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PROLOGUE

Derek figured, when the time came, the crawlspace would be the best place to hide. The only thing was, he hoped the Langleys wouldn’t take that long, once he was in position, to get the hell out of their house and hit the road. The last time Derek had played with Adam in their crawlspace, they’d been eight, nine years old. They’d pretend it was a cave filled with treasure, or the cargo hold of a spaceship, and there was a monster hiding in there somewhere.

Well, that had been quite a few years ago. He was a lot bigger now. Adam, too. Pushing six feet, already taller at seventeen than his father, Derek wasn’t looking forward to crouching down in there for God knows how long.

He was hoping he could time it right. When he saw the Langleys putting the last of their bags into the trunk, but still doing last-minute things in the house, that’s when Derek would say goodbye, make like he was going out the back door, let it slam, then tip-toe down the stairs, move aside the sliding door to the crawlspace, which was right under the living room, get in and pull the door back across. There wasn’t anything in the crawlspace that the Langleys would be needing for their week away. Just loads of boxes jammed with Christmas decorations, family mementoes not worth displaying but too important to ditch, old paperback novels, and years’ worth of legal papers belonging to Adam’s dad, Albert Langley. There was an old tent down there, and a Coleman stove, but the Langleys weren’t going camping.

Jesus, Derek thought, I’m getting a hard-on just thinking about it.

‘I wish I didn’t have to go,’ Adam said to Derek while his mother, Donna Langley, was taking some things from the refrigerator - a package of wieners, some beer - and putting them into a cooler.

She turned. It had been so busy around the house, getting ready to go away, it was the first she’d noticed Adam had his friend over.  ‘Why, hello, Derek,’ she said, almost formally, as if they were meeting for the first time.

‘Hello, Mrs Langley,’ he replied.

‘How are you today?’ she asked.

‘Very well, thank you,’ he said. ‘And you?’ Geez, he thought, he was sounding like Eddie Haskell, in that show his parents watched when they were kids.

Before she could reply, Adam whined, ‘There’ll be nothing to do at this place. It’s gonna suck, I just know it.’

‘Adam,’ his mother said tiredly, ‘it’s a very highly recommended resort.’

‘Geez, stop being such a hurtsack,’ Derek told him. ‘It’ll be fun. Don’t they have boats and shit? And horses or something?’

‘Who cares about horses?’ Adam said. ‘Do I look like somebody who cares about riding horses? Dirt bikes. If they had those, that’d be cool, but they don’t. You sound like you want me to go, like you’re on her side.’

‘I’m just saying, if your parents are going to make you go, you might as well make the best of it.’

‘Good advice,’ Donna Langley said, her back to the two boys.

Adam said to her, ‘I wouldn’t do anything bad. I wouldn’t have a party here.’

‘We’ve had this discussion,’ she said, adding an ice pack from the freezer to the cooler. Adam’s mother was pretty, especially for a mother. Brown hair down to her shoulders, a nice body, round in the right places, not like most of the girls at Derek’s school. They were like sticks. But looking at her, thinking about her like that, made Derek uncomfortable now, especially with Adam present.

‘But you can trust me,’ Adam said, a pleading tone to his voice. ‘Jesus, you don’t give me any credit for anything.’

‘You know what happened at the Moffatts’,’ she said. ‘His parents went away and word got out and a hundred kids descended on his place.’

‘It wasn’t a hundred. It was only, like, sixty.’

‘OK,’ his mother said. ‘Sixty. A hundred. They still trashed the house.’

‘That wouldn’t happen here.’

Donna Langley leaned up against the kitchen counter, suddenly looking very tired. Derek thought at first she was just exhausted from arguing, but then it looked like maybe she didn’t feel so hot.

‘You all right, Mrs Langley?’ he asked.

‘Just . . .’ She gave her head a small shake. ‘Just felt a little woozy there for a second.’

‘You OK, Mom?’ asked Adam, perhaps shamed into concern by his friend, taking a tentative step toward her.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said, waving him away and pushing herself from the counter. ‘Might be something I had for lunch. I’ve been feeling off all afternoon.’

Or maybe it was some of her medicine, Derek thought. He knew she took pills, stuff to help her get through the day. She could be up and down. Some sort of bipolar shit or something, Adam had said.

She composed herself. ‘Adam, go see if your father needs any help.’

But Albert Langley, a tall, broad-shouldered man, in his early fifties with thinning gray hair, was already standing in the kitchen doorway. ‘What is it?’ he asked his wife, sounding slightly more annoyed than concerned. ‘Don’t tell me you’re coming down with something?’

‘No no, really,’ she said. ‘It’s probably something I ate.’

‘For God’s sake,’ Albert said, ‘we’ve planned this thing for weeks. We cancel now we’re not going to get our deposit back on this place, you know that, don’t you?’

Donna Langley turned her back to him, saying, ‘Yeah, well, thanks for your concern.’

Albert Langley shook his head in disgust and left the kitchen.

‘Listen,’ Derek whispered to Adam, ‘I gotta take off, you know?’ He suddenly realized this was going to take a bit of choreography. He needed Adam to go off with his father, head out the front of the house, so he could pretend to slip out the back.

Part of him felt like a real shit, not telling his own best friend what he was up to, but it wasn’t like it would be the first time he’d kept something from him. And it wasn’t like anyone was going to get hurt, or anything was going to be damaged. No one would even have to know. Not counting Penny, of course. Sure, the Langleys would wonder when they got back whether one of them forgot to lock one of the doors, to set the alarm system, but when they looked around and found nothing taken, they’d eventually forget about it. Next time they went away, they’d double-check things, that’s all.

‘I wish you could come with us,’ Adam said. ‘I’m gonna die without someone to hang with.’

‘I can’t,’ Derek said. ‘My parents would freak if I ditched my summer job even for a week.’ The thing was, even if he hadn’t already figured out how to make the Langleys’ time away the best week of his life, spending seven days with them, that just wouldn’t be cool.

They’d moved out of the kitchen, down the hall, around the midpoint of the house. All Derek had to do was keep heading to the back, go down half a flight of steps, and there was the door. Round the corner, take the other half flight, he’d be in the basement.

‘I don’t know if there’ll be anybody there to hang out with,’ Adam said, still moaning. Jesus.

‘Don’t worry about it. It’s only a week. You know what? When you get back, we’ll read the rest of what’s on that computer.’ He and Adam enjoyed collecting old, junked computers. Some of the stuff you found on them, man, you woudn’t believe it. Everything from school projects to kiddie porn. Some people . . . the stuff that went on in their heads. Looking through discarded computers was better than searching through somebody’s medicine cabinet.

Adam looked down at the floor. ‘Yeah, well, there’s a bit of a shit storm about that.’

That caught Derek by surprise. ‘What?’

‘With my dad. He kind of found out what was on it. The thing we were reading.’

‘So what’s it to him? He thinks you don’t know about porn? And it’s not like it’s pictures. It’s just written stuff. It’s not even really porn. Not good porn, anyway.’

‘Look, I can’t get into it now,’ Adam said quietly. ‘I’ll tell you about it when I get back, or maybe I can give you a call about it during the week.’

‘Don’t sweat it. If I want to read it, I’ve got the copy I made.’

‘Shit, don’t let him find out about that,’ Adam said. ‘He seemed really pissed. I don’t know why he got such a hair up his ass about it.’

‘What, you think I’m gonna go up to your dad, say: “Hey, Mr Langley, I kept a copy”?’

‘No, it’s just—’

‘Adam!’ It was Mr Langley, sounding pissed, calling for him from the front step.

‘Listen, man, I gotta go,’ Adam said. ‘He’s already mad about my mom feeling sick.’

‘OK, yeah, sure, see ya in a week,’ Derek said. Adam turned one way, Derek the other. Derek forced himself to call out, ‘Have a nice trip, Mrs Langley!’

Everyone had to think he was leaving.

From the kitchen, a subdued ‘Bye, Derek.’

He bounded down the stairs for effect, opened the back door, closed it hard, making the usual racket he always did when he left and cut across the yard and headed into the woods that ran along the edge of the lane.

But this time he didn’t leave the house. Once he’d closed the door with enough force for Mrs Langley to hear in the kitchen, he was down into the basement in a second, heading to the far side and kneeling next to the couch in front of the sliding panel that led into the crawlspace.

Derek slid it to the left, crawled in on his hands and knees, the concrete floor hard and cold. He turned himself around, slid the door closed as quietly as possible, and held his breath for a moment as he became enveloped in darkness.

All he could hear was his heart pounding in his ears. Slowly, he exhaled, tried to compose himself. He knew there was a bulb on a pull chain in here somewhere, but he was afraid to turn it on. What if Mr Langley happened to come downstairs for something at the last minute, saw light showing around the edges of the panel? He’d just have to sit in the dark here for as long as it took.

As least he could see what time it was. He reached into his pocket for his cell phone, made sure the ringer was off, and checked the time, the tiny screen the only source of light. Nearly eight o’clock. The Langleys had to be going soon.

He couldn’t talk, but he could send a text message. He typed out: ‘W8ING 4 LANGS 2 GO HIDING NOW.’ He pressed Send.

The idea of having his own little fuck palace for a week, it had to be the best thing he’d ever thought of. OK, maybe not a ‘fuck’ palace. Penny might be ready, but maybe not. But everything short of that, for sure.

He listened for house noises. Sitting cross-legged on the cement floor, jammed in between boxes of Christmas bulbs and a toboggan Adam probably hadn’t used in five years. Derek could sense Donna  Langley moving around in the kitchen. A house, it was like a living thing. You stepped on the floor in one room, and it was like a pulse went running along one of the studs underfoot, and then, when it met another beam, it kept on going, like that song Derek’s mom used to sing to him when he was little, about the thigh bone connected to the hip bone, the hip bone connected to the—

‘For Christ’s sake, let’s go!’

Adam’s dad. Jesus, he could be a bit of a prick, Derek thought. His own dad could sure be a pain in the ass, but he wasn’t the dick Adam’s dad was.

He could hear a bit of shuffling upstairs. Someone walking to the back door, checking to see that it was locked. Then the sound of another door, opening and closing. The front door. Derek, not daring to breathe, thought he could even hear the turning of a key in a lock.

A couple of moments later, car doors opening and closing. The engine of the Langley’s Saab SUV coming on. Tires on gravel, perceptible at first, then receding.

And then nothing.

Derek swallowed, decided to stay in hiding a couple of minutes more to be sure. Long enough for the Langleys to get far enough away that if they realized they’d forgotten something, they’d figure it was easier to buy it along the way. His heart was starting to slow down now, things were looking good, all he had to do was—

Jesus Christ what the fuck was that crawling down his neck holy mother of God?

A spider! A goddamn spider had slipped below his collar. He went into a spasm of slapping at himself in the darkness, the side of his neck, the top of his shoulder, through his shirt. The spider had made him jump and he’d walloped his head on an overhead beam.

‘Fuck!’ he shouted. He threw back the crawlspace panel and practically tumbled out onto the carpeted basement floor. He reached under his collar, felt something small and mushy, pulled the shirt over his head and slapped away at his neck, desperate to get rid of the spider’s remains.

His heart was ready to explode out of his chest.

Once the spider crisis had passed, he took another moment to pull himself together. The basement was almost dark. There was probably only a half hour of light left outside, but he didn’t dare  turn on any lamps. For the whole week, he wouldn’t be able to turn on lights. Maybe, here in the basement, he could put the TV on. No one would notice that from the outside, especially with the house set back so far from the main road.

But really, who needed lights for what he planned to do? He could feel his way around in the dark.

He was surprised Penny hadn’t responded to his text message. But it was time to get in touch again, let her know the house was empty. First, though, he should do a walk-through, make sure everything was OK.

He slipped his shirt back on, went up the basement stairs, saw that the deadbolt had been thrown on the back door. There was still enough light to see easily as he wandered the first floor. The front door was locked. On the wall in the front hall was the security system keypad. Derek had been in the house so many times with Adam, watched him engage and turn off the system, he knew the code. All he had to do was enter it, flip the deadbolt on the back door, and he could come and go as he pleased. It meant leaving the house unlocked, but around here, on the outskirts of town, hardly anyone ever had break-ins.

The house felt totally different, walking through it for the first time all alone, no one knowing he was here. He felt a charge, checking out the whole place, realized his heart was pumping overtime, his palms sweating.

He reassured himself he knew the layout well enough to manage it in the dark, even the places where he didn’t plan to spend any time, like Adam’s parents’ bedroom, where he was standing now. Big king-size bed, thick white duvet, en-suite bathroom with a shower and one of those tubs that had the jets in it. He’d love to hang out in here with Penny - maybe she’d take a bath in there with him, with bubbles and everything, just like people in the movies - but no, that seemed a bit risky. The basement couch would more than do the trick. It wasn’t so much where they did it in the house. The main thing was privacy, no interruptions.

A whole fucking week.

His phone buzzed. A message from Penny. It was about time. One word: ‘Well?’

Shit, he could just call her now. He punched in her number and she answered on the second ring.

‘I’m in,’ he said.

‘Oh my God,’ she said, her voice tinged with excitement.

‘It’s almost dark. Come on over. I’ll let you in the back door.’

‘OK, but like, there might be a problem.’

‘Don’t do this to me, Penny. I’ve got a woody the size of a fire log.’

She made a shushing noise, even though there was no one to hear him. ‘Don’t worry, it’s just my parents are raging at me because I backed the Kia into that telephone pole at the end of the driveway. The one that’s so close. It’s, like, hardly a scratch, but my dad is shitting a brick over it because he says it’s not worth putting through insurance so he says I’m going to have—’

The call died. Derek looked at the screen on his phone, lost signal. How the fuck did that happen?

He called her back. ‘What happened?’ Penny asked.

‘I don’t know. Look, try to get here for ten, OK? Call me if there’s a problem. I’m just going to hang out here awhile.’

Penny said OK and hung up.

Derek stood in front of the Langley’s bedroom dresser, reached out, touched it, thinking about whether there was anything interesting in there. The thing was, part of him was feeling pretty guilty about this, even though everything was going to be OK and there was no way Mr or Mrs Langley, or Adam, were going to find out. Maybe he’d tell Adam, some day. No time soon. Like, in a few years. When it wouldn’t matter any more.

Or, maybe not.

He couldn’t believe Penny’s parents might not let her out for the evening. He was absolutely aching for her to come over. He thought, maybe take something from Mrs Langley’s lingerie drawer, whack off, take the edge off, be ready to go again by the time Penny got over.

OK, Derek thought, maybe there are some lines that shouldn’t be crossed. He could watch some TV, take his mind off things. So he returned to the basement, in pretty much total darkness now, and turned on the set. Flipped through some channels, hardly settling on anything for more than a second. He couldn’t relax, even though he had this house to sneak into for the next seven days. It was a seventeen-year-old boy’s dream. A place to bring his girl as often as he wanted.

Better than a car; didn’t have to worry about some cop tapping on a steamed-up window.

But it was starting to feel wrong. The Langleys had always been good to him. Well, Adam’s mom, for sure. His dad always made him feel like he was intruding, like he wanted the house to himself when he wasn’t at the office, defending people, getting them off, whatever the hell it was he did. Derek had known Adam, what, nearly ten years now? Been here for sleepovers, gone on short trips with the family.

What would they think of him if they ever found out? Jesus, Adam’s dad was a lawyer. Could he sue him? Would he sue a kid he knew? Or worse, would he call the police?

His cell buzzed. He glanced down, recognized Penny’s number. ‘Yeah?’ he said. And before Penny could say a word he lost the signal.

Sitting in the basement, he figured. Too much interference or something. He reached over to the end table and grabbed the extension phone, punched in Penny’s cell.

‘I can’t come,’ Penny said. She was whispering. ‘I’m grounded.’

‘Shit,’ Derek said. ‘Shit shit shit.’

‘Look, I gotta go. We can get together later in the week, maybe tomorrow, OK? I gotta go.’ And she ended the call.

Derek hung up the phone. The perfect plan, fucked. God, the blue balls he was going to have. The thing was, he didn’t just want to mess around with Penny. He wanted to be with her. He wanted to hang out in that empty house and talk with her, for long stretches without anyone interrupting or walking in, about what he wanted to do with his life. His parents figured he was some lazy fuck without dreams or ambition, but that wasn’t true. He could tell Penny. About wanting to be a software designer, maybe invent new games, shit like that. If he told his dad about wanting to design games, he’d tell him, hey, I wanted to turn my passion into a career too, but sometimes you have to be realistic.

Derek flipped through the channels, popped in Adam’s Halo game for a while, watched some MTV, dozed off for a bit during Justin Timberlake. It was kind of cool, just hanging out here, even if he was alone. No one to bug him about anything.

But it was getting late. Time to get the hell out of here, he figured.

That was when he heard a noise from outside. Tires crunching on gravel.

He grabbed the remote, killed the TV. The basement had  windows, those kind that came down about a foot from the ceiling. He jumped up on the couch so he could see outside.

It was the Saab. The Langleys’ SUV.

‘Shit!’ he said under his breath. ‘Shit!’

He had to get out. He had to get out fast. He ran up the stairs to the back door, was about to open it when he realized that if he did, the house alarm would probably be set off. He’d have to enter the code first, but the keypad was by the front door.

He started running down the hall, thinking maybe he could get to the front hall and enter the code before anyone came through the door, then run back through the house and out the back door.

But then he saw shadows beyond the front door. It was Adam, with his mother right behind him.

Derek stopped, turned, ran back for the basement. He could hear the front door opening, voices, Donna Langley saying, ‘I said I was sorry. You think I wanted to ruin everyone’s vacation?’

He dropped to the floor in front of the crawlspace opening and was about to slide the door open when the basement lights went on. He knew there was a switch at the top of the stairs, which meant someone was coming down. Derek scurried into the narrow space between the back of the couch and the wall, figuring he was pretty well covered, but Jesus, what if someone came down and decided to watch TV?

Someone did come down the stairs right then. Derek heard the beer fridge open, a couple of things get put into it, then Adam, shouting upstairs, ‘Should I refreeze the ice packs?’

Derek wondered whether to get his attention, fess up, enlist Adam’s help in getting him out of the house. Adam might be pissed, but there was no way he’d tell. His parents would find a way to blame him. But before he could make up his mind what to do, Adam was going back upstairs. But the light stayed on. Derek thought maybe he’d come back. Derek could make out some of the conversation upstairs.

Mr Langley: ‘Honey, just go to bed. We’ll unpack.’

Mrs Langley: ‘Maybe in the morning I’ll feel better.’

Mr Langley: ‘Yeah, well, whatever. Maybe Adam and I will go up, you can join us when you’re feeling better. Honestly, your timing.’

Mrs Langley: ‘For Christ’s sake, you think I wanted to get sick?’

Mr Langley: ‘I’ll be up in a minute.’

OK, so if they went to bed, the only one to worry about was Adam. And if he went to bed, Derek would wait till they were all asleep, sneak upstairs, enter the code, get out the back door. So long as Penny didn’t change her mind, sneak out of her own house and come over. Jesus, let’s hope that didn’t happen.

Mr Langley: ‘Who the hell’s that?’

Derek thought, shit, is he talking about me? How could he know he was down here?

No, someone outside, tires crunching on gravel, then stopping. The sound of a car door closing.

Christ, no. Not drop-in company this time of night.

Adam: ‘I don’t know who it is, Dad.’

Derek thought he could hear footsteps outside, then Albert Langley saying something, probably with the door open.

It sounded as though someone else, maybe two people, he wasn’t sure, had come into the house.

Some muffled talk. Langley saying, ‘Who did you say you are?’

A new voice. Just snippets of sentences. Then one word, really clear: ‘Shame.’ And then: ‘Son of a bitch.’

That was when Derek heard the first shot. Then Adam, screaming. ‘Dad! Dad!’

Mrs Langley, sounded like from up on the second floor: ‘Albert! Albert! What’s going on?’

And then Adam: ‘Mom! Don’t come—’

That was when Derek heard the second shot. The sound of something - someone - falling down some stairs.

Then, footsteps running through the house. At least two sets, frantic running, from the front of the house to the back. Only lasting a second or two.

Derek heard a third shot, then someone tumbling down the half flight of stairs toward the back door.

After that, it was very quiet.

Derek realized he was trembling. His teeth were nearly chattering. He heard more footsteps going through the house, slower now, calm steps, measured steps. They came down the half flight of stairs, paused, turned, came all the way down to the basement. Derek couldn’t hear the person walking around that well now, not on the basement broadloom, which was laid over cement. But he could sense someone in the room. The person who fired the shots.  A killer. A few feet away, on the other side of the couch. Derek could hear shallow, rapid breathing.

He clamped his jaw tight together, determined to stop the chattering. He wondered if the killer could hear the blood pulsing in his temple.

Then, the person went back up the stairs, turned out the light. The front door opened and closed, then a car door, same thing. Open, then slamming shut. A moment later, tires rolling away on gravel.

Derek waited about five minutes, slithered his way back out from behind the couch, crossed the rec room and went up the stairs to the landing at the back door, just enough moonlight streaming through the window to show Adam lying there, his legs still splayed across the stairs, his head in a pool of black blood.

Derek delicately stepped over him, his hand shaking as he turned back the deadbolt, opened the door, and ran off into the night.




ONE

The night they killed our neighbors, the Langleys, we never heard a thing.

It was warm and humid that evening, so we’d closed all the windows and had the air conditioner cranked up as high as it would go. Even at that, we couldn’t get the temperature in the house much below seventy-six. This was late July, and we’d been suffering through a heatwave the last week, the thermometer hitting mid-nineties pretty much every day, except for Wednesday, when it hit one hundred. Even some rain early in the week had failed to break it. It wasn’t getting much below the mid-eighties even after the sun went down.

Normally, it being a Friday night, I might have stayed up a little later, even have been up when it happened, but I had to work Saturday. That rain had set me back with all the customers I do yard work for. So Ellen and I had packed it in pretty early, nine-thirty or so. Even if we’d been up, we’d probably have been watching TV, so it’s pretty unlikely we’d have heard anything.

It’s not like the Langleys’ place is right next door. It’s the first house in, off the highway along our shared laneway. Once you pass their place, it’s still another fifty or sixty yards or so before you get to our house. You can’t see our place from the highway. Homes out here on the outskirts of Promise Falls in upstate New York have some space between them. You can see the Langleys’ house up the lane, through the trees, but we never heard their parties, and if the racket I make tuning up lawnmowers ever bothered them, they never said anything about it.

I was up around six-thirty Saturday morning. Ellen, who didn’t have to go in to her job up at the college, stirred as I moved into a sitting position on the side of the bed.

‘Sleep in,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to get up.’ I stood up, wandered down to the foot of the bed, saw that the book Ellen had been reading before she’d turned out the light had fallen to the floor. It  was just one of a stack of books on her bedside table. You have to do a lot of reading when you organize a college literary festival.

‘It’s OK,’ she mumbled resignedly, turning her face into the pillow and pulling the covers tighter. ‘I’ll put some coffee on. You’re just going to wake me up getting dressed anyway.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘if you’re already getting up, some eggs would be nice.’ Ellen said something into the pillow I couldn’t hear but it didn’t sound friendly. I continued, ‘If I heard you correctly, that it’s no trouble, does that mean you could fry up some bacon, too?’

She turned her head. ‘Is there a union for slaves? I want to sign up.’

I got up and walked to the window, flipped open the blinds to let the early morning sun in.

‘Oh God, make it go away,’ Ellen said. ‘Jesus, Jim, shut those.’

‘Looks like another hot one,’ I said, leaving the blinds open. ‘I was kind of hoping it might rain, then I’d have an excuse not to work today.’

‘Would it kill those people if their grass missed getting cut one week?’ Ellen asked.

‘They pay for a weekly service, hon,’ I said. ‘I’d rather work a Saturday than have to give them refunds.’

Ellen had no comeback for that. We weren’t quite living hand to mouth, but neither were we willing to throw money away. And a lawn service, especially in this part of the country, was definitely a seasonal business. You made your living from spring to fall, unless you diversified by putting a blade on the front of your pickup and clearing driveways in the winter. I’d been hunting for a used blade. The winters around here could be fierce. Couple of years back, over in Oswego, they had snow up to the first-floor roofs.

I’d only been running a lawn service for a couple of summers now, and I needed to find ways to make more money. It wasn’t exactly my dream job, and it certainly wasn’t what I wanted for myself when I was a young guy starting out, but it beat what I’d most recently left behind.

Ellen took a breath, let out a long sigh and threw back the covers. She reached, reflexively, as she did occasionally, for where her pack of smokes used to be on the bedside table, but she’d quit the habit years ago, and there was nothing there. ‘Breakfast is coming, your majesty,’ she said. She leaned down for the book on the floor and said, ‘I can’t believe this was a bestseller. Hard to believe a novel  about wheat isn’t gripping. There’s a reason they set a lot of books in cities, you know. There are people there. Characters.’

I took a couple of steps toward the bathroom, winced, put my hand on my lower back.

‘You OK?’ Ellen asked.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. I did something to myself yesterday, I was holding the weed whacker and turned funny or something.’

‘You’re an old man in a young man’s game, Jim,’ Ellen said, putting on her slippers and throwing on a housecoat.

‘Thanks for reminding me,’ I said.

‘I don’t have to remind you. You’ve got your aching back for that.’ She shuffled out of the bedroom as I went into the bathroom to shave.

I took a look at myself in the mirror. I had some sunburn on my whiskered face. I’d been trying to remember to use sunscreen, wear a hat with a visor, but the day before it got so hot I threw the hat in the truck at one point, and must have sweated the sunscreen clean off. I still didn’t look too bad for forty-two, and as tired as I felt, I was probably in better shape than two years ago, when I spent most of my day sitting in an air-conditioned Grand Marquis, driving around Promise Falls, opening doors for an asshole, being a glorified gofer without an ounce of self-respect. Since then, I’d lost thirty pounds, I was regaining upper body strength I’d lost over the last decade, and I’d never slept better in my entire life. Coming home every night dead tired had a lot to do with that. Getting up in the morning, though, that could be a challenge. Like today.

By the time I came downstairs to the kitchen the smell of bacon was wafting through the house and Ellen was pouring two cups of coffee. The Saturday edition of the Promise Falls Standard was on the kitchen table, rubber band already removed, so I could see the main headline.

‘Your old friend’s at it again,’ Ellen said, cracking some eggs into a bowl.

The headline read: ‘Mayor Rants at Single Moms’ Home.’ And a drop headline: ‘Vows next time to “bring cookies, not toss them”.’

‘Oh Jesus,’ I said. ‘The guy never stops.’ I picked up the paper, read the first few paragraphs. Promise Falls Mayor Randall Finley had burst in unannounced Thursday night at a city-funded home where unwed moms can find support as they adjust to lives with  newborns, but no husbands. It was something the previous mayor fought for and got, and which Finley had always seen as a waste of taxpayers’ money. Although to be fair, Finley viewed almost everything as a waste of taxpayers money, except for his car and driver. And that was pretty much a necessity, given his talent for drinking to excess, and a DUI conviction a few years back.

Finley, the story suggested, had been touring around the city, dropping into a couple of bars after a city council meeting, and while passing the home ordered his driver - I was guessing that would be Lance Garrick, but the story didn’t actually say - to stop. Finley walked up to the door and kept banging on it until the home supervisor, Gillian Metcalfe, opened up. She attempted to keep him out but the mayor forced his way in and started shouting, ‘Maybe if you girls had exercised a little restraint you wouldn’t be in the mess you are now!’

And then, according to reports from the young women living at the home, he threw up in the front hall.

‘Even for Finley,’ I said to Ellen, ‘that’s pretty impressive.’

‘You’re feeling nostalgic,’ Ellen said. ‘You think he’d take you back?’

I was too tired to fire something back at her. I took a sip of my coffee and read further into the story. When reports began to circulate Friday morning about the mayor’s behavior, he at first denied everything. It wasn’t clear whether he was lying, or simply didn’t remember. But by the afternoon, when presented with all the evidence against him, including the vomit-splattered front-hall carpet runner that Gillian Metcalfe had taken down to City Hall and left on the front steps, the mayor decided to revise his statement.

‘I deeply regret,’ he said in a written release, not eager to face any media representatives in person, ‘my behavior last night at the Swanson House.’ It was named in honor of Helen Swanson, a late city councilor who championed feminist causes. ‘I had had a particularly stressful session of council and may have had more refreshments afterwards than was prudent. I remain a strong supporter of Swanson House and offer my sincerest apologies. Next time I would hope to bring cookies rather than toss them.’

‘Pure Randy,’ I said. ‘Close with a joke. At least he didn’t stick with trying to pretend it didn’t happen. Must have been too many witnesses.’

Ellen had three plates out, put three bacon strips and two fried  eggs and a couple slices of toast on two of them, and brought them over to the kitchen table. I sat down and shoved some bacon into my mouth. It was salty and greasy and wonderfully delicious. ‘Mmmm,’ I said.

‘This is why you keep me, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘For the breakfasts. ’

‘Dinners are good, too,’ I said.

She reached over the paper, pulled out the lifestyle section. I took a sip of coffee, forkful of egg, bite of bacon, bite of toast. I had a good system going.

‘You going to have to do a full day?’ Ellen asked.

‘I think we can be done a little after noon. The rain delayed everybody a day, but by the end of yesterday we were starting to catch up.’ We usually did seven to eight properties between eight in the morning and five in the afternoon, even if I lucked into a small landscaping job. It just meant a longer day, but more money. Ellen made more than I did with her job at the college, but we wouldn’t have gotten by without my business. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘You got something in mind?’

Ellen shrugged. ‘I saw you the other day, looking at your paintings.’ There were a number of canvases, in various stages of completion, leaned up against the wall in the shed, gathering dust. When I didn’t say anything, she added, ‘I wondered if you were thinking of getting back into it?’

I shook my head. ‘Ancient history,’ I said. ‘I was just deciding whether to throw them into the truck and take them to the dump.’

Ellen frowned. ‘Stop it,’ she said.

I used the last of my toast to mop up some egg yolk, popped it into my mouth and dabbed at the corners of my mouth with a napkin. ‘Thanks, hon,’ I said, kissing the top of her head as I got up. ‘What are you going to do today?’

‘Read,’ she said tiredly. ‘It’s not like I have to read every writer who comes to the festival, but I at least need to know a bit about their work. You run into them at the cocktail parties, you have to be able to bluff your way through. Writers, honestly, a lot of them are really nice, but they’re so fucking needy. They need constant validation.’

‘No sign of my associate yet?’ I asked as I took my plate to the sink.

‘I think you’ll have to wake him,’ Ellen said. ‘I thought the smell of bacon would do it. Tell him I saved him some and can do a couple eggs fast.’

I went upstairs and stopped outside the door to my son’s room. I rapped lightly on the closed door, then opened it about a foot, enough to see that he was under the covers, turned away from the door.

‘Hey, Derek, wakey wakey, man,’ I said.

‘I’m awake,’ Derek said.




TWO

He kept facing the wall. ‘I don’t think I can go today,’ he said. ‘I think I’m sick.’

I opened the door wide and stepped into his room. It looked as it always did, as though a bomb had gone off. Heaps of clothes on the floor, half a dozen different pairs of sneakers, none matched up, scattered hither and yon, countless empty software and game boxes, a desk along one wall with not one but three computer monitors, two keypads, half a dozen different computer towers underneath, wires - connected and disconnected - all over the place. He was going to set the house on fire one day.

‘What’s wrong?’ I said. Derek was legendary for feigning illness to get out of school, but he was less likely to pull that kind of stunt working for his father.

‘I just feel off,’ he said.

Ellen passed by the door, heard a snippet of conversation, came in. ‘What’s up?’

‘Says he’s sick,’ I said.

She moved past me, sat on the edge of Derek’s bed and tried to get her hand on his forehead, but he turned away so she couldn’t get near him.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let me see if you’ve got a fever.’

‘I don’t have a fever,’ he said, his face still hidden. ‘Can’t I just feel out of it one day? And besides, it’s fucking Saturday.’

‘And you got last Monday and half of Tuesday off because of rain,’ I reminded him. ‘Win some, lose some. We should be done by noon. We’ve just got the Simpsons, the Westlake place, and what’s-her-name, the one with the cat that looks like a furry pig, who gave you the computer.’

Here’s the thing about Derek. He’s a good kid, and I love him more than I can say, but sometimes he can be a royal pain in the ass. Finding creative ways to get out of his obligations is one of his talents. He hates school, and he hasn’t always made the best  choices. A few that immediately come to mind: a couple of years back, he and his pal Adam were setting off firecrackers in the dry grass behind the house. It hadn’t rained in a month and one spark could have started a fire that would have burned our place down. I nearly wrung his neck. There was the time he went joyriding with a fifteen-year-old buddy who took out his father’s MG - without permission and without a drivers’ license - and wrapped it around a tree. Thank God no one was hurt, except for the MG, of course. And there was the time he and another friend decided to explore the rooftop of the high school, scaling eavestroughs like they were goddamn ninjas or something. Maybe, if all they’d done was hang out there, no one would have noticed, but they’d chosen to do sprints across the roof, then leapt off the edge and over an eight-foot gap to another wing of the school. It was a wonder they didn’t kill themselves.

‘We never even came close,’ Derek told me later, as if this constituted a defense.

They were doing so much thumping up there that the night janitor called the police. They got off with a warning, largely because they hadn’t actually vandalized anything. I was furious when the cops brought him home.

‘Another fucking stunt like this,’ I said, ‘and you can find some other place to live.’

I regretted it later. I didn’t mean it, that his next fuck-up would be his last under our roof. Teenagers, honestly, sometimes they did some stupid shit, but you stood by them no matter what. It was all part of what you’d signed on for.

If Derek really was sick, I didn’t want to drag him out to push a lawnmower through the heat and humidity. But it occurred to me that it might not be an actual illness he was suffering from.

‘You hung over?’ I asked. It was hardly an outrageous question. Only a month ago I’d found a six-pack of Coors hidden under some old storm windows that were leaned up against the back of the shed.

‘No,’ he said. Then, abruptly, he threw off the covers, rolled over and swung out of bed in one swift movement, bumping into his mother. ‘Fine,’ he said. I think Ellen and I were both surprised to see that he was still in jeans and T-shirt. He reached for his work boots, ignoring the sneakers right next to them. ‘I’ll work. So I’m sick. No big deal.’

Ellen looked at me, expectantly, like she wanted me to pick up on this, ask him what was the matter. But I just shrugged, and said, ‘Good.’

‘There’s some bacon already made,’ his mother said. ‘Would you like me to make some eggs for—’

‘I’m not hungry,’ he said.

Ellen got up, leaned back, held up her palms in the universal backing-off gesture. ‘OK fine,’ she said and walked out of the room.

‘I’ll be out by the truck when you’re ready,’ I said, left and closed his door behind me.

Ellen was standing there and said, ‘You think he’s hung over?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. If he is, pushing a noisy lawnmower first thing in the morning is exactly what he deserves.’

I brushed my teeth, took a baby aspirin because Ellen heard some doctor on Oprah say it was a good idea, and went outside. There was hardly any breeze and you could tell it was going to be a scorcher.

We have a building behind the house, what I call the shed, but it’s really a double garage with one big wide door on it, where I have a workbench and a place to keep all our stuff. I’d picked up half a dozen used lawnmowers for next to nothing and got them in decent running order so that if either of the two we took with us each day crapped out, I had a replacement set to go. Just the one lawn tractor, however, a John Deere, its green paint and yellow striping fading from constant sun exposure. It sat on the short trailer already hitched to the back of my Ford pickup, which has ‘Cutter’s Lawn Service’ and a phone number stenciled on the door, as well as my name: Jim Cutter.

I did a quick check to see that we had everything we needed. The hedge trimmer and extension cords, four small red plastic containers with plain gasoline for the lawnmowers and the tractor, and a fifth with a mix of gas and oil for the hand-held trimmer and the leaf blower, which I hated for the racket it made, like a goddamn jet coming in for a landing, but it was a hell of a lot faster for clearing lawn clippings off driveways and sidewalks than a broom. When you wanted to pack up and move on to the next job, speed was everything. And after I’d already been pushing a mower or wielding the trimmer, the last thing I wanted to do was sweep by hand.

I glanced into the truck to make sure we each had our work gloves and our earmuff-like gadgets to keep the noise out of our ears. I opened the glovebox, checked that I had a replacement spool of filament wire in case the weed whacker ran out.

Something was missing, though. I was trying to think what it was when I heard the back door of the house open and close, and Ellen was standing there with the mini-cooler. The lunches I’d made the night before. I smiled, went over and took it from her.

‘How’s it going in there?’ I asked her.

‘I’m just staying out of his way,’ she said. ‘We should do something this afternoon if you’ve got any energy left. Maybe go down to Albany, do a bit of shopping.’

‘Shopping,’ I said. ‘That’d be fun.’ I wasn’t using my sincere voice.

Ellen gave me a look. ‘We could go some place for dinner. See a movie. There’s that new Bruce Willis thing: Die Really Really Really Hard or something. I need a break from all this literary stuff.’

I gave her a noncommittal shrug. ‘Let’s see how the day goes. Going out for dinner sounds good. The shopping thing, not so much.’

‘You need to take at least one long weekend this summer. You didn’t even take the fourth of July weekend. Let Derek run things for a day. He’s got his license, he can drive the truck. He could get as much done as possible on his own, the next day you squeeze in a couple extra jobs. He needs to handle the extra responsibility. It would be good for him. We could drive up to Montreal. Go hear some jazz or something.’

That was actually a pretty good idea, but all I said was, ‘We’ll see.’

‘We’ll see. We’ll see. That’s what they’ll put on your tombstone. ’

She turned to go back in as Derek came out. He walked past her without a word, hair falling over his eyes, and headed for the truck.

‘I guess we’re off,’ I said to Ellen and she rolled her eyes, a kind of ‘good luck’ gesture.

As I got into the truck I said to Derek, ‘You wanna drive?’ He shook his head. ‘I’m guessing you had no breakfast. You want me stop along the way? A McMuffin or something? A donut? Coffee?’

Another shake of the head.

‘OK then,’ I said and turned the ignition. I had the windows down for now, would probably close them and turn on the air later. I pulled the column shift down into drive and eased down on the accelerator. The trailer, weighed down with the Deere and other equipment, rattled as we picked up speed. As we headed down the laneway, about halfway to the highway, the Langley house came into view. I noticed the Saab SUV parked out front of the house, as well as Donna Langley’s Acura sedan.

‘I thought they were going away,’ I said.

‘Huh?’ said Derek.

‘The Saab’s there. I thought they were going to some lodge or something. In Stowe? Somewhere that way?’

Derek glanced over. ‘I guess they didn’t go.’

‘Didn’t Adam say they were going up there for a week or something? Didn’t you go over there to see them off last night?’

‘They must have changed their mind after I left,’ Derek said, looking away from the Langleys and out his own window.

‘Just seems funny, is all,’ I said. ‘You book a place for a week and change your mind.’ Nothing from Derek. ‘Maybe Albert had something come up, some new case or something, so they had to cancel at the last minute. I guess that kind of thing happens when you’re a criminal lawyer.’ I glanced over at Derek. ‘Not that he’s a criminal. Just that he represents criminals.’ An old joke. I’d probably only used it a hundred times or so.

When Derek said nothing, I raised my voice a notch and said, ‘Yeah, Dad, that’s probably what happened.’ Dropped it a bit. ‘You think so, son? You think that’s what happened?’ Up again. ‘I’d say so, Dad, yeah. You’re never wrong about these things.’

Quietly, ‘Leave me alone, Dad.’

We got up to the highway and I hung a right, heading north, which would take us into Promise Falls. It’s an average-sized city, but we’ve got all the major fast-food joints and a Wal-Mart and a Home Depot and a multiplex and most of the major car dealerships except the really high-end ones, like BMW. There’s the college on the north side of town, so that accounts for the Volvo dealership.

Once you get past the newer subdivisions that surround the town, you reach the old part, which is big on charm with its hundred-year-old houses and large lots, like a lot of places in this part of the  state and nearby Vermont. Big trees, a main street with lots of small businesses that have managed to hang on even after the Wal-Mart showed up. We had Mayor Randall Finley to thank for its arrival. He brushed off the local business associations’ concerns about the monster retailer, saying they could do with a little competition, that it wasn’t enough to be quaint and charming, you had to give people value for their dollar.

Finley had managed to offend so many people in town, it amazed me he’d been re-elected. But he had a constituency out there that loved it when he stuck it to unions and special interests and those who didn’t live up to some moral code that voters were under the impression Finley himself adhered to. There were probably more than a few residents of Promise Falls who loved it that he’d barged in on the unwed mothers and given them a piece of his mind, and a little something extra.

‘So what did you end up doing last night?’ I asked, still attempting to draw Derek out. ‘I never heard you come in. I crashed early, went right into a coma. You see Penny?’

He’d been seeing Penny Tucker for a month or more now, and the few times she’d been by the house she struck me as a sweet kid. I could only imagine the limericks teenage boys might come up with that involved her last name.

‘No,’ Derek said. ‘She was grounded.’

‘Why? What she do?’

‘Banged up the car.’

‘Oh no. Bad?’

‘No.’

‘What she hit?’

‘The bumper.’

‘On what?’

‘Telephone pole.’

‘She going to have to pay to have it fixed?’

‘Don’t know.’

Jesus, it was like pulling teeth. And then, for the first time, I noticed something different about my son.

‘When did you stop wearing that little stud thing in your ear?’ I asked. ‘The peace sign.’

He reached up and touched his left earlobe, where there was a tiny dimple from a piercing, but no jewelry. Derek shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It fell out or something. I lost it a while ago.’

We did the Simpson place first. A medium-sized property, no hills, nothing tricky. I assigned Derek to the tractor, since he likes riding it, thinking that if I started him with something he enjoyed his disposition would improve. I did the trimming, then got out a mower for the spots the tractor couldn’t easily reach.

Mrs Simpson came out with a glass of water for each of us, which we gratefully accepted. I could see her husband standing back in the kitchen, looking our way slightly disapprovingly. I knew his type. We were the hired help, and if we needed water, we should know enough to bring it with us, or at least take it from the garden hose like we were a couple of golden retrievers. Mrs Simpson, however, was not a shit like her husband.

Then all we had to do was blow the clippings off the drive, which Derek looked after. We were there barely an hour, and just as we were getting back into the truck, we were approached by a skinny kid about Derek’s age, with thick black hair and skin so white you had to wonder if he’d been getting tanned by a refrigerator bulb, wearing a pair of shorts that had at least a dozen pockets all over them. He came up to my window.

‘You hiring?’ he asked. He handed me a slip of paper from a wad of flyers he was holding. I glanced at it and read: ‘Stuart Yost. Odd jobs.’ And a phone number.

‘Sorry,’ I said, handing the flyer to Derek who jammed it into the glovebox. ‘I got my son here working with me.’

‘I’m just looking for something for the rest of the summer,’ he said.

‘Nearly the end of July, Stuart,’ I said. ‘Kinda late, isn’t it? Another month and you’ll be back in school.’

‘I had one but I lost it,’ he said. He shrugged. ‘Anyway, thanks.’

As he walked off I said to Derek, ‘You know him from school or anything?’

He shook his head no, said nothing. Derek’s disposition had not improved all morning, and I began to wonder what was eating at him. Was there another crumpled MG incident? Had he and one of his friends been leaping from one tall building to another, maybe the police station this time, instead of the high school? Or maybe they’d driven along the road after midnight, playing mailbox baseball, taking a bat to each mailbox they passed.

I could remember doing that. My later teen years weren’t particularly well supervised.

Surely, if he’d gotten into any real trouble, and been caught at it, Ellen and I would have heard about it by now.

Next was the lady with the cat that looked like a furry pig. Agnes Stockwell. She’d been kind enough on our last visit to give Derek an old computer she’d had sitting in her garage for the better part of a decade. It had belonged to her son, Brett, a Thackeray College student who had, tragically, jumped to his death off Promise Falls - the Promise Falls, the one the city takes its name from - when he was in his last year. She didn’t use a computer, and she’d never turned it on since his death.

‘I’m not really a computer person,’ she’d told Derek. The garage was open the last time we were there and Derek, who collects old hardware so he and his friend Adam can take apart and rebuild computers for their own amusement, spotted it on a shelf. Mrs Stockwell, whose husband passed away the year before her son committed suicide, told him to take it.

Her place was a little more work because she has a lot of beds she tends, and it’s hard to navigate the John Deere around them, so Derek and I each grabbed a lawnmower and went to work. But she rewarded us, even going beyond what Mrs Simpson had done. She came out with lemonade as I was getting out the weed whacker to tidy up the edges, and we both gulped it down. Derek even managed a thank you.

The mercury had to be pushing ninety-five by now.

I was about to do the finishing touches on her yard when I heard my cell phone, which I’d left on the dash of the truck, ringing. I opened the door, sat on the edge of the seat, and grabbed the phone. It was home calling.

‘Yeah?’

‘You might want to come back,’ Ellen said. There was something in her voice, like she was keeping a lid on her emotions.

‘What?’

‘There’s something going on at the Langley house. There’s half a dozen cop cars, they’re putting up police tape. And there’s a cop walking up the lane headed this way right now.’

‘Holy shit,’ I said, and Derek, now in the truck, glanced my way. ‘What the hell’s going on?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Ask around, give me a call back.’

‘I went up there once but they wouldn’t tell me anything. But I  figured, with some of the contacts you made back when you were at City Hall, you’ll find out more than I will.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll head back now.’ I flipped the phone shut and said to Derek, ‘There’s cop cars all around the Langley house.’

He just looked at me.
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We could tell something was going on even before we got there. A quarter-mile ahead, there were Promise Falls police cars, marked and unmarked, parked along both sides of the highway out front of the lane that led first to the Langley house, and then further on to ours. I slowed the truck as I entered through the phalanx of vehicles, thinking, stupidly as it turned out, that I’d be able to turn down my own drive. But it was blocked with even more cars, and I could see officers stringing up more yellow police tape.

I drove on about a hundred yards and pulled the truck and trailer over as far on to the gravel shoulder as I could. Because we were on the outskirts of town, there were no curbs or sidewalks, but there were ditches that the Cutter’s Lawn Service trailer could slide into if I didn’t exercise caution.

Derek had his door open before I had the truck in park and was hoofing it back to the scene. I grabbed my keys and was out the door, running to catch up with my son, who hadn’t said a word the whole way back.

I caught up to him as we reached the end of the drive. A cop raised his hand to us and said, ‘I’m sorry, you can’t come onto this property.’

I pointed down to the end of the lane, where you could just make out part of our house. ‘I live down there,’ I said. ‘I just got a call from my wife that—’

‘Jim!’

I looked around the cop and could see Ellen, who’d been standing with a couple of officers, running my way. The cop who’d been blocking my path stepped back and let Derek and me pass. Ellen, in a pair of jeans, sneakers and a T-shirt, her hair slightly askew, looked as though she’d had to face the world sooner than she’d planned, and if she’d had a chance to do her make-up, the tears running down her cheeks now would surely have made a mess of it.

She ran up, threw her arms around me, then reached out to grab Derek by the arm and pull him toward us.

‘Ellen, what the hell’s going on?’ I asked.

She sniffed, looked at me first, then our son, her eyes lingering on Derek, as though the news she had to tell was going to be harder on him than me.

‘The Langleys,’ she said. ‘Last night, someone, they came in, and . . .’ Tears were welling up in her eyes again.

‘Ellen,’ I said, keeping my voice calm. ‘Just get a hold of yourself. ’

She took a couple of breaths, sniffed again, looked with both hands in her pockets for a tissue. Finding none, she ran her index finger across the bottom of her nose.

‘They’re all dead,’ she said. ‘Albert, Donna.’ She squeezed Derek’s arm. ‘Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Adam, too.’

I thought he would say something. Maybe a ‘What?’ or an ‘Are you kidding?’ or even a simple ‘No’.

I know that I was about to ask, ‘What happened?’

But Derek said none of these things. Instead, his lip began to tremble, and almost instantly, tears welled up in both his eyes. He fell into his mother’s arms and began to sob. The emotion overwhelmed him so quickly, it was like he’d been holding them in all morning.

 


‘Hey, Cutter!’

I glanced away from my wife and son holding one another to see Barry Duckworth, a detective with the Promise Falls police department, heading my way. Early forties, like me, we’d often crossed paths during the time that I’d worked for the mayor’s office. I liked to think I was, at least in the last couple of years, in a little better shape than Barry, whose paunch was slightly visible where his white dress shirt pulled apart just above his belt, letting us in on a small triangle of hairy belly. There was more hair there than on his head, which was mostly bald save for a pitiful comb-over near his crown. He had his tie pulled down and his collar open, and his jacket must have been left behind in his car. It was too hot to wear one, but even without it, there were sweat stains under the pits.

I’d always thought he was an OK
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