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​​​​​​​Chapter 1 
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August - Missouri Ozarks

The growling machine noises, bangs, and men’s loud voices lured Tommy from his campsite in the woods. Metal mammoths belched black breath as they muscled about on their treads, digging, pushing, their thick arms lifting, working Mr. Walsh’s land.

Proper work, good work, amen, thought Tommy.

Acrid odor of diesel exhaust fought the sweet tang of pine needles from the trees behind him. Hands hung high on the chain-link fence, Tommy stared at the sloppy, uneven plank stack on the other side. In this thin world, Tommy was good at watching, poor at remembering. Prickly prod warnings and flaming hurt about things not right drove him to make corrections.

Need fixing, amen.

Tommy searched for an opening along the fence line. Sometimes the way into places were hard to find. Sometimes those were locked or guarded. Eventually, all surrendered to his Angels. A sure thing to him.

Inside the perimeter, Soft Angel announced, Thirty-seven things to make right. Tommy liked Soft Angel best, liked his agreeable ways. When he was a child, Aunt Vera had taught him about angels.

The past was a meager thing—everything was now, all it ever was for him. He walked to the woodpile, stood before it, studied it. The first step in righting things took the longest, the most thought, casting off possibilities until the best was found. For Tommy, time held no tick-tocks, no future.

“Whatcha doing, boy? I ain’t paying you to stand around. Move those boards to the laydown area and be quick about it.”

Mr. Walsh, Hard Angel told Tommy.

The man’s words constricted, gave small panic. Tommy didn’t respond. He feared he might stutter. Angels flurried at the challenge of the boss’s voice. He didn’t turn to face the man he towered over. Tommy drew his sheath-knife, held it for a breath before leaning over to cut the tight strapping-bands on the lumber pile, making them pop. Choosing three rough slabs, he cradled them in his arms, not over his broad shoulders, as most men would do. Aunt Vera made him carry things close to his chest.

Less clumsy for a clumsy boy.

The laydown area. He didn’t know where it was. The man would tell him. Bosses always told him.

“Are you tetched? Over there, damn it, over there, you lummox.”

Aunt Vera said cursing was wrong, needed correcting, but the woodpile called his hands first. Chin down, Tommy turned, saw the man’s boots. Not workman-scuffed leather. These were big boss boots, polished and clean.

Tommy didn't look at the man’s face, preferring to stay hidden under his drooping, wide-brimmed slouch hat, eyes held on the ground. It startled people when they first saw his face, unsure what was different, then came aware it was his eyebrows and lashes: he didn’t have any, not one hair on his body. His wide-spaced eyes caused some to turn away, made some step back or take to silence mid-sentence. In other times, men poked him, pushed him, struck him, called him names to weaken or deny his existence.​

It’s your size, your strength they envy, Hard Angel said.

Tommy helped other men after putting the woodpile in the correct place. No jiggety-jagged misaligned ends. Carried sand and mortar sacks to build crisscrossed squares piled six high. He stopped to wipe sweat from his face and take a dipper of water from the tank truck before starting on another stack, on another boot heel carved X. His day moved on. He stepped through this land of no consequence to him.

Blond Hair sheathed his hammer, nudged Brown Hair, pointed at Tommy. “Watch this.” Blond threw a shoulder as Tommy passed, pushed him off his path, mouthed off, “Hey, what are you, some kinda big-ass armadillo?”

Tommy found his balance, continued on his way. It was a no-never-mind thing to him.

“Leave him be,” Brown chided. Tommy trundled on.

“What? Was havin’ some fun. Lookit, tell me he don’t look like an armadillo, back and forth like that, all hunched an’ head down, limpin’ and short steppin’,” Blond said, slapping his thigh, busting up at his own joke.

“Yeah,” Brown said, “but he doesn’t look like he has a care in the world. Not like you with that disgusting woman you live with.”

“She might be a pile at times, but after a while, your sister kinda grew on me. ’Sides, she’s got a sweet truck.”

The men chuckled, dug their hands into pouches for more nails. Brown nodded toward Tommy. “I wouldn’t want him bowed up. You see that Arkansas toothpick he’s got strapped down? Bet that pig-sticker could slice you up pretty fast.”

“Yeah, but he don’t have the sense God gave a goose, working constant-like in this heat.” Blond pinched a nail, centered it on the plank, raised his hammer for a clean stroke.

Hard Angel whispered. 

Blond’s hammer veered on its downward path, striking, struck his hand, made it bleed, broke a finger. Sucking blood and moaning, he cursed, stomped the ground, bent over, and clutched his wound.

“Gotta be more careful,” Brown said. 

The sun was high when the men laid their tools aside and turned off and stepped down from machines and scaffolds. They headed to pickup trucks inside the fence line. No one told Tommy to stop working.

More to make right.

He picked up two cement bags, carried them to the mixing area, aligned them, made the stack square. When he went back for another load, the men had returned, gathering with lunch boxes under shade trees.

Blue boxes, black boxes, gray boxes. More than ten.

“Hey, fella.” A man in tan overalls, a boss, stood in his way, blocking the perfect, straightway path. “You gonna work through lunch? Old Man Walsh can’t keep you from taking a break. If you were union crew, we’d keep it from happening. He can’t treat a hired hand like that.”

Hired hand. Lunch. Those words stuck. The others drifted away, not needed. “Not hired. Fixing things not right. Got no dinner.”

Aunt Vera says the noon meal is dinner, amen.

The crew boss cocked his head. “If you’re not his hand, why are you working here?”

Tommy gave the only answer suiting most everything he did. “Correcting, making right, always things to make right.”

“Damn. You aren’t getting paid?” The man gave Tommy a firm look. “Well, stop for a while and grab some shade with us. My name’s Harry. What’s yours, big man?”

“Aunt Vera calls me Tommy Blue.”

“Well, all right, Tommy Blue, come on then.” Harry gripped his arm, made him stagger-walk beside him. “How d’you hurt your leg?”

“Not hurt. Shorter.”

Soft Angel’s breath breezed through the gathering as Harry and Tommy approached the lounging workers. The men accepted him, made a place in the grass, shared their food: an apple, a ham sandwich, a fried pie. Fat Angel was pleased, always pleased when food and comfort came Tommy’s way.

“Where ya live?” Red Plaid asked, picking his teeth. Tommy pointed east toward the woods. Beyond lay the town of Harrison. “Got family near town?”

Tommy shook his head. Head shakes and nods were easier than saying among these plain men, men who made things right.

Stay quiet. Listen, Hard Angel said.

Tommy did. The men cursed without intent or malice. Simple punctuations, separations in the flow of words. Pepper for the salt.

Conversations swirled and overlapped under the shade. Tommy caught mention of trucks, fishing, new tools. “ . . . carbide teeth are the best ones . . . rain Friday, looks like . . . don’t see how Walsh is gonna make any money out of this . . . and that’s why they call her cheap cheeks.” Laughter, shoulder slaps, and elbow digs circulated.

The August day burned down. Tommy paid attention when someone talked to him, nodded as he corrected things. He made right the fifty-three nails spilled on the ground, the twenty-seven sawed-off stub ends. Tommy never counted. His Angels did that for him, kept track of needs and wrong things, things and people needing correction. The shadows grew longer. The men stopped again, made their way to the pickup trucks.

A small boss told Tommy to stop work, go home. Engines roared, crunching tires pulled along the gravel drive, then onto the asphalt roadway. Wheel whines softened in the distance. Tommy watched.

Quitting time must be.

Tommy splashed a dipper of water to his head, another down the back of his bibbed overalls. Past the gate, he turned left, headed to the green hollow by the creek in the woods where he’d slept for the last two nights. A stop on his journey to nowhere particular he could say.

Beyond the tree line, a rustle and a grunt came from the underbrush. Tommy snorted back at the enormous beast he’d met yesterday.

Piggy. Ugly, like me, amen.

Waved along, the feral boar followed. Most animals did when he invited them. This one enjoyed soft roots but ate most anything. Piggy gobbled up the apple core Tommy tossed, saved from dinner. Close to camp, Tommy parted a curtain of wild grape vines dangling from the upper reaches of the oak trees.

Don’t blunder in. Never blunder.

His Angels had picked this place, a right place for Tommy, a comfortable enough hidden spot beneath the undercut rock shelf high on the creek bank.

Hungry, Piggy?

He reached into his foraging sack. His fingers touched the salt-cured ham shank’s string net, pushed aside crinkly cellophane wrapped crackers, some with cheese. He chose a can with a picture of brown beans, snapped the lift ring, peeled back the lid, dumped it on the ground. Piggy appreciated his supper.


Fix Piggy’s broken tusk.

No, Hard Angel said. When you do those things, it leaves a trace the others can find.

Others?

We’ve told you of them. The bad people. Remember?

I’m not good at remembering, thought Tommy.

We do that for you.


The ham shank took a hard seesaw of Tommy’s knife to cut past the thick rind before he could carve off chunks for the creek water cookpot, for soaking to draw out the heavy salt. The boar worked its jowls to push out pine straw, snuffled the ground for what he’d missed. Tommy studied his friend. The hog was lolling about, licking its snout clean of the brown juice. The shank came from one of its own kind. Piggy didn’t care. He chomped on the hardened pork rind Tommy tossed.

Easier getting than rooting, Piggy.

Tommy tilted the pot, drained the water, then added beans from another can. He spooned out his cold supper, thinking about tomorrow.

One can left. Need more.

Satisfied with food and the day’s work—what he remembered of it—Tommy leaned back.

Forage soon, Fat Angel said.

Red skies tonight, Soft Angel told Tommy.

When Soft Angel made skies red to his eyes, no one saw things Tommy did. His presence was pushed beyond their awareness, leaving an empty place. No one can see empty. Soft Angel used other colors to inform him of this world. For people and things, blue meant nice, green was bad. There were other Angel colors for things needing Tommy’s attention, and for warnings.

Settling in, he pulled off his boots and socks, wiggled the six toes on each foot.

Little fingers. Need new boots.

Take a sack tomorrow, Hard Angel directed.

The beans and ham had pushed hunger away, satisfying Fat Angel. Tommy knew other things needed doing before night pleasures. Some things he never forgot.

Wash first, cleanliness, godliness, amen.

The winding creek held a deep stretch in the bend, deep enough to dunk his head if he squatted. He stripped off his overalls and T-shirt, stripped naked, enjoyed the freedom. Piggy wallowed, churning mud to rid himself of ticks and fleas, to soothe his skin. Tommy never got ticks. Gnats, flies, stingers, and biters left him alone. He washed his clothes first, then spread them across bushes to dry.

Mine Piggy. Don’t touch.

In the deepest part, where the creek water pleasantly drifted, Tommy floated on his back and studied the tree branches reaching down, arching, hiding the sky. He exhaled, sank in the coolness, made bubbles, enjoyed their rise to the surface, shiny balls rubbing against each other before they burst.


Don’t stay under too long, Tommy. More to do, said Soft Angel. 

More to do. One more minute, he begged.

Pleasure treasure time, insisted Fat Angel.


Minutes passed as Tommy lay beneath the water. Seven, if someone were around to count. Tommy finally rose from the water, found dry clothes in his rucksack. Sitting next to Piggy, he dragged his treasure bag close, opened it. Inside, tens of round shiny things, wedding rings, nose rings, five large earrings, one for each of the thick fingers of his free hand. He swirled them, made the collection jingle, heard the clicks against the oval stone at the bottom. The metallic sound of his horde and the hard smoothness pleased his Angels.

The first rings came from a face Tommy met along the road. A wrong face, a scowling, dark green face. He watched as an oncoming car struck, landing her next to him. 

Green face needs correction. Head on wrong.

Take the rings, Fat Angel said.

Tommy guided his hands, knife-slicing the metal circles from soft flesh as the Angels rewarded him with waves of pleasure. Perfect things with no end. Three earrings, four rings on the left eyebrow, two on her lower lip. The small ones are the hardest to harvest when your fingers are slippery red. He considered the head cradled in his lap, its body stretched out, face staring up at him. 

Upside down funny

When he finished, he wiped away the copper smelling redness with his bandana, pulled the corners of her mouth to a smile. While he sat, gathering in the ditch, cars passed. No one saw him. None slowed under Angel’s red skies. 

That was then.

Before she was corrected, Aunt Vera had told Tommy, “You were wrapped in a dirty blue blanket, you and that stone. I plucked you from a Goodwill box I was rummaging.” Vera gave him his name and gave him a home, of sorts. He remembered the times she got green angry. She’d take the stone from the cupboard, from next to her tall bottles of amber medicine. She’d shake it at him. “This is all you got in this world. Everything else, I gave you. Remember that, you dirty boy.”

The times she called him dirty boy, she’d stand him in the washtub, soap sponge him, rinse him with buckets of cold well water. Tommy’s Angels didn’t like her touch, didn’t want her touching the stone, told him it was a wrong thing. When Vera fell asleep from drinking too much medicine, he took the stone down, held it against his cheek.

Smooth, warm, forever mine, amen.

Sleepy from a hard day’s work and a belly filled, he twisted the top of the collection bag and stuffed it to the bottom of his pack. He drifted off. Thoughts of new boots, new friends, and fried pies mingled and danced in the other world, the thick world, another place Tommy knew. Another bag kept the ring sack company. The Angel’s glass beads were for throw aways as he walked through this thin world.

The Angels didn’t want him to remember much of his past. Sometimes they argued with each other, but never about treasures, never about the stone. To the Angels, the stone was a part of Tommy, from the before, in the long time.

Past midnight, he rose to forage. He scooped up handfuls of glass beads from the Angel’s sack, filled his side pockets.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, TOMMY was waiting when the crew arrived. A small boss waved. A few other men did the same. “Glad to see you again, Tommy,” said Harry. Tommy bob-nodded as the man reached up, slapped him on the back, pointed. “Guess you can start over there this morning. Or whatever pleases you.”

Before midday, Tommy felt Hard Angel rustle. Skies turned red. A tire blew, a forklift tilted, a high-lifted one-ton tumble of cinder blocks and wood pallet staves fell from its arms, crack-shattering as they landed. The avalanche crushed and stabbed the man underneath. Tommy joined the yelling men, grabbing, tossing from the pile.

Motions grew less frantic as the last came free. Tense-jawed, the workers stood in amateur vigil around the body, faces sad, hands jammed in pockets. Everyone but Tommy backed up from the twisted, broken body, a caved in skull, leaking human essence in the dirt. He knelt at the feet of the corpse, felt a hand tug at his sleeve. “Leave the boy be, came a voice. Finally, a boss covered the body with a tarp. Tommy walked away when the ambulance and sheriff’s deputy arrived. No one who came for it saw the dead man’s boots were missing.

Tommy walked to the fence line, sat in the shade. He took off his boots, laced on the new ones, and put the old pair in his sack.

Waste not, amen.

There was more to that, but Aunt Vera’s broomstick always struck on the first two words. He remembered those.

​***
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CONSTRUCTION OF THE six single story long buildings was a thirty-day project. Quick and dirty, a man said, quick and dirty since no one would live in them, would only pass through this roadside attraction. Tommy knew the men would leave today after pounding the last shingle and clearing away debris.

No more fried pies.

“Come on, Tommy, let’s check about getting you paid some.” Harry pulled him along over to the big boss, the owner of Haunted Acres.

Tommy tried to avoid attention, but Harry insisted. “We’re done, Mr. Walsh. Here’s the punch cards and inspection certificates. This is Tommy. He’s been working for the last three weeks. Thought he was your hired hand, at first. I think you owe him something.”

“I don’t have any damn hired hands. You pay him.”

Harry took off his ball cap and scratched his head, lending countryman credence to his next words as he squared up. “Well, as I recall, you bossed him around more than a few times. If he’s not union, I can’t pay him. Not legal. The boys threw into a kitty, but it ain’t much. He did a lot of hard work, lifting and carrying.”

“I’m not giving him a nickel,” said Walsh, raising his green, pug face to look up at Tommy before turning away. Soft Angel fluttered. Walsh’s hard color faded, softened to a paler green. “Well, maybe I could use a steady hand. Cheaper than bringing in day labor or contractors for the small stuff. You up for room and board as part pay, boy?”

Tommy understood room, board, and pay. He’d had those in times past.

“He mute?”

“Naw. Speak up, Tommy. Yes or no.”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right, then,” said Walsh. “Go up to the house. Sit on the steps, but stay off the porch. I’ll be along shortly.”

Tommy headed over the rise to a large house of spindled gables, high arched windows, and a wide veranda. He enjoyed working, liked helping, making things right, liked the heat and steam sweat of summer. Liked his new boots.
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​​Chapter 2
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December - Saturday

Sheriff Ray Walters wore winter on his face, set there by age and experiences not pleasant. Standing at the double doors, he reached under his jacket and patted his shirt pocket for a ghost pack of cigarettes, thirty years gone. He didn’t like this chilly place. Didn’t like the reasons for visits. The antiseptic odor flooded up memories of four horrible days at the hospital, watching, waiting, without hope. He pushed through into the white tiled chamber, the dead’s domain.

“Morning, Doc.”

Ben Grier lifted his head. With a practiced snap, he stripped off his gloves. “You owe me a fishing trip, pal.”

“Yeah, been too busy,” Ray said, rubbing his neck. “Emma, you know.” His eyes shifted, sought distraction in the bright lights and stainless steel reflections.

“How’s she doing?” asked Doc.

“Has her ups and downs, good days and bad.” 

Ben's shoulders slumped. “Such a shame.” He opened one of the cooler drawers and slid out a tray. “Guess this is who you came to see.”

“On the phone, you said it was an ax.”

Doc held up Homer Stanton’s pallid right arm. He used a retractor to pull back a flap of skin, exposing bone at the left wrist stump. “A sharp wedge shape. Single stroke, seven centimeters above the end of the radius. The angle of impact is the same across both bones. Took someone strong to sever them in one stroke.” Doc pulled the sheet back over Homer’s corpulent body, leaving the head exposed. “Did your boys find the hand?”

Ray shook his head. “Carried off by a hog or the person who did the chopping. Was Stanton dead before he lost it?”

“Yeah, at least a few minutes. If he’d been alive, the vessels and artery would have retracted to limit bleeding. Had a massive brain aneurysm in the left carotid artery. Neck snapped at the C4 vertebra from falling out of the tree stand. Either would have killed him.”

Doc Grier pointed to a stitched y-shaped scalpel line on the corpse’s neck, made during the autopsy. “Wasn’t choked. The hyoid bone is intact. It gets crushed in a stranglehold.” He added, “No defensive wounds on the body, though it’s hard to tell after what the pigs did.”

Ray nodded. “Churned up the scene. Couple of chunkers by the hoof prints. Tried to overturn his ATV. Deputy Nelson shot at one. Missed. Said he thought the boar was the one they call Rufus. Never saw that one before, but said the left tusk was broken.”

Doc peered over the top of his glasses. “Danny Nelson? Sadie Nelson’s boy? I delivered that little squirmer, set his broken arm when he was about twelve. Where the hell have all the years gone, old man? Was Danny first on the scene? I need it for my report.”

“Yeah. Danny found him after Homer’s brother reported him missing. I’ll send over the scene photos for your files.”

“Vickie already sent them by.” Doc Grier pulled the sheet over Homer’s face. “Nothing more I can do here. You releasing him? For the funeral home, I mean.”

“No, give it another day. Call to remind me. On second thought, keep him on ice until the tox report comes back.”

Doc slid the long tray into the cooler. The door clicked shut. Another stiff kept Homer company in the cold dark: a drifter. It would be a county burial for both, a plain concrete marker, gravediggers in attendance. The Methodist minister might show up to sprinkle a few words over the ground.

Before leaving the morgue, Ray squared up his Stetson, stretched his back, then faced Doc again. “Natural causes?”

“Absent blunt force trauma or bullet holes, I’d say so, pending toxicology.”

“Keep it under your hat about the hand being chopped off. I don’t want folks to start wild-ass guessing who did it.”

Outside, he turned up his collar against the chilly wind and gray sky. He stepped onto the sidewalk and the streets of Harrison.

***
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A RUSTY MAILBOX HUNG from a post where dirt met blacktop. Turning off County Road 63 to the rutted track leading to Wedlow Stanton’s trailer, Ray shifted down a gear. His truck wallowed forward. County should grade this before winter freeze sets hard.

The only other time he’d been out here was for a medical emergency. The paramedic said Wedlow had suffered a stroke. That was over twenty years ago. Wedlow returned home blind. Ray squeezed the steering wheel, gazing out along the straight quarter mile stretch. Nothing for the county to be interested in paving. No active voters on this dead-end dirt.

Fifty yards down the narrow treelined path, a woman’s voice blared a scratchy question over the radio. “Sheriff Walters, you got ears?”

Ray stopped his truck, unclipped the mic. “Go ahead, Vickie.”

“Gerald Hanson, up by Chesterville Crossroad, called in. Not an emergency. Said someone broke his fence. Said by the ruts it was probably a small model, blue paint scrapes. He figured—”

“Vickie, I’ve told you before to use radio codes. People listen in.”

“Ray, I’ve been county dispatch for eighteen years. Half your boys don’t know the codes. You remember when Deputy Sanders thought I said ten-thirty two? I told him ten-fifty four. Had lawmen from forty miles out, mad-dog howling along every highway and goat trail looking for a fugitive with a gun instead of a couple of cows. Took me an hour to straighten it out. You want me to send someone or not?”

Ray tipped his head back. He’d lost this round. “Not unless livestock’s in the road. Check who’s ten-eight. Tell ’em to run ten-forty, and take some pictures if they have time. Nothing else we can do.”

“You at the Stanton place yet?”

“Ten-four. I’ll be ten-six for a while.” Ray smiled. It was enough of a rebuke, enough of a reminder.

Wedlow’s trailer occupied a rectangular patch of ground carved from the shaggy woods. A sad, sagging, single-wide mobile home streaked with pine pollen and running rust, a wish away from giving up. Pieces of this and that littered the overgrown lot. An old rust-eaten tractor, a few junk cars in their last resting place. Ray pulled around in the front yard, pointing his truck back to the road. He yelped the siren to let Wedlow know he’d arrived.

Ray swung out of his truck. His boot found the running board. It pissed him off when the county garage put one on under the driver’s side door. It was a statement, a visible proclamation he was getting older. After a year, he’d grudgingly accepted it.

Climbing down, he was glad he didn’t wear a full rig on his belt. Leave it to the young bucks to carry all that weight around and wish they hadn’t when their backs started giving pain in later years.

The trailer door opened. Wedlow stuck his head out, banged his cane on the door jamb. “Who’s there?”

“Sheriff Walters.”

“Well, come on in, then.” Wedlow retreated, left the door unlatched.

Ray stepped up the unpainted wood treads, moved inside to a warm, sour dimness. Wedlow sat head down, fingers interlaced over his stomach bulge, swallowed up in a brown corduroy recliner. Dirty plates and glasses, cereal boxes, and cans lined the kitchen counter behind him. A gray plastic wall mount showed where a phone once hung. One spot on the couch was clear, across from an old television set, static crackling from being recently turned off, rabbit ears spread. Ray stood.

“Sorry about Homer. Doc said it was a sudden brain bleed. Went quick, no pain.” Doc hadn’t said the last part, but Ray thought the bereaved would want to hear it. Ray had experience with the pain of the dying.

Eyes still closed, Wedlow huffed. “The damn fool had no business out shootin’ hogs. Fancied himself a hunter. Hell, he couldn’t hit . . . well, you know. Even when we was kids with 22s.”

“He got one this time.”

“Can I get you somethin’? Got beer and sweet tea.”

Ray checked his watch and ignored Wedlow’s question, wanting answers to those he’d come to ask. Wedlow lifted his chin, pointed his face toward the hallway leading to the far end of the trailer, pushed his words away. “Bet it was too heavy for him to heft aboard that four-wheeler. Prob’ly what busted his veins. Can you see your way clear to have it towed back here? And the rifle—it’s mine.”

“Scopes broke, but I’ll see to it.”

“Can you ask Peterson to sell the four-wheeler for me?”

To Ray, it was a non-question in situations like this. A given he’d arrange it.

All these years, living out here blind, isolated except for his brother’s company, gave time enough to build a rancid outlook on life. Wedlow had been a diesel mechanic before his stroke, had a natural talent for it, by all reports. He’d made good money in his day. Now he was a shell, stewing in caustic juices, waiting for the Missouri dirt to take him in. No one left to argue with, to curse at. No one interested in his life.

“Need to ask a few questions, to close out the case . . . for when a body is found with no witnesses. Did Homer have any enemies? Anyone with a grievance against him?”

“Hell, Sheriff, nobody liked that worthless slob. Mostly lived off my disability check. Look around. Kept moving his shit, piling it deeper and wider for me to trip over.”

Ray nodded, then caught himself, and asked the same question a different way—a lawman’s habit. Sometimes a slightly different answer was instructive. “Any beefs? Anyone in particular, anything specific?”

“Only Peterson, ’bout some ATV repairs. Few years back.”

Wedlow struggled to his feet, found the countertop, then shuffled into the kitchen. He patted around the sink, searching, found empty cans, pushed them to the backsplash. His hands kept moving, fingers looking. “Get you something to drink?”

“No, thanks. Can’t stay. Anything more? Any visitors lately? Strangers?”

“No. Have to be a fool to come down this road.” Wedlow found a pot, a can, the opener, and set them next to the stove. “Present company excepted, of course.”
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