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“And this also,” said Marlow suddenly, “has been
one of the dark places of the earth.”

Conrad


Sunday, 2:07 to 2:53 AM

None of them knew they had hit someone—not even Nick, not right away. They had been cruising along at sixty or better, Finney pushing the Acura through the curves while Nick dug through the cooler for fresh beers, aware only of a vague sense of hurtling light, a blur of naked trees beyond the back window, the bone-jarring throb of Warren Zevon over the sound system. They would argue over what happened next. Finney said he had seen a flicker of movement in the dark at the edge of the road; Tucker, riding shot-gun, claimed to have seen nothing, nothing at all. Nick didn’t see anything either—he was fumbling with the pull tab on a can of Bud—but he remembered a shuddering sensation, as if the Acura had bounced across a monster speed bump way too fast. A gout of beer sloshed over his hand, and a phrase—

“Sleeping policeman—”

—ricocheted crazily through his mind. He glanced out the back window in the same moment that Finney stepped on the brakes.

What he saw there—a ragamuffin tumbling shape, black against the surrounding blackness—sent ice surging through his veins. The Acura fishtailed and spun across the yellow line, its tires squealing; it came to rest facing in the opposite direction. Finney dropped the car into neutral as Warren Zevon barreled into “Excitable Boy.” Finney punched the knob, silencing the stereo.

He turned to glance back at Nick, his face hollow and strange in the greenish backwash from the dash. “What did you say?”

“Sleeping policeman.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Tucker said.

“A speed bump. You never heard that?”

“Fucking speed bump,” Tucker said, but to Nick the voice sounded nervous. A cold weight—like a chunk of iron—had settled in his gut. He sipped at the beer for something to do, but the truth was, he didn’t want it anymore. It tasted warm and brackish. Thick. The way he imagined blood might taste.

They sat there a moment, the Acura idling in the middle of the twisting mountain road. Twin cones of pale light pierced the darkness. Their skid marks stood out against the pavement in stark relief.

“That wasn’t a speed bump,” Finney said.

“What was it?”

“A man,” Nick said.

“No way. I caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of my eye. It was moving way too fast to be a man.”

“It wasn’t anything,” Tucker said.

“I think it was a deer.”

“Sure,” Tucker said. “A deer. That’s what it was.”

Finney shifted into first and brought the Acura around into the proper lane, slowly picking up speed. Nick leaned back, stretching his legs across the back seat. Through the driver’s side window he watched a scrolling panorama of black sky and mountain slope. Patches of snow lingered here and there under the trees, but the worst of it had melted. The road was clear. When he glanced between the bucket seats, Nick could see the dash. The speedometer needle hovered at a cautious thirty miles an hour. The digital clock changed from 2:13 to 2:14. A vision of that black shape tumbling across the pavement kept breaking into his thoughts—a tatter of dirty cloth, a white blur that might have been a face. No matter how hard he tried, he could not make his mind think it had been anything other than a man. He leaned up between the seats. The clock read 2:16.

“I think we should go back.”

“You think.”

“No way,” Tucker said. “I gotta get some sleep or how am I gonna study for that Western Civ exam?”

“I’m with Tuck. It’s late and I need to cram tomorrow, too. It was just a deer. I think we should let it go.”

“We should never have come in the first place,” Tucker said. “Fucking hour drive.”

“You didn’t seem to mind when that redhead was shaking her ass in your face,” Finney said.

“You left skid marks. They can match those, you know.”

Tires thrummed over pavement. Tucker drained his beer, crushed the can, and dropped it to the floorboard.

Nick said, “Maybe it was a deer, maybe it wasn’t. But it’s not going to look good if it wasn’t and we just drove off. Not for us and not for your dad, Finney.”

“Fuck you,” Finney said.

He braked, steering the car into a scenic overlook. He parked at the end of the lot, facing a row of coin-operated telescopes mounted on iron posts. Mountains surrounded them on three sides, steep and impregnable. In daylight, the view would have been spectacular; now, shadow cloaked the far reaches of the parking lot. Just beyond the windshield, a black abyss opened up, stippled with the lights of a small town. Ransom. Nick tried to pick out the college. Futile, he thought. Nothing was clear, nothing visible.

He said, “What if it’s a man and he’s alive, what’s your dad going to say?”

“What if he’s dead?” Tucker asked.

“Either way,” Finney said, “the Senator’s not going to be happy.”

He dropped the car into reverse and returned to the road. None of them spoke on the way back.

Finney stopped the Acura in the center of the northbound lane, catching the thing in the high beams. It lay twenty yards away, a black, lifeless heap against the gray pavement, framed by a glitter of chrome and plastic. Nick knew that if he got out and knelt before the car he would find damage. A shattered turn signal, a dent, something. Nothing dramatic, but damage all the same.

Evidence.

“We can’t just sit here, Nick,” Finney said.

“Come on, then.”

“Not me,” Tucker said.

Nick paused with his hand on the door handle. Tucker had turned, his moon face pale and worried in the space between the seats, his brown hair disheveled.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the one wanted to come see. So see.”

“We’re all in this together.”

“Uh-uh. Save me that three musketeer shit, Nick. I didn’t do dick. You’re the one had to see. Finney, he’s the one driving.”

“And you’re just a fucking choirboy, I supp—”

“Save it,” Finney said. “Just check it out, Nick.”

Nick opened the door and got out. Early December air gnawed at his hands and cheeks. The night smelled of damp earth and leaves, of the blue exhaust gauzing the air around the Acura. He squinted back into the blaze of headlights, noticing the smashed parking light on the passenger side and the shadowy fold of a dented fender. He imagined the car lunging into motion, abandoning him. The windshield was a black mirror. He couldn’t see Finney, couldn’t see Tucker. Doubt wormed at him. We’re all in this together, he had said.

But were they?

The macadam steamed under the black sky. On his right the ridge climbed steeply, a near vertical wall of granite outcroppings and stunted trees. On his left, the road fell away into dense underbrush interspersed with patches of white pine, barren hickory, walnut. A stream chuckled down there somewhere, swollen with thaw.

Nick identified the dark heap before he crouched beside it. Black leather trench coat. Black jeans. Hand-tooled leather boots. A man. The body was still warm, and when he touched it, his hand upset its center of gravity. His breath caught in his throat as the man rolled bonelessly, empty of volition: an out-flung arm; a rustle as the coat fell open on one side, revealing a white shirt of raw silk; and last of all the face, a pale wedge upturned beneath the sky. He had been blond, handsome, his narrow face artfully stubbled.

Nick lifted his head, sensing something watching him, something in the woods. He studied the line of dark trees. Underbrush rustled to his left, and he turned his head swiftly. He caught a flash of movement as something big—

—a bear?—

—crashed deeper into the darkness. And then the night was still.

Christ.

He turned to the car and waved his arm.

The Acura crept forward, reversed onto the shoulder and parked, headlights burning into the oncoming lane. Shadows drifted over the dead man’s face, and Nick backed away, his eyes fooled. For a moment, he had seen the dead man grin. Car doors slammed, the sound batting away between the ridges. Footsteps crunched across the graveled berm.

“Oh, Christ,” Tucker said.

Nick heard him stumble into the weeds, retching, but he did not turn around. He sat there on his haunches gazing into the dead man’s face, struck suddenly by the absence of trauma. Blood trickled from one nostril and he could see another wet patch, black in the headlights, at the crown of the guy’s head, but otherwise there was nothing. Nick gazed down at the guy, thinking of Candy, a miniature schnauzer. He’d loved that dog like life and he had found her just the same way one day after school: lying on the roadside, intact, whole, untouched except for the slight inconvenience of being dead. But he had felt more then. Real grief.

Now all he felt was fear.

He felt hollowed out with fear.

He stood, studying Finney. Finney looked just like his father: dark wavy hair, eyes the color of dirty ice and just about as cold, a strong jaw. It was easy to imagine his face on a campaign poster, the junior senator from the state of Tennessee. Like father, like son. Finney had grown up in Memphis, and he had a cornpone accent he could turn off and on like a spigot. If he had been just a trifle less spoiled he would have gone to Vandy like the old man. He had come to Ransom instead, a nice compromise: small, private, and not too demanding, it had a sterling pedigree and a better endowment. He would go to Vandy for law school; Nick had watched him mail the application just before the Thanksgiving holiday.

Nick spat onto the pavement. He’d arrived at Ransom on scholarship and a part-time job unloading trucks; he didn’t know how he was going to afford grad school. Finney and Tuck had floated in on a cushion of privilege and old Memphis cash, and they’d drift out the same way. Sometimes he could see the silver in their smiles.

“Jesus,” Finney said. “Guy looks like a fucking Nazi.”

“He’s dead.”

“You sure? You check for a pulse?”

“I’m an English major. How the fuck do I know where to look for a pulse?”

“I don’t know,” Finney said. “Hell.” He bent over and fumbled with the dead guy’s wrist. “I guess he’s dead.”

Tucker stumbled out of the weeds, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes were glassy with panic. He reminded Nick of a buck he’d cornered one winter. They had stared across a glade at one another as Nick lifted his father’s shotgun and sighted down the bore, the two of them so close that he probably could have dropped the buck with a dirty look if he had wanted to. The whole time the buck had just stood there, staring at him with eyes glazed porcelain by terror. “Bang,” Nick had said. The buck had bounded off into the underbrush and Nick had known that he would never hunt again.

That’s what Tucker looked like now. That buck.

Silent tears ran down his face. “Is he—”

Nick nodded.

“Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit! We got to get the fuck out of here, we got to get the fuck out of here right now—”

“Shut up!” Nick snapped.

Tucker bit his lip and turned away, pounding on his thighs with clenched fists.

Finney started through the man’s clothes, his hands moving efficiently, turning the front pockets of the jeans inside out. Change scattered musically across the pavement. Nick watched a quarter roll away and spin to a stop on the asphalt. He hunkered down beside Finney.

“Help me turn him over,” Nick said, and together they lugged the body onto its side. Finney held it there while Nick went through the rear pockets.

“Are you crazy? What are you doing?” Tuck said.

“Trying to find out who he is,” Finney said.

Nick withdrew a silk handkerchief to match the shirt, a comb for the straight, shoulder-length hair, nothing else. He shook out the handkerchief, folded it carefully, tucked it back into the rear pocket. The same with the comb.

“Where’s his wallet?”

“We have to get out of here,” Tucker said. “Somebody could come a—”

“Easy,” Nick said, and Finney pushed the body back. It slipped through Nick’s grasp, and this time both sides of the leather coat flipped open. A gun lay snug under the guy’s left arm in a shoulder holster made of soft leather. Tucker gasped, and Finney looked up to meet Nick’s gaze, those gray eyes gone cold, considering. Nick reached for the gun.

“What is it?”

Nick worked the action, careful to point the thing into the dark woods. “Smith and Wesson. .45 semi-automatic. Loaded.” He wiped it carefully with the tail of his shirt and slid it back into the holster.

“He a cop?”

“You see a badge?”

“Oh my God,” Tucker said. “I can’t believe you guys. Maybe he’s an undercover cop or something. Who cares? Let’s just get the fuck out—”

“You watch too much TV, Tuck,” Finney said. “We’re in Ransom, North Carolina. Only cops around here are rangers and the local yokels in Ransom. This guy, he’s working for the other team. Wouldn’t you say, Nick?”

Nick had been digging through the leather overcoat and now he held out something else. A roll of bills the size of his fist, folded in half and bound by a rubber band. “Looks that way.”

He riffled the bills with his thumb, his heart suddenly pounding. Hundred dollar bills. A roll of hundred dollar bills. He felt the weight of Finney’s gaze and stood abruptly, dropping the money onto the dead man’s chest like it had burned his fingers.

Finney just stood there, staring at him.

“What are you guys doing? We have to get the fuck out of here now! Somebody could come!”

“He’s right,” Finney said. “We have to think this thing through.”

“Easy,” Nick said. “Get on the car phone, call the Senator. The guy’s dead. Someone’s bound to be looking for him. You’ll walk with manslaughter. Probation, community service. Nobody hurts.”

“Fuck that,” Tucker said. “Let’s just leave the guy and get out of here.”

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to vote with Tucker here, Nick. Dad can save me prison time, maybe, but I figure law schools tend to frown on felony convictions.”

“You walk away from this, it’ll come back to haunt you and your dad, too.”

“Nick—”

“They’ll catch us!”

“How?”

“The skid marks, the damage to your car. They’ll track us down.”

“I don’t think so, Nick. I think you’re letting a few moral qualms get in the way of your better sense.”

“Jesus, you guys,” Tucker said. “What the hell are—”

“He’s right, Nick. We have to make some decisions here and we don’t have the luxury of time.”

They locked eyes. Nick saw the sweat standing out on Finney’s face, and he realized that despite the icy air, he too had started to perspire. A stark sense of before and after possessed him, life bifurcated by a single stroke of the blade. He longed to return to the moment just prior to the accident; he’d been reaching for a beer, trying to decide whether to tell Sue about the strip joint. She might love it and she might hate it, he couldn’t know for sure. She reminded him of a kid at an amusement park—attracted to the wildest rides, afraid to buy the ticket. Sometimes she did. Other times …

None of that mattered anymore.

Those were the thoughts of another life, a life innocent of light and impact, innocent of consequence.

“Nick?”

“What do you got in mind?”

“Easy. We drag the body back in the woods a hundred yards or so, clean up the worst of the glass, and get the hell out of here. It’s December in the Smokies, Nick. It’s gonna snow like all hell in the next few weeks, and they’ll close this sucker down. People’ll be cruising down the interstate at seventy-five miles an hour. Nobody will find this guy till next spring, maybe not even then. Meanwhile, me, you, Tuck—we’re gone, graduated. Law school, baby, grad school. Tuck here, he’s taking Wall Street by storm, and nobody will ever know the difference.”

“I will.”

“Goddamnit, Nick! The guy is dead. We’ve got our whole lives ahead of us.”

“No, I can’t do it.” He started to the car. “You’re not going to do it, I’ll make the call myself.”

“Nicky!”

Nick paused, aware now of the cold, of the perspiration chilling on his flesh, turning him to ice.

“One more thing. The money, Nick. Nice little nest egg for you, something to help you meet those nasty first year expenses.”

“You guys are fucking maniacs,” Tucker said. “I can’t believe we’re even talking about this. Just leave the guy in the road and let’s haul ass out of here.”

“Nick, listen to me. It only makes sense.”

“Jesus, Finney, you’re telling him to steal the money?”

“Shut up, Tuck. It’s not like the guy’s going to need it anymore.”

Nick stood with his back to them, memories burning in his brain: the peeling clapboard house in Louisiana, his dad broken at fifty-five from working on the rigs, the two brothers who had come before him, Jake and Sam, following in the old man’s footsteps. He couldn’t go back there, could he?

“Christ,” Tucker said. “Take the coat, take the fucking boots. He won’t be needing those either.”

“Don’t be a child,” Finney said. “Nick needs the money. Nobody ever has to know.”

“It’s mine? All mine?”

“That’s right.”

Nick gazed blindly into the headlights of the Acura. A thousand motes swam there. He could almost feel the money, heavy in his hand. He and Sue had talked about what would happen after graduation, but those were pipe dreams, he knew that now. He would go back to Louisiana, and work for a year or two on the rigs. Maybe then he could afford a couple years of graduate school. Maybe. If he didn’t get crippled offshore. If he didn’t get trapped in the lifestyle, three weeks on and a week of shore leave, blowing his earnings on ice-cold Delta beer and Cajun honeys who would be fat by the time they hit thirty. Just like Dad, he thought. Just like Jake and Sam.

And Sue? She said she would wait, but they both knew better. Sue ate strictly flavor of the month—Finney could attest to that—and just now she had a taste for Nick, but unless something changed he didn’t have a shot at permanence. She would be gone before the ink on her diploma dried, back home to Savannah for the summer and straight into the arms of some moon-faced rich guy with a gold Visa and a Jag. Some asshole a lot like Reed Tucker.

He could feel the money, heavy in his hand.

“Nicky?”

“Don’t call me Nicky.”

“Whatever you say, man, but you got to make the call. A car could blow through here any second.”

“Let’s do it.”

He turned to face them, and Finney nodded. “That’s my man.”

“I’m not touching the dead guy,” Tucker said.

“Fine,” Nick said. “Start picking up glass.”

Nick hunkered down and picked up the roll of hundreds, pausing to meet and hold their eyes, first Finney, then Tucker. Then he zipped the money into an inner pocket of his own jacket. Together, he and Finney wrestled the body erect. It was harder than he had expected. Every time Nick had dragged a drunk off to bed, the drunk had woken up enough to stumble along beside him, helping a little, blowing beery breath into his face. Never had he struggled with truly dead weight—and now the full meaning of the term bore in upon him. Lifting the dead guy was like lifting a sodden carpet. His muscles ached in spite of the high school years and college summers loading and unloading crates of fresh fish in Glory, Louisiana, in spite of the two hours he spent lifting weights in the gym three days a week.

They dragged the guy between them, his boots scraping the pavement. Tucker knelt to begin gathering fragments of the parking light’s smashed reflector panel, strewn shards of glass and rubber. Their progress slowed at the verge of the road. The dead guy’s legs kept tangling in the undergrowth. Once Finney stumbled and fell, cursing, and the entire weight of the dead man collapsed onto Nick, so heavy he did not think he could bear it.

After that, they decided to carry him between them. They argued in frenzied whispers over who would get the feet, who the bloody head, then Nick relented, aware of the money in his jacket, knowing that he had surrendered control of the situation somehow in taking it, but powerless to give it up. Fleeting images of Sue kept passing through his head—of Sue, of his father twisted in his wheelchair, of the enormous stinking gantries of the oil rigs, the sea in flux about their enormous support columns, bearing away a freight of sewage and cast-off food and garbage, black gouts of raw, spilled fuel.

He knelt, and got the guy under the armpits and lifted on Finney’s count of three. The dead man’s head flopped back against his stomach, and Nick suddenly wished he had thought to close his jacket. His heart raced. His breath formed enigmatic patterns in the air as they stumbled farther into the underbrush. The hum of the Acura’s engine grew distant, the lights receded beyond a screen of brush and trees. His muscles burned like he had been in the gym for hours.

They moved through the trees silently, panting with exertion. Once Nick thought he heard something. He thought about that crashing sound in the underbrush, something big moving through the woods. But Finney didn’t say anything and besides the woods were full of noise. The only people who ever talked about the silence in the woods had never been there. So he held his peace, trying not to think about the dead guy’s bloody head, all that blond hair smearing black blood across the belly of his T-shirt. He could feel it, warm against his stomach, and a tight, hard kernel of hatred formed in his chest, displacing the fear. Finney. Fucking Phineas Durant and his big-shot dad. The Senator, that’s what Finney called him. Not Dad, just the Senator, another asshole rich guy in a hand-tailored suit. But Finney always cashed the checks the Senator sent, didn’t he?

Nick forced the bitterness down. He always shared the wealth, too. Nick had tucked more than a dollar or two of Finney’s money between the garter and the slick flesh of one dark-haired honey that night, and he had left Ransom broke, drinking Finney’s beer.

A few minutes later, the sound of the water began to grow louder. The smell of it rose to meet them, the algae-grown, faintly metallic odor of a mountain stream. They emerged from the undergrowth and it was right there in front of them, fifteen or twenty feet wide, black and fast moving, barely visible in the thick darkness under the trees.

“We’re going to get lost in h—” Finney started to say, and then Nick slipped, losing his purchase in the wet soil. Nick let go of the dead guy and caught a glimpse of that blond head bouncing off the ground, and then he went in the water.

“Jesus, cold!” he gasped.

Finney laughed as Nick clambered out of the stream, wet to the knees, his jeans clinging about his calves like a second skin.

“Fuck it,” Nick said. “Far enough.”

“Have to be. I’m not going into that water.”

Together they maneuvered the body into a mass of pine saplings, working it under the low-growing fronds. Finney waited while Nick scooped pine needles here and there, trying to hide the dead guy, though it was too dark to tell if he was doing any good. Then he stood, tucking his hands into his pockets, aware of the roll of money poking at him through the lining of the jacket.

“Enough,” he said. “I’m going to freeze.”

They stumbled off into the woods. For a few moments, Nick imagined getting lost back there, freezing to death—situational irony, Dr. Gillespie would have called it—and then he could see the lights of the Acura through the trees. They both heard Tucker yelling at the same time.

“Fuck,” Finney said, and then they were running.

Branches lashed at them, the underbrush seemed to cling about their ankles. A moment later they fought their way free and emerged onto the edge of the road. Tucker stood by the Acura waving at them.

A car blurred past—an enormous, black, seventies-vintage caddy moving fast, fifty or sixty miles an hour, Nick guessed—and braked into the curve, rear lights winking like knowing eyes.

“Too fast,” Nick said. “No way he could ID the car.”

They stood there for a moment, catching their breath in the silent woods, and then they heard it: the sound of the car carrying through the stillness as it slowed, stopped, and returned, gaining speed, growing louder. They broke for the Acura as the caddy slipped past for the second time, brake lights flaring. Nick’s heart lurched, but a moment later the caddy accelerated, tail-lights winking around the next curve. That’s when Nick saw it: a glittering shard of metal, bright against the graveled shoulder. He scooped it up in stride and only paused to examine it when he was safe in the back seat, trees and ridges blurring beyond the window as Finney gunned the car hard toward Ransom.

A key.

A shiny silver key, embossed
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Nick had ridden too many Greyhounds from Glory to Ransom and from Ransom back not to know that it would fit a bus station locker. He leaned back and rested his head against the seat, trying not to think about the money, but powerless to prevent it. When he opened his eyes, Tucker had turned around to look at him, and Nick realized that he had seen the key there in his open palm.

“What is it?” Tucker said.

“A key,” Nick told him. “What’s the matter, you blind?”

“Hey, Nicky,” Finney said. “Whyn’t you reach me a fresh brew?”


Sunday, 3 AM to 12 Noon

Ended up Nick didn’t tell Sue about the strip club. But he did tell her about the body.

They’d driven home quickly, each nursing a warming beer, Finney tight-lipped and Tucker, for a change, blessedly quiet. No one talked. Nick watched the black silhouette of the mountains glide by. The three times cars passed them, headlights filling the Acura with a ghostly light, his blood turned icy and his hands closed into fists. None of them was the behemoth Cadillac.

At just past three the Ransom sign loomed out of the dark: RANSOM, NC–HOME OF RANSOM COLLEGE SINCE 1838. Five minutes later Finney whipped the car through the wrought iron gates of College Park Townhouses and into the single car garage beside the apartment he and Tucker shared. Finney cut the lights and engine. They sat in silence, listening to the engine tick. The cold crept into the car.

“Fuck this.” Tucker climbed out, dropping his half-empty Bud. The can rolled under the car, spitting foam.

Finney and Nick got out, Finney punching his key ring to lock the doors and set the alarm. Tucker flicked on the overhead light. They stood in the small garage, looking at each other, the silence like something waiting. Nick, after what seemed a long time, walked to the front of the car. Even in the light you could hardly tell. Besides the shattered blinker and the crumpled fender, Nick found a hairline crack running drunkenly across the right headlight. Nothing dramatic though. No bloody pieces of scalp or tatters of clothing. Looking closer, he could make out a small crease running from the corner of the hood to the middle, maybe the length of a man’s arm.

“Not bad,” Tucker said from behind him. He ran a finger along the crease. “Could have been a dog, a fence post, some drunk at the strip club.”

But it wasn’t, Nick thought. It was a man. He could see the sharp, Aryan features of the dead guy, could feel his head bearing into the pit of his stomach as he lifted him. He stepped around Tucker and Finney and walked outside. The air felt like fire in his lungs. It always caught him by surprise, nothing like the warm, briny air of the Louisiana Delta. He breathed deeply and looked up at the sky, bright with stars. His head filled with a kaleidoscope of tumbling images: his father’s mangled legs, the husk of his mother’s cancer-riddled body, the shuddering sensation as the Acura sped over a body at sixty miles an hour.

A blare of music—R.E.M.? Smashing Pumpkins?—broke the pristine night.

The Torkelsons.

Nick glanced at the townhouse three doors down from Finney’s. It was dark save for a dim light visible through the kitchen window. A beat-up pickup and a Lexus sat curbside. The Torkelson twins, identical behemoth blond boys, ran a perpetual party. They were in their sixth year at Ransom, both Criminal Justice majors without even remote dreams of graduating. They kept a keg on tap in the fridge and smoked the best dope on campus. Their father, a broker in Pittsburgh, paid their damage deposits, booze bills, and tuition without blinking an eye. He’ll pay anything to keep us from coming home, Jarrod Torkelson—or maybe it was Joel—had once drunkenly confided to Nick.

The music vanished as abruptly as it had come. A loud crash followed, glass shattering.

Then silence.

Nick pressed the wad of cash in his jacket pocket. He stamped his feet, still damp from the stream, and startled his blood into flowing again.

“You okay, Nicky?” Finney stood behind him, hands in his pockets. Even at three in the morning, even with a dead man’s sweat barely dry on his hands, Finney looked composed. Something in Nick hated him for that.

“Where’s Tuck?”

“Inside. Says he’s got that Western Civ final to study for tomorrow.”

Nick snorted. It was a week before finals and Tucker had made his eight o’clock four times at most.

“You going to Sue’s?”

Nick glanced up sharply, words dying unspoken on his lips: If I don’t, will you?

A flashbulb seemed to detonate inside his mind. For half a moment he could see nothing but the image that had haunted him for weeks now: Sue, her legs flung wide, Finney laboring between them—

Then, mercifully, it faded.

Finney held his gaze.

Nick looked away, studying the gradually curving street. Just beyond the bend he could make out Sue’s townhouse. It was dark, the curtains drawn. College Park was a block and a half of manicured mini-lawns and thin, color-coordinated townhouses. Rent ran close to a thousand a month.

“No,” he said finally. “I’ve got to read half The Great Gatsby before Monday. I need to get some sleep.”

“Yeah, me, too.” Finney turned toward the townhouse; then, hesitating almost imperceptibly, he looked back at Nick. “You going to be all right, man?”

“Right as rain.” Nick forced a grin and thought about how the blood had looked black in the dead guy’s hair.

“We’ll get together sometime tomorrow and sort this shit out.”

“Whatever you say, Finney.”

Nick lived in the Fort, formerly the site of a Civil War stockade, now a student ghetto of Victorian houses subdivided into cramped nautiluses of apartments. He shared an efficiency with about a thousand roaches on the second floor of a moldering heap of dry rot and gingerbread. Paper-thin walls let in the cold, the toilet ran incessantly, a mop handle propped up the kitchen sink. The back door opened onto a thirty-foot drop, the porch beyond as irretrievably disappeared as the Confederate fort itself—burned up piecemeal by decades of drunken college students, or so Nick had heard. The fireplace had been walled up years ago, and even if it hadn’t been, he would never have dared use it: the place was a firetrap, pure and simple. At two hundred a month, he felt like he was being gouged.

No road connected the two neighborhoods, but generations of party-searching students had worn a meandering umbilicus through an intervening patch of undergrowth and the drainage ditch beyond. The rank smell of the ditch always reminded Nick of coming home—of the cracked, heat-baked streets of Glory, Louisiana, and the stinking grime his father used to drag back from the rigs, an oily sheen of black dirt that mired itself in the creases of his palms and the crow’s feet that fanned from his eyes. Nick could never have confessed it, but that was how he thought of the ditch: a boundary, a borderland between the world he had known as a kid and the charmed universe Finney and Sue inhabited by default.

Sue and Finney. Finney and Sue.

It still stunned him how quickly he had become enmeshed in their lives, how inextricably his hopes and dreams had become bound up in these glittering people he had known less than a year. He had seen them on campus—two glistening and immaculate spheres as remote as the ones Dr. Landon raved about when she described the Ptolemaic view of the universe—but he hadn’t actually met them until last spring. First Sue, then Finney, the twin poles of his new existence.

He’d met Sue in a British novel class. He sat beside her, but he might as well have been on the other side of the world for all she cared—until he’d saved her from Dr. Gillespie, who had a reputation for deconstructing unprepared students. They were halfway through Heart of Darkness when Gillespie asked Sue a question. She began by calling Marlow “Martin.” Gillespie froze in mid-pace, then slowly turned to face her, his eyes as cold and gray as the Gulf of Mexico in December. He paused, then said, each word painfully articulated, “Tell us, Miss Thompson, about Conrad’s notion of the hollow man.”

Sue stammered and searched the corners of the room. She later told Nick that she hadn’t bothered to read any of the novels. But Gillespie had no intention of backing off. He smelled blood. Her eyes, wide and desperate, lit on Nick, and before he could clamp his teeth together, the words were out:

“Hollow men—”

The class turned toward him as one.

“Ah, Mr. Laymon fancies himself a knight in shining armor. Please, Mr. Laymon, don’t let me stop you.”

“They’re the ones who haven’t been, um, morally tested. They’ve never been challenged. Neither Kurtz nor Marlow is a hollow man. They’ve both been tested. But, um, only Marlow passes—he doesn’t succumb to the savagery.”

Gillespie nodded and resumed his lecture. Nick leaned over to Sue and whispered, “The horror, the horror!” She smiled at him blankly. A week later she asked him to help her study for the midterm. Things moved fast after that.

Sue wore the ambiance of money like perfume. Her family in Savannah had made its fortune in cotton and textiles. Her father owned mills by droves. Nick had a hard time with the money, the way Sue constantly picked up checks. He had puffed up the first time, demanding she turn over their thirty-dollar bar tab. She called it redneck hubris, laughing as she paid the bill. He had learned to live with that—that and half a dozen other eccentricities, the ying and yang of her personality. Her appetites, say, insatiable and experimental when she showed up at Nick’s place two and three times a week, using the key he’d had made for her barely a month after the British novel midterm. Or the dark side of those same uninhibited desires: the nights when she didn’t answer her phone for hours on end, the occasional whiff of a strange cologne, the unfamiliar cigarette butt stubbed out in the ashtray of her Mercedes. Most of all, he’d learned to live with those haunting images, his best friend laboring between his best girl’s thighs. For how could he confront them?

After all, it was Sue who had introduced him to Finney. They had been dating for maybe a month when she took him to a keg party at the Torkelsons’. Reed Tucker had been funneling on the back patio, far beyond conversation by the time Sue and Nick arrived. They found Finney in the kitchen, center of his own private universe the way he always was. Sue drifted off after a while—something else Nick had learned to live with—but Nick and Finney stuck together for the rest of the night.

A lot of that evening was kind of fuzzy in retrospect—Nick had been hitting the Torkelsons’ keg pretty hard—but he could remember like yesterday when Finney recited the Lord’s Prayer in Latin on a bet. Their eyes had met across the room as Finney began—

“Pater noster.”

—and Nick had felt a pulse of energy leap between them, shared recognition of a secret kinship: a sense of common interests, a faint disdain for the sweaty, beer-soaked frat boys and party girls crowded around the keg. When Finney finished, the room dissolved into heated debate. Turned out nobody knew Latin well enough to say who had won. Nick didn’t have an opinion—he wouldn’t know Latin from pig Latin—but Finney finally collected. The two of them spent the rest of the night talking. Finney told him that he was majoring in Classical Studies, a subject Nick thought had died in prep school about a hundred years ago. But they discovered a shared passion for contemporary fiction, and spent the rest of the night hunkered over the keg, discussing Iain Banks, Cormac McCarthy, and, as sunlight blooded the sky, Donna Tartt.

Not long after that, one of the twins started stuffing firecrackers into empty beer cans and lobbing them into the center of the room. The explosions were tremendous, loud as shotgun blasts—a classic Torkelson conclusion to another night of binge drinking—and after that things broke up fast.

Nick and Finney found Tucker passed out in a congealed puddle of vomit, and together they hauled him down the street to bed. Finney told him that Tuck had grown up down the street from him and that they had roomed in College Park since their sophomore year. “He’s a good guy, really,” Finny explained. “He just needs someone to look after him.”

That had been the beginning of something else, too: the barely suppressed resentment Reed Tucker had borne toward Nick during all the long months since.

It must have rankled, Nick supposed, being crowded out of your best friend’s life. Sometimes Nick pitied Tuck, but he wasn’t about to relinquish Finney or Sue for the sake of some spoiled asshole who had the good fortune to arrive on the scene before him. Besides, even if he wanted to, he didn’t know if he could.

For the first time in a life too much like clawing his way barehanded up a naked cliff face, Nick felt like he had arrived at a niche where he might like to stay awhile. Maybe the money would give him the leverage to do just that.

He paused in the foyer of his apartment house to count it. In the flicker of a dying fluorescent light, he pulled off the thick rubber band and spread the bills. They were all hundreds, most of them the new ones. The bigger Franklin looked more distinguished, somehow more stately. Nick’s heart sped and his mouth went dry. He’d never held so much money; hell, he’d never seen so much. He fingered through the fan, almost a hundred bills, nearly ten thousand dollars.

In the same moment, he saw Glory receding in his mind’s rearview mirror. Cancer had eaten his mother when he was only six. After that he’d become a punching bag for his brothers, one of those inflatable kinds, the ones that keep coming back for more. Peace came when Jake and Sam left to work the rigs, and Nick had lost himself in books. Then his father came home from the Gulf, condemned for life to a wheelchair.

Grades had saved Nick. Now, in an accident that felt like the rumble of a sleeping policeman, he allowed himself to see further down the road from Glory. The money meant grad school. He’d sent out half a dozen applications, all to state schools, affordable programs. With this he could make it into Chapel Hill or Vanderbilt. His thoughts clouded suddenly with an image of the dead guy’s face. He snapped the rubber band around the money and stuffed it back into his pocket; he turned and ran up the stairs to his apartment.

Nick unlocked his door and stepped into his room, already stripping to his boxers. He opened the small freezer in his refrigerator, the light turning the apartment shadowy and mysterious, and placed the money underneath a bag of frozen green beans. He stuffed the bloodstained T-shirt into the trash. He emptied his jean pockets and put his wallet and keys beside the dish drain; he placed the bus station locker key beside them. At the kitchen sink he scrubbed furiously at his face and chest. Toweling dry, he turned to his bed on the far side of the room. The red glow of his alarm clock read 3:57.

“Hey.”

Nick screamed and back peddled over the trash can, trying to escape the dead man. He sprawled across the floor, garbage spilling around him, his T-shirt falling against his face.

The bedside lamp popped on. Sue sat up in his bed, the comforter swaddled around her legs, her eyes swollen with sleep. She slept topless. Nick’s eyes lingered on the seashell pink of her nipples. He wondered what she had on under the covers.

“Been waiting for you.”

Nick looked away. He picked up the T-shirt and crammed it into the trashcan. He piled the rest of the garbage on top of it. When he looked back at Sue, she smiled coyly. Her hair, usually a deep copper, looked darker, almost black in the lamplight.

She flung the comforter back with a flourish.

“You coming or not?”

“So you just left him there?”

Sue lay half-atop him, her face cradled at his neck. Her breath warmed his throat; he could feel the weight of her breasts on his chest.

Nick stared at the dark ceiling, doubt gnawing at him. “Forget it,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

And yet what else could he have done? She had known it somehow: had seen it in his face as he crossed the room, maybe, or sensed it in the tense planes of his muscles when she touched him. “What is it, Nicky?” she had said. “Tell me.”

The dead man’s face loomed out of the dark, mocking him. “Nothing.”

“Something’s wrong, Nick. What happened? Tell me.” She smoothed the hair from his brow, her voice husky.

Finney’s question—

—you going to Sue’s—

—leapt unbidden into his mind, and before he knew it the words were out, a boast and a confession, a measure of his trust for her. And something else: a shackle meant to bind them.

“We killed a man.”

She did not move.

He could feel his jugular beat against her lips. Then she laughed. Her hand slid down his chest to close around him. “Very funny,” she said. “Now tell me the truth.”

“Sue—”

She squeezed. “The truth, Nicky. What was her name?”

“What—”

“The girl who kept you out all night.”

Squeeze.

Nick arched his back and drew in a long breath. Tiny arcs of sensation leapt through his muscles.

“Her name.”

“It was an accident,” he gasped.

He felt her shift in the dark. The delicious pressure at his groin eased and he found himself looking suddenly into the dark shadow of her face, the liquid wells of her eyes.

“Nicky—”

“For God’s sake, would I lie to you about something like that?”

She released her breath slowly. “What happened?”

And so he told her everything: the money, the key, the way the dead man had looked in the glare of the headlights. The way that bloody head had felt, cold against his stomach.

That’s when she had said it, the words barbed with disbelief and horror, an accusation. “So you just left him there?”

“I shouldn’t have told you!”

And then, his voice anguished: “What else could we do, Sue? What else was there to do?”

For a moment he fought them, and then tears came, silent and fierce, shameful, the way he had seen his father cry, sobs wrenched from him against his own volition. Sue did not draw away from him.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

She pressed a finger to his lips, kissed him gently. Then she rose over him like some night-flowering plant, a benediction.

For a long time, heaving in the cradle of Sue’s thighs, Nick thought he wouldn’t finish. The events of the night, a vision of the dead man’s face—monstrous and distorted by their coupling—poisoned his desire.

And then a fragmentary glimpse of the strip joint rose up to claim him, a throbbing bass line, a stew of sweat and beer, a curtain twitched aside to reveal two figures in an empty doorway on the far side of the smoky room: a dark-haired stripper and a heavy-set man in a leather vest, the girl fleeing, the man wrenching her around. Nick could not forget the raw jolt of excitement that surged through his loins when the man struck her. Stunned, he came off his stool, his beer clattering over in a spreading amber wave as the stripper reeled away; in the same moment, the man looked up. For half an instant, their eyes locked in something like recognition. Grinning, the man yanked the curtain across the doorway.

Now, laboring over Sue, Nick felt himself abruptly engorge. Shutting his eyes, he drove himself savagely into her. He came like a gunshot, his mind filled with an eidetic montage of that moment, the hand raised for the blow to follow, the dark-haired woman stumbling back, that grin.

“Baby,” Sue whispered, “baby.”

Shudders took him.

“It’s okay.”

Afterward, he lay still in her arms until her breath grew regular, faraway in sleep. He lay awake for a long time after that, staring into the dark. Shapes formed and dispersed, mountain sky and road, the dead man in a crumpled heap, that grin.

A black tide rose within him, a tickle of excitement at his groin.

My God. That grin.

Nick woke just before eleven, cold rays of December sun streaming through the two uncurtained windows. He woke with the decision made, the key—and the locker somewhere behind it—metamorphosed by dream into a solution. It was cold in the room—the radiator worked only every third or fourth day—and his breath clouded before him in a pale, luminous vapor.

Sue lay curled up beside him, her chest rising and sinking in the rhythm of deep sleep. He watched her, thinking about the key, about the dead man who once held it in his warm grip. They were bound to him, he and Finney and Tuck—and now he’d managed to shackle Sue as well. He brushed a strand of hair out of her face and considered climbing back under the blankets with her; then her mouth popped open and a raucous snore escaped. He got out of bed, instead, and dressed hurriedly. In the kitchen corner of the apartment, he put on a pot of coffee and took a carton of eggs out of the refrigerator. As he scrambled the eggs and watched Sue beginning to stir, he mulled over the ideas that had formed in the void between consciousness and dreams.

If the dead man had ten thousand dollars on him, what treasures might the locker hold? Possibilities from half a dozen cheap paperbacks suggested themselves. Drugs or guns. Hell, the Maltese Falcon, for all he knew. What he kept imagining, though, was the bounty of fist-sized rolls of hundred dollar bills a bus station locker could hold. The thought made the blood roar in his ears, made the dream-bloated visage of the dead guy waver and nearly disappear. He saw the rest of his life riding out under the stately gaze of Ben Franklin.

“What are you grinning about?”

Sue had slipped out of bed and into a denim shirt he’d left balled up on the floor. She leaned against the kitchen table, sleepy-eyed, sheet wrinkles etched across one cheek.

“Sit,” Nick said, dividing the eggs between two plates. As they ate breakfast, he told her again about the key, about the treasures a bus station locker might contain. He ended by saying, “What harm could a look do?”

Sue took a couple of slow bites. “You think that’s wise, Nicky? Are you sure you want to get more tangled up in this thing?”

He stared at her, a tiny ember of anger flaring inside him. “You think I’m doing this just for myself? It’s not just my way out. This could be our solution, Sue. We could be together. Don’t you want that?”

“Come on, Nick. That’s not fair.” She thrust her plate away and stared at him. Then: “What if there’s nothing there?”

“Then no harm done. All we’ve wasted is a little time and gas.”

They sipped their coffee, silence spinning out around them. Nick watched a cockroach dart from under the stove and disappear beneath the refrigerator. When he looked back at Sue, he recognized the pensive expression on her face: the fraught gaze of a child caught in the shadow of the Tilt-a-Whirl—equal parts terror and speed—her eyes filled with fear and longing, money for a ticket clutched uncertainly in her grubby little fingers.

“Which station?”

“Knoxville. Says so right on the key.” Nick stabbed at the last of his eggs. “I’m betting this guy dumped something there, planning to go back later.”

“I don’t know, Nick.” She got up from the table and dumped her plate into the sink. She picked up her clothes and stepped into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

Nick stacked the rest of the dishes in the sink and ran water over them. Just as Sue stepped out of the bathroom, a knock on the front door reverberated through the room, freezing them both in mid-step. They looked at each other. Sue, her eyes wide, mouthed You expecting someone? Nick shook his head. He glanced at the alarm clock. 11:45. Finney and Tuck would still be in bed. A rush of fear swept through him, the same one that had tumbled him over the trash can when Sue had spoken in the dark. His arms again felt the sacklike weight of the dead man.

“Who is it?”

“State police, sir. Can you open the door for a couple questions?”

“Just a minute.” Nick shot another look at Sue and walked across the room on watery legs.

Nick opened the door—and found his sight filled with five stark letters: EVANS. Startled, seeking balance, he stepped back, taking in the man behind the nametag, this sudden Evans. He was huge, seeming to burst out of his Tennessee Highway Patrol uniform, seeming to fill the small, dark hallway. His gut sloped over his gun belt and his arms were inflated and hard, like sausages inside his sleeves. He wore a pair of mirrored sunglasses, a Smokey Bear trooper’s hat pulled low over his eyes. He nodded at Nick and stepped into the apartment. Sunlight winked off the thin metal strip of the nametag.

“You Nick Laymon?”

Nick nodded and tried not to swallow.

The trooper stared at him for a moment, and then looked at Sue. He smiled and touched the brim of his hat.

“How do, ma’am.”

Sue smiled weakly and looked away.

“How can we help you, officer?” Nick’s voice sounded firmer than he had hoped.

“Maybe you can’t.” He settled into one of the kitchen chairs, groaning and adjusting his holster. The leather creaked loudly. Nick glanced down and saw that it held a .45, the restraining strap loosed and pushed aside. A fleeting image of the dead guy’s gun flashed through Nick’s mind. Fear settled in his stomach like a sack of stones.

“Just routine.” Evans paused, looking from Nick to Sue, then back to Nick. “Take a load off, both of you. This won’t take but a couple minutes.” They sat opposite him, the kitchen table between them. The trooper removed his sunglasses, exposing rheumy, porcine eyes. He pulled a toothpick from his shirt pocket and speared it into the corner of his mouth. “A fella was killed last night. Most likely an accident, but we got to check all the angles—you know how that is, I reckon.” He grinned, and, for just a second, Nick thought he saw it slip, wavering on the thin purchase of his lips, as if something else lurked behind that smile.

Evans took out a handkerchief and began to polish his glasses. “Witness placed a carload of college kids in the area, North Carolina plates.” He looked up at Nick. “Your name came up.”

“My name?”

“That’s right.”

“How was he killed?” Nick forced himself not to look at Sue. He could feel her, though, fear radiating from her in hot, palpable waves. He tried not to think of the dead man, the way he’d felt under the wheels. The way he’d felt in his arms.

“Can’t say right now.” Evans put the glasses away and folded the handkerchief back into his pocket. “Like I said, this is just routine.” He fixed Nick in his gaze. “You know anything about anything like that, son?”

Nick hesitated. “I—”

“He was with me, here, all last night, since about three yesterday afternoon.” Under the table, Sue took Nick’s hand. He glanced at her, holding his surprise in abeyance. Her eyes were bright, unwavering, her lips set in a thin line. So she was in it now, he thought. Committed. Just that simply she had purchased the ticket, shackled herself to the ride.

And she had done it for him.

Evans looked at her as if trying to remember her from long ago. “That a fact, ma’am?” He removed the toothpick and replaced it carefully in his shirt pocket. He looked at Nick. “You own a car?”

“No sir.” Something like relief washed through Nick. “Never have.”

“Well, now.” He produced a small notebook and pencil from his shirt pocket; he flipped through the notebook, then licked the blunt point of the pencil and carefully wrote something. “Well, now,” he said again. From the corner of his eye Nick saw a roach emerge from behind the refrigerator and scuttle across the wall behind Evans; it paused at a small fissure in the plaster to inspect some morsel. Evans finished jotting, flipped the notebook closed, returned it and the pencil to his shirt pocket. “You two let me know, then, if y’all hear anything.” His arm shot out with gunfighter swiftness, his head never turning, his eyes never leaving Nick’s. The flat of his hand struck the wall resoundingly, smashing the roach with a soft chitinous crunch. “I’ll be around. And don’t fret too much about any of this. It’s all routine.” He heaved himself up from the chair.

On the wall was a small smear, the roach nowhere to be seen.

Evans walked out into the hall. He turned in the doorway to face them, tapping the brim of his hat. “You two stay out of trouble, you hear.” Then he leaned toward them and tucked something into Nick’s shirt pocket. “Give me a call if you hear anything—there’s my card. Good day, now.” He turned and walked down the stairs.

Nick closed the door quietly and fell against it, nearly collapsing. “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus.” Sue came over and he wrapped his arms around here. She pressed hard against him and he could feel her heart fluttering like a trapped bird, throwing itself against the cage of her ribs again and again. Nick reached into his pocket to retrieve Evans’s card. Only there was no card, just the roach, its legs still twitching.


Sunday, 12 Noon to 8:30 PM

Nick swallowed, met Sue’s eyes for half a moment, and turned away. Nausea twisted through his guts as he crushed the thing underfoot.

He turned to the begrimed window, scrubbing his right hand absently against his jeans. He adjusted the blinds and peered out as Evans emerged onto the cracked sidewalk below. The trooper paused to gaze thoughtfully at the efficiency for a moment; then he turned and crossed the street to an unmarked, blue cruiser parked in front of a hydrant. A moment later the car slid away from the curb, cruising into the Sunday-blighted streets of Ransom like a shark. When Nick turned, Sue was right behind him. Looking into her face, he saw the fear in her eyes—the fear and something else, a half-familiar flicker of excitement, that same reckless glow of terror and defiance he sometimes saw when she leaned over him, swollen with desire, to propose some new and daring bedroom game, Unbidden, the thought came to him again:

She was in it now. Committed.

Something uneasy moved within him, ground shifting under his feet, tectonic plates of fear and desire. He did not want to think he had made a mistake in telling her about the dead man. He did not want to think about why he had done it.

“What about the locker?” she asked.

“The locker can wait.” He turned away.

“Nick—”

“The locker can wait, Sue!”

They stared at one another for a moment. “Finney first,” Nick said. “Then the locker, if that’s what we decide we want to do.”

They negotiated the debris-choked streets of the Fort and the drainage ditch behind College Park Townhouses in prickly silence. Nick watched Sue from the corner of his eye, feeling her withdraw beyond fresh fault lines. The money lay folded like a lump of lead against his breast. The irony of the moment did not escape him—that in trying to hang on to her he might let her slip away—yet he could not imagine surrendering the wad of bills.

He was relieved when Finney let them into the townhouse if only because it stoppered the relentless flood of images—that fatal tumble of rags in the Acura’s wake; Sue’s face, remote and patrician as she worked above him in her private rhythm; and last of all, the Gulf, oil rigs astride the far horizon like a fever dream of cyclopean invaders. Finney ushered Sue into the foyer, a small space with doors opening to either side, bathroom and kitchen, the hall extending on into the main living space, with stairs leading up to two bedrooms and a second bath. Finney turned as Sue started down the hall, his face impassive, cold. He gripped Nick’s shoulder hard. “You didn’t tell—” he whispered, but Nick shrugged the hand away, brushing past him.

“Sue’s not your problem anymore,” he said flatly, without bothering to lower his voice. He followed Sue into the living room, a study in post-modern neutrality: ivory carpet, end tables of chrome and glass, a minimalistic arrangement of creamy furniture. Coals flickered in the fireplace, and bloodless December sunlight streamed through the sliding doors overlooking the deck.

“Nicky,” Finney said. “Listen—”

Nick turned, pointing. “No, you listen.”

Finney slouched by the door into the kitchen, his hands in the pockets of his baggy, stone-colored cords while Nick told him about the trooper. He stood there a moment after Nick finished, his face thoughtful. Then he said, “I think we’re going to be okay.”

“Okay?” Nick glanced at Sue in disbelief. He repeated the word. Louder. “Okay? I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to say, Finney. I’m talking about a mountain of Tennessee state trooper—”

“Nicky, I know. I saw him, too.”

He said it so quietly, so matter-of-factly, that it took a moment for the statement to register. Nick paused, a glut of panic caught in his throat.

He swallowed. “Could you repeat that?”

“I saw him, too.”

“He was here?”

Finney nodded. “Nine o’clock. Maybe ten.”

“And you gave me up to him?”

“No, Nicky, of course not—” Finney began, but his eyes betrayed him. They darted toward something over Nick’s shoulder, a mere flicker of movement, almost imperceptible, but enough.

Nick turned.

Tucker leaned in the doorway that framed the stairs. He would not meet Nick’s eyes.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” Nick said.

Tucker lifted his hands. “Wait a minute, Nick—”

“You gave me up, you son of—”

“I’m not the one who ran to tell my little girlfriend, was I, Nick?”

“Keep Sue out of this!”

“I’m not the one who dragged her in!”

Nick felt Finney’s restraining hand atop his shoulder. He cursed and turned away, to stare out across the deck at the dead lawn. He felt an unexpected heartsick twinge for the flat reaches of the Delta, the slate gray swells of the Gulf beyond.

“What Tuck did or didn’t say, that’s not the point, Nick,” Finney told him. “The point is, this trooper, Evans, he’s got nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“If he had anything, even an iota of evidence, he’d have arrived with warrants, detectives, hell, TV cameras.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Finney.”

“It’s true, Nick, whether you want to admit it or not.”

Nick shrugged.

“He would have asked to see the car—he’d have brought a warrant to see the car if he had anything.”

“He didn’t ask about the car?”

“Only if I had one.”

“And?”

“I do.”

“Jesus,” Nick said. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“What the fuck, Nick?” Tucker said. “For all we know, ten cops might be sitting in your apartment. How’s it gonna sound, you’re talking to them and the phone rings, huh? You think you could carry that off? We didn’t know when somebody was going to show up over there.”

“You shut the fuck up, you little—”

“Think about it, Nick. He’s right.”

“We didn’t even have a story worked out, Finney!”

And now Sue spoke, her voice like balm, soothing them. “What did you tell the trooper, Finney?”

“I said we spent the evening with Nick,” Finney said, without turning his gaze from Nick. It was like a challenge, that look. Everything’s under control, it said. It said, Trust me. That expression had worked magic on the Senator’s face for nearly two decades now, charming the faithful voters of Tennessee, steamrolling challengers great and small with the sheer force of its confidence. “I said we were playing gin rummy and drinking beer.”

“That’s it?” Sue asked.

“That’s it?” Nick turned to stare at her. “That’s not what you told him, Sue.”

“Close enough, Nick. I said we were together, didn’t I? So all four of us were together, that’s all, that’s our story.”

“Clean and simple,” Finney said.

“Yeah,” Nick snapped, “even Tucker ought to be able to remember that one.”

“Nick,” Sue said. “Trust me.”

Nick glared at her for a moment, certainty crumbling under the combined weight of their insistence. The choking anger subsided a little, replaced by something that felt a lot like giving in.

“The only question now,” Finney said, “is what next?”

“Nick and I talked about the locker,” Sue said.

“Fuck that,” Tucker said from the doorway. “We leave the locker alone. We should get rid of the key and try to forget the whole thing ever happened.”

“We should—”

“This isn’t one of your little games, Sue,” Tucker said. “We could go to jail.”

“You lay off her. I’m the one found the key. If I want to know what’s in there, then I’ll look.”

“Didn’t you get enough last night, Nick? Do you have to have more?”

“Fuck you, Tucker. I need this money!”

“Shut up, both of you,” Finney said. “We’re in this together. And if we don’t stay that way we’ll all go down together. Right?”

Silence.

“Right?”

“Whatever,” Nick said.

“You just keep him off me, Finney. I’m fed up with Nick’s bullshit.”

“Fine. Okay. But this time Nicky’s right. He needs the money. We’ll check out the locker, Nick takes what he can get, but that’s the end of it. Understand?”

“Goddammit, Finney,” Tucker said. “This is stupid—”

“We’re just going to check the locker, Tuck. That’s the end of it, I promise.”

Tucker stared at Finney for a moment, his lips white. “Fine, then.” He turned to point at Nick. “But get this, Nick: when the shit comes down, it’s on your fucking head. And that’s not a threat, that’s a promise.”

Nick didn’t speak. He just stood there, staring into Tucker’s frightened, angry face, struck suddenly with a sense of how out of place he was here, in this place, among such people—Finney in his loafers and Brooks Brothers cords, Tuck in a Tommy Hilfiger sweatshirt that had cost twice as much as Nick’s second-hand leather jacket and two-year-old Keds. He felt the hot shame of it mount into his face, and he knew suddenly how everything would turn out. If it hadn’t started already, it would soon enough—money and privilege and more than a decade of friendship closing ranks against him.

Fall guy, he thought. That’s me.

And then Sue crossed the room to him in that knowing way of hers, like she had some kind of sixth sense. He felt her mouth quick against his own, the pressure of her breasts, and an image from that morning possessed him: Sue, rising over him like a night-blossoming plant, engulfing him in her heat.

He pulled her close, felt her hand drop away to dig in the pocket of his Levis as she kissed him. Her fingers brushed the shaft of his cock, teasing, and then she turned away, holding something shiny aloft like a trophy.

The key.

That was Sue, he thought. In for a penny, in for a pound.

“So let’s see what’s in the locker,” she said.

They found the locker just as Nick had imagined, in the Knoxville bus terminal, a dingy, single-story brick building broken by the curve of a glass and plastic-faced snack bar, some late-sixties architect’s idea of futuristic chic: natural light and potted palms, ushering Greyhound proudly into the twenty-first century. Nick laughed softly at the idea as Sue swung the Mercedes to the curb before a hydrant. For him, it was more like coming home.

He climbed out, stretched in the shadow of a freeway underpass.

“Nice location,” Tucker said.

Nick shrugged. Sagging and rundown, the station was virtually identical to half a dozen such terminals on the line from Glory to Ransom: vacant lots and the cast-off husks of cars, the air dumpster-ripe even in the cold, and sharp with the stink of diesel, a stench Nick always associated with leaving. Leaving Glory. Leaving Ransom.

“Let’s go, Nicky, you can show us the sights,” Finney said, clapping him on the shoulder. But Nick fell back instead, content to follow them along the broken sidewalk, Finney with his coattails flying and Tucker shivering in his Tommy Hilfiger sweatshirt. And Sue. Yes, Sue, striding confidently between them. He watched her especially, helpless to resist the rolling cadence of those hips. And then Finney threw an arm casually across her shoulders, sparking that image once again, Finney moving atop her, his long back sheened with sweat.

What did Iago call it?

The beast with two backs.

“Nicky!”

Grudgingly, he hurried to catch up and Finney swept him into a playful headlock, scrubbing his skull with a knuckle like he was maybe twelve years old. A dark weight lifted from Nick’s heart. Laughing, they swept through a cluster of old men at the door and down the stairs into the terminal, a tired, fluorescent-lit room bracketed by ticket counter and snack bar. A coin-operated television blared from a row of black plastic chairs, and a few black guys clustered by the vending machines. Nick caught a glimpse of them as he passed—baggy jeans and Raiders ball caps and a momentary stillness as their gazes passed over his friends—and then he spotted the lockers: two walls of them, on either side of a gate into the boarding area.

Memory pierced him. The dead guy lolled boneless in his arms, that bloody Aryan head bearing like a stone into his gut. He glanced over at Finney, and that momentary sense of camaraderie evaporated as abruptly as it had come, like a summer drizzle on the hot skillet of an August highway.

Nick swallowed hard as he reached out and took the key from Sue, aware of the way it held a little piece of her, the way it held her heat.

He glanced down at it—the number, 409, embossed in its smudged plate—then scanned the lockers. He spotted number 409 right away, top row, third from the left hand side. He paused before it, utterly still inside, those same scenarios unfolding in his mind: drugs, guns, the fucking Maltese Falcon. And maybe, just maybe, a bag full of money. He could almost see it, a bounty of those fist-sized rolls, the new hundred dollar bills, Ben Franklin’s genial overfed face ushering him into a whole new life. He shrugged lightly, like a boxer warming up before a title fight, the weight of the cash in his jacket suddenly comforting somehow, portent of blessings still to come.

“What are we waiting for?” Tucker said.

“Nicky—”

“Okay.”

Anxiety seethed in his bowels. As he lifted the key, a strange doubling occurred. His hand and the hand of the dead stranger on the road clutched that key, his fingers and the fingers of the dead guy fitted it trembling into its slot. For a moment he did not know who had died on that mountain highway, Nick Laymon or the dead Aryan with his .45 snug under his arm. Then he twisted the key and collapsed into himself again.

The door swung open.

At first he thought the locker was empty, and then he saw the padded manila mailer lying within. Not a suitcase of cash exactly, but something. Maybe enough to get him through grad school and into some tenure-track assignment.

If he was careful. If the mailer held cash.

Nick reached for it at the same time as Tucker; he pushed the other boy’s hand away, and lifted it out himself. He knew right away it wasn’t money. He could feel the shape of the thing, flat and rectangular, three-quarters of an inch thick. A black current of disappointment poured through him, an infinitely receding tide dragging him from an aspiring shore. He didn’t realize he was holding his breath until it burst out of him.

Suddenly he had to urinate. His bladder burned with it.

“What is it?” Tucker said.

“Shut up,” Nick said.

“No, I wanna—”

“Outside,” said Finney firmly, steering them back toward the door. Nick swerved toward the restrooms on the far side of the ticket counter. “I’m right behind you.”

“You okay?” Sue said.

“I have to piss.”

He went past the ticket counter and up a short flight of stairs. The men’s room was to his right, a plain, wooden door that swung soundlessly open at a push. A dying fluorescent light flickered within, producing an almost subaural hum. An enormous white man obstructed the sinks, brushing strands of greasy hair across his pate. Two black kids in oversize jeans and hockey jerseys were arguing about something in the archway that gave onto the urinals. Nick slid past them and stopped before a urinal, wedging the mailer under his arm. He fished himself out of his trousers and waited for a moment, unable to release the flow of urine. And then it came, a hard, yellow arc, the acrid stench of it rising to mix with the other odors that hovered there, almost palpable—a fouled toilet and too many unwashed bodies, the faint, clean pine scent of over-matched disinfectant.

Nick flushed and turned away. The black kids had gone with a last flourish of shouts. The fat man grunted and made room for Nick at the sinks. “Fucking niggers,” he remarked, working with a toothpick at a few cancerous stumps of teeth.

Nick ignored him.

He laid the mailer on the ledge and washed his hands. He studied his image in the mirror: deep-set eyes and close-shorn brown hair, shoulders broad from long days in the warehouse, working until every muscle ached. Not handsome, he thought, but not unpleasant either. Just normal. He didn’t look like a guy who could run down an innocent man, steal ten grand, and go looking for more.

But the plain fact of it was there, too. He could see it in his eyes, a wariness he’d seen only once before, in the eyes of that frightened deer. The sense that he was hunted.

Nick closed his eyes and leaned over the sink to splash water on his face. When he lifted his head, he gazed with renewed intensity into the visage staring back at him from the rust-stained mirror. In the depths beyond the wavering image reflected there, he sensed something inexorable rising up to claim him. Fate, maybe. A bloated, terrible fish, wearing a dead man’s face.

The others were gone.

Nick stood at the foot of the stairs, clutching the mailer as he scanned the terminal. The black guys still huddled by the vending machines, and a punked-out kid in engineer boots and orange-spiked hair studied the magazines in the newsstand, but otherwise the terminal was empty. No Finney, no Tuck. No Sue.

A black tide of certainty buoyed him up: They had left him.

Left him.

Nick repeated the phrase under his breath, his mouth bitter with the ashes of a previous betrayal: an afternoon the previous spring, Finney’s voice. Why didn’t you tell me Sue’s folks were coming in? The thing was, Nick hadn’t known—might never have known if Finney hadn’t screwed up and let it slip. Finney and Sue had gone to dinner with them while Nick had spent the evening laboring over a Shakespeare paper, unaware.

Stupid and unaware.

“She didn’t tell you?” Finney had said. “She said she called you, you weren’t—”

And then, lamely: “Oh hell, Nick. I’m sorry. It’s just Sue. She didn’t mean it.”

But she did, Nick had seen it in her eyes later that same afternoon when he dropped in at her place unannounced. Her parents were still there, Mira, a brittle forty-something blonde in an iridescent pantsuit, and Campbell, broad-shouldered and handsome, his red hair trimmed close above a prominently boned face.

“This is my friend Nick,” Sue had said, the word she chose—

—friend—

—inadequate, hurtful.

Nick blushed, suddenly sorry he had come. “I just wanted that book,” he said off the top of his head.

“The book. Right.” Coldly, she added: “I’ll get it.” They listened to her mount the stairs, Mira in her shiny pantsuit, Campbell in a summer sweater of hand-woven silk, Nick in torn Levis and a pair of beat-up work boots he had stolen from Jake last Christmas. Nick scratched his head, studied the weave of the carpet.

Mira Thompson cleared her throat. “Where are you from, Rick?”

He stammered, started to correct her, thought better of it. He managed to get it out at last: “Louisiana.” He coughed, abruptly conscious of his bayou accent, so different from the honeyed cadence of old Savannah.

Suddenly he understood Sue’s reluctance to bring him here, to introduce him to such people.

And hated himself for it.

“Mira and I just love New Orleans. Went down for Mardi Gras—what was it, Mira, five years ago?”

Nick studied his boots.

“What do your folks do down there, son?”

“Sales,” Nick said. It might have been the most shameful moment of his life. He smiled weakly. “Dad’s in—”

Sue saved him. She appeared at the bottom of the stairs in a rush, thrusting a paperback at him. He shoved it in a back pocket without even glancing at the title.

“I’ll be off then.”

An awkward moment passed, everyone standing and talking simultaneously, handshakes exchanged, and then Nick found himself on the stoop alone with Sue, staring into her angry face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll call—”

“I’ll call you.”

But she did not.

In the days that followed, Nick blew off classes, drank beer, and studied the book she had given him—an unread copy of Sons and Lovers from the British novel class—for answers to questions he dared not ask. The third afternoon—a sullen, rainy day that reflected Nick’s mood—she showed up at his door.

“What’s up, Nicky?” she said, dropping her coat. There was nothing underneath, just the long, slim lines of the body that haunted his dreams. He knelt before her.

“Nick,” she said. “Oh, Nick.”

Neither of them ever mentioned her parents again.

“Hey, buddy!”

Nick turned. The ticket attendant rested his elbows on the counter.

“You talking to me?”

“You the one with that redhead, the two fellas?”

“Yeah.”

“Outside. Said they’d be in the car.”

Nick nodded, a knot loosening in his chest. That sense of resentment—the three of them closing ranks against him—retreated a little. Waiting. “Thanks.”

Nick hurried to the stairs, anxious to escape the bus station’s contagion of fried food and diesel fuel, the doubt spreading like infection in his mind. He glimpsed the Mercedes, an electric blue SEL 450, at the curb through the old men clustered outside the door. They turned to look at him as he passed among them, their faces inscrutable. The cold was like a wall.

“Hey, pal?”

A hand touched his elbow.

“Hey.”

Nick glanced over his shoulder, clasping the mailer against his chest. A seamed face leaned toward him: booze-stained eyes and stubbled jaw, teeth yellow and slick-looking in a smile that wanted something. A shit-eating grin, Nick’s father would have called it. The old man’s breath hung between them like a veil, a reek of cigarettes and cheap wine.

“You got a buck? Coffee?”

Involuntarily, Nick’s hand clutched his jacket, the roll of bills curled there, seed of a future as yet unborn. But a future.

“I’m in a hurry.”

He started for the car, but the hand touched his elbow once again, gripping this time.

He turned. “Let me go, man.”

“In a fuckin Mercedes and you can’t spare a measly buck, friend?”

“It’s not my car—”

“You ain’t like them, huh?”

Nick hesitated, wrenched his arm away. He turned to the car, digging in his jeans. The old man reached out for him once again, jarring his elbow as Nick lifted out a handful of change. Silver rained against the broken sidewalk, but none of them moved. Not Nick and not the old man, not the bums gathered beyond him.

Nick met the old man’s bleary eyes for a single instant longer, and then he turned away.

“So let’s see what’s inside,” Tucker said from the back seat.

Nick slid a finger under the flap and tore open the end of the mailer. He could hear the silence, sense the three of them lean toward him as he tilted the contents into his hand.

A videotape.

No one said anything. The Mercedes sped south into the gathering twilight, leaving Knoxville behind.

Casey, the typewritten label read. Tape 14.

Nick shook the tape from its cardboard box; Finney’s VCR swallowed it silently, its digital display flaring alight. He heard the spools catch with a click. The screen fuzzed over as the leader unwound, then gave way to a flawless ebony emptiness. Nick glanced at the others, mere shapes in the darkened room. Finney slouched with his arms crossed over the back of a kitchen chair, his face expressionless. Tucker sat rigidly in the recliner, chewing at a nail. Sue waited on the sofa. Nick stepped over the coffee table and sank into the cushions beside her, grateful for her warmth as she leaned against him.

On the screen, blackness. No music.

A title came up, white letters against a jet background: Casey. A moment later, the screen brightened to gray, a porous alien field rendered in stark precision. Gradually the camera pulled back and the gray field revealed itself as one wall of a cinderblock room, bright and sterile as a surgery. The camera held there for a moment, dipped to reveal a steel drain set in the center of a concrete floor, and then panned slowly, gray floor slipping by. Only then did Nick realize that there was sound, that there had been for some time, almost subliminal at first but growing slowly louder: muted sobs.

Tension writhed in his belly.

The first glimpse of color was like an electric shock: a dull steel band encircling a pale ankle. The camera climbed the leg slowly, caressing knee and thigh and finally the tangled thatch of pubic hair, black against translucent flesh, with the faintest coral hint of female genitals curled within. As it climbed higher, over a slight, rounded belly and girlish breasts, Nick felt his cock stiffening almost against his will. Sue moved still closer against him, her hand heavy on his thigh.

“Some kind a freaky titty movie,” Tucker said, and for once Nick had to agree with him.

Then the camera came to rest on the girl’s face, heart-shaped and fragile and not wholly formed, poised at the tremulous frontier of adolescence, no longer a girl and not quite a woman, maybe seventeen, maybe not. Her beauty was like an ache way down inside him. Dark hair curled around her pale shoulders and her green eyes gazed directly into the lens with a terrifying intensity. A bright, bright ribbon of blood flowed from the corner of her mouth.

And she sobbed, a constant, defeated hitching of breath.

“I got a bad feeling about this,” Finney said into the silence, and at the same time another figure stepped into the frame: an enormous man with his back to the camera, naked but for the black leather hood zipped over his head. Sobs caught and died in the girl’s throat. She backed away, and Nick saw how she was bound, steel shackles at wrist and ankle, connected by lengths of narrow chain to bolts in the concrete floor.

Another man, about Nick’s size, and also hooded, stepped into the picture, his penis half-erect in a nest of brown hair. The hooded men caught the girl between them and lowered her wide-eyed and empty of resistance to the floor. The big man held her prone while the other man shortened the chains, giving the girl no more than a foot of play. The big man stepped out of frame and returned with two padded mats. He placed one in front of the girl, and one between her outspread thighs. The smaller man knelt behind the exposed mounds of her buttocks, stroking himself. The big man stepped in front of the girl, and now Nick saw that he had something in his hand. Something bone-handled, something shiny. It flickered and caught the light, and Nick felt an icy hand close around his heart.

A knife.

An off-camera voice spoke up.

“Now then,” it said, masculine and precise. “Let us begin.”

“It’s a fake,” Tucker said.

But if it was a fake it was artfully done. The off-screen voice orchestrated changes in position; the two men were tireless. At one point, the big man sodomized her, while the smaller man knelt before her and pressed the knife to her throat, forcing her to fellate him. Nick stared in fascination at the narrow, crimson thread snaking down her breast to drip on the floor, helpless to turn away from the horror on screen. Sue whimpered, curled tighter into the shelter of his arm. He had to force himself not to recoil, shamed by the iron spike of his erection.

When they started to cut her, the girl began to scream. She screamed for a long time, and the sounds echoed in Nick’s head. Still he forced himself to believe that it was all pretend, that after the take ended the three would get up, shake hands like professionals, and walk away.

Then the men took the girl’s tongue and all screams stopped together. In the moment that followed, as wordless grunts and groans filled the room, he knew better.

“It’s not a fake,” he said.

“I think we ought to turn this off,” Finney said.

“Me, too,” said Nick.

But he didn’t move. None of them did.

Helpless to turn away, mesmerized, Nick felt reality slip, time grown fluid, Finney’s living room tainted with the smoky air of the strip joint, the flickering television screen a curtained doorway into a world he had never dared imagine.

He could not—would not—look away.

After a while, both men came. But the film didn’t end there. The two men on screen were good.

They kept the girl alive for a long time.


Monday, 10:06 AM to 1:30 PM

Nick slept through his nine o’clock sociology, but forced himself to his 11 o’clock, Twentieth-Century Novel with Dr. Gillespie. He seriously considered ditching the entire day, but after last night, after the tape, he ached for routine and order. He and Sue had talked long into the night, falling into a fitful doze just before dawn. His dreams had been a tumble of half-formed images, ogres in masks, girls in pain.

He woke at 10:06, his penis rigid against his stomach, a vision of the writhing girl—

—Casey, her name was Casey—

—dissolving in the cool air above him. A disembodied voice uncoiled in the room, the words indecipherable. Nick caught his breath; the sounds carried the same clipped cadence as the voice behind the videotape, the one whose last command—a bark harsh with desire—still reverberated in his head: “Finish her!”

He did not think he would ever forget the tape’s final moments, the bigger of the two masked men wrenching the girl’s head back, his fist knotted in her hair. And the knife. My God, the knife—

Nick swallowed, shuddering.

He took a deep breath, forcing the tape from his mind, and slid out from under Sue’s arms. He showered and dressed quickly, grabbed his book bag, and slipped silently out of the apartment, half-jogging the four blocks to campus. Dr. Gillespie was just starting roll as he slid into his seat.

“So,” Dr. Gillespie said, snapping his roll book shut, “we spoke last time of Gatsby’s illusions—of the way he disregards the fleetness of time, insisting that you can repeat the past.” Dr. Gillespie strode slowly from the lectern, his arms crossed, his head cocked in a professorial attitude. “We saw how Gatsby’s entire life—all the opulence and excess—is caught up in his revisioning of Daisy Buchanan, the entire unwieldy scaffold of his aspirations symbolized in the ephemeral shimmer of a distant, green light.” He surveyed the class, his eyes like flint.

“What’s your opinion, Mr. Kilpatrick?” Across the room from Nick, a pock-marked boy started from a doze and stammered a series of half-formed thoughts. Nick looked down at his book, bought well-thumbed at a used bookstore in Knoxville. The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald. He had read almost half of it in a single sitting Saturday afternoon, enjoying it immensely. Carraway’s eloquent voice, his controlled measure of life won Nick over immediately. Nick had put the novel aside only when Finney and Tucker barged into his apartment and dragged him away with the promise of flesh and beer. He wished he had stayed and finished the book.

He closed his eyes and Casey filled his mind, her face contorted, her body stretched into impossible positions, pain not nearly a big enough word for what he saw in her eyes.

The tape ended in abrupt darkness, as if the voice behind the camera had yanked a plug. The four of them had sat silently for several minutes. Then Tucker muttered a quiet, “Goddamn.” Wordlessly, Sue stood and stalked away; with a final lingering glance at the television, Nick followed. Finney caught them at the door, his face pale and worried.

“Wait a minute, Nick. We have to talk about this.”

“Not tonight,” Sue said, and for a moment, Nick only stood there, caught between them.

He started to speak, his mouth dry. “Can I—” The question died on his lips as he thought how it would sound, what they might think of him.

“What?” Finney said.

The tape. Can I have the tape?

“Nothing,” he said.

Sue tugged at his sleeve. “Come on.”

They had barely reached Sue’s car when the townhouse door swung open once again. “We need to talk about this.”

“Tomorrow,” Nick called over his shoulder.

“Donner’s, then. Lunch.”

Later, in bed, Sue said, “Who do you think she was?”

“No idea.” He paused. It was 12:16. “Just a girl, wrong place, wrong time. Someone passing through. Someone they took from some other nowhere.” His voice sounded muffled, as if the dark swallowed the words as they left his mouth.

“Bastards.” Her voice was hard, unrelenting.

“Yeah,” he said, wrapping his arms around her, pressing his lips to her forehead.

“Mr. Kilpatrick, that’s quite enough,” Dr. Gillespie said, drawing Nick back into the classroom. “I suggest you spend a little more time with Mr. Fitzgerald tonight.” He returned to the lectern and resumed his discourse. Nick forced himself to listen.

“Gatsby has reinvented himself. Shedding the skin of his old self, James Gatz, a poor boy from nowhere, molting into a dazzling new self. In the same way, he attempts to recreate Daisy, forcing her, ironically, to be forever the woman—the girl—he’d known five years previously.” Gillespie paused and stared at the class, his eyes like shards of broken glass.

“Where do we first see Gatsby?”

“At the dock, watching Daisy’s mansion across the bay,” Nick said. He’d read a little less than half the novel, but he knew the game. Answer what you do know, quickly, then dodge back into the underbrush. He had no idea what fate awaited Gatsby and Daisy in the deep end of the novel, but he recognized the ominous portents. He wondered if Casey had been in school, and where. His stomach roiled. Again he watched the trickle of blood roll slowly across her breast.

“Very good, Mr. Laymon. Glad you’re back with us.” Gillespie paced to the door and back to the lectern. “His arms outstretched, his longing like something palpable. That green light at the end of the Buchanan pier—it becomes symbolic of all that Gatsby dreams of and hopes for and devotes his life to. A green light as vibrant as life itself, as evasive and insubstantial as starlight. A symbol of elusiveness.” Gillespie smiled. “The green light,” he whispered, arms outstretched.

He paused dramatically and then strolled to the far end of the classroom, his words running together in Nick’s mind. He thought back to something Sue had said last night. He must have nodded off because the next thing he knew Sue was in mid-sentence and the clock beside his bed read 3:11. Darkness cloaked the room, the moon behind heavy clouds. The clock bathed them in a red glow.

Like radiation, Nick thought.

“—Carrie Witherspoon but everyone called her Spoon because she’d scoop up just about anything.” Sue talked as if in a trance, her voice low and thoughtful. “She wanted to come to the college but couldn’t afford it. I think her Mom works somewhere on campus, a janitor or something. Carrie worked down at the Duracell plant, but she spent most of her nights up here on campus. I ran into her a couple of times at the Torkelsons’ parties.” Sue shivered.

Nick remembered her, a dark-haired, skinny girl. Not ugly, but not pretty either. A plain girl, just like the ones he’d known in Glory, girls desperate to scale the walls of their claustrophobic lives. All they walked and talked was deliverance—and most of them, including Carrie Witherspoon, attempted to earn it on their backs. Somewhere in the dimly lit recesses of his mind—behind the leering visage of the dead guy, just beyond the yawning maw of Casey’s pain—Nick seemed to remember something else about Carrie, something that stirred the campus.

“What about her?” he asked Sue.

“Don’t you remember?” Sue sat up and turned toward him. “She disappeared the fall of our sophomore year.” Nick remembered then. “Have you Seen Me?” fliers peppered the campus for a couple of weeks and once her mother—a hulking and bedraggled cafeteria lady, he recalled, not a janitor—showed up at one of the fall parties, asking questions. He could still see the haunted look in her eyes.

After that, nothing, as if Carrie Witherspoon had fallen into an abyss. Everyone assumed she had finally made her escape, fleeing Ransom for better prospects. Nick hadn’t thought of her since.

“What if,” Sue said, her voice clipped, as if she measured each word, “she was a number? Number ten or seven or even the very first.” She sounded, just for a second, eerily like the videotape’s voice.

A cold rush—colder than that mountain stream—flowed through Nick. Casey filled his head, her face a rictus of terror. What’s it like, he thought, to be that scared? Sue lay down beside him and Nick wrapped his arms around her. “Oh, Nicky,” she said, breathing into the cup of his throat. He lay awake for a long time, watching shadows shift in the dark, nebulous phantoms that transmogrified into screaming mouths, the sleek curve of a crumpled fender, the silhouette of a dead man’s head.

“Mr. Laymon, have you left us again?”

Nick jerked in his desk, spilling his books to the floor. A wavelet of laughter rippled through the class. Dr. Gillespie closed his eyes and solemnly shook his head.

“As I was saying,” he continued, “Fitzgerald ends the novel indicating that all we can do is believe in the green light, the orgastic—a word F. Scott, a terrible speller, mistakenly coined, by the way—the orgastic future—”

The bell shrilled through his last words, stealing them.

“We’ll wrap up next time. Class dismissed.”

Leaving, Nick saw Gillespie gesture to him, but Nick ducked his head and bulled his way into the crowded hallway. Outside, the cold numbing him instantly, Nick headed toward the cafeteria.

Donner’s overflowed with students and professors hurrying through lunch. Nick scanned the crowd quickly, but saw none of the others. Something cold unfolded in his stomach.

He pushed through the line, picking up a tuna on rye and an apple. Back in the dining area he still saw no one. It was the bus terminal all over again. Something serpentine stole into his heart.

“Nick! Over here!” Sue stood beside a table in the far back corner, waving. Finney sat beside her, his face stone, a newspaper unfolded in front of him.

Nick walked over and placed his food on the table. He sat between them, pushing his sandwich aside. He picked up the apple and slowly polished it on the tail of his shirt.

“Hey, lover, how was class?” Sue’s eyes were clear and bright. Looking closely, though, Nick could see the shadows of last night’s fears: dark circles under her eyes, an occasional twitch at the corner of her mouth.

“Okay, I guess.” He looked over at Finney. “Where’s Tuck?”

Finney shrugged and pushed the paper toward Nick. “You see this?”

Nick glanced down; it was the Ransom Daily, folded open to page four. He shook his head.

Finney jabbed his finger at a small story under the fold. “Body Found,” the headline said in letters like black tumors. The piece had no byline. Nick thought suddenly of the old man outside the bus terminal. You ain’t like them. He squeezed the apple, refusing the shake in his fingers. He read the article quickly, the words blurring before his eyes. He reread it, forcing the words to take shape, exhorting the piece to make sense.

The body of an unidentified man had been found late yesterday afternoon in the woods on the Tennessee side of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Sources reported that the incident bore the markings of a hit-and-run accident and that the driver had apparently attempted to hide the body. The U.S. Park Service had also discovered a stolen 1996 Camaro with Tennessee plates abandoned in a scenic overlook less than half a mile away. Because of the possibility of a murder on federal land, the FBI had been asked to participate in the investigation.

Nick read the last line several times. Shit. They were way beyond the deep end, drowning. He imagined the warm, dark waters of the Gulf searing his throat, filling his lungs.

“Notice anything?”

Finney’s voice brought Nick to the surface. He breathed deeply and met Finney’s eyes. “Besides the fact that we’re unbelievably fucked?”

Sue reached over and patted his arm. Her touch was the shock of jellyfish. He winced but kept his arm on the table.

“Any mention of Evans?”

Nick scanned the article again. None. His chest tightened; he wanted Sue to take her hand back. Breathing was hard.

“What’s his deal, Nick? He came through with his Dick Tracy shit before noon. Rangers discovered the body late afternoon.” He spoke in an even voice. “And what is a Tennessee Highway Patrolman doing in Ransom, North Carolina?” The last word came out Cah-o-lina, the Southern accent Finney had interred long ago slipping from its grave. The two of them stared at each other. Finney’s fingers tapped a quick beat on the table. Nick polished his apple.

“We need to think,” Sue said. “We need—”

Reed Tucker appeared between them, breathing heavily, his eyes wild and his usually impeccably swept hair greasy and disheveled. He dragged a chair over from the next table and collapsed into it. Nick noticed he had on the same clothes he’d worn yesterday, the Hilfiger sweatshirt rumpled and stained; he smelled as if he hadn’t bothered to shower since the accident.

“You see this?” Tucker slapped a bright blue flier on top of the newspaper. “I found it posted in the Student Center.” He snatched the newspaper from under the flier and fell quiet, studying the article. His leg jittered under the table like a pinned insect.

Finney picked up the blue sheet, examined it, and slid it across to Nick. He read it, aware of Sue looking over his shoulder, her breath moist on his neck. Printed across the top in cold black letters was the word REWARD. Just below was a blurry but recognizable photograph of Casey. She grinned brightly, like a child, warm and safe, centuries from the cold pain of the cinderblock room.

Just below, in the same bold black letters:

$100,000

FOR INFORMATION CONCERNING THE WHEREABOUTS OF
CASEY NICOLE BARRETT
MISSING SINCE NOV. 12

Listed beneath were a phone number and the name Alfred Reynolds Barrett. The name sounded distantly familiar.

“A. R. Barrett,” Finney said. “He’s a lobbyist for the tobacco industry. The Senator’s mentioned him a couple times.” He paused. “The money would be pocket change.”

Nick looked at the amount again. He closed his eyes as Sue took the flier. The inside of his head bloomed with a phosphorous green light. A hundred grand would take him through the rest of his youth. Everything about him felt suddenly weighted, as if flatirons had been strapped to his limbs.

Once, when he was thirteen, he and Alex St. Johns, his best friend at the time, decided to swim out to one of the Gulf buoys, a channel maker about two miles out. They were both strong swimmers and they liked the ring of bravado in the plan. They started early one Saturday morning the middle of June, the day hot and bright, the Gulf calm. Less than a mile out—just when they hit the truly green waters of the Gulf—Alex turned back, telling Nick that he’d felt something thick and leathery brushing against his legs. When Nick refused to follow, Alex got angry, shouting that he was a stupid son of a bitch going nowhere.

The desertion enraged Nick and he swam all the harder. They told him later that he must have veered off course and missed the buoy. Within a couple of hours his arms and legs screamed; he refused to surrender, convinced the buoy was just ahead. By noon, when a passing shrimper spotted him, his arms and legs were dead weights, dragging him under.

The sun had stripped his shoulders and fever blisters had covered his lips, forming and bursting in the salt water, spreading into his nose and the corners of his eyes. He remembered nothing of the last hour. The captain of the shrimper told him later that he’d been babbling incoherently, something about creatures under the sea.

He felt that way now, his limbs heavy, his mind water-logged, something dark and hungry circling just beneath him. He imagined opening his eyes in the briny Gulf—and discovering the fish-eaten faces of Finney and Tuck leering back at him, each clinging to one of his legs.

Tucker slammed the newspaper down on the table. “What the hell are we going to do?” Panic laced his voice.

Nick opened his eyes and took the flier back from Sue. He folded it carefully and slipped it into his shirt pocket.

“What about the tape?” he said, looking at Finney.

Finney glanced at the others and then back to Nick. “I say we destroy it. Cut our losses, kill our connections, lay low till this thing is gone.”

“Me, too,” Tucker said, his voice a ragged whisper. “It’s a trail leading straight up our asses, man.”

“Sue?” They all looked at her. She nodded her head, a terse dip of her chin.

“Who?” Nick asked.

“You do it,” Tucker said. “This whole thing is on your head—you made us go back to the body, you had to check out the locker. You kill the tape.” He stood abruptly and reached into the front of his jeans; grinning, he pulled out the videotape. Finney and Nick looked at him incredulously. “You think I’m going to leave this time bomb in the apartment?” He tossed it to Nick and sat down. “Do it soon,” he said, “like now.”

Nick looked at Sue. She gazed back, her expression inscrutable. He tucked the tape into the inside jacket pocket, feeling it bump softly against the roll of bills. His heart quickened as he stood, swinging his book bag over a shoulder.

“I’ve got Modern Poetry at 1:00. I’m gone.”

“Class? You’re going to fucking class?” Tucker jumped up, knocking his chair over. It clattered against the tiled floor. The few students still scattered around Donner’s looked over, then resumed their lunches. One of the cafeteria ladies shuffled past and began to bus the table beside them. The fat of her arms and belly swung to the slow time of her movements. Her face was surprisingly sunken and her hair, what little Nick could see through the cobweb of her hairnet, was a lifeless iron-gray. Like an automaton, she cleared the table and then stooped to retrieve Tucker’s overturned chair.

“There you go, suh.”

As she turned away, her eyes, blank as glass, crawled sluggishly over Nick. He recognized her then. He’d seen her probably a hundred times during the past two years and never made the connection. She was Carrie Witherspoon’s mother, the one who had floated ghostlike into one of the Torkelsons’ parties to search for her lost daughter. Nick watched her move slowly to the other side of Donner’s.

“With all this shit,” Tucker hissed into Nick’s face, leaning far over the table, “you’re going to a goddamn poetry class?”

“That’s enough, Tuck.” Finney didn’t move, but his eyes, clear and cold, were hard on Nick. “Calm down. Now.” Finney refolded the newspaper. “Nick knows what he’s doing. Don’t you, Nicky?”

Tucker kicked his chair out of the way and stalked out of the building. The door slammed behind him.

“I’ll catch him,” Sue said, gathering her books. “Calm him down.” She kissed Nick on the mouth. Her lips felt chapped. “See you at my apartment?”

“Yeah, a couple hours.” Nick watched her leave.

“Nicky, my man,” Finney said, standing and tucking the newspaper under his arm, “let’s you and I take a walk.”

The sky was bright and cold and seemingly endless, as though no dead man straddled his conscience. Nick followed Finney into the Quadrangle, a deserted alcove off to the side of Donner’s. The walls of four buildings, gray brick rising coldly into the sun, hemmed in a stamp-sized area of dead grass and concrete benches. Finney sat down on the farthest bench, blowing on his hands, hunched against the cold. His movements triggered a memory, one that Nick tried to suppress. He took the bench opposite Finney’s, dropping his book bag, still wrestling with the image of Finney seated on the same bench sometime last July. The cold seeped through his jeans, chilling him. His balls shriveled, hard as knots. Nick gave over to the memory, the revelation as merciless now as it had been that summer day so long ago.

During the summers, Ransom College dwindled to almost nothing, less than a hundred students taking maybe a dozen courses. Last summer Nick had planned to return to Glory, as he had the previous two years, but the week before finals—dead week they called it—Danny Patterson’s mother suffered a fatal heart attack. Danny was the English Department’s lone student assistant, a junior given to reciting Poe and selling tests he’d mimeographed for a hundred pops a page. Dr. Gillespie asked if Nick could stand in Danny’s stead for the summer, and before he’d really thought about it, Nick agreed.

The job was simple: two hours in the morning and three in the afternoon, copying and filing tests, sorting the mail, retrieving the chair’s dry cleaning. Nothing compared to the summer of unloading crates Nick had planned.

He’d just left work that July afternoon when he’d spotted Finney sunning himself in the Quad, a battered copy of The Golden Ass facedown on the bench beside him.

They chatted, nothing that Nick could remember, then Finney said, “Tuck and I are headed for Knoxville. Got any plans tonight?”

“Taking Sue over to Ashland, we’re eating at some place called Mallory’s.”

Finney laughed. “She used to make me take her over there all the time. Watch, she’ll order the stuffed lobster and a bottle of—”

The world slid from under Nick. He felt dizzy, nauseated, like someone had hit him in the heart with a hammer. He collapsed heavily beside Finney. The heat from the bench crawled into him.

“Aw, shit, Nick, I didn’t know—I mean, you know, it wasn’t—”

Nick held up his hand. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t already suspected. He’d seen them together often enough during their freshman year, huddled together in Donner’s. But he hadn’t been a part of their clique, one of $100 T-shirts and sleek new cars. Finney and Sue and all the rest of them had been as distant as coastal islands, smudges on the horizon. He’d known—but had not allowed himself to consider what might have gone on before he came along.

Sue occasionally said something about Finney—his passion for Dairy Queen Blizzards, his intense hatred of public radio—that belied more than a base familiarity. Doubts whispered at the back of his head; jealousy cackled just over his shoulder. He’d often caught himself on the verge of asking, stopping himself because he knew it was not something you would ask Sue Thompson. If she wanted him to know—if there had really been anything worth mentioning about Finney, Nick convinced himself—Sue would have told him, laughing it off as a mistake, an experiment between friends.

But she’d said nothing, leaving Nick to steep in his own suspicions.

“Hey, Nicky.” Finney again.

In that quiet instant, the image was born. He saw it as clearly as memory, Finney laboring arduously over Sue, her head thrown back, her lips working in a silent plea for more, more. Then the sharp, feral cry as Finney poured himself into her.

Finney touched him on the shoulder and Nick flinched.

“Hey, you all right?”

Nick looked at Finney, remembering that night at the Torkelsons, Finney reciting in Latin, that current of energy leaping between them, connecting them.

He choked the image, hoping to kill it.

“Nothing,” he said. “I mean, I know it was nothing. Sue told me about it and I know, I mean, it’s cool.”

Finney clapped him on the shoulder. “Good. Because it was nothing. Can you imagine? Me and Sue?” Laughing, he turned his face to the sun.

Nick grinned weakly and, for just a second, considered asking—

—more Finney more—

—and knew that he could not. If he did, he would lose one of them. And Nick realized, sitting there in the heat of a late July afternoon, that he could not bear that. They completed him, the one as much as the other.

He struggled with the image, wrestling it into a trunk somewhere far in the back of his mind.

“We’re cool, Nicky?”

“Yeah, we’re cool.”

“So where are we, Nick?”

Nick looked up, startled, the vision of Finney’s heaving back as real as the dead man’s ghostly weight.

It took a second, but then he said, “In some deep shit—deeper than we realized.”

“Aren’t we though.” Finney nodded, as if Nick had given the answer he’d been waiting for. “You going to eat that?”

Nick looked down, surprised to find the apple still in his hand. He tossed it to Finney, who took a tremendous bite, every bit as complacent as Tucker had been edgy with panic. A phrase from out of the past floated into Nick’s mind, something Finney had said about Tucker that night after the party. He just needs someone to look after him. At the time, the sentiment had seemed harmless enough, but now, with Tucker visibly falling apart, it took on an altogether different—and more frightening—meaning. Maybe Finney was thinking along similar lines, for now, through a mouthful of apple, he said, “Why did you bring Sue into it?”

“Had to. No choice.” He’d be damned if he’d say more—though Finney’s question made him wonder. Why had he? He didn’t want to think of that, didn’t want to remember that sense that Sue was slipping away from him, didn’t want to believe he would implicate her in something like this just to hang on to her. Didn’t want to see that side of himself. There were many sides to himself he hadn’t known existed, it seemed.

But Finney only nodded again, like that was exactly what he expected.

“What about Tuck? He’s on the edge, man. If he—”

“Tuck’s okay.” Finney tossed the apple core into a nearby garbage can. “I’ll keep track of him.” He wiped his hands on a monogrammed handkerchief he pulled from his pocket. “You watch Sue.” Wiping his mouth, he said, “What do you make of Evans?”

Nick pursed his lips, picturing the patrolman in his doorway. “I’m not sure. Someone sniffing around for a reward?”

“That’s sort of what I figured, too. But I was thinking—remember the car that passed us up there?”

Nick nodded, his mind filling with the image of that Cadillac, black as sin, and looming in the night like death.

“It came back,” Nick said.

“That’s right. And I can’t help wondering: was it Evans?”

“But why?”

“Playing his own angle. The guy had all that money. Maybe it was a payoff.”

“Think he’ll be back?”

“Fuck if I know.” Finney neatly folded the handkerchief and returned it to his back pocket. “Right now, he’s got nothing on us. Suspicions maybe, nothing more. We need to take care of the Acura, though. I went out to the garage yesterday afternoon and smashed the fender pretty good with a hammer, washed it with ammonia. Think a forensics lab could still pick up blood traces?”

“No idea—those CSI guys seem to be able to do anything, though.” Nick felt the coldness fluttering into his belly again. Finney’s calm litany set his mind awhirl. He’d known from the beginning that they were in deep waters, but the more Finney talked—always in that maddeningly tranquil voice—the deeper they seemed to get. Again, the image of the bum from the bus terminal popped into his head. You ain’t like them. And he wasn’t. Finney had the Senator, Tuck and Sue had families wallowing in money. If things got nasty, Nick knew he’d find himself alone. Again, he saw himself adrift in the swirling Gulf, his companions shrinking steadily in the distance.

Reluctantly, he said, “Finney, maybe it’s time to call the Senator.”

Finney turned to stare at him thoughtfully. “That what you want, Nicky?”

He said nothing, aware of the bulky roll of bills shoved in his jacket pocket. Of the tape.

He swallowed. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Let’s hold off,” Finney said. “Lay low for a while.”

And suddenly it occurred to Nick to wonder why he had never met the Senator—if the man even knew he existed. He flushed, stared down at brown weave of winter grass, stricken with a voice out of the past, Sue’s voice. This is my friend Nick. The word rankled. Friend.

He spoke, mostly to quiet his mind: “You think it’ll blow over?”

“Look. We’ve got three days of classes left, a week of exams, four weeks of Christmas break. By the time we come back, this is all ancient history. Who knows? Tuck may even lay out a semester. No way he’s graduating in the spring.”

“And if Evans comes sniffing around again?”

“We deal with it, calmly. He’s got nothing.”

But Finney hadn’t seen that cockroach scuttle across his wall, had he? Or that hand, nightmarish quick. Nick certainly hadn’t told him about it. He and Sue hadn’t even talked about it. Maybe they couldn’t, couldn’t find the words to wrap around it. It was too much like a glimpse into a parallel universe, too senseless, crazy. He remembered the stack of Superman comics in the corner of the bedroom his brothers had shared. The Bizarro world. Christ, what could you say about something like that?

When he looked up, Finney was staring at him. His eyes sparkled in the sun. “I’ll sit on Tuck, you keep Sue in hand.”

Nick stood, glancing at his watch. Almost 1:30. Modern Poetry was shot. He turned to leave, shrugging into the straps of his book bag. He hesitated, then asked, turning to face Finney, “You think about the girl, about Casey?”

Finney looked at the ground. At first Nick thought he wasn’t going to answer, then he said, his voice quiet, “Every time I close my eyes I see her. Hear her.”

Nick felt something move between them, tightening, the accident binding them together like a wet leather strap. Unconsciously, he lifted his hand and tapped the videotape.

“Get rid of that tape.” Finney stood. “You realize it’s just us, don’t you, Nicky? If either of us loses it, we all lose. We stay calm, think clearly, we can ride this thing out. Right, Nicky? But it’s me and you—no one else.” Finney’s words bounced among the four walls, disappearing slowly into the void of the sky. They carried the same dead tone as the grunts and groans in the cinderblock room.

“Don’t call me Nicky,” he said, already walking away.


Monday, 1:45 to 11:43 PM

From the moment he arrived in Ransom, Nick had loved the library, a nineteenth-century sprawl of gables and wings that looked more like a refugee from a gothic novel than the academic haunt of svelte co-eds with Greek pins and lacquered hair. He loved everything about the place: the checkered expanses of black and white tile; the hushed intensity of study, like a big, silent dog straining at its leash; even the dusty odor of the books, about the most alien smell he could have imagined as a boy in Glory. Now he stood in the entrance hall for a moment, just letting the tension flow out of him as Finney’s voice—

—we can ride this thing out—

—slipped away into the silence.

He shrugged his book bag off his shoulders as he crossed the lobby. Beyond a bank of glass doors, the reference room lay forsaken, students and professors alike drawing a last breath before the final, hectic commotion of exams. For the next night or two the campus would rock with keg parties, but Nick’s taste for barley and hops had evaporated on that stretch of mountain highway. Unbidden, his fingers brushed his jacket, the roll of bills and the videotape hidden within.

For half a second he hesitated, and then he remembered Tuck’s fear-uglied voice—

—save me that three musketeer shit, Nick—

—and a piece of his dad’s advice came back to him. You got to take care of number one, he had said, one blunt finger prodding at Nick’s chest. You got to take care of yourself or they’ll screw you and leave you crippled in a chair. He had never said who he meant by “they,” but then he didn’t really have to. “They” were all the people who got men like Frank Laymon by the short hairs, the landlords and bosses, the creditors and corporate lawyers who had hamstrung his worker’s comp claims, leaving him half a lifetime to nurse his hatred for them. Suits, he called them, the faceless men who had sentenced him to a paltry disability stipend and a life term in the sagging clapboard house where he would never again climb the stairs.

Sighing, Nick dropped his book bag and sat down in front of a computer. He dug the flyer out of his shirt pocket and spread it open on the table, smoothing the crinkles with trembling fingers. Casey Nicole Barrett stared up at him from some lost moment of joy, and suddenly Nick was glad he hadn’t made it to Modern Poetry.

Stillman, the instructor, was the diametrical opposite of Gillespie: a youngish guy, a decade removed from grad school and steeped in the victim-chic ideology of his day. His class was less about literature than sociology—oppressed ethnic minorities and their oppressors, dead white males mostly, though Nick figured oppression had less to do with race and gender than with money, the only true equalizer. Stillman’s favorite question, usually rendered with a sympathetic twist of his bovine physiognomy, was, “How did this poem make you feel?” Ransom tradition had it that a legendary English major of years past, a guy named Wohlpart, had responded to this earnest question one morning with a table-shivering, beer-fueled fart, but Nick had his doubts about the veracity of this story.

Still, the question rankled and never more so than now, as he stared down into Casey Nicole Barrett’s dead face.

How does this make you feel? Stillman inquired inside his head, and Nick grimaced, knowing that even if he lived a hundred years, he would never feel any worse.

He reached for the mouse to open Google, and typed in a name to start a search: Alfred Reynolds Barrett.

“So did you get rid of it?” Sue asked.

Blushing, Nick darted a glance across the table at her, feeling trapped, the way he had felt when he was a kid, when Jake and Sam had discovered the cache of skin magazines he’d stashed in his closet. The shame of the moment—his brothers teasing him, Hey, Nicky, you all grown up now, you beatin the meat?—came rushing back. He hadn’t been able to meet their mocking gazes, and now he couldn’t meet Sue’s, forthright, as though she were asking something she already knew the answer to. Maybe she did. Sue had a sense about things like that. She wasn’t shy behind closed doors. Nick could attest to that.

Not that you could tell by looking at her. She had met him at the door of her apartment, clad in a pair of his cast-off sweats and an LSU sweatshirt, her copper hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked like a high-school girl, her face scrubbed and open. Innocent. Nick had dumped his book bag in the foyer, hastily ditching his coat beside it as she slipped into his arms.

And it wasn’t the money, either. He hadn’t wanted her to know that he had the tape still, there in his jacket pocket—that he couldn’t make himself destroy it, that he kept fingering it, like a miser’s gold.

“C’mon,” she had said, leading him into the kitchen.

Pots boiled and simmered there, pasta and some kind of white sauce with fresh peppers and white chunks of chicken cooked in oil, a fresh salad. Savory aromas drifted in the air.

“I’ve been Krogering.”

“So I see.”

She turned to him with wine, a pale shimmer in a crystal goblet. She had the bottle in an ice-bucket on the counter. Nick thought that was kind of stupid—the refrigerator was right there—but endearing at the same time. Sue had already had a glass or two, he could tell. A flush pinked her cheeks and the faintest hint of old Savannah had crept into her voice. Watching her, Nick felt something tighten inside his chest, something he couldn’t quite put into words. He caught her as she leaned over to stir the sauce.

“Hey!” she protested, but he could tell she didn’t mean it. He tasted the wine when he kissed her, and when he broke the kiss he gazed for a moment into those green eyes. He felt like he could drown there, the green depths of the Gulf rising up to claim him.

“I’ve been thinking about after we graduate,” he said. “About graduate school.”

“It’s hard waiting to hear back, isn’t it?”

“I was thinking more about what you were going to do.”

She didn’t say anything, just stared at him. Waiting.

“I was thinking maybe you could come with me. Now that I have the money.”

“It’s only ten thousand dollars,” she said, blind to how much money that was to him. “Not even that.”

“Yeah, but if there was more—”

“More? There isn’t more.”

“Yeah, but—”

“It’s that tape, isn’t it? Is that what you’re thinking?” She paused. “I thought you were supposed to get rid of it.”

“I did—”

“Did you?” Perhaps she saw the answer in his face. “Are you crazy, Nick? You have to get rid of it, don’t you see that?”

“sue—”

“You killed a man, Nick!”

She stepped back and the words hung between them, almost visible in the silence. He could feel her drawing away from him, that tectonic shift of fear and desire, and suddenly he wanted nothing more than a lifeline to fling across the abyss he felt opening between them.

“Sue …”

“Oh, Nick, let’s just pretend everything is okay for tonight.” They stood there a moment longer, frozen in time, and then she reached up to touch his face. “Come on,” she whispered, her voice almost gentle, “the sauce is going to burn.” And then she was gone.

That was the end of it. Everything since had been banter and wine. They opened a second bottle when they sat down to eat—it stood empty on the table between them now—and when she said those words—

—So did you get rid of it?—

—reopening the wound before it even had time to scab over, he felt the alcohol buzzing through him, blurring the lines between the things he had to say and the things he did not dare. He felt disembodied, tethered to his own flesh by the most tenuous of threads.

“You didn’t, did you?”

“Not yet.”

And then she surprised him—like a kid again, simultaneously attracted and repelled by the carnival rides, by the gorilla behind the bars. Maybe the wine emboldened her.

“I was afraid you had,” she said.

That was how they ended up watching the tape again, he and Sue in the dark living room of her apartment with leftovers congealing on the table and the wine working in their blood. Sue’s eyes were shiny when Nick glanced over at her, her tongue moistening her lips, and suddenly Nick wanted to cry.

On the tape, though, nothing had changed.

Nothing at all.

Halfway through the third bottle of wine, the clear borders of Nick’s world started to collapse. Shadows edged his field of vision. He watched the television through a shifting penumbra of darkness, capable of wrenching his attention away only for seconds at a time, for stolen glimpses of Sue, her face flushed, swollen-looking, her eyes wild as she gazed transfixed into the flickering screen. After that, it seemed like he wasn’t fully there, as though he were watching events unfold on a wavering video-feed with a ten-second delay, a NASA broadcast ten million miles from the world he had known.

He couldn’t say when Sue’s sweatshirt came off, when the still length of her body against his quickened, her tongue probing at his mouth. He didn’t care, either, glad only to have her in his arms, her flesh chill and blue in the flickering radiance of the screen, the molten gash between her legs like a wound.

She slung one pale leg across him, her fingers fumbling to release the zipper of his jeans. When he slipped inside her, he felt as if he had been caught in a slow, relentless current, tidal, self-obliterating. He could go forever, wine-numb, truncheon-thick with desire.

Time blurred, an alcohol-fuzzed flicker of slick union set to the ghostly dance of the screen, those eerie grunts and groans. Abruptly, he found himself standing naked in front of the television, cradling a glass of wine while Sue watched from the sofa.

The whirring VCR snapped to a stop. Dimly, he recalled a crisis just past, a lost remote, a mission. He knelt to punch play, wine sloshing across his hand and forearm. As the title flickered up on the black screen and that porous field of gray took shape, he turned to meet Sue’s eyes.

“C’mere,” she whispered.

Crossing the room, Nick felt like an astronaut loping across a barren moonscape, each step a slow-motion odyssey of drunken precision.

Sue stood to meet him, to pry the wine-glass from his hand. The dregs were cool as she splashed them across his belly. And then she knelt before him, working there, her mouth deliberate, and sweet.

Nick Laymon groaned.

On her knees before him, she turned to study the screen. Then she looked up to meet his gaze, her eyes hooded, heavy.

“Hit me,” she whispered.

“What—”

“Hit me.”

For a moment, Nick was back in the strip club, the curtain twitching aside, that hand lashing out as the lap dancer stumbled back. That grin.

Sue leaned forward, her tongue working.

“Hit me.”

Of its own accord, against his conscious will, his hand leapt out. The sound of it was startling. She lifted her head, red hair in her face. “Hit me.”

He groaned. “No, Sue—”

But the hand leapt out, a striking and a reining back—

—No!—

—in the same swift motion.

The blow spun her to the coffee table, face to the screen, her bottom upturned. And now, without thinking—

—that grin—

—he was on her. He grasped her wrists, twisted them behind her, cuffed them in one hand. With the other, he guided himself into her from behind.

“Nicky.” A moan, a razor’s edge of not-quite pain.

He yanked her arms higher, mashing her cheek into the table, watching her watch the screen, the two men working the girl over. She drove herself back to meet him, gasping. Nick had eyes for nothing but the screen, window into another world, the strange and dangerous territory beyond the curtain. He lifted his other hand and landed a stinging blow across her buttocks, her cry—

“Harder!”

—spurring him on again, again, again.

Breath roaring in his lungs, he paused.

She lay before him, that odd, molten light dancing along the contours of her back, the striking shadows of her ribs like the ribs of some rotting galleon at the bottom of a flickering blue-green sea. And now he knew where this was going, what this had been building toward all along, and maybe she knew too, for she didn’t say a word as he pulled himself slowly from her, her wrists shackled in one hand, his cock mindlessly and utterly stiff as he nosed it into the cleft between her buttocks, hovering there at the verge.

There.

He glanced up at the screen, the knife flickering, the blood scarlet against that girlish breast. He lowered his gaze to the girl imprisoned beneath him.

To Sue.

Her back heaved with breath, each vertebrae casting its distinct button of shadow in that shifting undersea light, a stairwell leading down and down into the foul rag and bone shop of the heart. He met her eyes, read the fear in them, and something else. Eagerness.

She wanted him to do it.

He could hear her hunger singing in the air around him.

He nudged himself forward, felt her widen, a clenched fist opening to receive him. Slowly, he pushed himself in an inch, two inches, and paused, clutched in a ring of caressing muscle.

She gasped, bucked underneath him.

A curtain twitched aside in his mind, a grinning face turned to meet his own.

“Careful, Nicky, it hurts …”

On the screen, the knife descended, barely teasing the flesh, opening a vermillion seam.

He drew in a long breath, lifted her arms toward her shoulders, and let his weight fall behind the pin lodged in that ring of muscle.

The girl gasped, writhed.

Something eased inside her. The ring of muscle loosened, and now he could drive himself into her easily, warmth building at his groin.

She cried out—pleasure, pain, he wasn’t sure—but he did not pause. He drove himself in and in, flesh giving before him, wrenching the girl’s arms higher and still higher, her cheek grinding against the table, her eyes like his eyes fixed on that screen, that curtained doorway into another place with its flicker of half-formed glimpses, the girl on the screen and the scarlet blood at her breast and the girl behind the door staggering back and the girl beneath him—

—Sue, Sue—

—somehow merging into one girl, her white buttocks shuddering as he plunged in and in and in—

—careful Nicky it hurts it hurts it—

—and nothing had ever felt so good. The girl cried out and abruptly the world turned inside out. He stiffened and plunged himself deeper, the pressure at his groin galvanic, leaping out to sheath him in crackling ecstasy, like nothing he had ever experienced or imagined or even dared to dream.


Tuesday, 12:41 to 4:48 AM

They lay silently in Sue’s bedroom, not touching, the streetlight breaking over them like water. Nick stared into the darkness, still more than a little drunk, depressed, most of all alone. Sue might as well have been a thousand miles away.

Drained by thirty seconds of mindless spasm, Nick had fallen abruptly back into himself—into dread and self-loathing—there in the living room. There had been blood, not much, but blood still, the stain somehow shocking against Sue’s pale thighs. She would not meet his eyes or speak to him as she threw on her clothes. She shut off the television and the light on her way out. He listened to her make her way to the second floor, reminding him of that other time he had waited here while she mounted those stairs, that other abandonment.

Now, in the dark living room, the sound of her voice—

—it hurts Nicky it hurts it—

—came back to him, and below that, just barely audible, another voice, wheedling and enticing—the voice of the tape, like a riptide on a sunny Delta afternoon, always threatening to suck you down. Just thinking of it, he felt something uncoil in his loins.

Water ran for a long time upstairs. Afterward, the apartment fell still. Nick sat on the sofa in his boxers and stared into the dark, wondering what to do, whether to follow her upstairs or to slip into the night and find his way home.

But he did not want her to be alone. Not now.

She didn’t stir when he came into the bedroom, when he lay himself beside her.

Finally, into the dark, he said, “We have to talk about it.”

 
Nothing. So he waited, soothed by her presence anyway, the music of her respiration, lulled finally into something that was not quite sleep, a reverie of blessed unawareness.

Sue’s voice buoyed him back into his life. The dead guy lolled in his arms. Casey Barrett sobbed inside his head. He felt once again the gut-wrenching excitement of his climax.

“I don’t want to talk about anything.”

“Sue, listen to me, please—”

“I don’t want to talk about anything, Nick! Not the tape, not that fucking policeman, not—not—”

Her voice broke. After a moment, he stole a hand across the comforter, found her hand, a fist, and pried it open.

He could feel pressure building in his chest. “We have to, Sue.”

“Why? Why?”

“Because—” His voice quiet. “—I hurt you.”

She said nothing.

“I hurt you and I couldn’t—I didn’t want to stop. I—I—hurt you.”

Nick felt her weight shift beside him, found himself staring into her face, edged platinum by the streetlight.

“Is that what you think?” Her eyes glittered. “Is that what you really think, Nick?”

“I don’t know.”

“I liked it. I liked what you did to me, when you hit me, when you … I wanted you to.”

Nick felt something crumble inside of him. “I liked it, too.” He drew a long breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” And then: “I meant to, but I didn’t want to.”

“It frightens me,” she said, and Nick said nothing. It frightened him, too. It terrified him. But rising above the fright, he could hear the voice of the tape, malicious and enticing, a beacon, a siren song.

“What are we going to do?” he said.

“Tuck’s right. We have to destroy it. We have to forget any of this ever happened.”

“How can we forget it? Every time I close my eyes I see that girl. I can’t get her voice out of my head. If the tape is gone, it’s like she never existed.” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice rang in his ears like a confession. “I keep thinking about that guy Barrett waiting up nights, hoping to hear from her. I keep thinking he could find out who did it to her. A guy with money like that …”

“Is that what you want? The reward?”

Every muscle in his body went rigid, but Sue didn’t move away. She lay her hand over his belly, her breath wine-sweet at his throat.

“Is that what you think?”

“I’m just asking.”

They were silent for a long moment.

“What about the guy on the road?” she asked. “It’s like he never existed either.”

“What are you saying, Sue?”

“If you can forget about him, you can forget her, too.”

“But I can’t. I can’t forget him. I had to drag him into the woods. Do you have any idea what that was like?”

Sue was quiet for a moment, a woman in the midst of a minefield. Finally, she said, “Finney was driving.”

“It doesn’t matter—”

“I’m not accusing you, okay?”

Her hand slid higher, across his chest to his shoulder, teasing poison from the knotted muscles there.

“I can’t get him out of my head either,” he said. “How he might come back to haunt us.”

“The tape could come back to haunt us, too.”

“I know. We should give it up, and not for the money either. But if we do, we have to explain. The accident, the locker, everything. And if we destroy it …”

She finished for him. “We don’t have it anymore.”

Nick didn’t answer and Sue didn’t seem to want to make an issue of it. She continued to knead his shoulder for a few minutes, and then her hand relaxed. Nick was pretty sure she had fallen asleep, and maybe he slept, too, for it seemed to him that he woke a little while later from restless dreams of the Gulf, fathomless water and those leathery shadows darting through the depths, a green beacon pulsing on the far horizon, just beyond his reach.

He lay still until his heart stopped hammering, his head filled with images of the dead guy and the murdered girl and the other girl, Spoon, hungry for something she couldn’t even name. She was probably dead too, murdered, or leastways dead inside, lost in some city she had only half imagined, trading ten-dollar blow jobs in the front seats of strangers’ cars.

Sue shifted restlessly, whimpering. He glanced down at her, her copper hair spilling across his chest like blood, and he thought about Casey Barrett and small-town Spoon. It could happen to Sue, too. Fate could snatch her away, she was that fragile. Everyone was, and Nick had never really thought about that before. That moment in the kitchen came flooding back to him, the lifeline of words he had thought to fling to Sue, and now, in the dark, with her hair like blood on his chest, it seemed more important than ever at least to make the attempt.

“I love you, Sue,” he whispered.

But she didn’t answer.

The thing was, Sue was right about the tape—and about the money, too. In odd moments, Nick found himself just picturing it in his head, the clean smell of it, and the crisp feel it had, and most of all its look. He wondered whose sick-funny idea it had been to slap Franklin’s face on the hundred dollar bill. Someone who had been poor once, he figured, because right then Nick felt pretty much like old Ben himself must have felt when he sent his kite bobbing up into that Philadelphia thunderstorm: like a man who had stuck his finger into God’s fuse box and gotten a stiff jolt of the stuff that drove the very universe. Like a man who had caught lightning in a bottle.

During the meal Nick had twice excused himself to go to the bathroom, but really he had slipped back into the foyer to check the contents of his jacket pocket—the tape, the roll of cash. Later, when he dug the tape out, he let his fingers slide over the folded bills with just the same tension he might have used to caress Sue’s back as she moved over him, impaled by need. And he got the same jolt of excitement, too, the rush of heat in his groin, that sense of unimagined possibilities suddenly made real.

That was why he had gone to the library—not to track down information about Casey Nicole Barrett, but to lay out for himself a constellation of possibilities, a map to the lives the money could make possible. It just so happened the two things intersected. As it turned out, Finney had been right: A. R. Barrett could afford the ransom the flyer promised. He could pay it five times over and still make his annual contribution to the Republican National Committee without breaking a sweat. He came from money, old money like Finney and Sue, a lot of it. It had started with tobacco farms, a whole string of them across the South, but Barrett had been smart enough to see the writing on the wall, and had diversified in the eighties. When Phillip Morris came crashing down at last, A. R. Barrett would still be standing tall.

Until recently, he had been just about as fortunate in his personal life. He had married an Atlanta lawyer named Lydia Coleman in the late seventies, and the couple made frequent appearances in the Atlanta society columns over the next few years. Casey had been born in 1981, and aside from occasional notices in the Constitution, the Barretts retired from public life. That changed late in 1995, with a messy divorce—charges of infidelity, a private investigator with compromising photos of Lydia Barrett—and a more public professional profile for Barrett. Casey disappeared six months later. When Nick pulled the headline up on screen and saw the panel of photographs below—the girl in a school uniform, her smile as posed as that of a freshly embalmed corpse—he felt suddenly weightless, like a crestfallen Wile E. Coyote suspended over the abyss, gravity on a ten-second delay:

Local Lobbyist’s Daughter Disappears

Atlanta, Nov. 18—According to a police spokesman, the daughter of noted Atlanta lobbyist Arnold Barrett has been missing since mid-November. Sergeant David Zimmerman said the matter first came to police attention on November 13th, when Barrett’s lawyer, Daniel Bellman, called to report that Casey Nicole Barrett, 15, might have been kidnapped.

Subsequent investigation revealed that the younger Barrett more likely ran away. Zimmerman said that teachers and friends reported that Casey had not adjusted well to the high-profile divorce of her parents last year. She talked often about wanting to escape and her behavior had been increasingly erratic in recent days.

The article went on to describe ongoing investigations, public and private, concluding with notice of a reward, and a statement from Daniel Bellman. “Both Mr. Barrett and the girl’s mother are simply broken hearted,” he said. “Wherever Casey is, whatever kind of trouble she’s in, they want her to know they love her. They want her to come home.”

After he finished the article, Nick continued to stare into the screen, Casey’s school photo and the file shot of her father—a dark-headed, blandly handsome man in a suit—dissolving into random pixels. He could feel the weight of the dead guy in his arms, and now he wondered how they had crossed paths, Casey and the dead Aryan. What bizarre conjunction of events had led A. R. Barrett’s daughter to her doom in that characterless concrete bunker? And why? Had it been kidnapping after all? Had the cops screwed up somehow? He couldn’t imagine that, and later, scanning through two or three follow-up articles, he found no further reference to kidnapping, no mention of ransom demands or suspects. A witness had tentatively identified Casey Barrett getting off a bus in Nashville, according to Zimmerman, but after that she had simply dropped off the face of the planet.

But the thing that really haunted Nick was the way he felt about that. He kept hearing her voice—he could almost see her anonymous grave, the first spadeful of dirt falling into her frozen china gaze—but somehow the money kept sweeping all that out of his mind. It was like a tidal wave, sweeping him away from everything he had ever hated about his life—from the ripe, oily stench that blew in from the Gulf, from the burn in his muscles after a ten-hour shift in the warehouse, from Glory and the curse of a dead-end future like his father’s.

Before he left the library, Nick paused to glance through the bound periodicals for a ’96 profile of Barrett in Atlanta magazine. HE’S BACK!, the headline announced, the subhead—After a decade of seclusion, A. R. Barrett makes a splash on the local scene—apparently keyed to the facing photograph, a full-page shot of Barrett hipshot against the ladder of a swimming pool, his jacket flung carelessly over his shoulder and his sleeves rolled back for the hard work ahead. But what really caught Nick’s eye was the photo on the next page, an aerial shot of “the palatial Barrett estate outside Atlanta.” For once, the breathless copy had it just right. Barrett’s home was palatial, an enormous manor that might have sprung whole-cloth from some fevered dream of the Old South: a sprawling three-story mansion of white brick, thrice-columned, set in the midst of a lawn that extended as far as the eye could see. A pool—perhaps the very one where A. R. Barrett had posed—glimmered beyond the house, there in the midst of all that shaven green.

He stared down into that picture for the longest time, but all he could think about was the bright blue flyer Tuck had slapped onto the table at Donner’s: that fuzzy photograph of Casey Barrett in some lost moment of joy, the big, black letters stamped above it—

—REWARD—

—and the phone number printed neatly below.

And then, with trembling fingers, he tore the photo out.

The phone woke him.

Nick sat up, sheathed in perspiration. A nightmare sheared apart around him, half-remembered shards of Casey Barrett’s bloodied face, the smaller of the two men looking up to meet his eyes, a hand reaching up to tear the bondage mask aside and reveal the face beneath—

His face.

Nick swallowed, remembering. Sue curled beside him, fathoms-deep in sleep, a strand of saliva suspended between her lips and the pillow.

The phone went off again, like an air-raid siren. Like a bomb.

Nick fumbled for the receiver.

“Get over here,” Finney said.

“What? What’s going on?”

“Now, Nicky. We don’t have time to waste.”

“Finney—”

The phone went dead in his hand. Nick threw back the covers, and walked across the room. The bedroom was chill, heavy with early-morning stillness, but as he cracked the shades and peeked out into the street, the goose bumps shivering erect the fine hair along his arms had nothing to do with temperature.

A behemoth, black Cadillac was parked outside Finney’s apartment.

“What’s going on?” Sue said.

And suddenly he was wide awake.


Tuesday, 4:57 to 5:45 AM

High above the street, a thin crescent moon cradled the old moon in its arms. The air was crystalline, chill. A whisper would have shattered the night like glass. Outside Finney’s townhouse the enormous caddy waited like death, black quarter panels cancerous with Bondo and rust. Something about the plates—white with black lettering, a ripe Georgia peach poised over the word Fulton—tugged at Nick’s memory, but before he could catch the thought, a wedge of light fell across his face. Finney stood in the doorway.

“What took you so long?” he said.

Nick stepped inside. Finney was right there, his breath rank with sleep, his voice a whisper.

“We’re in deep shit. It’s a detective, Nicky.”

“A cop?” Sue whispered at Nick’s shoulder.

“A fucking private eye.”

Nick swallowed, a sense of doomed certainty stealing into his heart. “You didn’t leave Tuck alone in there, did you?”

“Don’t worry about Tuck.” Finney tapped Nick’s chest. “Don’t even tell me that’s the tape, Nicky.”

“What the fuck was I supposed to do with it?”

“You were supposed to get rid of it.”

“Well, I didn’t. And I’m not about to leave it lying around.”

“Christ.”

“Where’s Tuck?” Sue asked.

“Tuck was up drinking half the night. He’s out cold.” He stepped past Nick, opened the bathroom door, adding in an off-hand way, like his mind was somewhere else, “Don’t worry about Tuck.”

 
He turned to Nick. “Here, give me the tape.”

Nick hesitated, thinking of Casey, scarlet blood and white, white flesh—

“Now!” Finney hissed, not angry, just urgent. And almost without thought Nick was reaching for it, fumbling it out of his jacket and into Finney’s hands.

For half a second he regretted surrendering it, then Sue cleared her throat.

Nick turned, half-aware of the tape clattering onto the bathroom vanity, and then Finney was at his shoulder, the door closed behind him. A man stood at the far end of the hall, silhouetted against the bright aperture leading into the living room. His hand was half-inside his jacket, and when he spoke, his voice came out high-pitched, laden with this shit-kicking hillbilly accent.

“Well, then,” he said, “since you kids were kind enough to drop by, why don’t you come in and join me for a drink?”

“Thing you don’t wanna do,” the detective said, “is fuck with me.”

His name was Pomeroy—“Ernie Pomeroy,” he had announced when Nick stepped into Finney’s ivory-toned living room—and he stood maybe five-five in a pair of spit-shined snakeskin boots with almost an inch of heel.

But he wasn’t standing now.

He sat in the neutral, overstuffed chair, cradling a glass of Tucker’s Evan Williams, those boots propped carelessly on the glass coffee table. Watching him make the drink—deft and economical, a double shot mixed with the ice-melt in Tuck’s leftover glass—Nick had marveled at the detective’s outfit: a suede Stetson the color of creamed milk, an unstructured, tan sport coat, a white shirt with a bolo tie, hip-hugging, pre-faded Wranglers creased sharp enough to slice bread.

“Know what I’m sayin?” Pomeroy said. “People got a way of underestimating a little guy. It could get you hurt.”

He eyed them over the rim of his glass.

Finney, pacing, seemed only half-aware of them, Pomeroy in the chair, Nick and Sue on the sofa. He seemed alert, restless, and when he turned to face Pomeroy, Nick wasn’t surprised. He had seen Finney like this in class—pure alpha male, aggressive under pressure, relying on instinct to see him through. Like he was channeling the Senator.

“Look,” he said. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I’m not going to listen to you threaten us. You have two more minutes and I’m calling the cops.”

“You wanna call the cops, go head. We’ll wait for em together.”

“Is that a threat?” Finney said.

Pomeroy glanced at Nick. “You wanna talk some sense into your friend, son?”

Nick lifted his hands. “Hey, let’s just talk abou—”

“Shut up, Nicky, okay?” Finney looked at the detective. “I’m serious, is that some kind of threat? You think you can just barge in here at five in the morning like you own the place?”

Pomeroy reached inside his sport coat. For a single crazy instant, Nick flashed onto that moment in the hall—

—Pomeroy silhouetted against the light—

—half-certain that the detective’s hand would emerge holding a gun. Maybe Sue thought the same thing. He felt her go rigid beside him.

Pomeroy threw a manila envelope on the table.

“Thing maybe you don’t understand, son, is from now on I do own the place. I come and go as I please.”

“Oh, Christ. What’s that supposed to mean?” Finney reached for the envelope, but Pomeroy moved his foot six inches and dropped one of those ornate boots squarely atop it.

“I’m just tellin you how it is.” He pointed at a chair. “Now why don’t you sit down and listen?”

Just like that it was over, Finney bested by a five-foot-five hick in a ten-gallon hat. Nick saw the fight go out of him, an almost visible reduction, and he felt something go out of him as well—a wordless trust that things would work out okay, that Finney would see them through.

You got to take care of number one, Frank Laymon said inside his head, and he thought of the tape, waiting there on the bathroom vanity. He could almost see it.

He turned to study the detective again. Pomeroy’s eyes were as flat and affectless as dull pennies. Nick had seen eyes like that only once in his life, and he could still remember the freezing terror of that moment. He’d been a kid then, fooling around in the swampy woods of the bayou with Alex St. Johns, and they’d stumbled onto a couple of water moccasins, wound together on the shore of a fetid stream like the serpents on a caduceus staff. Mating, he supposed later, or maybe fighting, but in that moment, he hadn’t thought anything at all. He had just reacted, stumbled backward, athrob with stark instinctive terror of the old adversary, those two spade-shaped heads darting toward him, jaws unhinged to show the cotton inside, and withdrawing once again to weave above the woodland floor, vertical pupils icy and remote. Utterly calculating. Pomeroy had those kind of eyes.

“We’re listening,” Sue said.

Pomeroy touched his hat brim, but his chill gaze never deviated from Finney. When he spoke, his voice was flat and hateful; in that moment Nick thought Pomeroy just might be the most dangerous man he’d ever met. “Thing is, you kids cost me a lot of money. I aim to get it back.”

“How much?” Sue said into the silence.

The detective stared at her for a moment. “A hundred grand ought to do it. To start.”

“No way we can afford that,” Nick said.

Pomeroy smiled and winked at Finney. “Maybe you can’t, but I reckon the Senator can raise it to keep his golden boy out of dutch.”

He paused for a moment to let them absorb this new fact—he knew them, he knew this about them and who could say what else he knew—and then he let his eyes drift to the envelope. “Saturday night,” he said quietly, “I was to meet a fellow up the park. He didn’t show. You kids know anythin about that?”

Pomeroy sipped his whiskey, waiting. Nick felt Sue’s hand, like a vise at his thigh.

Finney cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“You’re a pitiful liar, son.”

Pomeroy shot the envelope across the table with the heel of his boot. Finney snatched it up and tore it open with trembling fingers; in the same moment, everything fell into place in Nick’s mind—the black caddy and the Georgia tags.

“Lydia Barrett,” he said. “You’re Barrett’s private eye. You’re the one took those photos—”

But before he could go on, Finney passed him the contents of the envelope. Four photos. A black-and-white still of the dead guy in the copse of pines, a thin runnel of blood at his lip looking black in the stark glare of the flash. A shot of skid marks, dark against gray pavement. And two photos of Finney’s Acura under the clinical, overhead fluorescents of the attached garage: the crumpled fender before Finney had been at it with a hammer, the crumpled fender after.

Nick looked up into Ernie Pomeroy’s crooked, yellow grin.

“You can’t even prove that’s my car—” Finney started, but it wasn’t Pomeroy who interrupted him.

It was Tuck, his hair disheveled and his eyes rheumy. He stood by the fireplace in a pair of sagging jockey shorts and the same rumpled Tommy Hilfiger sweatshirt he’d been wearing for days. His round face was creased and tired-looking. Tears stained his cheeks.

“What did you say, son?” Pomeroy asked.

For half a second, Nick hoped he’d misheard Tuck, but when the other boy repeated the words, they came out just the same:

“I said it was an accident.”

In the moment that followed, the room was so still that Nick could hear his own pulse thundering at his temples. Everything seemed abruptly heightened, garish—the ashen smell of the fireplace at Tucker’s back, the overwhelming monotone decor of the room, like he was drowning in a sea of egg whites. For the second time since the accident, a sense of time bifurcated possessed him, immutable law of cause and effect, deed and consequence. He felt it all slipping away from him—the ten thousand dollars in his pocket, graduate school, Sue, everything. Everything slipping away, and not for some pre-ordained return home either, not for Glory and a lifetime on the rigs, but for something worse.

Jail.

“I think you better tell me about it, son,” Pomeroy said, and his voice was almost gentle, like he didn’t much like what he had to do, but he didn’t have much choice either. The detective uncrossed his legs, rose from the couch, took a step toward Tuck.

Reed Tucker’s voice was broken, tearful. “We were out drinking, we’d been to this strip joint in Knoxville. I don’t remember where exactly, just that the place had some stupid name. The Mouse’s Ass or something. And on the way home—”

“Shut up, Tuck!” Finney said.

Tucker wheeled on him, sobs welling up, his face twisted and angry as a colicky child’s. “You shut up, Finney! All the time you’re bossing me around. ‘Tuck do this, Tuck do that’—” His voice mocking, hateful. “—and I’m sick to fucking death of that. Who died and made you God, you and fucking Nick, all the time whispering about me, laughing at me behind my back. You think I’m that fucking stupid? I’m the one found out who she was, wasn’t I? I’m the one said we had to destroy the tape before that stupid cop—”

“Tuck!” Finney stood, striding across the room.

Nick started after him, but Sue’s hand closed around his upper arm. He pried it loose and levered himself out of the couch. “Finney—”

The slap sounded like a thunderclap. Tucker stumbled back a step, his sobs dying. He lifted a hand to touch his cheek, the enflamed ghost of Finney’s palm. Dumb wonder flooded his face.

“You hit me.”

“We’ve got to stay calm, Tuck, we can’t let this get out of control—”

“It’s already out of control, son. I don’t think you have any idea how deep the shit you’re in goes. This cop, he a big motherfucker, Tennessee state John Law named Evans? He the one you’re talking about?”

As in a dream, Nick saw the cockroach skitter across the wall, that hand, lightning-fast.

“Yeah,” Tucker whispered.

Pomeroy shook his head. “Guy’s a fucking lunatic, eats kids like you for breakfast. Thing ya’ll don’t understand is, you need me. You need me more than you can know. So it’s time to lay your hand down, let me see your cards.” He turned to Tucker. “One way or another, I’m gonna find out.”

“You don’t have to hurt him,” Nick said, reaching for the detective’s shoulder. “We can work this out.”

“You don’t wanna lay hands on me, son,” Pomeroy said, turning to stare at Nick. A perfect bubble of silence enclosed them, and in that pause a distant cry rose absurdly from outside, a primal cry of need, a dog’s howl of desire.

Pomeroy lifted his eyebrows quizzically. “What the fuck is that?”

Finney hesitated, looked quickly at Nick. “The Torkelsons. They live down the street. They—uh—they party a lot.”

“Shit,” Pomeroy said. “Somebody needs to take a stick to the fuckin Torkelsons.” He held Nick’s gaze a moment longer, and then he turned away, closing on Tucker. “I want to know about everything, son. The accident, the tape, the girl. All of it.”

Tucker backed away, his face pinched and frightened. His tongue slid between his lips. His gaze darted between Pomeroy and Finney. With one hand, he tugged at his jockey shorts.

“You’re gonna tell me, one way or the other,” Pomeroy said. “One way or the other, you’re gonna tell me.”

“No, Tuck—”

Pomeroy jabbed a finger at Finney without even looking at him. “You shut the fuck up, son.” He gathered double handfuls of Tucker’s sweatshirt and thrust him backward. A rack of brass fireplace tools went over with a clatter. Nick caught a faint urine odor. Tucker had pissed himself, the sagging jockey shorts yellowing.

“Nick,” Sue said.

He glanced over at her, held her gaze. Then, swallowing hard, he stepped closer.

“Finney …” Tucker whimpered, but Finney only stood there, his hands dangling at his thighs, a faintly puzzled expression on his face, as though he wondered how everything had spun so suddenly and so completely out of control.

“I’m gonna have it out of you, son,” Pomeroy said quietly. “One way or the other, I’m gonna have it out of you. You can just fess up or I can beat it out of you. And you know what I’ll do when I’m finished? I’ll call the cops. How you gonna feel then, huh? How you gonna feel in jail, son, some buck nigger sodomizing your virgin ass? They love to get hold of a tight white sister like you. They’ll pound on you till your asshole dangles to your knees.”

“Hey, now,” Nick said. “Is this necessary? I mean, can’t we talk about it?”

He stepped forward, laid a hand across the detective’s shoulder. Pomeroy spun, so suddenly and so swiftly, with such dangerous and predatory grace, that Nick fell back a pace. “I told you to lay off, son. I’m in control here. Now you just lay off while I—”

Maybe Pomeroy recognized something in Nick’s face—a widening of the eyes, an impulsive twitch of surprise—or maybe he sensed movement behind him, for he broke off abruptly, starting to turn. Halfway through his revolution, the brass poker caught him square in the face, a whistling roundhouse swing that culminated with the sound of a grapefruit dropping on a sidewalk from six floors up. He toppled in a spray of blood and snot, his Stetson flying. He knotted himself into a ball, clutching his shattered nose with both hands. Long wisps of spray-stiffened gray hair peeled away to reveal the bald pate underneath, and something about that struck Nick: the vanity of this sad, little tough guy, more like a prematurely wizened child than a man.

“Oh Gawd,” Pomeroy moaned, and Tuck stepped up to deliver another shot with the poker, this one across the flat of his back. Pomeroy’s breath burst out of him, and he went still, limp.

Nick lifted a hand to wipe moisture from his cheek. He glanced down at his finger—

—blood—

—and his heart shuddered inside him. For a moment he was once again in the back seat of Finney’s Acura, a blur of light and darkness as the car hurtled across the form of a sleeping policeman.

Then he laughed out loud, an awkward blurt of sound. “Christ, Tuck, you’re some kind of maniac.”

Tucker’s mouth worked, but no words came out. The poker slipped from his fingers to clatter against the creamy tile apron of the fireplace. His face seemed to dissolve, his broad sullen features softening into the almost comically startled visage of a frightened child, gazing down in dismay at some irrevocable accident, the shattered vase, the shards of his mother’s Fabergé egg. After a moment he blinked up at Nick, silent tears pouring down his face. Fear came off him in waves, almost visible.

“I don’t want to go to jail,” he whispered, wide-eyed, imploring.

“Is he dead?”

Nick turned to find Sue looking over his shoulder, her face flushed.

“I hope to fuck not,” Finney said.

As though in response, Pomeroy moaned. Sue uttered a startled little shriek and clutched Nick’s arm, dragging him back a step. They watched breathlessly, the four of them, as Pomeroy climbed laboriously to his hands and knees. He wavered unsteadily, his back heaving as he struggled to draw breath. Then he collapsed again, bit by bit, like a bridge giving way in chain reaction, piling by piling bearing its load into the waters below. His arms folded underneath him and he leaned forward on his elbows, his head hanging between his shoulders. One of those spidery strands of gray hair slipped down to dangle over his face, drifting back and forth as he breathed, and then his knees gave out, too. He lurched toward Nick, convulsing, and spewed a stream of yellow bile over Nick’s Keds. Nick could smell it, a malodorous stew of whiskey and stomach acid and something else, something worse, as though Pomeroy had started to rot from the inside out.

He felt his own gorge rising and swallowed hard, blinking away tears. Tucker whined, a helpless, bleating sound, like a lamb in the slaughter-line. Hatred for the other boy, for his weakness, ignited inside Nick like a pilot light, a fierce, gaseous blue ember flickering way down inside his heart, so hot it burned.

“Christ,” Finney muttered.

Nick said nothing, just stood there in amazement as the detective struggled once more to his hands and knees, steadier now, as though he had expelled some poison when he threw up. He shook his head, levered himself to his knees, like he was praying. He looked like a man wearing a fright mask, his wispy hair in a spray-stiffened corona about the crown of his head, his nose a flat, gory mess. A pint-sized scarecrow of a man really, bleary eyes scanning them without recognition until they lit with dull fury on Tucker.

Pomeroy’s lips moved, but when his voice emerged he sounded like he was speaking through a mouthful of marbles. “I’m gonna fuckin kill you,” he said, and it took Nick a moment to untangle the words. Pomeroy reached into his jacket again, moving in stunned slow motion, and Nick knew what he had to do.

He’d felt this way in the woods sometimes, crouched motionless in a stand high over a game trail, the stillness so remote and impersonal and vast that after a while you seemed to lose yourself inside it. You didn’t think then, you just were, no longer a man, but something more primitive and maybe superior, the brute sum of ten million years of hunting and being hunted, instinct bred to blood and breath, gristle and bone. He figured that was how animals felt all the time: utterly grounded in the now, patient and hyper-vigilant, unburdened by mere human morality, unafraid to do what they had to do to survive.

Necessity.

So that was what it had come to.

Even as these thoughts flashed through his mind he was moving. Sue screamed as Nick lunged past Finney, sending him spinning toward the center of the room. He came up brandishing the poker just as Pomeroy cleared his jacket with the gun. The first blow fell short, the poker smashing into the carpet with an impact that shivered all along his arms.

“No!” Tucker screamed. He stumbled toward the stairs, his feet tangling. He went down, and maybe that saved him.

The gun kicked with a muffled whump in Pomeroy’s hand, reminding Nick absurdly of that night at the Torkelsons’, beer can after beer can detonating into shrapnel as the firecrackers exploded inside them. A wind seemed to move through the blinds, and the sliding glass door blew out beyond them. A dozen conflicting impressions crashed in upon Nick—the stink of cordite, a glimpse of Finney scrambling toward the sofa, Sue wrapped in his arms, Pomeroy bringing the gun to bear again—and then somehow, without thought—

—necessity—

—he was swinging the poker down again.

It caught Pomeroy in the wrist. Nick saw the gun spin away. He stepped forward, swinging the poker around in a hissing arc. He felt the impact as it took the detective under the chin, spinning him up and around. Pomeroy staggered to his feet, backpedaling helplessly, and crashed through the coffee table.

He lay there in a bed of glass and twisted chrome, kind of twitching. Nick followed him. He stood over him for a moment, holding the poker like a Neanderthal with a bone club, thinking I have to do this, but knowing somehow that it was something else making him do this, something else throbbing there behind his eyes. He lifted the poker up and brought it crashing down once more, that green pulse pounding away inside his head, drowning everything else out. Then Sue was there. She had her arms around him, she was whispering into his ear.

He felt numb, his fingers nerveless. The poker slipped out of his hand and smashed to a floor somewhere far away. He looked down at Pomeroy, sprawled motionless there in the litter of glass and chrome, looking more than ever like a child, and he thought: He is dead. No man who looks that bad can possibly be alive. But he couldn’t bring himself to kneel down and check. He closed his eyes and it seemed to him that he was flying, way up in the sky, far above everything, and down below him there was nothing, only green, the green and rolling grass from the picture, A. R. Barrett’s sprawling house and the frank, blue eye-wink of the pool beyond, and then the hills of shaven green, rolling endlessly below him, blending one into the other until they became a gray heaving blur of swells, the Gulf, home, the salt tang of the air and the gray water rolling to a far horizon.

He could feel Sue embracing him, but he didn’t lift his arms to her. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t do anything.

He didn’t want to open his eyes.

No one said anything for a while. It was over. Somebody, a neighbor, must surely have called the cops. They just stood there, waiting for the sirens.


Tuesday, 5:48 to 6:44 AM

Somewhere a dog barked four quick yaps. Time stuttered and caught, plunging them back into the moment. Nick felt another runnel of Pomeroy’s blood track down his cheek. As he lifted his hand to wipe it away, he thought of the Torkelsons: the gunshot, the shattering glass—it was all just another party.

No one would come.

For the moment, they were safe.

Sue still pressed against him, her arms wrapped around his shoulders. He looked over at Finney standing dazed and silent, his back pressed against the cream-colored wall. Across the room, Tucker lay sprawled at the foot of the stairs, his face contorted, his eyes crazed, Finney’s handprint in sharp relief across his cheek. He slowly stood.

At Nick’s feet, Pomeroy lay on a bed of glass, his arms and legs flung wide. His face was a soup of blood and bruise, deep creases running like fault lines across his nose and along his jaw line. One eye was half-lidded, the semicircle of smoky pupil cocked off into empty space. Nothing had ever looked deader. Something fluttered deep within Nick, something he associated with the thick wad of bills in his jacket, the verdant swell of the Barrett estate, the sheer heady rush of might. The fluttering grew and Nick swallowed it down—knowing it must not take him—and looked away from Pomeroy’s body.

Finney looked at Nick, his eyes wide and uncomprehending. Lost. Then the Durant composure slowly reclaimed his features.

“Nice work, guys,” he said. He stepped over to Tucker and wrapped his arms around the other boy’s shoulders, the gesture triggering a mirror image in Nick’s mind: Finney dragging Sue to the floor, his arms tight around her as Pomeroy cleared his jacket with the gun. A tiny spark of hatred tumbled into the dry tinder of Nick’s heart. For a moment, he burned.

“Tuck. Hey, man.” Finney slapped him twice quickly on the cheek, without force. Tucker jerked back, his mouth twisting, his eyes filling with panic.

“Tuck!” Finney shook him roughly. Tuck’s head whipped wildly. “Tucker. Pull it together. Stay with us, man.” Tucker stilled and his eyes found Finney’s, panic fading from them as through an unstoppered drain.

“Finney.”

“It’s okay. We’re here, we’re—”

“Get out of my face.” Tucker pulled away from him and walked over to Pomeroy. He looked at the man, his eyes ablaze with hatred. “Fucker tried to shoot me.” He kicked him hard in the side. Tucker glared at Nick, daring him to say something. When Nick said nothing, Tucker said, “Would’ve killed you, too.” He turned and disappeared up the stairs.

“For God’s sake pull some jeans on,” Finney called after him, stooping to retrieve Pomeroy’s gun. He stood silently, the pistol balanced in one hand, seeming to measure its heft. It was a six-shooter straight out of a TV western, all chrome and ivory. Finney fumbled with it until the cylinder popped open, he counted the rounds. “Four bullets,” he announced, flipping it closed and shoving it into the back of his chinos.

“Some Monday night, huh, Nicky?”

Nick pulled away from Sue and stepped over Pomeroy’s legs; he brushed past Finney and walked into the kitchen, letting the door swing shut behind him. He turned on the hot water at the sink. A dog chuffed once, sounding as if it were right below the kitchen window. Nick splashed water on his face and shut off the tap. Blinking water out of his eyes, he fumbled for a dishrag. There was none. Figures. Reaching for a paper towel, he caught his reflection in the window, a negative outline in a block of night. The phantom doppelganger grimaced.

How does this make you feel? Stillman’s puny voice echoed in his head. How does this make you feel?

Nick had refused the flutter of emotion he’d felt looking down at Pomeroy’s body, but it had grown in the darkness of his heart. In the cadence of Stillman’s voice, it took him.

How did it make him feel? Awesome. Invincible. The brutality of his act, the primordial power of it, made him feel as if he could stomp mountains, turn rivers, shit worlds. Adrenaline pumped madly through him, blood roared in his ears. If the deer from long ago had crossed his path this particular early morning, he’d show it both barrels of his father’s shotgun. He’d chase it down, twist its rack until its neck cracked. In this frozen instant of slow time, he’d—

Nick vomited. It leaped out of him in a single gout, all fire and glass and the acrid bite of the wine he’d had with dinner; it spattered noisily in the sink, a meaty slap against the stainless steel.

I have killed a man. The admission was a sledgehammer to his heart. He ran the tap again, splashing the water over his face. Killed a man. With my hands. He leaned over into the sink and drank deeply from the faucet. He shut the water off and dried his hands and face on a paper towel. Killed a man. He leaned over and, with the same paper towel, swabbed at the bile Pomeroy had spewed across his shoes. He stood and stared into the void of night, letting Pomeroy’s death—

—murder—

—roll through him. Then Casey’s face bloomed in his head, her features faint, fuzzy at the edges, as though he could not completely recall her. He watched the bead of blood roll slowly across her translucent flesh, her face twisting as the two masked men moved toward her. And then something worse possessed him, a momentary flash from his nightmare, barely an hour old: the smaller of the two men tearing away his mask to reveal the face he wore beneath.

My face, Nick thought.

Another wave of nausea rolled through him. He leaned over, gripping the counter edge, white-knuckled. The weight of the night bore down upon him, too much wine, the bitter aftertaste of the acts he had committed with his own hands—

Not now, he told himself. I don’t have time to deal with that right now, and abruptly, as though severed at the source, the nightmarish image—

—my face my own goddamned face—

—disappeared. Nick stood again in his quiet world.

He returned to the living room.

Tucker had come back downstairs, clad in jeans and tennis shoes; he hadn’t bothered to change the sweatshirt. With Sue he stood huddled over Pomeroy’s body watching Finney rummage through the detective’s pockets. Finney stood, holding a set of keys. Nick glanced at the body and saw that one of them had closed the half-lidded eye; he didn’t ask which one.

“We’ve got to dump him.” Finney’s eyes were steady, his voice. “Where?”

For a minute, none of them spoke; then Sue said, “What about the old quarry, out Jonestown Road?” Nick knew the place, a gravel quarry that had petered out years ago, now abandoned and filled with algae-tinted water. Some of the students went out there in the summer to swim. Nick never had.

“We could dump the car, too,” Sue said.

Finney nodded, then hesitated. “There’s no road into the water. Trees come right up to the pits.”

“There’s one that comes in from the back, an old logging road.”

Nick stared at Sue, thinking of the unfamiliar cigarettes stubbed out in the ashtray of her Mercedes, the occasional phone calls she took in another room. Things he would never ask about. Sue met his look coolly, then turned away.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“I can’t,” Tucker whispered, backing away, walleyed. “I can’t.”

Nick looked over at Finney and he nodded, a terse, determined motion. Together they stooped and wrapped their arms around Pomeroy. Nick again took the head and again it bore heavily into his stomach as he lifted the body. Pomeroy was lighter than the Aryan, but Nick still stumbled under the weight.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, fine, just move.” They walked Pomeroy across the living room, glass crunching under their feet. A sense of déjà vu swept through Nick, that eerie doubling of time, a veiled recollection of two nights ago, the same clumsy trek with a heavy, lifeless body. Then memory shifted and he saw himself lifting the husk of his father’s body from his wheelchair and into bed, the old man drunk, a lifeless rag doll, all ticking and cloth.

“Sue,” Finney said, “go check outside, make sure no one’s around. And here—” He swung Pomeroy’s legs under one arm and dug the set of keys out of his pocket. Coins rained across the carpet. “Back his car up the drive and open the trunk.”

Sue took the keys and slipped out the door.

“Let’s set him down.” They unceremoniously dumped Pomeroy and his stomach gurgled loudly, a viscous liquid draining somewhere deep inside. Finney winced.

Nick looked at Pomeroy’s swollen face and thought, I’ve killed a man. And for what? Ten thousand dollars? No, much more than that. For Sue, for Finney, even for that shit Tuck. Mostly for himself, though, and the whole of his life spiraling out before him. He’d had to do it, right? There had been no choice.

Necessity.

Again he felt the electric thrum of the poker’s blow vibrate up his arms and into his chest. He looked away.

Sue stepped quietly into the apartment. “Done,” she said, handing the keys back to Finney. She looked at Nick and with her eyes asked, You all right? He swallowed hard and nodded.

“Let’s go.”

Together he and Finney stooped and lifted Pomeroy. The detective’s thin hair had fallen into his swollen face; his mouth had dropped open, exposing yellowed, mossy teeth. Something tugged at Nick, a feeling he’d forgotten something; the image wouldn’t come, so Nick turned his head and marched blindly in Finney’s wake. The night air took his breath. The fingernail of moon—partially obscured by a scrim of clouds—had slipped low in the sky; the stars had lost their brilliance, only Venus a gleam in the void of space. What time is it? Nick wondered. How much time before light?

College Park remained quiet, dark.

“Hey!”

Nick’s heart stalled, and then slammed into his chest, almost knocking him to his knees. He saw Finney’s eyes go wide at the shout. They both stumbled and almost dropped the body.

“Who you got there?”

Nick looked over his shoulder. One of the Torkelson twins—he couldn’t tell them apart, each as bloated and slovenly and blank-faced as the other—stood in the yard three houses down. He held his penis in his pudgy fingers, having either just finished or just started urinating in the flower bed.

“That your old man, Durant?” Torkelson brayed laughter, a caustic sound as loud as the voice of God.

He’s blasted, Nick thought.

Sue moved past Nick and stood between them and the Torkelson. Finney started down the walk again, Nick following.

“It’s Stu Gardner,” Sue called. “We’re taking him back to the dorm.”

When Nick glanced back, the Torkelson had disappeared. Together, without counting, he and Finney swung the small body up and into the trunk—big enough, Nick thought, for two or three more pummeled, shrimpy—

—dead—

—private eyes. Nick caught a glimpse of Pomeroy’s world in the clutter of the trunk: a collection of fast food wrappers and Styrofoam coffee cups, several out-of-state license tags, a couple of Hustlers, something that looked like an oversized blackjack, a jumble of small boxes, one with a pair of long-barreled revolvers crossed on the front.

Finney gently closed the trunk. Nick heard the snick of the lock catching—but the lid slowly rose, the hinges squeaking like tiny bats. Finney slammed it down again, and this time it stayed.

Again Nick thought of the time and glanced at his watch. He’d forgotten it back at Sue’s, on the end table. Reflexively, his hand patted his jacket, searching for the reassuring lump. The money was there.

Tucker, zombielike, his eyes glazed orbs, pushed between them and climbed into the backseat.

“I’ll follow you in my car.” Sue squeezed his hand and kissed him quickly on the mouth. She hesitated, then kissed him again, harder, her lips warm and soft. She traced his jaw line with a finger, her nail rasping through three days’ worth of stubble. “It’s going to be all right.” As she ran down the street, Nick considered shouting after her, telling her to stay, she’d done enough. Then she was inside her apartment and the night was once again deathly still.

“You coming?” Finney stood on the driver’s side.

“Yeah.” Nick opened the passenger door and his mind bloomed with the forgotten thought, the one that had nagged him earlier. “His hat!”

“Hat? He wasn’t wearing it just now?”

“No—we left it inside.” Nick ran up the walk and into the apartment; they had left all the lights on. He heard Finney crank and rev the Cadillac—it choked and sputtered before settling into a reluctant idle. He scanned the room and spotted the Stetson by the fireplace, a fist-sized bowl denting its crown. He snatched the hat and started back, then hesitated. Turning to the sliding glass doors, he brushed aside the vertical blinds. Beyond the broken glass, three more streets of identical townhouses rolled away, then hills and sparse woodland, giving way at last to the mountains. The image of the Barrett estate flashed through his mind; the gentle slope of manicured lawn, the quick wink of blue. It would be easy: simply walk—and keep walking. Every man for himself—

—you ain’t like them—

—you got to take care of number one.

But for how long? How far? It wouldn’t work—couldn’t. Running was no answer. Might as well wait for death to slink up in her Cadillac-black negligee and sweep him away.

Nick fled the apartment, hitting as many lights as he could. He stopped short halfway to the Cadillac.

Standing behind the car, one paw on the bumper, a gravel-brown mongrel sniffed at the trunk. Nick froze. The dog stood about knee-high; great scabs of mange covered its back and haunches. It pawed at the trunk latch and then saw Nick. Its upper lip skinned back from an endless row of jagged teeth; a string of saliva leaked from its snout. It growled a low, rattling warning and sniffed the trunk again. The growl turned into a whine as thin and sharp as barbed wire.

“Git!” Nick shouted and waved the Stetson at it. The dog backed off slowly, growling, then turned and disappeared into the dark.

“Damn,” Nick said, dropping into the passenger seat and tossing the Stetson into the back. He glanced at the dashboard clock, one of those ancient analogs embedded into the console, stretching from the overflowing ashtray to the knobless radio, its second hand racing in jerks and starts, keeping time with Nick’s heartbeat. 5:07. Not nearly as late as he’d thought. Finney pulled the Cadillac into the road. “Damn,” he said again, staring through a maze of cracks spider-webbing the windshield.

“Damn what?”

“You wouldn’t fucking believe it.”

“I haven’t believed much of the past two days.”

Sue, flashing her lights once, fell in behind them.

Ransom slept.

It was during the moments just before dawn that the small college town reminded Nick of Glory the most. A hush as somber as a pall held the town; the houses were dark, the streets empty, all seeming to lead into the impenetrable heart of nowhere. Ransom seemed lifeless, void of humanity, hope.

The monster Cadillac—as sleek and black as a moray eel—cruised silently through the back streets. Finney, hunched myopically over the wheel, had insisted that to get to the quarry quicker, he’d have to cut across downtown Ransom. Nick had protested weakly and then consented; time was short.

When the Cadillac crossed Main Street, the sudden brilliance startled Nick. He sat up straight, clutching the dash—then relaxed. Christmas lights. The town had strung hundreds of colored lights and bedecked virtually every light pole with an angel or star, turning downtown Ransom into a circus of blinking cheer. Christmas seemed as far away as a distant planet, as cold and barren. For him, the break meant only a return to Glory, another stint unloading crates, endless arguments with his father, now almost constantly drunk, the punches and badgering of Sam and Jake.

They stopped two blocks up at a red light, the Cadillac caught in the penumbra of Christmas lights. Behind them Sue lay on her horn, emitting a blare that shattered the night. Nick whipped around in his seat. “Shit!” he cried. “The trunk’s come open!”

The trunk lid bounced lazily in the night, like a giant hand waving.

Nick clambered out of the car, barking his knee painfully on the armrest; behind him he heard Finney yank the gearshift into park and cut the engine. Nick grabbed the lid with both hands—catching a glimpse of Pomeroy, his body sprawled like a grotesque doll—and slammed it. He looked frantically about. A car paused at the intersection on Main, then continued. Another one came through the intersection in front of them. Ransom was waking. Nick turned around and the trunk lid almost caught him in the chin. Finney rounded the back end and together they slammed it. It hesitated, then floated up. They slammed it again and then again. Each time the trunk lid rose, implacable and unperturbed. Each time Nick glimpsed Pomeroy’s body, lying unfazed in a rainbow of light.

“Shit!” Finney half-shouted, a desperate note in his voice. Headlights illuminated them and they both whipped around; a pickup came down the rise and turned onto Main. The Mercedes eased up beside them. Nick turned back to the trunk, studied Pomeroy’s sunken, mottled face. He looked worse; his nose split down the middle, his mouth leaking a yellowish bile, his skin waxen. He heard the electric buzz of the Mercedes’s window.

“Christ! What are you two doing?”

“The fucking trunk won’t shut!”

“Get him in the backseat.” Nick leaned into the trunk and pulled the body’s top half out by the armpits. Pomeroy’s effluvium engulfed him, a combination of dead fish and overripe fruit. Gagging, Nick tugged harder. “Now!” he shouted at Finney. Together they hauled the detective out of the trunk and into the street. Nick felt his grip slipping, but he kept moving; Finney staggered after him, an oily, snake-skin boot stuffed under each arm, Pomeroy’s ass dragging across the macadam. With one arm Nick held the body in a half nelson and with his free hand fumbled open the back door.

Tucker’s moony, pale face stared up at him. “What,” he said.

“Goddammit, get out of the way, Tuck,” Nick said, already moving Pomeroy’s torso into the backseat. Tucker looked blearily from Nick to the body. His eyes grew wide and a strangled chirp escaped his mouth; he scrambled crablike to the far side of the car.

“Fuck you doing!” Tucker’s voice was a squeal, a piglet in pain. “What!”

Finney slipped and fell forward, bending Pomeroy double, forcing his legs into his belly. The body broke explosive wind.

Tucker screamed, a short doglike yelp. “He’s still alive! Motherfucker’s still alive!” He wailed, a sound not unlike the sirens Nick had expected to hear earlier.

“Shut up!” Nick screamed. Tuck fell quiet, glaring at Nick, his body jerking with the sobs he tried to hold in. Nick breathed deeply, collecting himself. Pomeroy farted again, a low, ratcheting sound.

“What is that?” Finney asked.

“I don’t know—the body settling, I think. The muscles loosening, giving up.” Nick shrugged. “Saw it on CSI.” The odor was dishearteningly similar to the bile Pomeroy had spewed across his shoes.

“Finney,” he said, grateful for how calm he sounded. “Go start the car.” He wrapped his arms around Pomeroy’s chest and pushed the body onto the backseat, placing it in a sitting position. He took the legs and swung them to the floorboard. Pomeroy toppled over, his head landing in Tucker’s lap with a wet, smacking sound.

Tucker shrieked, slapping at Pomeroy’s head as if it were some loathsome spider, and somehow slid beneath the body to the floorboard. Never pausing, moving as if the entire sequence were a single contrived action, he vaulted into the front seat and clutched the dashboard. Finney, already behind the wheel, placed a hand on Tucker’s shoulder and said quietly, “It’s okay, man. Pull yourself together.”

“Fuck off! Don’t fucking boss me now!” he screamed, flinging Finney’s hand away. His voice was a scratchy shriek and his eyes rolled crazily in his head. “Let’s go, let’s go!” he shouted, resuming his white-knuckled grip on the dash, staring blindly out the cracked windshield.

Nick pushed Pomeroy farther into the seat and shut the door. As he turned to open the front door, he saw that Sue had pulled in front of them. He gave Main Street a quick, last look. A half-familiar car cruised slowly through the intersection; it was a long sedan, black or navy blue, with a buggy-whip antenna nodding lazily in the air above it. Nick’s mind filled with a view from between slit blinds, through a grimy pane of glass: that enormous state trooper, Evans, settling into his unmarked cruiser and gliding away from the curb. Something cold burst in Nick’s stomach. The car slid behind the First Bank of Ransom. Another car approached the intersection, paused, and then headlights the size of twin moons turned off Main and eased toward them. Nick’s heart froze; his legs turned to noodles. He heard Finney whisper, “Sweet Jesus.” Tucker emitted a long groan.

The car passed though a pool cast by a streetlight and Nick recognized one of the town’s patrol cars, its blue lights flickering like faraway heat lightning; then the car merged with the darkness and he realized it had been only a reflection of the street light. He slipped into the Cadillac and closed the door softly behind him. Sue had disappeared.

“Be cool,” he said, as much to himself as to Finney and Tucker.

The patrol car pulled up beside them and the passenger window slid smoothly down. The interior was black. The only thing Nick could make out was the ember of a cigarette dipping lazily about, a drunken firefly.

Finney cranked down his window and started to speak when a voice, as smooth as mountain whiskey, said, “You boys having trouble?”

“No, sir,” Finney said, his voice firm but with the appropriate trace of acquiescence. “On our way home. We—”

“Y’all up kind of early. Ain’t been up drinking all night, now have y’all?” Nick could just make out the pale blob of a face, as if a cloak shrouded everything else.

“No, sir,” Finney said. “A friend called us to take him home.” Nick winced. What kind of sense did that make? He thought he heard the cop grunt noncommittally. Then he said, “What’s with the trunk?”

“Busted lock. Had it tied, but the string broke this afternoon. I’m taking it to a garage tomorrow.” Finney had assumed his Senator stance, all glad-handing and concerned-citizen smarminess.

There was a long pause, and then the voice said, slowly, “Why don’t you boys head on home.” He paused and the firefly somersaulted. “Now.”

“Yes, sir.” Finney eased forward. Inside the car, no one moved. Finney watched the rearview mirror, his face grim in the refracted light of street lamps. “He’s gone.”

Nick expelled a breath he’d been holding since he’d seen the headlights. Tiny stars danced and burst before his eyes. In the backseat, Pomeroy farted enormously.


Tuesday, 6:50 to 7:15 AM

Minutes later—the dash clock read 5:24—they passed the city limit sign and headed into the darkness of the mountains. Just outside of town Sue pulled up behind them; the Mercedes’s lights flashed twice.

“How far?” Nick asked.

“A couple miles, probably less.” He slowed and turned onto Jonestown Road.

The Cadillac ate the road, balding tires singing a one-note aria over the asphalt. The Mercedes’s headlights gave the interior a ghostly aura. Appropriate, Nick thought—this car is filled with ghosts. Beside him, Tucker clung to the dashboard. His lips moved in fervent recitation, but Nick couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engine.

Soon the grade rose and the road turned serpentine, twisting up the mountainside. On a narrow straightway, Finney slowed and signaled Sue around.

“Not sure where the turnoff is,” he said.

Nick watched Sue pass. As she pulled into the far lane, coming into sight around the bouncing trunk lid, the high beams popped on, the eyes of some predatory creature coming alert, the scent of blood filling its head. Nick turned away, peering out his window at the dark forest sliding by. With nothing to busy it—like the lifting and hauling of dead—

—murdered—

—private eyes—his mind cataloged the week’s deaths: the Aryan, Casey Nicole Barrett, Pomeroy. His mind recited them in the innocent voice of the old Nick, the long-ago voice of a boy incorruptible.

Panic like a black wave washed over him, assaulting him with a battery of broken images: the photo of a crumpled fender; Pomeroy’s yellowed teeth, an incisor chipped; black bondage masks floating toward him as though underwater, their movements languorous and heavy.

His hands shaking, Nick popped open the glove compartment, filling his mind with a needless task. A shower of fast food wrappers and poorly folded roadmaps fell out. In the back Nick found a small box of bullets, half-empty.

“Give me those,” Finney said, reaching for the box. He studied it briefly by the dashboard light, then put them in his jacket pocket. “Might need these.” Nick closed the glove compartment.

Up ahead, Sue slowed and turned off Jonestown. Finney followed. The road was little more than a pair of rutted tracks leading into the wilderness. Branches whipped across the windshield and scraped along the flanks of the Cadillac as it bounced through the underbrush. Several times they drove over saplings growing in the middle of the track. Once, in a sharp bend, the Cadillac’s back tires bogged. Finney gunned the engine and the backend slipped slowly sideways before the tires discovered firmer ground. The car lurched forward and Finney had to fight the wheel to guide the behemoth back onto the trail.

As Nick jostled between Tucker and the door, he studied the woods, a black, formless mass, blocking the ghosts from his mind. As he watched, the darkness began to cohere, at first into blocks of shape, and then, slowly, into entire trees, deadfalls, and outcroppings of stone; bundles of writhing snakes became interlacings of branches and vines, hirsute beasts transformed into thatches of thistle and rhododendron.

Nick glanced at the dash clock. Only 5:31. Light shouldn’t come for another hour at least. The long, bony finger of panic caressed his shoulder, the nape of his neck. Time is everything. He stared at the clock, mesmerized, watching its flame-red second hand sweep through the minutes. He could hear the seconds crashing past, a jarring click that reverberated through his ears and deep into his head. Everything is time.

“Finney,” he said, his voice a gasp. “It’s getting light.”

“I can see.”

“It’s only 5:33, what’s—”

“The dash clock’s wrong.” He glanced at the Rolex bound to his wrist; it flashed golden in the dash light. “It’s a couple minutes after seven.”

Nick sunk back into the stiff leather of the seat, a loose spring jabbing him between the shoulder blades. We’ll never make it, he thought. Everything is time.

The woods fell back abruptly and the two cars entered a small clearing. At the far end was a small knoll; beyond it Nick could see only emptiness. Sue pulled to one side and Finney drove the Cadillac up the incline. The car nosed into the sky—Nick saw that the east was a dull scroll of gray, the color of the Gulf on a cold day—and then banked sharply downward. The quarry opened before them, a pit of still water the shade of the eastern sky. The color reminded Nick of dead flesh, of Pomeroy’s waxen pallor. Nick stared at the tarnished waters and wondered what might be entrenched in the silty bottoms.

Another dead body?

Nick shook off the thought as he climbed out of the car. He walked to the top of the rise; Sue joined him there and stood silently beside him. Finney cut the engine and emerged from the Cadillac, Tucker coming behind him. Like Jonah from the whale, Nick thought.

The quarry was the size of a small lake; several monolithic forms rose from the water, columns of stone the gravel-seekers had gnawed around, abandoning them to become diving and picnicking platforms. In the semi-darkness they looked like prehistoric sentries brooding over a deserted empire. Nick looked back at the sky. The horizon ran from a dull gray to the color of old nickels. Behind them a smattering of birds began to chirp. Farther back, something large lumbered through the undergrowth, paused, then moved on.

“We need to hustle,” Finney said. Tucker shook his head and moved down the knoll, stopping at the water’s edge. Nick walked back to the car and cupped his face to the back window. Pomeroy had rolled to the other side of the back seat, his head propped on an outstretched arm.

Nick opened the door and crawled in. Finney leaned in from his side. They exchanged a quick look and together heaved Pomeroy up, rolling him—first his upper body, then his legs—over the seats. The body felt stiffer but not solid. Nick wondered how long it took for rigor mortis to set in. The head and shoulders fell onto the passenger side floorboard, the snakeskin boots jamming between the steering wheel and leather seat. Pomeroy’s ass stuck awkwardly into the air. Hunched into that confining space, he looked like a dwarf jammed into a box.

Nick backed out of the Cadillac, scooping up the Stetson and dropping it into the front. Finney retrieved his monogrammed handkerchief and rapidly wiped down the back seat. He leaned over the seats and, dodging the body, wiped down the front—the dash, the steering wheel, both doors. He was meticulous, wiping even the horn and the dash clock, things Nick knew none of them had touched.

Finney climbed out and shut the door firmly. He wiped the handle down. He walked around the back, cleaning the trunk and passenger doors. Then he wrapped the handkerchief around his hand and opened the front door. He pushed one of Pomeroy’s boots aside and, with the same hand, cranked the engine. It chugged reluctantly to life. Backing out, he grabbed the gearshift. Nick watched him close his eyes. His lips moved silently—a prayer? a plea?—then he yanked the shaft down into drive and scrambled quickly away from the Cadillac, slamming the door behind him.

Nothing happened at first, the world as still as a snow scene trapped within a crystal ball. Then gravity wrapped her slender fingers around the Cadillac and pulled it slowly, inexorably forward. It moved at first like a drugged elephant, lugubrious and dazed, then, gaining the momentum of the incline, picked up speed. Small branches and pebbles popped and cracked under the wheels, the sound of tiny bones snapping.

It hit the water with a loud splash, the dark waters parting stubbornly before it. The surface of the quarry boiled as the hood submerged, every nook and hollow of the engine filling with the tainted water. The Cadillac hissed angrily and steam rose in small tendrils above the roiling waters. The headlights continued to glow, stabbing through the brackish quarry in two thin streams of light. They flickered, underwater lightning, then blinked out with a muffled pop. And still, the Cadillac plowed forward.

The waterline crept over the windshield wipers, past the door handles. It gushed through cracks and seams, gurgling into the interior. Nick imagined it soaking the leather seats, the threadbare carpet, filling Pomeroy’s boots, saturating his Wranglers, turning the Stetson the color of sour milk. In his mind he watched as the water lapped past the detective’s chin, sluiced into his yawning mouth, engulfed him entirely, the thin wisps of his hair undulating like seaweed. He imagined the caddy spiraling into the quarry’s depths, nosing at last into the ancient sludge. Years fled. Algae carpeted the Cadillac, the corpse. The muddy waters sloughed the skin and muscle from Pomeroy’s body, transforming him into a grinning skull, a skeleton trapped within a skeleton.

“Sink, damn you, sink.”

Finney’s voice brought Nick back into time. The Cadillac still moved, but sluggishly, painfully. It leaned heavily to the right side, as if the shocks on that side had given way. The waterline reached halfway up the windshield and front windows, a quarter way up the back windows. The trunk—the lid ever bobbing—was fully exposed.

The Cadillac ground to a halt; the water stilled. None of them made a sound for a full minute, all staring unbelievingly, helplessly at the car, a beached leviathan.

“No! Nooooo!” Tucker screamed. “No! No! Nooooo!” He charged into the icy water, high-stepping the few feet to the Cadillac—the water churning about him as though it were boiling—and slamming into the trunk.

“Sink, motherfucker!” he shrieked, shoving against the bumper, urging the Cadillac deeper. His feet slipped in the quarry slime and he plunged into the water, rising immediately, sputtering, screaming, a primal yodeling of rage.

Finney ran down the embankment, stopping at the water’s edge, and shouted, “Tuck! Get back! Get out of there!”

Nick looked at Sue, her green eyes like emeralds in the coming day, and shook his head. “Aw, Jesus,” he said. She took his hand and squeezed. How could things have gone so horribly wrong? He felt as if he’d been torn asunder, as if the pieces of himself had been strewn about the world. Gone was any sense of victory, of might, of right.

His hand returned to the tight lump in his jacket. He knew that when he fingered them, the bills would be hot to the touch, that he would feel heat radiating from them, worming into his chest. But when he did grasp the roll, the bills were as crisp and cool as the leaves of an ancient tome.

Tucker continued to lash at the hump of the Cadillac, rooted into the quarry bottom. Nick squeezed his eyes tightly shut, and in the darkness he saw his life imploding.

He looked to the sky again, spellbound by the dissipation of time. The gray light faded to a dull white, the far horizon tinted with—

—blood—

—the rose of the rising sun. Day had arrived. Nick glanced at his wrist, at the watch not there, a force of habit, like brushing your teeth before bed, wiping your shoes on a doormat, hiding your victims at dark. He looked nervously toward the woods. Park rangers could be anywhere. Hell, they found the Aryan’s body in the middle of nowhere in less than twelve hours. And what about Evans? Had that been his patrol car he’d seen snaking through Ransom at dawn? Unbidden, an image rose up to claim Nick: the cockroach scooting over the greasy plaster, that hand whistling down upon it. What had Pomeroy said? The guy’s a fucking lunatic, he eats kids like you for breakfast—

It was time to retreat, time to run, time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

“Finney! Get him out of there!”

Tucker still wailed at the Cadillac, flailing against the sunken weight of its carcass. Finney, in the quarry up to his knees, looked back at Nick and shouted, his voice a barely contained fury, “Get your ass down here and help me! I’m not going to—”

Tucker screamed, a kicked-dog yelp of fear. He whirled away from the car and bolted for the shore, splashing through the water. He tripped, going down to his knees. Never slowing, he regained his footing, already running again. All the while, he screamed, hardly seeming to pause for breath. He collapsed at the shoreline, falling face first into the embankment, only half out of the water. He fell quiet, the scream knocked out of him. Steam rose from his wet clothing. Finney grabbed a wad of his sweatshirt and dragged him out of the water. Tucker rolled over, lying full length in one of the Cadillac’s tire tracks, his breath coming in wet heaves.

“H-h-hear—” he sputtered, his face pale, his lips tinged with blue. “H-h-h—”

“Calm down, Tuck,” Finney said, going down on one knee beside him, patting his chest. “Get your breath, calm down.”

Tucker closed his eyes for several seconds, then said, almost calmly, “I heard something. Down there, inside the car.”

“Heard something?” Nick said, standing over them. “Like what? Water?”

“No, you asshole,” Tucker said, sitting up. He hawked deeply and spat out a thick wad of phlegm. “Like a thump, a knocking—like someone moving around in there, like fucking Pomeroy trying to get out.”

Finney looked up at Nick. “Could have been the car settling.”

“Or something floating around inside Tuck’s head.”

“Believe what you want,” Tucker said, getting up. “I heard something. A thump. Like a fist on glass.” He gave the half-sunken car a final, fearful look and pushed past them, heading for the Mercedes. “I’m getting the hell out of here.”

“What do you think, Nicky? Go back in there and check it out?”

Nick looked at the Cadillac and then back at the woods. A thin fog floated through the trees like phantoms. How long before someone discovered the car? A day? An hour?

For the first time in his adult life, Nick wanted to cry, to surrender. To lay down, stare at the quickening sky, and let sobs wrack through him, let everything wash out of him in a great caterwaul of tears. To surrender all of it—

—the fist-sized wad of money—

—Sue—

—to concede.

“I’m with Tuck,” he said, walking toward the Mercedes. He heard Finney and Sue follow.

As he opened the passenger door, Sue said, “Wait, I’ve got towels.”


Tuesday, 7:50 to 8:42 AM

Two days after his seventh birthday Nick Laymon contracted a vicious fever, a heat that devoured his strength and will, that dried his eyes and swelled his lips, which made every move a bright flare of pain. His father camped at his bedside during the four days that the fever raged, sponging Nick’s small body every two or three hours, spooning broth and ice cubes into him.

Midway through the third day, the fever peaked, turning the world monstrous. Nick lost all sense of proportion: his father sometimes shrank to the size of a doll; other times his room seemed as vast as the Gulf of Mexico. He woke late that night to see red eels, their bodies pulsing with electricity as they rode the lazy currents of darkness over his father’s drawn face. Some time later, he rolled over to find his mother’s cool palm pressed to his brow. She smiled and told him they’d be together soon.

As the fever crested, his hands began to inflate like parade balloons, becoming the size of catchers’ mitts, of hearse-black Cadillacs. He shrieked at their monstrous size, barely able to lift them. His fever-wracked mind created a litany of torturous tasks, forcing him to thread needles, to pick up dropped pins, to bait minuscule hooks with minuscule worms. He fumbled clumsily, incapable of completing the simplest chores. His mind buckled in the pitch of fever.

Nick recalled very little the next morning, pieces of the fever-induced dreams coming back to him only in snatches over the years, like bits of fluff carried by currents over endless tracts of water. He remembered clearly, though, the oafishly gigantic hands and the sense of despair that spiked through him when he found himself capable of nothing. The dream haunted him through the course of his life, returning—like a junkie’s flashback—in moments of anxiety, when it seemed as if the world itself were flying apart. He’d look down in those moments half-expecting to discover his hands grotesquely swollen.

As the Mercedes wound farther into the mountains, Nick stared at his hands, feeling the heat of the long-ago fever, reliving the panic the balloon hands had given him. He had somehow stumbled into a world as hallucinatory and unreliable as the fever-dreams.

The Mercedes downshifted and bore into a steep grade. It had been Finney’s idea to flee into the Smokies; they needed time to think, he said. They were in the heart of the mountains, maybe forty miles from the quarry.

Sue reached over and took one of Nick’s unswollen hands in hers, squeezing it softly; her fingers stroked his palm. It still amazed Nick how a single touch from Sue could calm his world. He looked over at her; she gave him a quick smile, her eyes flashing. He returned her squeeze.

Finney leaned between their seats. “Stop at the next place you see, somewhere we can get some coffee. We need—”

“Coffee! You want coffee?” The quarry waters had revived Tucker, jarring him from the catatonia that had gripped him in the minutes after Pomeroy’s death. He sat hunched in the corner behind Nick, shivering, his teeth rattling like small bones loose in his mouth. He had wrapped himself in one of Sue’s bright beach towels, the word Cancun draped across his shoulders.

“We’re all fucked,” Tucker continued, “you realize that, don’t you? We just fucking killed a man and now we’re running.” He turned on Finney. “Where? Where we running to, Mr. Big Daddy Dick?”

Finney sat back and looked out his window. Tucker’s words hung in the air. Nick leaned his head back, closing his eyes. His mind filled with the half-submerged Cadillac. How long before someone found it? A thought emerged, popping to the surface of his mind like flotsam from a sinking liner. He turned in his seat, afraid to ask, asking anyway.

“Finney,” he said slowly, “did you wipe down the glove compartment?”

Finney looked at him, his eyes as gray and dull as slate. He shook his head, a slow twist to the right, then back.

“What?” Tucker shouted, his voice cracking. “You left your goddamned prints in the car? You fucking moron, this is all your fault—”

Nick whirled on Tucker, coming over the seat and grabbing a double fistful of Tucker’s damp Hilfiger sweatshirt. Nick yanked him forward, pulling him taut against the shoulder harness.

“This quit being my fault a long time ago! We’re all in this, everyfuckingone of us!” Rage throbbed at the center of his forehead, spearing deep into his brain. All he wanted was to feel his fists sinking into Tucker Reed’s doughlike flesh. He’d be easy, soft; money did that to you.

Tucker’s eyes grew wide and round; his mouth dropped open with a cluck.

Then Finney was between them, talking him down, easing his fingers loose. “Calm down, Nick. Think. We’ve slogged through the shit, it’s over now. Has to be. We turn on each other and we really are fucked. We think this through and we can beat it.” He paused, letting the balm of his words sink in. Nick released the sweatshirt, and Tucker, breathing hard, slumped back in his seat. He grunted and looked away.

“We can ride this out.”

Nick turned around and glowered out the window. “That’s what you said yesterday,” he said. “I haven’t liked the ride so far.” A crudely painted sign flashed by; Nick caught only a glimpse, something about a two-headed snake. Another right behind it said, MONKEYS CAPTURED IN VIETNAM. Fifty yards later another one announced, BOILED PEANUTS AND POSSUM.

“There,” Finney said. “Stop there, Sue.”

Sue slowed and pulled into a deserted gravel lot. At the far end a clapboard structure leaned precariously—as if frozen in its decision to collapse—over a perilous abyss. A hand-lettered sign proclaimed it THE SMOKIN MOUNTAIN—FOOD, BEER. A sun-bleached OPEN sign hung in a fly-specked window.

“Jesus,” Tucker groaned. “Granny Mae Clampett’s place.”

Sue coasted to the far side of the building and cut the ignition. A crude cage constructed of scrap lumber and rusting chain-link fence hunkered beside the store; it looked as rickety as the Smokin Mountain.

“Let’s get some coffee, lay low for a little while.” Finney stepped out of the car; Tucker, groaning, followed him, the towel trailing him like a multi-colored shroud. They walked to the store, neither one looking back, and disappeared inside, the whole building shaking when the door slammed behind them.

Sue leaned over and kissed Nick softly on the mouth; Nick felt the hint of her tongue and the soft weight of her hand pressing lightly into his lap; then she backed away, pulling her coat tightly around her. They exchanged a silent look and climbed out of the Mercedes. The sun, a flat, red wafer, floated just above the tree line. Nick shivered, knowing it would bring no warmth today.

Coming around the car, he stopped before a sign nailed to the cage: BEAR CUB. Something in the cage barked, a coughing rasp of sound. He took Sue’s hand and led her to the front.

The cage was hardly bigger than a walk-in closet; it smelled like something rotting. In the far corner huddled a small bear, its matted fur the dusky color of charcoal. A heavy chain led from the cub’s neck to a thick tree trunk, smooth and barkless with wear, rising from the back of the cage. Three leafless branches reached pathetically for the sky.

The bear chuffed loudly and, with a ponderous clanking of chain, heaved itself up; it shuffled toward Nick and Sue, its nose poking tentatively at the air. The fur had been worn from both flanks, the skin like pimpled leather. The cub thrust its snout against the fence and snorted loudly, a thick wad of bear snot landing in the gravel. The bear had no eyes; the sockets were bottomless holes, the skin around them smooth and hairless.

“Oh,” Sue said, a quick exhalation. “Let’s go in,” she said, pulling him away from the cage.

He looked, but saw no trace of the promised monkeys. Stepping inside the store, Nick glanced back. The bear’s snout still poked through the gap, hopelessly prodding the air.

The bell above the door tinkled as they came in, an absurdly cheerful sound in the gloom of the Smokin Mountain. The store seemed even smaller inside, the air dry and acrid. Dozens of wooden shelves lined the walls, crowded with a dusty mélange of moon pies and pouches of chewing tobacco, deviled ham and soda crackers, tampons and Tabasco. Cases of beer stood knee-high atop a splintering pallet. An antique soft drink case hummed by the register, beneath a 1972 calendar and a crude collage of black and white snapshots, mostly animals—dogs and pigs and raccoons. A small electric heater burped and hitched nearby.

Finney and Tucker sat at a card table in the back, each huddled over a large Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee.

“Mo’nin.”

Sitting on the other side of the doorway was what Nick thought at first was a manatee, all gray flesh and huge. Blinking, his eyes still adjusting to the gloom, he gleaned a person in the mountain of flesh, a woman grandiosely obese. She sat in a recliner, dressed in a flowing red muumuu, her flesh overflowing the chair in waves, her arms jiggling. Flesh hung like sacks from her face, her neck. A goiter the color of blood, the size of a grapefruit, peeked from between two folds beneath her chin. Pink rollers the size of orange juice cans had been cast about—apparently at random—in her iron gray hair.

“How you this mo’nin?” the woman said, her words coming in heavy gasps, as if speaking exhausted her.

Nick nodded and Sue murmured, “Fine.”

“We don’t get many folk this time of mo’nin, more in the ev’nin. Hep yerself to what you need—Law knows I’m too big to get it. My Henry’ll be in shortly.” She paused, craning her neck to see an ancient Coca-Cola clock nailed to the wall above her. It was 8:05. “In fact,” she said, struggling to resettle in the recliner, “he’s usually in by eight, choring and whatnot. He’ll be in any minute to hep.

“I reckon y’all with them two what’s in the back there. They’s coffee past the last shef.” She paused to catch her breath. “Pay when y’all done.” She nodded curtly and resumed reading the tabloid spread across her enormous legs.

“Thanks, okay,” Nick said, moving toward Finney and Tucker. Sue took his hand as they sat down in cane-back chairs, their backs to the door. If possible, it was even gloomier in the back.

“Coffee?” Finney said. When they both shook their heads, he said, “Just as well—tastes like shit.”

They sat in silence, the woman’s labored breathing and Tucker’s slurping the only sounds. Full light, Nick thought. Park rangers, highway patrol, even the FBI prowled the streets now, coming closer and closer to a dead man in a half-sunken Cadillac. Everything is time. In his head Nick could hear the click-clack of the analog’s second hand sweeping through the minutes.

“What now?” Finney said. “What’ll we do from here?”

“Go back, try to get the body?” Nick said, the idea filling him with dread.

“Too risky, someone would see us.”

“What about tonight?” Sue said.

“Someone’ll find it way before then,” Nick said.

“Maybe not—no one uses the quarry, especially not in December. And I don’t think too many people know about the back road—you could tell no one’s been on it in weeks, probably months.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Finney said.

Nick looked up, meeting Finney’s eyes. “It’s time to bring the Senator in, Finney.”

“No. We’re way past that now.”

“I’m telling you, he can help—”

“You idiots,” Tucker hissed. “We shouldn’t’ve come here. It places us in the area.” He slammed his fist down on the table, knocking over his cup and spilling the dregs of his coffee.

They all looked at Tucker; he was right. They were less than forty miles from the quarry and here sat Tuck soaking wet, wearing the brightest beach towel Nick had ever seen. Nick glanced at the matron. The tabloid hid her face, but he felt her eyes poring over every move they made.

“Let’s leave,” Sue said, her hand tightening in Nick’s.

“Not so fast,” Finney said. “Too suspicious. You two first. Then us. Tuck, you keep walking—I’ll pay for the coffees. Once we’re all out—”

The bell jangled its cheery welcome, and they all four looked down, suddenly interested in the stain patterns in the table cloth.

“Great,” Tucker muttered. “Someone else to ID us.”

“Well, now,” the woman said, “more visitors in the same mo’nin. A officer of the law at that.”

They all started at the word, Sue’s fingers digging small moons into the heel of Nick’s palm. Finney glanced up, blood and hope draining from his face. For Nick, time stalled, slipping into a slower, thicker plane.

Nick turned in his chair, already terrified, the split cane complaining under his weight, a tired whisper like the rustle of insect husks. His eyes climbed slowly, finding the man standing just inside the store, his mind flashing back—

—the cockroach, that hand—

—already certain who it was, a nightmare come horribly to life.

The patrolman looked back just as Nick’s eyes focused. A pair of mirrored sunglasses, a Smokey Bear trooper’s hat pulled low on his brow. He shifted with his tongue a sliver of wood from one corner of his mouth to the other. Evans, his mind screamed, had been screaming since he’d heard the bell. Evans. The trooper grinned at them, saluted with one finger.

Only then did Nick see the gun cradled in Evans’s thick hand, the heavy .45 hidden from the woman, but already sliding up his side. Nick tried to scream, tried to move, to throw himself in front of Sue—but nothing worked. His body locked in a vice of fear.

Then Evans turned away—his bulk blocking the woman—and all Nick could think was not me, not us, not yet. Nick saw the gun level, heard Evans grunt a surly, “Sorry, ma’am.” The gunshot was enormous in the small room, shaking the building, rebounding again and again off the thin walls. A quart bottle fell to the floor and shattered.

A tendril of smoke curled from the .45’s barrel. Evans looked back at them, bringing the gun to his lips, grinning—his face seemingly all teeth—and blew the smoke away. He holstered the gun and turned toward the door, moving away from the woman. When Nick saw her—his mind still booming with the echo of the gun—he thought at first nothing had happened. She lay sprawled in the chair as before, the tabloid clutched in one dropped arm, her muumuu flung above her knees, exposing even more pink, dimpled flesh. Then he saw the rose blossoming between her eyes, two small runnels of black blood tracking around the stump of her nose and into her mouth. Her head lolled to one side—the goiter bulging as if it might burst—and Nick saw that much of the back of her head had disappeared. A good chunk of the recliner had vanished as well. Directly behind her, an ocher-colored blossom patterned the wall. As he watched, it slid slowly to the floor, a bas-relief of pulp and gore and curler fragments.

Evans flipped the window sign to CLOSED and shut the door, locking it.

Time jolted back into itself. Tucker whimpered and someone said, “Aw, Jesus, no.”

Evans moved toward them, grinning.

“Well, now, what we got here?” Evans grabbed a nearby chair, reversed it, and sat down with a groan. He grinned wolfishly. Nick could see their warped reflections in his sunglasses, desperate figures trapped in a convex world. Sue shifted her chair closer to Nick, her eyes cold, glaring at Evans.

“Kids,” he said, shifting the toothpick thoughtfully, “Lemme tell you something. You get into this crime business, you got to learn some basics.” He paused, still grinning, and removed his glasses. The smile never touched his eyes. He looked like a pig, Nick thought; pointed ears, upturned nose, beady eyes. A chill crept across his shoulders as Evans carefully folded the glasses and placed them on the table. He laid the toothpick beside them.

“First, you don’t stop for coffee forty miles from the crime scene.” He paused again. “And if you do, you kill the person you bought it from.”

Sue shuddered. Tucker went deadly pale; Finney looked ill, his lips ashen, his eyes moist. None of them moved.

Evans grunted, and looked back toward the front of the store. “My, what a mess,” he said, chuckling, a dry, dirty sound, his piggy gaze taking them all in. “But you know—killing before breakfast really concentrates the mind, makes you sharper, like the edge of a knife. You boys know what I mean, don’t you?” Evans focused on Tucker. He leaned back in his chair and plucked a bag of Fritos off the nearest shelf. He ripped it open with his teeth and shoved a handful in his mouth; he offered the bag around the table, but no one accepted. Nick felt his stomach lurch.

He said, crunching around a mouthful of corn chips, “I been watchin you fell as for a couple days now. I knew you’d make a mistake somewheres along the way—and I knew it’d be sooner other than later. But bless my soul, I never dreamt you’d do something this stupid. Killing a private eye.” He brayed laughter, spraying flecks of chips across the table; he shook his head, the grin spreading thinly across his lips again. “My oh my.”

Sue leaned in closer to Nick. Finney looked as if he’d eaten something terribly wrong.

“No matter—you just saved me a little time and effort is all. I should be thankin you—cept you’ve made the past coupla days pretty hard on me.”

His eyes found Tucker again. Tucker acted as if it were hard to breathe; a bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. He shivered, holding the beach towel around him like an old woman’s shawl.

“You know what it is when you got someone over you, breathin down your neck, tellin you the whole thing’s your fault? You know how that is?”

“Fuck off,” Tucker said, his voice cracking.

Evans’s jaw tightened. A muscle in his right cheek ticked, and his hand fisted around the bag of chips. “You watch your language, rich boy. Specially round the filly.”

Tucker started to say something and Evans held up a single sausage-thick finger. The nail was bitten to the quick, Nick noticed, and there was a slight crook at the second knuckle.

Tucker shut his mouth.

“Better.” Evans upended the bag into his mouth, drinking the last fragments. Smacking loudly, he said, “Now what we’ve got is a situation—” He grinned sheepishly, the look odd on his features. “Pert near forgot. Any of you gents packin any hardware, I’ll take it now.” When none of them moved, he said, his voice as cold as the quarry waters, “It’ll be a whole lot easier now than later.”

Finney shrugged and pulled Pomeroy’s pistol out of his pants. His eyes never left the table. He placed the gun in front of Evans.

The patrolman cocked his hat back on his head and said, “Well, I’ll be!” He dropped the empty Fritos bag on the floor and picked up the gun, turning it in his hands, inspecting it from all angles. He opened the cylinder, spun it, then flipped it back into place. “I’ll be. You ever see a gun like that before?” he said, looking at Nick. “Me neither cept in the movies. You ever see those movies? The Duke, Jimmy Stewart? I reckon not. Now those were movies, not like this stuff they put on today.” His eyes had gone dreamy. Nick glanced over at Finney; he was still studying the table. Sue’s face twisted in revulsion, her upper lip pulled taut against her teeth.

“No, I reckon not,” he said, tucking the pistol under the overhang of his stomach. He studied them all in turn. “Where was I? Oh yeah, we got us a little situation here. We got us a dead man with your bumper print embedded in his guts. We got a dead detective floatin round in a half-sunk Cadillac. We got a dead fat woman.” He paused and gave each of them a cold stare.

Finney jerked as though someone had slapped him and Tucker moaned in his throat, meeting the patrolman’s eyes before looking away.

Evans leaned on the table, clasping his hands. He looked at Tucker. “I bet you think I’m all wind, don’t you, rich boy? I bet you think I scare easy, that I’d tuck tail and skedaddle when the heat comes on. Well, lemme tell you, rich boy, I don’t, not easy. But I’ll let you in on a little secret, just between us, you know.” He lowered his voice, a stage whisper. “I’m a little scared right now. I’d have to admit I’m shakin in my boots.” He cleared his throat, replaced the toothpick in the corner of his mouth. “Wanna know why?” He shook his head. “I got that breather on my neck. He wants things like they were—and reckon who he’s put in charge of makin sure they get that way?” He leaned forward, staring at Tucker, and tapped himself on the chest. “That’s right—yours truly.”

Evans settled back in his chair, the cane groaning loudly. He picked up Finney’s cup and took a long gulp. “You mind?” he said, putting the cup down and belching loudly. Finney didn’t answer.

“You guys think I’m a ornery ol cuss, don’t you?” He grinned his wolfish grin. “And I can’t say I blame you right now. But you think I’m mean, you should see the Pachyderm. Now he’s one mean—”

“You were there, weren’t you?” Nick said, the scattered pieces falling suddenly into place. “You were after him, the Aryan, probably chasing him down. And you saw the whole thing, even Pomeroy. You knew—”

“That’s enough.” Evans made a gun with his finger, the index finger thrusting into Nick’s face, and mimed pulling a trigger. “Don’t think so much, college boy—thinking can get you in a heap of trouble. Thinking can get you dead.”

The silence that followed Evans’s pronouncement shattered with a loud trill that seemed to come from every direction at once. Tucker yelped and they all jumped, even Evans, who fumbled in his front shirt pocket and brought out a cell phone. He looked at it, dumbfounded, the cold sheen fading from his eyes. It rang again and he flipped it open and pressed it to his face.

“Hello?”

Evans jumped to his feet, knocking the chair over.

“Yessir,” he said. “Yessir, Mr. Gutman, right here, right in front of me.” His eyes floated over the table, but didn’t seem to register them. “Yessir.” Evans turned and walked slowly toward the front of the store. “Nosir, I don’t think they have it with them—I’m not dead sure they even know about it.” He paused, listening. Then: “Yessir, I can do that, no problem, yessir, Mr. Gutman.” He stopped before the recliner and prodded the fat woman’s arm with one finger. He looked back at them and said something else, his voice lowered. He turned to the door and peered past the CLOSED sign, shaking his head.

“Aw, Jesus, what’re we gonna do now?” Tucker said, staring at Evans’s sunglasses, his voice lifeless.

“Finney,” Nick whispered, glancing back at Evans. “This guy’s crazy—we need to move, we need—”

“Hey!” Evans shouted from the front. “I say you could talk?”

Finney looked up at Nick, his eyes dull. He didn’t say anything, just shrugged his shoulders.

Sue said, “Someone needs to do something quick.” She glanced at Evans and then back at Nick. Her eyes were cold, dispassionate. The tick in her cheek had returned.

A gulf opened inside Nick, a feeling of utter helplessness. His head spun with the past forty-eight hours and there was nothing he could do, nothing.

Evans returned, the cell phone still pressed to his face. “Up around Townsend,” he said. “Yessir.” Another pause, Evans nodding. “Do it here? Before I bring them?” He listened. “Whatever you say, Mr. Gutman. It sure will get their attention, no doubt about that.”

Watching him speak into the small phone, the way his mouth twisted, his face flinched, Nick recognized the intricate network. Here was someone holding Evans’s leash, someone bigger, at least as crazy—but in some different sense. Maybe he was someone to talk to, to bargain with. Evans was too dumb, too tunnel-visioned to deal. Their lifeline, Nick realized, was this maniacal voice in the void at the other end.

His mind kept running, fitting irregularly shaped pieces together. If the man on the other end of the phone held Evans’s leash, did someone else hold his? Could two men run a snuff-film ring? He didn’t think so. In his mind he saw an endless parade of corrupted officials—

—dozens of sleeping policemen—

—passing Casey’s tape from dirty hand to dirty hand.

Evans snapped the phone shut with a final “Yessir.” His earlier advice boomed in Nick’s head: Thinking can get you dead.

Evans strode to the table and picked up his sunglasses. “Boys,” he said, slipping the shades over his eyes, “I wouldn’t wanna be in your shoes right now.” A slight smile cracked his face.

“We got ourselves another problem—just a small one.” He settled back into his chair. “The Pachyderm wants us in Knoxville, like right now. But we can use the blues if we need to.” He chuckled. “Problem is my cruiser fits only three comfortable in the backseat—and I sure want y’all to sit comfortable.”

Evans paused, letting his words sink in. Nick watched the realization bloom in Finney’s eyes, then, a moment later, Tucker’s. Sue’s hand tightened painfully in his.

“Oh, fuck, please,” Tucker said. “Oh, please …” His voice fell away.

Evans lifted the .45 from its holster and laid it casually on the table. “Best gun on the market,” he said, gazing intently at the piece. It caught the dull light, gleaming demonically. He picked it up and worked it in his hand, searching for a grip; satisfied, he looked up. “All those gangbangers, all those movies, they’re all hooked up on a nine. But this is a real man’s gun. This’d stop an elephant in its tracks. And you’ve seen what it can do to a four-hundred pound woman.” He bounced the light off it so that it played over each face: Finney’s, Tucker’s, Sue’s, finally Nick’s. Nick tried not to look down, away from the mirrored glasses. Their reflections looked even more hunched, more trapped.

“Imagine,” Evans said, “what it’d do to one of you skinny fellows.”

Tucker moaned.

“We’ll leave the lady out. The Pachyderm’ll wanna see her for sure.” He leered at her. Then he pointed the gun at Nick’s chest. Nick felt his heart falter.

“Eeny,” Evans said. The .45 swung gracefully past Sue and centered on Tucker. “Meeny.” On to Finney. “Miney.” Back to Nick. “Moe. Catch a tiger by his—no, wait—catch a blind bear by his toe.” The gun oscillated smoothly among them, Evans’s arm ramrod straight, all motion coming from the subtle twists of his shoulder, an oiled play of sinew and tendon. The gun accelerated with the increasing tempo of the chant, a childhood rhyme Nick remembered singing with Alex St. Johns out in the woods, on the evening beach, all a game, only a game.

Tucker moaned louder, an eerie ghostly sound.

“If he hollers make him pay fifty dollars every day!” Evans almost shouted the words, the sounds piling on one another, flecks of spittle and corn chips sprayed across the table. “My mama told me to pick this one but I picked this one and you are now IT!”

Tucker screamed, a piercing wail that made Nick want to crawl off somewhere, made him want to find some place dark and cramped.

“Wait,” Nick said, “let’s talk—”

“Noooooo!” Tucker wailed, half-standing, the chair falling over behind him, his hands twining in the beach towel, pulling it even tighter around him. He sobbed in heaving gasps. “You can’t-uh-uh—do this you mother—uh—uh—fucker you can’t just fucking-uh-uh—kill me you can’t oh mama pleeese—”

“I told you to watch your fuckin mouth.”

Nick saw the recoil fling back Evans’s arm—as if an invisible puppeteer had yanked it toward the ceiling—and then he heard the thunderous explosion, a concussion far louder than the one that had taken the matron.

Instinctively, Nick threw his arms up, cocking Sue on the chin; she fell into him and he went over in his chair, the back of his head slamming into the cement floor. Lights flashed inside his skull.

Darkness.

Pale, sickly light seeped under his eyelids, drew him back to a place he did not want to remember. His head throbbed. His hands felt swollen. Sue’s voice: “Nicky, c’mon, baby, Nicky.” Her voice thick, as if she’d been crying. Then Finney, his voice far away: “Now, man, please.”

“Leave im be, I’ll take care of it.” Sue: “No! Please, another minute. Nicky!”

Nick opened his eyes and the world flooded back into him. Sue and Finney leaned over him, their faces bleached and fuzzy, triggering a half-formed image—

—Finney laboring between her white white thighs—

—in his stunned mind.

Abruptly, the world snapped into clear focus, and the hulking shadow behind them materialized into Evans.

“Tuck?” Nick said, his voice a croak. The throbbing in his head intensified. A single tear drifted down Sue’s cheek; Finney looked away, shaking his head. They helped him up, slowly.

“Outside,” Evans said gruffly. “Move.”

Finney and Sue placed his arms over their shoulders—his hands, he noticed, as big as catchers’ mitts, still growing—and moved him toward the door. His legs felt swollen, his shoes full of cement. His head felt as if someone had slammed it in a car door, a Cadillac. “Tuck,” he said again.

He turned—pain like an explosion inside his skull—to look and Finney said, “No, man, don’t.” He looked anyway. His cane-back chair and the table were overturned. Splattered across the back wall in a lunatic collage were bits and pieces of Reed Tucker. Nick looked down. Extruding from behind the table was Tucker’s outstretched arm, his hand grasping, bloodless, still.

Finney whispered, “Oh, Reed, no.”

The sky was an infinite, cloudless blue, the air like something heartless, sending their breath smoking before them. Finney and Sue helped Nick out the door and over to Evans’s unmarked blue sedan. Just the other side of it, a rust-eaten Chevy pickup nosed out into the gravel lot, its back windshield shattered. It looked, in the glare of the December sun, about a hundred years old.

“Don’t you fret none about that pretty car of yours, Missy,” Evans said. “We’ll have to leave it here awhile, but we’ll pick it up shortly.”

Nick heard the lie. No way they were leaving this snare—they were as gone as Tuck.

Getting into the patrol car’s back seat—his head settling into a dull throb—Nick caught sight of the bear cage. The cub’s snout poked through the fence, snorting and wheezing, probing blindly at the air.


Tuesday, 8:42 to 10:30 AM

Nick scooted across the seat as Sue and Finney slid in, pressing him to the passenger side window. Wiping away a mist of breath, he gazed out past the rear end of the Chevy to the weedy verge of the gravel parking lot, littered with Styrofoam cups and sun-bleached beer cans. Woods fell away beyond, barren hardwood and pine shot through with shafts of anemic December sunlight, but they looked to be about a thousand miles away. The only thing Nick could really see—maybe the only thing he would ever see again—was that enormous pistol as it swung past him to rest on Tucker. He forced down the flat, metallic taste in his mouth. As from far away, he watched himself fumble at the door and slip into the enveloping trees, bright air needling his lungs, blowing the fog out of his head—

The opposite door slammed with a sound like doom.

The three of them were alone in the car. Glancing once again out the window—the woods inviting, achingly close—Nick felt his fever-swollen hand scrabble impotently at the featureless plastic cowling of the door.

“You’re bleeding,” Sue whispered. He felt her probing at the back of his head. He lifted his hand, wincing when his fingers came away sticky.

“It’s nothing,” he said, his voice hoarse, an old man’s voice. He glanced at Finney, those bland, leading-man looks speckled with brown flecks. Nick’s guts twisted as yet another nightmare image possessed him: Tucker stumbling up from the table, his arms flung out imploringly as his skull dissolved into red mist.

 
“Your face,” he whispered.

Finney swallowed and leaned his head back, a picture of utter despair. The car settled on its shocks when Evans lowered himself into the driver’s seat, placing his Smokey Bear hat beside him. He slotted the key into the ignition and started the car, reaching down to adjust the police scanner as it squawked to life. Then he leaned back and worked Pomeroy’s gun free. It caught the light when he held it up, chrome and ivory, a screenwriter’s dream of the revolver Doc Holliday might have worn, strapped low against one lean thigh as he stalked the dusty streets of Tombstone. Evans shook his head, chuckling.

“That Pomeroy and his pea shooter,” he said without rancor, sighting down the barrel at some imaginary target in the woods. He mimed the recoil of a pistol shot, said “Bang!” loud enough to make Sue jump, and slid the pistol into the space between his seat and the door. “You could say you kids did us a favor—that little runt was way out of line, rootin around in our business—but I don’t think the Pachyderm’s gonna see it that way.”

He snagged a pair of leather driving gloves from the dash. Snapping the Velcro straps across the backs of his thick hands, he turned, grinning, all teeth and the convex mirrors of his aviators above his upturned nose. The black grid of the cage carved his face into little diamonds.

“Comfortable, kids?”

No one said anything. Nick hardly dared to breathe.

“Ya’ll smile nice and answer when I talk to you, or I’ll give you something to frown about. I’m feelin edgy this morning, it’s hard to say what I might do. So let me ask you one more time: Everybody comfortable?”

“Fine,” Finney whispered. And louder: “We’re fine.”

Evans worried a fresh toothpick from his breast pocket and slid it from its cellophane wrapper. He sucked at it thoughtfully. “How bout you, college boy?”

“I’ll survive.”

Evans laughed. “Now that’s good, we’re gettin to be regular friends.” Without haste, he turned, put the car into reverse, and backed out. Sue gasped and took Nick’s hand as they eased past the rust-stained hulk of the Chevy. His head throbbing, he turned to follow her gaze. The truck’s driver’s side door stood ajar. In the shadowy depths within, Nick could just make out a figure slumped across the seat.

A vision of the enormous woman filled his mind, her slack, gray face imperturbable as she announced that her Henry would be along right soon now. He shuddered, the throb in his head expanding, and for a moment, he thought the man inside the dilapidated Chevy had moved, that maybe he had survived—that maybe they could too. But then some truer, deeper self spoke up: The man was dead. The movement had been a trick of light and falling shadow, a mirage, like one of those glistening pools you saw sometimes across a stretch of baking pavement, a fool’s promise beneath a boiling desert sky.

The tires flung gravel as Evans pulled away.

Nick turned to stare through the cage at whatever lay ahead.

Fifteen minutes later, when the road broadened into four lanes, Evans reached under the dash for a bubble light. He snapped it into place, touched a switch, and the car filled with wheeling, blue luminescence. Then he stood on the gas. For Nick, the trip was like a fever dream, the desolation of the mountains giving way to a sprawl of motels, hamburger joints, and billboards promising honky-tonk music and outlet shopping, the entire unscrolling panorama set to the maniac soundtrack of the siren and Evans’s unhurried monologue as he narrated an anecdote about a man named Stark and his comeuppance at the hands of Vergil Gutman, the Pachyderm, the breather down his neck, the man whom they had inadvertently crossed and the last man they were likely to see in their sad and soon-to-be abbreviated lives.

“Stark, you see,” Evans was saying, “was a college boy, a sawed-off little bit of a redhead, bout the shade of your hair, Missy, and feisty. Smart, too, but not half so smart as he thought he was. Mr.Gutman hired this twit to cook the books. This kid was the Einstein of accountants, this kid was a genius. But Stark had a little problem with his mouth. The thing you gotta remember is this: Mr. Gutman is not a small man …”

By now the throbbing in Nick’s head had become a steady, pulsing drumbeat. He squeezed shut his eyes and there was only the mocking note of Evans’s voice to fill the darkness, that and the banshee wail of the siren and a green light burning on a far horizon. Everything tangled up inside his head, a lunatic montage of sense and image: the charnel house stench inside the Smokin Mountain; that final glimpse of Tucker, his pale fingers beckoning beyond the dark curve of the overturned table; the money heavy as a brick inside his jacket pocket; the presence of Sue beside him—the warm stir of her, her unsettled breath—and most of all the crazed litany of Evans talking, talking, endlessly talking, telling how Stark had taken to mocking Gutman behind his back—how he stomped around the office like a man made out of cement, how he spoke in this clipped voice that Gutman used, how he took to calling Gutman by the name he had chosen for himself, the name no one else dared use: the Pachyderm, because he was the size of an elephant, and just about twice as ugly. Nobody could say how Gutman found out about this, or how long he had known. But when the taxes were done that year, so the story went, Gutman invited Stark out for a celebratory dinner at a restaurant where he owned a controlling interest. And there, in a private room, he had held the little guy at gunpoint and forced him to eat until his stomach burst. Rumor had it, but Evans couldn’t say for sure because it wasn’t the kind of thing you asked a man, that he had stood over Stark while the kid rolled in agony on the floor and reminded him that elephants were known for another characteristic besides their size.

“You know what that is?” Gutman had supposedly said. “Just this: they never, ever forget.” And then he shot the kid between the eyes, sat down with his scotch on the rocks, and leisurely finished his meal.

In the silence that followed, something sloughed away inside Nick, some final hope. He felt like a man already dead, a corpse cooling on a table, awaiting the mortician’s loving hand. When Sue touched him, he moaned. His eyes flew open on a void, an endless reach of blue. The cruiser hurled itself across an abyss, a sluggish, brown river curling like a comma below. Beyond it, Knoxville overspread the valley, a faded city of brick, the university nestled in an arm of water with the downtown district beyond, a handful of towers coruscant with morning sun.

Gone, he thought, all gone. The money and the life the money could buy, freedom from Glory, everything he hoped for, dreamed of, irretrievably lost. Only Sue remained. And now he thought of the previous night, Sue, her copper hair aspill across his chest and his sudden realization: that Fate could snatch her away—she was that fragile, everyone was—and maybe it would snatch her away because of him, because he had dragged her into this. He would have to save her, somehow. He would have to find a way. He would have to bargain with the man named Vergil Gutman. He squeezed Sue’s hand and turned to study their route, the city rising up to meet them as Evans guided the cruiser off the highway. But try as he might, the only thing he could really see was Stark, the little guy in Evans’s tale, his red hair catching the light as he sat down to eat.

For Nick, maybe the worst thing of all was how much the last mile or so of the trip reminded him of home. He might have grown up here. The peeling clapboard houses with their yellow lawns and cracking, pitted sidewalks looked like Glory. And when Evans spun the cruiser through an automatic gate in a rusting chain-link fence, the decayed industrial park beyond reminded him of the warehouses along the dock, the long summers of work. His muscles burned with ghosts of remembered labor—endless afternoons stripped to the waist beneath the steaming sun, wrestling cases of ice-packed fish into refrigerated eighteen wheelers.

Two minutes later, Evans hustled him from the back seat into a mostly empty gravel lot. Nick found himself expecting to emerge into sweltering heat, his nostrils wrinkling in anticipation of the sea smell off the Gulf, the stink of rotting fish and sweat. But the air was still and odorless and cold, the sun a bright ember without heat in a solid azure sky. He shuffled his feet to get his blood moving as Finney and Sue climbed out behind him. His head pulsed with every move.

“Where are we?” Finney asked.

“Shut up.” Evans nodded at a slate-colored aluminum prefab the size of a football field. Gravel crunched underfoot as they trudged toward it, past scattered vehicles and a few winter-stunted shrubs. The building itself was featureless save for a dented metal door with an open padlock dangling from its hasp. A rusting metal sign had been bolted to the left of the door. It showed a rampant cartoon elephant juggling spools of film with its blunt front legs. Printed below in weathered black letters were the words, PACHYDERM VIDEO SECURITY.

Nick swallowed hard. He met Finney’s eyes for half a second, but what he saw there—bottomless despair, the vacuous stare of a concentration camp victim beyond caring—terrified him. He stepped away, wheeled to face Evans, and let his eyes slide past him to the gravel parking lot. Beyond a few scattered outbuildings of prefab aluminum, the fence lay in a glittering line, maybe two hundred yards away. On the other side he could see rundown houses and trees, normal life. So close …

Muscles tightened in his thighs and calves, tension through his shoulders. He found himself measuring the distance between Evans and the nearest of the outbuildings—

“Steady, Nicky,” Sue whispered. “You have to be steady or we’re done for.” He pressed against her, felt her hand in his, her breath warm at his ear. He exhaled a plume of gray mist.

Evans brushed past and put his hand on the door knob. “Not a word less you’re spoken to, understand?”

Nick nodded.

Evans opened the door and they stepped inside.

A wave of tropical heat met them, shocking after the chill outside air. Nick dragged a mouthful of the heavy stuff into his lungs, feeling a last icy gust from without before the door slammed behind them. Its hollow boom reverberated endlessly in the small, spare room where they stood. Evans shoved him, and he stumbled forward a step or two on cheap indoor/outdoor carpet that might once have been gray.

The space had been laid out as a waiting area. Cheap plastic chairs—empty—had been placed along three sides. A scarred metal door with three filing cabinets to either side stood in the fourth wall. Square in the middle of the room sat a beat-up metal office desk, empty but for a telephone and the boots of the balding, acne-scarred man with thick glasses who slouched behind it. He held a newspaper folded into quarters in his lap and chewed thoughtfully at the eraser of a pencil. Without looking up, he said, “Four letter word for semi-aquatic salamander?”

“Get your feet off the desk, Oscar.”

Oscar slid the pencil behind his ear. “Get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Larry? Were your eggs overdone?”

“Fritos,” Evans said. “I had Fritos for breakfast and so far the day has made me edgy, so get your feet off the desk. All right?”

Grudgingly, Oscar swung his feet down. He waved the paper. “Who’s this, the three stooges?” His eyes lingered on Sue.

“Mr. Gutman in?”

“Tuesday morning, ten-twenty-five, you ever known him not to be? The man’s like clockwork.”

Evans said nothing.

“So who’s the chick? Ain’t half-bad for a redhead.”

“Have a little respect.” Evans turned to Sue. “Keys, Missy?”

Sue looked puzzled.

Gently, Evans said, “Car keys. Member that pretty little car a yours?”

Sue nodded and dug in her purse. She came out with a heavy ring of keys. Evans took them and dropped them jingling on the desk. Oscar stared at them the way he might have stared had Evans vomited there. He lifted his eyebrows.

“Send somebody out to pick up her car. Blue Mercedes, Georgia plates WGI-323. Place called the Smokin Mountain ten miles west of 321, just outside of Townsend. Road called Blacklick—”

“Fuck that. Since when do you give me orders?”

“Look here, Oscar, you think it’s hard to find someone to sit behind this desk?” Evans leaned forward, his enormous bulk looming over the other man. He took the sunglasses off and slid them into a case in his breast pocket, grinned. “Do you?”

Oscar swallowed hard, shook his head. He pushed his glasses up with one trembling finger.

“Right.” Evans’s voice was very gentle. “And I’ve told you before about your mouth. Now, get someone to pick up the car, and send a crew with him. Three people had the misfortune to die there this morning, you see, and I’d be pleased if you could get on it before someone finds the mess and starts askin questions. We also got a floater in the quarry outside Ransom, North Carolina. I’ve been very busy. So take care of that, too. Got it?”

Oscar nodded.

“Now, if you’ll just let the boss know we’re here, we’ll let you get about your business.”

Oscar leaned forward and punched a button on the phone. “Trooper Evans to see you, Mr. Gutman.”

The reply came through the intercom, the words hard-bitten and sharp—

—Finish her!—

—sparking a little jolt of recognition along Nick’s spine. “Send him in.”

Nick shuddered as Oscar jerked a thumb at the door. “You heard the man.”

Smiling past his toothpick, Evans ushered them around the desk, Finney pale and ghostly looking, then Sue, then Nick. Just before he opened the door, Evans turned and looked back at Oscar, who had already picked up the phone. “Say, Oscar.”

“Yeah.”

“The four letter word for a semi-aquatic salamander? That thing’s called a newt.”

Nick noticed the surveillance camera high up in the far corner of the narrow corridor past the door, and now, his mind spinning back into the waiting area and the parking lot beyond it, he realized what he had been seeing all along without really thinking about it: cameras. Three or four of them at least, two at the entrance to the compound, gazing down from posts atop the chain-link fence, two more affixed to the corners of the prefab building, and yet another one peering down from the corner of the waiting room, its red-eye tireless and unblinking, watching them.

He licked his lips, and started down the hall past a series of metal doors, Evans propelling him with a thick hand between his shoulder blades. At the far end of the passage stood yet another door, this one made of wood that took a glossy shine. He could see the ghostly reflections of Finney and Sue swimming before him, his own strained face a pale worried blur over Sue’s left shoulder. Bolted to the door at eye level was a black metal plate and on the metal plate two words had been stamped in gray: VERGIL GUTMAN.

They paused in a knot before the door. Evans shouldered past them, lifted his fist, and knocked. From the other side, Nick heard a muffled invitation. Evans lowered his hand and grasped the heavy brass door knob. Nick watched it turn.

The door swung open. Suddenly it was hard to breathe.


Tuesday, 10:31 to 11:02 AM

Sue gasped.

Nick recoiled a step, uncertain of his bearings. Evans prodded him, and he stepped forward again, aware of Finney as a gray shadow somewhere to his left, Sue a presence to his right and just ahead of him. The room swam with flickering greenish-blue light, and for a moment Nick’s aching, sleep-deprived mind seemed to spin free of its orbit, to settle into the haunted turquoise depths of Sue’s living room, her slender spine bowed before him, each notch of her spine a stair descending into his heart’s basement. Then Sue reached out for him, steadying him in time and space.

The room gathered substance around him: vast, shadowy, hushed. The carpet under his feet was lush, thick, gray, the enormous mahogany desk at the far end of the room polished to a mirrored gloss, sparking a memory of a conference room in a high-rent New Orleans office complex, his father supplicant in his wheelchair on one side of a shining table that seemed about a mile wide, a lawyer all smiles on the other side, his manicured hands folded neatly in front of him. The lawsuit would have to be dropped, he had informed them. Turned out, the oil company had been in compliance with OSHA after all.

How much? Frank Laymon had screamed. How much did they buy you for, you son of a bitch?

Nick swallowed, felt Sue’s hand bracing him. Evans walked to the desk, pausing between an overstuffed leather chair and a matching loveseat. The man on the other side had his back to them, his enormous bald head sprouting like a monstrous tumor from the back of a black leather desk chair. The phone he held in one hand looked like a child’s toy, a plastic Playskool replica of a real telephone. He held up the other hand, one gigantic leathery finger extended for silence, flickering with reflected luminescence from the bank of video screens which formed the wall behind the desk.

Nick stared in fascination at the screens, the source of that strange, shifting light. There must have been fifty of them, flickering with dozens of silent images. He recognized closed circuit video feeds from the industrial park—the gate and the building’s exterior; the office where Oscar was passing Sue’s keys to a man in a dark suit; the bare hall just outside the door—and others he thought must be on the grounds: a warehouse stacked with shadowy merchandise, halls and passages. But there were other images, too, satellite and network feeds, he supposed. Oprah and The Price Is Right, Regis and Kelly. On a screen to the right of Vergil Gutman’s massive head, a naked Asian woman was going down on a black man. Just to the left of that, a continuous stock ticker ran beneath a woman at a news desk. The worst screen, however, was high off near the right hand corner; it showed a simple bunker with U-bolts and chains embedded in the concrete, the floor graded toward a drain set dead center.

Nick caught a swift internal glimpse of Casey Nicole Barrett, a crimson thread of blood unspooling across her girlish breast—and now the image held nothing for him, just the dry despair of self-knowledge.

The man behind the desk spoke, his voice mellifluous, deep, his words enunciated with clipped precision. “Cost is not an object. I want it. Get it.” He lowered the phone into its cradle gently.

He sat a moment longer with his back to them, and then he said: “You have them, Lawrence?”

Evans was a man transformed. The stagey folksiness—pure movie psycho, Nick thought, a mask, nothing more—had dropped away. He stood before the desk like a man at attention, his face in three-quarters profile, the toothpick tucked out of sight. His voice was quiet, accentless. “Yes, sir. They’re right here.”

The chair spun slowly around.

Nick felt a burst of hysterical laughter well into his throat as the bizarre suitability of the man’s nickname—

—the Pachyderm—

—became evident. A crazy flood of names—Jumbo, Jabba the Hutt, Babar—spilled through his mind, and for a single terrifying moment he knew that the clot of crazed hilarity would burst between his lips and detonate inside the silent, airless room, dooming them all. Then Sue coughed, a single chuff of noise that might have been laughter, might have been merely the sharp intake of horrified breath, might have been nothing at all—and the crisis passed.

He breathed deeply, noticing now that the air here was odorless, cooler than that in the antechamber, neither hot nor cold, but simply, breathably comfortable, driven by the faraway woosh of central air conditioning.

And he noticed, too, that the man named Vergil Gutman was a freak. Nick forced himself not to step away, to recoil physically as a wave of atavistic dismay crashed through him. It was not merely that Gutman was overweight—though he was, enormously so, almost as large as the slack-fleshed woman at the Smokin Mountain, a thick slab of fat encased like a sausage in a perfectly tailored dark suit. Nor was it his complexion: his skull clean-shaven or perhaps naturally hairless, the flesh over his left eye whorled and pebbled like the flesh of a newly healed burn victim. Nick could handle all that—could handle even the spongy growth which curved across his left cheek, dripping under his mouth like candle wax and twisting his lower lip into a perpetual sneer.

No.

What he could not handle, what he could not bear to look at, were Gutman’s eyes. His eyes, blue as a dream sea on a summer afternoon, and the pale, flawless stretch of his right cheek, and his manicured and perfectly formed right hand, the hand of a pianist, a surgeon. Entranced, Nick watched that hand reach out to the humidor at the edge of the desk and remove a thick cigar. With the other hand—tumorous, the fingers thickened—Gutman produced a silver cigar cutter, a miniature guillotine, its blade suspended above the frame of a perfect circle. He trimmed the cigar and placed the cutter on the desk, its razored edge gleaming in the wash of light from the screens. And Nick, watching the interplay of those hands, Jekyll and Hyde, suddenly understood what so disturbed him: not the wounded complexion of the man on the other side of the desk, but that monster’s normal twin, the sorrowful human eyes peering from that sea of tortured flesh, like the eyes of a drowning man.

Gutman studied them silently.

At last, he said, “Please, sit down.” He gestured expansively at the leather furniture. “I am informed you’ve had a difficult morning.”

They swam forward through that strange, drifting sea of blue light. Nick collapsed beside Sue in the soft leather love seat, abruptly boneless with exhaustion.

“You must be thirsty. Would you care for a drink?”

After a moment, Sue said, “Water would be nice. If you have it.”

“Coke,” Finney said, and Nick said, “Anything’s fine.”

Gutman said, “And I shall have Glenfiddich and water, if you would be so kind, Lawrence.”

Evans retreated into a shadowy corner without a word. Ice tinkled, a can opened. Silently, Gutman lit his cigar with a silver butane lighter, examined it critically, puffed at it until he had it burning to his satisfaction. Nick caught a faint hint of the fragrance—rich and sweet—before that efficient air-conditioning whisked it away.

Evans appeared with their drinks. He distributed them and disappeared with the tray. A moment later, he returned.

Nick tasted his Coke, ice-cold, sweet. Even in these circumstances, it tasted better than anything he could ever have imagined. It had been hours—last night at Sue’s—since he had eaten anything. He placed the glass on a little table by the loveseat, trying not to let his hand shake.

Gutman leaned forward, glancing at Evans, motionless beside the desk. “You understand that we have a problem here. First you run over poor, dear Aubrey, whom I rather liked, though he proved unfaithful in the end. What endless amounts of trouble that caused you will never know. And then you dump Mr. Pomeroy rather unceremoniously into a quarry. I might thank you for that—I found him an unutterable nuisance—but alas I cannot. His abrupt disappearance will no doubt merely entangle me further in unpleasantness. So you have caused me all manner of heartache and worry, and now you present me with still another problem: whatever in the world am I to do with you?”

He sipped his drink. Nick glanced at Finney. Their nominal spokesman, the Senator’s golden-tongued progeny, had at last fallen silent. He slumped in the armchair like a waif, a lost expression on his face, his dark hair in sweaty ringlets across his forehead.

Gutman said, “As you can see, I am a man who has lived with distress and worry, with pain, in the past. And yet, never, in all my years of suffering unpleasantness, never in all my years in this business which too often requires me to do things I would not ordinarily want to do, have I faced any problem quite like that you present me with. Whatever am I to do with you?” He sighed dramatically, puffed thoughtfully on his cigar. “I suppose I could let you go. I’ve no particular use for you, except perhaps for the girl. We could find something to do with her, could we not, Lawrence?”

Sue groaned.

Gutman’s cold eyes fell on Nick. “What if I allow you two to go?” He nodded at Finney. “In exchange for the girl. An even trade.”

Nick met Gutman’s eyes, then glanced away, saying nothing. None of us, he thought, none of us are going to walk away.

“No,” Sue said, “please. I’ll never tell anyone—”

Gutman smiled quizzically. “Whatever is there to tell, dear? You and your friends have killed two men. We—we have done nothing.”

“The woman at that store,” Sue whispered. “He killed her. He killed Tucker.”

“Well, there is that. And see how swiftly you betrayed our confidence? No, I fear we cannot risk releasing you, can we, Lawrence?”

“I don’t think so, Mr. Gutman.”

“She is rather attractive in her way. A redhead might provide some novelty.” A single panicked sob burst from Sue. She leaned against Nick, slopping ice water across his thigh. Nick put his arm around her and stared back at Gutman, that monstrous smile, trying to hide the stark terror he felt in his heart. Gutman said, “As for you gentlemen, I suppose Lawrence will have to kill you. You might ask him to do it painlessly, though I rather doubt he would honor such a request. You have been so much trouble, after all.”

Evans smiled thinly.

And now Finney did speak. He hunched forward, his lean face intense, his eyes feverish. “My Dad, Senator—”

“Ahh, yes. Senator Durant.”

“He has money, he can get money—”

“We all have money,” Sue whispered, and Nick felt a rotten sac burst inside him, spilling Glory’s familiar shame through his guts. That desolate moment in the bus station cut through him like a scalpel, that old sense of their little clique splintering along fault lines of money, the old habit of privilege. “Our parents, they would pay anything. Anything, you hear me—”

“Anything,” Finney said. “Anything …”

Gutman smiled mockingly, dashed ashes into a tray on his desk. “You have nothing I want, surely you see that.”

The statement burned into Nick’s mind, bright and unavoidable. Gutman didn’t know. Not about the bus station locker, not about the tape. As far as Gutman knew, they were just kids who had inadvertently killed one man and then purposely killed another to cover up the first one. They were problematic in that the identities of their victims drew him unwanted attention, but that was all.

Or so Gutman thought.

The truth was, they did have something Gutman would want: the video, sole record of the rape and murder of a girl who had turned out to be more than another victim, more than another small-town runaway—

—like Carrie Witherspoon—

—hungry for big-city wonder.

Nick could see the tape there in the bright eye of his imagination, salvation, a black plastic rectangle on the vanity in Finney’s downstairs bathroom. He squeezed Sue’s shoulder and eased away from her. As he leaned toward Gutman, his mind whirled with half-realized hopes, cancelled dreams: the chance that somehow he might find a way to save them; that he might salvage that alone from all the things which he had dreamed of: grad school and the money, that green orgastic light burning on a distant shore, beyond the imprisoning gray reach of the Gulf.

Maybe he could save Sue.

Maybe he could save them all.

Nick’s fingers shook when he reached into his jacket pocket. When he dropped the thick roll of cash on the desk, it was like relinquishing a piece of his heart.

For a long moment, no one said anything.

The room tore itself free of the planet, thrown into a new orbit by the pull of the money, this bright, new sun.

Gutman sipped his scotch and eyed Nick across the rim of the glass, his hulking head and shoulders gaining solidity from the ghostly halo of the video screens. He placed the cigar in its ash tray and picked up Nick’s offering. He slid the rubber band off and counted the money. When he finished, he snapped the rubber band around the roll once again and dropped it into a desk drawer.

Somebody slammed a window in Nick’s heart.

“That is very generous of you, Mr.—” He glanced at Evans.

“Laymon.”

“Yes. The unfortunate Mr. Tucker could not join us. And—” He nodded. “Mr. Durant has of course acquainted me with his identity.” He looked at Nick. “But as I said, money has little power over me. I have plenty of money.”

“I took it from the blond man. Aubrey.”

“Yes, he stole it from me. I would have thought he was smarter than to carry it with him, but Aubrey was never known for his intellect. He had other skills which made him useful to a man like me.”

“That’s not all he had.”

The blue eyes flickered with interest. “Then he was even dumber than I thought.”

“He had a key. To a bus station locker. We found a video tape in the locker.”

“Indeed?” Gutman crossed his arms on the desk, lacing his tumorous fingers with his normal ones. Those Jekyll and Hyde hands charmed Nick, entranced him.

Nick tore his eyes away. “Your voice is on the video. And two other men.”

Evans wheeled to face Nick, those piggy eyes narrowing.

Gutman lifted his left hand, the bad one. It seemed to flicker in that undersea light, like a motion picture just out of focus, liquid with potential metamorphosis. Nick’s mind lurched into that boyhood fever dream, his own hands swollen to the size of parade balloons. A knot of terror pushed into his throat. He swallowed hard.

“Pace, Lawrence. Let the young man have his say.”

“A girl dies on the video. Her name is Casey Barrett. Her father is rich, the kind of man who could destroy an operation like this. It’s the kind of thing you can’t have floating around.”

Gutman chuckled ruefully. “So resourceful, this one, Lawrence. And yet so stupid.” Gutman’s good hand toyed with the cigar trimmer. “You understand, the tape is a specialty product—a one of a kind item in a series produced at the request of a most select client—your father probably knows him, Mr. Durant. This client is a man with … specialized tastes. One of the perks of power and privilege, the indulgence of such tastes. As for the girl and her father—those facts merely enhance the tape’s value. My client knows Mr. Barrett, you see. Has visited Mr. Barrett’s estate, met his daughter face to face. He chose her, you might say.”

Nick swallowed. “You took her, didn’t you?”

“There are holes in the world, Mr. Laymon. People fall through them. As you have.” Gutman smiled. “And now you wish to use the tape for yourself. You want to climb out of your hole. A word to the wise: Let that poor fool Aubrey be a lesson to you. Had he come to me with his complaints, we might have negotiated his salary demands like reasonable men. Instead, he chose Mr. Pomeroy, with whom you are of course acquainted. Who knows? Perhaps he could have worked a deal with Mr. Barrett’s diminutive private investiga tor had he remembered his mother’s first lesson: Look both ways before you cross the street. As it was, he was lucky. He died suddenly, painlessly. Had I caught up with him—and I would have, indeed I was about to, Lawrence here was in close pursuit—poor Aubrey’s denouement would have been, shall we say, protracted. You would be well advised to keep that in mind, Mr. Laymon, as you deal with me. Lest you suffer a needlessly painful demise yourself.” Gutman laughed again. “So please, honor me with your proposal. I await it with bated breath.”

Nick looked first at Finney—his eyes full of that emptiness, that vacuum where his confidence used to be—and then at Sue. “A trade. You can have the tape, but we walk. All of us.”

“Straight into the local precinct house, no doubt—though I wouldn’t recommend a Knoxville office. What is to prevent you from betraying us into the hands of our enemies? What of that, Mr.Laymon?”

“We won’t say a word.” Nick hesitated. “I promise.”

“You promise?” Gutman threw back his head in delight. Laughter chased tremors of joy through his pendulous sags of flesh. “Mr. Laymon, please! You’ve seen too many movies. Surely you must realize, one hardly attains a position of such eminence by accepting … promises.”

Gutman paused for a long moment, musing. Then he leaned forward. “But let us negotiate in good faith. I am a reasonable man. Let me propose an alternative plan: Lawrence here—” He nodded at Evans. “Lawrence here will hold you down while I remove your fingers.” He lifted the cigar cutter, snapped closed its blade, and smiled. The wicked little snick it made seemed to linger in the silent room. “Lawrence likes to wager on these things. Lawrence, how many fingers do you suppose Mr. Laymon would surrender before he revealed the tape’s location?”

“One.”

“Oh, I give Mr. Laymon more credit than that. I would guess three fingers. A hundred dollars, Lawrence?”

“Two hundred.”

“Even better. If you will bring me the patient, we shall commence surgery.”

Evans started around the desk. Sue swallowed audibly.

“Wait—”

“You have a counter proposal, Mr. Laymon?”

Nick licked his lips. “The tape is in a safe deposit box. You need us to get it.”

“I see.” Gutman leaned back in his chair and laced those hands over the tub of his belly. “You have the key with you, I would imagine?”

“It’s at Finney’s apartment. In Ransom.”

“Of course. What do you think, Lawrence?”

“He’s lying.”

“No doubt, but how interesting he is! Alas, Mr. Laymon, we did not meet as friends. We might have done great things together, but now …” He shrugged.

“Forget it, Nick,” Finney said, his voice empty of everything, an echo from a dry cistern or an empty well. “You’ll never convince them. They’ll find out when the Senator opens that box.”

Nick turned to stare at him. His heart lurched into a sharper rhythm—

—what the hell is he doing?—

—as Finney spoke again.

“It’s over,” Finney said. And now something had come into his tone: hatred, or despair. “They’re going to kill us, but the tape—it’s going to kill them, the Senator will see to that. My only regret is that we won’t be around to see it happen.”

Finney cut his eyes toward Nick—a flicker of movement so subtle that Nick almost missed it. Nick felt a circuit close between them, an almost electric jolt, and an image from the night he had met Finney sprang suddenly into his mind: the Torkelsons’ kitchen as Finney regaled the party with the Lord’s Prayer, the Latin phrases flowing from his tongue like water. Nick had felt an instant of that same effortless unity in that reeling drunken moment, Finney’s gray eyes seeking his own across the crowded room, catching at him with knowing little hooks, conscripting him in an unspoken conspiracy of superiority. You and I are two of a kind, those eyes seemed to say. You know in your bones what they will never understand: That I am mocking them.

Nick felt bottomless relief well up within him, felt himself surrender control of the situation as Finney slipped back into himself, the Senator’s son in his natural element, the role he had been raised to play. Nick had baited the hook. Now Finney would make sure it set. If they could get away, out of this industrial park, they might have a chance. If they could take Evans …

If, he thought. If.

Nick took Sue’s hand, squeezed.

Gutman said, “I suspect we are being hustled, Lawrence. And yet what are we to do? I suppose we shall have to check their story.”

Nick’s heart leaped inside his breast.

Then Vergil Gutman grinned. “But first,” he said. “Bring me the girl.”

Lawrence Evans was a man made out of masks, a puppet hammered together from piano wire and bone.

Grinning like a loathsome Geppetto, Gutman said, “Bring me the girl,” and Evans started herky-jerky around the desk like a terrible marionette, his masks—psycho mask and normal mask—shucking away like dead leaves to reveal the starving emptiness beneath. In a moment of rending terror, Nick saw what Gutman must have recognized long ago: that Evans was hunger, only hunger, and that such hunger could be turned to a stronger man’s will, if only he was careful to keep it fed.

Sue must have seen it too.

Whimpering, she shrank into the protection of Nick’s arms. The glass slipped from her hand. Water spilled across Nick’s crotch in a chill wave. The glass thumped against the carpet, rolling harmlessly under the loveseat.

Almost gently, Evans took her from Nick, his spadelike hands hooked beneath her arms. She went without protest, dead weight, her shoes dragging.

Gutman stood to meet them, taller than Nick would have imagined. “On the desk,” he said, and Evans heaved her atop the polished mahogany. Her blouse had come untucked. It rode up, revealing a triangle of flat stomach, a hint of lacy panties beneath her jeans; some fastidious fragment of Nick wanted to reach out, straighten her, if only he could move.

But he could not. The moment weighed upon him like the Gulf, fathoms deep from sunlight.

Gutman leaned over and brushed a wisp of hair from the china curl of her ear.

Sue screamed. She wrenched herself free and scrambled across the slick desktop. Her foot shot out, spilling the humidor at Finney’s feet. Her fingers closed white-knuckled over the edge of the desk, so close that Nick could have touched them. Then Evans had her again, his left arm around her neck as he dragged her across the desk, upsetting the telephone, scattering loose papers into the air like dainty kites. “Be still, little filly,” he whispered, gentle as a lover.

And then his right hand came glittering into view, a length of burnished steel licking like a serpent’s tongue from a bone-handled switchblade.

Nick gasped like a man gut-punched as the knife touched off a glimpse from the past, the blade aglitter at Casey Barrett’s narrow throat. His gaze shifted in horror from the knife to Sue’s terrified eyes, and then to the big man who held her captive. And it seemed to him that Evans wore still another mask.

A bondage mask.

“Oh, Nicky,” Finney whispered.

Sue swallowed, her eyes shiny and panicked, like the deer’s eyes in that clearing all those years ago. Nick felt the need tremulous in his bones before he came to a conscious decision to move, to try and save her, and maybe Evans saw it too.

He twisted the knife at Sue’s neck. The blade glimmered in that strange, swimming light; the blood that boiled from the vein looked almost black against her opalescent flesh. “You even think about movin, college boy,” he said, “I’ll gut her like a fish.”

And Nick subsided.

Gutman leaned down and racked the phone, a voice Nick had not known he had been hearing—

—if you would like to make a call—

—abruptly silenced.

“Now you wanna do just as the Pachyderm says, little filly,” Evans hissed, and Gutman loured over her, his flesh oiled looking and gray in the wash of television light, not seeming to mind the nickname a bit.

Seeming to revel in it.

“Hold out your hand,” he whispered, a man speaking to a panicked woodland creature, a wounded fawn, its eyes nervous with terror. “Your right hand.”

Sue extended her arm, her fingers black against the flickering screens. Gutman wrapped the Hyde hand around her wrist. The Jekyll hand slid the cigar trimmer neatly over her trembling pinky.


Sue gasped. “No, please. I’ll do anything, anything you want. I’ll do anything you want for you, please—”

“Shhhh.” With one hand, Evans smoothed hair from her perspiring forehead. “Be still, Missy.”

Gutman fixed Nick in his gaze. “I want that tape. If you fail to produce it within three hours, I will start taking the girl’s fingers. One finger for every hour you are overdue. Do we have an understanding?”

Nick nodded, unable to tear his eyes from Sue, her face like a pale window into terror, her eyes entreating him.

“Please, Nicky,” she gasped. “Promise me.”

He lifted a hand to his heart, nodded solemnly.

“Mr. Durant?”

“We’ll be on time, Mr. Gutman.”

Gutman nodded. “Promptness is a virtue. Lest you fail to take me seriously let me provide you a token of my intentions.”

His lips pressed into a thin line, and the cigar cutter snapped shut. Nick saw the pinky shear away and tumble to the desk, an ooze of black blood where the finger used to be.

Sue bucked in the state trooper’s arms. She screamed and screamed.

Nick Laymon closed his eyes.


Tuesday, 11:13 to 11:55 AM

For Nick, the ride back to Ransom was like a nightmarish hallucination, each passing second—

—time is everything—

—everything is time—

—demarcated in his mind by the precise little snick of the clock inside his head, its furious second hand sweeping him inexorably into the future.

His brain hummed with a thin, high whine, the terrified keening that had risen from Sue’s heaving breast as she gazed down in shock at her severed pinky, twitching on Gutman’s blotter. She had twisted free of Evans’s grasp, curling fetal on the desk, clutching the wounded hand against her breasts. Irregular sobs shuddered through her, strange, little hitches of sound just like the ones Casey Barrett had made after her bondage-masked assailant—

—Evans, my God, it’s Evans—

—started to cut her.

Nick had tried to move, but everything inside him seemed frozen. Sue wailed and Nick stared at her in horror, every joint in his body locked, every sinew uselessly constricted. Then Finney pushed past him and gathered Sue into his arms. That unfroze him, that image—

—Finney’s arched back, Sue’s wide-flung legs—

—pouring over him in a molten flood, dissolving the icy terror that bound him.

He moved then, thrusting Finney aside and dragging Sue into his arms. She resisted—Nick felt her stiffen, felt her turning toward Finney like a flower following the sun—then she collapsed against him, sobs pouring through her in wracking seizures. “Hey,” he said, “hey,” but there were no words. How could he comfort her?

His fingers moved through her hair, calming her; when her breathing eased a little, he tilted her chin back so he could look into her face. But she did not know him. Her face was vacant, empty, her eyes staring holes like the eyes of the bear cub at the Smokin Mountain, hollow pits opening into the black, cold reaches between the stars.

“Come back to me sweetie,” he whispered. He caught a hint of his mother’s voice in the phrase, her sweet bayou cadence echoing from some half-forgotten past.

But Sue responded. The emptiness filled up a little. Her eyes steadied on his own, took hold. “Hurry, Nicky,” she whispered.

“Time’s a wastin,” Evans said, wearing his good ole boy mask once again, that hunger sated. For now, anyway.

Nick stood, and that’s when he had heard it for the first time, the perfect little click as another second crashed past, disappearing into the void of time. That flame-bright second hand swept through his mind, scattering thought piecemeal before it.

Remembering that moment, Nick moaned. He glanced at Finney, white-faced, his gray eyes expressionless. He saw Finney reach Sue first, saw Sue falling into his embrace, and his empty stomach twisted inside him.

Click!

“Hey.” Nick leaned forward, curled his fingers through the cage. “Hey!”

Evans said nothing.

A narrow street unwound beyond the windshield, the weary neighborhood bordering the industrial park somehow familiar to Nick as it slipped past the windows of the cruiser: small frame houses sagging with exhaustion, white paint eroded to the leathery gray of an elephant’s flesh. The detritus of the season filled the cramped plots of yellow grass and December mud: plastic magi and shepherds, expectation long faded from their weathered features, arranged in prayerful crescents around empty mangers; here and there, a hobgoblin Santa Claus peeped between plastic sheep or sat merrily beside the Blessed Mother herself; and always, above almost every house, shone the star, feeble-looking, faded in the sunlight. Poverty was everywhere the same: welfare checks and food stamps, starved women desperate for children who would metamorphose before their eyes into hungry mouths to feed. Welcome home, a voice mocked Nick. Welcome to Glory, Louisiana, land of a thousand cancelled dreams.

Nick shook the cage like a deranged man.

“Hey, motherfucker, I’m talking to you! You deaf or something?”

Evans braked for a stop sign. The cruiser idled like a sleeping animal, a bear, a lion. Evans turned around and grinned, a fresh toothpick wedged like a bone between the yellow shards of his teeth. Nick could see his own distorted reflection staring doubled back at him from the mirrored shades: two caged men, their eyes like windows upon the abyss in the agonized blurs of their faces.

“You want to calm down, college boy. I’m an officer of the law, sworn to serve and protect. I just can’t go flyin through the streets. Kids could be playin here. So calm down.”

Nick pressed his face so close to the cage that he could feel the metal joints tattooing his flesh. He could smell Evans’s breath, faintly scented with peppermint; he realized that the ubiquitous toothpicks were flavored. The maniac cop worried about halitosis. Nick’s guts cramped at the thought. “Please—”

Evans touched the gas, inching into the intersection. Mocking him.

Nick shook the cage. “Listen here, you son of a—”

A hand closed over his mouth. Finney dragged him away, cradled him against his chest. Nick could feel the weave of the other boy’s sweater, thick wales soft against his cheek. Hot shameful sobs ripped through him.

Finney rocked him gently. “Keep it together, Nicky,” he whispered. “We’re going to nail this son of a bitch to the wall yet, but we got to keep it together, you hear me? We got to keep it together for Sue.”

Nick got sick on a narrow stretch of highway running through the mountains along the Tennessee-North Carolina border. For what seemed like hours he fought it, swallowing bile and ignoring the cramps that flashed intermittently through his guts. But images of Sue’s finger kept floating to the surface of his mind, inescapable as Pomeroy’s gas-bloated body, bobbing atop the water in the back seat of the half-sunken caddy, gray face upturned beneath the stained vinyl sky.

The car swayed as it lumbered through the curves, lulling him into a kind of febrile sleep. As in some half-conscious dream, Sue’s perfectly manicured pinky tumbled through the silver-metal light of the video screens, bouncing in slow motion on Gutman’s blotter. The finger had lain there, twitching, and then—in a moment Nick knew he would never forget, not even if he lived a thousand years—Evans had leaned down and snatched it up. He examined it by that flickering light for a moment, and then he turned to look at Nick, standing by the desk, Sue cradled in his arms. A mocking voice, pompous and self-important, spoke up in Nick’s mind—

—describe Conrad’s notion of the hollow man, Miss Thompson—

—as he watched Evans tuck the finger into the breast pocket of his uniform. Almost immediately, a rusty stain appeared on the tan fabric.

“We best get on the road, kids,” Evans had said. “Else I’ll be fillin my pockets with fingers.”

Nick’s guts cramped once again, a sharp stab of pain like someone twisting a knife in his bowels. He moaned and scrambled to the floor of the cruiser. He puked yellow bile onto the floor between Finney’s feet. He closed his eyes as spasms rocked him, his stomach knotting, but he had nothing else to throw up.

The car wrenched hard to the right. The sense of movement ceased and the engine died. A door opened, slammed heavily. Then another door. Icy air flooded the backseat.

“Shit,” Finney said as he scrambled out. A thick hand closed over Nick’s neck. Another knotted itself in the collar of his jacket. Evans yanked him out of the car like a bouncer giving the heave to a rowdy drunk. Nick stumbled to his hands and knees, asphalt biting his palms. Evans snorted in disgust and walked around the front of the car.

Nick spat bile and looked up. Evans had stopped at a scenic overlook, the cruiser skewed drunkenly across three parking spaces. A bowl of mountains cupped them, bare trees jutting from their barren flanks like fleshless fingers. Just beyond the car, a low wall of sandstone rocks arched into empty space, the mountain falling away beyond it. At one end of the wall stood a row of coin-operated telescopes, dispassionate soldiers standing sentry. A breeze combed the weeds along the roadside. The sky was heartless and blue, the sun a fading lump of coal ninety-three million miles from Earth.

Finney hunkered down beside him, his face concerned. “You okay, Nick?”

It hit him then, the full burden of the dead man’s weight bearing down on him once again. Evans had found the same scenic overlook they’d turned around in two nights ago—just after they’d run over the Aryan, just after they’d decided to go back. The horror of the coincidence rocked him, the world suddenly as small as a tidal basin shrinking in the afternoon sun, constricting about him until he thought he might scream, the world so small and time so goddamn big. Nick groaned and said, “I don’t know, Finney, I don’t know …”

The cruiser’s trunk opened with a metallic creak. Finney shot a glance over Nick’s shoulder as Evans’s heavy steps approached. When he looked back, his eyes were shiny, panicked.

“We got to get it together, Nick. This guy’s gone over the top, he’s—”

He stood abruptly, then backed away as the footsteps paused. Something dropped to the ground by Nick’s right hand. Nick turned his head.

A towel.

“You got some cleanin up to do, ole son.”

Nick took a deep breath. Click! Another second slipped by. In his mind’s eye, he saw Sue’s pinky shear away, tumbling toward Gutman’s blotter. “No, please, I’m sorry. We have to go, we have to go—”

Evans buried a boot in his guts. Nick collapsed, gasping as another wave of dry heaves shuddered through him.

“Don’t mouth me, son! I said you’re gonna clean my car and I meant it! No one pukes in my car, you hear me? No one fucks with me the way you fucks have been fuckin with me, and no one fucks with my car! I don’t wanna hear any lip—”

His foot lashed out again. Nick rolled, taking the blow on his hip.

“—so you just get right up, MisterBigShotCollegeBoy—”

Evans shuffled around him for a better angle. The next kick, a savage blow, caught Nick lower, square in the balls. White heat burst through his groin. Suddenly it was hard to breathe.

“—andstartscrubbin—”

“Stop it!” Finney cried. When he spoke again, his voice had discovered a new quality, unfearful, almost mocking. “You think you’re such a man, shooting some fat old woman, kicking someone when he’s down.”

Evans grunted, as if someone had punched him in the gut.

Then Finney again, his voice stronger: “Yeah, you’re such a man. Why don’t you pick on—”

He broke off, his breath hitching.

Despite the agony in his crotch, Nick lifted his head, at first certain that the sound he had heard—

—click!—

—was nothing more than another second crashing into eternity. Too late he understood what it really was: Evans unsnapping his holster.

“Yeah, use your fucking gun—because that’s all you are, a fucking gun—”

Evans moved as quickly as Nick had ever seen a human move, all leonine grace and strength. With his right hand—

—his gun hand—

—he caught Finney by the throat and dragged him over the cruiser’s hood and across the small, asphalt lot. Evans stopped at the low, sandstone wall, said something to Finney that Nick couldn’t make out. Then, still clutching him by the throat, he pushed Finney into empty space. Evans held him there, dangling over the precipice, Finney’s hands wrapped around those thick forearms, his eyes bulging, his tongue thrusting from between his lips. The toes of his Bass loafers scrabbled at the lip of the wall. The sound was unnaturally loud, like someone dragging heavy rocks along the fissures of Nick’s skull. Finney’s foot caught the wall—tiny bits of sandstone falling silently over the edge—and he levered himself toward Evans. Then the foot lost its purchase, the Bass loafer slipping off and disappearing into the void.

The trooper looked back at Nick and grinned. “Your call, college boy.”

“Don’t—” Nick’s throat constricted. Pain flared through his body.

Evans chuckled and eased his grip. Finney drew in a ragged breath, his feet still scratching weakly at the wall.

“Now, look here, college boy. You gotta do better than that, you gotta say please fore I bring him back. C’mon, let’s see you beg a little.”

Nick opened his mouth—but before he could speak, his mind filled with the image of Finney reaching Sue first, the way she’d fallen so readily into his arms. Another, more terrible image succeeded it, the image that had haunted him for all these months: the two of them naked, laboring together, Sue’s eyes glazed, her cunt full and aching with Finney Durant. And suddenly all the pain flooded through him once again, poisonous as the rot of an aching tooth.

Nick turned away.

“Fuck you,” Finney said to Evans, his voice raspy. “You’re nothing, and that’s all you’ll ever be. Fucking nothing.”

 
Evans screamed.

“No,” Nick cried, starting to his feet, ready now to beg. The word bounced back to him again and again, the mountains mocking him.

Too late, too late.

He watched in helpless horror as Evans drew back and hurled Finney over the edge. Finney screamed, a hopeless wail cut mercifully short.

Evans remained at the wall, gazing into the abyss like a man searching out an answer he didn’t much expect to find.


Tuesday, 11:56 AM to 12:47 PM

Just before he reached the sandstone wall Nick stumbled, catching himself on one of the iron telescope posts. He knelt there, aware of Evans beside him, fury—

—madness—

—radiating from him like heat. Nick pressed his face against the wall, relishing the cold bite of the stone against his cheeks and forehead, if only because it made him feel.

No, he thought. Not Finney.

Not wanting to but knowing he had no choice, he peered over the wall. He found not an abyss, not the dark portal into Hell he had imagined, but a steep grade falling rapidly through a sparse wood of winter-stripped trees. Here and there granite boulders burst through the earth like the fists of angry giants.

The mountain briefly leveled out a couple hundred yards down, the wind and grit of a million years carving out a small shelf. From behind an assortment of almost perfectly round boulders protruded Finney’s legs.

Finney, he thought. Oh, Finney.

Beyond the shelf, the mountain dropped steeply into North Carolina. Far down there, nestled in a valley between the rising hills, lay the town, Ransom, the college visible on its far edge, a cluster of brick buildings hemmed in by evergreens. It looked as quiet and idyllic as a painting—and far less real.

The legs had not moved.

A car slipped past on the road. Nick looked up to find Evans staring down at him. Nick hadn’t heard him unholster the gun, the sound masked by the passing car, Nick’s tumbling thoughts. But there it was. And nothing could disguise the way it felt, burning cold, when Evans lifted the barrel and pressed it to Nick’s Adam’s apple.

“I’ve had about all I can take from you kids. Wasn’t for the Pachyderm, I’d kill you right here and wash my hands of the whole matter. But nothin says I gotta hurry, college boy, so if you ever wanna hold hands with that sweet redheaded filly of yours again, you want to get to your feet and start scrubbin your gutsplash off my floormats. I’m about at the end of my rope. Another word out of you, I’m gonna take my chances with the Pachyderm and blow your fool head off. Less I decide to do it some other way, and make it last. So what’s it gonna be?”

Nick sighed as bleak certainty dawned inside him: now or later it would end the same way. Evans would kill him, either because that starving emptiness lashed out in hunger once again or because Nick simply no longer mattered. All that stood between him and certain death was the video. When he surrendered the tape, Evans would surely kill him on the spot. So why not just give it up now?

Why not die?

And then he remembered the look on Sue’s face, the way her eyes had caught hold of his, the faint flickering ember of hope he had seen flare way down at the bottom of her hollow gaze. Hurry, Nicky, she had whispered.

Hurry.

Nick closed his eyes and allowed himself for a single moment to grieve. Then he put them out of his mind—Tucker and Finney and poor lost Casey Nicole Barrett, even Sue herself—and turned to the matter at hand. There would be time to grieve tomorrow, or the day after. If he lived that long.

He reached for the towel.

Nick finished scrubbing away the last of the vomit as the second hand inside his head went rolling past yet again, sweeping him farther still from Sue. He backed out of the cruiser with the towel still in his hands, moist, stinking of bile. Evans leaned against the front fender, sucking at a toothpick, his legs crossed at the ankle. He glanced at Nick.

“We ain’t done by a long shot, college boy.”

“Please …”

“Don’t sass me now. Ain’t healthful.” Evans grinned and shot Nick with his index finger. He adjusted his Smokey Bear hat so that the shadow of the brim fell across his face in a stark line. “You just do as I say and we’ll get on the road again.”

Nick nodded.

“Seems like we been leavin bodies scattered all over the southland this morning. The Pachyderm won’t like that, and you’ve seen how he can get when he’s mad, so I don’t reckon we ought to tax him further. What you’re gonna do is go down and drag your pal back up here and stow him in the trunk. Soon as you’re done, we’ll hit the blue highway. Ask me nice I might even step up the pace a hair.” He paused. “Then again, I might not.”

Nick simply stood there.

Evans made an inviting gesture with his hands, a maître d’ inviting a lucky diner to sit down for the meal of his life. “Step to.”

Nick opened his mouth to say something but no words would form, his tongue loose and molten in the cavity of his mouth. Forcing himself, he said, “I c-c-can’t—”

Evans leaned forward, smiling. “You don’t got a whole lot a choice, son. Less you want to join your friend down there.”

Nick flung the towel to the ground and trudged across the lot to the wall. He looked back once; Evans stood beside the cruiser, arms akimbo, a colossus surveying his realm. Below, Finney’s feet were stiff and unmoving; farther down, Ransom lay like an impossible promise. Nick took a deep breath. Holding on to one of the telescopes, he stepped over the wall and onto the mountainside.

Pebbles skittered down the embankment. The slope was steeper than it had looked on the other side of the wall. Nick clutched the telescope, watching Finney’s unmoving legs. He took another deep breath, icy air needling his lungs. A series of seconds crashed past, popping loud as firecrackers.

Time.

Nick let go of the telescope, forcing himself to begin the descent. With his first tentative step his foot slipped. Already sliding, he grabbed for the wall. His fingers brushed the rough stone, and for a single fragmentary moment he managed to latch on to a projecting edge of mortised rock. Then gravity tore him away. He rolled into the slide, scrabbling frantically at the slope. His feet snagged on a shard of deadfall and he flipped onto his stomach. He caught a glimpse of scree showering down ahead of him, and then he slammed full tilt into a pine tree. Winded, he clutched the tree with raw hands and watched the miniature avalanche momentarily engulf Finney’s legs. When the dust settled, Nick’s heart still thundered in his ears. Only when it abated did he hear the roar of Evans’s laughter.

“Boy, you best get movin! You can bet the Pachyderm is chompin at the bit.”

The descent evened as he approached the shelf. Nick made his way carefully, zigzagging down the mountainside from boulder to tree. Beside an outcropping of pink granite, he stumbled over Finney’s Bass loafer. Bending to retrieve it, he caught full sight of Ransom.

The town gleamed in the pristine air, Lilliputian, one of those model towns in a toy store window, wreathed in dreams of a Christmas still to come. It seemed infinitely far away, a mirage, diaphanous as hope. Like he could walk a million miles and never reach it. And now it came to him, a truth he had not recognized before, not consciously, though it must have been there all along, from the moment he brought the poker whipping around into Pomeroy’s face, maybe from the moment he had crouched over the dead Aryan on that lonesome stretch of mountain highway: he could never go back. Not to Ransom, not to Glory.

He would have to make his own way in this world.

If he had the chance.

Once again, the certainty that he would not survive this overwhelmed him. Once again Sue’s face filled his mind—

—Hurry, Nicky—

—and the crash of fleeing time deafened him, seconds blurring past like a train, the 7:40 Express pushing hard outside the Glory yards. He picked up Finney’s loafer and trotted the last dozen yards to the group of round boulders. He paused, breathing hard as he stared at Finney’s shoeless foot, worrying the loafer in his hands, desperately not wanting to see his best friend’s face. Refusing to look back at Evans, ignoring the sound inside his head—

—click—

—Nick stepped around the boulders.

Finney looked surprisingly unhurt, peaceful, like a man caught napping. One shoulder looked twisted and a trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth, but otherwise he seemed unharmed. Like the Aryan: untraumatized but for the simple inconvenience of being dead. He had landed in a marshy patch of mud and sawgrass, his head and shoulders half sunk in malodorous muck. The smell reminded Nick of the ditch that separated the Fort from College Park, of the fish-stink that cloyed the Gulf air.

Wordlessly—all the pain of the past two days like a gaping hole in the middle of his chest—Nick picked up Finney’s shoeless foot—

—still warm—

—and wormed it back into the loafer.

The mud sucked at his sneakers as he hunkered down and took Finney by the ankles, trying not to look into his face. He backed away, lugging the body after him, but the swampy earth was reluctant to relinquish its prize. His grip slipped and Finney’s loafer—the same one Nick had just put back on him—popped off in his hand. Nick went down, sitting hard on a thin ridge of granite. Pain shocked up his spine, re-awakening that dull throb in his wounded balls.

Far above him, Evans laughed. “Tired, college boy?”

Nick said nothing. He stood without bothering to dust himself off, ignoring the pain.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered as he worked the loafer back over Finney’s foot. Nick thought he might break down when he touched the foot for the second time, but nothing happened. No tears came. Whatever place tears came from seemed to have dried up inside him.

Maybe he would never feel anything again.

And yet, still that desperation—

—time is everything, everything is time—

—pulsed through him.

He took Finney’s ankles again. “Sorry,” he said again, and this time instead of trying to drag the body, he gave it a hard jerk. The mud let go with a slurping sound, the sawgrass dancing as Nick stumbled back into the upgrade, dragging Finney with him.

“… ake it easy, college boy,” Finney Durant grunted, his voice so quiet that at first Nick thought it had happened inside his head.

“Finney?” he said, not believing, letting go of the legs and dropping beside Finney. “Finney?”

Finney slowly opened his eyes.

“Oh my God,” Nick cried, his breath leaving him. He lifted his friend’s head and cradled it in his lap. “I thought you were dead, man.”

Finney smiled thinly. “Not far from it I’m afraid.” His pupils were big as gunshot wounds, his breathing harsh.

“I’ll get help, I’ll climb back up, make Evans—” He glanced over his shoulder; Evans had disappeared from the wall. “Oh fuck, fuck, this is all my fault, we should’ve left the guy in the road, we should’ve kept going and never looked back.” And now tears did come. They were hot and shameful against his cheeks in the cold mountain air. “I’m sorry, I’m so goddamned sorry, I—”

“Nick.” Finney’s voice was surprisingly sharp. “Shut up.” He spoke in gasps, pushing the words out despite the pain. Nick started to say something, but Finney waved his hand weakly. “No one’s fault. We all agreed, even Tuck. Even Sue.” A fit of coughing seized him. He hacked and gasped for a long time before he fell limp. A pink froth coated his lips.

“Finney …”

Finney dropped his hand on the back of Nick’s.

“Sue,” Finney said.

Nick felt a dull surge of jealousy course through his veins, followed immediately by something worse, an acid wave of regret. Of guilt.

My fault, my fault—

“I’ve always envied what you’ve got with her … She’s one of a kind, Nicky.” Finney’s words were slow, strung together by sheer will. “I’m just sorry … just sorry …” He closed his eyes, coughed again, then said, “One of a kind.”

They sat still for a moment, Finney’s words floating between them. Nick wiped the blood and froth from Finney’s mouth with the tail of his shirt; he pushed a strand of Finney’s hair out of his face.

“Yeah,” Nick finally said, “one of a kind.”

Finney’s eyes opened again. He gripped Nick’s hand tightly.

“Nick,” he said, “I still, I mean I—” Another spasm of coughing rocked him. Nick slid an arm under his shoulders and gently raised him. Gradually, the coughing abated.

“Take it easy, Finney. Don’t say anything else.”

“Nick,” Finney said again, his voice weaker. “I still love her. Can’t help it, always have—” Finney fell back into Nick’s lap, spitting out a string of coughs. “I’m sorry, man, I just—”

Nick placed his hand over Finney’s mouth, quieting him. He wiped the blood away again. “It’s okay, I guess I’ve known all along.” He’d expected to feel rage, to be eaten with resentment, hatred. Instead, that place inside him, the small, black region where he’d harbored all his suspicions, shrank with Finney’s words; it didn’t disappear exactly, but it became smaller, lighter. Since he and Alex St. Johns had parted, Alex bound for the rigs, Nick for Ransom and a life he had hardly dared dream about, Finney had been his only true friend. Nick held Finney’s hand and said again, “It’s okay.”

Finney grunted and coughed again. Then he said, “Gotta save her, Nick … you … you’re the only one …”

Finney collapsed in Nick’s arms, breath hissing out of him. His legs drummed the ground feebly, as if an invisible assailant, death itself maybe, had come down to ravish him here beneath the mountain sky. Nick wrapped his arms around him, feeling the tremors course through his own body, irresistible. At last, Finney fell still, his eyes glazed, unseeing. Nick pressed an ear to his chest. Nothing. He pressed his cheek against Finney’s mouth. Still nothing.

“Oh Finney, please,” he begged. “Please.” But the boy in his arms did not move.

And then Evans was shouting again: “C’mon on, son, we ain’t got all day. Get im on up here now.”

Nick would’ve stayed there all day, for the rest of his life, holding the body of his friend, regretting all that he’d thought and said and done—but the trooper’s voice filled his mind with Sue, spurring time back into its frantic gallop. Once again he stowed it all away in the black recesses of his heart, blanking his mind of everything but the ordeal that lay ahead.

Nick bent into a weightlifter’s squat and shrugged Finney’s body onto his shoulders. His back and legs burned as he trudged carefully up the slope, placing each foot solidly before moving the next one. Finney’s weight bore into him unmercifully, his body heavier than the Aryan’s, much heavier than Pomeroy. Nick could have lugged Pomeroy around all day, stowed him in trunks, sunk him in quarries, bashed him across the head with a poker once again if he so much as dared lift an eyelid. But Finney was different, heavier, a weight not wholly physical. Gasping, Nick finally lowered him to the ground, the body slipping a little at the last moment, Finney’s head bouncing against the cold earth.

Nick sickened at the sight.

“I’m sorry.” He hunkered down to push the hair away from Finney’s forehead. Finney’s gray eyes stared blindly into the sky.

Looking down at him, what came back to Nick was the dead Aryan, the body shifting under his outstretched hand, the shock of that moment: not that the Aryan was dead, but that he didn’t look it, that the speeding Acura could have knocked the life clean out of his bones and yet left him so unchanged.

As with Finney: lifeless but looking so much not dead.

He gazed at the body for a moment longer, thinking: This is not Finney. Finney is gone. This is not Finney, this is only meat.

But another voice spoke up inside his head. My God, it asked, what have you become?

And yet there was not time to think of that. Not while Sue lived. Not while they still had a chance, however slim.

Time, he thought. Time.

He leaned over, his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. Waiting for his breath to slow, aware of every crashing second, Nick looked up to the wall. Evans had disappeared again—but Nick had no doubt that he waited somewhere up there.

Time to move.

He knew he could not lift the body again, so he grabbed Finney by the arms and began to drag him. Progress was slow. He moved again in a zigzag fashion, stepping carefully from rock to rock, from tree to tree. Finney’s head lolled sickeningly, looking as if it might roll loose from the shoulders and tumble down the mountainside. Nick tried not to look at him, concentrating instead on making his forsaken way up the slope. He no longer felt the cold. Sweat burned his eyes and plastered his shirt to his back. He did not stop, knowing that if he did, he would not be able to lift the body again.

At long, long last he reached the wall and collapsed against it, hugging Finney’s body to his chest.

After his breathing had slowed to normal, Nick poked his head over the wall—and felt his heart still. The first thing he saw was the revolving splash of the blue light clamped to the cruiser’s dash. Beyond Evans’s car, a puke-green Impala idled, its engine chuffing loudly, exhaust billowing from its tail pipe, the cruiser’s panic lights imprisoning it in a brilliant blue aura. Evans leaned into the driver’s window, speaking to a middle-aged couple. The woman held a huge map in front of her. She shook her head and laughed, the sound reaching Nick as though from across a great void.

Nick was on the verge of calling out when a vision froze the words in his throat, an image of Evans pulling his .45 and calmly blowing them away, first the man, then the woman. He saw their heads whip back, a bright, arterial spray fountain across the dash and windshield.

Despair filling his soul, he ducked behind the wall, cradling Finney’s body against him. When he looked again, Evans was waving the Impala back into the road. Half a minute later it was gone.

Holding Finney’s body around the chest, Nick stood—blood prickling through his cramped legs like an army of ants—and dragged it over the wall and across the parking lot; he passed Evans walking back toward him.

Smiling around his toothpick, Evans said, “Bout time you fellas showed up. I thought maybe you’d decided to have a picnic down yonder.” Evans leaned into the cruiser’s open door and killed the blues.

The trunk of the cruiser stood open, empty but for a spare tire, a jack, a roll of plastic.

“You unroll that plastic,” Evans said from the other end of the car. “Less you plan to scrub the trunk too.”

Nick lowered the body to the ground. He spread the plastic, then stooped to hook his hands beneath the arm pits. He had nearly succeeded in wrestling the body into the trunk when he caught a glint of Finney’s Rolex, strapped around his left wrist, beneath the cuff of his jacket. He crouched to get his knees under the body and heaved. It rolled into the trunk, and settled silently, the arms outstretched as if reaching for him.

He leaned into the trunk, fighting away the guilt—

—so you’re going to steal from him, too—

—as he fumbled at the body’s wrist.

“You bout done back there, college boy?”

“Just a minute.”

His fingers slipped, clumsy with exhaustion. With fear. Nick glanced around the edge of the trunk. Evans flipped his toothpick into the parking lot. In the same moment, the watch came loose. Nick backed away, his fingers trailing over Finney’s jacket, scraping against something stiff in the front pocket.

That moment in Pomeroy’s car washed over him, the glove compartment falling open under his restless fingers, the half-empty box of bullets inside. Give me those, Finney had said. Not so long ago, either, not even eight hours.

He slid the Rolex onto his own wrist, covering it with his jacket sleeve, and leaned back into the trunk. He worked his fingers quickly into Finney’s pocket. The box caught on the lip of the pocket. The top popped open, spilling bullets across the trunk.

“What’re you doin back there?”

The sound of boots on asphalt. And something else, metal scrapping leather: Evans had drawn his gun. Involuntarily, Nick’s shoulders tightened in anticipation of the bullet. But he did not look up—did not dare look up—as his fingers continued frenziedly gathering the spilled bullets, shoving them haphazardly into the cardboard box.

“What’re you doin?” Evans demanded from right behind him.

Nick spun, shoving the box into a jacket pocket. He looked up into Evans’s heavy face, looming over him like a full moon. Evans lifted the .45, wedging the barrel under Nick’s chin. An abrupt vision of death smote Nick, the Gulf rising remorselessly around him. He saw the table at the Smokin Mountain go clattering over, saw Tucker’s brains splashing across the back wall, Finney falling backward in an endless plunge, the mountain coming up hard to snap his body. He saw the gun kick in Evans’s hand, felt the white-hot bludgeon of the bullet.

He swallowed, and when he spoke he didn’t have to fake the fear in his voice. “The plastic,” he whispered. “Just making sure nothing would …” He dredged the word from the dry canal of his esophagus. “… leak.”

From the edge of the trunk, Nick spotted a stray bullet, half-hidden under the hem of Finney’s jacket. It took every ounce of his strength to tear his gaze away. Evans watched him, suspicion like stink coming off him. Nick couldn’t help it, his eyes flitted back to the trunk—and what he saw, or thought he saw, filled him with fear and joy: Finney’s hand twitched, then curled around the stray bullet in a loose fist.

Evans grunted and shoved Nick aside. He looked at the body for a long time, then stepped back and closed the trunk.

“Get in,” he said.

Had he seen it?

That was the question that kept coming back to Nick as they wound down the last twisting grades and into the valley below.

Had he really seen Finney’s hand close around that bullet? And if he had, what then? Was it some last fatal reflex, the muscles constricting with the onset of rigor mortis? Or did it mean something else altogether—that Finney was alive?

He didn’t know, couldn’t say. And still the seconds continued to crash down upon him, finally hammering the obvious truth into his stunned brain: It didn’t matter, not right now anyway. Finney—alive or dead—would have to wait.

Nick had no choice.

When Evans pulled up before Finney’s townhouse, College Park looked just the same, as if the world had not torn itself asunder in the space of a few hours, plunging Nick into a parallel universe where psycho state troopers stalked the mountain highways and men in bondage masks hacked apart teenage girls. Somewhere someone was buying coffee. People were sitting down to lunch. What had Gutman said? There are holes in the world, Mr. Laymon. People fall through them.

And so he had.

He felt as if he alone had stepped through a doorway between realities, over an unseen precipice that had plunged him into madness.

Even the Torkelsons’ place remained unchanged. Tire tracks matted Finney’s microscopic front yard as they had so many other mornings, ghostly reminders of the drunken visitors who dropped by down the street at all hours of the night. The gap in the shrubbery matched the clump of leaves and branches wedged under the fender of a beat-up Pinto three doors down, its front end jutting over the curb. Probably still passed out inside, whoever it was. He envisioned a Torkelson—the same one who had been pissing in the yard, maybe—wedging himself into the tiny front seat, off in quest of a pony keg or a dime bag of Jamaican Red. A sense of the life he had lost pierced him: a life free of the imperative of time, where nobody lopped off your pinky if you got knee-walking drunk and blew off your morning classes.

Something thick lodged in his throat. Swallowing hard, he glanced down at the Rolex, reading the time—

—12:44—

—through his own rusty thumbprint. He licked his finger; without looking, he wiped the watch face clean, hating the feel of the stuff—

—blood, Finney’s blood, the pink froth at his lips—

—tacky under his finger.

Evans yanked the door open.

Nick stood, grateful for the chill air. Everything ached. His head, his shoulders and arms. His heart.

Evans jerked his chin at the townhouse. “Anybody home?”

“Nobody.” He could not keep the bitterness from his voice. “They’re all dead.”

Evans pushed him, propelling him up the walk. “I’m right behind you,” he said.

The whole time, Nick’s mind was working, trying to find an angle. He could dart into the kitchen, seize a knife—

Laughable. Evans would gun him down before he even figured out where Finney kept the knives. Black despair rolled through him. Laughable to think he could escape, laughable to think he could save them, any of them. The dead mocked him. Tucker, Finney—

—was he, could he be alive?—

—even Sue, not dead yet, but soon. Soon.

Me, too, he thought. Soon.

He couldn’t remember if he had locked the door. A nightmarish dread that he would have to go through Finney’s pockets possessed him. Or worse, that Evans would go back to dig up the keys himself, discovering Finney barely alive, his hand clutching that single spilled bullet.

He ransacked his memory frantically, trying to recall those last moments at the townhouse. But they were a blur: the somehow inconsequential weight of Pomeroy cradled between them, the Torkelson pissing into the shrubs three doors down. Then, even as the door knob gave under his hand, he recalled running back inside to retrieve the private eye’s Stetson, swinging the door shut unlocked behind him.

Now, it opened silently. Within, darkness retreated. Their shadows nailed themselves to the parquet tile and the carpeted hallway beyond. Nick stepped inside, the trooper at his heels, prodding him forward with the gun.

Evans closed the door. He turned the deadbolt, the tongue whispering thunderously into its groove in the silence of the empty apartment.

Gloom swallowed their shadows. Dim apertures opened in three directions. Kitchen to the right, bathroom to the left, the hallway straight ahead, opening into a space gray with diffused sunlight, the door onto the deck a brilliant square behind the blinds.

It was ice-cold. Another detail from the night before floated back to claim him: the six-shooter detonating in Pomeroy’s hand, the blinds swinging as the sliding glass door beyond blew out.

Evans lifted his hand. The gun was a blue shadow in the surrounding dark. “Where’s the key, college boy?”

Nick swallowed. “There’s no key.”

The gun swung toward him. “What do you mean?”

“There’s no key. I have the tape, though. Right here.” He gestured at the bathroom door, half-baked plans forming and dissipating in his mind, substanceless as smoke. Maybe he could knock the tape from the vanity, spinning in the same motion to drive a knee into Evans’s balls.

Evans took a step back, leveled the gun at him.

Maybe not.

“Open the door slowly, turn on the light, and step away,” he said.

Swallowing, Nick opened the door.

Darkness welled out of the bathroom, impenetrable.

Steeling himself, he reached inside and snapped on the light. The planet cracked open, plunging him into a strange, new world.

The tape was gone.


Tuesday, 12:47 to 1:51 PM

Nick stared dumbfounded at the empty vanity. He even reached out and ran his fingers across the smooth countertop, as if the tape might be there after all, his trauma-stunned brain playing tricks on his eyes. Memory slotted onto a reel, unspooling inside his head: Finney fumbling the tape onto the vanity and turning to face him, swinging shut the door.

“What the fuck?” he whispered to himself.

And that was when he saw the dead woman.

She had been flung into the bathtub, sweeping the black shower curtain part way off its rings. A kid’s sleeping bag half-enshrouded her, and for a moment Nick could not tear his eyes away from it. Scooby Doo and Shaggy stared back at him, their faces twisted into exaggerated expressions of dismay as a luminescent pirate lurched toward them, arms outstretched. In one hand Shaggy clutched an enormous sandwich; with the other, he fended off a terrified Scooby.

Then the rest of the tableau cascaded over him in a gut-wrenching wave: the blood-streaked tub and the dead woman crumpled inside it, a bottle blonde wearing a red, fuck-me dress, her brown eyes vaucously agog, her face upturned beneath the dripping faucet. On her left hand, splayed palm up at the bottom of the tub, a wedding band glinted. Her dress had ridden up over her thighs, exposing a scalloped edge of red panties. One bare leg dangled over the rim of the tub, a red stilleto heel clinging precariously to the narrow foot.

Evans was a step ahead of him.

 
“Somebody here,” he grunted, even as Nick was still putting the pieces together: the tire tracks, the Pinto jutting crazily over the curb three doors down, the woman. Someone, all right, Nick thought. But who?

Evans spun warily, Nick forgotten. He jabbed the gun toward the hall.

“Who’s there?”

“Just me, motherfucker,” someone said from the kitchen, only it sounded more like jest me, mothahfuckah to Nick.

Evans turned too late. Flame licked out in the darkened kitchen and Nick heard an oddly muffled whump, the sound of someone firing a pistol buried in throw pillows. Evans flung out his arms and staggered into the bathroom, a marionette shorn of guide wires. His pistol clattered to the parquet floor as another shot went off, this one a little louder.

Nick didn’t get out of the way in time. Evans careened into him, dead weight. They went over backward into the tub, the shower curtain tearing free of its remaining rings with a sound—

—pop-pop-pop—

—that Nick at first took for gunfire. He smacked his head hard against the opposite wall. Light blossomed behind his eyes, and then the dead woman reached up to embrace him. A split second later Evans landed on top of him.

Breath burst out of him. His lungs clutched desperately to drag in air. Darkness edged his vision.

Panicked, he writhed. Evans slid partly off his chest, relieving the pressure. Nick wriggled farther away, dragging in grateful lungfuls of air. He ended up face to face with the dead blonde. Her mouth hung open, revealing lightly blood-stained teeth. The room stank of shit and urine. For a starkly humiliating moment, Nick thought he had pissed himself. Then he realized that Evans was dead, that he had voided his bowels, his kidneys.

“That’s far enough,” someone said—

—thass fah enuff—

—and again it took Nick a moment to fit the words together.

The shooter stopped in the dark frame of the doorway.

A kid, Nick thought. A fucking kid, holding an abnormally long-barreled pistol in one hand, a drink in the other. He stood maybe five-five and wore the cast-off clothes of a man: a black sweater with the sleeves pushed above his elbows, a pair of paint-stained blue jeans rolled up at the ankles and cinched tight about his waist with a braided leather belt.

Another step brought him full into the light.

“Not handy enough by far with that fuckin poker are you, son?”

Nick gasped like a man gut-punched, recognizing in the same breath the clothes—

—Finney’s, he painted his bedroom in those jeans—

—and the man who wore them.

Ernie Pomeroy.

He had plastered those long strands of hair back across his bald pate, and taped a clumsy gauze bandage across his shattered nose, but he still looked like hell: eyes bloodshot with weariness, a purple-black bruise blossoming beyond the edges of the bandage. Enflamed red lines stood out on one cheek, like someone had scratched him.

He sipped at his drink.

“I feel like hell, son, but your friend’s liquor has gone a fair piece toward restorin me.”

He took another drink, set the glass atop the vanity, and hunkered down. Wincing, he stood, holding Evans’s .45 up to the light. “Ain’t really a pistol is it? A fuckin hand cannon, what it is.” He tucked it under his belt, waving his own pistol, the barrel enclosed in some kind of wire baffle. “Silencer,” he said. “Make sure we won’t have any company right away. Had it in the trunk. Couple a pistols, too. You kids are sorry fuckin killers, all I can say. Next time you decide to kill someone, you might want to make sure he’s dead fore you go dumpin him in the drink, friend. Maybe see how deep the water is too. Live and learn I always say.” He extended the pistol toward Nick and squinted down the barrel. “Learn, anyway.”

“No,” Nick said. “Wait.”

“Oh, sure. Me and you, son, we’re gonna pow-wow. After that, we’ll see.”

Nick started to struggle out of the tub.

Pomeroy waved the pistol. “Slowly, now.”

Nick moved slowly. As he scrambled out of the tub, he stole a glance at the Rolex. 12:53. Just over an hour left.

“Please—”

“Shut up.” Pomeroy tapped his fingers against something tucked under the waistband of his jeans, a sound like a dog’s claws tapping on a ceramic tile floor. “I got the tape now, son. I got the tape and I got the gun, and you’re gonna do just as I say, understand?”

Nick swallowed, nodding.

Behind him, one of the bodies settled with a sound like air from a slow-leaking tire.

“Goddamn woman went wild on me,” Pomeroy said, lifting a hand to his face. “All I wanted was her car. Didn’t want to shoot her. A Pinto. Can you believe it, she died for a damn Pinto.” His eyes had grown unfocused, regretful, his voice slurred from alcohol.

Nick tensed, his hands flexing. He inched forward as another lost second blazed across his brain, like a comet across a black, black sky. Pomeroy must have sensed his thoughts. He lifted the gun, fixing his eyes on Nick.

“You plannin to go around whackin people with pokers, I got some lessons for you on how to be a killer.” Without looking away from Nick, he dug in his back pocket. A moment later his hand emerged with a switch blade. Nick’s mind spun back to Evans, the bone-handled knife he had pressed to Sue’s neck, to Casey Nicole Barrett’s neck before her. But this was a plainer blade with a handle of black plastic. Pomeroy tossed it at Nick’s feet and it clattered, spinning, on the parquet floor.

“You kill a trooper, cops be all over it like stink on shit. You killed one of their own. I been real careful, wiped everything down but the bottle and this here glass, and I’m plannin to take them with me.”

“Please,” Nick whispered. “Sue …”

“We’ll talk about your little girlfriend in a minute, son. First things first. Damn forensics get you every time, so what you’re gonna do, you’re gonna take that knife and do a little impromptu surgery on these folks, if you know what I mean. Smart kid like yourself ought to know some surgery.”

“No—”

“Three bullets, one in the blonde, two in your big friend there. That’s all. Then we’ll get on the road.”

“No, please …”

Pomeroy leveled the gun and smiled.

“Best get to it, son.”

12:59.

Nick got Evans by the boots and lugged his inert mass to the far side of the tub. Then he hunkered over the blonde. He threw back the dismayed faces of Shaggy and Scooby Doo, revealing the blue interior lining, all the time wondering about the kid, the way he would feel when he found out that his mom had been slaughtered and dumped in a stranger’s bathtub, wrapped like a side of beef in his cartoon sleeping bag.

Nick swallowed.

He jabbed the blade through the shiny fabric of the red dress where it bunched up at the blonde’s pubic bone and slid it north. With trembling fingers, he peeled the twin panels of cheap material to either side, revealing smooth flesh of tanning-bed bronze. Her underwear was impractical. Stroke-book lingerie: a high-cut red thong and matching bra, her nipples like delicate scalloped shells beneath the lace. Everyday stuff? some distant part of his mind wondered. For the husband her wedding ring implied, or for someone else, a lover maybe? The mere idea shunted his thoughts into agonizing channels—the stolen hint of a strange cologne, a glimpse of crushed cigarette butts in the ashtray of Sue’s car, his fears about Finney and Sue. And something worse, a vision of Finney’s body crumpled in the trunk of the cruiser, useless as a rag doll, his hand closing reflexively around the spilled bullet, finally and irrevocably dead. Had to be, Nick thought, remembering that pink froth coating his best friend’s lips. He had to be dead.

The word tolled like a funereal bell inside his mind.

Dead. Out of my jealousy, my insecurity—

His bowels twisted.

He had failed Finney. Had failed his friend. He glanced at the Rolex—

—1:08—

—and picked up the knife, knowing he had no time to wallow in guilt, not now, not if he were to save Sue. And yet still he hesitated.

“Can I have some gloves? I think Finney kept some under the sink.”

“You worried bout the AIDS, son?”

Nick stared dumbly into the blonde’s expressionless face.

“That’s the least of your worries. You live long enough to die of the AIDS, you can thank God in his sweet Heaven above you.”

Nick stared down at the blonde. He slid the blade between her breasts, flicked it upward. The elastic bra strap gave way with a little pop and the lacy shells fell back. The bullet had gone into her left breast, right where the heart would be on an anatomy chart. You couldn’t ask for a better shot. The hole was a little larger than a quarter, its perimeter torn, the flesh bruised and blackened. Nick had expected more blood.

“Good thing about a little bitty caliber like this,” Pomeroy said, “it don’t make a mess of things. That trooper of yours with his damn hand cannon, he lacked finesse. Bullet go right through someone, splatter em all over the wall and you don’t got a chance of diggin it out. Man uses a gun like that lacks confidence in his own abilities.”

Click!

Another sweep of the second hand, another moment flying into the maw of the past.

“If we don’t get back to Gutman’s by two,” Nick said, “they’re going to start taking her fingers.”

“Who’s that?”

“Sue. Remember Sue?”

Still Nick could not look away from the dead woman in the tub. Before his eyes, the white-trash features shifted, metamorphosed into Sue’s patrician face, the bleach blonde hair transforming itself into soft, copper tresses.

“You should of thought of that fore you picked up that poker, son. I was willin to work a deal.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I’m aimin to, but first you need to get cuttin.”

Nick didn’t answer.

He remembered his father, hunkering over a fresh kill in the bayou woods, long years before he came home crippled in a chair. Dawn had just begun to print itself across the horizon, the barren trees black as Japanese ideograms against the graying sky. His father had laid a hand across the buck’s heaving shoulder, still gushing hot life, and pulled from its sheath the Bowie knife that had been his father’s before him, and which someday might have been Nick’s if things had turned out differently. He cut the buck’s throat with a single stroke. Then, working with the sure touch of a man who felt more at home in the woods than anywhere else—a man who shrank from the bookish and the learned which he called feminine—Frank Laymon set about showing his youngest boy how to gut a deer.

Nick stared down at the blonde’s exposed torso.

The fiery second hand of the Cadillac’s clock—

—time is everything—

—everything is time—

—blurred through his mind once again.

He bounced the knife lightly in one hugely swollen palm, that childhood hallucination sweeping back to claim him once again; he tested the edge with his thumb.

The blade was sharp.

He took a deep breath and leaned over the blonde.

The secret, Nick discovered, was not to think of that deer he had watched his dad gut all those years ago—not to think of the blonde as a once-living creature at all.

When he was a kid, just four or five years old, it was hard to remember, Nick had gotten this game, Operation. The game board was shaped like a desexed little man with a tiny, red light bulb for a nose; his body had been punctured here and there with metal-rimmed crevices in which tiny plastic bones had been secreted. The object of the game was to “operate” with a pair of metal tweezers, removing the bones without touching the metal rims of their cradles, closing an electrical connection that set the red nose to blinking in conjunction with this horrible metallic buzz. He couldn’t remember where he had gotten the game—maybe from Goodwill where his mom found a lot of their stuff, maybe from Jake or Sam, who no doubt stole it from some richer, more timid kid—but it hadn’t been complete, or so he had recalled years later at the Torkelsons, when one of the twins had produced a mint-condition gameboard as an event in what they had talked up around campus as a drinking Olympics, with medals to be awarded in funneling, quarters, beer pong, and surgery.

All those years later, Nick had felt a surge of jealousy as he looked down at the Torkelsons’ deluxe Operation, still in its original box, complete with all its plastic bones and unfrayed stacks of play money and game cards. By the time Nick had gotten his version, the money and game cards had all been lost, and maybe half the plastic bones replaced with toothpicks cut to size. And yet for all that it remained one of the touchstones of his childhood, one of the few memories of his mother he retained at all.

When they had played, exactly, or why he did not know. But for once they had been blessedly alone—his dad at the rigs, Jake and Sam off on some brutish teenage errand—and Nick had had his mother all to himself. He could still recall the way her wavy, chestnut hair fell over her face as she knelt over the game board, the way she had brushed it away with a movement as deft as it was unconscious. Even then, only a kid, he had known that she was beautiful. Not till later—too late—would he understand that she had been lost: married to a man because of the child he had kindled in her womb. He must have seemed brutish to her, Nick had thought, newly risen from the jungle. And in her turn, she must have seemed to him like some kind of alien being, an interloper from a world where people had jobs that required them to wear ties, where people owned stocks and bonds and season tickets to the theater instead of the Saints: a breathing reproach of the life he had been born to.

But in that moment, before the cancer devoured her and Nick came to understand the fatal complexity of his father’s heart, Sharon Laymon had been magical. Playing Operation, she had instituted an impromptu rule that allowed Nick with his clumsy childhood fingers to have three turns for her every attempt. She had crowed with delight, clapping her hands, when he lifted the metal tweezers, the butterfly from the little man’s stomach clutched triumphantly between the pincers.

Smart kid like yourself ought to know some surgery, Pomeroy had said.

Turned out he was right. In the remembered presence of his mother, for Sue Thompson, Nick could do anything.

He slid the knife into the bullet hole in the blonde’s breast, and began to work the misshapen lump of lead into the light, focused on that stupid game, trying not to set the red nose to blinking.

At 1:23 he spilled the bullet into an open washcloth. Then he started on the trooper.

“Me and you,” Pomeroy said. “We’re gonna play a game. Twenty questions, right? Way it works, I ask you a question. You don’t answer up, I shoot you. Understand?”

Nick, bent over his work, nodded. “Yeah, I understand.”

And so Nick told him, the whole deranged sequence of events spilling out of him in response to Pomeroy’s grunted queries, Evans and Tucker and the Smokin Mountain, Gutman squatting like a loathsome toad behind his mahogany desk, Sue screaming and screaming when they took her finger, and Finney. Finney crumpled lifeless in the trunk.

When he finished, his hands were red almost to the elbow, and something had died inside him. Two more lumps of lead lay atop the washcloth. He closed the knife and handed it back to Pomeroy. He lifted the gory washcloth, folded it around the used bullets, handed that back, too.

Pomeroy slid the washcloth into a pocket of his jeans. “Now, get me the trooper’s keys, son.”

He leaned over, dug the keys from the uniform pants, and handed them back.

He glanced at the Rolex—

—1:49—

—and thought of Sue. Ten minutes.

And the thought sparked an image in his mind: Evans, grinning as he tucked the seeping pinky into his breast pocket.

An irrational hope leapt into his mind—

—they can save it, reattach it—

—but a deeper, despairing self knew the truth: that he only wanted it, a piece of Sue, a piece of the life he had lost. And more, that it would be base and disgraceful to leave it here in this abattoir, nestled close by the dead trooper’s heart. He moaned as he leaned into the tub, fumbling at Evans’s uniform blouse.

“What are you doin, son?” Pomeroy said.

And then he had it, the finger, slim and cold, the bone a blood-clotted knob at its base. Nick stood, brandishing it, barely able to recognize the washed-out specter in the mirror at Pomeroy’s back: a broad-shouldered kid with the desperate, blood-speckled face of a dying old man; his eyes wild and empty, dry wells on eternity; his hands and arms gore-slick and stinking as he thrust the finger out before him, token, talisman, and plea for mercy.

He stumbled to his knees before the man with the gun, holding the finger out before him, and watched with horrified eyes as the second hand on the bloody Rolex swung through its arc once more—

—click!—

—eating time.

“Please,” he whispered. “We can save her.”

Pomeroy’s voice was almost gentle. “Time to save anybody’s over, son. Cops be turnin up the heat real soon, and I’m overdue for a vacation somewhere sunny and far, far away from here. I got the tape, and I got you, and you happen to bear a passin resemblance to one of them fellas that cut up poor Casey Barrett. That ought to be good enough for her daddy. You and me, son, we’re goin for a ride.”


Tuesday, 1:57 to 2:59 PM

Nick filled his mind with waves, relentless gray swells, primordial and eternal, hurling themselves upon a broken shore. He imagined the chill water closing over his head, dragging him into the vast emptiness of the Gulf, an endless, rolling swell the dull, dead color of an elephant’s hide.

He thought of waves, the sound of them slipping into the crash of seconds hurtling past, time spinning beyond his grasp.

He thought of the gray endlessness of waves—so he would not have to see Finney lying sprawled and broken at the foot of a mountain; so he would not have to see the emptiness of Sue’s glazed eyes.

Pomeroy shoved Nick into the back seat of Evans’s car. The stale smell of vomit enveloped him. He doubled over, sliding from the seat into the floorboard, retching. But nothing came up. He had emptied himself hours ago. Now he was nothing but shell, an empty husk—

—a hollow man—

—ready to crumble into ash at a touch.

Gasping, Nick heaved himself onto the seat as Pomeroy dropped into the front, slamming the door loudly.

“Fuckin giant,” Pomeroy muttered, leaning forward to fumble under the seat. Nick saw him tug—then yank harder, an apish grunt escaping him—and the front seat pulled suddenly away from him. Pomeroy sat up, situating himself—strapping the seatbelt around him and adjusting the rearview mirror so that Nick could see a square of bruised, yellow flesh, those beady eyes. The sedan swallowed him, a child playing grown-up. All Nick could see of him was a balding pate rising just above the headrest.

“Way I figure it, you’re worth another hundred grand.” His eyes narrowed. He rubbed his jaw, his hand singing over the day’s stubble. “At least that.”

Pomeroy rambled on as he guided the car through the quiet, winding streets of College Park. Midday. Most of the residents would be in class or cramming for exams. Nick thought of the waves, coming and coming again—not thinking of the way Tucker’s finger seemed to curl beyond the edge of the overturned table, beckoning him to come look at the mess he’d made of things; not thinking of the way Sue had screamed and screamed, her maimed hand clutched to her breasts. Most of all not thinking of what might be happening to Sue right now.

Nick did not look down at the watch.

Pomeroy’s words bore through the waves. Nick heard how they were heading to Atlanta and the Barrett manor, how Pomeroy planned to hand the tape over to Casey’s father, how he would sit back as A. R. Barrett watched his daughter die her horrible death. He heard how Pomeroy planned to comment on the striking similarities between the thin, masked man in the cinder block room and the boy from a nowhere berg in North Carolina.

Nick refused to meet Pomeroy’s mirrored gaze; he looked out the window. The far edge of Ransom slid past, shotgun shacks and dirt yards. The day was heartlessly bright, the sky an impenetrable cobalt. Nick surrendered and glanced down at Finney’s Rolex.

2:01.

Sue—

Another wave crashed, taking time with it. He should be stepping out of Stillman’s Modern Poetry, his mind empty but for the deliberate obscurity of Wallace Stevens, the anticipation of Sue’s warm embrace, the endless possibility of another crisp, Tuesday afternoon.

“I figure when Mr. Barrett sees this tape, it won’t fuckin matter how much you look like the man in the tape. He’ll see red.” Pomeroy held the tape up, his eyes squinting against the afternoon sun. “He’ll see you.” Pomeroy dropped the tape onto the seat beside him. It sounded to Nick like a second finger hitting the Pachyderm’s blotter. Nick watched it twitch, a mutant antenna reading the world.

“Hell, I’ll be a goddamn hero.” Pomeroy flipped the sun visor down and turned on the radio, tuning it to a country station. Someone sang about a three-day drunk and a girl named Mary Lou. Groaning, Pomeroy settled in for the ride.

The waves turned black, heavy with despair. And out of them—so real Nick looked at the seat next to him—came his father’s voice: Time waits for no man. In the saw he’d heard a thousand times from Frank Laymon, usually in a voice thick with Jack Daniel’s, he realized he had no choice. Still staring at the seat that did not hold his father, he saw that surrender was too simple. He was a survivor—not by choice or nature or even because Fate somehow favored him—but because he was his father’s son, born to ride the eternal crest of misery. He survived—as his father had—because there was always more pain.

He swallowed hard and pushed the waves aside, allowing Sue at last to fill his mind. Saw again—

—come back to me, sweetie—

—hope feebly relighting her eyes. He would survive for her. The decision made, his heart racing, he looked out the window. A Mustang blaring a monstrous bass line roared by. They were just outside of Ransom, a hilly back road area, headed the wrong way, farther and farther from Sue. Another four or five minutes and they would hit the highway. After that, it was interstate straight into the heart of Atlanta. Four hours at most.

Four fingers.

Panic sang at the edges of his brain. He looked about him, searching desperately for some plan, some way out. Pomeroy slowed the car, the eyes in the mirror ignoring Nick, studying instead the road as it dipped and swayed through the foothills.

Nick lowered his head into his hands, kneading his temples, forcing himself to think. Sue. That was when he glimpsed the first break he’d had in hours, since pocketing the hard roll of bills. From beneath the seat protruded the yellowed-ivory butt of Pomeroy’s gun, the one Evans had taken from Finney and dropped beside the seat. Instinctively, Nick started to grab for the gun—

And caught himself, a gesture half-arrested, a quick, guilty glance into the rearview mirror. Pomeroy met his gaze. “Settle down, boy. We got quite a trip ahead of us. Might as well kick back and try to relax—seein as how it’ll be your last ride and all.” The eyes flicked back to the road. Pomeroy slowed to take a hairpin turn. Another couple minutes and they’d be on the highway. Whatever Nick did, he had to do it now.

Everything is time.

Before the plan had fully formed, Nick doubled over, making dirty retching noises. He heard Pomeroy mutter, “Aw, Jesus, again?” and then the car slowed into another turn. Below Pomeroy’s sight, Nick reached for the gun, his hand enclosing the palm-worn ivory butt. He had time for a single panicked thought—

—how many rounds?—

—as he slowly rose, time seeming to hiccup into a denser plane. Still searching for the end of his plan, he raised himself on the seat and—with both hands gripping the butt—pressed the barrel against the hard wire cage.

“Pull over, Pomeroy.” His voice gravelly, as if he hadn’t spoken in decades.

“What?” Pomeroy glanced at the mirror—afraid to take his gaze too long from the winding road—and Nick saw his eyes widen infinitesimally, as if the gun was what he’d been expecting all along. “Well, there she is! I wondered what you boys had done with Bessie. That gun and me have—”

“Shut up! Pull the car over now! Pull it over now or I’ll—”

But Nick had no idea what he would do. His pseudo-plan evaporated like early morning mist. His mind pinwheeled with frantic images: Sue wailing her hideous, lost cry, her eyes vacant; Finney flailing forever backward; Casey Nicole Barrett straining against a chain that was far too short.

“Now!” he roared. “Pull this fucking car over now or I’ll blow your fucking head off!”

The car slowed, but Pomeroy made no move to pull to the shoulder. A pick-up passed in the other lane, an old man waving without looking, sun splintering brightly across his windshield. Pomeroy watched Nick, his bloodshot eyes flicking quickly between the road and the mirror. Nick could see the tiny webbing of veins running through the cornea.

“Now let’s just think—”

“No more thinking,” Nick said, his voice quiet. He felt calmer. He’d gotten Pomeroy’s attention. He was listening now. “Pull it over now and get out.”

“I don’t think so, son.” The car picked up speed. A sign flashed past. One mile and they would hit the highway.

“You don’t think so?” Nick slammed the barrel against the cage. “You don’t fucking think so?” He pulled the hammer back, the click like a bone snapping. Doubt nagged him. Maybe Pomeroy was right. He couldn’t kill, not from behind, not in cold blood, not the old Nick anyway. And he didn’t know about the new Nick—the Nick that had felt the pull of the money, of the tape, like a strange, new star swimming in his ken. And then he no longer had time to debate the issue. He saw that Pomeroy had only one hand on the steering wheel; his right hand—

—his shooting hand—

—had disappeared. As Pomeroy drew his hand from under Finney’s sweater—a liquid motion that surprised Nick with its speed, its fluidity—Nick fired.

The explosion was enormous.

Time skipped a beat—Nick saw Pomeroy’s eyes widen in disbelief—pitching Nick and Ernie Pomeroy and Evans’s car into a slow motion reel.

As the slug hurtled from its chamber, a voice screamed inside Nick’s head—

—what have you done?—

—and the cruiser swerved wildly into the other lane.

A fist-sized hole appeared in the windshield. Blood and tiny bits of flesh splashed across the dash. Venting a primal shriek of rage and fear, Pomeroy clutched his chest; he yanked the steering wheel back to the right as he collapsed across the seat.

The car swerved sharply back across the right lane and onto the graveled shoulder, clipping an exit sign. What looked like a small bird smacked loudly into the windshield and disappeared over the roof. Something heavy—

—Finney God Finney—

—rolled in the trunk, smacking the partition behind the back seat with a thump. The car veered into a shallow ditch, throwing Nick—the gunshot still echoing through his head—into the floorboard as it hurtled downhill, through a sparse stand of saplings. From the floor, struggling to get up, Nick watched the world pitch by: blue sky, tree tops, mountain side, sky again. He had climbed halfway onto the seat, still clutching the gun, when the car slammed into something with a metallic screech. It rocked far to its left, coming off its right wheels and throwing Nick backward into the door. Lightning jagged through his head.

The next few seconds were preternaturally still, as if the world outside the trooper’s car had vanished. Lying face down in the floorboard, Nick could hear the tick of the engine, the moan of the car’s joints and springs, something hissing. The radio popped on, drowning everything in a long, lost caterwaul of lament. As abruptly, the wail ceased.

The hissing became a wheezing, the sound of labored breathing. Pomeroy. Nick groaned and pushed himself from the floor. Bright light flashed behind his eyes. He rested a minute, then dragged himself onto the back seat, collapsing against the passenger-side door. The cruiser leaned at a precarious angle, the nose pointing downhill. He tentatively flexed his arms, his legs. Nothing seemed broken. Gingerly, he touched the back of his head; pain flared. He could feel the crust of blood from where he had fallen at the Smokin Mountain—but no new gash or knot. He hurt everywhere.

Then he remembered: Sue! He glanced frantically at Finney’s watch.

2:33.

Panic rolled through him in a hot wave. He must have blacked out, must have—

Pomeroy groaned from the front, the sound ending in a gurgling growl, like a man drowning in soupy air. Groaning in unison with Pomeroy, a duet of pain, Nick leaned forward and pulled himself to the edge of the seat. He glanced through the rear window. He could see the tracks where the car had plowed down a small incline and through the copse of skeletal trees. The road was thirty yards away.

Pomeroy groaned again, and Nick turned back to the cage.

As he stared through the grid, several holes just above the seat suddenly sprouted four pale, wriggling creatures. Hairless and ugly, they looked like newborn mice, some species of mutant worm. His mind in slow riot, Nick stared at the creatures. They squirmed erratically, becoming longer—becoming, Nick finally saw, realization dawning in him like the slow bloom of a deep-sea flower, Ernie Pomeroy’s fingers.

Behind the fingers, Pomeroy’s battered face levered into view; he sneered at Nick, tiny spatters of blood flecking his lips, a mixture of blood and snot leaking from his nose. With great effort—his breathing labored, the sound of a faraway locomotive—he said, “I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

Pomeroy leaned back against the steering wheel, his right hand still enmeshed in the cage, his left hand clamped over his right breast, blood oozing between his fingers. The hand crawled down his shirtfront. Going for his gun, Nick thought. Gotta move. Only then did he realize that his gun was gone. He looked frantically about him, his hands frisking the seat beside him. Pomeroy’s hand reached the tail of Finney’s black sweater, lifting it, exposing a quick flash of silver. Nick threw himself onto the floorboard—every knock and bruise singing—and saw the barrel of the pistol protruding from under the passenger seat. He heard a guttural grunt. The cage rattled. Pomeroy lifting himself up. Nick grabbed the barrel and swung the gun up in a furious arc, bringing the ivoried butt down on Pomeroy’s fingers. There was a soft crunching snap—a small stick breaking underfoot. Nick felt more than heard Pomeroy stiffen, his whole body going rigid with the shock of pain. He brought the gun down again on the fingers in another brutal stroke. One of the fingers—the index, Nick thought—burst, jetting a stream of blood across the back of the seat. Pomeroy howled. Nick heaved himself up—his own aches for the moment forgotten—and turned the gun around, his finger seeming naturally to seek out the cool curve of the trigger.

“Freeze, motherfucker, just-freeze!”

Pomeroy was frozen, his entire body contorted into a tight ball of pain, his face twisted into a rictus of wide, wide hurt. He had half-freed his gun. The barrel caught in the loose web of Finney’s waistband. Slowly, Pomeroy’s face relaxed into a semblance of its battered self, a pulpy mass of bruises and whisker stubble and welts. The makeshift bandage over his nose had come loose on one side; it fluttered with each gasp like a flag of surrender. He let go of the gun, and then of the cage, collapsing against the steering wheel.

“Slowly,” Nick said, his gun wedged tightly against the cage, “dump the gun. Now.”

Pomeroy stared at him, his eyes like steel marbles. Slowly, very slowly, he returned his good hand to the butt of his gun and brought it out.

“Good, toss it down on the floorboard, over there.” The urge to glance at Finney’s watch was like an ache. “The other one too, Evans’s gun, the one you called a cannon.”

His eyes never flickering, Pomeroy reached behind him, pulled out Evans’s .45, and tossed it beside the first one. He pressed his good hand over the ragged hole in Finney’s blood-sodden sweater.

“Now what, smart boy?” Nick thought the detective tried to smirk, but his face was too swollen to tell. Nick wasn’t sure of his next move. Time is everything. He reached for his door handle—and remembered that there was none, only the infuriating emptiness. Another second hurtled past him.

“Get out,” he said, gesturing toward Pomeroy’s door with the barrel of the gun. The detective’s eyebrows rose inquisitively. “Get out, come around, and open my door. Don’t try anything funny—I’ll blow your fuckin head off.” Pomeroy did grin this time, his lips splitting in a thin grimace. Groaning, he pulled the door handle and pushed open the door. The cold bulled its way into the car, taking Nick’s breath.

“Move!”

Pomeroy backed out of his seat, putting his feet carefully on the ground and pushing off the steering wheel with the heel of his broken hand. Three of his fingers jutted out at impossible angles. He gasped, closing his eyes as he stood and sought his balance. He looked at Nick and shook his head as though he was greatly disappointed. Then he turned around and started to stagger up the embankment toward the road, his broken hand held awkwardly away from his body.

Nick watched him, horror climbing his throat. The sour taste of acid filled his mouth. “Hey,” he said, softly. Then he shouted, “Hey! Where’re you going? Get back here, get your ass back here!” Nick heard a car pass on the road above.

Pomeroy stopped, seemed to think for a minute, and then turned around to face Nick. “Where’m I going? I’m going to fuckin Disney World.” He unclutched the sodden sweater and slowly, as though it took great concentration, raised his middle finger. Then he turned and began to stumble back up the hillside.

“Hey!” Nick screamed at his back, the waves suddenly on him like the tide of a hurricane. “You can’t do that, get back here—” He snapped his mouth shut, on the verge of shouting, It’s not fair! He scooted over to the door and scrabbled desperately at the siding, hoping against hope that there was some sort of release lever, a magic button to make everything better. Pomeroy had reached the stand of saplings, their naked branches reaching for the sky like fleshless fingers.

Nick threw himself down on the seat and slammed both feet against the door. It was like kicking a cinder block wall. He switched Pomeroy’s gun to his left hand so he could brace against the back of the front seat. He kicked the door again and a shock of pain shot up his legs. He scooted around, crablike, and kicked at the cage. It rattled—reminding him of the blind bear cub’s cage—but remained where it was. He kicked at it again, releasing the same pain through his legs.

Nick threw his head back and screamed at the ceiling, a primitive, feral cry. Tears rolled down his cheeks. He sat up and saw that Pomeroy had reached the road, heading in the direction of the highway.

“Motherfucker!” he screamed at Pomeroy’s back. Pomeroy stumbled out of sight. Everything is time. In frustration he banged the butt of the gun against the window, realized what he was doing, and banged harder. The gun simply bounced back, sending tiny ripples vibrating across the glass and up Nick’s arm. Nick screamed again—and saw the gun.

“Fuck me,” he shouted, pushing his back against the door and leveling the pistol at the window. Without thinking what he might hit or who might hear—without allowing himself to think—Nick emptied the gun at the window, three quick, explosive rounds and a rapid series of dry clicks, the clicks like the sound of time vanishing. The glass shattered, seemed to hang like crystals in the air, and then disappeared in a cataract of sparkles. Nick reached out and opened the door.

He hit the ground running.

With the mid-afternoon sun slanting through the bare branches and forming tiny crosses beneath his feet, Nick sprinted through the stand of trees and up the hill. He paused once, tucking the gun under one arm and leaning against a sapling long enough to pull the box of bullets from his pocket. Blood roared in his ears and a stitch stabbed into his side. He opened the box with trembling fingers, spilling bullets across the carpet of dead leaves. He broke open the gun, shoved six rounds into the cylinder, and snapped it closed. He dropped the empty box and began to run.

Nick topped the hill, gasping for breath, his battered body singing a threnody of pain. Pomeroy was thirty or forty yards ahead, staggering toward the highway exit ramp. In the armpit where the exit joined the highway, Nick knew there was a small store, a Gas ’N’ Go that had popped up overnight like some post-modern toadstool, all neon glitter and slick Formica counters, half an acre of self-service pumps, pickled eggs, and ice-cold beer—a nineties version of the Smokin Mountain. There would be people there.

Pomeroy stumbled, discovered his balance, lurched on. Running toward him, the gun clutched awkwardly at his side, Nick glanced behind him.

No cars. Not yet, anyway.

It took him only seconds to catch Pomeroy. He grabbed a fistful of Finney’s sweater and hauled the detective around, almost lifting him off his feet. Pomeroy screamed and came at him in a roundhouse swing with his good hand—but the blow was only halfhearted, more desperation than calculation. Even as he sidestepped the loosely clenched fist, Nick heard the crash and click of passing seconds, his head echoing with the measured voice of the Pachyderm: “One finger for every hour you are late.” The sleeve of Finney’s sweater had unrolled over Pomeroy’s hand, the frayed end flapping like a broken wing.

Nick let him see the gun and wrapped his arm around Pomeroy’s shoulders, half-dragging, half-carrying him back down the road. The detective made no move to resist, his feet shuffling through the shoulder’s dust and gravel, his hand again clutched to the hole in his shoulder. Once he mumbled, “I’m gonna fuckin kill you,” then he coughed deeply and spat out a mixture of blood and phlegm.

Just as they stepped off the road, a painfully long Lincoln Continental, a bright red dragon of a car, roared by. It never slowed and Nick had only a glimpse of a shrunken woman with an enormous bouffant looking neither left nor right. The thrum of the Continental’s whitewalls over the macadam sounded like the ache in Nick’s head—a sound that, if he listened closely enough, transformed itself into Vergil Gutman’s words: “Promptness is a virtue. Understand?”

Nick dragged Pomeroy down the hill. Once, shrieking, Pomeroy smashed his broken fingers against a tree trunk, but Nick never slowed. At the bottom he pushed the detective against Evans’s car where he slid to the ground in a heap. Nick leaned over the roof, catching his breath. The cruiser had slammed up against a boulder the size of a La-Z-Boy recliner.

Nick opened the driver’s door and climbed into the car. In the glove compartment he found a pair of handcuffs. On the front seat was a plastic bag. He looked inside and found Tucker’s whiskey and the glass, the bundle of Pomeroy’s wet clothes, his Stetson stained greenish-yellow by the quarry waters. Half under the bag lay the tape. The two guns were on the floorboard.

Nick backed out of the car and caught Pomeroy by the collar. Wordlessly, he dragged him to the nearest sapling, a tall, thin beech, its bark the color of ashy snow, and shoved him to the ground. Moaning, the detective sprawled against the trunk. Nick snapped one ring of the cuffs around the wrist of Pomeroy’s broken hand—leaving the good one free to stanch the flow of blood from his chest—and the other end to the beech.

“You just gonna leave me here?” Pomeroy’s voice sounded tired but surprisingly strong.

“Someone’ll find you.” Nick turned toward the car.

“Damn right they will.” Nick heard him shuffle in the dead leaves. When he turned back to look, Pomeroy had propped himself against the tree, half-squatting like some venomous toad. Then he drew in a deep breath and bellowed: “Hallloooo! Somebody helllllp!”

“Hey!” Nick said, stepping toward him. “Shut up!”

Pomeroy eyed him coldly, shifted on his haunches and drew in another lungful of air. Nick thought he could hear the sound of bubbles in those deep breaths. Pomeroy shouted again. “Halllooo! Anybody!”

Nick leaned over Pomeroy and pressed the gun into his nose, leaving a small ringworm of bruise. “Shut up! Shut up!” Nick shouted into his face, flecks of spittle dotting the detective’s cheeks and brow. “You want me to kill you, is that it? You want me to fucking kill you?”

Pomeroy fell quiet, studying Nick with his frost-colored eyes. Nick could see no life there, no will to survive. From somewhere far away, he heard Sue scream, a hideous piercing shriek. He jerked around, certain that he’d see her standing just below the trooper’s car. He saw nothing but the cruiser and, beyond that, the wintered sprawl of dead vegetation, a wasteland of stark trees and tangles of brown kudzu—the negative image of the Barrett estate.

Then Pomeroy’s voice, cold: “You ain’t got the balls, boy.” Pomeroy breathed deeply, the air rattling inside him. “It takes balls the size of cantaloupes to do what you’re gonna have to do.” He spat. “And I just can’t believe you got em.”

Nick stepped quietly away and aimed the gun. The hammer pulled back easily, making a soft snick—

—like Gutman’s cigar clipper—

—as it locked into place. He sighted loosely and pulled the trigger. The recoil jarred through his arm and into his shoulder, like the thrum of electricity.

Pomeroy’s mouth dropped open; his eyes gaped and his head jerked back into the beech. Together they looked down at the slow flow of bright-red blood welling from the center of Pomeroy’s boot. A thin tendril of smoke curled from the hole.

“You shot my foot, you son of a bitch.”

Nick said nothing. He turned and walked back to Evans’s car, tucking Pomeroy’s gun—the barrel warm—into the back of his jeans. At the door, he hesitated. He glanced back at the trunk, abruptly stricken with that image of Finney, his hand closing loosely around the bullet. No way he could be alive. Nick glanced at the Rolex, the big hand edging toward the twelve, the little hand sitting square on the three, time running out on Sue, he didn’t have the time—

No way he could have survived that fall, Nick thought. The hand closing—that had been reflex, nothing more. If he hadn’t imagined it.

Nick climbed into the car and shut the door. He turned the key. The engine rolled over sluggishly. Panic began to hum her aria in the back of his head. Sue’s imagined scream played maddeningly through the car, chasing any final doubts out of his head. He had to move.

He twisted the key again. This time the engine caught. He revved it, the car lifting as if ready to pounce.

Nick shifted into reverse. The tires strained against the damp earth but the car refused to move. He gave it more gas, trying to rock the car loose. Then something caught and the cruiser surged backward, throwing a spume of damp earth and debris into the air.

Nick fought the wheel, whipping the car around and angling it into the tracks it had made coming down. He paused beside Pomeroy—still sitting against the beech, his free hand now wrapped around his foot—and cranked down his window. He tossed Pomeroy the bag of wet clothes; it landed beside him, spilling the whiskey bottle. The private eye never looked up; he just squatted there, staring at his foot and shaking his head.

Nick shifted the car into low and plowed slowly uphill. The back tires spun and caught, spun and caught. The cruiser slid almost completely sideways once before finding purchase and again surging forward. When he reached the pavement, he paused for a moment, half-aware of Pomeroy beginning to shout again.

The digital clock embedded in the car’s dash read 3:04, Finney’s Rolex 2:59. Either way, if the Pachyderm was a man of his word—and Nick had no doubt that he was—Sue had lost two more fingers. By the time he reached her, she would lose another. He spun the wheel toward the mountains, toward Knoxville, almost an hour away—and then a new thought struck him. A way out, a way to save Sue.

The Senator. The distinguished gentleman of the State of Tennessee.

It’s time to call the Senator. That’s what he’d said to Finney, maybe three or four times since this began. It’s time to call the Senator.

And maybe it was—not to give him the news about Finney, not yet anyway. But for Sue. Senator Durant could have a man on the scene while Nick was still burning up the mountain roads. A single phone call would do it.

“Goddamn,” he whispered.

Wrenching the wheel back the other way, he pointed the nose of the cruiser toward the Gas ’N’ Go on the other side of the hill.


Tuesday, 3:03 to 3:41 PM

Nick crowned the hill at sixty-five miles an hour and there in the crook of the access ramp stood the Gas ’N’ Go, a glistening complex of steel and glass—the station and a couple of service islands and an automatic car-wash—with the highway in the valley beyond. A Ford Explorer was barreling up the road toward him, but Nick didn’t think twice. He gunned the cruiser across the intervening lane and into the lot without even bothering to signal, a vision out of some lost past floating to the surface of his mind: Finney, smashed out of his mind on Michelob Light and tequila shooters, wedging the Acura into a gap in traffic the size of a politician’s heart. Fuck it, Finney had said of the looming Chevy they had cut off. That truck has brakes.

Nick skidded the cruiser to a halt by the car wash without incident, so he guessed the Explorer had brakes, too. And a horn from the sound of it, but he didn’t spare the reprimand a glance as he sprinted for the phone, nested inside a blue and white hood. Halfway across the lot, he realized he didn’t have change. Cursing, he spun back toward the store.

He had a bad moment in the shadow of the fuel canopy. When he flipped open his wallet, Sue’s face stared up at him from a carefully trimmed snapshot, fuzzy beyond the milky cataract of its plastic sleeve. For a moment, gazing down at it, Nick felt choking despair rise in his throat. He glanced at the Rolex, the second hand inexorably eating time, and he almost turned back to the cruiser—half-prepared to wrench the wheel toward Ransom and the mountains beyond. Toward Knoxville. But that was the kind of cloudy thinking that had gotten them into this mess in the first place, he thought, digging in his wallet for cash, a ten and two crumpled ones.

The Senator could help.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the store’s glass exterior as he approached the door—his hair matted, his face ravaged. Then, thankfully, he was inside, squinting against the glare of fluorescent lights off scuffed tile, displays of chips and beer, polished counter space, the whole place as bereft of personality as Styrofoam. Ignore the rack of Ransom College T-shirts and the tinny wail of Garth Brooks lamenting his affair with a long-necked bottle over the sound system, and you could be anywhere in the country, in any one of the thousands of quicky marts lining the endless American highways. The stink of Pine-Sol and old coffee grounds was the same, the SHOPLIFTERS WILL BE PROSECUTED! sign was the same, even the customers were the same: a fat guy in a leather jacket at the beer cooler, an old lady clutching a steaming coffee at the register.

Waiting, Nick studied the rack of stroke books behind the counter, copies of Juggs and Hustler and half a dozen others sealed in opaque plastic. A curtain twitched aside in his mind, a glimpse of himself wrenching Sue’s arms toward her shoulder blades as he drove himself into her from behind. What had Pomeroy said? You’re gonna have to have balls the size of cantaloupes to do what you’re gonna have to do. I just can’t believe you got em—

Nick hoped he wouldn’t have to find out, hoped he could make the call and go collapse in the cruiser while he waited for the local cops to come collect him. But he had a feeling that Pomeroy was wrong: that if it came to a harder place than this, the new Nick—the Nick that felt the pull of the tape like a new-born star, the Nick behind the bondage mask—would rise to the challenge. That he was capable of anything—anything—if it could buy him absolution, or maybe only silence, the fine and private silence of the grave.

If there was time—

Nick glanced at the old woman ahead of him, digging arthritically through a purse the size of a Thanksgiving turkey.

Choking back that rising sense of panic, time fleeing into the maw of the past, he cleared his throat, crowded her a little, trying to hurry her up. Finally, the old woman surrendered a handful of change and turned away, cradling the coffee against her fallen breasts.

Nick dumped his cash on the counter. He glanced at the cashier, a thin guy, mid-twenties, his face pocked with a rash of acne scars the same shade as his blazing Gas ’N’ Go smock.

“I need change.” He took a deep breath, his voice calmer than he felt.

The cashier punched a button, scooped up a buck, dumped four quarters on the counter.

“No—I—” Nick cleared his throat. “For the ten. In quarters.”

“Can’t do it, man. I’m short on quarters.”

“Please, you don’t understand, I need—I need—” He felt himself coming apart, begging.

As in a dream, he saw himself drag a pistol out of his jacket, one of Pomeroy’s old-timey six-shooters, saw himself level it at the guy behind the counter—

He blinked down at his hands, palsied atop a laminated notice taped to the Formica: a pack of Marlboros in a black circle with a line drawn through it. WE I.D.!

He swallowed, looked up. The clerk had taken a step back.

“You okay, man?”

“I gotta have change,” Nick whispered.

“Try the machine. By the car wash.”

The cashier lifted his head, making eye contact with someone behind Nick, a dismissal. Nick scooped the quarters into one hand, snatched the bills off the counter with the other, and turned away, every cell in his body singing with resentment, the precious seconds burning away. He felt the impact—

“Careful, friend—”

—before he saw the man he had run into. He staggered, reeling headlong into a display of motor oil posed by a life-sized cardboard cutout of some NASCAR hero. They went over together, him and the cardboard statue of the guy in the Pennzoil crashsuit and four or five cases of medium-grade 10W40. Nick’s hand shot out to break his fall. The quarters bounced away, lost in the clatter of motor oil raining to the floor, twenty or thirty plastic jugs, but it seemed like more, a hundred, a hundred and forty, a thousand. He landed with his knee square on a bottle of Pennzoil. He didn’t know which was worse: the pain which shot from his kneecap like one of those county-fair strength tests, the sledgehammer firing the pin straight up his spinal cord and setting all the bells ringing in his brain; or the sickly farting sound as the no-drip spout blew open, jet-propelling a gout of golden sludge across the slick tile.

“Steady there, cowboy, you all right?”

Nick looked up, everything blurry with pain except for two meaty hands right in his face, one clutching a twelve of Milwaukee’s Best—

—the Beast Tucker used to call it—

—the other extended to give him a hand up. And then his head cleared, a shape resolved itself behind the hands. The fat guy: thick glasses, a beard, a massive gut jutting through his open leather jacket like the prow of an ocean liner, distorting the silver-screened Harley on his black T-shirt. On the seventh day, the T-shirt announced, God bought a hog.

Nick felt himself pass through some kind of internal border checkpoint, crossing over from the province of low-wattage hysteria into the nation of full-out panic, passport stamped and dated, no return visa, and enjoy your trip. He could see it happening, but there was nothing he could do about it. Time leapt forward—

—click click click—

—seconds whipping past like a loose end of film in a projector reel. Too fast, too fast.

Nick scuttled away from the out-stretched hand like a crab, knowing he ought to grab hold of it and let the guy haul him to his feet, knowing he should apologize and pay for the spilled oil, but for Christ’s sake he couldn’t do it, he couldn’t spare the time—

He came halfway to his feet, yanking himself up with one hand on a rack of newspapers. The knee screamed, his leg tingling with numbness. He planted his other foot in the puddle of spilled oil, and started for the door. The world blurred as he went down again. A quart of 10W40 skidded across the tile; it fetched up against a freezer full of Eskimo Pies with a sigh, pent-up oil bubbling to the floor.

“Hey!” the cashier exclaimed as Nick clambered to his feet yet again, leaving tracks across the face of the tumbled NASCAR driver. “You gonna pay for—”

But it was too late.

Nick was outside, the door swinging closed behind him. The December air straightened him, pausing time for a heartbeat, maybe two. And then it all collapsed upon him once again, time blurring past, Finney, Sue, everything. Limping, he sprinted across the lot toward the car wash and the automatic change machine.

The bill changer didn’t like the taste of the ten. It spit out four quarters for the one willingly enough, but when he fed it the second bill, the machine drew it halfway in, decided it didn’t like the flavor and shot it right back at him.

“Shit!” he cried. “Shit, shit, shit!”

Nick struck the machine with the flat of his hand. He could feel himself edging out of the Kingdom of Panic, into some place worse—

—madness—

—some place he dared not name, for fear that naming it might invoke it. He could hear it, though, a siren song just the other side of the border.

He forced himself to slow down, using a trick his mom had taught him, a little nonsense rhyme—

—the grand old Duke of York—

—out of Mother Goose he could use whenever he was upset or afraid. He sang it under his breath, barely moving his lips as he coaxed the wrinkles out of the ten with his thumb and forefinger. The scrap of doggerel recalled an image of his mother, there in his bedroom under the eaves, the book of nursery rhymes open across her lap, light coppering her hair.

He fed the ten into the changer once again. This time the machine swallowed it down, vomiting a cascade of silver in exchange. Nick felt the pressure in his breast ease a little, the siren song of madness retreat to a high-pitched keen at the far edge of consciousness. Abruptly, absurdly, he felt better, as though he had plugged a cartwheel into a Vegas slot and scored jackpot bars straight across the board, the money ringing into the change tray more than a mere ten bucks in quarters, the score of a lifetime, the fortune, at long last, he had always dreamed would be his.

The good feeling didn’t last. It took him five minutes to hunt down the area code for D.C. in the tattered white pages dangling below the phone on a stainless steel cord. It took him another two to figure out how to dial long-distance directory assistance—

—1-202-555-1212—

—slotting in the quarters one two three, and stabbing blindly at the buttons with a trembling index finger.

Precious seconds ticked away.

“What city?”

“Washington.”

“What listing?”

“Senator Phineas Durant.” He drummed his fingers against the phone. “His office listing,” he added, glancing back toward the store. The fat guy with the beer was climbing into an ancient pickup, fifties vintage. Nick watched as he fumbled with something in the seat beside him, then tilted a can of beer to his lips.

Something clicked in the telephone. A whir. A computer voice began to reel off the number. Nick squeezed his eyes shut, struggling to keep the digits in order. But already they were slipping out of his grasp, intangible as time itself. He’d have to call again. Anguished tears welled up in his eyes. The computerized voice at the other end said:

“The number can be automatically connected for a charge of forty-five cents. Press one at the tone.”

Yes.

Nick plugged two more quarters in the slot. He pushed one. Another computer voice spoke up: “Please insert two dollars and ninety cents for the first three minutes.”

Cursing, Nick dug in his pocket and slotted twelve more quarters into the slot. The line hummed. He glanced at the Rolex—

—3:24—

—and turned to study the cruiser. It looked like the last survivor of a demolition derby, mud-splashed and banged up, with broken branches lodged in the grill and a bullet-hole in the windshield. From where he stood, one shoulder socked into the privacy hood, Nick could see the driver’s side of the car, the empty hole where he had shot out the side window, the battered quarterpanels. He couldn’t see the other side—the side that had fetched up against the boulder—but he could imagine it: smashed up and peeling paint along its entire length, shiny steel glinting through. That and the interior, the blood-splashed interior with two guns lying in plain sight on the floorboard.

Abruptly, he thought of Pomeroy, handcuffed to a tree not half a mile away. Screaming.

Stupid, he thought. Stupid to come here.

He saw Sue’s pinky tumble to the desk.

How long before a cop happened by? He should be on the road, he should never have stopped—

He closed his eyes, invoked that talisman.

The grand old Duke of York, he had ten thousand men—

The line was ringing. A warm voice, female, rich with the kind of southern accent that exudes mint juleps and long lazy afternoons on the verandah. Finney’s oiled accent.

“Senator Durant’s office. How may I direct your call?”

Nick took a deep breath, abruptly uncertain how to proceed. He’d never gotten this far in his thinking, had never gotten any farther than digging up the number, making the call—

“Hello?”

“My name is Nick Laymon,” he said, the words rising unbidden to his lips. “I know Senator Durant’s son, Finney. We’re good friends, we go to school together in Ransom, North Carolina. Ransom College. I—I need to speak to the Senator, okay? I need to speak to him, please.”

The woman at the other end of the line was unfazed. “The Senator is in a meeting, Mr. Laymon. If you’d like to leave a number—”

“Ma’am?” he said. “Ma’am, you need to listen to me, okay? I have to talk to the Senator, okay? Even if he’s meeting with—with the President or something—it doesn’t matter. You have to get him.”

“Sir, I can let the Senator know—”

“I can’t wait, okay?”

The temperature of the voice dropped twenty degrees, unpleasant without quite crossing the line into rudeness. “If you’ll hold please, sir.”

“No, please—”

But she was gone. Music, something classical with lots of strings, a harpsichord. Bach maybe. He didn’t know.

Nick swallowed.

He glanced at the watch again—3:26—and felt a renewed wave of panic crash over him. He glanced toward the store. The cashier looked up simultaneously, and for a moment their gazes locked. Nick saw himself stagger into the fat man and go down, the oil spreading in a pool over the tile, and once again the stupidity of the whole chain of events washed over him. Likely enough, the cashier had called the cops—

Someone broke into the Bach. The computer voice again, dunning him for another twelve quarters. Three more minutes.

He plugged them into the slot one by one, the weight in his jacket noticeably diminished, and then there was another voice. The woman.

“If you could just tell me what your call is regarding, sir.”

“Do you like your job, ma’am?”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you like working for the Senator?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“Because if you do, you want to get him on the phone, okay?”

“Mr. Laymon, I don’t think there’s any need for threats, now do you? I hardly see—”

“Goddamnit, get me the Senator!”

The line went dead. Nick bashed the receiver against the phone’s metal casing, once, twice, a third time. He heard an ominous crack, plastic giving. He fumbled for more change and plunged half a dozen quarters into the slot. Two more tumbled away. One spun to a stop on the pavement maybe a foot away. The other dropped into a sewer grating.

Gone.

Punching out directory assistance with a palsied finger, he requested the number once again. This time, he didn’t even bother to try to memorize the number, just had the machine put it through. The world seemed to be growing hazy beyond the shell of the privacy hood. He had that sense of border crossing once again, that siren song growing louder, and now he let his conscious mind put a name to it: madness.

Somone picked up the phone.

The woman.

“Now, listen,” he said, “you have to—you have to let me speak to him—”

“Mr. Laymon?”

“Please—”

“If you could just calm down, sir, I’m sure—”

“—if you don’t let me talk to him, Finney—Finney is going to die—”

Silence.

Nick sagged, hating himself for the lie. Finney was dead, he knew. Had to be. Yet still doubt wormed at him. Had he seen Finney’s hand close around that bullet? And if so, if Finney had been alive when Evans slammed the trunk, then wasn’t that worse? For Nick had failed to help him, a further betrayal—

But it wasn’t his fault. How else could he have chosen?

Nick rested his head against the phone. That scrap of rhyme danced through his head—

—he marched them up the hill and he marched them down again—

—abruptly powerless. It seemed a small thing suddenly, a child’s magic, too small to help him now.

Nothing could help him now.

Cold. So cold. He sighed and he could see his breath clouding the air around him, and then he couldn’t see much of anything at all beyond the blur of tears.

“I’m sorry?” the woman said. Breathless. Shocked.

“Die,” he whispered. “If you don’t help me, they’re all going to die—”

“Hold one moment, please,” she said, a new urgency in her voice. And this time the wait was just a minute, maybe half a measure of Bach and the tiny computer voice asking for more quarters. Nick dug in his jacket without looking up; he slotted quarters into the machine until his pocket was empty. Another coin chimed to the pavement and rolled away. This time, Nick didn’t even bother to watch it, just gave himself over to sobs, that vision of Finney’s hand closing around the bullet, his last gesture.

Save her, Finney had said. He had chosen, it was his fault.

“Sir—”

A man’s voice.

“Senator—”

“Sir, my name is Gerald McClain. With the Capital Police. I understand there have been some threats—”

“No, no threats. Just, please, you have to help me. You have to help Finney, you have to help us—”

“Sir, if you can just calm down, explain to me what’s happening—”

“My fault,” Nick said, and it was like a light going on inside his head, illuminating every secret he had hoped to hide from itself. Exposing him. His weakness. The dark self locked away inside his heart. His guilt and jealousy. My fault, he thought, my fault, I did it, I let Finney die, I wanted him to die.

And now Sue would die, too. Because of his delay, his stupidity in failing to recognize a truth his father had known all along: you had to take care of yourself. The system didn’t care about people like him.

McClain said, “I understand you’ve made some threats to Senator Durant’s family—”

“I need to speak to him,” Nick whispered.

“Maybe in a little while,” McClain said. “But first—”

“Goddamnit, he may not be dead if you’d just listen to me—”

Nick slammed the phone into its cradle.

Finney, Finney—

He was dead, Nick thought. He was already dead when Evans closed the trunk, I didn’t leave him there to die, I didn’t—

He had to know, he had to know for himself.

He turned, staggering back toward the car like a man half-drunk. Tears blinded him. He fumbled for the keys. It took him a minute or two to fit the key into the right slot, and then he had the trunk open. Finney lay crumpled within, still half-wrapped in heavy, clear plastic, smaller somehow than Nick had ever seen him.

And still. So still.

Nick went down to his knees, his arms outstretched, in prayer or sorrow, he could not say.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

And for a moment—just a moment—he stepped fully across that borderline, into the land of madness. He surrendered himself to that siren song, let it sweep him away, everything lost, pain and fear and responsibility. Guilt. Hatred for what he had become. For a moment, seduced into madness, Nick Laymon was nothing more than a husk, lungs like bellows, heart throbbing, blood whirling through his veins, but empty, empty of self, or soul. And then a voice:

“Sir? Are you all right?”

Nick turned.

The cashier. He stood maybe twenty feet away, younger than Nick had thought, twenty-one or two, no older, his face taut with concern. He was Nick’s age. But for the rattle of a car hurling itself over the form of a sleeping policeman he might have been Nick. But he wasn’t.

“Sorry about the oil,” someone said; it took a moment for Nick to recognize his own voice, the absurd apology.

“Were you in an accident? You need me to call the police?”

The cashier took a step closer. He cocked his head, like he was trying to see something. Trying to get a look into the trunk.

At Finney.

Nick stumbled to his feet. He slammed the trunk.

“No,” he said. “Don’t call anyone.”

And then he was in the car, jabbing the key into the ignition and wrenching it hard to the right. The engine coughed, hesitated for a moment, caught. The digital clock on the dash flared to life.

3:44.

Fifteen minutes and Sue would lose another finger. He could see the cigar cutter, gleaming in the light. He had never seen anything so clearly.

He forced the thought from his mind, dismissed Sue and the Pachyderm and all that had happened in the past two days. That road led to the country ruled by madness. She was out there, he could hear her—

—madness—

—crooning his name softly, like a lover, like Sue had not twelve hours ago.

There would be time for that, but not now. He couldn’t afford that luxury right now. Already he had wasted another hour—

—another finger—

He would not waste anything more.

Nick yanked the shifter into reverse. The car surged backward, the steering wheel spinning through his hands. In the rearview mirror, he caught a glimpse of the cashier darting out of his way, but that didn’t matter either, not anymore. Yanking the gear shift into drive, he punched the gas. He hit the road without slowing down and pointed the cruiser’s nose toward the mountains, toward Sue—

—toward the Pachyderm—

—the seconds crashing like mortar fire all around him.


Tuesday, 3:45 to 4:36 PM

The drive to Knoxville—his third in less than seventy-two hours—was a nightmare ride on a runaway roller coaster. Nick tried to fill his mind with waves, to lose himself in that relentless surf—but the memory of the phone call kept coming back to him, the cop’s voice—

—you’ve been making some threats—

—so infuriatingly soothing, as if he could talk all the insanity away.

He wanted to pull over, rest his head against the steering wheel, let madness take him once again, but he forced himself to go on, clinging to that image of Sue—

—Hurry, Nicky—

—like a talisman as he wheeled Evans’s car back through Ransom, ascending toward the mountains. Once, he glanced down at the speedometer—and discovered his hands swollen to twice their normal size. He looked quickly away, ignoring the hammer of his heart.

Sue, he thought. I’m coming.

Wind whistled through the hole in the windshield and roared in from the shot-out window behind him, filling the car with ghostly shouts, the cries of his dead friends, the plaintive pleading of Sue. He cranked the heat and drove faster, his breath pluming before him in wordless prayers, the lizard-tongue of the speedometer needle licking the 80, then the 90 on the straight stretches. His hands, grossly ballooned, swallowed the steering wheel.

He slowed as he climbed deeper into the mountains, the tires squealing, the chassis complaining on the serpentine ribbon of road. At one point, Nick caught a glimpse of half-familiar slope and foliage. The car seemed to lurch across the form of a monstrous sleeping policeman. He cried aloud, gripping the wheel hard with both hands, knowing the place at some inarticulate, cellular level. He could feel it in the chill that prickled across his skin, could see it flashing by: the spot where the Aryan—

—Aubrey, his name was Aubrey—

—had lain, the bend where Pomeroy had flashed his brake lights, the scenic overlook where Evans had hurled Finney into the abyss.

Ghostly voices crowded the car.

Fucking speed bump.

We have to think this thing through.

The money, Nick. Nice little nest egg.

Nick glanced into the rearview mirror. Finney and Tucker sat framed there, their faces deathly pale.

This is your fault, Tucker said. You made us go back.

What now, Nicky? Finney said. Think you can still ride this out?

“Don’t call me Nicky,” he muttered.

Then Sue’s voice drifted lazily over theirs: Time is everything, sweetheart. Stifling the scream that welled in his throat, Nick fumbled at the dash, shutting off the heat. Cold wind swept the ghosts from the car, their voices lost and fading.

He drove, filling his head with the white noise of the wind—

—the waves—

—ignoring the glimmering beacon of the digital clock. He came out of the mountains hearing Sue’s whimpers, hit the highway leading into the city as her face twisted in a rictus of terrible pain, her eyes glazing with that dreadful emptiness.

Just outside of Knoxville—the city spreading before him like an oilspill—Nick looked over to see his father sitting beside him. Staring straight ahead, Frank Laymon said, “Time waits for no man.”

“Don’t I know it, Dad,” he mumbled, pressing the accelerator to the floor. The jittery needle edged up to 80. As he looped to the left of the downtown district, a Tennessee Highway Patrol car passed in the opposite lane. The officer watched Nick fly by, his mouth and eyes widening into small circles of surprise.

Nick looked over to the other seat. His father still sat there, his legs twisted like licorice under the dash.

“You’ve done all you can,” his father said. “Come home, come back to Glory.”

Nick thought about how easy it would be simply to turn around and disappear over the horizon. Ditch the cruiser, hitch the rest of the way home, lose himself in the bayou. Sam and Jake would find him work; day after tomorrow he could be lost in the endless swell of the Gulf, working one of the cyclopean rigs. It was almost too simple.

Then time crashed down upon him and his mind filled with Sue Thompson, the way her lithe form had unfolded over him two nights ago, the way he had so naturally slipped into her warmth. As in a nightmare, he watched her scramble across Gutman’s desk, the humidor flipping silently through the air, her face a mask of horrid helplessness. The cigar trimmer snarled hungrily in Gutman’s Jekyll hand.

Please, Nicky. Promise me.

Without his realizing it, the car slowed to sixty, fifty, traffic blurring around him. Nick gripped the wheel—his hands, he noticed, deflated to a normal size—and punched the accelerator. Frank Laymon had disappeared, blown away like so much vapor.

4:24 Finney’s watch said; 4:29 according to the dash clock.

For one bad moment, he had no idea where to go, what road to take to find Pachyderm Video Security; the landscape—every exit, every barren tree and sagging outbuilding—looked maddeningly the same. Nick screamed in frustration and slammed his fist into the dashboard. He swerved into the right lane—nearly clipping the rear bumper of a little, blue-haired lady’s BMW—and saw the sign: KNOXVILLE INDUSTRIAL PARK 1/4 MILE. Everything fell into place: plastic crèche scenes and rusted swing sets, clapboard houses and yellowed lawns, all discolored by the heatless rays of a December sun.

He took the exit at fifty, tires squealing, inertia bearing into him like a fist; a horn blared behind him. He crested a hill and caught a glimpse of a Tennessee Highway Patrol car as it blew past in the rearview mirror, sunlight sparkling off the windshield, doing at least a hundred, blue lights pulsing. For one horrifying second, Nick knew it was Evans come back. Then he remembered his last sight of the patrolman, laid out in Finney’s tub, two slits—like lipless mouths—opening in his abdomen.

He sped through the bleak neighborhood, the potholed road like a serpent twisting upon itself. He slowed only when he caught sight of the chain-link fence surrounding Gutman’s compound. He stopped a hundred yards from the gate, the dull gray aluminum building like a mirage through the dead foliage. He had no plan, none at all.

4:28.

The engine idled like a hungry beast. He inched the car forward. He could see security cameras mounted atop each side of the gate, their heads slowly rotating like mechanical birds. He braked again, pulling Pomeroy’s gun out of the back of his pants and checking the rounds. Five bullets. He thought of the loose bullet in the trunk, Finney’s hand closing around it in that last fatal reflex. In almost the same moment, he dismissed it, knowing he’d never be able to open the trunk again.

Time, he thought. Time.

He leaned over and retrieved the guns from the floorboard. He ejected the .45’s clip and shook loose eight rounds. Pomeroy’s second gun held five rounds, the hammer down on an empty chamber. Eighteen chances to free Sue. The number seemed impossibly small.

He put the car in reverse and backed carefully up the road. When the gate was barely in sight, he stopped and shifted into drive. He leaned his head on the steering wheel and breathed a silent prayer. What gods would listen to him at this point he had no idea.

4:31.

He sat up, gripping the wheel, his knuckles white. He situated himself in the seat and snapped the seatbelt around him. With no plan at all, his mind a void except for the pulsating image of Sue Thompson writhing, screaming, he stood on the accelerator.

Hurry, Nicky.

Like a wild beast suddenly free of its chain, the cruiser lunged forward, tires shrieking at the pavement, the engine roaring.

He saw only the gate, a rusted chain-link fence that divided the world into diamonds, slightly larger versions of the caging behind him. It grew rapidly—so fast that Nick felt a disorienting vertigo sweep through him. The gate filled the windshield; he could see the tiny flecks of rust, newly oiled hinges, a spider scurrying across one of the horizontal supports.

The car hit the gate with a shattering metallic whumph, tearing it from its hinges and flipping it high into the air. Its shadow streaked across the hood, the image of some bird knocked from flight. In the mirror Nick saw it bounce off the trunk and disappear. One of the security cameras, twisting like a clockwork vulture, plunged through the back windshield.

Vergil Gutman’s domain loomed ahead, as big and lifeless as an oil tanker. His hands welded to the wheel, his teeth gritted so tightly that his jaw popped, Nick pressed the accelerator to the floorboard, aiming the cruiser square at the dented metal door. The tires spit gravel as the cruiser roared through the parking lot.

Nick chanced a quick look at his watch.

4:32.

Hurry, Nicky.

When he looked back up—the car less than fifty yards from the entrance, the building growing before him like some creature in a bad science fiction movie—the door swung open and Oscar stepped outside. Oscar gazed at the car in shock, his mouth agape. Sunlight winked off his Coke-bottle glasses, gleamed across the oily pate of his balding head.

At thirty yards, maybe twenty-five, Nick hesitated. He lifted his foot from the gas and let it hover over the brake for maybe half a second. Oscar snapped his mouth shut, raised his hand. Nick saw that he held a gun, and in the same moment that nightmare image returned to claim him: Sue, her mouth frozen in a timeless scream as her finger tumbled toward Gutman’s blotter. Nick let his foot fall square on the accelerator. The cruiser lunged forward once again, gaining speed. Something punched through the windshield and whistled past Nick’s ear, tiny slivers of glass gnawing at his cheek.

Oscar never got off another shot. The car caught him halfway through his turn to escape. His glasses flew off, winking briefly in the sun.

Nick hit the brakes.

The car spun, the half-open warehouse door folding over the left fender—the one that caught Oscar—like a man taking a solid punch in the gut. The right fender snapped a support beam, the force turning the car even farther sideways. The sign with the juggling elephant flew across Nick’s field of vision. The wall gave with a shriek of metal on metal, shearing away the passenger side mirror and shattering the window.

Bright crystals of safety glass showered over Nick as the car skidded through the office and broadsided Oscar’s banged-up desk, throwing it halfway through the wall. The front end rammed a girder hidden behind the paneling, bending it almost double as the car ground to a reluctant stop. In the same moment, Nick released the wheel and hurled himself across the front seat, the seatbelt tearing at him. The car jolted as the back end came off the ground and slammed back down. Nick caught a glimpse of the trunk flying open in the rearview mirror, and then he was down, huddled across the seat, his arms flung over his head, his foot still pressed to the brake pedal. Something—

—a gun—

—exploded like a cannon round. The rear end of the car sagged, and Nick sighed in relief. Not a gun. A tire. Just then, something else gave way—the crack of a stout board, glass shattering. Then nothing. Silence curled around him like a pall.

Nick pulled one of Pomeroy’s pistols from his belt, unbuckled his seatbelt, and peered over the dash. Spiderwebs spread across the windshield, the shattered office a kaleidoscopic jumble. Smoke lifted lazily from beneath the hood. Something hissed spastically.

He sat up.

4:33.

In his mind he saw the Pachyderm—his Jekyll—self being swallowed by the grotesque ballooning of his Hyde-self—approaching Sue with the cigar trimmer. Reaching for her.

There was a small explosion—a quiet, muffled boom—and, simultaneously, something threw Nick against the seat, something huge, leviathan, bearing into him, its hide rough and pebbled.

Nick screamed and fired two rounds—two thunderous claps, one on top of the other—into the creature. He heard the faraway whine of ricochets. Shrinking away from him, the creature shrieked in pain and despair. Nick flailed at it, scrambling to the other side of the seat. He leveled the revolver again—

—and discovered the driver’s side airbag slowly deflating. He stared at it in amazement, his breath hitching in his chest, smoke curling from the barrel of the gun. With the revolver still pointed at the air bag, he kicked out the windshield. It gave way in a single crumpled sheet of glass and collapsed like something dead over the hood.

The tape.

He looked on the seat beside him, and then under him, patting the leather down and wedging his hands between the seat and door. He thought it was gone—that he had somehow left it behind on the hillside with Pomeroy; then he saw it on the floorboard, a darker rectangle against the iron-gray carpet. He picked it up and slipped it inside his jacket pocket. Heedless of the noise, he crawled from the car and clambered across the hood to the floor.

A groan came from the next room. Nick whirled, his body falling instinctively into a crouch, both hands bringing the gun up. The noise came again, a timorous moan, the sound of death approaching.

Oscar, he thought. Somewhere in the next room, broken into a thousand pieces.

“H-h-hel—” The plea died away. A gasping rattle of air. Nothing.

The gun leading the way, Nick stepped to the wall and peered around the corner. The long hallway that led to Gutman’s office was empty. He stepped into it and pulled the door closed behind him. From above Gutman’s door, a security camera stared down at him, its red eye unblinking. He took several steps into the hallway. The lights flickered above him, once, twice, then went out.


Tuesday, 4:41 PM

The darkness was alive; it wormed its tentacles into him, sucking away his breath, his courage. Nick sagged against the wall as a wave of panic broke over him, releasing a tide of haunted images. Finney and Tucker loured out of the darkness, their eyes accusing. Your fault, your fault. Vergil Gutman appeared, sloughing off the sane Jekyll-portion of his body to reveal his true self, the misshapen Hyde-thing, rife with cauliflower-shaped tumors. Sue—her face contorted, her pinky clutched in the steel maw of the cigar trimmer—wailed at him, Nick, you promised! You promised!

The image of Sue did it, her face twisted with agony. She brought him back to his world, the hallway, the click of another second fleeing past—

Sue, oh Sue.

Nick glanced down at Finney’s watch. He could see nothing. Prodding the blackness with the .45, he took a tentative step forward and then stepped sidewise, coming up against a cold metal door. He fumbled for the knob, turned it. Locked. He huddled there, cowering in the shallow recess, seconds zipping past like bullets.

He strained his eyes toward the far end of the hallway. A block of darkness slowly separated from the surrounding blackness. The base of the shape—

—Gutman’s door—

—flickered with a smokey blue light, faraway heat lightning that pushed back the envelope of darkness, turning it into a smoked-mirror image of the hallway, a passage lined with doors and shadows. Watching the flickering light, he found himself back in Glory for an instant, standing on the beach, his six-year-old hand in the cancer-ridden grip of his mother. He could feel every bone, brittle as dry twigs, as they looked out over the horizon. A storm brewed there, massed thunderheads high above the Gulf, shimmering with ghostly pulses of light.

“Never forget the beauty, Nicky,” she had told him. “Never overlook simple things.” Her last lesson, their last walk on the beach.

Nick pulled out the second of Pomeroy’s six-shooters. With his mind’s eye he saw Gutman crouched behind the door, waiting, a gun held loosely in his Jekyll hand, the malformed Hyde hand wrapped around Sue’s porcelain throat, her hair spilling around the monstrosity in copper rivulets.

Nick pressed the barrel of the larger gun to his lips and inhaled the acrid stench of cordite. Thumbing back both hammers, he murmured something—

—a prayer—

—under his breath. Then he charged down the hallway, his fingers squeezing the triggers again and again.

Thunder roared in the narrow hallway. Tongues of orange flame licked at the gloom. At the far end of the hall—miles and miles away, an endlessly elongating funhouse corridor—quarter-sized holes bloomed in the door to Gutman’s office. Ghostly lasers of smokey blue light beamed out, slashing Nick’s face and chest. He ran on, forging through the dense air, each step jarring him as though it might shake him apart, each gunshot like a stick of dynamite detonating between his ears.

The smaller gun, the one in his right hand, quit firing; Nick dropped it and fumbled for the .45. The sight caught on his belt. Never slowing, he tugged harder—and then Gutman’s door loomed up before him, each bullet hole a cataract-stricken eye, staring at him with its milky blue gaze. The hammer of the second gun fell on empty chambers.

Click!

Click!

Click!

The thunder of time.

Nick dropped the pistol—still tugging at the .45—and launched himself at the door. He hit it with the meat of his shoulder, following with his full weight. A satisfying crack sounded and the door flew back. Nick tumbled through—he felt the cold plate bearing the name VERGIL GUTMAN brand his cheek—and spilled across the thick carpet of the Pachyderm’s office. He rolled and came up in a crouch, pulling the .45 free at last. The flickering glow from the bank of television monitors illuminated the room with an eerie incandescence. Nick glanced at Finney’s Rolex and discovered that his fall had shattered the watch. Time stood still, frozen at 4:41, the second hand jutting up like an accusatory finger.

Behind him, the door crashed against the wall. Nick whirled, firing two rounds into the gleaming oak as the door swung back into its frame. Wispy tendrils of smoke, like a bank of fog, rolled slowly into the room. The air smelled charred.

Someone chuckled, an oily wheezing sound.

“Oh, bravo, Mr. Laymon. I do love an entrance.”

Shadow loomed mountainously behind the desk. Even as Nick pivoted, even as he raised again the .45, a desk lamp clicked on; a pool of light spread across the desk, revealing the Pachyderm. Again the burp of obscene laughter threatened to burst from Nick. For an instant he knew that it would, that shocked, vulgar hilarity would spill from his throat. Something—a belch, a swallowed chuckle—escaped his lips, burbled into the room.

Nick met Gutman’s eyes—and all humor died.

Vergil Gutman stared at him with eyes devoid of emotion. The Pachyderm had changed not at all since Nick had last seen him: the burn-puckered whorl above his eye; the alien nodule of diseased flesh running rampant along his left cheek; the thick, twisted lip. Everything looked exactly, horrifyingly the same. Again vertigo knocked Nick off balance, sent his mind reeling. Staring into those cold eyes, Nick sensed the titanic battle raging inside the man, the struggle between his Jekyll and Hyde selves, between the normal, sane man and his tortured, malformed twin. Looking at him—the deadness of his eyes, the rigidity of his posture—Nick knew that the Hyde-self, for the moment, held sway.

Nick leveled the .45 at him. “Where is she? Where’s Sue?”

Gutman studied Nick, his hands folded in front of him on the desk, the smaller hand—

—the sane one—

—engulfed by the malformed one, thickened with spongy tumors. Lying in the center of the desk was a silver pistol; it gleamed wickedly in the pool of light. Gutman made no move for it. Instead, he watched Nick with what might have been a smile playing across his tortured lips. Next to the gun lay the cigar cutter. Nick saw it and looked quickly away, his heart stalling, his blood running cold. The blade was clotted with something thick and brown.

With blood.

Sue.

He glanced at Finney’s watch again. Still—as it always would be-4:41.

Gutman sighed. “I fear that your solo appearance bodes ill for my dear Lawrence. And yet I cannot help but notice also the absence of Mr. Durant. An eye for an eye, Mr. Laymon, is that—”

“Shut up! Shut the fuck up!” Nick grasped the butt of Evans’s .45 with both hands and pointed the barrel at Gutman’s massive head, centering the sight on the whorl of marbled flesh. “Where is Sue? Tell me now or—”

“Or you’ll what Mr. Laymon? You’ve proven yourself terribly resourceful—but not foolish, certainly not that. Surely you realize the precariousness of your situation.” Gutman paused, tilting back in his chair. He shifted slightly—the leather making a terse farting sound, the chair groaning beneath his weight—and searched for a thought. “A person of your—how should we say?—resilience? Yes. And imagination. I think that captures you precisely. Surely a person of your resilience and imagination must comprehend how precarious a situation you find yourself in.” Gutman spoke each word fastidiously, forcing each precisely enunciated syllable through his malformed lips. An image bloomed in Nick’s mind: Vergil Gutman posed before a mirror, his eyes boring into his reflection as he worked his way through the dictionary, pronouncing each word a thousand times—until it was perfect, until it flowed precisely from his mouth.

“A man of your constitution,” Gutman continued, “could be of use in an operation such as mine. After all, you’ve proved yourself to be a man of … flexible … morals—”

Nick stepped forward and pressed the gun to Gutman’s forehead.

The Pachyderm smiled, a grotesque constriction of his facial muscles. The smile never reached his eyes.

“If you shoot me, Mr. Laymon, you’ll never see Miss Thompson again. That would be a shame. She is quite … lovely.” His tone thickened with the word, as if the Jekyll-self had stumbled; then the voice rediscovered its measured cadence. “We had a deal, remember?”

Nick remembered. He glanced over Gutman’s bald dome at the wall of video monitors. Half of them had gone black, the satellite and network feeds, the entire pack of yammering heads—Oprah and John Edwards and Jerry Springer—banished, leaving him utterly alone. Three of the others had been shattered, and Nick had a fleeting internal glimpse of Gutman sitting calmly at his desk as the bullets whizzed around him—a man utterly without fear of death, seeking it maybe, the blessing and benediction he yearned for but was too stubbornly iron-willed after all these years of illness to grant himself. As Nick looked on, transfixed by this inner vision, one of the screens spat a shower of sparks, fizzed loudly, and died, emitting a thin streamer of smoke.

Most of the internal screens, the surveillance camera feeds, had survived: shadowy hallways and store rooms; the security fence, its gate lying mangled on the asphalt. Nick’s eyes settled on the one he’d been searching for: the concrete bunker, the room where Casey Barrett had died her unspeakable death. It stood empty. Something like relief claimed Nick. He allowed himself an emotion he only then realized he had been suppressing from the moment he had stepped into the cruiser so many hours ago.

Nick Laymon began to hope.

He looked back at Gutman. Keeping the gun trained at the fat man’s massive head, Nick reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the video tape. A folded slip of paper fluttered to the desk. His eyes never leaving Nick’s, Gutman picked it up and unfolded it. It separated into two pieces: Casey Barrett’s reward flier and the picture of the Barrett estate, the one he’d torn from Atlanta magazine.

Gutman’s face split into a huge grin, his teeth catching the light like tiny jewels. His eyes danced with mirth.

“Oh indeed, Mr. Laymon,” he said. “A dreamer, are you? I quite admire that. How thoughtless of me to destroy your plans, your dreams. All shattered, all gone. And only because you were in a wrong place at a wrong time.” The Pachyderm’s smile broadened and he made a tiny, clucking sound inside his mouth. “Only because you stepped into one of the world’s holes.”

Nick felt his face redden.

He dropped the tape on the desk. “Here’s my end of the deal. Now give me Sue.”

Gutman’s grin faded and his eyes became colder. Neither moved for a full minute, then Gutman dropped the sheets he held before him. They drifted to the desk top, a wave lapping a beachhead. Nick flicked his eyes downward to watch them settle—

—that green light, glimmering, then gone—

—and realized too late that he had made a mistake.

All he saw was a blur, a motion so fast, so sure, that it was finished before Nick registered that it had happened: an unseen serpent striking, a gleam of quicksilver light.

Gutman’s voice, measured, precise: “And here’s my end.”

The gun spat bright-orange flame, twice, followed instantly by explosions more like loud coughs, so quick that they were only one sound. In the same moment, Nick threw himself to one side, scuttling toward shadows. He heard another shot, felt a bullet zip past him, so close that it shivered erect the fine hairs at the back of his neck. He rolled into some kind of cabinet, tape cartridges and lenses spilling around him. He squeezed off a couple of blind shots behind him.

The recoil of the shots jarred his gun-arm, releasing bright hot currents of pain. He looked down. The shoulder of his jacket had been torn apart, chewed leather turning black in the slow seep of blood. Pain broke over him, fire and ground glass and razors gnashing at his shoulder. He tucked a hand under his jacket and discovered a ragged hole in his left shoulder. His shirt and jacket hung heavy with blood. So much blood. Goddamn, so much blood. He breathed, slow, steady, and gradually something like calm reasserted itself.

Somewhere far away, the Pachyderm talked, garbled phrases piercing the wall of pain: “… my dear lad … should have learned … listened …”

Nick lifted his bad arm, thankful that it still worked. He squeezed off a shot in the direction of the voice as he clambered to his feet. Stumbling over the overturned cabinet, he flattened himself against the wall. An image of Pomeroy hobbling down the highway like an escaped scarecrow came to him. The room reeled. Metal shavings ground at his shoulder. Steadying himself with his good hand and rolling his shoulders, Nick turned slowly to face the room, leaving a bloody palm-print on the wall, four crimson trails tracking toward the floor.

Gutman’s office had taken on the distorted dimensions of a funhouse, the man himself a mountainous shadow backlit by the flickering monitors, his arms crossed over his immense girth, the silver gun lying between the humidor and the cigar trimmer. And still he talked.

Nick looked down, surprised to see Evans’s .45 still clutched in his hand. He lifted the gun—it was amazingly heavy, as though someone had weighted his hand with an anvil—and aimed it at Gutman, talking, talking, talking.

“—you could be a valuable asset, my dear Mr. Laymon. Why not set aside your weapon? We could be an amazing team, you and—”

Nick squeezed the trigger, every fiber in his body contracting. The gun barked and one of the video monitors—the one that showed a stark, silent room of chains and cinderblocks—exploded. A shower of sparks and a gout of flame leapt out of the shattered screen.

Gutman never flinched. He turned to study the dead screen and then looked back at Nick. He shook his head. “So that’s the way it has to be,” he said, leaning over the desk. Nick tensed, expecting Gutman to pick up the gun. Instead, he opened the humidor and brought out a cigar. He passed it leisurely under his nose and said something Nick couldn’t make out. He picked up the cigar clipper and snipped off the butt of the stogie, the snick bouncing around the office like a rifle shot.

“Where’s Sue?” Nick said.

The Pachyderm smiled. “I propose another deal, Mr. Laymon: let me keep the girl and you can go. Fly away, be free.”

Nick didn’t answer. Inching along the wall, he brushed into something, heard it fall to the carpet. A stool. He stood in the angle between the wall and a bar—the shadowy corner where Evans had conjured up their drinks. He glanced at Gutman, now silent, a lighter flickering in the Jekyll hand as he ignited the cigar. Nick pushed himself away from the wall and began to move along the length of the bar. Fish hooks of pain embedded themselves in the bad shoulder.

He thought of Sue—the way her head tilted when she asked a question; the way her hips swayed as she walked; the way her features collapsed every time Dr. Gillespie called her name. He thought of the long, cool grasp of her slender fingers and moved ahead, groping the bar for purchase. He could no longer hear Gutman.

A gap appeared in the countertop. Blundering through, Nick turned to study Gutman, watching as he blew out a thick cloud of smoke and placed the cigar in an ashtray. Then he picked up the pistol.

Nick slid behind the bar, catching shadowy glimpses of a small refrigerator, a stainless steel basin, its faucet rising like a charmed cobra, liquor bottles standing in shiny and attentive rows. He heard the concussion of a shot. A bottle of Glenfiddich exploded, showering liquor over him, broken needles gouging at his wounded shoulder.

Oh God, oh God. Sue.

He fumbled at the .45, released the clip. Two shots. Two fucking shots. He couldn’t afford to waste them. He had to find a spot to make his stand, catch Gutman by surprise, make the last two chances count.

Another shot. A bottle of gin blew apart. Nick’s eyes found a doorway cloaked by a silken black curtain, a line of brightness underneath it. He caught the curtain and hauled himself through, shoulder shrieking. On the other side he discovered another room, this one smaller, brighter, a light surgical, glaring.

A sickening sense of déjà vu flushed through him. The room was cold and gray—the color of the Gulf in deep autumn—as lifeless as its image in the bank of monitors, as dank as he’d imagined it as he watched Casey Nicole Barrett squirm within it, her fear amplified by the monotonous walls. Nick pressed his face to one of the precisely fitted cinderblocks.

Cool. So cool.

“Sue,” he called, his voice a husk, a whisper.

Chains lay coiled on the floor. The drain sparkled in the dim light. It was a room of angles and planes, a symphony of calculations and agendas, orchestrated by a mad conductor. An assortment of whips and prods and dildoes hung on the opposite wall, arranged according to size. Beneath them dangled two bondage masks, limp, deflated of meaning. The room’s neatness was an obscenity.

Another mask.

A wave of agony rolled through Nick. He gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut until tears ran down his face. His arms were too heavy to lift, his feet too heavy to move. He glanced back at the curtain, hanging straight and still.

Where’s Gutman?

The thought drifted away when he saw the second door, dead-bolted and sturdy, next to the bondage gear.

Sue.

Nick pushed himself from the wall, the room riding away on a breaker of pain before returning, slowly, slowly. He staggered across the concrete floor, glancing back once at the curtained doorway, empty, Gutman’s office still on the other side.

What the fuck’s he doing out there?

He leaned against the door and fumbled at the deadbolt, levering back the lock’s tongue. Simultaneously, something hurled itself at the other side. The door shook against his cheek. He stepped back. The door knob twitched, once, twice, and was still.

Moving in slow motion, a man caught in a nightmare, he reached out and turned it. The door drifted open an inch or two, the darkness beyond impenetrable. From inside came a feral groan. An image of the blind bear cub possessed him, its snout prodding at the cold air. Nowhere to go, nothing to hope for, forever trapped in a ramshackle sty. “Hey,” he whispered. “Sue?”

And then something stormed out of the darkness like a jack-in-the-box. The door slammed against the cinderblock wall with a resounding whack, and a figure reeled past Nick. Hunched nearly in half, its arms tucked into the bend of its body, the figure—

—a woman—

—spun and faced Nick, wailing. “Nnnuuhhh!” it screeched at him, a sound cobbled together of a thousand different pains. He caught a glimpse of half-familiar features, copper hair falling in disarray around thin shoulders, eyes a bright emerald green and empty of everything but terror, a terror so deep and cold that he could never fully plumb it.

Then she was on him.

Nick shrank against the wall, thrusting her away, his shoulder screaming.

“Keeeee!”

The woman—

—Sue! SUE!—

—came at him again, one hand hooked into a bloody talon, the other blunt and heavy, a club swaddled in clumsy, rust-stained bandages.

“Sue,” he cried, “it’s me, it’s—”

She scrabbled at him, mad to flee, to run headlong into somewhere else. He wrapped his arms around her and still she flailed, her face contorted, her hair whipping, her body bucking.

And all the while she screamed: “Nnnuuhhh! Keeee!” That horrible keening, a sound that ripped the world, which gnawed at the final threads of Nick Laymon’s sanity.

“Nuuuhh-keee!”

Only then did he realize: she was calling him, shrieking his name over and over, holding him to the bond he’d given her scant hours ago.

The bond he’d broken.

For the second time in less than an hour Nick gave himself over to the siren song, let the madness take him. He surrendered.

Of its own accord his hand rose and swung, smiting Sue Thompson, imprinting the angry marks of his fingers across the pale plain of her cheek. His head filled with the image of Sue bent before him, his cock thrusting hungrily, angrily into her—

—it hurts, she had said, oh Nicky it hurts—

—before pouring all his desires and fears into her in a single mindless spasm. And then as quickly: he saw again the stranger’s hand raised, saw again the blow come down upon the stripper and the curtain yanked closed, felt again the ugly thrill that took him.

Sue gasped and fell back—and her eyes cleared, became Sue’s eyes again, the madness and terror taking a small, sidewise step. With them, Nick felt his own madness ebb, felt the fog in his head dissipate. It was, he thought, as if a mask had been peeled from his face.

Sue collapsed into his arms, sobbing.

“Oh, Nicky, oh Nicky—”

Words tumbled out of Nick, a string of disjointed syllables, a meaningless cooing, a sound that might have been soothing in another time, another place, but here, now it meant nothing, the words worse than meaningless, a mockery of comfort—

And all he could think was: Time is everything. The Pachyderm had kept his end of the deal. Everything is time.

Goddamn him, Nick thought. God DAMN him.

Sue had stopped talking. She wove unsteadily before him, one hand, its pinky and ring finger sheared away, a clot of tissue and dried blood at the nubs—

—her good hand oh God her good hand—

—at her face, the other, bandaged and bloody, cradled below her breasts like something wounded, broken. Nick’s breath caught in his throat, an image caught in his mind like a bone in the throat—

—Sue rising over him like a night-flowering plant—

—time seeming to have stopped altogether, could have for all he cared, time now so meaningless, so useless.

Careful of her hands, his shoulder, he wrapped his good arm around her and leaned against the wall. Pain flared from his wounded shoulder, coursed through him in electric jolts.

It was over.

Gutman had remained faithful to his end of the deal, a finger for every hour. They had bargained and Nick had returned the tape. Now the Pachyderm had to let them go. He had to. It was the deal. He breathed into Sue’s ear, “Okay now, baby, okay …”

He sensed rather than heard Vergil Gutman enter the bunker—the slow draft of displaced air, the subtle drop in temperature, as though an enormous shadow had fallen over them.

Sue’s body stiffened against his. She screamed—a harrowing shriek that chilled his blood—and pushed away from him, her wrist slipping from his grasp. Her shoulder knocked painfully against him, throwing him off balance. He grabbed for her, felt her copper tresses slip through his fingers as she slid away, her back to the dank wall.

Gutman stepped out of the curtained doorway.

Strength at long last abandoned him and Nick slid to the floor, the scrape of the cinderblock against his jacket as harsh as Gutman’s laughter. He tried to lift Evans’s .45 and could not, his arm—

—his good arm—

—as useless as his father’s legs.

Gutman grinned.

“Patience, my dear Mr. Laymon, is a virtue. And an essential in this sort of business, I fear. Take marksmanship, for example; it’s all about patience. You must take the proper stance—like so.” He spread his massive legs, rested his weight comfortably atop them. He pointed the gun at Nick’s heart. “Hold your weapon in both hands, your elbows slightly bent and your muscles relaxed, and then squeeze the trigger—”

“Please, no, don’t kill him—” Sue, the words barely coherent, a rush of anguished sobs.

“Be still, Ms. Thompson. I’ll get to you soon enough.”

“No, please, I’ll do any—”

“Shhhh,” Gutman said. “Any last words, Mr. Laymon?”

Nick swallowed. He said nothing, his eyes focused only on Gutman’s thick finger, wedged between the trigger guard and the trigger.

“No?” Gutman said. “Well, again let me express my sorrow that we could not come to an agreement, you and I. Perhaps in another life, yes?”

And now the finger whitened as Gutman began to exert pressure on the trigger. Nick closed his eyes.

“No please—” Sue began, and then the sound of her voice changed, a note of wonderment: “Finney?”

At first Nick thought he must have misheard her, his perceptions stunned, his mind garbled. But she said it a second time, triggering a feverish montage in his mind: Finney’s hand closing over the bullet in the moment before Evans appeared at the trunk, the cruiser slamming headlong into Oscar and the building beyond, a glimpse of the trunk flying open in the rearview mirror.

Wild hope surged through Nick. Finney, he thought. Alive, alive—

Nick opened his eyes. Gutman towered over him, standing as he’d been standing since the beginning of time. A smile pulled at his lips; he shook his head. But Nick could see something else as well: the doubt that flickered in his eyes. Gutman swiveled and with the barrel of his gun drew back the black curtain.

Nothing.

Only the darkness of the room beyond, the occasional flicker of a faraway monitor. Nothing.

In that moment Nick realized that there would never be anyone there, that there had never really been anyone there. He was alone, utterly alone. His mother, his father, Alex St. Johns, Tuck, Senator Durant, Gillespie, Stillman, most of all Finney—gone, all gone. The universe yawned, showed him its aching emptiness.

There was only him.

Gutman turned back, shook his head, and said, “Alas, Ms. Thompson, I fear you are mistaken—”

The bunker roared with thunder, detonations bouncing between the gray walls, seeming to shake the room apart. Nick screamed and moved to cover his ears—to block out the clamor, the world—and discovered Evans’s .45 bucking and spitting at the end of his arm.

The Pachyderm stood motionless in the doorway, a bemused look rising like a flush across his face, his right eye—now softened by a film of tears—meeting Nick’s. His left eye was a gaping hole. Gore leaked down his cheek in a small runnel. The tumor that deformed his lower face had split open, a hash of tissue and blood. His immaculate suit was bloody, too, a moist welter of flesh and bone.

He remained motionless, staring with his one good eye at Nick. His gun clattered to the concrete floor. His lips quivered, parted slightly. A huge, pink spit bubble formed there and burst.

Slowly, after what seemed years, he toppled forward, like a great tree being felled. His body hit the concrete slab with an enormous, wet smack. The black curtain blew back a final time, revealing nothing.

Nick let go of the .45 and slid the rest of the way down the wall. Pain flared brightly, a storm-tide rolling in. His gaze fell on the arm folded in front of him, Finney’s watch inches from his nose.

4:41.

From the other room, his father’s voice: Come home, Nick.

Movement: Sue crawling across the floor, curling into the crook of his good shoulder, her ravaged hands clutched between her breasts. Gently, so gently, he closed his numb fingers over her hands. He thought to say something, words he had said to her only once before, that night in her moon-washed bedroom, when he knew she could not hear him. I love you, he whispered, and he didn’t know if he had managed to say the words out loud.

Nick closed his eyes, focusing on the sound of Sue’s breathing and her bandaged hand beneath his grip. A sound he’d been hearing for a while turned into a wall of sirens, an army of them. He wondered briefly whether the cops were coming to rescue them or to finish them, and then, as the waves of pain rolled through him with greater intensity, he found that he could not think at all.

Come home, Nick.

And so he surrendered himself to the black depths where pain could not reach him for a while, dreaming himself at last back into the Acura as it jolted over an endless series of speed bumps, the crash and roar of countless sleeping policemen, of Gulf breakers dragging him home to Glory.
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