon had the briefcase in the trunk of his car. There was a wet, greasy mist rolling in off the ocean, not quite what
            you’d call a good honest rain but enough to get you damp. The reverend’s hair was suffering, losing its careful country and
            western twang and hanging limp down the sides of his face, he looked less like a preacher by the minute, more like an aging
            wino. He stood there behind his car, holding the briefcase awkwardly with both hands for a moment before handing it to me
            with the air of a man giving up his firstborn. “Please don’t think bad of me,” he said. “When you read what’s in here . . .
            I was weak. And afraid. And selfish.” Again I wondered if McClendon really felt any of that, or if it was just part of the
            show.
         

         
         I took the briefcase, thinking, I’m really committed now.

         
         Or should be.

         
         “Call me, Saul,” McClendon said. “As soon as you have any news. Or even if you don’t. Okay?

         
         “Yeah, sure.”

         
         “I mean it,” he said.

         
         “You must be busy,” I told him. “Writing sermons. Preaching, and all that.”

         
         “You could leave me a message,” McClendon said, sounding wounded. “I’ll call you back, I promise I will.”

         
         “I’m gonna have questions.”

         
         McClendon nodded sadly. “Yeah. I bet. You got e-mail? ’Cause I find it much easier to tell the truth in writing, if you know
            what I mean.”
         

         
         “No e-mail,” I told him, smiling to myself, because I already knew how to get the truth out of McClendon.

         
          

         The Winnebago did not look like much from the outside. It was a vintage model, from back when they made them look like giant
            shoeboxes on wheels. From the outside it said, Stay away, whoever lives in here is not all there.
         

         
         Which was okay by me. It kept my secrets. Not even the most determined of searchers could find everything I had stashed in
            here, not without losing a finger or two. Or maybe something more. Some of it was paranoia, I admit it. There may have been
            times in my life when I thought I was being followed by a couple of agents from the Invisible Bureau of Investigation, but
            by then I was over that, mostly.
         

         
         Inside, it was more functional than it looked. I’d made a few improvements, and the thing suited me. When I drew the blinds
            I was generally left alone. It gave me a place to eat and sleep, and it fostered the illusion that I was safe when I was inside.
            I sat down and plopped the briefcase on the table in front of me and popped the latches open. Inside here, McClendon told
            me, I would find everything he had managed to learn about his daughter. It was sad to think that you could reduce a person’s
            life down to a pile of stuff small enough to fit into your basic average-sized attaché. But that’s what they do when anybody
            dies, it’s what they’ll do when I go, someone will dig through my camper and sort through the junk. What the hell do you suppose
            he was keeping this for? And into the Dumpster it will go. There are things in the Winnebago that cost me, and not just in
            dollars and cents, either, and it was depressing to think that one day it would all wind up in a landfill. Or somebody’s yard
            sale. Or maybe, given the appearance of the Winnebago, maybe they’d decide that none of it was worth the trouble of sorting
            through it, maybe they’d tow it to one of those big salvage yards where they squash vehicles up into big metal cubes and ship
            them off to be melted down and reused.
         

         
         I knew I was delaying. I really didn’t want to open the briefcase, but after some more mental moaning and groaning, I did
            it.
         

         
         The pile did not even fill the briefcase.

         
         The coroner’s report was on top, in a big brown manila envelope.

         
         A body that has been in the water long enough will transform from something recognizably once human into a grotesquerie that
            will haunt your nightmares for the rest of your life. I didn’t need anything new waking me up at night, so I left the coroner’s
            report and the photographs that presumably accompanied it in the envelope undisturbed. I wondered if McClendon had looked
            at them. I marveled, and not for the first time, at the strength of the doctors, nurses, and orderlies who have to uncouple
            their humanity from their reason in order to discharge their duties.
         

         
         Count me out.

         
         As a matter of fact, the very idea of what might be inside that envelope was enough to knock me just a bit off-center, so
            I got up and made myself a pot of coffee. I was only feet away from that attaché but I turned my back to it and I focused
            as completely as I could on what I was doing. I filled the pot to the right level, which was not as easy as it sounded. Next
            I poured the water out of the pot and into the machine. I was immediately doubtful, given the disparity between the markings
            on the machine and the ones on the pot, that I had done any of this correctly, and I had to resist the impulse to upend the
            coffeemaker and start all over again.
         

         
         Next the filter went into the basket, there was only one filter and one basket, thank the Lord for small favors. But after
            that I had to count out the correct amount of coffee grounds. It seemed all too easy to let my mind wander during that process.
            Was that four scoops, or five? How could you be sure? Memory is only a reconstruction, after all, a lie you tell yourself
            about how you wish things had gone. Pick up the filter carefully, pour the coffee back into the can. Start over again with
            a new filter . . .
         

         
         This is not bad, really. There was a time when I was a lot worse. By the time the machine began to gurgle, I was okay again,
            more or less. I had attained acceptance, for the moment, of the universe as it seemed to be, and of what had become of McClendon’s
            daughter. The goonas were smiling on me again and I was ready to go back and look into the open briefcase again.
         

         
         Goonas. It was a word I got from my mother, it was a term she used for the fates, the gods, the invisibles whose voices whispered
            in her ears. Some of the things you learn when you’re eight, you can never get rid of; they stay with you whether they make
            any sense or not. So you do what works. You adapt. You get by.
         

         
         I found that I could not, in good conscience, skip the coroner’s report.

         
         The pictures were even more horrible than I thought they would be. Someone had sliced her up pretty thoroughly. They hadn’t
            touched her face, though, other than taking the bottom of her left ear.
         

         
         There was another envelope, it had my name written on it in McClendon’s handwriting. I decided to save that for later.

         
         The police reports were next, and they said, essentially, that there was not a lot to say. The young lady in question, Melanie
            Wing, had been a nurse, about six months out of nursing school. She’d lived on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, worked outreach
            out of Beth Israel. Plenty of acquaintances, a few close friends, no known enemies. One boyfriend. Did not report to work
            on such and such a day, missing persons report filed four days later. Pulled out of the water about a week after that.
         

         
         Cause of death to be determined.

         
         I worked my way through the pile and I tried to look at everything. I didn’t take any notes; I’d do that later when I repeated
            the process. At the very bottom was a report from an outfit called Whelen and Ives, with an invoice attached. It did not surprise
            me that I had not been the first to whom McClendon turned for help. I got up to turn off the coffee machine and I caught a
            glimpse of my reflection in the door glass.
         

         
         Yikes.

         
         How had I managed not to see what I had allowed myself to become? What it meant, I supposed, was that my brain had turned
            the page when I wasn’t watching, that I was on to a new chapter whether I liked it or not. I silently promised both McClendon
            and myself this much: I would find out who this girl was.
         

         
         From there, who knew.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I am not back in the game.

         
         Yeah, there’s a lie. The exhilaration I felt at the thought of what I would be doing in the coming days told me that I was
            bullshitting myself, a dumb and dangerous thing to do under any circumstances. But there is a sort of mad joy to it, a kind
            of freedom, a release from the prison of being yourself. Being back in the game meant that I could be someone else for a while,
            someone to whose character, accomplishments, abilities, and assets I held no legitimate title but which I would borrow and
            wear around like a better man’s clothes. The dry cleaner had given them to me in error, and now I would try them on. Inhabit
            someone else’s problems for a while.
         

         
         “When you play this game you get in the ring with another guy,” McClendon once told me. “He walks away afterward thinking
            he almost got it done, but you walk away knowing you did.”
         

         
         Oh, and the game is about the money, too, because that’s how you keep score.

         
         Now, of course, McClendon claimed to have reformed his character and retired, now he worked the fields of the Lord. I was
            not entirely sure I believed that. It seemed to be a very real possibility that McClendon had simply gotten lost in his latest
            role. And me? I guess I thought that soloing in the Winnebago, sleeping in Wal-Mart parking lots, keeping my mouth shut as
            much as I possibly could might be able to show me some truth about myself, but as I stood there looking into the Winnebago’s
            huge bathroom mirror, all I could see was a long-haired, bearded, smelly wild-man persona which felt as if it carried no more
            validity than any of the other roles I had inhabited in the past.
         

         
         Damn.

         
         And I really thought I’d been on to something. I thought I had taken a step, woken up a little bit. Was I that stupid, had
            I simply conned myself into believing that there might be a real point to what I’d been doing up on the coast? Call it the
            Zen of surf-casting. Right at that moment it felt artificial, an exercise in self-delusion, another hard lesson in the art
            of improv theater.
         

         
         It was almost physically painful to think I could have been that far wrong.

         
         I could almost hear the goonas laughing.

         
          

         The game claimed its first victim, my Jeep.

         
         I’d posted a handwritten notice on the Laundromat bulletin board, Jeep for sale. The next morning an old Yankee came to call,
            he honked his pickup’s horn in lieu of knocking on the Winnebago’s door, and he stood there waiting. I had seen him around
            before, and the guy had seen me, too; in the off-season the place reverted to its small-town origins. The guy wore a beard,
            too, but his was not like mine, his conformed to the
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