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  Chapter 1


  It was storming that night at Indian Vale and the cable TV was out. An operatic spring in Little Egypt. Barks of thunder jolted the windowpanes, and lightning cast the western hilltops into sudden stark relief. Rain fell like a horse pissing on a flat rock. Across Karbers Ridge, an easterly gale yowled through the pine-staked eskers and into our little valley. Knocked our cable out right in the middle of Sherlock. The English one with Bilbo Baggins as Dr. Watson and a Holmes who talks too fast to understand. We like it.


  “Power’ll be next,” said Anci, my daughter and sometime partner in crime.


  She was correct. Rural places like ours, a hen farts loud enough, the electricity goes out. A few moments later, there was a blast of white light and a racket like a cannon exploding. The lights flickered and died, and there we were in the dark.


  “Well, what now?” she said after we’d lit some candles and put them around the house.


  “We could stare at our phones,” I said.


  “I want to play Scrabble.”


  “We could stare at our phones,” I said.


  “You don’t want to play?”


  “I don’t want to lose,” I said. “When we play, I lose.”


  “Ever think of trying to win?”


  “My way’s safer.”


  “And here I was hoping I’d get into a good college one day.”


  I grumped some about it, but Anci was already grinning. She knew I’d play all along. I wanted her to get into a good college, too. Not that there was any doubt. We broke out the game board and pieces and had just got everything set up when someone knocked on our door.


  Anci said, “Probably just the wind.”


  “Or maybe not the wind. Maybe it’s someone stranded by this storm. Orphans and old ladies, even. You never know. I’ll go look.”


  “You wanna know what I think? I think you’re just stalling.”


  “That’s one of the benefits of being the grown-up in a situation,” I said. “You get to stall when you want to.”


  “I think you’re making that up.”


  She was right, but I got up and went to look anyway. It wasn’t the wind, and it wasn’t anyone stranded by the storm. It wasn’t old ladies or orphans. Two big guys were standing on my porch. One was normal big. The other might as well have been two horses in a man-suit. The smaller of the two had wavy gray hair and a beer belly you might have used to serve drinks in a roadhouse. The other guy was my old pal Jeep Mabry. He didn’t have a beer belly. He was wearing one of his brightly colored shirts and a felt hat. They were both wet from the hard rain and windblown. Neither of them looked especially gladsome. They weren’t carrying a pie or a basket of spring apples. No one was singing a funny song.


  “You guys are just in time for Scrabble,” I said, opening up.


  Jeep cocked an eyebrow. “Scrabble?”


  “That’s the one with letters on the little wood tiles,” I said. “What you do is, you arrange the letters to make words and get points. Then a teenager explains that your word isn’t really a word and that in any case you’ve misspelled it. At which point, you want to climb under the house in shame. It’s fun.”


  “It’s also tonight’s toll,” Anci said, appearing behind me. “Play to enter.”


  Jeep looked at the other guy and smiled a little, as though to say he’d expected something like this, maybe even told him so. It took me a moment to recognize him as Snake Dornan. I hadn’t seen him in maybe fifteen years, and age had stolen his hair and changed his face. Snake wasn’t his real name. His real name was Fred, but everyone in and out of the mines called him Snake, account of back when we worked our kip together he was a slippery little shit and always up to some scheme or other. I don’t know why, but a lot of coal miners are schemers by nature. Maybe it’s just they want to get rich quick and get out of the profession. I’m not sure. But even among coal miners, Snake was something different. Special, even. Honestly, you’ve never seen so many schemes. Occasionally, he’d get so many going at once, they’d overlap and end up canceling one another out. A master.


  “Hey, Snake.”


  “Hey, Slim.”


  “Wanna Scrabble?”


  “There an option here?” he said.


  “Nope.”


  “I wanna Scrabble then.”


  “And then we should talk, slick,” Jeep said.


  “It sounds serious.”


  Jeep said, “After the Scrabble.”


  The four of us went inside.


  We played two matches. Anci won both easily. She had this strategy of using actual words. Jeep wasn’t bad, but his wife was a college professor, so he had at least a little advantage. Snake might as well have been playing with nuclear isotopes. His game plan was to form as many two-letter words as possible. Three letters was really pushing it. Four caused him to break into a hot sweat. At one point, Anci spelled out “abrogate,” and Snake stared at it like she’d conjured a pixie straddling a miniature pink elephant. After a while, we finished the game and some Ben & Jerry’s ice cream we had in the icebox, the cookie dough kind. Anci wasn’t happy about sharing it, but Snake ate a big bowl and scraped the wax circle at the bottom of the carton with his spoon when he was finished. Anci tossed the empty container in the garbage with a mournful air. She hadn’t offered any of her orange sodas, I couldn’t help noticing.


  “This was fun,” I said, “But I’m guessing you’ll want to talk business now, assuming you didn’t actually drop by to play word games.”


  Snake glanced sideways at Anci.


  “It’s kinda nasty,” he said. “You don’t mind her listening in?”


  Anci said, “He doesn’t mind. I’m his business manager, so any new jobs come through me.”


  “That true?” Snake said to me.


  “It’s true,” I said. “Assuming this is about work.”


  “It’s about work,” Jeep said. “Leastways, it’s about a job. Hopefully an easy one.”


  “Hopefully?”


  Again, he and Snake glanced at each other.


  I said, “Well, something’s got you guys nervous, and you two being nervous makes me nervous. Especially you, Jeep. So maybe we should just have it out straight.”


  Snake sighed. “Okay, Slim. This is the poop. You know I used to work that BelCo mine up to Deering City. Fifteen years there. Long time. Before that, I was ten years at the Consolidation mine near Sesser. Mining’s all I know, all I thought I’d have to know, I guess. Well, that BelCo shop finally give out a few years back. It’s been tough since, this economy. Maybe more than tough. Downright mean sometimes. I looked to get on somewhere else, but jobs have been hard to come by. Meantime, I tried my hand at a couple different things, trying to make ends meet. Some of them worked out pretty good, some not so much. You know how it is.”


  “I know how it is.”


  Snake nodded at my knowing.


  He said, “I got a truck farm out there just off County Road 4 does pretty good. Ran it by myself for a while, then hired a couple of hands when the work got too much. Immigrants. Nice guys. That brings in a few bucks. Other side of it, I bought that little grocery store up the road a piece in Herrin, but I got drove out by that Walmart they put in. Not Walmart, but the other one. Walmart’s bigger brother.”


  “Sam’s Club,” Jeep said.


  “I know the name. I just don’t like putting it in my mouth. That’s it, though. One you got to have a membership to, and they check you out at the door to make sure you really paid for your ten-gallon barrel of pickles.”


  “Everyday low prices, though,” Jeep said. “Hard to beat that.”


  “What I found out,” Snake said. “My wife tried to talk me out of it, but I didn’t listen. Thought I could beat them by carrying a bunch of stuff they don’t. Specialty stuff the old Italians might like. Fancy canned tomatoes and spreads and jars of all kinds of imported vegetables, like that. Some nice cheeses, too. And breads.”


  “What happened?”


  “Woke up one morning on the railroad tracks with my pockets turned out. That’s what happened. Maybe all the old Italians are dead. Or maybe they just don’t mind where their tomatoes come from. Anyway, I went under like a canoe hit by a torpedo. Slept a month on the couch over it, too, so it was insult to injury.”


  I looked at Jeep. “I ain’t taking on Sam’s Club,” I said. “Not for no amount of money. Those people have basically conquered America, and I don’t want any part of them, even on my best day.”


  “It ain’t Sam’s,” Jeep said.


  Snake pressed on. “Another thing I done was buy up some houses. You know, real estate. One or two at first, then more. I still had a bit of money socked away—even after the store—and I used it to invest. My timing turned out to be pretty good, too. That big factory at the edge of town closed shop last year. One they made washers and dryers in. Maytag, I guess it was. A lot of folks ended up getting put out of their homes over it. They can’t afford their mortgages, the bank takes the houses back and throws an auction. Places go real cheap.”


  “Must have been like Christmas,” I said.


  Snake frowned. “I ain’t exactly proud of that part, I admit,” he said. “Taking advantage that way. I tell you, I prayed over it something fierce.”


  “Lemme guess,” Anci said. “The Lord ended up telling you that what you were doing was okay because you were basically a good guy, and hell, you might even be able to help a few folks by renting their own houses back to them.”


  Snake wouldn’t look at her. “Like I said, it wasn’t exactly my proudest moment. I even know some of them people. Knew them back when. But these days you take what you can find, and I took. I snapped up a few houses in Herrin and thereabouts for pennies and converted them into rentals. They turn a pretty good profit every month, and I finally got to move off the couch and back to my own bed.”


  “So what’s the problem?” I said.


  “This is where it gets interesting, slick,” Jeep said.


  Snake said, “Last year I bought a place out on Reed Cemetery Road, near Crenshaw and the power-plant woods.”


  “Near your place?” I asked Jeep.


  “Couple miles north.”


  “Pretty place, too,” said Snake. “Great big old white farmhouse. Built sometime around the turn of the last century. Thereabouts. Arched windows. Wraparound wood deck. Even got a turret and a spire on the back..”


  “You rent it out, too?”


  He nodded and frowned. “And that’s where my problem started. It’s a pretty secluded spot, Reed House, and there aren’t any neighbors in sight. Kinda lonely. Lot of folks might not like that so much, but I managed to rent the place to a nice young married couple name of Meeks. Tony and Lizzie. Signed them to a year-long lease.” He paused. “You got anything to drink? Telling this hurts my throat.”


  I said, “Got some
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