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      Dawson McCade tried to make himself let go of the steering wheel, relax his fingers and take his hands off the thing before he broke it in two.

      Breathe.

      In.

      Out.

      Calm down.

      But Cade’s heart was not just pounding. Or even hammering. It had blown by pounding and hammering, had progressed to humming, a constant sound where you couldn’t distinguish individual beats, like a sewing machine at a thousand stitches a minute.

      He clenched his jaw, or would have if he weren’t already clenching it so tight he was in danger of breaking off a molar or a bicuspid or whatever those teeth were his dentist kept telling him he would wear off to nubs if he didn’t stop clenching his jaw.

      Cade had lost three hours.

      Who loses three hours? In what universe does a thing like that happen? Unless you’re a drunk in a blackout and he hadn’t had so much as a beer since the party on Saturday night — back there when the world was normal and his life wasn’t lying in shattered pieces at his feet.

      Calm.

      Down.

      He forced himself to …

      Let.

      It.

      Go.

      To release the steering wheel, breathe, and stop grinding his teeth off to nothing. Most importantly, to think.

      He had lost three hours.

      He had lost three hours!

      Repeating that thought over and over in his head was not helping. Back up.

      He had been driving down the highway in the pickup he had stolen … A burp of inappropriate laughter barked out of his throat. Stolen. Dawson McCade had stolen a pickup. Just like that. All those times his friends told him to stop leaving his keys in his car, that somebody was going to steal it one of these days. This must be some kind of twisted karma.

      Focus.

      Driving down the winding road on his way to Nower County, Kentucky, he was speeding, trying not to, but so frantic to get there that he couldn’t keep his foot from pressing harder and harder on the accelerator. He was risking his life driving the speed he was driving in these mountains. Miss a curve and you’d go flying through the guardrail and off into nothing at all, with an abrupt stop at the bottom hundreds of feet below that would definitely leave a mark.

      Cade had never been to the mountains. How was that possible? He had lived his whole life in cities all around them — Cincinnati, Pittsburgh and most recently Louisville and never ventured one time into Eastern Kentucky, to the Cumberland Mountains, a region of superlatives — a place with the most beautiful scenery, the most horrendous poverty and the worst drug addiction problem in the state.

      And he’d never been there. That was like those folks who lived their whole lives in Kentucky and never went at least once to the Kentucky Derby. It was surely as important as, and definitely more entertaining than, taking a pilgrimage once in a lifetime to Mecca.

      Focus, Cade.

      He looked around, really looked, not with his eyes in some jerky jerky motion trying to look at everything at the same time and consequently not actually looking at anything at all. He was parked beside the Beaufort County Jiffy Stop, a little convenience store/gas station. He didn’t remember pulling into the lot. Didn’t remember anything except driving down the road too fast into the mountains, running for his life.

      Now he sat here in a stolen pickup with absolutely no idea how he’d spent the past three hours. How can a thing like that hap— His gaze found the reflection of his vehicle in the dirty glass window of the convenience store and he froze.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      But denying it didn’t make it go away, and unless he was losing his eyesight as well as his mind, it was right there for all to see. He gaped in stunned disbelief at the front of the pickup that was mashed in, wrecked, had obviously been in a fairly good-sized fender bender.

      The pickup had not been wrecked when he stole it.

      He was absolutely certain. While he couldn’t seem to call the events of the last couple of hours to mind, what had happened before that was indelibly etched, carved into his psyche. Would undoubtedly join the parade of other demons that stalked the dark corridors of his nightmares. Ducking down between cars in the parking garage. And then popping his head up every so often like some stupid gopher for a quick look into a window, seeking … oh, please, let there be some other lamebrain besides himself who really did leave his keys dangling in the ignition.

      And there it was. The fourth vehicle he looked into, a white Ford pickup that looked like it’d lost a mud fight, probably a ‘93. Keys in the ignition. He pulled the door open and leapt behind the wheel, started the motor and managed not to hit any other cars in the garage as he drove toward the exit, expecting any second to hear somebody running along behind him, yelling, “Hey, that’s my truck. What are you doing in my truck?”

      But there had been no pursuit. Well, no pursuit by the poor schmuck who’d lost his wheels because he’d been careless. Cade vowed right then and there if he ever got out of this, he would never leave his keys dangling in the ignition again.

      No, he would. He would on purpose. If his keys-in-the-ignition idiocy could save somebody’s life — literally save their life, they were welcome to his car with his blessing. In fact, Cade would leave an envelope in the glove box with a thousand dollars in used tens and twenties, non-sequential serial numbers—

      Stop it!

      His mind kept jerking away from impossible reality like a finger from a hot stove.

      This pickup had a wrecked right front bumper, crumpled fender, broken headlight.

      How had the pickup gotten wrecked?

      He didn’t know how, but a creeping suspicion kept crawling up the back of his neck that he did know when. It had happened in the past three hours.

      The pickup was fine. And then it wasn’t.

      Just like he was driving too fast in abject terror at ten o’clock in the morning and now it was one in the afternoon and he had no idea what had become of the time in between.

      Maybe he was losing his mind. He wanted to scoff at the suggestion. Losing his mind, yeah, ha-ha. But seriously … maybe he was. His thoughts were ping-ponging around, water spiders flitting from here to there, each one moving so fast that there was no time to catch one of them and hold it still long enough to think it.

      Recognizing the phenomena seemed to accelerate the speed of the thoughts, around and around, faster and faster — he had to stop them or the friction would catch his hair on fire. This time, the bleat of laughter actually made it out of his mouth, a bark that sounded more like a cry of pain than an expression of amusement, but it centered him, confirmed that he might be so stressed he couldn’t think straight, but if he still had a sense of humor, even a sick one, he was not crazy. Which meant he was capable of figuring out what was going on. And he had to do that or he was toast.

      He took in a breath, let it out. A long cleansing breath.

      Then another.

      Might have done a third but feared he might hyperventilate.

      Start at the beginning.

      Which beginning?

      The beginning beginning?

      Because if he let his mind travel all the way there he might really blow a gasket, fry some synapses and get hauled off giggling and drooling to St. Somebody’s Home for the Bewildered. Where he would live … oh, maybe a couple of days, probably not that long … until they caught up to him and put a bullet in the back of his head.

      How about the beginning of his time as a car thief?

      Fine, that.

      He had stolen the pickup out of the parking garage on Market Street, between Fifth and Sixth Streets, in downtown Louisville. Where he had taken refuge after he decided somebody had dropped the ball big time, that this operation wasn’t as safe as he’d been promised. And maybe he was wrong. But he’d figured he’d rather be dead wrong than just plain dead. So he had bailed. Convinced he was running for his life, he had hauled butt out the door before they even knew he’d left. He’d run down hallways, out into an alley, down the alley to a parking garage and into a pickup belonging to somebody whose initials were JP. The pickup keys were affixed to a chain that had a fob with those initials rendered in three-inch-tall calligraphy. There were also half a dozen other keys on the chain, various shapes and sizes. The guy might have to crawl in a window of his own house tonight, might have to break down the door of his storage building or take a hammer to his toolbox to get it open.

      There’d been dirty white stuffed dice dangling from the rearview mirror, though he hadn’t even noticed them at first. Hadn’t noticed that a hole in the front seat had been patched with duct tape either. He’d just careened onto Market Street and turned north on Fifth, looking back over his shoulder as he passed Vincenzo’s Pizza, still expecting the “that’s-my-truck” guy to come running after him. West Main took him to the Interstate 64 East onramp and he just kept going.

      In the beginning, he’d just been running from. But as he drove down the highway toward the white-fenced horse country around Lexington, he morphed into running to rather than from. Duh. The safe house! It wasn’t that the safe house was compromised. At least not that he knew of and if that were the case all bets were off, he might as well put his hands in the air and surrender to the nearest thug with a Spanish accent and a .357 Magnum with a suppressor, a “silencer” — who’d been sent to silence him.

      The house was still safe — the marshals hadn’t even told Cade where it was! He only knew because he’d overheard a private conversation while he was in a toilet stall, holding his feet up so he couldn’t be seen — because he was embarrassed that he’d ignored the sign on the door “For Official Use Only.” Hey, when you gotta go, you gotta go. Nobody knew the location of the safe house, not even the FBI. Good Cop Holmes said he had only been told it was “so far off the beaten track the sun only shows up to shine there a couple of days a week.” Cade could go there now and call Holmes, or even Bad Cop, Special Agent Jack Armstrong. He could explain why he’d run and suggest that the two of them might want to have a conversation about security with the U.S. Marshals they’d handed him off to — because it sucked. The more he’d thought about it, the more convinced he became that just showing up at the house in a dirty white pickup truck would draw a whole lot less attention from the locals than a convoy of those black unmarked cars everybody could tell were the law.

      So he’d headed toward Nower County. Gratefully, he didn’t pass a single law enforcement vehicle of any kind, county sheriff or Kentucky State Police, in his entire journey because he would have been convinced on sight that they were looking for the stolen pickup he was driving and would pull him over, refuse to listen to his explanation that, oh by the way, he was the victim here, hadn’t asked for any of this. They’d haul him in, lock him up, serve him on a platter to El Carnicero, a man who could outsmart the U.S. Marshals Service, so a dim-bulb county sheriff wouldn’t likely present much of a challenge.

      Maybe. Cade didn’t know the “outsmart the U.S. Marshals Service” part for sure … though somewhere deep inside he was absolutely certain.

      But he saw no cops. Cruised along, managed to relax a little … a tiny bit, enough that he wasn’t panting and hyperventilating, grinding his incisors off to nubs. He distinctly remembered looking at his watch when he saw the Welcome to Nower County sign on the road ahead.

      Even smiled a little at what some enterprising graphic artist had done to the sign. Letters had been inserted — an H after the W and an E on the end of the word, making Nower County NowHerE County.

      That was clever.

      And after that …

      Yeah, after that … what?

      The next thing he knew he was driving down the highway toward Nower County, but hadn’t reached the welcome sign yet! And he knew that it was maybe half a mile ahead on the right — even knew that it had red-painted letters on it, though the memories were fuzzy, with no sharp edges, images in a kind of mist. Still, how could he know a thing like that if he had never seen it? And then he’d looked at his watch, and it was one o’clock. Three hours later than it’d been when he checked it … what? Five minutes ago?

      That’s when he’d had to pull over, when he realized that three hours had passed between the time he looked at his watch before he went into Nowhere County and right now, as he sat here panting, heart thrumming, grinding his teeth down to the gums, in a convenience store/gas station parking lot — a geographic location that was inside Beaufort County, before you even got to Nowhere County.

      Three hours.

      Where had three hours gone?

      A woman walked out of the garage bay door of the gas station, noticed his pickup sitting there … really noticed it. Almost like she was a little surprised to see it there. She looked at him. And he at her. For a moment something registered in his mind, then was gone in an eye-blink. She looked away, back to the front of the pickup. Not a casual glance. An interested look.

      What possible interest could the smashed front end of his stolen pickup be to a total stranger?
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      Brianna Haggarty turned from the mechanic using a crowbar and a mallet to pry open the crumpled trunk lid of her car, stepped to the bay door of the garage and there was Dawson McCade on the other side of the building, sitting in the little white pickup that’d smashed into the back of her car — which was why the trunk wouldn’t open.

      Of course, Cade didn’t remember that.

      She studied the crushed front bumper and grill on the pickup for a moment, hadn’t really looked that closely at it after he’d hit her, and decided his pickup had definitely suffered the you-should-see-the-other-guy share of damage from their chance encounter trying to occupy the same piece of real estate at the same time in the driveway of Roberta Callison’s Chicken Farm — Hens, Pullets, Fresh Eggs, Chicks — on Ferguson Road, a couple of miles from the never-thriving, but now completely dead community of Twig.

      She looked up at the man behind the wheel of the car and for a brief moment, they made eye contact. He seemed to recognize her … and surprise blossomed and then wilted when she realized he’d just been wondering why some woman was standing there looking inquisitively at his truck. So she turned away toward the convenience store. She had to go to the bathroom! But the bathroom was all the way in the back of the building and right beside the front door was …

      Fighting the battle, always fighting the battle.

      She would never win it, would never achieve more than a tentative truce. At least that’s what Sarge had told her, and Margo Adams had been right about every other thing she’d ever told Brianna, so there was no reason to suspect she’d screwed up on this one.

      Bri wanted her to be wrong, of course, wanted to believe that it was just a matter of time. Oh, it was okay if it was a long time, Brianna was down with that. However long it took — weeks, months, years, decades — she was fine with any amount. She just wanted to be able to look out there beyond all those tomorrows stacked up one on top of the other and see eventual victory. See a day when it would be over, when she’d won. When she would stand with her boot on the neck of her oppressor and could rest easy for the remainder of her days on earth.

      Sarge had shaken her head sadly when Bri had asked her the how-long question: How long will it be before I don’t care anymore?

      “You’ll care when you’re dying. You will care with your last breath. With the last thought you ever have on the earth, you will think about it and want. Just got to suck it up, buttercup, and keep on keeping on one day at a time.”

      There was no way to get to the bathroom without walking past the liquor display by the door.

      Her knees suddenly felt weak. A wave of desire and naked need almost staggered her.

      How was she supposed to withstand an onslaught like this in the face of the total insanity that had replaced the real world she was living in? She wasn’t the only person on the planet fighting moment-by-moment battles with addiction. There must be thousands, hundreds of thousands, no — millions of others just like her. But Brianna Haggarty would bet Aunt Tillie’s corset that not a single one of those fine folks was fighting in a world gone mad. Their battles were in normal reality. She, on the other hand — was fighting for survival in an ocean of craziness. Bri’s world was right-out-of-The-Twilight-Zone nuts. How was she supposed to …?

      The mantra kicked in to save her.

      She repeated it, the calming words that were all that kept her sane, sober and alive.

      I have to build a chicken house, one simple chicken house.

      If she built a chicken house, she would survive. If she didn’t, she would die. If she built a chicken house, she could save a beautiful little girl with bright green eyes. If she didn’t, that little girl would be sucked into dark oblivion. Pretty simple equation when you got right down to it.

      That was all that mattered. She didn’t give a rip that the whole world had gone wonky, didn’t care. That wouldn’t stop her. She would let nothing stop her. The natural laws of the universe could all turn upside down, wrong side out, stand on a street corner whistling Dixie out their left nostrils and Brianna Haggarty would ignore it. She would do what she had to do no matter what.

      And right now what she had to do was pee.

      She felt her hands clenching into fists and the pressure on the bandage on the two fingers of her right hand shot a dagger of pain up her arm. That got her attention. That was sobering. Ten stitches, five on each finger just below the first joint, to close the slice across them. That was slowing her down. But she would persevere, one step at a time.

      Right now, those steps led through the front door of the convenience store, holding her breath, hurrying in that way of women who need to go to the bathroom, a body language cue other women intuitively picked up on, so the woman at the cash register just nodded — I get it — when she hurried past and slammed the little white door closed behind her.

      Getting back out of the store would be trickier, but the mechanic helped in that regard, was waiting just outside the doors for her as she stepped out into the beautiful June sunlight.

      “Got her open, but it’s all bent and the latch ain’t gonna hold it shut.”

      “So you duct taped it?

      “All I could do. It’ll hold till you can get it to the dealership. Brand new car like that, the thing’s still under warranty, ain’t it?”

      Brianna had no idea.

      “Sure is. So what do I owe you?”

      When she’d inquired earlier how much he would charge to get her crumpled trunk lid open, he merely shook his head, spit tobacco juice on the floor, and intoned solemnly, “Well, it’ll run ya …”

      She hadn’t heard that phrase in twenty years.

      Now, he was more specific.

      “I figger ten’ll cover it.”

      She reached into her purse to get her wallet, all hand motions made difficult by the bandaged fingers.

      “Hurt yourself, did ya?”

      “Hand saw — a sharp one.”

      He gave an empathetic cringe. “Ouch.”

      She opened her wallet, fished out the ten-dollar bill, and as she handed it to him, she noticed two things, one right after the other.

      Thing one was that Dawson McCade — my friends call me Cade, to which she’d called him Dawson, a grumpy response occasioned by the fact that he had just smashed into the back of her car — was no longer sitting in his pickup truck parked next to the convenience store. He had left. She knew where he was going, too, although he didn’t. Knew what was going to happen to him when he got there, too, though he didn’t have a clue about that, either. She sighed, and that’s when she noticed the second thing.

      Thing two was the front page of the Lexington Herald Leader in the newspaper rack by the front door of the store. There was a picture of a man’s face on the front page above the fold, security footage of the owner of a liquor store as he looked into the eyes of the gunmen about to shoot him. Brianna didn’t recognize the man, but she did recognize the look. His features were twisted with a combination of shock, surprise, denial and terror. She’d seen that same look earlier today — just a flash of it and then it was gone, and at the time she told herself she’d just imagined it. She hadn’t. The look on the face of the man moments from death on the front page of the newspaper was the same look she’d seen on Dawson McCade’s face when she’d asked him why he had come to Nowhere County.
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      Cade watched the woman turn away from her examination of the front of his car and go into the convenience store. He was just being paranoid, right? She wasn’t really interested in his particular truck for some sinister reason having to do with the people who wanted to see him dead. She’d just been standing there and her eye wandered to his crumpled bumper.

      And then to him, where she’d made eye contact.

      He knew her.

      Except he didn’t.

      For that brief moment of eye contact, he had recognized … what?

      Nothing.

      He slumped back against the seat and had to fight an urge to burst into tears.

      This was not happening. Absolutely was not happening, couldn’t be. When he finally woke up from this nightmare, sweating in tangled sheets, he would marvel at how totally realistic it had seemed.

      Except he wouldn’t. It was real. He really was on the run for his life and until … oh, say fifteen minutes ago, that had been his biggest problem. Not too shabby as far as life problems went.

      Now it seemed his biggest problem was finding three lost hours out of his day.

      He banged his palm against the steering wheel. This was already hard enough, the whole people-are-trying-to-kill-me thing was already enough of a load to carry without some other kind of craziness edging it off center stage.

      Though right now, he wasn’t sure where he ought to shine the spotlight. The lost hours. The crashed car. Or the woman he’d never met who seemed familiar, the one who was looking at the crashed front of his pickup like this wasn’t the first time she’d seen it.

      The mechanic had gone back into the garage, the woman into the store. A car pulled up in front of the store and the man who got out looked like a parody of a hillbilly, like maybe he’d dressed as a hillbilly for a Halloween party. But it was authentic, of course. A filthy wife-beater tee shirt under equally filthy overalls, that had only one shoulder strap fastened, the other one ended in frayed fabric. He was missing what Cade’s dentist would consider to be key teeth in front, an observation made even more disgusting by the fact that their absence was pretty much concealed by the wad of brown tobacco that swelled out the side of his jaw. A John Deere cap that had surely been handed down father to son for generations. Work boots covered in mud. Behind him trailed a skinny blonde girl whose face had been taken over by acne to the point it was painful to look at her. She was wearing jeans, plastic flip-flops and a tee shirt with the picture of a country western singer Cade couldn’t place.

      The woman glanced his way, then seemed to pause, to really look at him.

      Okay, this was certifiable. This level of paranoia really was crazy. Even if she knew him from somewhere — even if she’d been his prom date in high school — he wasn’t on the run from the whole world, wasn’t trying to hide from all of humanity. Just from one human, and in truth he wasn’t a human at all. Being afraid somebody would see him, recognize him, and would somehow be magically connected to Juan Renaldo Santiago, would call the guy up and give him map coordinates where to find Cade — that was textbook paranoia.

      But his skin still crawled.

      Reaching out with a hand he was surprised to see wasn’t shaking, he turned the key in the ignition, backed out of the parking space and headed back to the highway. He had no idea why he’d stopped there in the first place. He had been on his way to Nower County — Nowhere County, why did he know that? — and he wouldn’t get there sitting in a parking lot, contemplating the conundrums in his life.

      First things first. Get to the Butterfields’ house. Call the FBI — he could trust them — from there.

      Then … then he could figure out how the trip had managed to take three hours longer than it should have.

      He saw the welcome sign … just where he knew it would be, around the sharp turn after the spot on the mountain where there’d been a small rockslide. Past where the river ran along the roadside. The sign where somebody had added letters to make Nower County into Nowhere County. The red paint of the added letters had run in drips off the bottom of the sign.

      Just like it had looked the last time he saw it.

      Which had actually been the first time he had seen it, making this viewing the second time. He had all those thoughts one on top of the other as he blew by the sign. And as soon as he did, his mind was mugged, assaulted by images and memories and understanding — he got it! It was so staggering that the shock of it made him dizzy. And nauseous.

      He barely managed to pull over to the side of the road and get his door open before he lost the remains of the cup of coffee and a McDonald’s sausage egg McMuffin, hold the cheese, on the side of the road. He heaved and gagged, the retching coming from some deep place inside him. It was both a physical and psychological response. Physical in that it seemed like his stomach was trying to evacuate its contents with a force and determination he’d never before experienced. The term projectile vomiting had clarity now. And psychologically, because what his mind had experienced in the past thirty seconds or so was so shocking, stunning and disorienting, it would have made a stronger man than Dawson McCade lose his cookies.

      He heaved and heaved long after there was anything to deposit on the roadside grass, then fell backward into the seat gasping, tears running down his cheeks. He had never, never been that sick in his whole life! That’s when he spotted a car drive past the Welcome to Nowhere County sign, the Pontiac Grand Am that’d been at the garage a few minutes before, where the mechanic had been working to get the trunk open. Of course, now Cade knew what’d happened to the trunk. He had happened to the trunk, just as the Pontiac’s trunk had happened to the front of his pickup truck. He remembered it now, all of it. The memories had downloaded into his mind like a load of coal tumbling down a chute.

      But why now?

      No, that was not the essential question. The real issue wasn’t why now but why at all? The real question wasn’t about the remembering. It was about forgetting it in the first place. He had been in a wreck, had run into the back of the Grand Am in front of him, what … half an hour ago.

      Why had he forgotten all about it? And about everything else that had come before it?

      And then he remembered the last thing the woman had said to him — when he made the suggestion that he would call Triple A for her from the nearest phone. She’d said, “No, you won’t.” She’d seemed so sure. And she’d been right.

      The car continued down the road, blew past his pickup parked on the side of the road, didn’t even slow down. And he realized he couldn’t let her leave. She obviously knew what was going on here, or at least more than he did. He hurriedly closed the door on the stink from the pile of vomit he’d deposited next to it, and took off after the Pontiac. He caught up to her about half a mile away, pulled up behind her, flicked his lights and honked his horn. She couldn’t have missed him, but apparently intended to ignore him at first. Then, she must have thought better of it, pulled over to the shoulder of the road and stopped. He got out of his car and walked to hers. She rolled down her window, then just looked at him.

      He must have looked exceedingly miserable and confused because what seemed to be a compassionate smile washed over her face.

      “Deja vu all over again, huh,” she said.

      He couldn’t have agreed more.
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      As Cade drove along the winding mountain roads, following the Grand Am with a bashed-in trunk, he marveled at the wealth of memories that had downloaded into his mind in an instant. It was all clear now. It was crazier than a nuclear waste dump rat, but it was clear. He remembered it all, from the moment he first set “tire” in Nowhere County — the first time.

      

      Cade is beginning to think he’s taken the wrong road, that he’s been too freaked out to watch where he’s going, took a wrong turn somewhere, will never find Nower County at this rate, will have to backtrack, maybe go all the way back to Interstate 75 South—

      Then he rounds a corner and sees the sign. Welcome to Nower County. He smiles then. U.S. Marshal Henry Shaffer, the one with the port wine-colored birthmark on half his face, had talked about that.

      “Actually says ‘Welcome to Nowhere County.’” Shaffer had turned on the water in the sink then and Cade missed some of the next part. “… teenagers or somebody with a sense of humor added letters, an H after the W, and an E on the end of the word, making the word Nower into Nowhere.”

      He blows by the sign, trying to call to mind every detail he’d overheard of the conversation between Shaffer and U.S. Marshal Phil Webster, the one who looked like an accountant, actually had a pocket protector.

      “We’ll come in on County Road 268 from Lexington — enjoy the road — it’s the only good one in the county. It comes to a stop sign in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Funny.”

      “Not making a funny. True fact.”

      “The Middle of Nowhere is a place?”

      “Yep.”

      Maybe Shaffer had raised his hand in a Boy Scout salute at that point because he said, “Scout’s honor.” Cade couldn’t see a whole lot between the stall door and the jamb.

      “It’s actually the intersection of the two main roads and it’s supposed to be the geographic center of the county.”

      “Ah …the Middle of Nowhere.”

      “There’s a little strip mall at the crossroads, a veterinary clinic, a Dollar General Store and a bus shelter, but I doubt a bus has stopped there since the Cuban Missile Crisis.”

      Who dates things from the Cuban Missile Crisis?

      “Somebody put up a sign, though — not hand-lettered, a real sign — on the light pole: ‘Middle of Nowhere.’”

      “And the safe house is there because the middle of nowhere sounded like a good place to hide?”

      “When you get there, you’ll see why it’s a good place to hide.”

      Then he’d described the charming names of the roads leading to the house. Cade is sure he remembers them. Five minutes after he turns off the main road, he discovers there are no road signs!

      Okay, that’s not accurate, there are some road signs. In the space of half an hour, Cade sees three of them. Two of the three are so riddled with bullet holes they are unreadable. The third is only half a sign, but it’s enough for him to figure out that he is on Something Stump Road, and there was nothing about a stump road in the directions he overheard so he turns off it the first chance he gets.

      After that, all bets are off.

      Within minutes, he is hopelessly lost.

      Apparently, the people who live here don’t need signs to tell them where they’re going and if the stories he’d heard about the Eastern Kentucky mountains were true, they wanted nothing to do with outsiders. Taking down all the road signs is a good way to deter the incursion of strangers, but he can tell the signs were the victims of vandalism, not intent and purpose. They’d been put up, and then vandals either stole them off the poles or shot at them as they passed by. After that, the locals never bothered to replace them.

      Now what?

      And so he wanders.

      The roads wind and twist around through the steep valleys created by towering green mountains, wandering aimlessly, in no hurry to take anybody anywhere. Some small part of him notes that this is, indeed, one of the most beautiful places he’s ever seen — lush mountains offering majestic views of valleys, meadows with colorful wildflowers, sparkling streams — and wildlife. Deer. He sees two of them in the space of half a mile. But the beauty is blighted by buildings more shack than house, trailer houses affixed to the mountainsides by black satellite-dish stickpins, yards bestrewn with dead appliances, cars up on concrete blocks and the accumulated flotsam and jetsam of generations in poverty.

      He quickly becomes desperate enough that he would stop and ask for directions — even if a hillbilly with a shotgun threatens him with bodily harm. But he sees no one. The yards with broken tricycles and Big Wheels and tire swings on frayed ropes offer no children playing. There are no grownups on the porches. In fact, he realizes he hasn’t even passed a pickup since he drove into the county.

      The marshals were right. This is a perfect place to hide — as yet, not a single living soul knows he’s here. But he will never find his little — what was it Webster called it? — a little hidey hole — if he can’t find somebody to ask directions.

      Half an hour passes. Forty-five minutes. An hour. An hour and a half. He’s fighting a losing battle with the panic rising in his chest, but then he rounds a corner and the road he’s traveling dead-ends into another road. Like a real road, with white stripes and everything. And at the stop sign — there’s a stop sign! — there is also a sign that lets him know he’s been driving on Gallagher Station Road. Which means this for-real road must be Route 15. And that means the road he’s looking for, Little Knob Road, is just ahead and he’s to turn right on it and follow it to the first left turn, which is Big Knob Road — that’s why he’d remembered it, big knob and little knob. He’d remembered Gallagher because he’d loved the bald comedian who smashed watermelons with a sledgehammer and Route 15 because his first love in high school had lived on Route 15.

      “Their names are Butterfield, Maude and Hurl,” Marshal Shaffer had said.

      “Who names their baby boy Hurl?”

      “Mama Butterfield, apparently. They’re good people, not the sharpest knives in the drawer, but it’s only for a few days.”

      A few days. Thirteen, to be exact. Cade has counted. And re-counted. That’s how long it is until he gets his life back. They’ll bring him back to Louisville from the safe house on Wednesday night for the hearing the next morning. Today is Thursday, June 9, 1995. The hearing will be held in the federal courthouse in Louisville bright and early on Thursday, June 22.

      The hearing.

      He doesn’t want to spoil the semi-joy of finding the right road by thinking about the hearing.

      And there’s the house! The first one on the right, name’s on the mailbox.

      He pulls into the driveway, gets out and crosses the kinda-sorta grass lawn to the sidewalk and up the steps to the porch. He knocks on the screen door. Silence. Knocks again. More silence. He opens the screen to knock on the door behind it and when he does he sees that the door is ajar.

      He calls through the crack. “Mrs. Butterfield … is anybody home?”

      Silence. The kind of silence that indicates there is, indeed, nobody home. An empty, hollow kind of silence. He opens the door then, steps halfway in, opens his mouth to call out again, but then stops.

      The doorway opens directly into the living room. And the room is empty. Not just no people. No nothing. No furniture, no rugs — bone empty. He feels a chill then. For all his self-congratulation, he has obviously come to the wrong …

      No, the name on the mailbox said Butterfield. He’s in the right place. Though, of course, he can’t be. Calling out “hello” as he walks, he makes a circuit of the house and his gut ties in such a knot it’s hard to breathe. The rest of the house is as empty as the front room. No beds, no tables, no chairs. No clothes in the closets, food in the pantry, dishes in the cabinets.

      Nobody lives here.

      And when they left, they did a really good job of cleaning up after themselves. There’s not so much as a gum wrapper on the floor to indicate anybody ever lived here.

      His heart is hammering in his chest now so hard, he’s having trouble controlling the trembling in his hands. Going out to the building that
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