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For Michael,

and for my beloved Opichi…








Wednesday, April 7, 1982

The North Woods, Minnesota

Late afternoon, the snow began to fall. It swept down out of the Canadian arctic, then into the Rainy River Basin and onto County Road 17 and into Red Lake. It eddied and snaked over the shoulders and into the ditches and was caught in the high, yellow grasses and in the birches and elms and maples further in. On the marshlands, the snow first fell on cattails and duck grass. Everywhere it came down, filling first the hollows and shallow areas, then drifted through the woods. The snow danced and eddied. It spun in dervishes. It filled the ditches and licked out boldly across roads in undulating snakes of white.

On the north shore of Lake Superior to the east, the wind-driven snow bent the branches of a nearly four hundred-year-old cedar, stirred the dibindowin hung in the pines around it, the charms making a sibilant, glass clatter, as if in conversation.

The snow came down heavier, the wind driving it, and the sun set.
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On the Red Lake Reservation


A big man accustomed to the cold, he forced himself up the road, boxing his arms for warmth, only this afternoon he was unprepared. His car, a distance behind him, had coughed twice and died, but he would not be deterred from his purpose, and he kicked through the falling snow, the heels of his boots skittering all directions on the now ice-crazed asphalt. Around him, the snow fell silent over a sea of grass, there endless, desolate muskeg. He tucked his chin into the collar of his jacket, put his head down, butting the wind. His breath was warm, but it made him shiver for a dampness become more penetrating.

To reassure himself, he patted the pocket of his jacket, the gun knocking against his side, then lifted his head and tested the air. There was that ashy, new snow smell in it and a ringing, somber quiet. He wondered if someone might come along, though this late it was unlikely. Angling up a steep, sloping hill, he followed the now veering centerline. Box elders grew beside the road here, and stunted pin oak and the cane of red willow. He stopped and lit a cigarette, just to get his bearings. A breeze had kicked up, and he cupped his hands around the cigarette to get it started, then thrust the works, pack and matches, deep into his pocket. His hands were so cold he could barely feel them, but that was nothing unusual. During hunting season in the stands it had been colder by far; only, now, he’d rushed from the lodge wearing cowboy boots and an unlined jacket, had no hat or gloves. For solace, he imagined himself hunting in his Sorels and parka, his Winchester 30.06 slung over his shoulder.

For a time that made things better. Just another day out in the muskeg, he told himself, though it was anything but.

Some time later, he bent into the wind, the snow icy on his now all but numb forehead and his body telegraphing dire signals to him, ones he ignored. The light had turned gray and flat, and the going was all the more difficult for it. A sort of silent panic had sprung up in him, and the road broken now, in it pot-holes big as wheelbarrows, which he circumnavigated. He crossed the road to the soft shoulder where the footing was better and made good time, saw himself buying a cheap car, maybe in International Falls, and driving Highway 71 down to 2, 2 east to Duluth, then 35 south into Minneapolis.

“Listen,” his brother, Eli, had confided, calling the lodge, “Ruben LaChapelle’s headed north and he’ll stop at the Ramblers.” The Ramblers was a border-town watering hole and outfitter. “I need you to ask him something. Just, ‘What does it mean?’ And, brother, if I disappear before you can call me back, you get to the bottom of it. Promise?”

“Eli?!” he’d barked into the phone, but the connection had been cut off, only static for an answer.

The last he’d heard, Eli was working at an auto body shop with their ne’er-do-well cousin, Ruben.

Thinking on it, Ruben and his brother, he forgot his footing, pitched head over heels down an embankment, the ground pummeling him.

At the bottom he shook himself, dug the snow out of his collar, then, feeling something was off, he patted his jacket pocket.

Nothing there, and he bellowed up into the snow-filled sky, “GOD DAMMITALL TO HELL!”

On his hands and knees, he dug like a burrowing animal in the grass and snow, and when he couldn’t feel his hands, he beat them against his thighs, then stood, taking in the muskeg around him, a wasteland of tamarack, and scrub conifers, and here and there a stunted ironwood.

He had to get to Eli. The thought made him breathless, as though he were suffocating.

And Ruben? Ruben had been following the railroad tracks into the reservation when he’d been hit by the Burlington Northern, his body strangely burned in places. Or so said the police who’d stopped by the lodge, asking if he had any idea how Ruben had come to be out there.

Bad luck and whiskey, he’d quipped, to shut them up.

What he hadn’t told them was, it was all too obvious from the photos Ruben had been tortured. And when he hadn’t given up what they’d wanted? They’d left his body on the tracks. But had they done that as a warning, or a come on? And if not for Eli, then who?

All of it, Eli’s call, Ruben dying on the tracks, and the police grilling him the day after, had been worse than suspicious.

And there’d been the accident, last autumn, in which Bear, the older of his two half-brothers, had been killed. The two deaths couldn’t be related, reason told him. Ruben’s now – and Bear’s. But his heart said Murder. His heart said, First Bear, and nine months later Ruben. Spooked at Eli’s call, he’d jumped into his car. Driven hard, into the snowstorm until the car died.

Up the road now, to the west, the last of daylight was being sucked down into the muskeg. All right, he thought, it was ten miles or so into Fort Frances, if he just… pushed it, he could make it. He’d start a fire, warm himself, and if the snow let up, he’d head out again. If not, he’d build a lean-to and get going in the morning, when he could make better time.

He reached for his cigarettes, for the matches in the pack, and his stomach turned, and he scrabbled deeper into his pocket.

Turned the pocket out and a wad of gray lint dropped onto the snow like a dead mouse.

Mo! he thought. Shit!

His eyes on the curled lip of the road where he’d come down, he tried to calm himself. Already the snow was covering the signs of his fall, and he went up and down the ditch, raking his hands through the snow-covered grass, determined to find the cigarettes, but… nothing.

His hands on his hips, let his head drop back, over him a vortex of churning snow. A thought lurking there–

God, yes! His match container. Such was his habit of preparation, he hadn’t even thought of it. A gift from his father, he’d carried it with him from the time he’d been old enough to go out alone. Dug it now from the coin pocket of his jeans, a thumb sized brass cylinder.

The threaded end locked with a loop of carbon steel, and he forced it back with his thumb. Hallelujah, he thought, Thank you, Sister Seraphim! God does help those who help themselves! Only, gripping the container in his fist, his entire body willing it to open, he couldn’t get the cap to budge. So bit down on it, twisted, angrily, and the machining abrading his molars.

In a near rage, he dropped into the ditch, patting the snow, looking for – something, anything he could use to break open the match container.

And like that, he found a stone that fit in the palm of his hand, then scaled the embankment. Went farther up the road, to a stand of jack pine, where he cleared an arm’s width of asphalt.

He didn’t want to flatten the match container, just loosen the cap, and he lifted the stone and brought it down sharply on it, then stooped, trying to make out what he’d wrought.

The brass cylinder had shattered, the matches, Farmer’s, blue-nippled heads, scattered, like a fan. He swept them into his pocket, tore grass from the shoulder, then gathered pine detritus from the shoulder, made of it kindling and, with a piece of the fractured cylinder shaking in his cold-palsied hands, he jabbed at two matches clutched his insensate fingers.

The sulfured tops came off, and he dropped them. Took up four more, only this time he carefully struck them, the matches coming alight, and he thrust them into the grass at the heart of the kindling. Which smoldered, until he fed the remaining matches, flaring, into it, and the kindling catching fire, and he went up the hill behind him. Tore at dead branches, a veritable glee in him, and when he’d gotten an armload, he went back down.

The fire had picked up, but in burning was more fragile. He stooped with the branches.

It was then he heard it in the pines. A distant, throaty roaring, this something sweeping down on him.

He zipped his jacket open, spread his arms wide, making himself large, his jacket a sail, but the gust scooped the tinder, embers, and ash up into his face, and he clawed through the air.

Where one last, bright spark lifted high over his head and, tumbling end over end, it went out.
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He was determined to follow the road, but now he was having difficulties with even that. Walking. His feet were distant, his hands no better, there only painful intimations of a body no longer his. The snow drifted in currents, luminescent. His trick knee hurt, and he had a tendency to walk to his right because of it, to veer off in that direction.

His mind wandered. Eli. The Twin Cities. Something wrong. What was it? Now he was guiding tourists, in August. The boat turned a lazy circle in the water, the sun hot on his back. He eyed the water and let himself fall, and the road hit him, a slap from the hand of God.

Dazed, he shook himself and got to his feet, knocked the snow out from under his jacket and bent into the wind. His teeth had stopped their incessant chattering, but that was a bad sign, too. He’d tried to stuff some grass in around his chest but it had gotten wet and had only dampened his shirt, then frozen.

Lights? A shed? A house? But there was nothing, just the muskeg, giving way to yet more scrub oak, then to grassy muskeg yet again, all endless muskeg, not so much as a telephone pole or power line.

Was it ten miles into Fort Frances now? Or less? How long had he been walking?

Could he get back to the car? Or was Fort Frances closer?

In the middle of the road, he bit his lower lip and tasted blood, but couldn’t feel a thing. His forehead was as hard as a sheet of glass and his feet were no longer a problem because they were no longer there.

The snow caught in his eyelashes; it seemed as though he were looking out from a cave. And outside, everything was darkness.

Slipping, he fell and hit his head again. Got, staggering, to his feet. No matter. He was drunk. But he didn’t drink anymore. And what was he doing out in the snow without a hat on his head? Or–

Right. It was April, that’s what it was, and… there’d been something he needed to do.

He let his hands drop to his sides. Turned, this way. Then that. Both directions seeming the same. Snow. A sea of it.

Ah, but here were his footprints! He followed them a distance, and the footprints, filling with snow, became more insubstantial, as if, he’d simply floated off, had become a jiibay, a ghost.

The footprints ended in both directions. He stood in the middle of the road, the snow coming down.

It was important to know which way he’d come, though, he thought. But which way was that?

At an intersection he stopped again. To the right, the muskeg gave way to a series of bare, loping hills. To his left was just more road and darkness and snow. What the hell, he thought, he would just keep moving, and he’d remember at some point where he’d been off to.

All of this now, God’s will, he thought, and laughed to himself. Old Seraphim at St. Mary’s Indian Boarding School had always said that, when something awful happened, It’s God’s will.

“Well, here you go, Seraphim!” he shouted, up in to the falling snow.

He laughed and held his arms out, then stumbled, catching himself. The wind had stopped, and it was dark and quiet and still.

The snow was falling so heavily it covered everything in smooth, flawless, perfection.

A high whistle had started in his head, which, just now, he recognized as his own breathing. Death near, only he wouldn’t give in to it, not when he needed to get somewhere.

Right. His brother, Eli. Eli needed him. And Ruben was dead, and Bear, it was all… connected. And this, now. This too, his being out here, had everything to do with it.

But what?

Staggering up the road, he’d come to a forested area, more ironwood, and now cedars, here a cathedral ceiling of skeletal limbs, and in the humming in his head voices of those he’d loved.

Nodin eta’ ningotan. Don’t be afraid, it’s just the wind, his mother, Martha, said. Didja bring me anything? his brother, Bear, asked. Nandotan, his father said, mino’ gondaagan… What are you doing? Where are you going?

He lifted his ear, his right, cocked up, a funnel…. Michael! said a voice he didn’t recognize.

He looked around him, here just more snow-drifted road and trees.

Michael!

Ha, he thought. He was talking to himself now.

Where are you going?!

He chuckled. “Where else?” he called out. “Aoda’nawine’ hindinose!” I’m walking to the spirit land. “With you. I’m going to hell, you fucker! You lying son-of-a-bitch!”

Slipping, he fell into a drift, then got to his knees and brushed the snow from his face. But why go farther? He staggered up the road, then fell again – Oh, Christ! Really?! – but stood, again.

He had to get somewhere, do something.

Michael! came the voice again, as if out the very dark, Tell me your true name, and you’ll live….

Oh, what shit, he told himself, that old thing, why, it was Old Man Debundunk’s cautionary tale coming to him, the one about the boy who’d lost his name and with it his soul, Old Man Debundunk, who, at his father’s insistence, he’d spent time with before he’d been sent off to St. Mary’s, and Old Man Debundunk having joked with him that going forward he’d be… “Gashkendam Gaag, The Lonely Porcupine,” and laughed, Ha ha ha! Poking him with his finger, he’d added, he’d have to ganawenin, keepsafe his true name there, tell no one, not ever, and he’d laughed again, Ha ha ha, ha ha ha, only it had been a deadly serious business.

And wasn’t that the voice he was hearing now, Old Man Debundunk’s? Who, even from the grave, was trying to scare him?

Sure, that was it, and he turned in the direction of the laughter, saw Paugook in the trees, grinning: Silver-white bones and skull, arm beckoning. Paugook, guide to the truly lost.

This way, Paugook beckoned. Over here. In the trees, it’s warm.

“Right,” he laughed. “You go fuck yourself, Pus Breath!”

He’d reached the foot of a hill, one high and looming over him, and he kicked his heels into the crusted snow, ascending it.

His boots slipped, and time and again he went down on all fours, climbing and barely arresting a fall. Glanced to his right. Paugook made obscene gestures, jumped giddily, laughing. Had his wiinag out, pumped it, suggestively. Let’s take on the Windigos, Michael, let’s show them who we really are.

Yeah, that would be Old Man Debundunk’s idea of how all this should end, what it would come to. Only, it wouldn’t be the way Sister Seraphim would want him to go out, no way, not ever.

“Michael,” she’d told him, at his Christening, “You’ll see, God will write straight yet with the crooked line that you are.”

“Where you hiding, you old liar?!” he shouted into the trees, pines heavy and white with snow and that incessant, lethal ringing in his head. “Show yourself, old Master of the Worms!”

He’d been going somewhere to help Eli. He had to get to him, he thought, then sobbed, suddenly. Eli, dead? No, Bear was dead, at which thought, he stopped, leaned into the hill.

Took one last, careful step, and his boots shot from under him, as if yanked out by Paugook himself, the road hammering him all the way to the bottom, where he sat, dazed, collecting himself.

In the wind was a high, crazed laughter, and he shouted, “Go ahead, laugh, Old Pus Breath!” then realized he was the one laughing.
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The wipers wouldn’t clear the windshield, and she could barely make out the road, the snow skreeking under her tires and the car meandering, as if afloat. It was hot in the car, but the seats and doors were still cold – and the wheel, too, which she gripped tightly, terrified that she might go off into the ditch while she was still running from what was behind her.

Outside, her lights bore into a vast marshland of sinkholes, there ducks and geese turning in cold, miserable circles. It occurred to her that she’d made a mistake leaving the cabin as she had. She had nowhere to go, and, worse yet, she could feel it coming on, her nerves. So, she tried singing to calm herself, an old tune about a hammer and a bell and, the car dancing over the crown of the road, she steered through a series of turns, barely avoiding a wheel-barrow-sized pothole, and she all but slid into the ditch, only recovered, at the last second.

“Easy, easy,” she told herself, “you can do it.”

Gripping the wheel, she leaned into the windshield, tried her high beams, but that only lit the snow so she couldn’t see beyond the whirl of it, as if she were in some crazed snow globe.

She reached for the bottle under the arm rest, and the car swerved, and she turned the wheel opposite the direction of the skid. But she’d gotten it wrong, and the car lunged for the ditch, and she turned the wheel the opposite direction, and the car yawed violently, then slid roughly across the shoulder, snow hurtling over the windshield, raking the glass, battering the door.

And just like that, the car jerked to a stop. Snow fell over the windshield; the motor had died.

She sat for a moment, then opened her door and got out. Stood in the bitter cold. The car had come to rest along the shoulder, almost as though she’d parked it there. Some luck, she thought. She slapped her arms, took in the road, one pocked and broken, afraid to try to move the car. What if she were stuck? There were chains in the trunk, but she had no idea how to use them.

She turned her face to the sky. The falling snow was cold and burned across her forehead and cheeks.

If the worst happened, and she was stuck, there was a blanket in the trunk and half a tank of gas. She could run the heater. She was wearing a quilted jacket, had dressed for the weather.

Overhead, the sky was dark and seemed to go on forever, the snow corkscrewing down through it.

It felt good to stop, though, she thought, lifting her face, the snow lighting there, in each flake a burning, awakening touch. All autumn she’d fought it, her world falling apart yet again, but everything she’d feared had come to pass – her boyfriend, Dwight, had become impossible, so she’d had to find her own place, and then she’d lost that too, so had stayed at home, until college stress, or so it had seemed, brought on panic attacks and, with them, the threat of a full-on, debilitating bout of chittering anxiety; and, now, tonight, her father had threatened that if she didn’t commit herself to St. Kate’s, he would, they couldn’t have her at the house, going to pieces.

No, she thought, she wouldn’t do it. She couldn’t. Go there again. To St. Kate’s.

Lifting her arms, she turned a slow, freeing circle. She hadn’t taken her medication in days and felt, in that, a kind of delicious destruction. She reached into the car for her bottle, took a tug from it.

God, alcohol, how she loved it, how she felt real again, un-afraid when she was drinking.

Dr. Daher, her therapist, had told her intoxicants were dangerous, they could intensify her attacks, but worse yet, set her back, and just now when they were getting to what was making her sick.

She had to “look at it – see it,” he’d said. This… thing that had “arrested her development.”

As if! That dark, leathery bat-winged horror in her, it wasn’t a thing, it was the inchoate essence of her sickness.

“Here’s one for you, Dr. Daher!” she said, lifting the bottle and knocking back a mouthful.

God, but it felt good, being free! Of Dwight, and her mother, but, most of all, her father.

All autumn at her parents’ place, she’d been a bird in a gilded cage, and something so fraught between her and her father that, if she wasn’t stoned out of her mind on her meds, he’d had her crawling right-the-fuck-out-of-her-skin, at the dinner table, or in the rec room, watching TV, and always around him that bat-thing unfurling it’s wings, trying to fly, clattering up her spine into her head.

“Sally,” Dr. Daher’d promised her, “it’ll show you what it is, when you’re strong enough to let it.”

Only, her father’d fired him, “Useless as bicycle pedals on a wheel chair, ‘talk therapy,’” he’d said, and after there’d just been Dr. Lerner and his meds.

But what of it? She was free of it, and she spun a circle in the road, imagining herself Julie Andrews in the opening scene of The Sound of Music amid snowcapped, Austrian mountains.

She lifted the bottle and downed what was left in it. What… joy! To be alive again!

A hole had opened in the clouds, and the moon soared magisterially through it, the snow tumbling down, sparkling.

“Star light, star bright,” she chanted, “I wish I may, I wish I might, get the wish I wish–”

And there appeared where the road met the sky, as if she’d summoned him, an enormous, towering figure, backlit by the moon, and now come bolting at her, arms flailing.

As if that dark, bat-winged thing itself.

He beat at the windows, then yanked at the door handle, and she hit the starter, terrified. He’d nearly gotten to her before she’d slung herself into the car, and the engine coughed, then roared, but then faltered, and died, the starter whirring, and whirring, and whirring.

It groaned, rrrr-rr, rr-rr… rrrr…. Then stopped altogether, and something death-rattled under the hood.

Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, Mother Mary, dear Jesus, in our time of need, please, please, please see fit to–

The bulk of him at the window, deep-socketed eyes and a wide-bridged, aquiline nose, and square forehead, she waited. It had to be flooded, or whatever. She knew she had to wait. Then couldn’t. Hit the key again, and the engine caught, roared mightily, and died.

He was shouting something, thumped his fists on the roof. “Turn your lights off!” That was it.

She did that. Then hit the key again, the starter whirring. “Oh god please, please please please just please GOD HELP ME PLEASE GODDAMMIT START GODDAMMIT!”

The engine coughed, then roared, and she yanked the car into drive, and the tires whirred – spun on the icy road, the car swinging sideways toward the ditch – then caught and pulled the car out into the road.

There was a loud hammering on the trunk, and what she’d been trying not to scream, all winter, she was screaming.

“Help me, please please please please please, dear God dear Jesus Mother of God JUST – HELP ME!”

Pulling away, the car accelerated sharply, up and around a turn, and she looked into the rear view mirror, expecting to see him perched, like some gargoyle, on the trunk, but – behind her was just an open stretch of road, snow drifting across it, as if none of it had happened.

She slowed the car, then stopped, rolled down her window and put her head out and, just when she thought she’d imagined it all, here he came around the bend in the road.

“Hey!” he shouted, waving his hands over his head.

She swung the car up the road and stopped, opened the door and looked back, but he’d turned around, his hands in his pockets, was walking in the opposite direction. His shoulders were broad, his blue jacket plastered across them, and in gold letters there – Indians. He stumbled, then caught himself on his knees like some penitent, his head bent low.

It made her angry. Drunken – Indian – son of a bitch! What was he doing out in a… fucking snowstorm, and dressed like that?!

She pulled her door shut, rolled down her window and stuck her head out, put the car in reverse and eased back until she was even with him. The car, idling, moved faster than he did, and she went by him, until, at what she thought was a safe distance, she slid to a stop.

He was wearing a shiny belt buckle, and it reflected brassily, like a star, in her headlights. Snow had frozen in his hair, and his eyelashes were white with glittering rime. He struggled to his feet, then stumbled toward the car, and she backed up again, and he all but fell and caught himself, put his arms out for balance.

He came on slowly, blinking in the glare, then went around the car, and fell in the snow.

She hit the wheel with her fists. What – was he doing out here in a snowstorm, dressed like that?

In all her years up north, she’d never seen anything like it. She backed up and stopped the car alongside him, her window open. He had to be drunk. Or something. What was it? But it seemed he would rather die now, than give in, and that touched something in her.

“Get in,” she told him.

He tossed his shoulders and went past her. “Just leave me alone,” he said, “I’ve got somewhere to get to.”

He slipped and fell onto his back, made an angel in the snow, laughing, or was it crying? No, it was definitely crying. He got to his feet, and she backed around him and threw her door open, cut him off.

“What do you want?” he said, blinking at her.

In the last year, upsets had triggered her sickness, brought up the bat-winged thing. It was what she’d feared above all else. The attacks, and the possibility of it escalating, taking her.

She got out of the car, all the while shocked at herself. Wasn’t this what the stupid girls did in movies?

Said to him, “I need you to get into the car.”

He’ll turn on me and kill me, she was thinking, he’ll kill me and take the car. And just like that, she skipped up behind him and took his arm.

“You’re getting in,” she told him. “No arguing.”

And to her surprise, he did.








4


Driving, she beat out a cadence on the steering wheel, something she did when her nerves were raw, the ring on her hand rattling. The big Indian, shaking himself, cleared his throat.

“How are you?” she asked, and glanced over at him.

“A little cold.”

He struggled out of his jacket; his arm shooting by her head, arthritic, and all of him, now, shuddering. The jacket catching so she had to pull the elastic band over his hand.

At which point, he sat back. Said, “Thanks.”

“What is that… like a jacket from the fifties? Like from a bowling team or something?”

“Got it in one of those… bottle tosses at a fair.” He made a practiced motion, as if pitching. “Like that, you know? Just got it out of mothballs, since it’s good luck and all.” He laughed, grimly.

She gave him a wary look, not sure if he was pulling her leg, or if there was some truth in what he’d said. He had to be… forty or so, but a rawboned something in him – still graceful. And – god, but he was big! He was so broad across the shoulders, theirs were nearly touching.

“I should take you to a hospital,” she told him.

His left ear had swollen, the top of it a waxy gray. It was not funny, but she found herself wanting to laugh. When she got revved up, laughter came easily and at the wrong times.

“No hospital,” he said.

Lights flickered off in a gas station to the side of the highway and she glanced down at the gauge; they’d have to stop later.

“What’s your name?”

His face went though a series of transformations, eyes narrowed, then a grimace, after which he pursed his mouth.

“Michael,” he said.

“‘Michael’ what?”

“Fineday. It’s what’s on my driver’s license, and…. Only, I go by ‘Buck,’ all right?”

“That a nickname?”

“Sure.” And there he stared into the windshield, flummoxed. Wouldn’t go further into it.

She gave him a look that was meant to be, first, companionable, then understanding, and finally reproachful.

“What, are you wanted by the police or… something? You have so many names?”

“I am large, I contain multitudes,” he replied, and laughed. “Whitman. He stole it from me.”

“He did not. He’s been dead–” And there they said it together, as if in some duet, “–forever.”

“You’re differnt,” she said.

“Yeah, diff-ernt. Not your usual near-dead frozen Indin’, right?”

From the wheel, she glanced over at him, a hurt in her. “Now, you know that isn’t fair, is it?”

They rode in silence for some time, but it was uncomfortable, and all that with her anxiety circling.

“Well,” she said, and fumbled with the radio, trying to get a station, trying to bring herself back, “you were out there too long.”

“Car broke down,” he told her, “that’s all there is to it. So don’t make anything more out of it, all right?”

A snowmobile roared by in the ditch, then veered off into the woods, its taillights red smears in the snow.

“You look sick.”

She reached across the seat and touched his ear, and he flinched.

“Don’t do that,” he said, and asked, “So, what’s your name, since we’re getting friendly here?”

“Sally. Sally… Engle- ‘b- r- e- i- t,’” she said, then shot him a look, to see how he took it.

“Sure,” he said, “Sally Bright Angel.”

“Well, it is,” she said, indignantly, “and why wouldn’t it be?”

“Well, Sally,” he said, “that is a very deep subject–” And here he turned and mock-grinned at her. The nerve of it! “Or–” he added, “it’s a very long one laid lengthwise.”

“Oh, aren’t you just so very clever,” she said, only, sure enough, he’d unnerved her.

She was pestering him with questions again. They came at him as if out of a fog. It had to be the hypothermia, or was something truly wrong with her? She’d gone from talking about college – at Augsburg, and how she’d failed for nerves – to why she’d stolen her father’s car – something having to do with her having lost her apartment “right near school,” and her father trying to have her committed. And there’d been Seattle, too – right, her… “brother, estranged from the family,” had called from Seattle, had heard, “probably from my mother,” that she was living at home and not doing well, and her brother trying to get her to leave the house and, now, well, she thought she might just go, if – or, really, when – she could get herself together to do it.

“So what’s keeping you?” he asked, and she shrugged and turned away, mumbled something about having to live on the street, until she could come up with the gas money to go and–

“I can’t hear you,” he sang out.

“I said, I’m… trying to collect my thoughts, and….” She shrugged. “Do I look crazy to you?”

“No more than anyone else,” he replied, “and, anyway, crazy and sane are relative terms.

“So, why can’t you go?”

“Because, I get–” she didn’t want to say it, but then did, “Since last year, I’ve been getting these…–” she stared off, as if at something awful “–panic attacks, and then I – I can’t function.”

“So, don’t get them,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said, and laughed. “Don’t I wish….”

She turned to him – sleek, auburn hair, oval face, moss green eyes – young for her age, a child, really, something… arrested in her, Sally a pretty girl trying to be brave. Only he could smell alcohol, too. He knew alcohol, and to some, like himself, it was no friend.

“Honest? I look okay? I’m not… totally… wackadoodle?”

“‘Wackadoodle’? Who says that?”

“My dad, he’s been saying it since… since I went ‘off.’ ‘There goes Wackadoodle Sally,’ ‘Crazy is as Sally does.’ He says I’m ‘psychotic.’ That I make stuff up.”

She steered the car with her knee, drumming on the dashboard. “So are you Mexican then, or what?”

“Mexican?”

“You told me you were an ‘In-between.’ Not all Indian? Remember, ‘I contain multitudes’?”

“Oh, right,” he said. “No, I’m metis, see? This nose here is my French part.” It was a joke he made with guests at the lodge, but Sally didn’t laugh. And, anyway, it was true.

He stared into the dashboard. On it, the Virgin glowed in something like translucent alabaster. A rosary swung from her feet, as if in some Cocteau nightmare he was having.

“So, you were saying you weren’t the funny one, your… brother, he was. So, what’s he do?”

Had he said that? He reached out and placed his hand over hers, to stop her drumming.

She had lovely hands – her fingers tapered and sensitive. She was a very pretty girl, all right, but with a bird-in-a-cage something about her. Or, rather, was it that the cage was in search of her?

“So, what were you doing out there?” she asked. “Since you said it was so important.”

He forgot and pressed his ear, wondering what to tell her, felt a wave of nausea and squeezed his eyes shut.

“I was ‘Out to save the world as we once knew it,’” he said and chuckled, though to himself.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, then added, “And you mean as we know it, don’t you?”

“No, it’s an inside joke,” he told her, “believe me.”

“I don’t think it’s funny.”

He sat back, collecting himself, then turned to her. Driving, she was studying him out of the corner of her eye.

“I think it’s tragic,” she said, “what you’re implying.”

“What part of it?”

“All of it,” she said, and he felt a burning in his throat, and he turned away, the lights of a gas station flashing by.

Passing through ratty, down at its heels Hinkley, she stopped the car at a gas station. He assumed it was to fill up, but she parked a good distance from the pumps, then rushed to the Ladies’. He could just make her out behind the propane tank there, Phillips on the side in loopy blue letters. She pounded the door, then took a flask from her jacket and wasted no time downing what was in it. Then she was back, and all the more animated.

He got the car filled, and they were moving again, Sally mock perky at the wheel, trying too hard.

“I mean, I was fine, taking classes and everything, and I would be now, too,” she said. “But they kept pushing me,” she said.

“Pushing you? Who?”

“Everybody. My boyfriend. My dad. My mother. My brother… everybody thought I needed something different.”

“My professors, they had me in this… honors program? – which was good, but it was too much… stress. And Dwight, my boyfriend, he was all crazy, and what with the weed-out classes, and we were living just west of Augsburg, too…. Do you know it? That area?”

Did he know it? All too well. It was rough, run down, an urban ghetto, dangerous.

“My therapist,” she said, glancing over, “well, the one I had before, anyway, he said I have to face what’s making me have the attacks, and my brother, well, he’s been trying to get me to come out to Seattle, to get me away from… home, or whatever, but… I just keep – falling apart.”

She coughed, or he thought she was coughing, until he realized she crying, and trying not to.

“What?” he said.

“I didn’t want what they wanted for me! Is that so terrible?” she blurted, “only, I ended up back home, I’m mean, really? And, God, it was just… getting worse, my attacks, and they were really going to dope me up, so I….” Sally glanced up through the windshield into the falling snow, then over at him. “I ran! Out into this… fucking storm. Do you think that’s crazy?”

When he didn’t answer, she said, almost sullenly, “You there?” wiping her forearm across her eyes. “I’m sorry, I just…. I want – no, I need – my life to make sense again – somehow.

“Is that so much to ask?”

“No,” he said, because, that was what he’d been asking himself since he’d lost his cabin, he, Bear, and Eli all but homeless just after, and Eli, in a rage, shooting down to the Twin Cities.

“So,” he said, “think you can make it happen?” He wanted to know. Because, there, too, he was doing his best. Do or die.

“I don’t have to tell you that,” she shot back, and she shuddered, then nodded, the matter closed.
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On a long, straight stretch of road, she shook him awake. The snow was raking the windshield again. “The Cities are coming up,” she said. “It’s after two in the morning.”

He thought to have her drive him to Little Earth, where Eli was living, but he couldn’t – take her into Tonto Town, not at this time of night, even as much as he wanted to get there.

“Drop me off at the junction of I 35 and Lake,” he said.

“And then what?”

“I’ll hitch.”

She turned to him to see if he was joking. When she saw not, her eyes narrowed. “No,” she said. “And who would give you a ride, looking like that? I mean, Jesus, really?

“And, anyway, you’re not yourself yet.”

“And by that you mean what?”

“You’re still… discombobulested.”

“It’s dis-com-bobu- lated. Not lested.” He glanced over and saw she’d been kidding.

Another gas station flashed by, and she glanced at the gas gauge. “So, what year is it?”

“What kind of question is that?”

She grinned. “Do you know it or not? It’s one of those… rescuer person questions, to see if people are all there.”

“It’s 1982. April… something or another.”

“The eighth, morning of. Who’s the President?”

“The president of what?”

“Just say it.”

No, he was still in a fog. And it was snowing like hell outside, which made him want to shrink in his seat.

“See?” Sally said. “You’re still not right.”

“That phony cowboy actor, Ride ‘em Hard Ronny…. He’s the President, elected a couple years ago.”

“Ronald Reagan.”

He slapped his forehead, miming. “Right! Our ‘friend to the Indians,’” he said, his voice nasal, imitating Reagan. “‘You just come on in now, you feisty redskins, and, why, if you’ll just clean up in these-here spiffy showers we got second-hand from some Germans after the war, why….’” Sally cast her eyes at him, disapproving. “My brother, Eli,” he replied, “he’s a comedian?”

“You said that, earlier. And it’s not funny. Okay? And don’t pretend like it is, not with me.

“And are you making that up? About your brother being a comedian?” Sally asked. “It isn’t you?”

“Nope.” He squeezed his eyes together. “I’m a very un-funny guy.” His face still felt like putty. “So, just drop me off at a local roach motel,” he said. “Can you do that?”

“Right,” Sally replied. “I mean, where, the YMCA?”

He didn’t like what she was implying, that he looked down and out, because he wasn’t – or was she just being efficient? Or joking again? – and he reached into his pocket, then slapped a bill on the dashboard.

“Fifty do it?” he said. “Or do you need a hundred or so? Just to fill your Caddy, I mean?”

She frowned at the bill – as if wondering whether she should eat it, from the hungry look on her face – then snatched it up.
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They parked alongside a Motel 6, and she got out of the car, walked agitatedly up and down the sidewalk in front of the office, swinging her arms at her sides, like damn windmills. Jesus, he thought. He’d known all kinds of rich, pretty girls up at the lodge, and earlier, playing ball, but this one was different. Truly, an exquisitely plumed bird. Now fluttering, and badly.

She darted into the office, then moments later was back with a key and threw the passenger door open.

“Let’s get you out,” she said.

He shook his head. His feet were swollen and ached terribly and his trick knee was all but locked stiff.

“What’s wrong?”

“Got a little body malfunction here, Cap’n,” he said, “something ol’ Officer Scotty canna fix.”

Sally set her eyes on something across the highway, deciding something, then threw her hands up.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’m taking you to a hospital.”

“No,” he said. “You can’t. I mean – I can’t.”

“So, what do you want me to do?”

He slid his legs out and put his feet on the ground. “Just leave me here. Go on. I mean it,” he said.

He tried to lift himself, but couldn’t, he was so exhausted, and she got a hand under his arm and tugged.

“Let go, please?” he said.

A door opened down from them, and a middle-aged man stepped out with a briefcase. Side-parted salt and pepper hair, too-dapper toothbrush moustache, a self- appointed guardian of the law.

“Havin’ a little trouble there?” he asked, his head cocked and set to duck into the office.

“We’re fine,” Sally answered. She got her arm around his waist, lifting him. “Up,” she said.

They crossed the lot like that.

“Go slow,” he told her.

She got the key in the door and opened it. It was dark inside and he stumbled for the switch, got the light on, and she caught the door with her heel and swung it shut behind them.

“No,” he said, “You go on now, right now. I mean it. Go. You go on out to your brother’s in Seattle. You say what you have to at home, to… whoever, and get the hell out.”

“But I can’t,” she shot back, “and, anyway, you’ll fall and hurt yourself….” She put her knuckled fist to her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“What are you sorry for?” God almighty, he thought. She needed help. Or, she needed something.

She led him into the bathroom, got him to sit on the toilet, then ran hot water in the tub and the room filled with a luxurious, hot steam.

“Scrub-a-dub-dub, into the tub,” she said, laughing, and shuddering again, whatever it was getting away from her. Or – getting to her. “I’m trying,” she said, a terror in her voice, “only… it’s happening again.”

“Breathe,” he said, “can you? Just that? You have to breathe, Sally,” and she did that.

She got his jacket off, then his boots, the toes stained blood red and the heels worn down. He’d stuffed newspaper in the holes in the bottoms, and it came out now, with his feet. For a moment she was distracted, reading the headline there. Falklands Remind British.

He was still deathly cold all over, and his toes were red and swollen hard and in places putty-colored.

“Jesus Christ,” she said, pointing to his feet. “Up,” she said.

He towered over her. There was a line of vulnerable white skin where she parted her hair. She pointed to the tub. He still had his pants on.

It was a strangely intimate moment, more naked than naked, each caring for the other.

“Get in,” she told him, and he did.

He bolted awake with the bed spread bunched around him, chemical smelling and chenille. He had to get moving, over to Little Earth. He lay on his back in the dark. His ears were hot and swollen and itched; his feet throbbed something awful, as if there were a thousand pins in them.

What had all that been about? Sally, that was her name. Or was it? And where was she? Not in the double bed to his left, though the rumpled imprint of her body was there, like an afterimage.

The thought of her outside in the car and on the run, wound up like she was, gave him pause.

Poor damn kid. And pretty? But, god, was she a mess. She needed help, and then some.

His back against the headboard, he took in the room. Dirty shag carpet, white cinderblock walls, dark imitation mahogany furniture, a mirror over the dresser. On the road, playing ball, he’d seen hundreds like it, in all the big cities, and here yet another nowhere place. He reached into the night stand beside the bed. Gideons, and a phone book. The name of the motel was printed across the cover – Harkness I 35 Motel 6. Lakeville.

He let his head drop back. Then, suddenly panicked, he sat up, dizzy, and turned on the light. Went into the bathroom. His pants were draped like a scarecrow’s over the heater, which had dried them, and he reached into the rear pocket, nothing there, and he ducked back into the bedroom, was relieved to see his wallet on the stand. There was a paper bag, too. He reached into it. Powdered sugar donuts, a quart of milk, and two Snickers bars.

He tore into a donut, ravenous, wondering if he should catch a cab into Minneapolis; it was just thirty miles.

Wasn’t finished chewing when he shoved in another, the doughnuts soft and sweet. Sitting in the dark, he reached for his wallet, chewing and swallowing. Squeezed it in his palm.

He forced the wallet open with his thumb, then bent over it. Receipts, notes, driver’s license, business cards.

It was all there, all of it but his money – over a hundred fifty dollars, of which three twenties remained. She’s written a note, and he held it under the lamp.

So very sorry. Left enough for you to eat. So, do, okay? Can’t Explain. Will pay you back. I promise, promise, promise. Sally.

Laughing, he clapped his wallet shut and set it on the nightstand alongside Gideons, thought, that would be another cold day in hell.

And, anyway, she’d saved his life and, in the old thinking, their lives were now forever nijode, twinned; his otchichag, his very soul, would be in peril if he didn’t offer her his aid.

With no place to go, she’d be in her car, somewhere near where she’d been living before.

And while he took care of Eli’s mess, he’d have to find her – help her out of hers, no matter the cost.
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Fresh out of the cab and only a dollar in his pocket, he headed up Lake Street in a sea of morning foot traffic, his collar up around his neck and trying to get his bearings in Uptown.

He stopped, now, to take in the maw of the city, and the clouds, overhead, gray and featureless as a lid on a pot.

To the east, over the Mississippi, was L’ Oeill de Chochran, or St. Paul. Pig’s Eye, as he’d known it for ages. Named so after a distiller who’d bootlegged to Indians, Pierre “Pig’s Eye” Parrant.

It was a joke among shinobs, granted the difficulty they encountered in the Cities, Goin’ to visit ol’ Pierre.

And since there was no elevated here, and he didn’t know the bus routes and had no money, he’d have to walk the entire distance – five, ten miles? – to Little Earth, where Eli’d been living, in the heart of it.

So he headed up Lake Street, bumping shoulders with businessmen in smart suits, a kid in a Mohawk, and women shopping, slinging bags, one of which he caught with his knee, and the woman glaring over her shoulder, a “Who are you to touch me?!” in it, and his earlier life here rose up in him, even now, all these years later all but overwhelming, threatening to bring him down, and he broke into a near run, as if he could distance himself from it.

Running, and running, and no help for it.

In that time after St. Mary’s, before he’d left to play ball, he’d come down to the cities to work for Eli’s father, Joe, selling vacuum cleaners. Electrolux. Gotcha here a real helper, Joe’s pitch had gone. You comin’ to the corner youkin pull this here cord and it’ll snap inside again and she makes a real good vacuum can’t get no better watch. Joe would toss down a handful of coins and the cleaner would suck them up, clanking, while he, bashful, and just turned seventeen, stood behind Joe, dying of embarrassment, in a tie and jacket, well over six feet, and the sleeves of his jacket inches above his wrists, a clown suit, one his father, Od, had sent him. Ya, this here little pony’ll snuff up them oats just like that, Joe’d say. And if there were a boy or a girl, Joe would wink, aim the hose in their direction, teasing. Oops, don’t wanna suck the little ones up into the machine now. Real bargain. What cha say now you don’t get no better deal downtown and whatsay, huh? If his pitch were going badly, Joe’d get out his wallet and show them snapshots of the family, of Buck’s mother, Martha, even though she’d long before left, and of Bear and Eli, his half-brothers. At some point, Joe would turn to Buck. This here boy, Buck, he’d say, he’s goina be a pro ball player. Make us all real proud. Pride of Red Lake. Hekin run even fastern that Jim Thorpe could, it’s a real record. Done it in high school, fastest time ever. Lookit those hands. Workin’ for a new mitt. Needs a mitt ‘n’ shoes to make his dreams come true. Ah, yah. What cha say? Can’t get no better machine, even looks modern and as we’d say, ‘Oshkayii,’ and he’d cringed, time and again, waiting to hear it – to see the scowl of disapproval, and he’d felt, then, all over again, a hot, soul-obliterating nakedness–

At St. Mary’s, Mother Kate had nearly beat him to death for speaking the old language, and too many times, all while he sang miga diwin gumowin, war songs – until Seraphim ran screaming into the middle of it.

Out canvassing, though, the kinder people asked, “What’s it mean, ‘Oh-sshh-kay-eee,’ is that it?”

With an avuncular punch to his shoulder, Joe’d say, “Buck?” Only he’d never answered.

“Newfangled,” Joe would reply, “that’s what it means, and this here lil’ ‘Lectrolux is all that.”

Sometimes, between houses, Joe stopped as if dumbstruck to find himself in the Cities.

“We’ll eat after we get two more blocks in, Ogwiss,” son, he’d say then, and not a touch of homespun in it. Or shame, at having fallen to such circumstances, and neither of them home here, in this cold, inhospitable place.

As he’d heard it, Od, his father, and Joe had gotten involved in a venture to manufacture leather goods, and when it “failed,” they’d been accused of stealing a decades’ worth of the Red Lake Band’s development funds, over a million dollars, and not so much as a nail to show for it.

Od, claiming responsibility, had disappeared, and Joe’d made a life as a salesman in Tonto Town.

Joe, who – though he rarely sold anything – had always seemed to have cash on hand for the, oftentimes desperate, shinobs who met them along their route, for a car, a short term loan, a rent payment, a doctor.

On Sunday, the third day of Buck’s visits, like clockwork Joe would solemnly press a sheaf of bills into his hands, and he would board the Greyhound for Red Lake again.

“Take care,” Joe’d tell him, and back up north he’d do exactly that, more father to his half brothers Bear and Eli than Joe.

Broken bones, dog bites, night terrors; bullies, vicious racists, and condescending sportsmen mouthing racial slurs. Bear, ten years Buck’s junior, had grown a thick skin and laughed through it all, joked with his oppressors. Dished back what came at him and then some, was a joy. Eli, younger by two years, had mimicked Bear, only Eli being small, and wiry, not at all like Bear, couldn’t carry it off. He’d befriended animals, and for a time wouldn’t eat anything that had eyes – which left him all the more scrawny. The farm kids at the off-reserve school, big, lunking, clodhoppers, sent Eli home with bloody noses and black eyes. And, worst of all, he drove his teachers, the nuns and lay staff both, crazy with questions.

“Why was glue sticky?” he asked. “Why was the sky blue?” “Why didn’t ants get to be as big as dogs or deer?”

Stupid, people said, but Eli was anything but. Early on, he seemed not able to do the simplest things, like tie his own shoelaces, then invented a way to do it using one loop. Stubborn, to the point of self-destruction, he’d had a sharp tongue that invited punishment.

“It’s elegant,” he said, back from school, standing in the kitchen, seven years old. One of his eyes was lazy and looked off to the left. They didn’t have money for the special lenses. Elegant, their new-to-them Salvation Army table and chairs?

“Where’d you get that, Wabooson?” he’d asked.

“I read it,” he replied, Eli smiling, and his smile like the sun itself.

Why was it that the very kid who was the problem, who didn’t fit, was the one who’d most won his heart? Who, just the thought of losing had made him feel as if he were dying?

Bear, whom he loved in other ways, well, Bear could take care of himself, but Eli?

“The kid belongs… elsewhere,” the principal of the off reserve school told him in his office, Eli in trouble again. “We can’t help him here, and he’s getting picked on, and it’s only going to get worse.”

And it had, until he found a teacher to work with him, a retired professor up from the Cities, and he’d pulled Eli from school, and nights after when they were in the cabin they read together – whole evenings, and what had seemed at first “too highfaluting,” as Bear had put it, became familiar, and Eli read, aloud, from his assignments, history, philosophy, books of all sorts, all while Buck repaired an outboard motor, or rods and reels, and Bear, albeit happily, carved cult figures out of basswood or pine, Wenebojo, or Chakabesh, or Pukwanjanini, pretending not to be listening, but chiming in now and then.

“What’s center is everywhere, and circumference nowhere?” Bear’d reply. “I’ll tell you what, Eli, it’s a donut…. One I’ve eaten.

“God? That old bearded guy’s for Catholics….”

It was an idyllic time, and life easier for Martha, their grieving mother, having by then wholly abandoned them.

So, when Eli was picked on, just before he quit working with Joe to play Double A ball, he lumbered onto the playground to find the biggest of the bullies, and stood behind him.

“What do you want,” the kid spat over his shoulder. It was all there in the tone of his voice; and was it the boy’s fault? His father was a bully, too, an enormous hulk of a man.

“Tell your father I want to talk to him,” he said.

“Says who?”

“Just tell him Michael, the ‘Uppity Timber Nigger,’” he replied, echoing what the kid had said earlier.

When the boy’s father came for him where he’d been patiently waiting outside on a chair tilted back against the cabin’s tarpaper siding, he put his cigarette under his heel, crushed it out.

“My boy tells me you got something to say,” this oversized farmer said. “So whyn’t you go ahead and say it?”

Since he’d needed to make a statement, one that would stick, what he’d said had broken every bone in the man’s face, a few ribs, a finger or two, and nearly blinded him in one eye – in it a too-long-waited-for truth telling, one he’d had to reinforce from time to time when he visited later.

– the thought of which, running up Lake Street now, Eli’s later troubles, caused him to take a deep breath and renew his charge.

He’d get to Eli, and deal with it, whatever it was. One. Two. Three. Then find Sally.

At Little Earth, drearily government-built cinderblock boxes built around a common area bordered by blighted maples, he paused at the office door, the line on the flagpole behind him ringing like a bell in the wind.

Ding, ding, di-di-ding. Ding ding da ding….

Pay attention, he thought, the hair on the back of his neck bristling. He was being watched, but then you were always watched here. Shinobs, or Anishinabe, like himself, were alert for the arrival of the police or strangers. And, granted his size, he was always too visible.

In the office, the clerk, a woman in braids and a beaded vest behind thick glass, looked up.

“Can I help you?” she said.

When he asked after Eli, she said, “And you are…?”

He took his enrollment card from his wallet and slipped it through the slot under the glass. “I’m his half-brother,” he said. “That’s how come the different family name there. Fineday. See?” The clerk looked from him, to the card, then back again, and nodded.

“Right,” she said and, spinning in her chair, she snatched an envelope from the top of a file cabinet. She slipped it, and his enrollment card, back to him. “He left this for you, in case you came by.”

“So… he’s not here?”

“Took off, just like that.”

He tore the end from the envelope, shucked out the folded sheet inside. On it, in Eli’s fine, looping cursive, In the event you’ve come down, sorry for the inconvenience. Had to run. Eli. He turned the page over, a business letterhead staring up at him – Paradise Autobody. It had been a point of pride, to hear Eli tell it, Eli making money “hand over fist” at an autobody shop with Ruben, only his cheer on the phone had been too brittle, and he’d sent Bear down that week to check on him, to see how he was really doing.

“Ruben LaChapelle, he around by any chance?” he asked.

“Left in the middle of the night, oh…. the day before your brother. Went out of here like a house afire.”

“He say where?”

“No.” The clerk cocked her head, thinking. “But Ruben told me to have Eli pick up what he’d left. Said I should drag Eli by his braids up to Ruben’s unit if I had to, only by the time I got to it–” She grimaced.

“So, what’d Ruben leave?”

“A damned mess, that’s what. Ruben must’ve gone out without lockin’ the door, ‘cause somebody got in and spray painted all over. And it was in fluorescent orange, which, let me tell you, was hell to cover. Took three coats of Kills primer so you’d never know.”

“What’d they paint?”

“Well, funny thing was, it was for your brother, ‘cause it had his name there. Eli, and a tag.” At his incomprehension, she added. “That’s what they call ‘em. His name, whoever done it, see?”

“Which was…?”

“Many Trees, maybe?” She shrugged. “I don’t know, you could read it all sorts of ways, since it was all artsy n shit… Had to be some… turf thing.”

“After Eli left, did anyone come looking?”

Here the clerk’s face darkened, her brows furrowing. “Yes,” she said. “Someone did. Ask after your brother. Or, a couple did. The first, he was short, like a… midget? I’ve seen him in town, and–”

“A shinob?”

“Yeah. He was. But the other….”

“Tall?” He was guessing, to elicit something from her.

“He was tall. And his eyes were…. The irises, they were different colors? One blue, and the other… whitish? Weird, you know? Like… in those dogs…. Huskies, that’s it.”

Buck grinned, for her – said, “Thanks!” – and went out. Tall. And the eyes…. Still, could be anybody. Could even be the police, given all of Ruben’s questionable messing around.

In the courtyard, in the wan sun, he got that feeling again, something… waiamamin, invisible, watching him. Ankle deep in snow, he resorted to an old hunting trick, holding himself still, then seeing, like a rabbit, out of the corners of his eyes, and – there! A blind moved, just the slightest. Moments later, a boy – but, no, whoever it was, he was too thick-legged, here someone hobbling – the midget? – crossed the snow-covered boulevard into traffic.

Following him, he crossed the lot, threaded through battered cars to the snowy boulevard where he looked down. Six prints. Disfigured feet, kids’-sized shoes, pigeon-toed, but well-balanced.

Gowenish, ashinangwan – weird. Or… significant? His having been here, the midget?

He looked over his shoulder. Counted the windows. “Three up, eight over,” Eli’d told him. “If the door’s locked, or if you don’t want to go to the desk, you can always pitch me awake, old Cy Young. Plenty of gravel in the lot. Just plink away and I’ll come down.”

Whoever he’d seen – was it the midget? – he’d been in Eli’s room – the blinds there parted. He could go up, he thought, but he knew the room would be empty. And whatever’d been put on the walls, earlier, had been painted over.

And, anyway, getting to Eli was what he wanted, and he struck off again, to the only place he could think to look.

It was nearly rush hour now, and on Hennepin cars caromed from lane to lane, their lights sabers, the drivers sparring. Horns blaring. Here a narrow canyon of stolid brown brick buildings, depression era. He lengthened his stride, squinting, trying to see up the block through the traffic.

Paradise Autobody was just to the south – he knew the neighborhood, from his time with Joe.

“You’ll see it,” the clerk said when he’d ducked back into the office, “across the street from an eyesore.”

In the encroaching dark, signage, ass-over-teakettle and of all sizes, perched on humpbacked façades the length of the block. At the far end of which, in all its lurid neon splendor, was the eyesore: Moby’s, For a Whale of a Drink, the sign read. In the sign’s middle a cartoon whale, neon strobing from its big head in blue gouts like ejaculate.

He stopped out front, heard the crack of billiards. A broken ladder-backed chair held the door ajar, Motown playing inside.

In the steam-covered window, somebody put his face to the glass and glared, pink smudge of nose and forehead. Get out of my view, he seemed to be saying, and he turned, glanced across the street, there the Paradise, a yellow brick box, in the lot to the side of it cars badly dented, or totaled, or parted out, and the whole works surrounded by a high, barbed fence.

A lone window, like a cataract, fronted the street, now someone behind it at a desk. He stepped out of the office with a clipboard, stood on the curb. In his late thirties, he was tall and powerfully built, his eyes hooded, his mouth a wound meanly puckered as if by stitches.

In this landscape of nighttime businesses, scurrying people, and traffic, he fit right in, waiting for someone now, some street lieutenant of his, and Buck took it as his opportunity and crossed the street to him.

“Jardine?” he asked. There was a patch on his suit that read Lester. He glanced at the clipboard he was holding. “You’re early. We have you coming in an hour from now. You our man?” He was fishing for something, had thrown out the question to keep him there.

“I’m looking for Eli,” Buck said.

Lester rapped his pen on the clipboard and grimaced. “Hasn’t shown up for work since… last Wednesday?” He jotted something on the clipboard. “Who should I say stopped by?”

“Somebody from up north,” Buck replied. “You got a number where I can reach him?”

“No,” Lester said, “but I was wondering if you had an address? We’ve been holding his paycheck.

“He’d like to get it, don’t you think?”

The lie was shocking. He felt himself recoil at it, but fixed a blank look on his face.

This… Lester, he was certain now, had had everything to do with it, what Eli’d gotten messed up in.

“So?” Lester demanded.

“No idea,” he said, and with a nod, he was off.

From a phone booth on Lake Street he tried to call an old acquaintance, a Red Laker he’d guided with.

Over the day he’d rung five, none of whom had any idea where Eli might be. He’d tried all over, off Nicollet, and down by Minnehaha, knocked on doors in Loring Park, once known as Needle Park, hitting up old acquaintances for word of Eli and had come up with nothing. He’d even tried in the neighborhoods around Augsburg College, where Eli’d taken classes, and had – for the space of second – thought he’d seen Sally, in her yellow Eldorado.

The car’d turned sharply out of a gas station, and before he’d been sure it was her, it’d been gone.

Someone had pulled the metal top of the booth down, and he had to stoop so as not to knock his head on it. Phone in hand.

His breath condensed on the glass in front of him. Outside it was dark, the street ferociously lit in neon: Seven Eleven, Erikson Gas, Donna Lee’s Girls Girls Girls, legs kicking in lavender and pink, and the street walkers out, dipping into cars on fishnetted legs.

Someone in a low-slung sedan parked up the block, seemed to study him. Head big as a pumpkin behind tinted glass.

Or was it just someone doing business, of the kind one did here?

He dialed, the phone pressed to his ear, then ran his finger down the list he’d taken from his wallet.

He found an abandoned tenement, one with broken windows, and climbed in over a sill. The tenement floor was littered with old newspapers, Styrofoam hamburger boxes, and coffee cups. Kits, from addicts. No use pushing on now, he’d have to wait until morning. He bundled himself in newspapers, then sat with his back propped against the wall, intending sleep. Only his mind, like a tongue searching a decayed tooth, worked on the particulars, and painfully.

Christ! What had Eli been thinking, getting mixed up with Ruben LaChapelle? For the longest time they’d all known Ruben would end up dead in a ditch or some back alley.

But what did Ruben dying the way he had have to do with Bear’s seemingly accidental death earlier?

Bear in the bottom of the boat, arm thrown over his head, his face torn back like the skin on a glove. He’d never seen so much blood, so much it had stained his boots. Blood, congealed on Bear’s face, the shocking blue-whiteness of bone under it, so that he had wanted, desperately, to bunch his brother’s features in his hands, put him back together.

He’d lifted him out of the boat, Dr. Miller saying, It was an accident, I didn’t mean to, and Bear, straining to lift his head, whispered in his ear, Keep your eyes open, Brother.

High over the lake in the floatplane into Warroad, Bear died, Buck cradling his head in his arms.

He’d taken Bear’s dibindowin from the chain around his neck, put it in his wallet, where it had been since, and still was.

Now, he squared his shoulders against the wall, tugged his thin collar up under his chin again. Thought, as he often did to bring on sleep, of his time in Florida, sun warm on his face. That first night, taking a cab to the stadium where he’d be pitching, circumnavigating the cool, cement bowels of it to emerge onto the field, under blinding lights, the field a green, radiant revelation.

In long, bold strides he’d ascended the mound, where he’d stood, just then, at the top of the world.
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In a booth outside a KFC the following morning, he rang Eli’s once-AA sponsor, the name having come to him in the night. He couldn’t stand still. Tugged at the cord. It was a last, desperate attempt. He was surprised when someone said, only, “Who’s calling?”

Buck explained, and there was a long silence on the phone. “Your brother, what did you call him?”

Call him? And he remembered, Right, Eli hadn’t used that name, not since he’d left Red Lake.

“Waboos,” he said, which was short for wabooson – trickster.

The voice rattled off a number, so quickly he barely got it scrawled on a scrap of paper before the line went dead, and he found himself standing in the dull light, holding the receiver. He tried the new number and someone picked up, but said nothing. There was frost on the glass, delicate, silver ferns there, and he blew on them, melting them to see through.

A man in a three-piece suit, his car keys in his hand glittering, went past on the sidewalk.

“Wabooson,” he thought to say now, “you there?”

“Jesus, Buck,” Eli shot back, catching his breath. “I thought you were somebody else.”

“You did?” When, after too long Eli didn’t answer, he added, “Like Lester, your boss maybe?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Eli said. “And how’d you get this number, anyway?”

“A little bird.”

“No, seriously.”

“Ruben, your old pal.”

There was a great sigh of relief on the line. “Ah, great. You got Ruben with you then.”

The hope in his brother’s voice, the light in it, nearly broke his heart; that Ruben’s reappearance now would solve things, whatever they’d gotten messed up in. He and, earlier, Bear.

“I’d put him on, but he’s a little… out of sorts,” he said.

“‘Out of sorts’?”

“He ran into something that didn’t quite agree with him,” he said, “but it’s okay now. See? So, how ‘bout ol’ Ruben and I stop over?”

“What’d he tell you?”

Question of the day. “What he said spoke whole worlds, brother. So, whyn’t we talk it over at your place?”

Out front of a row of brownstone tenements he checked the address. The sun only put a glare on the blight. He looked up the block and back – in a glass transom over the front doors of Eli’s unit, painted in gold and black: The Evergreens. Fancy that, there being nothing green about the place, bars, like rusted teeth, over the windows at street level; boards and plastic covered many on the second; and over the entryway a gutter hanging like a deadfall.

A Styrofoam cup, caught in a draft, rattled up the gutter and came to rest at his bloodstained boot.

That his brother, college kid and self-professed “urban Indian,” had ended up here, made his skin crawl.

Only, it was convenient, too: if Sally was anywhere in the Twin Cities – and it had to have been her car he’d seen – she’d be nearby. She’d said she’d been living near Augsburg, so, in Whittier, or Longfellow, or Tangletown.

Or, maybe she’d been in Central? Was now? After all, it was a neighborhood the homeless camped out in. Close or not, he’d have to find her, and soon. The street could eat you alive.

Climbing the stairs to Eli’s unit, he slid his hand up the oak railing, scarred and stained with time, and in the hallway the scent of mildew and urine, and the once-red carpet worn through in places, as if scabbed. A baby was crying. On the landing of the third floor, he stopped to look out a window.

In the narrow, bricked-in alley a stumblebum, lean and tall, a baseball cap pulled nearly over his eyes, was digging through a garbage can. Or appeared to be. Or had he been followed?

At Eli’s door he stood at the peephole and a muffled voice came through. “Is that you?”

There was a thump of feet, then the rattle of chains and a clack of deadbolts and the door swung open.

“What are you lurking out there for?” Eli said, grinning. “Don’t you know how to knock? Heard your feet on the floor. It creaks.”

His left eye was nearly swollen shut, his nose off center, and his braids, usually meticulously bound in red cloth, hung now like two sad afterthoughts in blue rubber bands.

He leaned into the hallway, looked both ways. Quicksilver, mercurial, light on his feet.

“Boozhoo,” Buck said, finding his voice. Hello.

Eli pulled him into the apartment and locked the door behind him, Eli darting, left-right, left, until Buck crushed him in his arms. Eli stepped back, that wry, amused look on his face.

“How’d I get this?” Eli asked, pointing to his face. “Decided to punch somebody’s fist with my nose,” he said, “used it to slice some American Velveeta, and this happened, hey?

“Just another danger of being a City Indian in a big bad world of white man’s cut-rate commodity cheese.”

Eli motioned for him to take the chair across the table, and they sat. “So, where’s Ruben?”

“He’ll be coming up soon, I can promise you that,” he said, and, winking, glanced around him.

In everything, in the broken down furniture, in the warped floor and the duct-taped couch, and in the television with foil on the bent antenna, was a runaway desperation. Pizza boxes, stacked five high in the corner, told him Eli had not been out in days. And books, they were everywhere, spilling from cardboard boxes, on ersatz shelves in no order, and on the sofa, layered three deep, all of which spoke of an uncharacteristic lack of focus, and he picked up the nearest, opened it.

Underlined was, “Whither is God?” he cried; “I will tell you. We have killed him – you and I. All of us are murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea?”

Took in the cover: Nietzsche. Yeah, just what Eli needed now, all that Will to Power nonsense.

And to make matters worse, he was juked on something, his hands trembling. Or he had been.

“You got coffee?” he asked.

Eli dodged into the kitchen, where he filled two heavy porcelain cups, then set them on the table. They kicked back in their chairs, as if at ease. As if Eli hadn’t been hiding.

“What’s with the suitcases?” Buck asked.

Eli shrugged. “Those?”

“No, I meant the elephants. What’d you think?”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Eli scratched his shoulders. Amphetamines. They made you itch. Playing ball on speeders, he’d itched all over.

Eli got up and went to the windows on the far side of the room. A bed sheet had been tacked over them, which the street lights bled through. He lifted the lower left corner of the sheet and looked out, both directions, then raised the window, attending to something.

“Waiting for another pizza?”

“No,” Eli said, and laughed. “Got a baby bird here. Found him in the entry in a pile of leaves. That time of year, you know? And this one bein’ a way too-early-bird, and no worms.”

In his cupped hands, he carried the bird to the table, as if holding a flame that could be snuffed out. The bird peeped, its eyes tiny, bright beads. Christ, he thought. Some things never changed. If injured or needy animals didn’t find Eli, he thought, Eli’d have to go looking for them. Back at the cabin, there’d been the one eyed dog and the three-legged cat. The duck with the broken wing and the turtle with the cracked shell. All of whom he’d nursed back to health and, later, released into the wild.

Some returned to the cabin, so there was always something limping around the yard to be cared for. And here Eli was, fighting for his life, and he’d rescued this bird in the middle of it, a–

But he couldn’t recall the name, and he sat up, his mind a hot, just then terrified, blank.

“Got a light bulb in the box to keep him warm – and food, too. Water,” Eli said, smiling.

He went to the window, carefully set the bird back in the box. Sat at the table, his right eye, the good one, darting, taking Buck in. He feigned punching him and grinned. “Christ,” he said, “you don’t need to look like it’s the end of the world, you know? A little ice on the eye’ll fix me up. And Ruben, he’ll straighten things out, you’ll see.”

“Pikwakokweweshi,” Buck said, and he caught his breath, relieved, as if the very world had reappeared under his feet.

“What?”

“Blue jay,” Buck said and Eli, shaking his head, crossed his arms over his chest and looked away.

It was just too painful, Eli’d said once, to speak the old language. He just would not do it.

In the kitchen, behind him, dishes were piled high in the sink; pots balanced one over the other on the stove. There, too, delivery sandwich boxes. A light fixture, a gray lozenge, hung from a strip of duct tape over the table, and somewhere in the apartment water was running.

Eli squinted at him, tilting his head. He reached up, toward Buck’s ears, fingers outstretched, and Buck caught his hand.

“Don’t,” he said.

“That part of some clown suit, or what’s the deal? What’s with the big ears, brother?”

“Frostbite.”

“Well, I can see that. I mean–”

“Car broke down.” Buck shrugged. “Drivin’ here to the Ritz ‘n’ all.”

“What, you didn’t have a hat?” Eli said, a puzzled look crossing his face, then added, “Look, I’m sorry you came all the way down for nothing,” as if his face weren’t battered almost beyond recognition. As if they weren’t talking around the matter of Ruben.

“Maybe you should have somebody look at those ears?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll just call Dr. Wellby, hey?”

Eli took a sip of his coffee. His face swollen, his usually infectious, winning grin was now an unsettling, piratical leer. He was trying to keep it together, and it was showing.

His heart fell at it, Eli’s desperation.

“Great location we got,” Eli said. “Close to everything. Around the corner there’s The Modern Art. And there’s the Guthrie, and the fairgrounds, and the lakes are nice in the summer.”

Buck grimaced; he hated what was coming. What he had to do. Eli had always been stubborn.

“So,” Eli said, “what are your plans?” As if they’d just take in some sightseeing now.

“Plans?”

The water that was running stopped with a rusty screech of a turned faucet. Whoever was in the apartment would be coming out. He had to do it, and now, he thought and, reaching across the table, as if for his cup, he caught Eli by his braids and yanked his head close, a ball on a tether.

“FUCK!” Eli shouted. “What the – !”

He punched at Buck’s arm, and Buck bore down on him, twisted his head around until their noses were nearly touching.

“Now you listen, and you listen good, you too-wized-up, smart ass little fucker,” he said.

“Let go!”

He shook Eli, and hard. “Cut – the shit, Wabooson.”

“What… shit?!”

“What’s up with Ruben?!”

“God- dammit, let go! And how the hell would I know? And why’n’t you ask him yourself?”

He let go of Eli’s braids, and Eli, glaring, shot back in his chair, affronted, breathing hard.

“You,” he said, and pointed with his finger, “I didn’t ask for you to come down here! I asked you to talk to Ruben. And if you’d just… for once, just once done what I asked, we wouldn’t be fucked up like this.”

“‘Like this’ how?”

“Over Ruben,” Eli shot back.

“Is that what we’re talking about here?”

“No, Jesus-Fucking-Christ himself. Yes, fucking Ruben!”

“Ruben’s dead, Eli,” he said. “He was burned, all over, then blinded and put on the B & N tracks to get hit by the Warroad freight, or so the cops said when they came to me to ask why.”

Eli scratched at himself, huffing, his eyes blinking, trying to contain the disaster it was.

“I asked you to talk to Ruben, not to come down here,” he said, a catch in his voice.

“You already said that.”

“You don’t get it, do you,” Eli replied.

“What don’t I ‘get’?”

“I didn’t want you coming down here. To me, goddammit! Don’t you see what you’ve done?!”

He thought of the rangy character who’d been in the alley. Sure enough, he’d been followed.

“So, I’ve been seen,” he said, “what of it?”

“You don’t fuck with these people,” Eli said. He went to the sink, pulled out a drawer to the left of it, and lifted up a handgun, a .38 revolver. No doubt, Buck thought, the gun Eli’d held behind the door, minutes earlier. Eli grimaced, then set the gun back in the drawer and sat.

“Seriously,” he said, “if they try to come through that door before we’re out of here? I’m ready. So, if I were you, I’d–”

“I’m not you, Eli,” he said. “And I’m not going anywhere, and they’re not coming here, to this–” he was tempted to say hellhole, but didn’t. “–and if you try to run, like Ruben did, you’re dead.

“It’s money, isn’t it? Is that what they want from you? You steal their money with Ruben?”

“If it were just… money,” Eli shot back, his voice shrill, “do you think I’d be here? In this… place?!”

“So, what is it?”

A door opened and a girl’s voice came from inside the apartment. “Eli?” she said, her voice rising.

Eli glared. “You can make this worse, or you can shut up, just for now. Okay? For once, could you not barge into it?”

A girl in a wheel chair, in a turquoise robe and her hair knotted in a matching towel, spun herself to the table. Big, wide-set brown eyes and a full, though crooked, mouth. Here a reservation beauty. A heartbreaker, one with her own agenda, something she wanted, too.

“I interrupt?” she said.

“Jenny, Buck,” Eli replied, motioning to him, “my brother, down from Red Lake. Buck, Genevieve.”

They shook across the width of the table. That Eli hadn’t let her know he was coming said volumes. So, this – Jenny – knew something of what was going on, but not the half of it.

“Was Eli telling you about our wreck?” she asked, a cutting tone in her voice, “just last week?”

“No,” he said.

She spun around the table, then dug in her purse and slapped a photo onto the table. Pinned it there with her index finger. Under her scarlet nail was Eli’s car, a bucket-sized dent in the passenger door.

“It’s in back,” Eli said. “In the alley. Just a hit and run. Some glass and bodywork and it’ll be fine.”

Jenny glared. “Just a ‘hit and run’? I was almost killed, Eli, and look what it did to your face.”

“Come on, Beautiful, we weren’t going to talk about this, remember? You promised.”

“Did I, Sweetheart mine?”

Eli took her hand, gingerly, and she snatched it away, swept up the photo and wheeled down the hallway.

“Awww, come on, Jen!” Eli called after her. “What’s going on at the shop and gettin’ hit, it’s just a coincidence.”

She held up her left hand, the middle finger extended, then spun into their bedroom and slammed the door.

In the corner, the radiator ticked, then let off a plume of steam, hissing, made an iron clank.

Eli went to the drawer with the .38 in it. Stuffed it into the belt at the small of his back.

“Why don’t you… just tell me what you and Ruben’ve gone and gotten mixed up in. It can’t be that bad, can it?” he asked, and Eli, his voice thick with all he needed to say, but couldn’t, replied,

“I’ll do you one better, I’ll show you.”
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They parked in an alley up the street and across from the Paradise, the engine running and alongside a brick wall, so they couldn’t be seen.

It was shortly before noon, and down from them the street-facing doors of the shop were open, two gaping mouths. Here, off Cedar during business hours, was a hum of activity. Men in mechanics’ overalls passed each other on the sidewalk. A call girl begged a light from a passerby, got her cigarette going, the cigarette like an exclamation in her too-red-mouth, then loitered. At the far end of the block, outside Moby’s, a kid clocked dope. There was a broken logic to it, and in the middle of it all, smack-dead-center, was the Paradise.

He cracked his window open and cool, damp air, smelling of exhaust and wet pavement, spilled into the car.

“Just watch,” Eli said, and jabbed his sunglasses up the bridge of his nose and pointed.

He shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable, the gun at his back, while up the street business went on as usual, pedestrians threading past one another, all bent slightly in the chill.

“See it yet?” Eli said.

Buck didn’t know what he was supposed to be seeing. At the Paradise, a squat, moon-faced shinob in cobalt-lensed welders’ goggles jockeyed cars from the lot to repair bays.

“Here comes another one,” Eli said.

A car, the fenders different colors and a dream catcher swaying from the rear view, stopped at the dumpster in back, then went up the alley. A res mobile. And with Tonto Town nearby, what of it? Lester, at his desk in the front window, lifted his head. He’d seen the car, too.

He called over his shoulder and a mechanic, tall and bent-looking, in gray overalls, snatched an envelope from him, wove with it to the dumpster, then dodged inside again.

“That’s Cleve, our bondo-man; he does welding, too,” Eli said. “And you met Lester.”

Moments later, another car came up the alley, paused at the dumpster, then rocketed away.

“So, what is it?”

Eli cocked his head to the side, mirroring his, Buck’s, impending comprehension. “I said, ‘Just watch’.”

On the sidewalk, a woman rushed by, a newspaper held over her hair against the rain. It’d begun raining, the rain raking the storefronts and the sidewalks shining, iridescent, and now yet another car came up the alley. It, too, paused at the dumpster, then shot away.

“You in dope?” Buck said.

“You think?”

“So, then… who are they?”

“Accident victims, collecting monthly payouts. They’re all on physical therapy, treatments, tests, rehab, you name it.

“They’re not injured. Or, they’re not supposed to be. So, you figure it out, what do you think?”

Eli bent into the windshield, to peer around the brick building they were parked alongside.

He pointed with his chin to the Paradise. “What’s going on over there is an injury mill.”

“Injury mill?”

“Yeah, generated out of staged accidents.” Eli frowned, his mouth set in a hard line. “You get two drivers,” he said. “And maybe a third – a… sidewinder – to keep your mark, the driver you’re after, pinned into his lane. Look–” Eli said, and lifted his hands, one trailing the other. “Lester’s guy, the swoop, gets out in front of the mark. The mark’s the guy you’re after. The squat, the second car, pulls in between, cozies up to the mark, his bumper to the mark’s grill–” Eli stopped his left hand, brought his right hand up behind it “–and the guy in front, the swoop, he lays on his brakes and Lester’s squat jams on his, and since the mark’s tailgating, you have a guaranteed chain reaction big time rear-ender.” Eli slapped his hands together. “POW! The mark hits the squat, and the swoop, who’s caused the whole thing, he’s long gone.

“And it’s always the fault of the vehicle hitting from behind, right? So, the mark’s fault. The cops show, get it all on paper.”

“And then?”

“Then?” Eli laughed. “You have a bunch of shinobs in your squat, say, a pregnant… squaw, one with six screamin’ kids all sayin’ they’re injured, whiplash, and migraines, and blackouts – ‘n’ they’re not even her kids, but who knows that? Or, you got some… breadwinner with a family of six, and the ambulance runs ‘em off to a clinic….”

He felt himself frowning. “So, it’s not about the cars.”

“No,” Eli said, “it’s in the insurance, and, sure, Lester uses the wrecks for Vehicle Identification Numbers for the cars he steals; or he rehabs wrecks from his staged accidents, after the insurance companies write them off, sells ‘em for top buck at auctions. Overnight, a big Mercedes, Lincoln, or Cadillac’ll net you… thirty, forty thousand dollars. But the big money – the real money – that’s in the insurance, and in the lawsuits.

“This here? With the cars? This is just… chicken shit.”

Lester, as if he were aware he was being watched, leaned into the office window. His was a lean face, his cheeks hollowed, feral. His eyes raked the street, fixing on something, then not.

Had he seen them? Buck thought. And if so, then what? Or, did Eli want them to be seen?

“So, what’s in it for Lester?” he asked, “if this here is all so much chicken shit, why take the risk?”

“Six figure kickbacks, as the stager,” Eli said. “Your mark? He’s carrying a five million dollar liability. Maybe more. And there’re trucks. They’re the most dangerous, but the biggest money. You got… sometimes… fifty million or more in coverage for an eighteen wheeler.

“It’s the doctors who rake it in, on procedures they don’t perform on fake injured patients.

“And the lawyers? It’s a gold mine for them, too. But the ‘hands dirty’ part? That gets done… right- from- here.”

He eased the car forward, into the open. Exposed, Buck’s heart leapt. A penned-in driveway was nowhere to be. Sure enough, a patrol car slowed up the block, turned, then came up the alley behind them.

“Here we go,” Eli said, and pulled out into the traffic.

Buck spun around to look behind. Moments later, the patrol car re-appeared, following.

“When Bear visited me that week in September,” Eli said, and glanced sharply into the mirror, “I got him a job with us on a tow.” He glanced over at Buck. “He must’ve said something to you at the lodge after all that, right?” No, it was clear, he hadn’t. “He didn’t say anything?”

“Just that he’d had enough of the city.”

Eli glanced into the mirror again. “Fucking cops.” He put his foot down on the accelerator, and the car shot forward, Eli weaving through traffic, and the patrol car staying with them.

“So, Bear. He comes down to visit,” Eli said, leaning into the windshield, “and at the end of it, he’s broke. I didn’t know squat then. I’d worked with that other outfit before, right? Kosmoski’s?

“All aboveboard body work while I was takin’ classes, most of it just slingin’ mud and shootin’ paint.

“Jen was in school, too, and Ruben called and offered me way better money, and I thought, ‘Why not?’ And Bear, we needed a satellite guy for tows we had when we were busy.”

Turning, he looked behind them again. The cop was two lanes over, back a block or so.

“And?”

“The guy you just saw with the envelope – Cleve? He and Bear headed over to I-94 on a tow – Cleve, and Bear, and this third guy, a shinob, shows up toting a bag, one of those giant soft drink cups in it, the straw sticking out and the bag crimped around it, like it was booze. But what of it, Bear’s not going to mention the guy’s drinking on the job. And then, Cleve doesn’t get onto the highway, he circles it. Three times, and Cleve, each time, making some excuse – a car’s blocking them, or there isn’t enough space, which Bear saw was bullshit. The whole thing was some ‘Clown Show, drivin’ in circles,’ he says, until the third time, and now the three of them, Cleve, Bear, and the new guy, they have an eighteen wheeler on their bumper – remember what I said about eighteen wheelers? – and Cleve takes off down the ramp onto the highway like he’s fucking Mario Andretti.”

Crossing the Franklin Avenue bridge, they turned, and the patrolman pulled off too, closing the distance.

“And a… patrol car–” Eli motioned with chin behind them “–just like the one comin’ up behind us, he tears right in front of the wrecker from off the shoulder. Cleve slams on his brakes, to not pile into the fuckin’ cop, and–” Eli slapped his hands together “Ka-Pow! – that eighteen wheeler hit Cleve and Bear from behind and shit goes flying everywhere, there’s shattered glass, horns blaring, and Bear jumps out and runs to the eighteen wheeler behind them and the boom on the wrecker’s gone through the windshield and killed the driver, and here’s the shinob, the one went out with them, puking blood on the shoulder.

“Only, when Bear stooped to help him, and by accident he sets his hand in it, that blood – it was cold. And there was a lot of it – just about what’d fit in that drink cup, he said.

“Anyway, I told him, Forget it. Maybe… what… the guy had an ulcer? So Bear heads back up north. You saw him, right?”

He had. Bear hadn’t seemed himself. He’d seemed… unsettled, not his usual, jovial self.

“Friday of that week, Doc Miller shoots Bear,” Eli said. “A hunting accident. Took me so low that–

“Yeah,” he replied, a burning in his throat, “don’t go into it,” and Eli glanced into the rear view again.

His mouth set, he wrenched the car to the right through three lanes of traffic, an angry smear of horns around them, and the car screeching up against the curb to an abrupt, jarring stop.

Traffic went by, and the cop with it. Sizzling in the rain. They waited, there at the curb.

“You’re in it,” Buck said. “The ‘business.’ Aren’t you. You’re in it up to your neck.”

Eli turned to Buck, his mouth puckered. “YES!” he said, “But not the way you’re thinking.”

A patrol car pulled in front of them, but not the cop who’d been following, the one with the sunglasses.

“So, how?” Buck said.

“All Ruben asked,” Eli said, “was for me to help him deliver cars; it took two drivers. Ruben’d run Lester’s stuff to out-of-state auctions. Chicago, usually. I got four hundred a night, cash; that’s all it was.”

A couple holding a red umbrella over their heads went by on the sidewalk, the girl smiling. The cop, in front of them, made a quick, pumping motion, no doubt racking up his shotgun.

“But you didn’t just drive, did you,” he said.

 Now, behind them, the first cop with the sunglasses was back, the two working together.

He’d seen it in Chicago, plenty, a roust; the cop in front got you out of the car, and the cop behind shot you in the back, “resisting arrest.”

But neither cop was getting out. Or calling to them over a bullhorn. They were waiting.

“So, how’d you get caught?”

“Caught?”

“Stealing Lester’s inventory. Because, otherwise, how’d Ruben pay you that kind of money for driving?”

Classic bait and switch. Never not look a gift horse in the mouth, any shinob knew that.

“Lester showed up – at an auction in… Topeka, Kansas, and, I mean, what were the chances? – Lester’s got this guy with him, a suit, like he did sometimes, just lookin’ for a deal on a high end car, and Ruben’s all but runnin’ from this Mercedes 600, which he never, never should’ve tried to skim.”


“It wasn’t the car that was the problem, though, was it,” Buck said. “It was that Ruben recognized the suit.”

His eyes blank, seeing it, Eli nodded. “Yeah, but even worse, the suit recognized Ruben.”

“Who was it?”

“Our Dr. Miller,” Eli replied.

In front of them, the officer got out of his cruiser, the officer behind, too, and Buck pinned Eli’s hand behind his back, where he’d had it on the revolver, the officers calling to each other.

Then, just like that, they were back in their cars and both pulled away into the traffic.

“So,” Eli said, “you see now, how it went down? And why I couldn’t have you going after Miller?”

He did. Had he, someone would have retaliated, taken out Eli. Only, he also knew Eli was hiding something they wanted, and wanted badly. Because, otherwise, he’d’ve been dead, and long before. The traffic going by, he thought on it, and for a good space of minutes.

“You know if they’ve got anyone to replace Ruben?” he asked.

“Why?”

“‘Why’? Because you’re going back and, since they’ve got to be a man short, you’re going to get me Ruben’s job.”

Eli laughed, “That’s a joke, right?” and when he saw it wasn’t, he said, “You are out – of your – fucking mind.”

“Yeah,” he said, “and, brother, you’re going to be right in the middle of it with me, all the way to the end.”









BOOK II
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“So… put a smile on it, can you?” Eli said, the two of them, just after dark, approaching the apartment.

Eli had talked to Lester, got his hours, as if it were all nothing, his having not shown up for work the last week. After which they’d spent the day running errands, at one point Eli calling Jen to tell her he’d ‘fixed things’.

“Like you saw,” Eli said, stopping on the sidewalk, “for Jen it was just some… in-shop misunderstanding, okay?

“Christ,” Eli said, “you look like some… fuckin’ undertaker. Spread some happy on that mug, okay?” Eli grinned for him, gave a show of teeth, demonstrating. “So, can you?”

A crash came from the alley, and they both nearly jumped at it, and Buck went over to see what it was.

Just garbage cans, overturned, and a dog chewing on what appeared to be a pork chop. The Evergreens, what a nightmare. Inside, the smell of urine was stronger after the rain, and in the fading light, the worn holes in the dirty maroon carpet all the more scabrous.

At the apartment door, Eli slipped the key in the lock. “Now, you’re going to keep your mouth shut, right?”

They went in, Jenny there. Standing, she seemed taller, her crutches propping her up, Jenny setting out plates, and flatware, and her legs long, Jenny coltish in a knee-length dress, and her molasses-dark hair in a comb.

Music was playing, the Chairman of the Board crooning like there was no tomorrow, something about flying to the moon.

Jenny spun a half circle, for Eli, her dress billowing from her knees. It was new, she said. She’d gone shopping while they were out. Had seen the dress in a shop window.

Eli slung his arm around her waist, then pulled her into the living room and she sang out, “Eli!” and he turned her, crutches and all, Jenny blushing and looking abashed over his shoulder.

He set her at the table and bowed. “Bon appetite!” he, said, miming a French chef.

He three-stepped to the table from the stove, the pot of – whatever it was she’d put together – held at his shoulder. For years, Bear and Eli had amused each other like this, playing Frenchmen, a towel draped over a forearm. Guests at the lodge had loved or hated it.

“Mademoiselle,” Eli said, and slid the pot onto the table.

And so it went, to the lighting of the candles, and like that they passed the better part of an hour.

“Eli told me you played for Cleveland, in the Major Leagues,” Jenny said, Eli setting a cup of coffee at her elbow.

“I was just a redshirt, you know, a rookie,” Buck replied, and shrugged; he didn’t want to get into it.

“Jen, come on,” Eli said, and sat again.

“Well?”

“Isn’t it enough that he got in?” he said, trying to communicate this wasn’t something to talk about.

“I’m just asking.”

“He had one of the best pitches in the whole League.” Eli pointed his fork across the table. “Koufax didn’t have one better.”

“‘I coulda been a contendah!’” Jenny mimed, joking. But it wasn’t funny. “Was it like that?”

Eli bent over his plate. Then, unable to help himself, he glanced up, held his eyes on Buck’s.

“We all, every- last- one of us,” he said, angrily, “we were desperate for you to make a life of it. You have to know that, right?”

“I knew,” he replied.

“So… why? Why’d you do it?”

“Do what?” Jenny asked.

When he didn’t answer, Eli said, “We were all there. Took buses from Red Lake, Thief River, White Earth, to see the big game and–” he pointed with his fork, snarled “–and our hero, our fucking… own Jim Thorpe here, he goes and….” His mouth pursed, Eli turned from the table.

“What?” Jen said.

With a wave of his hand, Eli tried to let it go, “Shit. I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”

With a nod, Buck went up the hallway and ducked into his room, but couldn’t help listening.

There was a murmur of voices, and Eli said, “These… idiots were jeering at him.” Jen said something, and he opened the door, slightly. “‘What were they jeering’?” Eli replied. “Well, what do you think?

“‘Go home, Timber Nigger,’ like when we’re out gill netting, only, he brained their batter. On purpose.”

He’d all but leaned into the hallway, and the two of them saying exactly what he couldn’t make out. It went on at a whisper and for the longest time, then became contentious.

“And he’s been doing… what since?” Jen asked, and Eli replied, “Well, since we got screwed at the lodge, he’s been playing step-and-fetch-it for the new owner, trying to get our cabin back.

“Only, I quit, see?”

On his cot, he lay in the dark, his hands folded over his middle, trying to calm himself.

There was a clatter of plates, then the sink faucet ran. He heard the rubber-tipped tap of Jenny’s crutches coming up the hallway. Then Eli. The wall of their bedroom shared his, and their soft voices ran in stops and starts, in it an easy give and take. Jenny laughed, then laughed again. There was a light slap, and Jenny said, “Stop it, he’ll hear.” A short while later Jenny sighed, deeply, and then he heard nothing, until a short while later there was a single gasp, and Jenny said, “Oh – God!” Just that, and they laughed, after, and he felt a terrible ache in his chest, a vast loneliness.

“If you belong nowhere, Michael,” Seraphim had told him, “you belong everywhere.”

Turning this way and that on his cot, he was furious one moment, and in a state of grief the next.

After baseball ended, his fall had not been gradual, and the pent up feelings he’d carried in him since St. Mary’s he put to use in Cleveland and, later, Chicago. It wasn’t a secret what he became, not entirely, and that due to a friend of his father’s having mouthed off.

He’d nearly died in Chicago. His father, humiliating though it was, had found him and taken him north to a lodge.

Od’s Ingozis they’d called him there, Od’s son, though later he was just Mike, and the owner of the lodge, Saul, valuing his quiet, dependable nature, and astute, though wary, conscientiousness, had him manage the staff. He didn’t drink. Or carouse. Was a fiend for organization, could repair any outboard built, was affable with guests and dropped easily into an idiom that was, others knew, city, yet he could navigate the Djigan, knew where to fish walleye, or bass, or muskellunge. Autumn, where to hunt white tail, moose, and duck.

The other guides, much younger, were different. Suffered “bottle flu” days, got in squabbles, fought at times. They spoke a patois of the old language and English, moved easily between the lodge and the nearby reservation, and Rat Portage or International Falls. He stayed on the island, without exception. Was useful, in a more than practical way. What more could he want? he admitted to Saul, it was a life of real-world, honest satisfactions.

And The North Woods were beautiful, weren’t they?

Saul, one evening, asked him the most simple of questions. Wasn’t he lonely? What did he do nights? He’d handed him what he was reading. “It’s all Greek to me,” Saul said, joking, and there had begun a true friendship. “Put that in your book of life,” he’d say, and the two of them sharing games of chess, or scrabble evenings, and Saul’s wife, Gert, there with them, too, three survivors, in-betweens on an island, on a lake of fifteen thousand lakes, on the Canadian border.

Saul a holocaust survivor, Gert a once Displaced Person, and Buck having long before left life on the reservation.

Bear had come up, and then Eli when he wasn’t at the university. He’d been seeing a woman, one the Spectors introduced him to, Rachel, and then the unthinkable happened.

Saul lost the resort. He’d bought it on foreclosure, and the former owner, somehow, won it back.

Saul and Gert left; he lost the cabin Saul had given him; and he, Bear, and Eli lost their jobs, all to an infuriated Iowa farmer, who, having gotten the lodge, put it up for sale.

Dragged to banks by Eli, where his having been a Major League baseball player had been made much of, the answer at each was the same, a humiliating, “Just who the hell are you, with no credit history, no jobs, and no collateral, to be asking for a loan from a bank? Any loan, much less one for a million dollars?!”

“Keep skunks and bankers at a distance,” Eli’d said, at the last, and he’d replied, trying to soften the blow, “If you find yourself in a hole, brother, the first thing to do is to stop digging.”

Eli, having had no experience with the long game, or losing games but winning seasons, became obsessed. He had a head for numbers, and legalese, and contracts, and he got into it with the farmer, about how the lodge, in the first place, had been built on stolen land.

“Look, Tonto,” the farmer told him, “You just go ahead and try and get ‘your land’ back.”

That, right there, had put Eli over, had been the final, scalding indignity – that, and, when the new owner got the lodge running again, Buck and Bear’s working for him at half the wage, and no cabin in the bargain.

Eli, incensed, shot down to the Cities, and they hadn’t spoken since. Not until he’d called about Ruben.

He bolted upright, the room dark; lashed out, punching the cardboard box that had fallen onto his head, then swept the box clunking onto the floor. Went to the window and raised the blinds and forced the window open.

A clean, chill draft smelling of wet leaves spilled in. At a window across the alley, a squat, bespectacled man drew back from the glass and the light there flicked out. Were they being watched?

Seconds later, he looked again – the window across the alley dark – then sat on the rail of his cot. He took his wallet from his pants pocket, flattened a spot on his sleeping bag and turned the wallet over. In the Perspex window was his driver’s license: Fineday, Michael. He picked through the receipts: bait, gasoline, outboard parts. He hadn’t squared things with the owner of the lodge before he’d left, had a hundred or so dollars in receipts, the times and dates scrawled across them. One read, Two cases Bud three pop Bread Marg White gas eggs bacon. He crumpled the list and tossed it into the corner of the room. Then another: Clean cabin 3, sink in 5 broken – Mercury 35 needs tune up.

He dug into the front pockets of the wallet, emptied them onto his bag. An old Indianhead penny, for luck. Paper clips – he used them on the outboards. And, finally, Bear’s charm, the dibindowin. He tried to remember what he kept in his wallet. But why would Sally have taken anything other than his money? But there was something missing. And then, in a cold sweat, he realized what it was: His card with Eli’s phone number and unit at Little Earth. In Event of Death, Contact: He got the sick feeling Sally had gone looking for Eli there. And granted she had?

She was connected now to him, and through Eli, Ruben. And after what had happened to Ruben?

He reached for his pants and dug out his cigarettes, jockeyed his shoulders into the box behind him, smoking.

He’d have to find Sally. He had seen her, after all. And what better time than now, when she’d be parked somewhere?

Tangletown, Whittier, Longfellow, he strode through one neighborhood after another. Even into darkest Loring Park. Long blocks, run down houses, old, falling down apartments. Here and there someone living in a car, but no Sally. No Cadillacs, rather early model Pontiacs, Chevys, Rice Burners, and the occasional badly rusted Volvo or Saab. Nightcrawlers. Stumblebums. Drunks. A dog walker, with a collie. And one diminutive figure who’d, from the distance of a block or so, been on him like an agaawateyaa, a shadow.

Pushing himself, he covered the area he and Joe had canvassed, even tried north of Augsburg, and when it was all but dawn and his feet were worse than sore, he headed back to the Evergreens.

Mounting the steps, he sensed someone behind him and turned, only to see – whoever it was – dart behind the Victorian across the street.

He’d have to look further west, he thought. And, if nothing else, he’d have to get Sally to leave for Seattle.

Or give her some protection until she could.
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Sally


On a bench outside a donut shop, she studied the want ads in the Star Tribune folded over her knees. It was too cold to be outside, The Kruller’s bench still frosted where the sun hadn’t struck it, and the morning rush on so she was too nervous to sit at a table inside.

“Technician to sew labels on ball caps. That sounds interesting,” she said to herself, and with her pen, crossed it out.

Her knees drummed the paper from beneath, which made it hard to read, and she set her hand over them, pressing her heels flat. Up the block someone bent over her car, and she stood, and with a furtive shrug and a flip of his head, he moved away, her too new, canary yellow Eldorado all but a neon sign in this neighborhood. Break In. Vandalize this!

The print swimming, she tried to read, each line a vexing impossibility. Injection plastic mold operator. Must have three years experience…. Wonderful. Prep line fry cook. Hmmm. For… The Convention Grill? Sunny personality a must. She could try, but – fry cook?

Sally bit into her donut, still warm, rolled in cinnamon and sugar, and felt a wave of exhaustion.

Nights, the Cadillac’s windows fogged, which signaled she was inside, so she’d barely slept. Maybe she should get a place to live first, she thought, an apartment; but then, what if she couldn’t get a job?

A shadow crossed the paper, and she froze. When it didn’t move, she glanced up, expecting to see – a… midget?

His face set like some porcelain miniature in the peaked hood of his army coat, he smiled.

“Hello, little – person,” she said. And because she’d said it, she added, “I’ve got another donut if you’re hungry.”

He bumped up onto the bench beside her, swinging his booted feet, small as a child’s, the left misshapen. Her hands shaking, she wrapped a donut in a napkin and handed it to him.

“Thank you,” he said, in a reedy voice.

“You’re welcome.”

They sat eating, life going on around them, as if they did this daily, here some ritual, and the little man said,

“It’s you in the gold Cadillac, right? Saw it before, over at Little Earth. Was that you?”

Frowning, she said, “And what if it was?”

“Oh, it’s just that, if you were looking for a certain person, I can tell you, he’s been looking for you.”

“Michael?” When the midget nodded, she said, “I – I wanted to see if he was all right. And I thought – maybe he needed some of what I took from him; I felt bad, and… I wanted to give some of it back.

“Only, someone broke my window getting into my car, and I spent it all, having it repaired.”

She’d gotten a second coffee, to keep herself going through the ads, and she offered it to him.

“You’re most kind,” the midget said, taking it. He drank from the cup, his eyes on the street.

“Of course, we’ll have to find someplace better for you to park nights. Or – It’s Shorty, by the way.”

“Sally.”

Shaking hands, they sat back, having negotiated some kind of necessary formality.

“Shorty,” she said now, “have you ever asked yourself, ‘How did I come to be here?’” She glanced over at him. “Like your life went off somewhere and left you in this… place you don’t recognize? Or, yourself in it?”

“A long time ago,” Shorty said, “life called in the form of an elephant, Sweetie was her name.”

“You’re funny.”

“Oh,” Shorty said, “it was a very real elephant.” He lifted his left foot, regarded the oddly misshapen boot there.

“I’m sorry.” Sally felt herself blush, said, “I didn’t mean to be–”

“You weren’t. Rude. Or nosey. And, anyway, I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

“Which is where?”

Shorty gestured to The Kruller, made a sweeping gesture with his hand, taking in the neighborhood.

Sally felt her throat burning. Her eyes glassed up, and she wiped her tears away. She was crying, and couldn’t stop it. It all just came at her, the true awfulness of her situation.

She turned to him, the little man on the bench in his strange clothes. He was studying her face. After a time, he said,

“What?”

“I stink. My clothes are dirty, and – you can’t know how barely I’m here, really. But I’m not going back. They can’t put me away again. And I’m not going to take their drugs. I’ll die first.”

“Maybe there’s something else, not the ‘false dichotomy’ you’re thinking you’ve been reduced to,” Shorty said.

“What is?”

“Being put away or dying.” He tapped her paper with his finger. “What are you so intent on there?”

“What’s a ‘Rusticator’?”

“No idea,” Shorty said.

“How about this: Pipe Fitter’s Apprentice. Must understand dynamics of pipe sweating, brazing, and joining.” She lifted her head and grinned. “Can’t you just see me with one of those little… torch thingies? Kinda like… Rosie the Riveter, wasn’t that somebody?”

Shorty slid closer, bent to the print, said, “Darling, that was long before your time, but how about this one?”

The job was in Old Town, just off the Mississippi, here warehouses built in the late 1800s, like sailing ships, a fleet of them, and one larger than the others, in it scores of windows, all of which faced them now, part of the world’s-once-largest grain business, Crosby Milling.

“That’s it?” Sally said.

“One and the same,” Shorty replied. Even sitting on her suitcase, his head barely reached the dashboard.

“Well, good, now I know where it is,” Sally said, “we accomplished that, didn’t we?”

“Sweetheart,” Shorty said, “really?”

Sally smirked; it wasn’t something she did often, but sometime people just didn’t get her.

“Moving kind of too-fast-for-you?” Shorty asked.

“No, I’m not dressed.”

“And you’re going to be dressed and ready… when? You’re going be ironed and pressed – what? – tomorrow?”

“Everyone says I’m crazy. So–”

“Oh, that’s good. So, if you’re a… little crazy, you don’t need a job? You don’t think other people are… a little crazy? On the edge, stressed out, broke, beaten down, ruined a little?

“Sally, you’re more sane than the whole lot of them,” Shorty said. “That’s why they’re telling you you’re crazy.’”

She could see he was thinking to tell her something, then decided against it. She’d ask him later.

“So, I’ve got to go, that’s what you’re saying,” she said. “Like… right now, right here,–” she ran her hands down her chest “–like this?”

“No,” Shorty replied. “You want to go. And, anyway, aren’t you curious what would happen if you did?”
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Buck


While they were eating breakfast, a quiet fell over the table, something going on between Eli and Jenny, and she set her forehead in her palm, then said, in a voice all too weary,

“Eli, you promised.” She glared at him, then pointed with her fork. “So, do I have to do it?”

“What?” Buck asked.

“Lester called,” Eli replied, nodding significantly, “said he wanted you all the way in. You up for that?”

“Be careful what you ask for,” Jenny said, and took her bowl to the sink, where she rinsed it out.

He didn’t dare look at her.

“When we go in,” Eli said, “no matter what, you follow my lead. Think you can you do that?”

“Yeah,” he said, he could do that. But it didn’t mean he would.
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Just before eight, they parked the car in the Paradise lot and got out and stretched their legs. They went around the side of the building to the front door, a harsh, metallic clatter coming through it.

“How come there’s no sign?” he asked.

“Like I said, it’s all done through insurance,” Eli replied, “so there’s no need to advertise.” He grinned. “And don’t tell me I didn’t warn you, all right? You said you were here, earlier, but that was after closing. What the hell – there’s no use trying to explain. You’ll see.”

On Eli’s heels, he stepped into the too dark garage, temporarily blinded. An artificial sun threw crazed shadows against the paint-splattered walls and, everywhere, there were cars up on hoists, at odd angles to each other, jacked-up in the front or rear. From a corner there came a high-pitched, grating whine, like a garbage truck would make. A car shuddered there, thick metal arms working opposite each other, the car coming unbent, shrieking. The smell of the place stuck to the roof of his mouth: paint and plastic, scorched oil, and now – something like too-ripe banana, but the smell chemical. The floor thrummed, as if it were alive, was covered with a skin-pink talc, slippery under his boots, so he seemed to glide across it, as if he were in the gut of some nambiza, a water monster.

A car pulled up to one of the street-facing doors, the driver laying on his horn, until the squat, pock-faced Indian he’d seen the day before, the one in the cobalt welding goggles, came out, his hands tattooed over his knuckles and his braids knotted with red cloth.

“Hey, what’s the rush?!” he shouted.

They went up an aisle – by coiled exhaust pipe of all diameters, wheels, and tires; by fenders, and trunk lids, and hoods; by windshields, and windows of all sizes, each marked in fluorescent crayon – to the office.

To the right of the office door, a time clock glared, its face spiderwebbed glass where someone had struck it.

Eli plucked a card out and punched it, then all but shouted over the din, “DON’T SAY ANYTHING! OKAY?!”

Inside, Eli pulled the door closed, and they stood, waiting. Lester, and Cleve, bent over something on Lester’s desk, a third man to their right lifting his head to see who’d come in, his eyes different colors – one agate blue, the other an arresting white, for the cataract in it. As the woman at Little Earth had said, weird. Cleve and… whatever his name was, identical twins.

“So, you’re back,” Lester said.

“This is Buck,” Eli replied. “Like I said, he can do anything. He’s good with his hands.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Lester said. “Again,” as if their having met earlier had been any kind of pleasure.

He introduced Cleve and Vern.

“Ya’ll seem familiar,” Vern said, and gave Buck a sidelong look, his drawl thick. “We met?”

Buck said he thought not.

Lester reached for a clipboard on the desk. The desk was covered with forms. Some bore the names of insurance companies in bold letters, Aetna, Farmers, State Farm.

“So,” Lester said, checking off something on the clipboard. He turned to Buck. “You’ll work the rack for now.” He rapped his pen on the clipboard. “But you’re on for the big money later, right?”

“Yeah,” Buck replied. “I’m all about the money.”

He stood with Eli to one side of the rack, a car in it, one that had been hit in the side.

“Ambrose!” Eli shouted.

Ambrose, squat, moon-faced, thick-fingered, came scuttling out from behind the controls. He’d tucked his braids under his collar, had on a greasy corduroy hat, across the crown in red letters, CAT DIESEL POWER, had on his cobalt-lensed goggles. It gave him the appearance of a pukwan, a troll, now saying what, you couldn’t make out over the racket.

“Shut- It- Off!” Eli bellowed.

Ambrose shut the machine down and jumped from the controls. “This the new meat?”

Eli saluted, then marched off into the dark maw of the shop, leaving Buck to watch him go, Eli light on his feet. Like he’d just won something. When all around him was this – nightmare.

“You gonna stand there, or are we going to get to it,” Ambrose said. He hadn’t taken his goggles off.

“Yeah,” Buck replied, “why don’t we?”

He lay under a car, working a cable into the frame. The space was too narrow, a greasy frame rail pressing down on him so he could barely breathe. Ambrose put his head under.

“Ready?” he asked.

He turned to say no, but Ambrose had gone. The cable started to tighten. He spun out from under the car, shouted, “I’m not ready!” then got under it again, hung the trouble light from the A-frame. He had one more cable to attach. He got the cable doubled back and set the hook. Gave the cable a tug for good measure, then realized, with a terrified jolt, Ambrose had started the machine already, the cable tightening over his wrist. He tried to jerk his hand out from under and his glove caught on a broken strand of the cable.

“Stop!” he shouted.

The cable went on tightening, and he scrambled under the car, trying to get his hand free.

“HEYYYY!” he shouted. “STOP!”

The cable pressed down on his wrist, the cable tightening further yet. He got his leg out from under and kicked desperately at the side of the car and the cable slowed and stopped.

He jerked his hand from his glove, then spun out from under, held up his hand, blood running down it. Shouted,

“YOU ALMOST CUT OFF MY HAND, ASSHOLE!”

“GET YOUR SIGNALS STRAIGHT!” Ambrose shouted over the machine, adjusting his goggles, a fuck you in it.

A Lincoln, two BMWs, and a Mercedes. They rolled the cars in from the lot, some with blood spattered on the windshields inside, or pooled and dried on the upholstery and carpets, smelling of violent injury and death. In some, a tchibai lurked about, a ghost. They worked from a book of measurements set on a waist high post, in it symbols in a code as arcane as hieroglyphics. Ambrose tore through the book, licking the tips of his gloves, the fingers blackened. “Not enough!” he’d shout. “Too much!” “Too wide!” The air was hot and smoky and his throat burned. When he blew his nose on his sleeve, it left a streak of black slime, residue of the oxyacetylene cutting torch and who knew what all else.

Now and again, when he had a chance, he’d turn full circle, taking in the Paradise.

Found one electric eye near the front door, another near the back, but that was all he could make out. No cameras – but, it being a chop shop, they wouldn’t want one inside, though there was a cable over the door – so, outside. The doors all had deadbolts, with magnetic trip brackets – simple stuff, all of which he’d dealt with before. And he hadn’t seen cameras in the office.

Breaking in would be easy, he thought, only it seemed too simple, their security, or lack of it. And, now, hours into the day, when he slid out from under a car, he eyed the fountain against the far wall, parched. He’d get a drink, but Ambrose was after him, punishing.

“Thirsty,” he said finally.

“You know where the fountain is,” Ambrose replied. “You just go ahead and be my guest.”

Ambrose grinning at him, he pressed the fountain lever and a brownish-red stream of water trickled out.

It was not something he would drink even were he able to get to it. Which, of course, Ambrose had known.

Just when he thought he couldn’t take another minute, Ambrose caught him by the arm, reached into his pocket and pulled out a watch on a chain, initials engraved on the lid. A W Jr.

Behind them the compressor came on, huffing and woofing like some underworld creature.

“Break!” Ambrose shouted, tapping his watch.

He followed him into the lot, where Ambrose ducked into his car, the car stem to stern dented, the body different colors, metallic green, navy blue, red, and the windshield spider-webbed in sun-catching, glittering fractures. A dream catcher hung from the rear view mirror, a feather dangling from it.

Quick on his feet, Ambrose was out of the car with a thermos, poured from it into the cap.

“Want some?” he asked, holding the cap up.

“Sure,” Buck said.

Ambrose grinned, pointed up the street with his chin. “Donut shop’s two blocks up and across the street.

“Thermos runs two bucks. Don’t be late coming back, we’ve got cars to get to yet, hey?”
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The shop smelled of yeast, and cinnamon, and apples, and he realized he was as hungry as he was thirsty. There was a long line and he got into it, thinking on what he’d seen in the shop. Maybe he’d get lucky and find what he needed in Lester’s office, a paper trail? Now, an old woman in a quilted jacket leaned into the counter, her head craned up combatively.

“So, is that jelly inside?” she demanded. “I don’t like jelly. Not unless it’s raspberry jelly. You’re sure you don’t have raspberry?”

“No,” the woman at the counter said, something Eastern European in it, or Russian, he thought. That was it. “Don’t have.”

The line inched forward. Crackling bags. The harsh ding! of the register. A big fan turning overhead. A tiny, misshapen man in a cut down army jacket ducked into the line behind him.

One and the same he’d seen over at Little Earth? But, no, he’d been – substantially heavier, hadn’t he?

“Da! Speak up!” the woman at the register sang out. “Can’t hear from you behind counter.”

The midget winked at Buck, then stepped in front of him. Fucking little – Brick-skinned, his hair was dark with silver streaks in it. And his eyes were too large, all queer and watery, like a baby’s, or… really, a woman’s. He pointed into the display case, under the lights cheese Danish, crullers, and pecan rolls. In him… some likeness to whoever it had been at Little Earth the day he’d come into town – and the midget pointing to one thing, and then another.

“You order,” the woman behind the counter demanded, “make up mind, people waiting.”

The pastries glowed in the case. Lemon Bismarck. Apple strudel. Donuts, plain and glazed. Coconut. Buck’s mouth watered. His stomach knotted. “Ah, for Christ’ssake,” someone said.

“He wants the coconut,” Buck said, the closest to the midget’s circling, indecisive finger.

“You want coconut?” the woman asked.

Buck thought to sweep the midget up by his neck and smack his head into the pastry case.

“Coconut,” Buck said, “three of ‘em,” and the woman put the donuts into a bag and set it on the counter.

“Take – the fuckin’ donuts,” Buck said. He threw a bill on the counter. “They’re on me, got it?”

The midget didn’t. He made a come hither motion with his hand, and when Buck stooped, he whispered, “Dupont and 33rd.”

Snatched up the donuts, and moving crablike, but efficiently, he shot out the door. Gamboled on his left foot. Dodged the rushing cars to the side opposite, where he turned, saw Buck watching, and threw him a kiss.

In his gait, proof positive – here was the character who’d been in Eli’s unit at the projects.

And the address on Dupont? He could only guess what might be waiting for him there. Though, most likely, it would have something to do with Ruben and what he’d stolen.

The midget a fence. Or worse.

Moments later, he retuned to the shop, happily swinging a bag of donuts in one hand. Only, stepping into the raucous maw of the Paradise, he stopped. Arrested by a thought.

Could the midget want something to do with Lester’s business? Was Lester testing him?

“Hey, Chief! Break’s over. We’re on!” Ambrose called out of the darkness to him.

It was then he realized he’d forgotten his coffee.

A cable broke just before closing. He took it as good luck, they could call it quits for the day, he thought, then realized the cable would have to be repaired, and now. He stood with Ambrose beside the machine.

“Goddamn it!” Ambrose shouted, and slid under.

Buck stood behind the controls. A pull of a lever and the rack would drop on him, Cadillac and all. One down, only four to go – Dr. Miller, Lester, and the twins. Why not?

It was a real temptation, especially granted Ambrose had done everything in his power to get him to quit.

Which, granted the way things stood, he wasn’t about to.

Then the day was over, and he and Eli headed up Franklin, driving home. The radio played oldies. It was dark out, the traffic ahead a blur of taillights, headlights flashing in the lanes opposite.

“Yeah, yeah,” Eli said. His low beams had burned out and he was driving with his highs.

It was too close in the car, and Buck rolled his window open, the cool air buffeting his face. Outside the businesses on Lake Street slid by, glaring red and blue neon, massage parlors, and pawn shops, and second hand places, now punctuated by fringe foreign dining, their names, like hopeful, exotic incantations splashed across false façades – Sawatdee, and Priya, and Mykonos – their tattered patrons rushing here and there, hands thrust in their pockets against the cold. He hadn’t been so tired since – spring training, he thought, down in Florida and, Eli driving, and frustrated as he was, he let his mind wander to those Orlando and Ft. Meyers palm trees, and beaches and the pretty girls, his days playing scratch games under blue skies, and always on fresh mown grass – that’s what had brought it all back, he realized, his face in the open window, someone had mowed nearby – and the smell to him, of cut grass, a kind of happiness, in it his youth, and the promise of it, though, caught up inextricably in it, too, was one painful thing he didn’t let himself think on.

Which he did, anyway. Evelyn. Evelyn Giancono, who was just now… where? he wondered.

To stop himself, he turned his thoughts, once again, to the Paradise – there wasn’t going to be any quick rendering of justice there, an easy undoing of Dr. Miller’s dirty business.

No, what he needed was proof of how it operated and who was in it, top to bottom.

And maybe the midget – and he was a shinob – had given him a lead? After all, what had he been doing in Eli’s unit at Little Earth? Or, was he just part of Lester’s operation?

Eyes on the street?
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At the apartment, Jen sat in her wheelchair watching television while Eli fussed in the kitchen.

“Dinner’ll be ready in a few,” Jen said, and smiled. “Why don’t you come here and sit?”

She was wearing a gauzy, floral print blouse, and black pants she’d cut to fit over her leg, still swollen. Her neck was exposed, and he could see bruising there, too. Eli dropped down onto the sofa, an arm’s length from her, held up a coffee, and she shook her head.

“I need to stretch my legs,” Buck told them, and before they could reply, he went out the door.

It was an Eldorado, all right. A yellow one. He glanced at the signs over the intersection: 33rd and Dupont. He was in the right place, too. A tail of smoke rose from the back of the car, the car idling, and the windows fogged. It couldn’t be Sally, though, he thought, but he had to see. He crossed the street, sidled up and around the car, someone there at the wheel.

Auburn hair, and fine-boned, oval face. He stood under the streetlight, dumbfounded. It was Sally.

He would give her a good talking to, he thought, about camping out on, of all streets, Dupont. He would tell her – what could he tell her? Dupont was no place for a cupcake like her? But worse, she’d been linked to crime that had gotten someone killed recently? And being here with no money?

“Hey,” he said, and knocked on the driver’s window. Sally, startled, hit the locks. Ca-chunk!

She played with the radio, then picked up the book she’d been reading and stuck her face in it. As if she could avoid him that way, and he went around to the front and let air out of a tire. It made a harsh, high-pitched hissing, and she dropped the driver’s window the space of a hand.

“I’m sorry,” she called out to him, “but I don’t have your money, I had to use it to get one of my windows repaired.”

She had parked in such a way she couldn’t get out, a truck squeezed in behind her, a car in front.

“Stop it,” she said. “Please? Can you just–”

He stooped at the left rear and started on that tire. He let very little air out, but she didn’t know that.

The window came down further, and Sally put her entire head out, her alarmed face there.

“Stop it. Please? Could you please stop doing that?” she said, then added, “I’m going to scream.”

When he let out more air, she screamed, a long, high-pitched scream. It wasn’t much of a scream, coming from inside a big, heavily-upholstered car. Not so much as a shade stirred in a window.

“You could just–” he said, from where he was crouched, “–open the door, can you? I’m cold.”

Ca-chunk! she hit the locks, and, setting his hand on the trunk, he vaulted over the back so she couldn’t crush him between her bumper and the truck behind. It was what he would have done, no two ways about it.

Inside, he slapped his arms, shoved his hands into his pockets. It was cold in the car and fusty smelling.

“So,” he said, “we meet again.”

Sally yanked a Kleenex from a box between the seats and touched the Kleenex to her eyes.

“Somebody bothers you while you’re parked here,” he said, “you crush ‘em with the car, okay?”

Peering up at him, she said, “I’m so sorry I took your money,” a sliver of self-mockery in it. “I was even going to return some of it, really, I was, but then – somebody broke the rear window, and….”

Buck let his head drop back, the headliner brushing his nose.

“Weird,” Sally said.

“What?”

“You finding me.”

“I didn’t find you,” he told her. “Not that I didn’t try. I looked for you all over near Augsburg.”

“You did?”

“I did. It was your little friend who pointed me here.”

“Friend?” Sally’s brows knitted, confusion there, and then she nodded. “Oh, you mean Shorty.”

“Yeah, him.”

He looked behind the seat. Blankets neatly folded, a ruffled pillow, and a space heater.

“Electric,” Sally said. “But they cut it off now.”

“Who?”

“Over – there. 143.” She pointed to a ramshackle apartment. “I was using their outlet, see? I was doing okay. Shorty set it up. But then the guy in the apartment said his landlord’d get wise to all electricity he was using, that with the water, too, since I showered there.”

Well, that was bullshit. She wouldn’t sleep with him – or something. That’s what the story was.

“When?” he asked.

“A few days ago.” She shrugged. “All I’ve got now is enough gas to get the car started tonight.”

He checked the gauge. The needle was all but on empty.

“I’m trying to get myself together. Really, I am,” she said, “and maybe, later, I can pay your back?”

“Uh-huh,” he said, taking in Dupont. The houses around them were mostly Victorians. Clapboard-sided and peeling, porches warped, and roofs needing repair. No happy, well-kept gingerbread here. It was a neighborhood down-on-its-heels, though not as tough as Eli’s; but, close enough – just less rot and peeling paint, and no iron bars over the windows.

But that she hadn’t gone running home, said it all. She was trying, and he’d do what he could.

When he glanced over at her, he felt his eyes go wide, Sally grinning at him, in her mouth enormous, Chiclets-sized teeth. She reared back, laughing and, when he saw they weren’t her teeth, he laughed, too.

“Jesus!” he said, “where’d you get those?”

She pulled the dentures from her mouth, then set them on the dash and said, matter-of-factly, and with a modest pride, “I- got- a- job–” she widened her eyes and wriggled her fingers “–in the exciting world of–” she threw up her hands “–Dental Prosthetics!

“I get my first paycheck Friday. If I’m careful, I can just about–” she scrunched up her shoulders, nearly closed one eye, and trained the other on him “–make it, if I don’t pay you back… all of it just… now?”

“So, what do you have now?” he asked.

“Fourteen dollars and ninety five cents – and this tank of gas,” she said. “Or, I did have a tank of gas.”

He could see the disappointment on her face, Sally thinking he wanted her to give it to him.

“You eat today?”

“I had a hard-boiled egg for breakfast,” she said. She smiled again, this – young woman, arrested in girlhood. “If I only eat once a day, I’ll take off the weight I put on when I was…. – well, you know, on the meds, they make you fat. And your face all… bloats up, too. Yuccchhh.

“And, anyway, if I take the weight off–” she held her hands at her sides, as if she were modeling a dress “–my new wardrobe will fit.”

“You’re joking,” he said, “right?”

She turned to her window, and where it had steamed up, she drew a flower. Then, as if holding it, turned to him.

“I’m so glad you asked me to the dance,” she said, and mimed pinning it to his jacket, patted him there, over his heart.

They sat, side by side, oddly comfortable in each other’s company, and the stars over the car cutting through the clouds that scudded by on the horizon, and the moon a beacon.

“Like my new coat?”

He did. A Navy pea coat, a Ragstock find, it set off her shoulder-length auburn hair. He thought, again, how pretty she was. Her features so fine, and a splash of freckles across her cheeks and nose. He’d told himself it was about his masinaigan, his debt to her, but he realized, now, no, from first there’d been… something about her that just got to him.

Or, was it, really, just proximity? Their being together, in trouble?

She turned to him, her eyes widely spaced, as if in a permanent state of astonishment, or reverie.

“So,” she said, “did you? ‘Save the world’?”

“No, but I’m working on it,” he told her, then added, “And, anyway, that was a joke.”

“No, it wasn’t,” she said.

She looked off up the road, where a car swerved toward them, its lights temporarily blinding.

When it had gone by, she reached up with her hand, touched the side of his face. The skin of her palm cool. He hadn’t been touched like that… since… he couldn’t remember.

“I see you,” she said, her eyes searching his, and he got out of the car, determined to do something for her.

Later, turning the corner onto Dupont, he was wishing she would be gone – for her sake. Because being linked to him – and she was, or how could the midget have known she was here? – could be dangerous.

But there she was, in her yellow Eldorado, and he keyed the lock and slid into the front passenger seat.

Sally was curled in back under a blanket.

“Jesus H. Christ,” he said. It was frigid in the car. He could see his breath. “Hey, you there?”

Sally peered up at him out of the dark. She’d bundled up her blanket around her head.

“I’m freezing,” she said, her teeth chattering.

“You got gas, use your heater.”

“Can’t. I have just enough to get to work.”

He got her tucked inside the sleeping bag he’d boosted at the Army Surplus up the block, a thick, quilted one, then pulled the mummy hood over her head and tied it under her chin so it framed her face.

“How’s that?”

She looked elfin. Her face beautifully heart-shaped. “Nice,” she said. Her eyes shone in the dark. He wanted, just then, to kiss her forehead. Make things all right. No matter what, he’d try.

“You okay now?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You sure?”

She settled, “I’m under a down comforter, in a wonderful B & B, and my sweetheart’s here, and in the morning I’ll–”

He tucked two tens under her chin. “Get something to eat, laundry, shower, gas,” he said, “and keep your doors locked.” “Oh,” he added, “and you’ll have your electricity tomorrow, okay?”

Sleepy, she lifted herself on her elbow. “What?”

“I fixed your little problem with Stan in 143. You put out the extension cord, he’ll plug it in.

“I told him you’d be camping out here until you got yourself together to head to Seattle.”

She was blinking, left eye, then her right. “What’s to say he’ll really, you know, do it?”

“Oh,” he told her, “I think he will, either that or he’ll be missing his private parts.”

He pressed her keys on her. “Always. Keep the doors locked when you’re in the car. Okay?”

“You’ll be back?”

“Soon,” he said.
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A week later, at the Paradise, Ambrose was still riding him – pulling tension on a cable too early, cutting with the torch when he was standing opposite so that he caught the molten splatter, which burned right through the sleeves of his monkey suit, scarred his arms.

He’d done it again now, and Buck took it as an excuse to stalk off to Lester’s office and give it a look-over.

Lester, perched at his desk like some dybbuk, as old Saul, would have said, was on the phone, jawjacking. He motioned for him to sit in the chair opposite, which he didn’t.

“You got the paint code?” Lester said, the receiver pressed to his ear, writing on a pad. “Uh-huh. That come with the trim?”

He stepped to the shop window. Gave Ambrose a look, and Ambrose, in his dark goggles, gave one right back.

Over the week, he’d seen Lester set the alarm before leaving at night; and he knew Lester was first to arrive, to disarm it. The switch was under the middle drawer of the desk. And there was the door into the office. If you didn’t pull it closed all the way, the latch didn’t go into the doorjamb.

Friction, alone, sometimes held the door shut; workdays, he’d seen it, a time or two, swing open. He could disable the latch; they’d pull it shut and….

A wiseguy in Cleveland had taught him that trick – how to set up a standard door lock, to break into a house later.

A scrap of matchbook cover did the trick – the paper was pulp, rough, so it was binding – and all you had to do was, slip it between the latch and plate, then depress the latch so it stayed in the door.

“‘n’ andiamo!” the wiseguy had said, “no broken glass or nothin’, you’re in, easy peasy.

“You can set it up, even standin’ there like you’re makin’ a house call or whatever, they’ll never notice.”

Facing Ambrose, he took in the office in reflection. In a locker, in back, was a floor safe; Lester’s desk was metal, and locking, too; and there were locking file cabinets along the walls.

Lester banged the phone down, but it rang again. “Paradise Autobody,” he said. “Lester.”

Ambrose, below him, hadn’t budged. The slightest motion, a raised eyebrow, or – and they’d be at it like dogs.

“Yeah, that’s right, it’s Wednesday,” Lester said, “we have you scheduled for 2:00…. Uh-huh.” And on it went.

Lester wrapping it up, he all but desperately scanned the office. Where would Lester keep “sensitive” documents?

Thursday mornings, Eli’d swing into the office, then talk with Lester. Moments later, he’d march out the back, a messenger bag slung from his shoulder. Eli, the shop go-fer.

“Just running their paper, paying all the bills,” Eli’d told him. But why only once a week? No, moving the “real” business out of the office for safekeeping, that would make sense.

But where would they keep it? He’d have to break in when the “real” paper was still around, so, a Wednesday night. Maybe next week?

There was the plastic crash of the phone behind him, then the creak of Lester’s chair.

Lester came to the window, and he cocked his arm up, the charred holes there. Bared his forearm, exposing this – new – burn, near his elbow, a scarred pink medallion, bleeding.

“Your bully boy out there,” he said, “you tell him cut out the shit, or it’ll get ugly, understand?”
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The morning following, he slipped into Sally’s car half past seven, pulled the door shut behind him. He’d called in sick, waited for Eli to leave the apartment, then headed over. He shot the rain from his fingers, ran his hands down the sleeves of his jacket. It was raining again, a veritable downpour.

He’d bought breakfast, and they sat eating, Buck wondering how he’d get Sally to move the car.

“Why don’t we go for a drive?” he suggested, as if it had just now occurred to him. “Do a little sightseeing, say, take in the–” he grinned “–‘World’s Largest Ball of Twine,’ in Darwin?”

“Very funny, my Buckeroo,” Sally replied, “and, anyway, I’ve got to be at work at one.”

“Yes, but where are you going – and soon?”

“Out to my brother’s in Seattle,” Sally sang back brightly, it having become a refrain in their conversations.

“So, we’ll drive around a little, get you ready for…. Well, driving out there. What do you say?”

She bent into the windshield, as if she’d been told to look for something, but there was only the rain-streaked glass. “Now, in the rain?”

“Come on.”

“No. I can’t. Really.”

“Open the windows, let the fresh air in. We’ll sing with the birds. Make like Crosby and Hope.”

She pointed to her extension cord. There was her electricity to think about, now that she’d gotten it back, she said. And her parking space. She reminded him that, for her, the car wasn’t just a car, it was her “home, sweet home.”

“And, anyway, we’re blocked in,” she said. “That guy, in front me? With the truck.”

“I can fix that,” he said.

“No, you can’t. How could you?”

“Why, lil’ missy,” he said, “you just watch.”

He got into the truck and, in seconds, he’d moved it to the opposite side of the street and jogged back. Out front of the Caddy, feeling jaunty, he danced a little jig in the rain.

“See?” he said, slipping inside. “Easy as pie.” Only she was frowning at him now, altogether nonplussed.

“Please,” she said, and turned to him. “Don’t tell me how you know how to do that, and you won’t have to lie. Okay?”

She waggled her head, weighing it all out. The rain had intensified, and the cars whooshed wetly going by in the street.

“So, Twenty One Questions, since we’re in the car,” Sally said, “and I get to ask one first, okay?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, does this… ‘driving around’” she said, “have anything to do with your ‘Saving the World’?”

“Yes,” he told her, just that.

“All right then,” Sally said, “I’ll do it.”

He directed her toward Hennepin, into the rush hour traffic. A block south of the shop, he had her pull over, the Paradise in sight. Sally looked around her, nervous, her hands darting.

“What’s here?” she asked.

“Just wait,” he said. The windshield wipers tocked against the rain, the one on the right squeaking.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Sally said, her shoulders drawn up and her breath coming short.

“You drive to work, don’t you?”

“That’s… different. There aren’t… killers… or whatever after me then. See? How I figured that out?”

“Killers?”

“You know,” she said, in her sing song voice, “Lions, tigers, and bears, oh my; psychopaths, sociopaths, murderers and–”

“Where?”

Sally pointed to the Paradise.

“They’ll never see us,” he scoffed, “two nobodies in Tonto Town, in a ‘gold in color’ Eldo, during rush hour,” but it fell flat, granted Vern was in the yard – or was it Cleve? – fully looking the part.

“Okay” Sally said, her voice rising, “now that really, really, really isn’t helping, old Buckeroo, that creepy one there, he’s looking right at me. He is. So, say something, say it now, or–”

And out of him came a song, in a high, quavering falsetto, that old warrior’s tune, the one he’d sung at St. Mary’s.

Wabik owibiyan

Manido nindanisa

Wabik owibiyan

It was so arresting and otherworldly, Sally froze at the wheel, then, blinking, turned to him.

“Sing it again,” she said.

And he did, only Sally sang now, too, in harmony with him, her voice clear, and ringing.

When she glanced over at him, she said, “How can you stand it?”

“Stand what?”

“Having lost… everything?”

“I haven’t – yet,” he said. “It’s why I’m here. And… it’s why you’re here, too. Because, you haven’t either, right?”

A good twenty minutes later, Eli’s sedan pulled out from behind the Paradise, turned right.

“Follow that–” he pointed through the windshield “–green car there,” he told Sally. Eli was driving as he never did; slowly, carefully, sitting erect, his hands at ten and two on the wheel.

“That Pontiac there,” she said. “All sparkly, and like a giant lime popsicle, that one?”

“That’s it.” Lime popsicle?

“Like in a spy show?”

“Sure,” he told her, “like in a spy show.”

“So, who is it?”

With a shrug, he said, “It’s my brother, Eli,” and Sally cocked her head, trying to make sense of it.

At a stop light, Sally pulled all but even with Eli, and he dropped below the dash, on the floor pop tops from cans, candy wrappers, and General Tzo’s bags from the dinner he’d bought days before.

“Goddammit, Sally!” he said. “I didn’t tell you to pull up alongside him.” It wasn’t funny, not at all, but he was on the verge of nervous laughter. “And you need to clean this out.”

“You said ‘don’t lose him’ so I was just catching up. And, anyway, this light goes on forever. She smiled, poked him in the side, amused. “How about if I give him the finger, just for fun?”

“Don’t – you – dare.”

“Ah, he’s looking over here, wondering who I’m talking to. Why,” she said, turning to him, “it’s my little Buckaroo, who’s, just now, misbehaving. ‘You behave yourself now.’”

“Sally,” he said.

“I can tease too,” she replied. “I think he knows me, or he seems to. He’s looking at me like he knows me.”

“He doesn’t know you,” he said. “You’re a pretty girl in a yellow Cadillac making eyes at him.”

“No?” she said. “Or maybe he thinks I know him? I mean, he looks like somebody – Charles Bronson, that’s who! Maybe I should wink at him, what do you think?”

“Don’t do that.”

“Well, what fun are you?”

“Believe me, that’d be worse.”

“Why?”

“Because then he’d remember you for sure, okay?”

“He just put a hat and sunglasses on. Yeah, you go there, Secret Agent. You know, he really does looks like…”

The car started and, after a time, he looked up over the dashboard. Now Eli was so distant, just a glittering green spot in a mass of chrome and color, there was a possibility of losing him.

“Those old Pontiacs,” Sally told him now, “they remind me of refrigerators. All square like that. Only, his is – hmmm – psychedelic avocado green, that’s it.”

Buck laughed, he couldn’t help it. Eli’s car was one he was proud of, a GTO. It was just like Eli to have it. A temperamental, showy old boat of a car. And that glittery paint?

Sally sped through traffic, closing the gap between them, and Sally now singing to herself, “You’re not getting away from me, you old ice box of a car, I’ll show you a thing or two.”

Buck laughed again, it was all just getting away from him.

“What’s so funny?”

Pointing to the car ahead of them, a white Mercedes, he said, “What about that one?”

“That’s a… nurse’s shoe,” she said, and nodded.

He pointed to a BMW. “And that one?”

“Pack of razorblades.”

“Wonderful.”

She glanced over at him and smiled, in it a show of perfectly white teeth, pleased with herself. She sat up behind the wheel, as is she were captaining some ship, enjoying herself. “What?”

“If only you knew.” Cars, in his world now, were a very unfunny, dangerous business.

Eli stopped at a number of places: A medical practice, hospital-white and black shutters; a law office, all brushed aluminum and glass. And an auto supply store. Buck jotted down the addresses. Eli took the highway back into the city, then parked in front of the County Courthouse, a squat, sandstone building with deep, inset windows. Went in carrying a briefcase.

Time stretched interminably, Sally bent on something, drumming on the wheel again.

“Okay,” Buck said, finally, “we’ll head home, all right?”

Sally shook her head. “Just wait,” she said. She’d backed up a full block, so they wouldn’t be seen.

“There he is,” Sally said, pointing, a note of excitement in her voice. Eli ducked into his car.

They followed him to a wrecking yard, cars everywhere like carcasses of dinosaurs, or giant metal insects. Eli parked in front of the office, a tan brick building on which advertisements had been painted, one reading, A Shave That’s Real No Cuts To Heal Burma Shave.

Eli knocked at the door, and someone put his head out. He looked both directions, then took the magazine-sized envelope Eli’d held up. Sky blue, and a logo there, a white triangle.

“Do they see us?” Sally asked.

“No,” he told her, but he was anything but sure. He’d had her park in a driveway of a house adjoining.

Eli turned out of the yard and, minutes later, a Cadillac Seville – you couldn’t miss it for the spare tire bustle on the trunk – pulled up to the office. The earlier-only-a-head jogged out, envelope in hand, and the driver put down his window, then plucked it from him.

The head nodded, then again, the two agreeing on something, and the Seville pulled smartly away.

But not before Buck got a look at the driver – Dr. Miller, in a tan raincoat and a Greek fisherman’s cap.

“Follow him,” he said, “but stay back.”

“‘Vhat, he’s some old Nazi or zome-zing?’” Sally said, and jokingly barred her teeth. “And how far back?” It was a trick question, and he gave her the answer she wanted.

“Way back,” he said.
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There was an especial everydayness to the doctor’s stops. To a liquor store, where he picked up a bottle of wine – they could see, through the windows fronting the street, Miller lifting it off a shelf. And to a clothing shop, Whimsy, where he bought a scarf, the silk blue, and on it off white lilies, and green lily pads, Miller drawing it over his outstretched hand.

At a coffee shop on France Avenue in the 50th block, Dr. Miller ducked inside. Chatted with the counter jock, then took a table in an alcove overlooking the street, a coffee steaming at his elbow. From inside his coat, he got out the envelope, frowned at the logo, then shucked smaller, business-sized envelopes from it, slit each with a letter opener and shook out what was in it.

Only, this one, now, this letter had set his mouth in a hard, cutting line, his features bunched.

“Oh, oh,” Sally quipped, “Lurch isn’t happy.”

Buck shook his head, “Sally” he warned, cutting her off. But Miller did bear a resemblance. He was tall, his eyes sunken in his head, and his cheeks hollow and his left hand twisted to the point of deformity.

“Okay,” Sally quipped. “So… this guy’s kind of a big, ol’ sourpuss, one of those angry men, what of it?

“He’s going to use the phone now, chew somebody out,” she said, enjoying herself. “You just watch.”

He was thinking – Why do this here? Payphone, no record – when Sally threw her door open.

He reached for her, and she ducked out, swung the door shut and dodged across the busy street into the shop. His heart in his throat, he thought to rush out after her, but couldn’t.

God-dammit, Sally, he thought, just – ?!

Miller went to the phone, a pegboard there, aprons hanging from it. When he turned, Sally snatched one, got it on, then strode to the alcove where, with a towel, she cleaned, lifting Miller’s letters.

One in hand, she read top to bottom, glanced out the window and caught his eye, and shrugged.

Seconds later, Miller was back, and Sally bowed, as if to brush something off her apron, and he bumped into her, throwing her off balance. He caught her arm, to prevent her from falling, and there they were, just having a little tete-a-teet, exchanging pleasantries.

Well, if that didn’t just do it, he thought. Miller’d seen her now, and worse yet, in a way he’d remember.

Now, Sally was back with two steaming cups. “Coffee, my treat,” she said, handing Buck his. “And don’t say anything. It’s done. And, anyway,” she quipped, “I got what you wanted.”

“What were you talking about?” He pried the lid off his coffee and took a sip, trying to make light of it.

“Oh, we chatted about school, and the weather, and what crime family he was part of. The Calabrese or….” Sally smiled. “Or was it the… Gambinos? Whether he preferred using a knife or a gun.

“And he prefers a knife, usually.”

“Drive,” he said.

Sally settled behind the wheel, delighted. “Come on, he’s just an old guy, doing business.”

“He’s not that old.”

“What happened to his hand?”

“Right,” Buck replied. “Twisted, by the war I guess. And if he’s… old, what does that make me?”

“You,” Sally said, “are a man in your prime. A specimen. A force to be reckoned with.”

Buck laughed, but it came out wrong.

“It’s all numbers.” She looked over her cup. “What he had there. He’s a doctor, right?”

“I guess,” he said.

Sally, studying Miller, scrunched up her face, said, “He reminds me of my dad – so many of them are like that, you know? Engineers and doctors, so… certain. What’s his name?”

“Sally–”

“Actually, I feel sort of… sorry for him. On the phone, he was saying he needed to fill a prescription. Pain meds, it couldn’t wait. He’s got to travel for business and he’s leaving in the morning.

“If they could courier it over–”

“Sally,” he said, “let’s go.”

She lifted her coffee, said, “Can’t I at least finish? We girls rarely get to finish, isn’t that right?” She grinned over her cup, sipped from it, taking her time, then pointed to a car pulling into the lot.

“Oh, I’ll bet that’s the courier.”

His hair in braids, he swept into the shop, a boy of ten or so in tow. The two went to the counter, where the father bought the boy a drink, then to Dr. Miller’s table. The shinob pulled out chairs and they sat, the boy swinging his white and black hightops, as if marking out time.

A young couple ducked in out of the rain, and the counter jock ushered them to the table opposite Miller’s.

Miller jabbed his finger into the table, making a point, and the shinob lifted his hands.

“‘Old friends,’” Sally sang, in that sweet voice of hers, “‘sitting on park benches like book ends….’”

The shinob stood, brushed down his pants, then went around the divider to the phone, where he carried on a conversation, at one point lifting his balled fist, all but barking into the phone.

In the alcove, Miller lifted his letter opener. With a flick of his wrist, he had it under the boy’s chin. Glaring, he said – something terrible – and the boy, startled, let out a cry, and the shinob rushed to the table. Swung his boy out the door – and the couple, menus in hand, turned.

Kids! Miller said, waving a menu at them, What they won’t eat?! and the couple and Miller laughed.

You could almost believe none of it with the boy had happened, Miller was that quick.

“I feel positively… sick, having seen that,” Sally said, and she glanced over at him. “Is he your problem?”

“Drive,” he said, and Sally pulled from the curb.

“Well?” she said and, again, glanced over at him, “is he? And don’t lie. You can lie by omission, you know.”

“He’s part of it,” he said, “though, if it were only him, don’t you think I’d have set things right already?”

“Is it safe?” Sally asked, on Dupont in her usual spot. “After he saw me like that? AM I SAFE?

“You’d better say something,” Sally said. “And don’t say it’s just business, because that wasn’t just business.”

He pressed his index finger and thumb into his eyes, thinking, and none of it was good.

“Well?!” Sally blurted. “Am I, or am I not safe?! Because, really, I should call the police.”

“You don’t want to do that,” he said.

“And why not?”

She looked off into the street, which, just now, seemed all the more dark and dangerous.

“Keep your doors locked, and if you’re… bothered, take off,” he told her, “don’t wait. Drive over to Archie’s on Lake Street, I’ll find you there. But you’ll be safe here for now.”

“You’re sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure,” he said, though he was anything but.
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Driving home from work, Eli insisted on dropping by a Lake Street used lot to see a Cadillac, one he’d brought back to life. They’d get some air. Stretch their legs. Make like chiefs.

“For kicks, hey? Whaddaya say? You got to see this thing. I shot it in a new kind of paint to cover all the bondo, took three and a half gallons to fill the rust holes and dents.”

He’d noticed, a mile or so back, a car following them. Turn for turn, a little rice-burner, one with tinted windows. Not Lester’s style – and certainly not Dr. Miller’s. Not Cleve or Vern’s.

“Let’s see what my rust bucket’s going for,” Eli said, “’81 Fleetwood. All the whistles and bells.”

He turned into the lot, and the rice burner shot by. In the lot were twenty or so questionable cars, prices in white paint dashed across their windshields, flags, too cheerily flapping, from antennas.

No sooner had they reached the Cadillac, than a salesman darted out. “Now, you just look at her!” he said.

His hands gaudy with rings, he had one of those thin upper lips and carroty red hair. He slapped the fender. It made a leaden sound, from all the plastic filler Eli had used on it.

“Just think how you’d look in this beauty! Classy, am I right?!”

The salesman threw the front door open. Nodded to Buck. “Come on, get behind the wheel.”

The door held open like that, it seemed the only thing to do was slide into the driver’s seat.

“Fits you like a glove,” the salesman said, “an old lady drove this beauty down in Sarasota. It’s only got fifty some thou on the clock. Check out the actual mileage there, what is it?”

While he read the odometer – 57,265.8 – Eli scooted around the rear, where he stooped, as if to admire the paint job, and the salesman crossed by, to pop open the passenger door.

If he hadn’t known better, he’d have missed it. The pass off, only, what had they exchanged? Money, or…. Whatever it was, it had to do with the cars, maybe even this Cadillac. Stolen, by Eli, no doubt.

“Leather interior, cruise control, and the big engine, ” the salesman said, “oh, and new rubber.

“Take ‘er for spin.”

With a laugh, Buck gave the dashboard a definitive slap, then unbent himself from behind the wheel.

Stood alongside Eli, who was making an appearance of bartering over the car, “–yeah, that’s just too rich for us, but if you’d–”

In the street, the rice-burner skidded to a stop. Two Asians jumped out of the rear. In a malign strut, they came across the lot, shoulders clocking, heads crazily a- waggle.

They lunged, and Buck caught the first, spun him off his feet into the side of the sedan, the second swinging a length of pipe at his head, and missing. Buck undercut him, right in the kidneys. In seconds, they were both back in the sedan. The driver let the window down, lifted a gun from inside and pointed it at Eli.

“You warned,” he said. “No sell your product on our lot.” The car went up the block, veered left at the light, and was gone.

Already, the salesman was in his booth, on the phone it looked like.

“Let’s go,” Eli said, catching Buck’s arm. “We don’t want to get caught up in this guy’s mess, right?”

“Right,” he said, only, as they were driving away and at a good clip, he wasn’t hearing sirens.
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Saturday, the end of that week, Eli was out of the apartment and he sat with Jen watching T.V. He’d been waiting forever, it seemed, to get her alone, to see what she knew.

An old movie was on, one he’d seen starring Jack Nicholson. The woman in it, with the big eyes, was attractive but strange-looking, sulking about something. As was Jenny.

In her wheelchair, she sipped from a Flintstones’ glass, intermittently tearing at her fingernails.

“Dipesto,” Nicholson was saying, “Why don’t you take that sign off your tit and you and me go out and have a real good time?”

Buck scraped his boot on the coffee table, to get the gunk off. It made a rough, grating sound. He was always getting bits of reddish-orange glazing compound stuck to his boots, which made them walk unevenly. But it got Jenny’s attention, which was what he’d wanted.

“So, you going to tell me what all that last week was about, or do I have to guess?” he asked.

Her eyes on the television, Jenny said, “Your little ‘scuffle’?” She shrugged, reached for her glass and drank from it. “They all operate shops. The Russians are up in Nord East, the Asians in Frogtown and over into Chicago, and the Hispanics are south and west down into Kansas City. Everybody competes to unload their ‘product,’ so it can get rough.

“And everybody knows everybody. Where the lines are, and that you don’t cross them.”

“So,” he said, “you’re telling me that was just a bit of a… turf war?”

Jenny held her eyes on the T.V. set, a willfully blank look in her eyes, which made him think – shit, it was even worse than he’d thought, Eli’d really gone and done it this time.

“When the ‘accident’ happened,” Jen said, glancing over from T.V., “we were getting out.”

“So, Eli’s been crossing lines, playing the short game? That it? Playing the ends against the middle?”

Now Nicholson and – Karen Black, that was the actress’s name – were arguing again.

“No one would want to hit on you,” Nicholson was saying, “you look too pathetic.”

“I am not a piece of crap,” she said.

Jenny gave him a cutting, bitter look. “If he were doing something like that, don’t you think he’d tell me?”

On the T.V. set Nicholson grinned. “Now now, Ray–”

Buck lifted his boot onto his knee and took in the blood-stained toe. Bear’s blood.

He almost had to laugh. It was just like Eli to try to do it all himself, and to hell with propriety.

“I’m going out,” he told her, and that was that.

He spent Wednesday evening with Eli and Jenny, nearly crawling out of his skin for waiting. He’d break into the shop, maybe get lucky, find what he needed. Dinner, then television, some show about an alien with a silly name, Mook, or Muck or something.

He brought the bird from the windowsill, fed it out of his palm, its feathers, when it preened, making an airy, papery clatter.

Jenny slung over Eli, they dozed, until, at last, Eli rose and shooed Jenny to their room.

No sooner than their door had shut, he was gone.

At the Paradise, he disabled the alarm at the back door and was through in a breath. Cut the electric eye spanning the entry to the office, and inside rifled through the file cabinets, just daylight shop work, insurance forms, titles to vehicles, invoices for supplies and inventories of parts, job orders, receipts, then got Lester’s desk unlocked, in it more of the same.

The floor safe he opened with the cutting torch, hoping against hope he’d find something inside, but – here were checks from customers, and those made out to Eli, Vern, Cleve, and Ambrose, payroll.

At the back door, he all but went out, only stopped to think if there was something he might have missed.

He heard a distinct, mechanical clunk! then tried the door, but the door had locked, and the shop lights flashed on, blinding, an alarm sounding. He looked around him, the shop a nightmare of dead ends. So strode to the office’s alley-facing windows and, breaking one, climbed out it into the alley, where he bolted, low over his feet and out of sight of Lester’s cameras.

Going up past Moby’s and away, patrol cars, gumballs flashing, pulled up to the Paradise.

He sat on the stoop of The Evergreens, his hands shaking and the alarm ringing in his ears. Lighting a cigarette, he dropped the match. Tried again, collecting himself. Got one going.

Lester, he was certain now, wanted him gone, but intended to leave Eli on his feet, free. No doubt, to go after what he’d taken from them, but what could it be if not money?

And with that thought, he crushed his cigarette under his boot and went in.

Over lunch the following day, he called Miller’s home from the booth outside The Kruller. Rain sheeting the glass, he told himself, if old Dr. Death answered, he’d hang up. Ambrose watched from the lot, and he waved to him, a mean little wave, and turned his back.

It was too soon after the ‘break in at the shop’ to call, but that couldn’t be helped now. And would Dr. Miller’s wife, Carol, mention something like a call from Northern States Power to him, anyway?

Come on, come on, come on, he thought, the phone ringing, the receiver pressed to his ear.

He just needed Carol to pick up, and then she did.

“Yes?” she said.

“Tom Norman, for Northern States Power,” he said. The storm had brought trees down in their neighborhood, and NSP line workers were repairing power lines; one ran along the Millers’ property line. They were going to have to excavate, and needed signed consent.

When she didn’t answer, he added, “I’m sorry, Ma’am, for the inconvenience, but if we can’t get to you, your entire block could lose power, and for days. We won’t be back until–”

“You say the neighbors might be affected, too?”

Carol, from all the years she’d come up to the lodge with Dr. Miller, he knew as conscientious.

“Ma’am, that is correct.”

“Well, does it have to be this evening?”

“No, ma’am, and again, I apologize, but we’re already making repairs in a bordering neighborhood.”

There was a silence on the phone; Carol deciding.

“I see,” she said, finally. “All right. We’ll be out after six, back after nine? Could you get it done that late?”

Yes, he told her. They certainly could, and he thanked her for her time and patience.
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Headed home from work, they were caught in traffic on Nicollet, and Buck bent into the windshield, desperate to get moving. In the distance, the clock in the Foshay Tower read 5:25. Getting out to the Millers’ place would take an hour, at least, which left him no time.

A light snow was falling, and the temperature had dropped again, and the cars, backed up for blocks, were stopped near Dayton’s display windows. Holiday shoppers with bags thronged the streets, couples, and parents ushering children in and out of stores, some of them in costumes, Peter Rabbits, and little yellow chicks, and flowers, red and purple tulips from the looks of them.

On the radio something punchy was playing and he turned it down, and it was quiet in the car.

“What?” Eli said, glaring. “You’re not going to twist my head around again, are you? Because, my neck, that last time? It hurt for days, and there’s nothing more I can tell you.”

“So, what kind of paper, exactly, do you ‘move’ for them?” he asked. “Since you didn’t say.”

With a shrug, Eli replied, “Most of it’s money under the table, brother, and that doesn’t mean just cash.”

On the radio, the announcer said, “–lucky winner of the sweepstakes will take an all-expenses-paid trip for two to sunny, southern California, where–” He switched it off.

Up ahead, a gumball was flashing, a fender bender there holding up traffic. That’s what it was.

At the wheel, Eli was in a huff, all over again the indignant boy he’d loved who had the audacity to ask, But why? – and Why not? and What if? and When can we? and How long until?

You couldn’t help but love someone like that, his mug set in a frown, and all that life in him.

“So why you?” he asked, “why are you moving the paper?”

A look of indignation on his face, Eli turned to him. “You think, for one second… Lester is going to show up in person with faked documents at the DMV? Or that those doctors, they’d drop off payouts to their fake patients or to the likes of Lester and his crew?”

“Look,” he said, “I’ve seen them, the dirty adjustors, the dirty cops – even the ambulance guys are on the take. You go out on a job–”

“You mean, one of your ‘accidents.’”

“All right. Out on an accident. And just when you’re sure you know all of them, there’s somebody new, so it’s all too clear that, once you’re… involved, they can always get to you.”

Eli craned his head into the window, bent on something. Then glanced over, said, “And, anyway, I’m just a mule.

“If anyone gets wise,” he said, bitterly, “red-flags some title, say at the DMV, who’s going out the back door? A nobody.”

The traffic was moving again, and Buck all but sighed with relief, until Eli swung up a side street and parked, alongside them Dayton’s brightly lit display windows, bright as a made for TV dream.

“What are you doing?” Buck asked. “Let’s go.”

“In a city this size,” Eli replied, “there are – what, fifty DMVs? I just… play faceless, and–”

“–move their paper,” Buck said. “Yeah, I get that.”

“Right. And the paper gets the shit. I mean, look at it!” he said, and pointed into the lighted windows.

To their right, the Dayton’s windows were cram-packed with spring wear, dresses and sandals for women, golf outfits for men. In one window, a miniature train circled a bed decked out in a blue silk comforter, the silk so shiny he could see the reflection of Eli’s car in it.

“Doesn’t it make you a little mad?” Eli asked.

“Mad? About what?” He had to get Eli moving. Get him off whatever it was he was after.

“Don’t you ever just – want something, because you want it?”

“Brother, there’s the things you can change, and things you can’t, and it’s best to know the difference.”

“Christ,” he said, “don’t you go getting all… AA epistemological on me. And I’m tired of all that. I mean, if I so much as walked into one of those stores they’d have security after me, rushing me out.”

He didn’t have time for this. “And, what, anyway, could you possibly want in there?”

His mouth was working, here the same old Eli, but was it with frustrations, or rage, or…. It hurt him to think – bitterness? In the past, Eli’d have said something amusingly caustic but true, Eli redeeming the moment.

But he didn’t do that now, he said, “Timing has everything to do with the outcome of a rain dance, brother.

“And why shouldn’t I want things?” he asked.

“Like that golf outfit – sure, I can see you in that, pink’s your color, and that white belt?” The thought of Eli in it made him laugh. “Yeah, you in a golf outfit, that’s about as funny as a dog in sunglasses.”

“What,” Eli said, glaring from the wheel, “you’re Carol fucking Burnett now or something?”

“You, golfing.”

“And why not?!”

Down in Florida, he’d learned to golf. He’d sent photos of himself home, one on the back of which he’d written, “In White Bucks,” meaning to be funny, since he’d had on white shoes.

Obviously, all these years Eli’d given it some unhappy thought.

“Trust me on this one, you’d hate it,” Buck said, “and, seriously, we don’t have time.”

“And why not?”

“Go!” he said.

“You think you know everything, but you don’t. So–”

“Yeah, you and Old Sam Sneed on the back nine, right?” He spoke through his nose now, trying to make light of it. “Kimosabe, what would you use here? The niblet or the nine iron?

“What, you can’t take a joke?” he added.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you,” he said, “you got a real stick up.” Maybe he’d get lucky and they’d finally get to it – what Eli and Ruben had been up to. Because that was the god-damned issue here.

“So, what’s this all about, huh?” he demanded, and when Eli only balked, he pointed with his chin. “Go,” he said, and when Eli didn’t, he opened his door, and Eli caught his jacket. “I’m goin’ one way or the other,” he said, “So, get to it.” He pointed. “Home’s that way.”

“That shithole?!”

“Go,” he replied. “And brother, this isn’t the time to get into why we’re here. Go.”

“And why not?!”

Oh, Christ, here it came, that whole rant, his mind full of all that… stuff he’d read. Nietzsche. Marx. John Fucking Stuart Mill.

“And just… where are you headed,” Eli said, “when this is over, if it’s ever over? Back up to the lodge? Yes, Sir, Yes M’am, and, Gee, can I carry that for you? And not even a place to call your own? You – living in that… room in an airport hanger, and cooking on a hot plate!

“I mean, brother, what happened to you?! Where’s your – I mean, they stole your cabin, and you’re still working there?”

He glanced over at Eli, then out the windshield. He needed, all the more, to get going.

“Shut the door,” Eli said. “It’s cold out.” And he did that, though wondering why he had.

“Look,” Eli said. “The only way is own things, so you can say to… whoever, ‘This is ours,’ and mean it. But you’ve got to get it first, buy your way in – no matter what the price.”

He nodded, as if having decided something.

“I’ve got a little wager,” Eli said. “If you put your paycheck up. And after, I’ll get us out of here. We go into Dayton’s and ‘look around,’ and, I bet, in ten minutes we’ll have four security people on us.”

“And what’s the point?”

“You on, or not?”

“Sure, against your week’s pay, I’ll take you on,” Buck said, hoping he could end it there.

Inside the lights were too bright, and everywhere was the rattle of registers, a mull of voices, Easter baskets brimming with eggs – yellow, pink, and blue – nestled in plastic grass on counters. In Sports, he tried on a baseball mitt, all the while just wanting this little “sociological experiment,” as Eli had called it, to be over. By the clock over the register, nearly ten minutes had gone by. He lifted the mitt to his nose, oiled leather, a whole world in it. Moved through China, glossy leaded-glass and silver, and gold-edged plates, found Eli in Lingerie.

“Time,” he said. “I win.”

“You think?” Eli shot back. He was testing the silky, champagne material in a low cut teddy.

“Hi there,” he said, and Buck all but replied, “Hi, yourself–” when he realized Eli was talking to a woman back of a heavy column, a Perche No? bag at her feet, as if she were shopping.

“And, to your right,” Eli said, “you got mystery shoppers numbers three and number four.”

A man in a blue uniform came out of an unmarked door. It was a scalding moment – right out of a recurring nightmare he had, one in which he found himself back at St. Mary’s.

Singing, naked in the courtyard, and Mother Kate trying to beat the Indian out of him.

Given an escort, they were shown out of the building. Eli started the car and pulled away from the curb. He waved to the guard on the sidewalk, who gave them a thin-lipped smile. A block or so up Nicollet, he reached into his boot and pulled out a camisole. Pink with lots of little straps.

“I should bring you more often,” he said, and winked. “You make a good decoy. You bein’ so tall and Indi’n.”

He was humming. He poked Buck with his elbow and, with a grin, dug into his breast pocket.

“Sales receipt,” he said, and slapped it on the dashboard. “I bought the camisole when you were in Sports. Showed ‘em right off, before they even took you into that room.

“They make you drop your drawers, too, brother?”

He wasn’t about to dignify that with an answer, even though Eli was trying to be funny.

“Only, you know what bothers me the most?”

“No,” he said, sullenly, “what?”

“That even you, after everything,” he said, “you still assumed I’d stolen this–” And he lifted up the camisole. “Didn’t you?”

Out front of The Evergreens Eli brought the car to a stop. They sat in the dark saying nothing, and The Evergreens, ramshackle wreck that it was, looming over them, an indictment.

“So, cough it up,” Eli said.

Buck reached into his pocket. He lay Lester’s envelope on the dashboard. Newly minted twenties.

Eli glanced over. “You keep that,” he said, “but don’t forget, we are part of the problem, brother.”

It was a plea for forgiveness, but he was in no mood to grant it, wouldn’t, least of all to himself.

“So, we’re in this together, right?” Eli said.

They got out of the car and he thought to go inside, get something to eat, but there wasn’t time.

“Got something to take care of,” he said, and he spun on his heel and headed up the street.

Behind Byerly’s, a grocery store off Hennepin, he found an unlocked Regal, one with a full tank. He had it started in seconds and, checking the rear view mirror, turned south onto Lake.

At Sears, he bought a set of feeler gauges and a small rat-tailed file. Allen wrenches, a Swiss Army knife with a pick, and a few feet of # 6 bell wire. He bought wire cutters, and threading wire caps, and a pry bar. And he bought a day pack, the kind students used.

Going out, he paused at the door, looked up the street, then opposite. Just more traffic.
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A half hour later, in Minnetonka, amid restaurants and boutiques, he parked the Buick away from the street lights. Behind him was a camera place, Moto-Foto, lit in red neon across its façade –  One Hour Processing, 24 Hour Service Guaranteed! All Day Every Day All Year!

What, he thought, could anyone need one hour processing for? And all day, every day?

He got out of the Buick, found the Fisher Stars, and from them the North Star, then got his bearings.

West, he thought, and strode across the lot.

He moved quickly, the pack slung over his shoulder, followed a long, curving arm of Lake Minnetonka into the Millers’ subdivision. He’d been here before, had driven a moose down with the doctor, though, the pines he remembered as being small were now towering and dark.

On a hillside, up and back of the service road, he crossed a small park, then stood overlooking the Millers’ arm of the lake.

He climbed an embankment to his right and, at the top, stood with his hands on his hips and caught his breath.

The house dwarfed the lot, now a monstrosity of additions, all arches, and gables. He looked for security cameras, and found none. There was a guest house in back, and an empty pool, leaves piled like sodden time at the deep end of it. On the near side were tennis courts, around them an elaborate wrought iron fence and cement statues of Greek goddesses.

There was a forlorn and malign excess in it, a showiness, as if all of it had been borrowed from elsewhere.

Carol Miller appeared at the kitchen window. She was washing dishes in the sink. It was only in the thirties, and chilly, but he’d worked himself into a sweat, climbing. Waiting for Carol to move from the window, he took off his jacket and knotted the arms around his waist. Set his pack at his feet.

Go, he thought. What was she… doing? She was supposed to be out of the house by now, he thought.

But here Carol was, her hair spun gold under the light, and it occurred to him, in that moment, why he had always avoided her at the lodge after he’d returned from his time playing ball–

– a thought that struck him so forcefully that he was, for a moment, overwhelmed by it.

Evelyn Giancono he’d met during Spring Training in Tampa, his last year with the Indians. Beautiful and bored, she’d appeared at his motel pool one afternoon, bright and polished as a cameo. He recognized her – game nights, in Cleveland, she’d sat in the press box, in dark glasses and wearing brightly colored scarves, ones she’d waved, cheering.

“Come out,” she’d said, “I’ll show you around the city,” and she had.

Evelyn laughed easily. She drove a white convertible Chrysler with reckless ease, her hand draped over the wheel at the wrist. She wore short-shorts and halter tops, her perfume something rose.

Later, she cried sometimes when they made love. She bit her fingernails until they were raw.

“Back in Cleveland, I’m so bored I can’t stand it,” she said one afternoon. “Are you bored?”

“No,” he said. “How could I be bored?”

“You’re the only thing that doesn’t bore me,” she said, and ran her fingers down his face, studying him.

“You’re beautiful, in all the ways my husband isn’t,” she said. “But you know that, right?”

One weekend, when Evelyn’s husband was in Atlanta on business, and the Indians were playing a game in Minneapolis, they drove to Duluth, then along the north shore of Lake Superior to Grand Marais.

Headed back, Evelyn insisted they go through Red Lake, and he humored her, thinking, why not? Everywhere, stands of first-growth pine and pristine, mirror bright lakes, granite buttes, but, too, gutted early model cars, refrigerators upended, and washing machines tumbled here and there, ones blindingly white, and all of it scattered like remnants of a battle long before lost, men in worn khaki, and women in braids and calico skirts, walking the needle-covered, loamy dirt roads, heads bent, as if under some crushing weight.

Still, each, upon recognizing him, excitedly tossed up a hand in greeting, some calling out,

“Boozhoo, Doden!”

“You’re famous!” Evelyn said, “everybody knows you up here, right?!” a brittle cheer in her voice.

Without realizing it, he’d slunk down in his seat, all but pulled the bill of his cap over his face, until Evelyn poked him, laughing.

“Well, you sure showed them how you’re different, didn’t you? I mean, didn’t you just?” she said. “You don’t belong here at all!”

Her having said it, and his having not replied – This is exactly who I am, darling, don’t you see me? – hurt.

But the reservation behind them, they teased each other and listened to the radio, and things were good again. Only when they made love, after, it was with a kind of desperate abandon, a hunger. And back in Cleveland when she attended games, she dressed exquisitely, and he pitched as if possessed, shut down games, a shoe in for the Cy Young Award, and Jack, Evelyn’s husband, there with Evelyn, broad, square forehead, Ray Bans, and always in a dark suit.

Still, when the end came, it took him by surprise.

That afternoon, they’d stayed at a motel in Fairport Harbor at a resort north of Cleveland. He’d been given a bonus, and they’d been celebrating, though Evelyn was acting strangely. She tore and scratched at him, kissed him as she’d never done, as if to turn him inside out, to take him inside her. And he, drawn into it, a rage to bridge the distance that had come between them, responded in kind, the two of them, bruising each other, in love.

In the middle of it, she slapped him, hard, across the face, said, “So, is that the way you people do it?”

She said it as though she’d finally gotten to something in him. Something she’d been looking for, had needed to find.

Later, when he tried to call her, she hung up. He drove the Mercedes convertible he’d bought with his bonus to the club she frequented. Evelyn came outside, rolled her eyes at the car, traffic roaring by loudly behind them. He threw the door open for her, but she didn’t get in.

“I got it for you,” he said, “so… we could be seen out now, okay? Like real people.”

“Listen,” she told him, “and I want you to listen good. Be ‘seen out’? I don’t ever want to see you again, not here or anywhere,” she said. “Didn’t you get that when I didn’t answer your calls?”

She went back in and he stood on the sidewalk, the summer sun a furnace-hot weight on his head.

A window opened a few stories up. The facade of the building threw down a terrible yellow light.

A toilet flushed. Someone was vomiting. Then weeping, “Oh, god....” she was saying, “Oh, god, please…” He recognized the voice. Evelyn’s.

Carol turned off the kitchen light, and minutes later she eased her Lincoln from the garage, the door closing.

When she’d gone up the block, he went around to the back, worked the feeler gauge blade between the door and molding. Depressed the spring-loaded plunger. No wires. No alarm. Not even a dead bolt. Clearly, the doctor believed himself so protected from his business as to be untouchable, and Carol, thinking herself secure in the suburbs, was oblivious.

He swung the door wide and stepped inside, struck by the quiet, and dark, and the smell of lemon. Polish, that’s what it was. He had, thanks to Carol, almost no time, when he’d wanted a good hour. He thrust his gloves into his pocket, then thought to wait for his eyes to adjust, but was too rushed. He stumbled over something on the carpeting. One of those kids’ big-wheeled tricycles, and he set the tricycle to the side, the room coming into focus.

A big sofa. Fireplace. A table in the corner – a pool table.

He’d been in countless houses just like it, he thought, on the North Side of Chicago, and, earlier, in Cleveland.

Knew where a safe would be kept, where cash would be hidden or stored, documents safeguarded against fire.

He moved into a bedroom. No safe in the wall. Turned down a carpeted hallway into yet another room, a guest bedroom. No safe. Checked a third bedroom, no safe, then the master bedroom. Again, he looked for a recessed panel, some hiding place, or access.

Nothing. He went down a hallway to yet another bedroom, this one having been lived in, but not recently.

It was dusty, and smelled of paper. He checked the shade over the window, then hit the light.

Clustered on a dresser were framed photos of Dr. Miller’s son, Allen, in his Cadillac convertible. In each, Allen grinned uneasily into the camera, on the glass dust long settled.

He swept up the nearest, peered into it. He didn’t have time for this, but couldn’t help himself.

In the photo, Allen, at the wheel of his car, smiled up at the photographer, on his face a cockeyed grin. “Live fast, die young,” he’d often said, “and leave a nice corpse, right?” Alongside Allen, Buck sat shotgun, a wry, too-wised up look on his face, even cocky. Allen he’d met at the lodge, when the Millers vacationed, and they’d been fast friends, Allen four years older and, at the time, out of a life he couldn’t so much as imagine, the Millers “traveling,” to Europe, and to Hawaii, and to Bermuda, places that had been, to him, as distant as the moon, and Allen talking out the side of his mouth, joking, from his teen years a drinker, one favored by girls with lacquered nails and loud voices, a few of whom Buck got to know, he and Allen and “the girls” out joyriding nights. They’d had “father problems” in common, which, discussing them, amused them no end.

“You’d be high strung, too, if you’d been a POW in a Nazi camp,” Allen told him one night, “I kid you not. He’s certifiable.”

Toward evening, they’d made a circuit of off-reservation watering holes, from The Sportsman’s, to The Wigwam, to Jasper’s, but always ending at The Ramblers, on Massacre Point. Following last call, they’d drive the rollercoaster roads to the lodge, top down and wind howling.

Which was how Allen had died, Buck pitching an away game, one rescheduled due to rain.

Coincidence that he hadn’t been in the car for Allen’s head-on collision with the logging truck. And, thinking it, he spun into the bathroom, drew down the shade and switched on the light. Opened the medicine cabinet and searched for a storage space. In the cabinet, Percodan. Valium. Lorazapam. Carol Miller, Take… – the labels read. A few of them were the doctor’s, penicillin, and Lipitor. On the bottom shelf a bottle of Tums Extra Strength.

On the inside of the mirrored door was a note, in a nearly illegible script: Good morning, Carol! Don’t forget your meds.

Dr. Miller had drawn a heart under it, in his uncertain hand something ruinously conciliatory.

A clock chimed the hour in the living room, and he ducked into the garage, a car in the far stall, the Seville. Hung, on the cinderblock wall over it, were orange life preservers, and in the ceiling joists, a canoe on cables

No walled off storage space, no cabinets, no hinged sheet metal access panels into the foundation.

He went down a flight of stairs to the basement and switched on the light. Washer and dryer to his right. Shelves against the walls, paint cans, and boxes, and books. Clothes hanging from the ceiling joists – too wide lapel suit coats, a silver satin ball gown, and a much faded Army uniform, an untenable version of someone Dr. Miller’d once been.

Under which sat a desk, alongside it a file cabinet. With his tools, he had the drawers open in seconds. Desk – nothing. Then the cabinet. Top drawer. Manila file folders. Util, Elec, Gas, Auto Ins.

An electric motor whirred upstairs – the garage door – and he yanked out the second drawer.

Real estate. And more of the same in the third.

He tore through the bottom drawer, in it photo albums. Christmas, 1966-70. Lake Cabin, 1964-66. Hunting, Wyoming, 1963, 64. At the bottom was the oldest, and he pulled it out. Fishing – Red Lake, Knife Lake, Sabaskong Bay Lodge, and, of all things, Baseball 1961.

He threw the album open, here photographs taken at Metropolitan Stadium. Felt his breath catch–

Upper left, a pitcher in a red and white uniform, number 8, back bent, blur of arm and hand overhead, too fast for the shutter, a smear of white headed for the plate, a baseball. Himself, throwing a changeup. Below it another, in it his father, in his canvas hunting jacket, beside him Bear smiling for all the world, a white and red Indians cap on his head.

Leave it, he told himself – then, yanking the mouth of his pack wide, he jammed the album in.

He charged up the stairs, bolted across the rec room to the rear door, a rhythmic thump of feet coming down the stairs, and Dr. Miller calling out, “Carol! Carol?! Did you leave a window ajar?!”

He got the door open, then ran with the pack held up behind his head. Crossing the yard, there was a gun shot, and he was knocked on all fours, the pack nearly torn from his hands.

But he was in the trees now, and he scrambled to his feet.








23


Some time later, he stopped at Archie’s on West Lake, an enormous, fat-bellied, tuxedoed frog on the roof. The spot lights along the gutters had been aimed at the frog in such a way it grinned malevolently from under its black top hat. He bought hamburgers and the works, for two, and the bag under his arm, he strode toward Dupont, whistling, still trying to calm himself.

Whistling, he recognized the tune, which stopped him cold on the sidewalk. One and the same he’d sung at St. Mary’s. And, now, for Sally.

He sat in the car with her, nursing his coffee. The moon came up, and it hung heavy over the horizon, pale fire and quivering nearly to bursting. Sally bent into the windshield.

“What do you call it?” she asked.

“The moon,” Buck replied, and laughed. Only tonight Sally, frowning, wasn’t having it. “Tibik-gisiss. Night-sun,” he said.

Now, she wasn’t drumming on the wheel, or shaking one leg or the other, as if she might break.

“You can say it,” Sally said.

“Say what?”

“That I seem… sort of like something else, right? Different?”

He set his back against the door, faced her, wondering what she was getting at. “Are you?”

Sally shot him a smile. “Ta-da!” she said, throwing out her hands, “I’m the new Floor Monitor!”

“Wonderful,” he said. “And, tell me now, Sally, just what does the Floor Monitor do?”

“I make sure everyone’s ‘On Task.’”

Why, he thought to himself, was he sensing trouble here? “You’re still making the dentures?”

“Sure.”

“And who gave you this… step up?”

“She calls herself ‘Kitty,’ but I call her the Dragon Lady,” Sally replied, a certain mischief in her voice, “because she glares, like this–” Sally pulled a face, making eyes at him.

“You watch out for her,” he said, and when Sally’s brows knitted, he added, “Oh, I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

They turned to the moon, an awkward silence between them. With the tip of her finger, Sally made a circle in their breath that had condensed on the windshield, dotted the center of it. He touched the top, bottom, right side, and left side. The figure, lit by the moon, radiant.

“Does it mean something?” Sally asked.

“Gitchi manido,” he said, “you know, all that… hoo-ha, the Big Gipper, the unmoved mover, the I AM THAT I AM.”

Grinning, Sally said, “And what does The Gipper have to say, since you brought him up?

“Well, The Gipper says, ‘Behold, I have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it.” It was something Seraphim’d said, and too often, and at the most impossible seeming times.

“Why?” Sally asked.

“If you’re going off to Seattle, do you want to get entrenched here? Come on, don’t you have the gas money?”

“You need a new pack,” Sally said. He lifted it, and Sally put her finger into the hole the bullet had made, said, “It’s a holy pack now, right? Since were getting all… Biblical.”

Unable to get the pack on for the album in it, he’d held it up behind his head, the bullet stopped by the case of allen wrenches.

“I’m not going to ask how that got there,” Sally said, “but it must’ve scared the daylights out of you.

“When I was little, I was scared like… all the time,” she added. “That’s how it was in the house.”

St. Mary’s had been like that. Until he’d done something about it, thanks to Seraphim.

“You don’t say much,” she said, “do you. And if I ask you about yourself, you really get quiet.”

A tall man in a ragged green Army coat trudged up the sidewalk, his hat pulled low over his face. Buck craned his head around, following him up the sidewalk until he was gone.

Sally set her hand on his forearm, then removed it. “It’s okay,” she said, “you don’t have to tell me.

“My brother, out in Seattle? He used to come into my room and scare me,” she said. “Maybe that’s when it started, this, thing that feels like it’s going to suffocate me? Like, it’s – or it was my uncle, only he’s dead now, but it’s way inside me, like….” She shuddered. “Anyway, this one night my brother snuck into my room and grabbed me from under my bed.

“Right there, when he grabbed my leg, I kind of split off from my body and… floated up near the ceiling in a corner.” She glanced over at him. “Which wasn’t the terrible part, the terrible part was I knew I’d done it before, only for something a lot, lot worse.”

“What?”

“That’s… what I can’t seem to…. If I try to see it, what it is, that’s when my attacks are the worst.”

She glanced over at him, a broken look on her face. “Do you think you can unlearn being afraid?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“No. You get around it by thinking of something else.”

“Like… what?”

“You think of something you love. Something… so worth living for that none of the rest of it matters.”

“So, what do you think of?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, his mind a hot blank, then got it – what might help her.

“Once,” he said, “when I was up at The Sioux Narrows, we climbed a butte and you could see these… little ribbons of rainbows, thousands of them, shimmering, and the wind carrying them over the water.

“The whole… sky was glimmering, alive. You can’t imagine…. It was… I don’t know….”

“What was it?”

“Assabi – tiny spiders, migrating. Flying on nothing but threads of silk and a breeze.

“You have to live like that,” he said. He glanced over at her, to see if she understood.

“How?”

“You have to do that next thing, anyway, even when it seems… impossible. Fly on a thread.”

Whistling to himself, headed home, he pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck against the cold. Crossed into Tonto Town and, turning up an alley, heard someone behind him.

A wire cut across his neck, and he spun right, then left, the wire biting deeper, strangling him. He squatted, boosted whoever-it-was onto his shoulders, then sprang backwards, to land on him, and when the wire only bit deeper, he made a V of his fingers, jabbed them over his shoulder into his eyes, and there was a injured grunt, and the wire went slack.

He shot to his feet. Swung… whoever-it-was in front of him, glaring out of a ski mask, the right eye catching the street lamp, white, as if with cataract, and the other…. but he sprinted away. Buck bolted after him, dizzy, and his legs tangled and he fell, then got to his feet again. No doubt, someone wanted him long gone.

His neck stinging, he set his hands on his knees, breathed in deep, whooping breaths.

Thought: Sally. He’d have to get her moving.
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Eli


In the vestibule of The Rainbow Cafe, he clung to the phone, as if it might somehow get away from him. The door swung open, a patron coming in out of the rain. Early morning, it was raining again. April, he thought, was the cruelest month. But even more so in the cities.

With a grinding rattle the phone ate the coins he’d fed it. Out of the receiver came, “The call you are making requires–”

He’d made five calls, each having accomplished nothing, and the patrons of The Rainbow pressing in on him, a mixed crowd of black leather, men in thin-lapelled suits, and women in pastels.

“Rash,” Buck had said about the scabbed line around his neck. No doubt, they’d gone after him. And they’d put someone in the apartment across the alley, too – Jenny had seen him.

The guy closest – pea coat, beard, big through the chest. Weird gray eyes. Was he one of Lester’s?

He thrust his hand into his pocket, for change. Scratched himself, Damn amphetamines, he was crawling out of his fucking skin. Fed the phone. Waited. Pressed the phone to his ear.

Ruben, before he’d run, had left him a message on the wall of his unit at Little Earth, one that made no sense. And it wasn’t just that it was in the old language – Ojibwaymowin – which he didn’t speak – it was, on top of that, a puzzle – or, more so, a riddle. He hoped.

Behind him, the Rainbow got yet more crowded, patrons nearly shoulder to shoulder. The big guy with the weird eyes shunted his chair closer, the legs barking on the floor.

He pulled the hood on his jacket over his head, the phone ringing, and ringing, and ringing. Please, please, please – he chanted, and then, just like that, the phone was answered.

“Boozhoo, Gene!” he said, “Don’t hang up! It’s Eli. Yeah, Old Joe’s son. You full up?”

The interrogative You full up? was like a chess move, put the listener in a tough position. To say no, at best, would be a show of ingratitude, an affront to spirit. It couldn’t be done.

“Yeah,” Gene said, wary. “We’re good. And you?” Gene waiting for the now certain-to-come request – for money, a place to stay, a “loaner” car for a few days or a week.

“Got visitors, and the fish aren’t biting.”

“Ah,” Gene replied, relieved. There was a hum on the line. “You want hot spots for them, that it?”

“No,” he said. “I’m checking on a location, one somebody gave me. Wanted to see what you thought.”

“So?” Gene said.

“Tani ma mitig,” Eli replied, the message Ruben had left on the wall for him over at Little Earth. When there was only an answering silence, he said, his voice rising, “Gene?”

“Tani ma mitig?” Gene laughed. “What are you smokin’ in your pipe down there, Eli? No, somebody’s pullin’ your leg on that one, Wabooson, you look for it, though, if you want to.”

“There isn’t any such place?”

“Sure, but it isn’t on any lake. ‘What tree’? That’s like sayin’ go screw yourself, hey?

“And you tell your brother Boozhoo for me; tell him we’ll be over to the lodge to visit. And sorry about Bear. Try Binishinook Bay, Nikan. The walleye are running deep since it’s been cold, and use sinkers and live bait.”

“Onwas!” Luck, he added, and the phone went dead.

Eli turned; the big man was gone – but what of it? They’d been on him since they’d gotten to Ruben.

He nearly jogged into the atrium of the IDS tower, so intent was he on finding Jenny.

She sat at a table, surrounded by potted plants and glass, a vast, high ceiling above, a brave smile pasted on her face. Well-dressed men were giving her glances from behind papers, Jenny this exotic, hothouse flower. She could be anything, Asian, Indian, Eastern Indian.

She checked her watch, drew her hair back, tossed her head, her molasses dark, glossy hair spilling over her shoulders.

Eli glanced into the florist’s to his left, studied himself in the glass. He’d gotten a hair cut – which had felt like nothing short of an amputation – ran his hand up the back of his head, his scalp like a brush.

He’d put on a suit, too, his best, and he straightened the tie–”a noose,” Buck called them – shot his sleeves.

– maybe, if he just told her, she could forgive him?

In the florist’s, he bought a long-stemmed rose, had the woman at the counter wrap it in tissue paper and fix a bow of ribbon around the middle, then stood behind Jenny.

He cleared his throat, and she looked up, only right through him, which was terrifying, and he held out the rose, said,

“For you, sweetheart.”

“Eli,” she said, and she took the rose, but her shocked eyes on him–”What did you do?”

He ran his hand over his head. “This?”

“Why?”

He swung a chair out and sat, then reached for her hand, tentatively, and she snatched it away.

“People are watching us,” she said. “You’re making a scene, Eli. People will see us.”

“I’m closer,” he offered. He had to say something; then added, “It’ll all work out, you’ll see,” which was worse.

“You didn’t say why you did it,” Jenny said.

“Got a job with the Fuller Brush Company, see?” He raked his hand over his, now bristled, head.

Her eyes had glassed up. “You don’t even look like you,” she blurted, a true hurt in it. “You look like–”

“Lester’s going to have me do business with some new people, and it’s way better money.” That much was true. “Okay? So, I have to look the–”

“Eli, sweetheart,” Jen shot back, “you don’t just look the part anymore – you are the part.”

“No,” he said, “really, I just have to do this until–”

“Let’s just… go, and now. Please?”

“Broke? And where to? Your mother’s place? Or would you have me go back up to the lodge?”

She glanced around them. Everyone was being reasonable, just taking a break. “Just… away. From all of it. Anywhere. Right now, let’s get up and go. Let’s go, while we still can.”

“Come on. All of this is just for now, Jen,” he said. “And with Buck to help, it’ll work out.”

Jenny held up the rose. “And then everything will be wonderful. Like you said, right?”

“I’ll make it right as rain,” Eli said, “you’ll see–”
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Sally


Perched at the end of what had been the proscenium of the Crosby Milling Company’s employee theater, her arms crossed over her chest, The Dragon Lady glared up Row Ten.

“But you won’t fire me,” Sally sang bravely to herself, and bent again to the most difficult set of dentures she’d yet encountered at DPA, Dental Prosthetics Associates, LLC.

The Dragon Lady went by Kitty, only Sally had, just recently, discovered her real name, and she thought of her that way now, Sun, in it her identity outside DPA, something she was hiding, Buck assured her, in it the key to her problem – if she could use it.

Her problem being, today, the bite surfaces in the denture set Sun had given her didn’t match. Be tough, she told herself, then set the lower denture on the table, gums down, and pressed on it, front to back.

Yes, it rocked. So, warped. Christ!

To calm herself, she hummed a tune from Oklahoma! Though now a new version, I’m just a girl who can say no! and, under the table, her legs skipping out the dance routine she’d learned, one of many, and the sound score coming to her as if from some crazed calliope.

She glanced up from her table, and Sun, from the proscenium, grinned, her eyes hard as marbles.

Had she the time, repairing the dentures would be easy. She could transect the rear of the denture and use a wedge, and with her hot air gun melt the gum surface – if the molars were off on only one plane.

Which, measuring, Sally found they were not. They were warped sideways, too, not just front to back.

“Girl!” the Dragon Lady called out, in her strangled tongue, as always unable to pronounce the plural S.

She pointed to the clock on the wall. “Ten minute. You denture be finish and we break.”

Sally grinned up at her – Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, Buck’d told her – then down at the ruined dentures.

So, was the solution in broaching the issue with Sun? But what, if anything, could she say to her, if she couldn’t ask for more time? You’ve given me defective dentures?

Sun, she’d learned through Shorty, brokered walleye to Frogtowners’ restaurants, had been a “comfort girl” in Japan during WWII, and had risen to managing a “hotel.” She had a daughter, one Shorty hadn’t been able to locate. Maybe the daughter’d changed her name?

Something had gone wrong between the two of them, but Shorty hadn’t been able to find out what.

“Everybody in Frogtown is terrified of her,” Shorty’d warned her, “and she’s got connections. So, you be careful.”

To keep her from coming up her aisle, Sally took her Dremel polisher and began surfacing her dentures, to look busy.

The light cut dust motes through the stories-high windows, and beneath them, the others, gray haired and backs bent, labored quietly at their desks as they had since her first day.

Luckily for her, Sun was still pacing the proscenium, hands clasped behind her back, biding her time. Maybe the problem was that Luz, DPA’s Chief Operations Officer, had promoted her to be Official Keeper of the Supply Cabinet, when, before, that had solely been Sun’s job? Granted how expensive the materials were, especially the gold and silver, it was a genuine responsibility.

Or was it something else? Could she just… give the keys back now? Would that solve her problem?

“Sarry!” Sun said, standing in front of her desk. Good god, now what? Her hands on her head, she rearranged the pins in her hair, the pins like long, black-lacquered daggers.

“Yes?”

“You be done by time? Five minute?”

“Yes, Ms. Kitty, I will,” she replied. Never. Wasn’t going to happen. But what could she do?

Sun smirked. “So you done then now, yes?”

“Nearly,” Sally replied, smiling up at her.

“No?”

“Nearly.”

“Yes, or no?”

Sally bent over her table, her mind racing. Keep your enemies closer, Buck had told her. She’d do it. Risk it, and she lifted the ill-made dentures, the gums and teeth crooked. Looked over them at the Dragon Lady.

“Sun,” she said, “what a beautiful name. What does it mean?”

“Hah?” Sun said.

“Your name, Sun Mi. It’s… lovely. What does it mean?”

Sun frowned. Eyes wide. Stunned. Even fearful. She took a deep breath, then rose to her full, imperious height.

“So, how you know that?” she said.

“Oh,” Sally replied, brightly, “I have a friend who does business in Korea Town. Only, when I said how nice you were,” she smiled, in it a show of teeth, “he said, ‘Oh, that can’t be the Miss Kitty I know.’”

Sun grinned, in return. The bell rang and she swept Sally’s dentures into her hand, then pocketed them.

She lifted her head to the room, a flush in her face. “We break now!” she called out.
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Buck


They had finished dinner, and no one was saying much of anything, least of all Eli. Buck straightened his legs under the table. His feet touched Jenny’s and he pulled them back.

“Nervous?” Eli asked.

They were going to send him out on wrecker duty with Ambrose in the morning, which, he assumed, would be difficult.

“Here,” Eli said. He reached under the table. “We got this for you, it being Easter and all.”

It wasn’t that it was Easter, it was Wabigoni-gisiss, the Moon of Flowers and Blooms. Jenny slid the box across the table, a green ribbon clumsily wrapped around the middle.

“Hey, a knife,” he said, lifting it from the box. A Ka-Bar.

He went into his room. Chocolates for Jenny. A canister flashlight for Eli. And coins. If someone gave you a knife, or scissors – anything sharp – you gave them stones – or, now, coins. He handed one to Jenny.

“What?” she said, and laughed. “You don’t believe in all that old… superstition, do you?”

He eyed Eli across the table. His shorn head was disturbing. “They kicking you up the ladder?”

“It’s just business,” Eli said, and Jenny reached for his hand. That they were determined to stick it out, were willing to see this thing through to the end, both touched and pained him.

“Yeah, isn’t it always just?” Buck said.

At the Paradise, he slid under a car, set the cables, and got back out, waiting. There was a puff of warm breath on his neck, and he threw his hands up, banged them on the rack.

“Touchy, today. Aren’t cha?” Ambrose said. His welder’s glasses were crooked on his face, his braids out, his hat askew.

“No.”

“You jump like it. Worried about goin’ out?”

“Should I be?”

Ambrose lifted his hands. “Just,” he said, “don’t go telling me in the middle of it I didn’t warn you.”

On break they sat in Eli’s car.

“I mean, how the hell am I supposed to know what he meant?” Eli said, pouring coffee from his thermos. ‘Don’t go telling me in the middle of things I didn’t warn you.’ He’s certifiable.”

Ambrose trudged out across the lot towards The Kruller. He moved gracefully for a man so heavy and squat.

“Ambrose,” Eli said. “I wish I’d never vouched for him. I’ll regret it, I’m sure. There’s just- something- wrong with him.”

Minutes later, Ambrose strode back across the lot to the wrecker, where he made a rolling motion with his hand.

“You’re on,” Eli said. “Lucky you.”

Using the wrecker’s bulk like a club, Ambrose wove the wrecker through the morning traffic on Lake. He leaned to the side, calculating, then swerved into the left lane to pass, a tire iron clanking at his feet.

“Cut it out,” Buck said.

“Just makin’ it interesting.”

Close up, he could make out the faded tattoos across his knuckles. SEMP ERFI, they read.

Ambrose took the route by Lake Nokomis and up Cedar. More backed up traffic. “Too many turtles on a log,” he said. At 24th, he stopped for the light, then drove a distance east, to The Little Earth Projects, out front the stars and stripes flapping on the pole, the flag of the Anishinabe Nation in tatters under it.

“Gonna turn in here,” Ambrose said, and grinned, “give you a piece of this here end of the business.”

He bumped into the Little Earth lot, there a mess of ruined cars, tires, and broken glass.

Stopped behind a circle of shinobs trying to get a car door open with a length of coat hanger wire. On the bumper was a sticker, Everybody Else Here Is Just Visiting. The car was painted in camouflage, brown and green. One of the men, in an orange hunting jacket, sauntered over.

Ambrose motioned to him with his chin, cranked down his window and put his head out. “Hank, can I getcha to drive squat for us?” Ambrose winked at Buck, then turned back to Hank.

“All week I’m workin’,” Hank said in a high, nasal voice.

“Don’t gimme that cow flop. It’s Easter, everybody’s off, right?”

“No, really – geget,” he said. It’s true. “The cops are crackin’ down on us since what happened last month.”

Ambrose pointed. “How about White Hat over there? Think he’d like to make a few bucks?”

Henry turned to the shortest, a small man who regarded them warily. “Mi’nawin?” he asked. What is it?

Henry made a steering motion. There followed an angry exchange in the old language. Tell that snake to eat his own young, White Hat replied, then said, in English,

“Can’t afford to lose my license again.”

Ambrose laughed, then glanced over at Buck again, after something in him, then saw it: Comprehension.

On a field across from them, school age kids were playing stickball, their pants and jackets dark with mud. Their voices came to him like song. “Oma!” one cried. And another, “No! Mangi!” and “Ajonda!”

They darted toward yellow plastic buckets at the end of the field, and the youngest, a girl, took a swipe at the ball.

Her feet shot out from under her, and the ball bounced though the buckets, and all of them raised their arms and cheered – but for the oldest, who knelt down to lift the girl to her feet.

One of the men ran to them and, taking a stick, he expertly jockeyed the ball to the goal opposite. Scored, again to cheers.

“So, if I understand you,” Ambrose said, to Henry, “I’m not going to get any new meat here. Is that what you’re sayin’?”

“Where’s the suit?” Henry asked.

“Lester?”

“Yeah, he owes me for the last one, hey? Damn near crippled my boy, the one right out there.”

“Watch out, Nikan,” brother, White Hat said. And to Ambrose, he said, “I could get you some folks down from Bad River or over at Lac du Flambeau to sit squat, you give me the time.”

“No time to wait,” Ambrose said, “we’re runnin’ a force play and we need a driver to run Sidewinder, too. How ‘bout that?”

“Enh,” White Hat replied. Right. As if.

“Ah, come on,” Ambrose said. “Why not, it’d just be you this time. And you’re behind, Henry. You don’t want me to impound your car, do you? And, you take this on, you’d even have something left over for the missus. And no one gets hurt this time, guaranteed, see?”

“No,” Henry replied. “And you said that the last time, eh?”

“I can drop the sling right now and tow your car, cause that’s what I’ll do if I don’t hear what I want to hear.”

A boy stumbled to Henry’s side – Henry’s son, from the way Henry slung his arm over his shoulders. The boy looked up at his father. The right side of his face was bruised, purple going to yellow, one ear nearly creased in half, and it wasn’t from being hit on the field.

The kid ran the sleeve of his jacket under his nose, looked between his father and White Hat – something scared, and small, and hurt there – then at Buck, and Buck nodded.

While Ambrose yammered at Henry, he reached for the keys in the ignition and started the wrecker.

“Hey, what gives?!” Ambrose said, and spun around to face him, “I’m doin’ business’ here, can’t you see that?!”

“Ambe,” LET’S GO – Buck said. He’d set the tire iron on the dash. “If you didn’t hear, they said ‘NO.’
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Eli


At Lindbergh Airport, Eli checked his watch again, then grimly thought on Buck, out with Ambrose.

Buck being who he was, he could only hope he wouldn’t fuck things up too badly, cause some kind of mess. When Buck set his mind on something there was no stopping him, and that was worrisome.

Only, he had his own trouble to think about, and right here. Amidst throngs of jabbering, rushing passengers, and in a seeming whirl of competing perfumes, rattling bags, and beeping carts, he perched on a chair at the end of a row of chairs, waiting for the flight to come in from St. Louis.

He shifted this way and that, unable to get comfortable.

The flight would come in, Lester’d told him, and he was to walk with the passengers to baggage, where there’d be the drop off. They’d lost things, Lester’d said, coming up the highway. Cops. FBI. They’d been cracking down on chop shops, making stops.

That, and drug mules were using the highway, now, and that had put the matter over the line. Any driving infraction was an excuse for search and seizure, and they just couldn’t have it. So they were having to do things – differently. Cleaner. And so they couldn’t be traced. Wouldn’t lose critical things. And this thing – what he was picking up – was one of them.

Lester’d made such a point of explaining it, Eli’d wondered if it were some kind of set up.

Or, was this pick up an opportunity? The very one he’d been, desperately, hoping he’d get?

To his right, a man dipped to drink from a fountain, two women chatting, a suit reading a newspaper.

Time passed at a crawl, until, finally, the St. Louis flight was in; he could see the plane at the gate, the red NW on the tail, the plane like a winged arrow. Aimed right at him, whatever it was going to be.

Outside, a plane taxied, and he went to a window to watch. Hurtling up the runway, its nose slowly rose and, as if straining, the plane thundered into the air and away.

He set his forehead against the ice cool glass, wished he were on it with Jen and Buck.

At the terminal desk, two women in blue blazers checked in passengers for an upcoming flight. One got on a microphone.

“Will passenger–” he couldn’t make out the name, the system echoed so badly “–please come to Gate E 18?”

He glanced around him. Checked his watch. Only minutes had passed, but it felt like hours.

Now, the first passenger off the St. Louis flight strode into the airport, blinking under the lights. Could this be him?

Then they all came in a rush, a woman with ratty blond hair, lugging an enormous blue purse. A tall, cadaverous man in a brown suit. A guy in jeans and a thigh-length leather jacket. A school choir of some sort, chaperones and kids, and all thirty or so in maroon blazers and navy slacks.

He set his foot on the glass behind him, then pushed off, the fluorescent lights sliding overhead. Went down an escalator, past sculptures, here cows, painted in all sorts of splashy ways, and the woman in front of him shifting her bag around to her side, guarding it.

At the baggage carousel, he stood with the others, waiting. Was bumped, back, front, his shoulder, people reaching for their bags, and in the air body odor and fusty plane smells and exhaust.

There was a tap on his shoulder and he turned. Looked up the corridor one direction, then the other.

Just Passengers, everywhere, minding their own business and having somewhere to get to.

He looked down, and at his feet was a briefcase. Thought, for a moment, to just go.

In the parking ramp, he got the Goat started, exited the airport up Highway 62, then turned onto Cedar and drove, in a cold sweat, his mind racing and the briefcase on the seat beside him.

It had to be something… critical, otherwise, they wouldn’t go to such trouble moving it.

And was he sure whoever’d left it for him had even been on the plane Lester’d had him wait for? And if not – he glanced over at the case – anything could be in it – there was no telling what.

He drove to a lake, there tall reeds and ducks circling in the water. Parked the car, then lifting the briefcase, he carefully tilted it one direction, then the other. Nothing shifted inside.

He had his tools in his trunk; he could have the locks open in no time but knew better.

“You call when you’ve got it,” Lester’d said.

What could be so important they’d move it like this? Money? No, it had to be… what? He got out of the car, set the briefcase on the hood, then took his tools from the trunk and got the clatches unlocked.

He lifted the lid the slightest, to peer inside. Sure enough, there was something in there.

With his elbow, he held the lid down, then got a crescent wrench from his tool box and slid the handle into the case. Braced his entire weight on it, something springy inside, then raised the lid.

“God, DAMMIT!” he said. There an army green grenade, set carefully in Styrofoam.

One handed, he got a spool of wire from his box, hooked the end with his teeth and fed it under the grenade, worked it back up the opposite side; cinched the wire over the wrench and briefcase handle.

Done, he was sick in the road. Eyed the case from what seemed, still, not a safe distance. Then, angry, he strode to the case and threw the lid back, half expecting an explosion. Pulled the grenade and Styrofoam out.

Looked into the case. Silver satin lining, a pattern on it like argyle. And the case empty.

He let his head drop back and bellowed–”Jesus Christ, Lester – Son of a – GOD-DAMMITALL!”

Only, just then, he realized he was holding the grenade and Styrofoam packing off to his side. Under the grenade, taped to the packaging, was a floppy disk, a five and a quarter.

He had no time; he was late already. He had to call Lester, but that would have to wait.

At a photocopier on 4th, he waited in line. He tried not to fidget, and he was glad he was wearing a suit, because he smelled. A sour smell, of fear and dread. And he was sweating again.

And it was crowded and too well-lit. Students milling about, backpacks slung over their shoulders.

When the girl in front of him turned from the counter, he lifted the disk for the clerk.

“I need what’s on here,” he said, “and right now. Think you could get to it?” he asked, hoping against hope. The clerk, in a blue smock, shrugged. “I’m at the medical center, and it’s an emergency.” And here he was convincing. “They flew it all the way out here, from St. Louis, so I could get it on time and the plane was late. We need it, and now.

“Can you?”

The clerk motioned the manager over. The manager bent closer. He bobbed his head, then nodded.

“Okay, boss,” he said, glancing up at Eli.

He fed the disk into a machine in back, then pressed a button and paper spit out of a printer.

“Give it… ten, and you’ll be good to go.”

At a booth on the corner of Lake and Hennipen, the rush hour traffic coming on, he was on the phone with Lester.

What did he mean, he’d had car trouble? “Remember?” Eli said. “I got hit recently? The wheel well – it’s sheet metal – it came loose and shredded my driver’s side rear tire?”

Lester was angry to the point of being all but speechless, but that’s the way he was. The quieter, the more dangerous. “Hey,” Eli said, “I got it, and I’ll deliver it. What’s the problem?”

Lester told him take the briefcase to a wrecking yard in St. Paul, and Eli got that sick feeling again.

And, too, he worried someone would notice the tape he’d used to re-attach the disk was different. Not much. But still, other. And he’d scratched the Styrofoam getting it back into the case.

Had there been something he hadn’t seen? Couldn’t have? he worried. A thread, or hair, or – something put there?

“You just get it to them before five, understand?” Lester told him, and banged down the phone, leaving Eli holding the receiver, a robotic woman’s voice rising from it, maddeningly, “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial again. If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial again–

Coming through the door of the apartment, he slung his messenger bag under the couch, then fell into Jenny’s arms. He felt a sob rise in him, but when she tried to turn his face to hers, said, “What is it?” he pulled away.

“Nothing,” he said, and thrust his hands in his pockets, so she wouldn’t see them shaking.

Only hours later, when she was fast asleep, did he swing his legs from the bed to pad up the hall to the living room, where he drew his messenger bag from under the couch.

He turned on the lamp at the end of the sofa, then sat. Held the pages in the circle of light. Page after page of bogus medical procedures, from local clinics, and as far away as Kentucky and Tennessee. In the far column were totals. Fees paid to doctors and attorneys for “services rendered” – one alone had been paid over two million dollars. And the names of patients, from up at Red Lake, Lac du Flambeau, Bad River, and White Earth, some he even knew.

He set the pages over his knees. He could blow them to kingdom come, and right now.

But none of it would get done what he needed to get done, because he still had to find the money.

That, or it would all come to nothing.
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Buck


Jenny dodged into the apartment, her black slicker rain bespeckled, and there having been some upset. She was surprised to see him at the kitchen table. Jenny, determined to – what?

“Where’s Eli?” she asked.

He lifted his head from the book he was reading, feeling naked in his T-shirt, bare-armed.

“I thought he was with you,” he said.

She hung her slicker on the door and went to the refrigerator. Rummaged inside, then stood, as if just having thought of something, the bulb in the door casting a rectangle of light on the floor. Finally, she shut it.

“What?” he said.

They hadn’t been in the apartment together, alone, since the day they’d watched the movie. It was awkward, this terrible… something in the room and no way to address it.

“So, what are you doing here?” she asked. “I thought you were going to be out there with him.”

She set a hand on her hip, her mind elsewhere, and he slid his chair back from the table to stand.

“Don’t,” she said, “get up. Just… go back to–” She put her hand to her forehead. Rifled through the cupboard for the coffee. Opening the can, she spilled the contents across the counter. Shouted–”Dammit! God dammit – son of a – god damn everything.”

She was scooping the grounds back into the can, when she spun around to face him.

“He’s going to die out there,” she said, “if you don’t do something. Don’t you know that? He just – won’t – quit.”

“Quit what?”

Wrapping her arms around herself, she let her head drop back, stared, her mouth pursed, into the ceiling.

“You have to tell me what he’s really up to, Jenny,” he said, “what he’s after, or how can I help?”

She gave him a longsuffering look. She really didn’t know. But it was just like Eli to protect her that way. And, with her pained eyes on him, imploring him to do something – anything – in his T-shirt, he went to the front door and out.

He’d found Eli nowhere, so knocked on the window of Sally’s car. Slid in, then pummeled his too-cold arms. He glanced over at her. Bright, freckled Sally. She smiled, but didn’t ask what he was doing walking around in a T-shirt, when the rain was turning to sleet.

“I was promoted again,” she said, brightly. “Now I’m the official ‘Cabinet Supply Warden’.” She dug into her purse. “They even cut me my very own key,” she said, lifting it up.

“What about The Dragon Lady?”

He’d gotten sandwiches, and they ate, the heater on, which was a relief. Sally was good with figures, and – with the exception of her own life, she said – good at organizing. And The Dragon Lady, Sun now, she told him, well, Sun had given her the promotion, wasn’t that just… fantastic? She was saving money, and she’d gotten a cafeteria pass at Augsburg College; it wasn’t stealing, she’d bought it from a girl who moved in with her boyfriend and wasn’t using it. “Her parents would kill her if they found out,” she said, happily in on gossip.

And a boy – boys, really – were taking an interest in her. One of them had asked her to go to a movie.

Sally drew on the windshield, a heart with an arrow through it. And their initials. S & B. She hummed to herself, then sang, her voice high and lilting, a bright amusement in it,

“…this little light of mine….”

She turned to him and smiled, said, “You like my song?” and he grimaced, trying to smile in return.

Before the relocation, his mother had sung it to him, when she’d still believed in all that and life had been–

He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Hello,” Sally said, a lilt in her voice. “Earth to Buck.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Where do you go?” she asked. “When you just… sort of disappear like that, what is it?”

She was sitting with her legs drawn up under her, which made her all that more womanly. Jesus, she was pretty; no, she was that rare thing: lovely. Gracious. And wasn’t life itself grace?

“I’ve just got some things on my mind.”

“I just said, ‘Maybe we should go somewhere?’ A hotel, like that first night. It’s going to get cold.”

She smiled. And when he didn’t respond, she looked outside, over her shoulder. Then back again, some urgency in it. “You’re not… different, are you?” she said. “Because this has never happened.”

Different?

“I mean, it’d be okay if you were,” she said, glancing over at him. “You’d still be you. But I just–”

“Sally,” he said. How could he say what he really felt? Nind inigokodee, sagiiwewin, nin sadiidimin. That was it, his heart was… full to…, or bursting with…. But it didn’t translate. Affection wasn’t the half of it. And love? Love, here, was far too trite.

A knot in his throat, he got out of the car and, something occurring to him, he bent back in.

“Believe me, Sally,” he said, “no matter how badly you think you want to, you don’t want to go where I’m going.

“And for your sake, I won’t let you.”
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He was in his room at The Evergreens, sleeping, when the phone rang. He jumped to his feet, shucked his pants on, then bolted into the kitchen and yanked the receiver off the wall.

“Buck,” Eli said, as if out of a nightmare.

“Yeah?” God, Eli – what a relief. “Where are you?”

“You forget?”

He tried to remember. There were voices on the other end. Loud music, in it a maddeningly twangy guitar.

“You didn’t pick me up like you said you would!” Eli shouted, though he hadn’t said he’d do any such thing.

Moby’s was crowded, the air thick with smoke, and here stale breath and closeness, smell of beer and funky body odor. The walls flesh red. He had only been in Moby’s once, which had been enough. Now, a tired-looking woman in a white apron lifted a tray of beers over her head, steered it through the rough assembly of men, one hooker at the bar in fishnet stockings and rabbit fur coat. A juke box played loudly, some old Rat Pack hit.

“You’re up, whitebread. Stick it to ‘em,” a black man in a top hat with silver dollars around it joked at the pool table.

From a corner, Eli shouted, “Hey! It’s us, you dumb Polack! Get yourself back here!”

He strode by the pool table to Eli, who sat at a table with Lester and the twins, vultures in their matching black leather jackets and their bony, black elbows angled on the table like greasy, folded wings.

“Right on time,” Eli said, and motioned for Buck to sit, “pull out a chair and join the club.”

“What are you callin’ him a Polack for?” Vern said. “He’s no Polack, ‘cept for the clueless look on his face.”

“Buck,” Eli said. He pointed with his chin to Lester, who was writing something on a pad of paper.

Lester stood, and Vern and Cleve lifted their heads, as if he had the stink of carrion on him.

“So, we’re all set?” he asked.

“Got it, Boss,” Vern replied, Vern’s now uplifted face catching the light just so, cross-wise, and his right eye yellowed by bruising, and the iris ice blue, clouded by white cataract.

His assailant, he realized, the one with the wire. Oh, the gall of it! The whole business.

“You just take care of your end now, leave the rest to the professionals,” Lester warned.

Passing Buck, he squeezed his shoulder, as if in comradery, though testing the bulk of him. He went out the door and, seconds later, floated by the window outside, a jiibay, a wraith.

“Siddown,” Eli said and caught Buck’s arm.

Buck sat. The space was too small, and his elbows seemed to get in the way. Contacted Vern’s, on his right.

“So, what gives?”

Eli laughed. He told a joke, as if that might make things better. “A pedophile, a priest, and a reservation businessman walk into a bar–”

“Awww, really?” Cleve said. “Do we have to listen to this? You and your whining?”

“–and then a second guy walks in, see?” Eli said. Vern and Cleve, and Buck condescended to grin.

“So, how you doin’?” Vern asked.

“Diversifying my stock portfolio,” Buck said, and when Vern grimaced, he added, “‘buy low, sell high, right’?”

Eli was balancing a complicated triangle of interlocked knives over his glass, his fingers trembling. There was a trick to it: Buck had seen Eli get the works perched on the glass in the kitchen at the apartment. Countless times. You couldn’t jog the table, which was Eli’s intention. To distract him, so he’d listen to what Cleve had to say, wouldn’t go off half-cocked, and he tried to catch Eli’s eye, to get a sense of it, but Eli wouldn’t look up from the knives.

Vern rubbed his thumb and index finger together, said, “Filthy lucre,” and Cleve made a steeple of his hands, chimed in, in an identical voice. “How’d you like to do better, Chief?”

It was disconcerting, made him second guess where to look, at Vern, or was it Cleve? Same hollow-mouthed, hillbilly voice, same gestures. But which was the bull goose?

“We’re talking the green stuff,” Vern said, “big money,” and when that didn’t get a reaction, he added, “Cash. He–” he nodded to Eli, “Eli must’ve told you how this works, right?”

Cleve, echoing his brother, added, “You said up front you wanted into the big money. Well this it, your chance.

“All you gotta do is say ‘Yes.’”

Eli, with the most delicate gesture, released the configuration of knives. The knives balanced, just barely, then one dipped, and the heavy, metal handle of it dropped into the glass, shattering it.

Buck glanced down at the broken glass, then up at Vern, Vern of the weird, dog-like eyes.

“And I would do what?”

“You’d run swoop, sidewinder, or T-bone,” Cleve replied, jovially, as if here was just another job.

“You don’t get hit, see?” Cleve said, in it a blunt, lethal disregard for those who would.

“And that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Vern shot back, playing the closer. “No stolen vehicles to get caught in. And no ways you get injured.”

“Not a hair on your chinny, chin, chin,” Cleve sang. “Which you Indin’s ain’t got noways anyway.”

Eli was fooling with the broken glass, dropping it in the ashtray there, then swiped his hand down his pants leg, having cut himself.

“Shit,” he said.

“So, when?” Buck asked.
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Friday of that week, Ambrose was behaving strangely, was working around something. It had become their ritual to trade visits to The Kruller, and now it was Ambrose’s turn, only he’d asked Buck to go. He worried it was to get him out of the shop, so he wouldn’t see – or hear – whatever, and he stood in the door, as if taking in the morning.

Stepping up behind him, Ambrose said, “You waitin’ for the second coming, or what?”

Outside, the lilacs were blooming, spring having finally arrived, and the scent carried in.

“What’ll you have?” he asked, as if he didn’t know already.

“Like before,” Ambrose said, “no sprinkles, and no Boston Cream or whatever that… mo is.”

At The Kruller he pointed out the donuts. “Six, Beautiful.” The Russian, stout and grey-haired and by no means beautiful, smiled, a crooked, but wholly winning smile, happy.

“Da, so, you vant…? Usual?”

“No,” he said, “Let’s mix it up this time, make it four of these, and two of these, hey?”

At the Paradise, he poured himself a coffee, Ambrose watching him from the stack of tires across the shop. They’d worked hard, and were filthy and hungry. He tore at a donut. Lifted the bag and shook it. It made a papery crackling. Provocation, pure and simple.

“Three got your name on ‘em,” he said, perky and fresh, “‘n’ all special like you wanted.”

With a pitcher’s finesse, he lobbed the bag to Ambrose, who, equally adroitly, snatched it out of the air, then dipped a hand in and lifted up a donut – pink, with blue sprinkles.

And on Ambrose’s face a look of – what was it? – disgust, or was it something else?

“I told you, no sprinkles and no cream filled,” Ambrose said. “But gimme some of that coffee, will you?”

Buck lifted his thermos and looked into it. “Empty,” he said, which it wasn’t, and smiled for Ambrose.

Closing time, and Buck shut down the rack while Ambrose arranged tools in the chest, the tools making sharp, ringing sounds behind him. He turned off the acetylene and oxygen and coiled the hoses. Lester pulled his office door shut and locked it, then checked the rear bay doors and set the alarm. He’d been more diligent since the break in, and he left later now.

“Ambrose?!” he called out.

“Yeah?”

“Got it covered?”

Ambrose saluted, and Lester went out, pulled his hat down as he crossed the windows in front.

Water dripped in the restroom, then the compressor came on, chuttering, and Ambrose shut it down. Glared, his hat on backwards and his goggles on his forehead, a second set of eyes.

“Somebody tells me that you’ve been snoopin’ around Dr. Miller’s place,” he said.

“Who ‘somebody’ says?”

Ambrose crossed the distance between them; he moved fast, crabwise around the rack, then was in his face.

“You stay – the hell – out of the doctor’s business,” Ambrose said. “You don’t fuck with any of it!”

Yeah – he was fishing, that’s all it was, and he wasn’t going to give him anything, not so much as a clue.

Ambrose jabbed his index finger into his chest, said, “You – got that, Chief?!” and he swung on him, and Ambrose caught his hand and levered it behind him, spun him off his feet. It was a practiced move, and it took his breath away. He’d seriously underestimated him, his arm bent up and behind him, burning something awful, his heart racing.

“I said, ‘You got that?!’” Ambrose said. “Say it.” Ambrose got hold of his thumb and bent it back.

“Fuck you,” he said, and even as he did, Ambrose bent this thumb back as if to break it.

He boosted Ambrose on his hip, ran with him into the wall, and Ambrose hit him with something. Cold-cocked him, and he went down, gritty cement cool on his face when he came to.

Beside him, Ambrose stooped on one knee, said, “You’ve been warned. Twice now. Third time, you’re dead.”
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Over dinner, the three of them pretended they were just eating, and he held his hand against his thigh under the table. If he didn’t move it, the nausea subsided. And his head throbbed; he had a goose-egg over his left ear.

“What, you’re not hungry?” Eli said, eyeing him.

At a walk-in clinic an intern had given him some pills for the pain, and he felt slow-witted now, and his senses dulled, as if everything came at him from a great distance.

“No, it isn’t that,” he said, “it’s my hand. A little accident.” They’d see it sooner or later, and he set it on the table.

His hand was enormous, swollen tight under a metal cast, his thumb bruised blue-black. Jenny was laughing. It was a sick, strange kind of laughter. She knew it hadn’t been an accident.

“Over at the shop, just wasn’t paying attention,” he said. Which, he thought now, was true.

“Real funny, Jen,” Eli said. “That’s real sweet. You’re just one hell of a sweetheart.”

Jenny laughed and hiccupped.

“Stop it,” Eli said, and cut his eyes at her. “For Christ’ssake. You’re just making it worse, all right?”

Just after eleven by his watch, he woke clear-headed. Pulled his bag up around his chest and went to the window, where he peered through the blinds into the unit opposite.

Nothing but darkness there, but for a mass that moved, nonetheless, or that he imagined did. Was Ambrose one of Miller’s lieutenants? Or was he working some angle for himself? Smoking, he thought on it. When nothing came to him, he closed the blinds, turned on the light and reached into his duffel for Dr. Miller’s album. Maybe, going through it, he’d see something?

He fingered the hole in upper right corner, lifted it to the light, could see the lamp on the other side. Leafed through the baseball photos, the bullet hole upper right on each page, a reminder. The photos were faded, the edges yellowed, the reds more coral than red now, the blues aquamarine. In a photo upper left, Miller stood shoulder to shoulder with his father, Od – Od in a too-tight, decades-outdated suit there, grinning uncomfortably, an Indian in a Edward Curtis print. Cattycorner, in his uniform, he stood with him as if with a stranger, or a fan.

He turned the page. On the side opposite was nothing – just black paper, and the bullet hole upper left now.

On the following leaf, Bear goofed for the camera, laughing, Eli beside him holding up a caramel apple. Joe there, too.

Tenth game of the season. He remembered it, because he’d pitched a shutout that night.

Now, though, as he paged through the album, he found Od in one photo or another at every- single- game: Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, Milwaukee. Even San Francisco and New York.

Od always off by himself, where he wouldn’t be seen, a hat pulled low over his forehead.

Running onto the field, he’d always looked up into the bleachers and, not seeing him, had assumed he wasn’t there.

Some time later, he switched off the light and sat in the dark, the images from the album swimming up at him.

No singular, unexpected solution to his problem had appeared. No connection that might lead him to something useful. But then he hadn’t expected to find anything in the album – though, he had hoped.

Yet, something did suggest itself to him now, unpleasant as it was. Other than those of his games, the images of Carol, Dr. Miller’s wife, seemed most insistent. Carol smiling on the lodge deck. Carol in a boat, a rod and reel in hand. Carol, bent at her middle, dancing in the visitor’s round at powwow.

No, having taken the album had yielded something, after all. Carol, he was surprised to think, was the answer.

She’d know where Dr. Miller kept his things. Mortgage. Medical records. Business records. A safe. Or….

But to get her to hand it all over, he would need proof – something as incontrovertible as a witness. Which meant, now, Ambrose. Ugly a scene as it would be, he’d drag Ambrose with his hands tied behind him to Bill’s house and, at gun point if he had to, he’d force Ambrose to tell Carol what was what. And Carol would hand over what he needed.

He’d go to the police – or… somebody – with it. And that way, he’d take Bill down before he went after Eli.

Because, Bill was going to. To get what he wanted. It was coming to that. Eli had something of his, and Bill meant to get it.

And he’d do – what? After? Well, that didn’t much matter, because he’d’ve got done what he needed to. End of story.

The things you did for love, sometimes they just killed you.

Sitting at the kitchen table in the dark, brooding on the real world, terrible logistics of it, Jenny came up the hallway, stepped into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

She broke ice from a tray, the crutch propped under her arm, and got a bottle from the cupboard.

“Can’t sleep?” he said.

She swept up the knife from the counter and spun around, and Buck leapt to his feet.

“For Christ’ssakes! It’s me!”

She leaned against the stove, her hand pressed to her chest. “Just… don’t… do that!” she said. She went to the window and pulled back the curtain. Took in the street, then glanced over her shoulder and said, “Weren’t you supposed to be out all night with Eli?”

“Not until later,” he replied, and she put her fisted hand to her mouth, muffled a sob, and spun back into the bedroom.
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Behind Moby’s, he stood with Eli under a light, a swarm of moths hitting the tin cover so it pinged dully. He’d left Eli’s gun in the drawer for Jenny, but wished now he had it, instead of the knife in his pocket. Cleve had put on glasses. In his cheap suit, he looked like some huckster, not the well-intended motorist he meant to appear. Vern, to Cleve’s right, jabbed his finger into his palm.

“Buck, you’re on Sidewinder,” he said, “you stay alongside our mark. Keep him from turning. If a patrol car shows, you get them to follow, whatever it takes. Understand?”

He imagined himself stepping from the car and getting shot. It would be all too easy.

“And don’t bug out if the cops get rough,” Vern added, “because you won’t have done anything, or seen anything, right?”

“Right,” he said.

On the road behind Eli, he ran his hand around the collar of his jacket, lifting it to his neck, as if it might afford some protection. Eli’s sedan floated over the centerline. A car-length back, Vern came on in a tan-nothing of a car he’d boosted, the swoop, and back yet further, Cleve was in a Mercedes.

They crossed the Mississippi into St. Paul. At an intersection the street changed names, here Victorians, crenellated rooflines and gingerbread and broad, manicured lawns. A block or so later, they waited for a light at one of the multi-armed intersections St. Paul was famous for.

On one corner was a bar, over the green shamrock in the front window, in elaborate gold, Donnelly’s.

The light changed and they went through, Eli parking in front of a Cadillac Coup de Ville. Vern pulled in a good few blocks ahead of Eli. Cleve, for the moment, was nowhere.

Buck circled the block, got to Seven Corners again from a side street and killed the engine.

Shortly after one, a man in a belted raincoat stepped out of Donnelly’s, a little drunkenly. He slung his maroon and gold scarf over his shoulder and climbed into the de Ville, and Eli flashed his lights. The de Ville pulled from the curb and, when the light at the intersection was green, it shot through it, Eli passing, and Buck swinging in alongside the de Ville.

They were all three of them headed up the road, Eli, the de Ville, and Buck, when, at the following intersection, Vern swung in front of Eli, came to an abrupt stop, Eli braking so violently the de Ville plowed into him, the two cars caroming across the intersection, tires screeching, to come to shuddering stops, the de Ville nosed out against traffic, Eli dead center.

A hub cap popped off the de Ville and rolled up the curb and clanked onto its side in the storm drain.

Buck circled, then parked on a side street, and Cleve shot by in the Mercedes. The conscientious witness, he leapt from his car and ran to the mark, who’d gotten out of the de Ville.

“You okay?!” he shouted. Already there were sirens and blue lights fast approaching.

Eli staggered from his sedan, his face covered in blood. He stumbled, then fell to the asphalt. The mark tried to go to him, and Cleve swung him around, Cleve jabbing his index finger into his palm, making a point.

The mark gave Cleve his card, hesitated for one long, conscientious moment, then jumped in his de Ville and was gone.

After which, Cleve, laughing, scooped Eli up off the street and slung him into the Mercedes.

In seconds, they were in their cars, headed in opposite directions, even as the sirens drew closer.

Back at the apartment, he sat quietly on the couch, waiting for Eli, the shakes overtaking him, as they had at times after a bad game, or a fight; and there’d always been that.

When Eli came in, he went to the sink, where, with a towel, he wiped the fake blood from his face and neck. He tore the towel into strips, then flushed the strips down the toilet and returned to the kitchen.

“Attorneys,” he said, “you never know when you’re going to need another dirty one, hey?”

“So, that was it?”

“Like all of ‘em, he never saw us comin’.”

Eli opened the window and fed the bird, cupped it in his hands, the bird larger. Returned it to the box. He was going to go back to Jenny, who was sleeping in the bedroom, when Buck said, “Brother, sit.”

Eli did that. Then, as if he’d just thought of it, he reached into his pocket, held out a roll of bills.

“Yours,” he said.

Buck didn’t so much as stir. He had no idea what to say, but he had to say something.

Only Eli said it first, his voice catching, a world of hurt in it, “Somebody’s got to stop all this, don’t you think?”

“Rise and shine!” Eli said. “You wanted in, so….”

He snapped on the light, and Buck, blinded, threw his arm over his eyes. He felt as if he were swimming out of a nightmare. When he could open his eyes, he saw Eli’s pupils were pinpricks.

He sang, grimly now, “Good morning merry sunshine, how did you wake so soon?”

“What’s the time?”

“It’s just after three,” Eli said. “Get up. We’re delivering a ‘rebadged-totaled.’ You’ll follow me in my car, drive us back.”

He squinted, with one eye, up at Eli. Sleep deprived as he was, he couldn’t do it, and he said as much. And hadn’t they already done more than enough damage for one night?

“Hold out your hands, brother,” Eli said, “come on, right now. We don’t have time for this.”

“For what?” But because he wanted nothing more than to shut Eli up, he did it, in it a too familiar supplication.

“‘Given and shed for you,’” Eli joked, “right?” and dropped two green and clear capsules into his hands, then held up a glass of water. “You gotta be sharp,” he said, “in case the competition shows. ‘Cause, this time they’ll shoot, and you along with me, since we’ve been warned, okay?”

And as he had all those years at Mass with The Host, he swallowed the pills, hating himself.

“So, you good to go?”

“Good as I’ll ever be,” he replied.

Scant hours later, at the Paradise, he mended broken steel, pulled dents, and set fenders straight. Each time he lit the cutting torch it appeared to him like the head of a snake, the flame a yellow centered, blue tongue.

Had it just been bennies Eli had given him, or had they been laced with something?

Working, he clambered, his damn hand aching, under yet another car, set a cable, and scuttled out. Went around to Ambrose, who was jotting on a pad and jabbed it into his pocket.

“That your Op Ed?” he asked.

Ambrose feinted, left, left-right, and Buck wove and danced, threw a too-ragged punch, nearly connecting.

“I thought so,” Ambrose said, staring in his goggles. “You got into it anyway, didn’t you? Workin’ nights.

“‘n’ I hope what you’re on is pharmaceutical, cause,” he stared, in his blue-lensed goggles, “ice’ll kill you.”

It shocked him – that he’d been so easily caught out.
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Yet, a week passed, and all seemed business as usual. Up early, off to the Paradise, then home for dinner and after that some insipid television show, Jenny and Eli at one end of the sofa, and he on the other, and in him a sense that the very walls were incrementally pressing in. They were – all three of them – waiting, each for some opportunity that never came.

But it was spring, now, and the days were longer, and each warmer, and the trees in leaf.

Sally’d come into her own, and she and Buck had strolled around Lake Calhoun one evening. Jenny got a new dress and modeled it in the apartment, fanned the pleated skirt, delighted, and Eli tinkered with his car, and when he came in, balmy, warm evenings, the blue jay flew from its box on the window ledge to nearby trees, then to Eli’s hand again.

He could almost believe he was just visiting and soon would be off for opening weekend up north.

And then, late one night, Lester rang. “Got a job,” he said, and an hour later they stood, Lester, Cleve, Eli, and Buck, under the light behind Moby’s, moths circling it, just as they had before, only something was off.

“We’re hitting a Bekin’s moving van,” Lester said. “You and Eli, you’ll roll squat.”

“Squat?”

“It’s eighteen hundred bucks for your time, and the car’s been prepped, should be safe. You have a whole trunk full of tires, which’ll soften the impact. Scoot down just before you get hit.”

“Where?”

“On the St. Anthony Parkway. We just got word on their route, south and east to Highway 35.”

Buck had a moments misgiving. Wasn’t St. Anthony Parkway up in Nord East, in that industrial area, Russian Hill?

Lester handed them IDs, and he glanced down at his: Head like a melon, eyes like raisins.

Barney Ayasha, or, Little Barney. Was it some kind of joke? If it was, he didn’t think it was funny.

“Just follow Cleve,” Lester told him. “Eli’ll drive.” He lifted his jacket, a walkie talkie there. Turned to Eli.

“You get that Bekin’s van behind you, and Cleve, he’ll blink his lights. Twice, is that clear? The first time, you slow down, close the distance. The second, Cleve’ll hit his brakes and, Eli, you squat.

“Got it?”

On the St. Anthony Parkway, they followed Cleve, his taillights burning red in front of them. The car they were in was a boosted 1970s Montego, and it wallowed on its shocks.

“We take the hit,” Eli said, “then talk nice to the EMTs, and the lawyers and docs do the rest. Got it?”

Buck glanced behind them. Just dark road, and trees, and to the west the moon, at quarter. They crested a hill, Cleve ahead of them, and in the distance, off the highway, a gas station, lit bright. Still no Bekins van, but now Cleve’s brake lights flashed, and there it was, up ahead. The van. Green, with that yellow lettering on the side. Sure enough, they both went sailing by it, got into the lane in front, only, it was all too fast.

Eli, blinking, glanced into the rear view mirror, said, “God – dammit, Cleve. Slow down! Not now. Just–”

Buck turned, there yet another set of lights coming on behind the van, set to overtake it, too.

The gas station loomed up, Cleve flashed his lights, and Eli braked, the car standing on its nose, and the van hit them, the rear window shattering, spraying them with glass, and the car sliding sideways, threatening to roll, only it came shuddering to a stop on the shoulder.

There was a hot, otherworldly silence, which went on, and on, until he realized a horn was blaring. Theirs.

Eli stumbled into the intersection and, stooping, he set his hands on his knees, vomited fake blood.

Buck came out after him, and the driver of the van dropped down from his cab, shook himself.

“Don’t- move him!” he called out.

The car that had been behind them, a Lincoln, slowed, then veered smartly around the wreckage and a thick-necked Slav got out. His head bent, he marched into the intersection.

“Eli!” Buck shouted, and bolted toward him.

Eli stood and turned. His eyes went wide, in shock, and the Slav buried a knife in his stomach.

Buck hit the Slav at the waist, knocked him off his feet, and the Slav, on all fours, scrambled to his Lincoln and rocketed away, Lester pulling up and throwing his back door open.

“Get him in,” he said, and the driver of the van calling out, “Hey! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!”

At the Paradise, Lester was on the phone in the office, had shut the door so he couldn’t be heard. Pacing, shouting into the phone, he kept his back to the window overlooking the shop.

Only the office door, now, was ajar behind him, Lester’s voice echoing off the near wall.

When they’d first come in, Buck followed Lester to the office, where, as Lester’d told him he didn’t want him calling an ambulance, they’d argued, and Buck jimmied the latch in the strike plate.

As old Gaspar Sacco had taught him – nothing like distraction to put things by people.

“Now, you just… hold up,” Lester’d told him, “we’ll have someone for Eli in no time. We’ll get a doctor.”

Lester had yanked the door shut, and when he turned his back, Buck opened it with his foot.

His ear cocked to Lester’s conversation, he went around to Eli’s car, parked in the center stall. “Eli?” he said, and leaned in.

He’d moved him to the rear of the Goat to run him to a hospital, if it were going to come to that. Eli had forced his head between the cushions of the back seat, his arms drawn protectively into his sides, as he’d done when he was a boy, sleeping. But this wasn’t sleep.

In the office, Lester said, “Yeah, your guy, he didn’t just scare him like he was supposed to – he all but killed him.

“No. He’s not going anywhere–” Lester glanced over his shoulder, out the window.

He turned his back, again, said, “I know… the idea was–” Lester threw up a hand. “Well, he’s not – going – to go after – ANYTHING NOW, Bill, thanks to you and your–

“No. Right, I’ll take care of it – I know he can’t go to the…. Well, if he’s dead, then we’ll have to find it some other way, won’t we?”

Eli, hearing it, got up on his elbow, mouthed, “Help me.”

That did it. Buck reared back, hit the button for the stall door. The door coming up, he got the Goat started. As Lester was sending the door back down, closing it, he shot backwards, tires smoking, out into the lot where Lester hammered on the roof. Swung the car around and put his foot to floor and veered into traffic.

His face in the windshield, he passed one car after another, swerving around them, laying on his horn.

Back at The Evergreens, he stepped into the bathroom, leaned over the sink and splashed cold water on his face. He had the apartment to himself. Jenny was still at the hospital.

He put his face to the mirror, his cheeks shiny with water, his eyes puffy and swollen.

“What does the happy Native think?” he said, smiling and pointing to himself. He let the smile fall.

As long as he didn’t kill Ambrose, he could get him over to Carol Miller, who had to know… something.
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Jenny home and making a racket in the kitchen, he eased out of his room, anxious to get word of Eli at the hospital. In a white dress, red poppies splashed across it bright as blood, Jen took a tug on a cigarette.

“Well, look who’s here, Red Lake’s finest,” she said, and she blew off a plum of smoke.

She’d set a bag of groceries on the counter. She rarely went shopping, but then, she’d been on crutches.

“I have you to thank,” she said, a cutting note in her voice. “So, thanks. So much….” When he said nothing, only waited, she added, “For not being there” – she smirked–”and, too, for being there. He would have died if you hadn’t driven him in yourself. No question about it.”

She turned to the window, smoke coiling from the cigarette.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “Well, what you should be thinking about now.”

“Which would be?”

“Well, for one,” she said, “you could tell me why you’re not at the hospital. I mean, what if he… dies?”

“You mean,” he replied, “what if he doesn’t have a chance to tell me what he’s been up to? And where he’s hiding things?”

“I didn’t say that,” Jenny said.

“But it’s why you’re still here, right?”

“Yes, it’s why we’re here.” Jenny shuddered. “And you really don’t know him. Not like you think you do. He just plays stupid, but he’s got this whole, complicated game plan, you can’t even imagine. And it would’ve worked, too, and perfectly, if it hadn’t been for Ruben having the… shit luck to run into….”

She pinched a strand of tobacco from the corner of her mouth. “I know you were a… a father to Eli, but, no, you don’t know him. Not really. Since you were gone all those years, how could you?

“So,” she said, “you going to make good on your reputation, or show yourself to be King Bullshit?

“I mean,” and here she threw her arm out, pointed to him, “just look at you, could you be any more… pathetic?”

He glanced down at what he was wearing, clothing stained and burned and torn from work at the shop.

“Mike Fineday. Our big hero, Red Lake’s baseball star.

“Eli–” she said “–worshipped the very water you walked on. Did you know that?

“–he lived for those games. All those cities, and that car you bought, the convertible, and – that woman you were with, ‘Prettier than Marilyn Monroe,’ he said, and the fights? You always ‘knocked ‘em dead.’ Oh, yeah, you ‘knocked ‘em dead’ all right, only now?

“What are you but a has been?” She glared. “And, letting yourself be put out, like you were up north?

“I don’t even know what to say to that.”

He gave her a hard look. As Seraphim’d said, “The best sermons are lived, not preached.”

“You’ll be ready?” he asked. Just that. “And don’t say ‘yes’ if you don’t mean it, and all the way. Cause it’s gonna get real ugly. And you’re gonna be right in middle of it.

“You good with that?”

She lifted her cigarette, took one last, angry tug on it, then crushed it out in the ashtray.

“I am.”

“All right then,” he said, and swept up his jacket. “I’ve got something to do, but I’ll be back. Count on it.”
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Gut shot with guilt, he sat with Sally on a bluff over the Minnesota River, trying to rise to it. She’d done her hair up – ”Change of scenery,” he’d told her, “let’s make it an outing” – had braved driving over, only to plunge into the dark woods and emerge here, in moonlight.

Where they sat, the river below, there marshland, and a chorus of spring peepers singing.

“It’s so… beautiful,” Sally said, then slung an arm around his waist, scooting close.

“Plenty of places like this in Seattle,” he said. “I hear, when it isn’t raining it’s the closest thing to paradise.

“You should head out, isn’t it about time?”

“Uh-huh…” she said, and pointed, overhead, where bats darted, stitching the sky together.

They’d eaten at Archie’s and, unable to tell her under the glowering, top-hatted malevolent frog, he’d suggested coming here. Or, he realized now, it was she who’d suggested it. “A pretty place, one you love.”

“And you were here last… when?” she asked.

“1961, May seventh.”

“Really?”

“Nah,” he told her, “I was just funning.”

“No, you weren’t,” Sally said.

He’d sat on this very bluff with Joe the day he’d signed to play for Cleveland. He shrugged, and she settled her head against his neck, in her hair the scent of strawberry shampoo.

That Eli, elsewhere, was fighting for his life, he wouldn’t tell her about that, either.

“Well, if you’re not going to tell me about you, then… tell me a story,” she said. “Tell me–” she pointed to a constellation “–about that one. The Big Dipper. What do you call it?”

“Ursa Major,” he replied, and she jabbed him with her elbow, said, “I’m crazy, remember, not stupid?”

“You know, you’ve got to stop saying that, that you’re ‘crazy,’ because you’re not.”

“Aren’t I?”

“No, you aren’t. Not at all. You’re just…. And who put that idea in your head, anyway?”

“My mom,” she said, but then, a thoughtful look on her face, she added, “No, it was my dad. He was the one who sent me to Dr. Lerner when I started having the panic attacks, who got me all… drugged up.

“Said I was ‘crazy.’”

“You know, you might want to ask yourself, sweetheart, if there might be some reason he wanted people to think you were–” he made finger quotes in the air “‘Totally Bug Nuts Certifiable,’ don’t you think?”

Her face clouded, then she said, brightly, “I know what you’re up to,” and, playfully, she bumped her shoulder into his. “But you were going to tell me about those stars… right there.” She pointed.

“Gashkendam Gaag,” he said, hoping that would be it.

“Which means?”

“The Lonely Porcupine.”

“Does not.”

“Actually, it really, truly, actually, totally does mean that, cross my heart and hope to–”

“Don’t please?”

“What?”

“Die?”

“Sally,” he said, wincing. “Just–” He had to tell her, and just this moment, or he’d lose his resolve. He’d had it in his mouth, like a stone he’d tumble out, since they’d eaten, “–I wish….” he began, but she cut him off.

“Things were different? Well, I wish, too,” she said. “And just now for this one thing, and after – after you can tell me whatever horrible news you’re just so… dying to have to tell me. Okay?”

She pointed to the dipper again. “So?”

“Ojeeg-annung. The Fisher,” he said, only, wasn’t it just like Sally to pick it, and just now?

She had an uncanny way of gauging his moods, and hadn’t she, all this evening, been the one who’d steered things? Gotten them here, in it some cockeyed Sally plan to change his mind?

“So, this Ojeeg?” she said.

Christ, what was there to do but get on with it? “He’s up there, his body, see, ” he pointed, “that’s the… dipper part, and the handle of it, that’s his tail, where the arrow’s stuck in it.”

Side by side, they sat saying nothing, and the peepers, in a chorus, trilling like life itself.

“That’s it?” Sally said. “‘…that’s his tail, where the arrow’s stuck in it.’ I’ve been waiting all this time for that?”

He swept his hand to his right, hoping to distract her, get her off onto something else. “What’s that one?” he asked.

“Arcturus.”

“And that one?”

“Orion.”

“And–” He pointed.

“That’s – Leo, and Virgo, and… there–” she pointed now, south west, “Canis Major, that’s the Big dog, and–”

He’d pasted a bland, inviting look on his face, “And?”

Sally smiled. “Oh, no. No, you don’t,” she said. “I’m not going to let you off the hook so easy.”

“Awww, Sally. Really? Come on, dammit! It’s just a bunch of made up, old timey….”

“Bullshit?” she sang out, in a charmed irritation, and he shot back, “Well, I didn’t say that.”

“For once,” she said, “after all this time, could you just tell me what’s in that head of yours? And don’t joke. For once, just this one time, don’t you dare tell me it’s all ‘bullshit.”’

“Look,” he said, “you stop saying you’re crazy, and I’ll stop saying everything’s… bullshit.”

She extended her hand, and they shook on it.

“So, I’ll start,” Sally said, “‘Once upon a time,’” and she set her head on his shoulder, pressed his arm.

“There was this hunter, Ojeeg, the Fisher,” he said, “and Peboan, that’s the north wind, he raked everything with snow, driving the animals away, and all the year long, so Ojeeg was starving.”

“And Ojeeg had a wife, and she was starving, too, right?”

“Osin. How’d you know?”

Looking up at him, she smiled. And hers was a very pretty face, in moonlight, and things ending. “Some things,” she said, “you just know, like there was son, too, wasn’t there.”

“Yeah, a son. So, Ojeeg took him hunting, and Peboan tore at him, too, the boy, bit at his hands and feet and nose, wanted his life, and Ojeeg knew it, but was powerless against him.”

“And,” Sally said, “along comes a magical animal, right?” Glancing over at her, he was scowling. “Anthro 101,” Sally quipped. “It’s in Grimm’s too, but… everywhere… sort of. So….”

“There happened to be a squirrel in a tree–”

She kissed his cheek, “Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I just? Don’t I get a point or two for that?”

“So, this squirrel, it says to the boy, ‘Grandchild, tell your father you need summer to come.’ So the boy did that, crying and carrying on like the squirrel told him to, and Ojeeg decided to look for it, this… summer.”

“Nice,” Sally said, “and this Ojeeg, he…”

“…cut a hole in the ice and dived to the bottom, but it was all just rocks. He wrestled a Windigo–”

“What’s a Windigo?”

“It’s a cannibal, and the only way to – kill one, you’d have to melt it, like… your Wicked Witch, see? You have to get it to drink hot fat, since it’s made of ice and doesn’t feel anything.

“A windigo’s pure, selfish evil….”

“So, like… ” Sally said, “my Dragon Lady, or – like she was, anyway–”

“Yeah,” he said. “Like your Dragon Lady. The world’s full of windigos, isn’t it?”

“So what does Ojeeg do?”

“He wrestled the Windigo, but it wouldn’t tell him where summer’d gone. So Ojeeg climbed the highest tree, Peboan biting him, and so bad that he lost one of his ears.”

Sally smiled up at him, pinched his ear. “Sounds familiar.”

Buck flinched, swatted her hand away. He hadn’t wanted her to make the connection, but now she had. “Come on. Will you just… let me finish? Jesus, Sally. Really?”

She pulled him closer; he wasn’t going to so much as acknowledge what she’d said.

“So, he needs,” she said, “companions… to help, right?”

“Right, he got otter, beaver, lynx, and wolverine to go with him. He’d try to go through the sky, see if summer was up there.

“If they jumped, they could scratch the sky. Otter, trying to jump up, slid back to earth. Lynx tumbled, scratched ravines with her claws. Beaver tried to catch himself with his tail, made landslides.

“Which left just Ojeeg and wolverine. And Wolverine, being so tough, he chews and claws right through.”

“And what’s up there?” She’d balanced herself on her elbow, there in profile. Her question a rhetorical one, since she already knew.

“Heaven, like… all that, you know, sunsets and flowers ‘n’….

“‘Bullshit’?” Sally said. “Remember, you said you wouldn’t? And I’m not crazy.”

“So, the problem is,” he said, “it’s all locked up in mocucks – cages. Or, what of it they could take.”

“God, of course. That’s so… perfect. Everything you want, it’s always locked away, isn’t it?”

He’d brought his thermos, and he poured a cap of coffee, and they shared it, bats overhead, darting.

“Come on, you can’t just leave it like that,” Sally said, “that’d be… just… too awful.

“You have to finish what you started.”

He stared off in the dark, and the impress of what she’d said weighing heavily on him.

“So,” he said, “Ojeeg and wolverine break up all of the cages, and send all of what was in them down into the world.”

“Rachmaninoff’s 2nd Piano Concerto, and… robins singing in spring, and tulips, all colors, and–”

“Yeah, like that,” he said, and a memory of his life before the relocation coming to him:

A lake, mirror smooth and lily dappled, set afire in sunset, and an egret, flying blue winged through it.

“And?” Sally said, and elbowed him.

“Wolverine went down while Ojeeg held the hole open, and Ojeeg got hit by one of sky people’s arrows.

“And that is what you’re seeing.” He pointed now, with his chin. “The Fisher, stuck up there, and the arrow in his tail.”

Sally picked at something on her navy pea coat, in some private conversation with herself.

“Don’t be like The Fisher, okay?” she said, then glanced up at him, and – shocked at himself – he nodded.

So, she’d won. He couldn’t say it, not now. Couldn’t do it, either. Leave her, stuck on Dupont.

“After, could you?” she said, so that the hairs on his neck stood up. “Could you really?”

And as if he’d known all along, he said the very thing he’d told himself he wouldn’t:

“After, I’ll come for you, I promise.”

The following morning, before leaving for work, he took Eli’s .38 from the drawer to the right of the sink. He hesitated a moment, thought, What if Jen needed it? then shucked the knife from the block and set it on the counter.

The Russian had done well enough with one and, Jen, no doubt, could too, were there a need to.
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Amid the machine gun rattle of pneumatic tools, the whir and chutter of the compressor and the general din – the hiss of cutting torches, the grunt of the hydraulic rack, voices shouting over it: “Roll it over HERE! RIGHT HERE! THAT’S IT! STOP!” “SHOOT A COAT OF PAINT ON THIS SHIT BOX, ALL RIGHT?!” – and swimming in the stink of burned rubber, glazing compound, and paint, and he didn’t know what all else – he endured an interminable, suffocating morning.

Escaped at lunch to the bench outside The Kruller, until, like an exclamation, Ambrose threw his arm up in the Paradise lot, and they started again. In each setting of cables; each unbending of fender, or hood, or trunk lid; each welding of a broken frame, was one more hurdle overcome, one more obstacle circumnavigated, and the day endless, because he was resigned to it now, getting to Carol, and today.

She’d be in the house, and alone – Dr. Miller, again, traveling on business; he’d called his clinic, and had been told he was away – and here was Ambrose, the ticket to what he needed.

And then, the day was done. In the lot he slid into Eli’s car, revved the engine, and Ambrose turned – goggles, and that frown.

Yeah, you watch, he thought, and pulled into traffic, you go and tell Old Lester I left early.

Just up from the Paradise, in an neighborhood of swanky, bright condominiums, he parked behind a Volvo sedan. Got it started in seconds, then swung smartly from the curb.

Minutes later he eased up the alley where he and Eli had sat watching the Paradise that first day.

He waited, amid the rush, and noise, and commotion, and when Ambrose pulled out of the lot, he followed.

Ambrose, ahead of him, made a box of the Uptown area, nosing his car through traffic. It wasn’t that Ambrose knew he was being followed, he was just taking precautions. So it didn’t surprise him when Ambrose turned onto Lakeshore Drive, as if to take in the scenery, the sailboats in their berths. It was a one way, so Ambrose could tell, exactly, who was behind him. If anybody.

Buck, having canvassed here with Joe, was familiar with the area, though, and he paralleled Lakeshore Drive, one block over, to catch Ambrose at the stop sign at the north end. Turned east with him, then drove back into Tonto Town, right into Eli’s neighborhood.

Out of his car, Ambrose scooted up a sidewalk, went around the building directly across from the Evergreens, then ducked through the rear door. So, had Ambrose been watching them?

If he was working for Dr. Miller, it made sense he would have.

He checked Eli’s gun at the small of his back, then was out of the car and moving up the alley.

The apartment was a mirror version of Eli’s, here the same foyer and stairs up to the dilapidated apartments. Even the smell of urine and vomit and wood rot was the same. He found the apartment and stood with his ear to the door. Ambrose, inside, had set to something, in it a clatter of pots, the hiss of gas and the rough frrrrt, of a match being struck. Cooking sounds, and he stepped back, circled his head on his neck, then lifted his shoulders, readying himself.

He bent on one leg, as if for a pitch, and with everything in him, pivoted and kicked the door with his heel, the door exploding inward, and he charged inside with it, into darkness – lit only by the stove, there four flowers of blue flame. And no pan there. A table, chromed legged, in front of it.

At the window opposite, a chair faced Eli’s unit, camera gear strewn around its legs.

A phone sat on a second chair, the receiver off the hook and a woman’s voice saying, If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and try again. He stepped further into the dark, and there was a sudden hissing, a spray in his face, blinding him, and the door slammed shut.

He ducked low, then swept his arms up to catch Ambrose’s head from behind, in the crook of his elbow.

Hefted him off his feet and ran him headfirst into the wall, choking him with his forearm. And just when he thought Ambrose would go under, he blurted, “I’m a COP! LET – GO – !”

“Prove it,” he said, his knee in Ambrose’s back.

“Bear talked to one of your tribal policemen,” he said, “the week he was back up north. About the fake accident.”

Ambrose kicked at him. But it was in irritation, the whole business having become something else.

“It got shunted to me, since I was working undercover on it down here, and I had to know.”

Buck pushed with his forearm, but’d already stepped back.

Ambrose glared. “Let me go,” he said.

He let go of Ambrose, and Ambrose shook it off and turned. No goggles, it was odd seeing his eyes.

“When I talked to him, he begged me not to tell you–” Ambrose said. “Told me you’d go off half cocked if you found out what Eli was into, and how deep it went. And didn’t you just?”

They stood an arm’s length apart, glaring. Only, what Ambrose had said made sense of… everything about him. Ambrose’s warnings, his being at the shop, his mysterious comings and goings, his… sucking up to Lester and being involved, deeply, in the staged accidents.

“So, how was all of this supposed to have worked,” Buck said. “What happened with Bear?”

“I told him I would take care of it, and I did. That guest at the lodge, in from Detroit the week Bear got shot? He was ours. Protection, for your brother, after he became bait in our operation. We let word out, down here, that Bear’d IDed the cops on the accident, was a witness.

“The plan was, we’d arrest whoever came after Bear, and we’d plea bargain him into giving them all up. If anybody, we thought it’d be Vern.”

“Lester’s gopher?”

“He’s no gopher, he’s a full on psychopath. Both of them are, Vern and Cleve. They’re into… sexual stuff, too – but they work out alibis, being twins. Got so hot down in Tennessee, they moved up here.”

Ambrose spun a chair over to the table, kicked a second one toward Buck. “Sit,” he said, and they did.

For a time they only regarded each other warily, each, in turn, offering up nothing.

“Look,” Ambrose said, finally. “Bear wasn’t alone with anyone after he talked to us – until Miller. And who’d think Miller’d be the–

“Guy with a reputation like him? And what’d he need money for, a ‘successful’ doctor?”

“You messed up,” Buck said, his voice cutting.

“It was Bear’s idea, to be bait. Not mine. And what did we know? So Bear picks Miller up in Warroad, like he’s done umpteen times before. It’s hunting season, right? And there, at the government docks, Miller shoots him, and in full sight of everyone, and you on shore.”

All that had seemed strange, only he’d thought then, what could it be but an accident – Dr. Miller, carelessly stowing his gear in the boat, shooting his brother – that or murder.

“So, why there?”

“If it had happened on reservation land, it would have been an FBI case, and we would have come in heavy, gotten a warrant on Dr. Miller and searched his house on probable cause. The whole bit.

“By taking Bear out where he did, Miller only had a couple local cops looking into it. Acquaintances even. Anybody but us.”

“You’re FBI?”

“Goin’ on five years, reservation crimes.”

“That’s why you had that Warroad cop talk to me after, tell me it was a shut and closed case. To keep me out.”

Ambrose nodded. “I’ve been tryin’ to keep you out of it since you first stuck your big nose in. You damn near turned everything upside down. From the first, you’ve been a nightmare. Here we were thinking we’d get to Miller, later, when he screwed up, but he didn’t.

“Because you, screamin’ murder, well, all that did was get Miller to dig in, be all the more careful.

“So when Ruben ran, a witness for us if there’d ever been one, Miller took him out, and Eli called you, and there was no holding you back.” His mouth pursed, Ambrose said, “We even went to your old man to see if he could talk some sense into you, but he told us his talking to you would only make it worse.”

“Why,” Buck said, embarrassment heating his face, “of all people, would you go to my father – to Od?”

Ambrose snorted. “You don’t know shit about what your old man has been up to, do you.”

He felt it, first as a constriction in his face, as surprise, and then a scalding shame for having gotten it so terribly wrong.

“Your old man’s been behind things down here, and for the longest time, and once through Joe. Joe wasn’t selling vacuum cleaners, or CutCo Knives, or anything else; he was a low on the totem pole fixer.

“Where’d you think all that money he was handing out came from? He picked it from trees?

“You know all that… shit they send us instead of money to float businesses and our lives? Harvesters, and combines, and farrowing gear – all that junk none-of-us can use, since we aren’t – and never were – farmers?

“And it all just seems to… fall apart until no one knows where it all went? Like we’re too dumb to keep it running?

“All that gets turned into cash, and men like your father, and like Joe, see to it that it goes where it’s needed.

“Your old man, though, he’s the Fixer of Fixers. Top dog. So much so, some got to callin’ him the International Bank of Ode.”

A ringing in his ears, Buck first felt a near rage at it. Sometimes, as a boy, he’d barely had the clothes on his back.

But what of it, when the real issue, the one none of them talked about, was just surviving.

“You gotta wash out your eyes,” Ambrose said, seeing how his eyes had glassed up from the spray. “It’ll burn for hours, otherwise; it’s made like that on purpose. Believe me, it’ll get worse.”

“So, what about Eli?”

“Got enough on him to put him away for years. Fraud, trafficking, grand theft auto–”

“But he’s a… nobody, isn’t he?” Buck lied, a sinking in his chest. “He just does body work and runs paper for Lester.”

“Yeah, you would say that, wouldn’t you.” Ambrose laughed. “No, it’s Eli we’ve got to thank for getting Miller to come out. And Eli’s in so deep, he doesn’t even know it himself.

“Eli’s fucked with Miller, and so badly, being clever as he is, messing with his paperwork and what all else Miller isn’t sure, Miller thought to just take him out, before you came down.

“That car wreck of Eli’s? Put Jenny in that wheel chair and messed up Eli’s face?” Ambrose said, and Buck nodded. “T-boned them at an intersection, only – Eli swerved, kept goin’, after they were hit, ‘stead of waitin’ there for help, cause, there wasn’t going to be any.

“No, your brother side-stepped a nice little execution. Down in Tennessee, they lined up five kids who were ‘drivin rebadged-totaleds’ and got to stealin’, mowed ‘em down.

“Didn’t even bury the bodies. Left ‘em in the ditch, as a warning, what with the pictures in the paper. So, you see how it is?”

He did. “So, now?”

“It’s out of Miller’s control. The business got too big, too profitable, so that people not so careful came in. And they’ve been making mistakes, ones that Miller knows’ll come back on him.”

“Like with those kids,” Buck said.

“Yeah,” Ambrose replied. “And there’s worse. So Miller’s cutting ties, and everywhere, and we don’t have a shred of evidence, paper or other, and Miller fixing to run.

“Only, it’d look like retirement – he just bought a place in Ft. Lauderdale. Gated, the whole bit.”

In the ruin of the moment, his eyes on Ambrose, a thought came to him; a way to save Eli.

“What if I got you your paper trail?” he said. “Business transactions. Fees paid to doctors and lawyers. All of it.”

“You take it without a warrant,” Ambrose replied, “it’d be Fruit of the Poison Tree. Miller would walk.

“It’d only make things worse, because he’d know to destroy everything, burn things to the ground, if he had to.”

“But what if someone gave it to me?”

It was in the set of Ambrose’s face, the wings of his nose flared, this thing with Miller personal.

“I’ll get you what you need,” Buck said, “but only if you let Eli and his girl, Jen, go when this is over.”

“And you?”

“Me? I’ll leave that up to you.”

They stood an arm’s length apart, eyeing each other. Somewhere distant a siren wailed. After a time, he offered his hand and Ambrose took it, gave it a decisive, hard shake.

“You get between Miller and his business,” Ambrose said, “there’s gonna be hell to pay. He’ll come after you.”

“I got broad shoulders,” Buck replied. “I’ve seen as bad and even worse; let ‘im come.”

Ambrose nodded.

Going out, he paused on the threshold, as if caught there, in it another moment of possibility.

He wouldn’t have Ambrose now to tell Carol what-was-what, but he did know someone who could help with that, maybe. Even though it could get a little… complicated.

“Od’s fixer down here,” he said, “who is it?”

“Shorty,” Ambrose replied, and Buck thought, Of course.

“You stink,” Jenny jibed, when he came through the door. “And what’s that all over your face?”

He stood in the semi-dark, having hung up his coat. He felt, in that moment, found out.

“Let me get a light on,” Jenny said. She’d just come in now, too, tossed her crutch on the couch.

“Just let it alone,” he warned, only knowing she wouldn’t.

She switched on the light. “Jesus Christ! What happened to your eyes? Come here,” she said. She took his hand and tugged him into the kitchen. Ran water up to the top of the sink.

“There,” she said. “Put your face in it.”

He bent over the sink, held his head under, then opened his eyes and dashed back up.

“Christ, that only made it worse,” he said.

Jenny went into the living room and swept up her keys. “I’m taking you to a doctor,” she said.

“No,” he replied, “but you can call the Paradise in the morning, let them know I’m not coming in. I can’t go in like this, see?”
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Out of the rain, and up the block from The Kruller, he waited, trying not to rub his eyes – they itched, which made waiting a trial.

Inside, Shorty was jabbering at a table with another shinob, Shorty colorful, animated as a parrot.

Then Shorty was up, and he and the shinob went out opposite doors, and Shorty, as if by some magic trick, was gone.

In the rain, he peered up an alley, then backtracked, until he found the fork where Shorty’d veered to the left, on the broken pavement, Hedstrom Land Purveyors 1913, and he made a circle and shot off again, across a stretch of concrete broken like chalky teeth to yet another yard. Dipped under a laundry line dinging in the breeze on a post. In the yard were two dilapidated garages, the space between them barely wide enough for him to fit through. There was a length of barbed fence at the back of it, the garages angled in a V and no exit.

It looked like a sluice, the kind they’d used in his boyhood to trap white tail during hunting season.

Shorty appeared right there, something held behind his back, a gun or knife or pick.

“Yes?” he demanded. In the rain, the two regarded each other. “Ambrose told me to come,” Buck said.

“Well,” Shorty said in a reedy voice. “In that case, don’t stand on ceremony. Step in, why don’t you?”

The room was tiny, the walls nowhere near square. A light fixture of heavy, green glass hung from the ceiling. On the walls were pressed tin ceiling sheets in an antique pattern, painted silver. Where the ceiling tin didn’t cover, the silvered insulation under it mirrored the room which, now, reminded Buck of a funhouse he’d been in traveling through South Dakota to a game in Rapid City.

Gravity Vortex, the roadside sign read. See the mysterious house, feel its cosmic energy!

He stood with his hands clasped in front of him, thinking to ask what he couldn’t even guess.

“Take a seat,” Shorty said, and motioned to the bed, a cobbled together two by four affair in the corner.

Buck obliged, and Shorty took a beaker from a hot plate on a board that ran the length of the wall behind him, on it shelves. He filled the beaker with water, then set it, again, on the hot plate.

“I get my water from a yard a few blocks over. Glassware I get from the University Medical School dumpsters. I spend a great deal of my time elsewhere. Can’t be here much.”

The room was stuffy and smelled of camphor and pine – and now the hot plate, a metallic, burned something.

“My palace, my abode, my hole in the wall,” Shorty said, and made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “ My wati, yes?” His den. He got out a tin and a metal ball with holes in it.

“Tea,” Shorty explained, “having grown up on the Canadian side of all things aboriginal, I’m partial to it.”

Buck studied the framed photos on the wall. An elephant. Five men balanced precariously on a motorcycle, one with streamlined fenders. An enormous, chambered tent. The pictures were old and yellowed. In another, a group of acrobats, dark-skinned – Gypsies? – posed by a ticket booth festooned with flowers as if some confection, a ring of painted orange and red flames around the window there. Under it were photos of dark-haired, attractive people, a man and his wife, two girls, and a small boy, who stared into the camera.

Leaning closer, Not gypsies. In the photos upper left, they wore traditional garb, beaded floral vests and moccasins, their hair in dark braids and their eyes dark-pupiled and up-slanted.

In one of the earliest, sepia toned, the girls juggled banded pins while the boy did a head-stand on a bicycle.

“This your family?”

Shorty nodded.

“This isn’t you,” he said, pointing to the boy.

“No.”

Shorty set out spoons and a package, on it a tinti-colored scene of a boy and girl on a pony.

Shorty, tearing the digestives packet open, glanced over his shoulder. “You’re good. I didn’t leave much to follow. Skidded there on that ice by the broken concrete. Otherwise?”

He handed Buck a cup – blue willow, and old – then reached into a hole in the wall and took out a handful of thimble-sized creamers. He looked into his cup. Sniffed at the tea.

“It’s safe,” Shorty said, only now in a woman’s voice, one reedy, and so singular it sent a shiver up his back.

Shorty smiled. His – or her? face had softened. She’d become more rounded, less compact. He had heard of them, but had never met one. A true backwards/forwards, him/her.

“You’re a winkte,” he said.

“So, Ambrose didn’t tell you, eh?” Shorty said. She moved in her abbreviated way.

She pointed to the older of the two girls in the circus photo. “That’s me. The girl on the left.”

He cautiously bit into the cookie she’d given him, on the box McVitties’ Digestives. He could not take his eyes off her, Shorty, or whoever he – or she – really was.

“I so very much like photographs,” she said, “but they lie, don’t they? Like this one.”

She pointed to a photograph behind him. In it, Shorty stood by an elephant, dressed like a boy.

“Lost the toes on my right foot that morning,” she said. “Broke my spine. Hard to walk without a big toe.”

She held up her stockinged foot, badly misshapen, a hole in the toe, and Buck laughed, nervously.

“Sweetie, our elephant, changed my life in the space of a breath.” She drew her hand through her hair. “It made me what I am. Or, I became… useful, you could say, after.”

She slipped off the bed, rummaged through a crate under her makeshift table and hot plate. Threw things from the crate onto her shelves, tin toys, glassware, a packet of cards.

Lifted her hand, then flourished the cards in a fan, as if out of thin air, and said, “pick.”

He did. A young man in an amber robe, a sideways eight over his head, in front of him a cup – a golden chalice.

“You’re thinking force will solve things,” she said. “A gun. Or, better guns. Or, possibly, bigger guns.”

“Won’t it?”

“You know it won’t. That would be suicide. It’s Dr. Miller’s wife, Carol, you need to persuade. And, anyway, if you want this to end the way you want it to, you have to get all-the-way inside.

“And once there, you have to change their, Dr. Miller’s and the others’, perception, of everything.

“Look,” she said, and reached behind her ear. She held out a well-worn ace of spades. “This is what you want. Your Ace-in-the-hole. Your one-time, fixes-it-all winning card.

“Your father, Od, he had to learn, too, he couldn’t just go up against the powers-that-be. He had to use a… bit of sleight-of-hand, a kind of magic. As Joe did, too, and pride be damned.

“Let me ask you something,” she said. “Why do you think Od chose to use, of all people, someone like me – here?”

With a shrug, he said, “In plain sight you’re invisible. No one looks at a midget, and much less a–”

“Crippled one?” Shorty said.

She leapt from the bed, went through that transformation, the queer midget again. Affable, but other.

“Now, OUT!” Shorty said, and caught his forearm, swung him, dumbfounded, into the alley.

“And don’t come back until you’re stuck again!”
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In the apartment, Jenny came out of the bathroom in her yellow rain coat, a hat held forlornly at her waist, favoring her good leg, making a point of navigating without her crutch.

“How do I look?” she said, but meant, See? I’m mobile. I’m ready. I’ll do it, whatever it is.

“It’s THE big day,” she said, “don’t you want to go with?” She was driving over to the hospital to get Eli.

“No?” she said, then, in that hitched, awkward way she had of moving, she was in front of him.

She stood on her toes, kissed his cheek and went out, pulling the door shut behind her.

The kiss could have been a coal, it burned so badly.

Later, he heard voices. “Honey, I’m home!” Eli called from the hallway, then threw the door open. “Well, there he is, our Big League Pitcher, Michael Fineday, once Rookie of the Year!” Eli winked, putting a bright spin on it all. “Missed you, brother, did you miss me?”

Jenny, hanging Eli’s coat behind the door, gave him a warning glance. She put her gloves into her purse and snapped it shut. “You,” she said to Eli, “have got to take it easy. Doctor’s orders.”

Eli’s face was sallow, and he looked almost skeletal, but Buck caught him in his arms.

“Anything new?” Eli asked, “other than I can see you got that cast off your hand?”

Over dinner, he made an effort to be cheerful. Jenny was playing wife and host, was being nice. He marveled at how nice she could be. Nice talk. Nice table. Nice manners.

“This is great,” Eli said, playing happy to be home.

Jenny nodded, and they passed the salt and bread, being nice, and he being the nicest of all.
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“Hey, you’re dreaming,” Eli said, shaking him, and Buck peered up at him from his cot, confused. The clock on the stand read: 6:45.

“You’re not due back at the shop yet,” he said. “Not until you get those bandages off, right?”

“It’s nothing like that,” Eli said. “Just an errand or two, and I need somebody to be my legs, all right?”

Eli driving, the car hammered over an expansion grid, the shock coming up through the seats. Granted how Eli winced at it, he was aware of every jolt, and here, just off Highway 100, as good a time and place as any, where Eli could pull over, once they were in it.

“Just my luck,” Eli said, and slowed for a light.

An elderly woman hobbled into the intersection, her hat clapped to her head like a crown. The light changed, and she froze behind her shopping cart, cars advancing on her, by increments.

Now one honking, then swerving around her.

“Christ!” Eli said, “really?” and before Buck could get his door open, he’d dodged out into the intersection, where he took the woman’s elbow, escorting her across, then seconds later was back in the car, smelling of wet cloth, and rain, and they were moving again.

“Sorry,” Eli said. “You got a Noko like that on foot and they never have enough time.”

The road narrowed, now split level homes and broad flat lawns greening in the rain. They passed a wholesale carpet store, in the front windows in white soap Buy Now and Save! Here a sporting goods store. Spring Season Sale 50% Off All Winter Merchandise.

“Pull over,” he said, and Eli turned to him.

“What?”

“I said, ‘Pull over,’” he said.

“This is some kind of joke, right? We’re not there yet. Okay?”

He elbowed him in the side, where he’d been stabbed.

“Hey?!” Eli said, peeved, “what gives?!”

“That hurt?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Eli said, “it hurts. And what’d you think it’d feel like, having your guts all cut up?

“I got sepsis, I almost died, if you didn’t hear.”

When Eli didn’t swing over, Buck punched him in the side, and Eli screamed, the car swerving, so Buck took the wheel, Eli trying to turn from him but unable to, caught in his seat belt.

“MOTHER FUCKER!” he said, as much terror in his voice as pain. “WHAT THE–”

“I told you, ‘Pull over.’”

A park was to their right, here and there in the brown grass patches of green, and Eli parked along the curb. A mother, and her son and daughter, crossed the park. When the boy’s mother wasn’t looking the boy jumped up and down in a puddle, splashing his sister.

“If you so much as touch me like that again,” Eli said, “I will positively- fuckin’- kill you, okay?”

The rain came down, and Buck put his hand on Eli’s back and pushed him forward against the wheel, gripping his neck, his pulse there like clock, ticking off the seconds.

“Why are you still here, Eli?!” he said. “What are you waiting for? What is it you’re after? What’d you take from Miller?”

“Nothing!” he cried out, and Buck hit him hard, his knuckles thumping off his bandaged ribs. He threw the driver’s door open, and Eli bent out and was sick. When it was over, he pulled him back into the car.

“You’ve got something that’s keeping Miller from breaking your door down, but he’s got to have, and I want it.

“What is it, Eli?!”

“You go fuck yourself,” he said.

“I’ll count to three,” Buck said. “ONE, TWO–” That stubborn set to his chin, Eli grinned.

“All right. DAMMIT! It’s the MONEY,” Eli nearly shouted. “It’s the GODDAMNED MONEY, I SWEAR!”

Buck hit him, so hard he passed out, and he propped him behind the wheel again, disgusted.

When Eli came to, he was weeping, for the pain. “Okay, all right, JESUS CHRIST,” he blubbered, “it’s not just the money.”

“So?”

“It’s all the paper we jockeyed to do it, too. What we used to skim off Miller’s operation. It’s everything we had.”

“Right,” Buck said. He stared out the windshield, for the first time seeing Eli’s predicament.

“So, where is it,” he asked. “Your – everything?”

Eli held up his hands, “What? You think I’d keep it in the apartment so they could just… break down the fucking door?”

“So – Ruben had it?”

No, he thought, Ruben’d only threatened to have the goods on Miller after he’d gotten caught. And Miller, failing to get out of Ruben what he’d wanted, had gone after Eli.

“Ruben stashed it somewhere? Is that it?”

“Yes.”

“‘Yes’ what?”

“It was supposed to be bundled up – and exactly somewhere where no one else could get to it.”

“So, go get it then.”

“But I can’t.” Eli lifted his head, his mouth trembling, and his eyes big, worse than pathetic.

Buck held his forehead in his palm, calming himself. Oh. My. God. Okay. So, this much was true. Ruben had screwed him – Eli, he was just too trusting – or was it something else?

“We had an agreement.”

“Christ, Eli–” Buck said. “With Ruben?”

“–if something went wrong, and he had to run with what we’d skimmed from Miller’s operation, or I did, we were supposed to leave the location.” Eli grunted, “Son of a bitch.

“Well, Ruben ran, all right. Ends up dead, and all he left me was some… joke. Spray paints in fluorescent orange Tani ma mitig on the wall of his unit at Little Earth, one big FUCK YOU, ELI, I GOT MINE. Even had the clerk there take me up for his things to be sure I’d see it.

“You could say, I saw the writing on the wall, brother.”

Something was coming to him, out of all the lies and misdirection, as if out of a fog. “So, how were you sure it was for you?”

“Because it was addressed to me,” Eli said, and glared. “It said, ‘Eli, tani ma mitig.’ See?”

Eli pressed his hands on either side of his head. As if he might squeeze the meaning of it out of himself.

“‘What- woods’?” Eli turned to Buck, stricken. “I mean, if it wasn’t some… fucking joke, what was it?!”

Outside, up the street, traffic had slowed. A burst of rain hit the windshield, scatter shot.

Well. There it was, he thought. And no one, but no one, had ever said Ruben wasn’t clever. He’d just hidden the location in a pun. Tani ma mitig–”What Woods?” Any traditional, as Eli’d made himself out to be around Ruben, would have understood, given the context.

Not what, but which woods.

Eli just hadn’t seen the woods for The Tree, he thought, grimly amused at the irony of it.

Because Ruben had, after all, done right by Eli; though he couldn’t tell him that, even as distraught as he was.

“Go,” Buck said.

“Is that all you have to say?” Eli asked. “‘Go’?”

“What’d you think?” he replied, “I’d hold your hand while you cried over getting ripped off?”
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Sally


She was at her desk, working, when Sun, passing, rapped on the back of her seat like a summons. Startled, Sally lifted her head. What, she thought, could Sun possibly want now?

Sun went up the aisle, then strode to the proscenium, and there paced like a cock-of-the-walk.

It had been weeks since their near impasse with the ruined dentures, and daily Sun had found ways to alarm her. All of which she’d fielded, a veritable champion. She’d been more careful, more painstaking in all the work she’d done, only it had just seemed to make Sun that more determined to unnerve her. And, too, each expression of praise she received from Luz now infuriated Sun.

Which praise, she saw, Luz was about to dispense, Luz standing alongside Sun and beaming at her.

“Sorry!” Sun called out. “You come!”

Sally lifted her head. They all did. Curious to see what new difficulty The Dragon Lady might foist on them.

“Me?” Sally said.

“Come front,” Sun said, and the others bent to their desks in studied shows of industry.

Sally stood, brushed the pink gum residue from her thighs and slipped off her mask, then made her way to the proscenium, where she mounted the stairs, steeling herself to face Sun.

“How are you?” Luz asked.

Sally looked from Luz to Sun, her thoughts again turning to the possibility of her being fired.

“I’m good, thank you,” Sally replied. “And you?”

“Our delivery driver’s going back to college,” Luz said. “Kitty tells me you’d be perfect for the job. What do you think?”

Sally blinked. The thought of being DPA’s delivery driver horrified her, that’s what she thought. She could just make it to DPA as it was, granted she knew the route, but driving all over the Cities?

“You’d use your own car – Kitty tells me you have a reliable one – and we’d pay miles and you’d get a raise, plus a bonus at the end of the month.”

Sun nodded solemnly. Here a gift to Sally, one Sally knew, instinctively, she could not refuse. Oh – My – God – she thought. So, this was the way Sun would get rid of her.

“You’d get to know the routes first,” Luz offered. “I mean, before you went out on your own.”

As though to be kind, Sun set her palm on her shoulder. “You be happy, Sorry!” she said, something coy in her voice. “This be for you good work. For you show ‘serf-motivation.’”

“Yes, thank you, Sun,” Sally said. “Thank you so much for thinking of me, I’m – touched.”

Standing between them, she thought she might be sick. She got that near-telescoping feeling she so feared when her panic attacks came on, that vertiginous falling away. Even the light seemed not to shine from the river-facing windows, but to cut sharply to the floor, where she stood, spinning.

“If you want,” Luz said, “later, Kitty says we could have you pick up our supplies, too.

“Well,” Luz added, “we thought, since you’ve been making sense of the supply cabinet, and doing such a great job of it, you’d be perfect for running our inventory. What do you think?”

Her mind racing, Sally pasted a smile on her face. Of course she’d done well with the cabinets! The mess in them had very nearly driven her crazy. She craved order, symmetry, sense. Feared anything unusual, because it made it hard to fight off her panic attacks.

But traffic?

“I herp you,” Sun chimed in. “Show way in town, yes?”

Oh – my – God, Sally thought. She’d be alone in the car with Sun, which was even worse. The degree to which she was not all together would become far, far too apparent.

How anything-but-perfect she was.

Sun turned to Luz, and Luz to Sally, “It’d be a wonderful step up here,” Luz said, “so?”

“Thank you, thank you so much,” Sally heard herself say, as if from a great distance.

Oh – My – God–

Luz swelled with pleasure. “Wonderful,” she said. “We’ll start you on it today then!”

“Great!” Sally said.

Back at her desk, she fumbled with the dentures she’d been working on, a panic attack swelling in her chest.

Around her nineteen heads bent at desks, whirring tools, sharp, bitter-sweet chemical smells. She’d get out of it, somehow. She’d quit. But, no, she couldn’t. She wouldn’t let Sun get to her so easily. She could… what? Get sick? Make herself sick? Only she’d promised not to anymore. She laughed, an awful, hysterical laugh. She would not cry, she told herself, Do – Not – Cry, even as her vision shrank to a tiny circle.

The dentures in her hands seemed to grin up at her. Ha ha ha ha ha. Oh, Christ, oh Jesus, God help me.

When it got really bad, that… dark… thing rose up in her, saying dirty, horrible things she refused to hear. Showing her things she refused to see, and the world receded from her, as it did now.

Okay. This was bad, she thought. Which made it all the worse, her breath coming short, her heart racing. It wasn’t even about the job now. No, not now, it was about dying, her fear of it, any second her heart would stop, it was pounding so fiercely in her chest and – God Almighty, that black-winged thing had crawled up into her head, was saying, “I’ve got something to show you, Little Missy,” and she started to fall, as if through space, end over end.

It was at that moment she felt a hand on her forearm, Sun, in the aisle, bent over her.

“We go now?” she said.

“I can’t,” Sally whispered.

“Stand,” Sun said, a kind of steel in her voice, and Sally set her mask on her desk and picked up her purse.

“Walk,” Sun commanded and, clutching Sally’s arm, she steered her toward the exit door. Outside, on the bank over the river, Sun said, “You hyperventirate, make dizzy. You make rike this–”

Sun released her arm. She held her arms out at her sides and breathed deeply. “Now, you do.”

Time passed, and her vision opened up again. That caught-behind-thick-glass feeling receded, and the darkness went with it.

She noticed birds singing. Sparrows, a gaggle of them, in a hedge; it sounded like music to her.

“In serf now?” Sun asked.

Sally almost laughed. ‘Serf’? Oh, ‘Self’! she thought, then, still worse than unsettled, she said, “Yes.” But… if she got so panicked, even here, what if something truly… difficult happened? In traffic? What if… she crashed the car, with Sun in it? Or did something… humiliating, since she couldn’t understand Sun half the time? Peed herself, or….

“We go, derively. Yes?” Sun said.

Derively?

“One business, only,” Sun said. She had a grim set to her mouth, as though she were marching Sally to some execution. “Then go to next. Rike that. So, then you say, ‘Yes’?”

Going to one place at a time. Just one. It was a way to think about it, a way to get through it.

And, she’d be goddamned if she were going to let Sun get to her, because she wanted this job. No, she needed it. Though, if she were really honest with herself, she did all that she did now for one reason, and one reason only: She was waiting for Buck to come for her.

He had to, didn’t he? After all, he’d promised.

They pulled out of the old Crosby Milling lot onto River Road, and from the first it was a punching match. Sun would bark out directions, and Sally, unable to understand them, would turn the car.

“No!” Sun barked out. “I say, ‘Guide light!’ Not go reft! What, you not hear? You deaf?”

Fuck you, Sally thought. But at least, after the last, horrible hour, she understood Sun’s directions enough to navigate. They had made five “derivelies,” and she hadn’t crashed the car. Though, now, just when she was feeling the exhaustion she always felt after one of her attacks, they were in the heart of the heart of it, downtown traffic, the cars bumper to bumper, and here one way streets and taxis jockeying for position and pedestrians everywhere – some jaywalking, like this one, with a briefcase, about to cut in front of the car.

“Go!” Sun shouted, pointing to their left. “GREEN RIGHT!”

“What?!”

The man with the briefcase was just off their right bumper. Was this what Sun wanted? To bump him out of the way?

“I say, ‘Right change!’” Sun shouted, “You GO!”

Sally didn’t, and the jaywalker, glaring, banged his briefcase on the hood, and Sun reared in her seat.

“Ho!” she said, throwing her hands up, “So solly!”

Sally threw the car in park, and a sea of traffic flowed around them, all angry faces and honking.

She turned to Sun. “You want to fire me,” she said, “FINE! BUT DON’T HURT SOMEONE TO DO IT.”

Sun had set her hands in her lap. “Not intention,” she said.

“And DON’T THINK I’M SUPPOSED TO UNDERSTAND YOU ALL THE TIME, BECAUSE YOUR… ENGLISH IS TERRIBLE. AND IT’S NOT BECAUSE YOU’RE… ASIAN.

“That’s bullshit, and you know it, so cut that nonsense out or we’re done here. GOT IT?”

Nodding, she added, “You’ve just been… somewhere else most of your life. I get that. So, I’ll cut you some slack, but you do the same for me, okay? I don’t drive much, and….”

Abashed, she glanced over at Sun.

“Go one brrr-ock east, take… Rrrr-pentu-rrr north,” Sun said, wrestling with her problem consonants.

A block east, then north on Larpenter.

“Thank you,” Sally said. At the wheel, leaning into the windshield and her teeth set, she put the car in drive, and pulled away from the light, and a block later turned. “Now what?”

“You go over Washington–” But Sun wouldn’t say it.

“‘Brrr-idge,’” Sally said, and glanced over at her. “Can you growl, like a dog? You know – ‘rrrrrr.’”

Sun glared.

“I’ll get out,” Sally threatened.

Sun growled. “Rrrrrrrr.”

“Bah-rrrrr-idge,” Sally said. “Say it.”

Sun sputtered beside her. “Brrr – like you’re cold,” Sally said, and Sun said, plainly, “Brrr-idge.”

“Good,” Sally said, and Sun beside her nodded, and under her breath she said, “And Ffffff-uck you, too.”

“Wonderful,” Sally said. “Isn’t this… grand? Aren’t we just – having – soooo much fun?!”

That evening, parked again on Dupont in her spot, Buck came to her like a dream come true.

“Dinner,” he said, and handed her a bag. Blue Heron Chinese, which, after her near-catastrophic day, was resurrection itself.

As was their ritual, Sally set the Styrofoam bowls on the dashboard, and on either side the sauces in their little hat-like containers, and in greasy, near-translucent boats, the wontons. With a mock-officious whipping motion, Sally lay out their napkins, on them the Blue Heron logo.

“Now we are Chiefs!” Buck said, as he always did, and they both laughed, then tucked into it. “So, Loo-cy,” he said, miming a once-famous comedian, “how was your day?”

“Well, Ricky,” she said, “I got another promotion!”

“That’s wonderful,” Buck said. “Only, remember, you’re headed for Seattle soon, right?”

The moon was out, and it rose in the trees.

“Tibik gesis,” Sally said, and when he nodded, she thought to tell him about her day, but then not.

They ate, taking their time, and a companionable silence in the car, here an oasis in the city. Only, when they’d finished, Sally got a sad, pensive look on her face, struggled with something.

“What?”

“Do you ever wonder if you’ll… come to anything?”

“Sally,” he said, “you have a whole… bright future ahead of you. A lifetime. If you can just–”

He reached for her hands, threaded his fingers through hers, and squeezed, then let go.

“You have to go forward,” he said. “No matter what, even if you have to go back, first, to do it.”

“But how could I go back?” she asked, saddened. “In the first place, they wouldn’t have me.”

“When you’re strong enough, you’ll go back. You’ll see. And maybe you wouldn’t want them?”

“But why?”

Outside, the street lights blinked on, and there was the clatter of an overturned garbage can, and a raccoon zigzagged furtively from behind the ruined tenement to their right.

“Because,” Buck said, “it’s what you’ve been running from, isn’t it?”

He nodded, then turned to let himself out of the car, got the door open and looked back at her.

“See you in a few, ninamuch,” dear one, he said.
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Buck


He took a bus to St. Paul, then strode the wonky off-kilter sidewalks of Frogtown. It was chilly, and the streetlights came on. He paused at one shop after another, in the windows used bicycles, and castoff telescopes, and sewing machines, none of which he was looking for.

He tried the door to a shop, and the proprietor, a bearded giant, shook his head. Pointed to the sign in the window: Closed. Printed in the cement stoop, under layers of paint: No Dogs, Indians, or Jews, here the place Joe’d taken him when he’d needed a baseball glove.

He stood in the vestibule, rush hour traffic at his back, and the shopkeeper reached under the counter.

“ARE YOU BRAIN DEAD?! OR CAN’T YOU READ?!” he shouted, his muffled voice coming through the glass.

Buck shucked off his jacket, stood in the cold in his T-shirt. “Owwww!” came a voice from behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. Toughs, sporting mullets, cruising. “The liquor store’s down the block, Tonto!” one shouted. The light changed, and they shot off, a kid in the back window pulling a face. “Get a life, Ira Hayes!” he called out.

He pressed three bills to the glass door, hundreds, and the blond giant buzzed him inside.

“Shut the door,” he said, “and no funny stuff. You go for something in the jacket, I’ll shoot you dead.”

Buck kicked the door closed, and venetian blinds came down over the street-facing windows.

He set the bills on the counter. “.38 Special, all chromed-up would be best. And a pump action twelve gauge.

“Case of solids for the .38; deer slugs for the twelve.”

His gun within reach, the clerk busied himself, getting it all together. When he was done, he slid the works in a canvas bag down the length of the counter, toward the back door.

“Got enough firepower there to take down an elephant, Chief,” he said, “hope you know what you’re doin’.”

In the alley, he shouldered the duffle. On Tenth, he caught a cab, had the driver drop him on Lake Street.

At Sears, he bought two pair of locking pliers, a flathead screwdriver, and a hacksaw, then retrieved the duffle from the dumpster where he’d left it. He crossed into Tonto Town, the duffle slung over his shoulder and, skirting up one alley, then another, emerged across from The Evergreens. The windows in Eli and Jenny’s unit were dark and he let himself in.

He went into the kitchen, where he got a roll of aluminum foil, taped sheets of it over the bathroom window, then took the .38 and shotgun from the duffle. Nickel-plated, the .38 looked enormous. He closed the door and ran the tub – he couldn’t have Eli or Jenny coming home and wondering what he was doing.

Kneeling, he lay a towel on the floor, set both pliers on it, the screwdriver alongside, then shook the .38 cartridges from the box. Opened the jaws of the larger pliers, clamped them around the brass shell casing of the first, then locked the second pliers around the bullet. Bore down but couldn’t get the bullet out.

In a sudden, cold sweat, he lifted the shell to his face, panicked. Maybe it couldn’t be done?

He reset the pliers, wrenched the upper one around until his knuckles met the floor and, just when he thought – Christ, was it not possible? – the bullet came free, blue-black gunpowder spilling from the shell casing, and all too visible on the bleached white tile grouting. When he tried to wipe it up, it smudged.

Still, he was elated. He tore sheets of toilet paper from the roll, wadded them in his palms until he had a not-too-tight cylinder the diameter of a bullet. With the screwdriver, he forced it into the casing over the charge. Held the bullet in his palm, regarding what he’d made.

A blank.

Though, even paper, with enough charge behind it, could kill. And he thought to test it, but couldn’t. For the noise it’d make – but more so for the smell. Cordite, and burned gunpowder.

He had three blanks finished, and the barrel of the shot gun sawed off, the slugs for it cross cut – they’d fragment now if they struck something – when he heard someone in the apartment.

His heart in his throat, he pointed the shot gun into the bathroom door and clicked off the safety.

“Who is it?” he said.

“Buck?” Jenny replied.

He rocked back on his heels and caught his breath. There was a light knock, something tentative in it.

“What are you doing?”

“Paintin’ my toenails,” he said. “What’d you think? I’m taking a bubble bath, makin’ myself beautiful.”

He splashed his hand in the water, for effect. It would all be for nothing if she opened the door.

“I talked to Eli,” she replied, a hopeful note in her voice. “Why’n’t you come out, I’ll tell you about it.”

“So, put on some coffee, can you?”

When he heard her clattering around in the kitchen, he tore the foil from the window, dunked his head in the tub, then dodged with the guns and shells to his room – got it all in the duffel.

Coming up the hallway, he ruffled his hair with a towel, for effect, then sat across from her.

Heard, from Jenny, the happy future for her and his brother he’d so badly needed to hear.

Even if it wouldn’t happen.

Later, Jen led Eli by the hand into the apartment. Fresh in from the shop, he had an abashed, silly look on his face. She’d put music on, some cheerfully mournful Cash. How fitting.

“Hey, what’s all this, the Last Supper or something?” Eli joked, taking a chair at the table.

Buck peered up the hallway from his room, where he’d been avoiding Jenny these last few hours, but more so, where he’d been hoping to see Ambrose appear in the apartment across the alley.

Jenny’d put on dinner, and had fixed the light in the kitchen so it looked warmer, and their voices spilled into his room.

“Sit down with us, can you?” she called up the hallway. “I put on enough for all of us.”

He was hungry, but needed to find Ambrose – that, or none of what he had in mind would work.

Shucking on his jacket, he went by them to the door, said, “Don’t wait on me, no telling when I’ll be back.”
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Sally


The cold had carried into the third week of May and, now, she and Sun made deliveries, Sun, brooding, but they’d gotten faster. Sally’d gotten faster. Better understood Sun, and Sun her.

Only today, it was snowing, one of those spring flurries, and the roads were slick with it. Flakes teetering out of a gray sky.

Something… truly not good was going to happen, and it was going to happen soon.

Outside a dental office on 42nd, she paused, then lifted her head and, for Sun, waiting in the car, caught a snowflake on her tongue. Sun frowned, made a shooing motion with her hands, and Sally, sticking out her tongue, bobbed her head to catch another.

Then grinned, for Sun, who mouthed what she was always mouthing, “You GO NOW, SORRY!”

So, she did, DPA’s cheerful go-to girl. She strode right in, slapped their box of dentures on the counter, then suffered the inevitable, nerve-wracking inspection of their work. “You’d think it was Christmas!” she said, chatting about nothing, until she got the nod, then dashed her John Hancock on the bill of lading, got the check, $ 2,980.00, and went out.

Sun, in the windshield, glowered. Pleased at the opportunity the inclement conditions presented. Here another test, one Sally would have to pass, driving on icy streets.

Sally threw an arm up, as if tossing a hat, hoping for a little levity. But would Sun get it?

In the car, the two of them settled. “Well,” Sally said, “seven deliveries down, and three to go. Where to now, Mr. Grant?”

Now Sun really did laugh, and Sally laughed with her. Oh, yes, weren’t they just having fun?

Reft, light. Rrrr-ight. Rexington, Irreventh. Left, right. Right. Lexington. Eleventh. They drove, now, deep into St. Paul. But where they should have turned, to get to their last client, Sun said, suddenly, “Reft!” and pointed.

They drove into an area of yellow sandstone bluffs, picturesque and sad in the snow.

“Again Reft,” Sun said, and Sally swung into a cul-de-sac, there two sandstone columns, on the nearest a plaque. Calvary Cemetery, it read.

Sally eased into the cemetery, passing an imposing bronze statue of a fireman in 1890s dress, a lantern hanging from one hand and clutching a child to his side with the other. On his head was a cap of snow, and the verdigris’ed bronze speaking of time and lost things.

“Sun?” Sally asked. “Why are we–”

“You go, corner,” Sun directed, and Sally went up a curving, ice-glazed road, on either side dark limbed trees.

“Stop,” Sun commanded, and Sally did that, leaned into the windshield, the snow coming down.

“You forrow,” Sun said, and she slung herself out of the car, marched away into the trees.

Sally rushed to catch up, Sun cutting a path to a remote corner, over which the ribbed dome of St. Paul’s seemed to float. There was a wire fence, and a gate, which Sun went through.

Sally went in now, too, Sun standing with her hands clenched in front of her at a headstone.

Pearl Kuzinoki, it read. And below that. 1941-1978.

Sun got down on one knee to lovingly brush the snow from the top of the stone and the urn there – in it a spray of plastic irises, ones that had long before nearly faded to white.

“Good girl,” Sun said, her hand on the stone, glancing up at Sally. “Smart-smart. Much promise.”

There was none of The Dragon Lady in Sun’s voice now, rather, something so naked, so fraught with pain, Sally felt her eyes glass up, unable to help herself from feeling Sun’s grief.

“Hard on you, Sorry, for reason,” Sun said, and nodded. “You, just like daughter. Much promise. Smart-smart.”

“I can do better–” Sally began, and Sun cut her off. “DPA not for you. You go, don’t come back. Don’t waste life.”

Sun, from where she squatted, glared. “You come back DPA? I say… you… steer from cabinet, have proof.” She grimaced. “Hah? Say, too, you… fuck up–” She shook her head “–dee-lll-ivily.”

“But… Sun,” Sally said, and held up her hands – stunned at the… wrongheaded… impossibility of it all. “Why?”

“No Korean man want, Pearl father Japanese soldier,” Sun said, having misunderstood her. She nodded, to herself. “No future. So cut wrist, kir serf. I creen brood from tub.

“You, Go- Home!” Sun said. “Make patch up, have future. Not waste life with… possi-birrity….”

Sally laughed, uneasily. “Well, maybe sometime,” she said, “but, no, not now, Sun.”

Sally held her hand to her forehead; snowflakes burned the back of her hand, icy cold.

“I’m so sorry, Sun,” she said, finally. She meant about Sun’s daughter, but Sun took it as a refusal.

“You say, ‘No’?” Sun replied, sharply.

“Right. I’m not leaving. Not DPA, and not here. Not you now. Okay? I can’t just leave you here, and–”

Sun sprang at Sally, her fists bunched, and Sally scurried for the car, trying to dodge the blows, Sun pummeling her back. Which hurt. She wasn’t kidding, and she was no lightweight.

She got the door open, then slipped inside, let the driver’s window down an inch or two.

“Sun, you have to calm down,” she said, and Sun’s face only got that much more angry.

“You go now,” she said, and when Sally refused, she marched to her daughter’s grave, hefted the cement urn, flowers and all, and set it, like a lance, on her shoulder. Came at the car.

“Sun!” Sally called to her, “I don’t think that’s a good–”

Sun was all but at the car now, her teeth set, and in her stride something she’d decided long before.

Her hands shaking and a sob in her chest, she sat in the car a block from the cemetery, the engine running, trying to decide what to do. Should she go back and try to talk to Sun? Or leave? Without her job, she couldn’t last long. Not even staying in her car on Dupont.

She craned her head around, looked behind her, and here came Sun, that damn urn on her shoulder.

At her place on Dupont, she was inconsolable. One minute she fought another panic attack, and the next she was all but inert, stared out the windshield into the dark, but her mind racing.

Hours passing, and it had gotten dark, and she hadn’t eaten, and where was Buck when she needed him?

Of course, Sun’d done what she had after giving her her paycheck, which came to the whopping sum of $ 126.95. Would it be enough to get out to Seattle? And, if not, being stranded on the road without money?

And now the cold crept into the car, gas guzzler that it was, damn thing got about ten miles to the gallon.

Something she’d read in a class came to her, and in trying to recall it there was a welcome distraction. Dreaming of heroes. All the proud fathers are ashamed to go home. Their women – something… dying for love, that was it, and their sons grow suicidally beautiful…. Was she suicidal? She could be – on the lawn of the house to her right was a garden hose. She could run it from the exhaust pipe into the car. Easy peasy. People did it all the time.

And then a thought occurred to her. She brightened at it, sat up at the wheel. She could go home, ask for money for tuition, and she’d have enough to make it out to Seattle.

It was a plan, and if she were just a… little bit brave….

She could do it. She’d show them how much better she was. How together. And, anyway, hadn’t Buck told her she had to go back to face what she’d been running from?

Before she left? Or, better, they did?
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Buck


It was snowing again, and they were all three, Jenny, Eli, and Buck, sitting on the couch avoiding each other, watching television, when the phone rang, and Eli picked up the receiver.

“Yeah?” he said.

Jen poked him. “Who is it?”

“Lester,” he mouthed. “Well, why don’t you talk to him yourself? Here,” Eli said, and handed Buck the phone.

A semi was due down from Toronto. They’d stage the accident at a crossroads, one coming into The Cities. Tomorrow, Lester said, Saturday. They weren’t sure exactly when, but it would be late.

“You and Eli’ll drive Swoop,” Lester said, “and thanks to you, Ambrose’ll have to scare up riders.”

“Meet at Moby’s?” Buck asked. And when Lester hesitated, said, “No, I got another place,” he knew.

“We’ll call when,” Lester said.

“Gotcha,” he replied, and, setting down the phone, felt something in him burst up, hopeful.

Here it was, his chance to make things right – that, or die trying.

Navigating by the moon, he came up the alley to Shorty’s. Checked behind him, then scooted between the two garages, and a car going by, and too fast, and his breath coming ragged.

“I hear ya,” Shorty said. “Uh huh. Out there big as an elephant. So, what are you waiting for?”

Shorty, as before, was busy with something, at his desk that folded out of the bookshelf.

“Well,” Shorty said, eyeing him, “we do want something before it’s all over, don’t we?”

“It’s Ambrose,” he said, “he’s gone off somewhere.”

Shorty threw his arms out to his sides. Then, as if he’d untied a knot, he assumed new proportions, a woman’s.

Said, in a reedy voice, “As directed to.”

It must have been on his face, his surprise – then disapproval. And, finally, his anger.

“I don’t need this,” he said, “all right?”

“Then, why are you here?”

“They’re going to get to it tomorrow tonight,” he said, “come at us with all they’ve got.”

“Good!” She grasped his arm, her fingers digging into his bicep. “Well – the wheel’s come full circle. No surprise. But Trickster is greedy! So greedy he might defeat himself.”

“Dr. Miller, you mean.”

“Trickster isn’t a person. Trickster possesses you. If you let him. And, yes, Old Dr. Miller knows him. But so- do- you.”

She snatched a coin from behind his ear, made a slow, descending arc with it over their heads.

“Here,” she said, and pressed the coin into his palm, “Tibik-gisiss. Night-sun.” She nodded. “It’s coming on full. It’ll be so bright you could read by it. Or take pictures, yes?”

Christ! Yes. The thought struck him as if a revelation. He’d been thinking – someone, a witness to sway Carol. When all the while it had been right there in front of him. Of course! Ambrose, with his camera. He’d be out with Lester as part of the crew, so – why couldn’t Ambrose get it on film? He didn’t need some one – he only needed some thing. Photos. Which he could show Carol, all incontrovertibly damning. A glance at them, and it would be done.

And there was the Moto-Foto at the shopping center going into Miller’s. Open 24 hours. Seven days.

“You do see, don’t you?” Shorty said, but he’d gotten his back up again, Shorty, the midget. “So, call Ambrose.”

Shorty handed him a ticket. Admit One Free, it read. And on the flip side was a phone number.

“I’m going,” he said.

“Well, go then already,” Shorty replied, and waving his hands, he shooed him toward the door, saying, “Remember, you have to cut the head off the body, or it all just comes back.

“Onwas!” he said. Luck! Then all but shouted, “Now, GET OUT!” and thrust him into the alley. “And this time, DON’T- COME- AROUND – UNTIL IT’S DONE AND FINISHED!”
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Eli


He stood from the couch where he and Jen had been pretending to watch television the last hour, switched off the set, then went to the window and threw it open to get the bird.

“Not now, Eli,” Jen said. She’d been on him since she’d gotten in; something eating at her.

“When is your brother coming back?” she asked, craning her head around, and something shrill in her voice.

“Why?

In three, lunging steps, she got to the window and slammed it shut, then went to the table, where she dug with a kind of – what was it? Fear? Or was it… rage? – in her purse.

“Jen, sweetheart,” he said, “not those pictures again, okay? For Christ’s sake, can you just let it go already?”

But it wasn’t photos she lifted out of her purse now, it was a crumpled bill. She held it up under the light, squinting, as if reading something there, then slapped it on the table and jabbed her finger into it, just as she’d done with the photos, though this was something else.

“Come here,” she said, and from the tone in her voice, he knew not to argue with her.

Across the bill, in a heavy, magic marker scrawl, was: My things, or your girl. Your choice.

“Where’d you get this?” Eli said, shocked, at the… impossibility of it all. He just- couldn’t- get- in front of it.

She’d set a hand on her hip. “At work.”

“Walgreens?”

“No, Eli, at the fucking White House! Yes, Walgreens! I thought he was going to rob us.”

“What’d he look like?”

When she hesitated, then answered, “Which one?” he knew things had truly gone wrong.

“The one in the store, he had… eyes that weren’t the same, one white and the other this…” she shuddered “and when I came home, he’s waiting outside our door, but his eyes weren’t – and that one, that one he says, “Be seein’ you later sexy’, for our hot date.’

“Now you tell me, do you know who he – or they – were? Because, unless you do something, they’re coming for me now.”

Eli gave her a blank, clueless look, and she said in a near hysteria, coming at him and all but weeping–

“You… TELL WHOEVER IT IS, YOU’RE GOING TO GET IT FOR HIM, WHATEVER IT IS THAT YOU’VE TAKEN, OR STOLEN, OR WHATEVER IT IS YOU’VE DONE, ELI. YOU’RE GOING TO FIX IT. AND YOU’RE GOING TO DO IT, AND RIGHT NOW.”

“Jen,” he said, “how can I give them something I don’t have? Don’t you get that?”

“Well, you get it, or they’ll – come after me to get to you – and – they’ll kill us both!

“Tell me, Eli, it’s not the same people who killed Ruben.” So, it had gotten back to her.

“Jen….”

“Say it!”

She picked up the phone and brandished it in his face. The cord barely reached. “You call Lester, or whoever it is at the shop you need to, and you make it right. And now.”

“You’re–”

“Call,” she said, “or I’m gone.”

And like that, he took the phone from her and dialed the number he knew all too well.
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Buck


The coin op outside the Colonel’s smelled of urine, and he held the door open with his foot. Dialed. Over the Northwestern Bank building, the time scrolled 9:43. Cloudy Skies No Change Foreseen.

“Yes?” Dr. Miller said.

Carol, her voice faint in the background, asked, “Who is it, Bill? Who’s calling at this hour?”

“Tell her it’s Michael Fineday,” Buck replied. “Or, tell her it’s fucking Howdy Doody for all I care.”

“It’s business,” Dr. Miller called back to her, his palm over the receiver. “I’ll take it in my office.”

Moments passed, and another phone was picked up, the first set down with a clatter.

“So, to what do I owe the honor of this call?”

“You have a little problem, and not just with my brother, Eli,” Buck said, “and I need money.” When the doctor didn’t answer, he threw another pitch, a curve ball. “What you want, I’ll get you, Saturday. Because Eli knows where it is – he’s just holding out.”

He could hear Miller breathing on the other end. Either this would be the end of it or–

“And what do you want?”

“Six figures – even.”

“And Eli?”

“He’s dead to me,” Buck said. “And the way it’ll work is like this: You give me my space, let me play him, and I can find out where Ruben put your things, and not just the money, hey?

“I’ll get you all of it.”

“You are just one piece of work, aren’t you,” Miller said, an inky darkness in his voice.

“So,” he said, “we good?”

Moments later, on the phone, Ambrose was livid. “You did what?!”

He repeated what he’d said to Miller, and Ambrose swore, a string of blue invective.

“I should… fucking… take you in myself,” he threatened. “And you want me to do what?”

“Take pictures,” he replied. “You’re the FBI guy with the fancy camera. And you’ll be out there anyway, won’t you?”

There was a long silence on the line, Ambrose, on the other end, considering what to say.

“And I’m supposed to get all this to you how?” he said. “These… photos I’m gonna shoot?”

“On my way out. Playin’ enforcer, you’ll see it all. Come out where I can get to you. So, will you do it, or are you going to fuck this up?”
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Sally


“Daddy?” Sally said, from the booth outside Colonel Sanders on Lake and Dupont. “Are you there?”

Always, it was her father who answered the phone. “Princess,” her father said. His pet name for her.

“Daddy?”

“We’ve been worried sick about you. Your mother’s been half out of her mind. Where are you?”

“I’m fine,” she said.

With the index finger of her right hand, she traced the aluminum molding of the glass facing Lake Street.

“Can you put mom on?”

She heard her father call out to her mother, but he stayed on the phone – she could hear him breathing, as if right down her goddamn neck – and her mother got on the other line.

“Are you all right, honey?” she said. “Do you need anything? Dr. Lerner’s been worried sick about you. He said he couldn’t be responsible for what could happen if, you… you know…”

“You should be working your program,” her father said, “being out there isn’t any place for you.”

“Jack,” her mother warned. “We talked about this.”

“Daddy–” something in it absolutely sickened her, now, just saying it. But she couldn’t say “Father,” and Dad didn’t sit right. That was different. When had that happened?

“Mom? I need to talk with you both. And I’m not going to do it on the phone. So, if–”

“Come to the house,” her father told her. “It’s Saturday, so I’m off. We’ll both be here.

“Do you need help?”

“Yes. But I’ll only come if you promise you won’t do anything. And I can leave when I want.”

Palms held over receivers, their voices came to her as if from a great distance, but her father snapping at her mother.

“Mom?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Can you promise, really?”

“Yes, you have my promise.”

“Dad?”

“You heard your mother. So, when?”

It was a short drive west on Highway 12, but there was heavy traffic and it slowed her. Then, turning onto Highway 100 and driving south, here was her old neighborhood, something suffocating in it, looming up at her. Split level houses, ranch, and modular. Ticky tacky houses, all in a row.

Home, here, meant meat loaf, and tater-tots, and Del Monte canned green beans and Jell-O salads, but most of all keeping your mouth shut about what was going on behind all those closed doors.

She stopped back of the house, there a long, curving drive up to it. Waist high reflectors ran the length of the drive, put there by her father, to keep her mother off the lawn.

“Your goddamned mother can’t see fit to stay on the pavement,” her father was always saying, “that’s why they’re there.”

She parked behind a hedge of yews, one that bordered a children’s park, where, as a girl, she’d played. Studied the house. No car was in the driveway, so, it would be just her and her parents. And, maybe, as her mother’d told her, and too many times, it had just been that she and her father butted heads. And poor Stephen?

Trying to protect her that one, awful night, he’d made the mistake of getting between them.

Stephen, after, had sent a card every Christmas, addressed only to her, but which had always been opened, and at the bottom of each:

There’s a place out here for you, Sally, if it starts up all over again between you and Dad. Love, Stevie.

She took another long look at the house, then got out of the car and flung the door shut, marched around the yews and went up the drive. At the front door, she rang the bell. She could hear them moving inside, thumps and footsteps, and she zipped her jacket up, as if against the cold.

Moments later, her father’s eye appeared at the peephole, and he threw the door open.

“My little girl!” he said. Same old dad, button down navy cardigan, gray slacks, shiny black loafers.

“I’m here,” she said, brightly, and stepped inside and her father locked the door behind her.

“Is that Sally?!” her mother called from the living room, and Sally called back, “Yes, mom, it’s me!”

She scuffed her feet on the mat and, her father’s big arm around her, steering her, she moved into the living room, where her mother sprang from the couch and embraced her.

In voluminous pastel pinks and a white sweater, she smiled a pained smile, said, in a voice dripping with resentment, “Well, you’re thinner. All too pretty again, like you used to be….”

“Mom,” Sally said, disliking the conciliatory tone in her voice, “it’s the meds, I’ve told you that. The meds make you…” but she wouldn’t say it, fat, since her mother was, and worse, her father’d been on her about it forever, and cruelly, it being an issue, and the house ruled by her mother’s diets and binging.

“Daddy? I’m sorry I took your car,” she said. “It’s…. I’ll pay for it, when I get a better job. Okay?”

Her father shook his head. “We only want the best for our little girl; you know that, don’t you?”

She thought she heard something in another part of the house, but recalled her mother’s cat, Suzie, this time of day, usually went out. She was at the back door, most likely.

They talked about the weather, the recent snow, and the neighbors, while she waited for the right moment to bring up her tuition.

She’d even said, “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” but now the door bell rang, and her father went to answer it.

“How about that? What a coincidence!” her father called from the foyer. “Come in, Rene, Sally’s here.”

A pained, shy look on her face, her once-friend Rene shuffled into the living room, wringing her hands in front of her. She was wearing a cranberry scarf, and a blue coat, on it enormous, white buttons.

“Hello, Sally,” she said, and finger waved. “It’s good to see you, how are you doing?”

Sally’s aunt came in from the kitchen now, too, beaming, and her mother held her eyes on the floor.

“Mom?!” Sally said, shocked.

She turned to the front door, and what looked like a security guard stepped in front of it.

“You need… help, Princess,” her father said, “and we’re going to get it for you, all right? Isn’t that why you came home?”

Her mother looked up at her from where she was perched on the couch, a hopeful expression on her face.

“Sally,” she said, “it’ll all be for the best, you’ll see.”

Dr. Lerner, a dark man in a gray sweater and navy slacks, came around the divider. He had his bag with him, which he’d used the last time she’d gone off to St. Mary’s.

“Sally,” he said, “let’s get you back on the road to your recovery, can we do that?”

In a heartbeat, she saw how it would go – she’d dash for the back door, they’d converge on her, and knock her down. Dr. Lerner would give her the needle, and she’d come to at St. Mary’s, her mind thick as cotton.

Save yourself, she thought, a white hot fury in her. At all of them. Lie, she thought.

She put a wan smile on her face, the most pathetic she could muster, then let her head hang.

“Thank you,” she said, though she was thinking she could kill them, each and every one. “Thank you all for caring,” she said, that other Sally acting now, the one she’d once been, “for… taking the time to… help me, because, well…. It’s just been…. I can’t say how horrible it’s been, really.”

She looked from her father, to her mother, to her aunt and old friend, even forced a tear.

“I’ve been living in the car, and… I guess it shows. I’m filthy. Can I just wash up before we go? Can you let me do that?”

Dr. Lerner consented, and another rent-a-cop, or whatever he was, stood on the second floor landing.

She trudged up the stairs to the bathroom, where she saw, at a glance, they’d proofed it. She pulled the door shut. The cabinets were empty, and they’d removed the shower curtain. Even set out a hospital smock, in that sickening, toothpaste green. The rent-a-cop coughed outside the door, to let her know he was there, and she turned on the shower.

Trying to calm herself, she stood just outside it, and the room filled with an enveloping steam.

Stephen had showed her how he’d rigged the window, to get out nights, even though it was padlocked, and she pulled back the length of coat hanger in the side track now, hoping the lock bolt, as it had before, would come up. Which it did. And just as she reached down to lift the window open, she was struck by the scent of soap, her father’s, there on a lanyard, and that black thing perched on her head, and she was silently screaming, loud and long, until she thought, Go ahead, kill me, and she let it come, the darkness she’d been running from, and in it a memory:

Her father had been helping her with her bath right here and, toweling her off, had set her on his lap. Tearing something in her.

In one, searing realization – it came to her, took her breath away, filled her head with fire. What it was.

And in it, the whole sick history of their years long secret.

She lifted the window, stepped out onto the roof, high and over the street, a gibbering fury in her.

On her rear, she scooted over the rough shingles and, where there was a gap to the neighbors’ roof, she leapt. Ran to the elm that abutted the house, then slid down it to the driveway. Sprinted to the hedge, got the car started, then tore onto Highway 100, her foot all but pressed to the floor.

She glanced into the rear view mirror, time, and time again, until she was sure no one was behind her, then she punched the headliner and screamed. And screamed. And screamed.

In her usual spot on Dupont, she killed the engine, then lay across the front seat, her knees pulled up to her chest. Exhausted, she angled the rear view mirror, so she could see out the back window.

And like that she waited.

Tall and rangy, he appeared just after dark, came up the walk, glancing suspiciously from side to side. He turned a full circle, made certain no one was watching, then shot around the back.

Sally keyed the car, hit the gas and crashed into the van behind her, missing him, and he leapt onto the trunk and she threw the car into drive, put the pedal to the floor, struck the sedan in front of her, threw whoever it was off, the car caroming sideways into the street.

But – to her shock – going nowhere.

She’d killed the engine. And while he got to his feet, a hammer in one hand a the rope in the other, came at her, head cocked and a lopsided sick grin on his face, she got the car into park, and keyed it.

Shrieked, “START! GOD FUCKING GOD DAMMIT! GOD DAMN CAR I HATE MY FUCKING FATHER, I’LL KILL YOU YOU SON OF A BITCH!” the starter whirring, and whirring, and whirring–

– until the engine coughed, then roared, and Sally yanked the shift lever into drive, and the car shot forward.
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Buck


He leaned against the refrigerator drinking a glass of water, having just come in. The apartment had a terrible, tight feeling, as though it might burst, something going on between Eli and Jenny.

He’d gone out for groceries, but, really, to escape them.

“Lester call yet?” he asked, knowing full well that by now Lester had contacted Eli.

“No,” Eli said.

He followed Buck into the living room, thumped down on the sofa alongside Jenny.

“Remember what I said about lurking?” she asked, and glanced up at Buck from her magazine.

He pulled out a chair from the table and sat. Outside the window, perched on his box, the bird looked in, hungry.

Eli, as if sensing it there, craned his head around, and the look on his face was killing.

That he didn’t feed the jay made his heart fall.

In his room, he taped the doctored .38 low on his right calf. The tape was of a kind used for wrapping packages. It was strong until it was perforated, but then it tore like nothing.

He held his foot out. If he reached into the boot to get the gun out, it could go off.

He held the other foot out, wrapped a sock around his ankle, and spun a layer of tape over it. Pulled both boots on and felt where the upper, fancy portion of the boots met the lower.

Good, he thought. It was the same on both sides, no one would suspect the thickness on the right.

He reached into his pocket for his knife, the Ka-Bar. When it all went bad – and it would – they might frisk him for it, which could make cutting the gun free, in his boot, impossible.

He stuffed the second gun, Eli’s, into his jacket pocket and checked his reflection in the window. His Indians jacket was shiny, and it made Eli’s gun that bulged in his pocket as big as a sign. GUN HERE.

Perfect.

On the Tonight Show, Carson was yakking it up with Ed McMahon, McMahon in his obsequious way guffawing, haw, haw, haw. Buck got up and switched off the television.

Eli, on the sofa, glanced at his watch. He was a veritable show of ticks now, scratched his neck, his elbow, his ear. Buck sat opposite him, each too-long minute an agony.

He reached, once more, into his boot to touch the grooves he’d filed in the revolver’s carriage.

Frowning, Eli glanced over at him. “And just what the hell are you doing?” he asked.

“Scratching my ankle,” he said, “that okay with you?”

Jenny went into the kitchen and ran the tap. “You’re making things worse,” she said, “sniping at each other.”

She stepped into the living room, a glass in her hand, and Eli met her halfway. He lifted the glass, a little too roughly, then went into the kitchen with it, Jen following on his heels. Tossed it in the sink, the glass shattering.

“Since we’re being so honest and all here,” Eli said, “just take a drink if you want one so bad, all right?!”

“Christ,” she said, “you son of a bitch!”

Just after midnight, Lester called. Eli and Buck were to meet him at an old railroad depot outside Monticello, forty miles north. “The truck’s coming to us, and it’ll be on time,” Lester said. “So don’t you be late.”

Eli scribbled the directions on a pink Post It, then listened, hunched over the phone.

“Got it,” he said, and hung up.

They took their jackets from the rack, and Eli went up the hallway to the bedroom, and Buck to the kitchen, where he set a knife on the counter, just so. And, thinking, Maybe, he swept up a piece of the broken glass from the sink and dropped it into his pocket.

Eli was at his bedroom door, his forehead set against it, his hand pressed plaintively to the wall.

“Jen,” he said, a hopeful tone in his voice. “Don’t you want to come out? Say good-bye?”

It was like watching a car wreck, and he knew it wasn’t for him to wait for Eli in the hallway, but he did.

“Go away,” she cried, her voice muffled by the door.

In a low voice, Eli said, “Just stay put, Jen, no matter what, okay? Sweetheart? You just stay put now.”

And when no answer came, Eli looked up the hallway, then shrugged, and they went out.
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They parked on a bank of the Mississippi, over the old railroad depot where they were to meet. The depot was a squat, brick building, the roof caving in and the windows boarded up. Behind the depot the Mississippi shone, a bridge across it, one suspended by girders and cables.

Even from a distance, in the full moon, you could see the current was slow, which made the water there deep, he hoped.

“You can still swim, can’t you?” he said.

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “Swim? Of course I can swim. What kind of question is that?”

He studied the lay of it: The old depot surrounded by scrub willow and the river behind. The bridge crossing the river. If you jumped from the bridge, you could miss the pilings, he thought. But if you simply fell? Maybe not. He patted his pocket, Eli’s gun there.

He’d insisted on carrying it, so he could use it, if it came to that.

On the bank opposite, there was a limestone bluff, pine and scrub oak dotted across it, there paths going in all directions. He canvassed the face of the bluff for the tell-tale flash of a camera lens.

Eli turned to him suddenly, his eyes baleful.

“I talked to Lester,” he said, “about paying him back. Jen thought it was the right thing to do, too.” Buck glanced over at him, and when he saw Eli was serious, he let go a laugh.

“What,” he said, “you’re gonna… sell vacuum cleaners door to door to come up with what you stole from him? Like your old man, Joe? Pay Lester in S & H Green Stamps?”

“I can still… work this all out, if you go – along. Okay?” Eli insisted. “So could you just do that?”

“Sure, Eli, this is your rodeo, you ride that horse you came in on,” he replied, not meaning a word of it.
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When they drove down, Lester’s Olds and a brand new Mercedes were parked alongside the depot, nose out and side-by-side, Lester perched on the hood of the Olds, smoking.

“Far end,” he said, and Eli backed in, too.

They stepped out and shut their doors, which, in the quiet, made two decisive-thunks.

An oily, chemical breeze tossed the leaves in the trees, wafted up from the remains of the depot, the wall behind them covered with graffiti, hearts and initials and epithets.

Just in front of the depot, the bridge loomed over the river, skeletal, a sign dangling from a chain at the mouth. Closed.

Swinging a jack handle at his hip, Dr. Miller strode now, as if casually, from behind the depot.

“Eli. Michael,” he said, almost jauntily, “good you could take the time to come out.”

He whistled through his teeth, and Lester rose from the Olds, as if unfolding himself from it, a mantis.

“Where’s Vern and Cleve?” Eli asked.

“They’ll be along,” Miller replied, “but until then, we’ve got our little business to take care of, right?”

Lester, his hands set on his hips, took his place in front of the cars so as to make running impossible.

“You gave your word–” Eli said, addressing Lester, and he cut in, “And I told you you’d have a chance to make things right. So–” with a nod, he motioned to Dr. Miller “–say what you have to say.”

“I can get you the money, and all of it,” Eli said, “if you’ll let me. Isn’t that what you want?”

Miller ran his hand over his head, a disarmingly avuncular gesture, as if he were only perplexed.

“Now,” he said, and glanced up, “if it were only that, maybe we could work something out. But you and your big-mouthed brother, Bear, have caused me a great, great deal of trouble.”

He whistled, “Take Me Out To The Ball Game.” Swung the jack handle around, as if he were winding some spring, bent to sweep up a piece of gravel and studied it. He smiled, then tossed the gravel into the air. Swung the jack handle into it, sent it, with a metallic “PLINK!” into the dark.

“All gone,” he said, in a mock-sentimental voice, “what you and Ruben took from me.

“And how do I know?” Dr. Miller crossed the distance, thrust his face in Eli’s. “Because your pal, Ruben, told me. Everything. And Bear, he never did know when to shut up.”

Crouching, Dr. Miller mimicked fielding a ball with one hand, then pointed to Buck with the jack handle.

“You know, I saw you pitch that no hitter in Chicago. In fact, I saw more than a few of your games. Impressive,” he said. “Batter up!” he sang, and tossed the jack handle at him.

Buck caught it in his left hand, and his right was jerked from his pocket, so Eli’s .38 dropped onto the gravel. He reached for it, and a boot stomped on his hand, and whoever it was behind him swept the gun up.

A fist, knotted in his hair, his head was wrenched up, the barrel of Eli’s .38 pressed under his ear.

“I’ll take that, thanks!” Miller said, and he snatched the jack handle from Buck and stepped back.

“Hold him, Vern,” he added, and Vern did that, the doctor striding to Eli and Lester.

“So, come on, you know how it is, we can still work this out,” Eli said, “can’t we?”

“Well,” Miller chuckled, “no, we can’t.”

“If we don’t,” Eli threatened, “the copies of what you had in that briefcase’ll go to the police.”

Dr. Miller laughed. “And, now, who would do that for you? Because, there isn’t going to be any ‘mailing’. You just got all that printed off, at that place over by the university.

“Vern here followed you, and you haven’t been anywhere near a post office since – if you had, we’d have been on you.

“And you don’t have copies, because Vern talked to the clerk there. That was a one off deal.”

“My girl’ll do it,” Eli said, “go to the police.”

“Ah, your girl,” Miller said. “Who, even as we speak, is at The Evergreens courting Cleve. Isn’t that right, Vern?”

“He can be very persuasive,” Vern said, “and he never leaves no witnesses, neither.”

“So, you see,” Miller said, and here he winked, “you no longer have what you got from us. Vern has it. And, so, so sorry, I’m sure you kept it for just this moment, didn’t you.

“Which leaves…” Miller turned to Buck, then back to Eli and smiled, “all that you gave Ruben, doesn’t it.”

Vern twisted Buck’s head around, so that he and Eli regarded each other across the gravel. “Nigger pigger, how do you figger,” Vern cajoled in a sing song voice. “You feel smart now?”

Miller prodded Eli’s stomach with the jack handle. “How are those insides doing? Stitches holding together?”

“Don’t,” Eli said.

“So, where is it,” Miller said, enjoying himself, “what you and Ruben skimmed from me?”

“Call Cleve off,” Eli said, “and I’ll get it.”

Miller prodded Eli with the jack handle again, and Eli said, a cry in his voice, “Stop it!”

“‘Stop it!’” Vern mimicked, his voice pitched high like a girl’s. “Stop it! You’re hurting me!

“’n that’s what your girl’s sayin’ ‘bout now, too. ‘Stop, stop please!’”

Dr. Miller nodded, and Vern pressed the gun to Buck’s temple. “How ‘bout I blow his brains out?”

Buck held his eyes on Eli’s – Eli staring – pointed with his chin, which meant “no.”

A night bird called, and the river gurgled behind them. The peepers were out here, too, a chorus of them.

“Well,” Miller said, guffawing, “I see there’s not a lot of lost love between you two, is there?”

He turned, swung the tire iron into Eli’s side so hard it resounded, hollowly, like a drum. When Eli managed to get to his knees, the doctor hit him again, and he went down a second time.

“Like that?” Miller said, and he reared back to hit Eli a third time, and Eli toppled onto his side, clutching his middle.

“You hit him again, and it just might kill him,” Buck said, “and what will that get you?”

“Good point,” Miller said. “We’ll just have to find something… less invasive but more motivating.”

He prodded Eli with his shoe, like you might garbage, and Eli got to his knees again.

“Did you ever notice those ‘funny’ lights Lester has on his car?” Miller asked. “Bring it over here, Les, will you?”

Lester got in the car, swung it around to stop behind them, so it faced the depot, the motor rumbling.

“Hit it,” Miller said.

A blindingly blue white light struck them, on the brick wall behind them penumbral, skeletal shadows, theirs. Miller set the tire iron on the hood of Lester’s car, took a notepad from his pocket, then tore a sheet of paper loose and held it inches from one of the headlights.

“Watch, and learn,” he said.

The paper, like a white tongue, curled, turned brown, and with an airy pop burst into flame.

“Aircraft landing lights,” Miller said. “A million candle power each. Pretty useful for seeing in the dark, right?

“And just so in time to shed some light on all this… business of yours and Ruben’s, isn’t it?”

Miller reached for Eli’s hand, held it up in the light, turned it this way and that as if examining it. In the landing lights, it glowed translucent, blood red, as if in some colored x-ray.

“Once upon a time, someone did a poor job of stitching your hand, didn’t they….”

Glancing down at Eli, he winked, then jammed Eli’s hand into a landing light and Eli screamed.

When he’d stopped flailing, Miller got down on one knee alongside him, as would an old friend. “So, would you like to tell me what you did with my things… now?” he asked.

“Christ!” Eli blubbered, “you burned my hand!?”

Miller patted him on the shoulder, Eli clutching his hand to his stomach, his eyes baleful.

“Not to worry,” Miller said, “if you don’t tell me what I want to know, why, we’re not going to burn you anymore.”

A look of incomprehension crossed Eli’s face, but in it, too, was a foreboding, a terror.

“No,” Miller said, “we’re not going to burn you, we’re going to blind you. Just like we did, Ruben.”

“Fuckin’ timber nigger,” Vern said behind Buck, and laughed. “He cried, just like a little pussy girl.”

Eli was blubbering in the dirt, and Miller stooped over him, a hand set at either hip.

“You know,” he said, “I learned one, certain thing my two years in Germany.” He nodded, to Lester. “Everybody breaks. And the breaking takes very little – when the thing someone can’t lose is at stake.

“So,” he said, and there was a new, and vicious, tone to his voice, “what’s it going to be?

“You give us our things, and your girl walks. Or? It’s not too late to call Cleve off, you can do it.”

Eli lifted his head, glared at Dr. Miller. “You – sick – SON OF A BITCH!” he spat.

With a swagger in him, Dr. Miller marched behind Eli, took the tire iron from the hood of Lester’s car.

He lifted it over his head; he was really going to do it, even though Eli hadn’t given in.

“STOP!” Buck called out. He staggered toward Eli, Vern pressing Eli’s .38 into his neck. “I can make him tell me,” he said, “but you’ve got to let me talk to him, and alone, like you said.”

Miller frowned. He nodded, and Lester kicked Eli, sent him scrambling in Buck’s direction.

“Go on,” Miller told Vern, “you let him go now.”

“You sure?”

“Ambrose’s got us covered,” Lester replied, and Buck lurched toward Eli, where he was curled in the gravel.

He got his arm around him, dragged him up the rutted drive to the bridge, then onto it.

“Hey, Bill,” Lester called from behind them. “You want them out there like that?”

On the bridge, he held Eli against the guard rail. The rank, oily breeze blew up from the river, like the end of things. They were between pilings, in the middle, and it was a long, plummeting way down.

“See that?” Buck pointed to the fast moving, black water under them. “Remember what I said about swimming?”

“Awww, Jesus,” Eli cried. “I can’t swim now! The fuckin’ skin’s come off my hand and I think I’m gonna be sick!”

Buck shook him. “Don’t,” he said. He lifted Eli by his jacket. “Turn your head up, like you’re talking to me. Like you’re tellin’ me all of it. Come on, you can do it,” he said.

Eli gave a convulsive jerk in his arms, retching, and Buck boxed his ears. “I said ‘Don’t,’” he said.

Then he was sick, anyway, gasping. He peered up into Buck’s face, as if, just now, astounded. “You, of all people, how could you not know it was never about the money?!

“I was buying us a future!”

“Don’t, Eli–” Buck said, he wasn’t having it. Anything about excuses, or reasons now.

The doctor and Lester were marching toward them, their arms swinging at their sides.

Buck drew Eli to him, then cradling him, Eli’s back pinned to his chest, he said into his ear, “Well, brother, this is it.”

Eli nodded; his legs all but buckling. It was all too awful. Buck lifted him, waist high to the railing.

“It’s under the spare, what they want,” Eli said, “his business, on paper, but the money – we can still get it if–”

He reached down into his boot, cut the tape around his ankle with the shard of Jenny’s glass and pulled out the nickel-plated pawnshop pistol. Turned to face Miller and Lester.

“Stay back,” he warned, and fired a shot into the sign onto the bridge and the sign, struck, rattled on its chain.

He bent Eli over the railing, felt, with his bruised hand, what he hoped was one of the marks he’d filed on the cylinder, set the barrel of the gun under Eli’s chin – Eli sobbing, “Ah, Jesus! Not you, Buck!? Anybody but you–” and pulled the trigger. Flash of white, Eli’s head jerking back, struck, and he knocked Eli’s feet out from under him, heaved him over the railing.

Falling – his arms and legs outstretched – he grew smaller, then smaller yet to hit the water with a hard, wet slap.

He sprinted across the bridge. Scaled the bank, the limestone loose under his feet, and Vern fired on him, then again. There was a path, and on higher ground broad-bottomed pines. The path branched and he went to his left, traversed a distance to a tree and its low-hanging branches.

“Lester!” Miller shouted, coming up the hill. “Find him! And RIGHT- FUCKING- NOW!”

“Told you we should’ve had Cleve along,” Vern said, that sing-song in his voice. “He’d’ve covered our asses.”

“Zip it, you,” Lester shot back, “I don’t pay you to open your mouth.”

It was a steep climb, and they were all breathing hard when they passed the tree where he was hiding. The branches came down like a skirt, and he could nearly touch their feet.

“I’m gonna kill that fuckin’ timber nigger when I get my hands on him,” Vern said.

They went around to the right, all three, and Buck scrabbled up the bluff, through sumac and oat grass.

A piece of scree rattled past him to crash into the river. Definitely somebody above him, and Lester and Vern calling to each other, in clicks and whistles and hisses, circling.

“Ambrose!” Lester shouted. “Ambrose?!”

“Lester!” Ambrose called back, just to his left. “He got by me; he’s running up river!”

He broke over the top, and Ambrose emerged from the trees, thrust the roll of film into his hand.

“Stay mobile,” he said, “because, they’ll be comin’ for you, and soon as they know you’re gone.”

With the Ka-Bar he slashed the tires on the cars, two quick jabs each, Lester’s, then Miller’s. Which left Ambrose’s. Which was – as had been the plan – parked out of sight.

Off and on, they were calling to each other, moving up the bluff, and Ambrose keeping them busy.

He got Eli’s Goat started. Pulled out onto the highway. Hit the gas and it leaped ahead, the trees tearing by in a ragged blur.

Blocks from Miller’s at the Moto Foto, he reclined on the hood of the Goat, one boot set atop the other, as if he were watching the stars, bored and pacing the dome of the sky.

All of it for the technician, whom he’d alarmed. In the Moto Foto, rubber gloves up to his elbows, he worked now at his machine, caught in some private argument with himself.

Buck had slipped him the film under the slot in the window, followed it with a twenty. When he got an archly raised eyebrow and the tech said, “Hey, I jump the queue for you, pal, I could lose my job, all right?” he shoved a second bill under, a Franklin, and replied, “Just do it.”

At the bar, to his left, patrons were sitting out in the night calm under heaters, their laughter carrying over.

He glanced up at the clock, where the rooflines of the booth intersected, the face an artificial moon.

1:30.

Come on, come on, come on, he said under his breath.

At Miller’s door, the photos in an envelope clutched in his hand, he reached for the bell. Pressed it, summoning Carol. He would show her the kindness she had shown him. He would try.

The peephole darkened, and there was the rattle of the safety chain. “Michael,” Carol said through the crack in the door, holding her hand to her neck. She’d thrown on slippers and a housecoat, drawn the sash tightly around her middle, her calves strangely white and vulnerable.

“I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it, “to trouble you like this.”

“Is it Bill?”

He nodded. “Could I come in?”

She held the door open, and he stepped inside. She touched her hair, which was like a blond helmet.

“I am so, so sorry about your brother, you have my condolences,” she said, and stood twisting her hands.

That she’d thought to say it – it had to be bad, she knew, whatever he had to tell her – touched him.

At the kitchen table, they sat, the single, shaded light casting patterns of flowers on the wall. Something in the everydayness of it, the sunflower mats, yellow and green, trying to be cheerful, and the curtains over the windows a matching floral pattern, and the plates set – a too bright yellow – for two, and just so. As if against chaos, or trouble, or now – disaster.

The clock tolled the hour, two, and he said, “Do you know where Dr. Miller is, Carol?”

“Well,” she replied, “he’s away on business. In Des Moines. He drove down earlier morning, to one of the clinics he runs. Something to do with…. It burned, and there was… or… were things to take care of.”

He undid the clasp on the envelope. Shook the photos out, then spread them on the table like playing cards. Tapped his index finger over the time stamp in the lower right corner of the first, and slid it over.

Miller pressing Eli’s hand into the landing light, smoke – or was it steam, or both? – shooting from it.

“Earlier tonight,” he said.

Carol held her fist to her mouth. At first shocked, then trying to catch her breath. He showed her the others.

And he told her. All of it.

After, Carol took him to Dr. Miller’s safe. In the garage. Hidden under two feet of concrete.

She should stay with family, he told her. He was worried what would happen when the doctor returned home. Or, he would take her somewhere in the Cities, anywhere.

“It’s not safe,” he said.

Carol laughed. It was a strange, high, bitter laugh. “Oh, I’m not worried about being safe,” she said.
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Back in Tonto Town, Buck climbed the stairs to Eli’s unit where, at the door, he paused before going in.

He held the pawnshop .38 in front of him, then stepped inside and slung the door closed.

Spots swam in his eyes. In the moonlight, things were but weightless intimations of themselves, couch and television, kitchen table and chairs, floating, the windows open, and the curtains, caught in a breeze, billowing. He went up the hallway, to Eli and Jen’s bedroom. The room had been ransacked, the dresser overturned and its contents, clothing, strewn across the floor and the bed torn apart, the luggage he’d seen, when he’d arrived so long ago, broken open.

Up the hallway, outside his room, there was something glossy on the floor, lit in moonlight.

He ran his finger through it. Dry on the edges, slick in the center. He lifted his finger to his nose – blood.

With his foot, he nudged the door open, bent in. A body lay on his cot, an arm flung wide, its legs splayed, in the room the stink of Jenny’s lotion, now sickly sweet, cloying, funereal. He didn’t want to, but he stepped closer. Saw it was Cleve, the knife he’d left out jutting like a lever from his chest.

He nudged Cleve with his foot, then went up the hallway, and something shifted at the windows.

“Come on out,” Ambrose said, “where I can see you. And no heroics,” he added. “Put your gun down, kick it over here.”

He did that, and a match flared. Round face, braids. Ambrose perched on the couch, smoking, a gun trained on him.

“So,” he said. “Live cartridges and blanks. Nice trick,” he said, “taking Eli out like that.

“And since you don’t have what you said you’d get,” Ambrose said, “I’d say you played us, didn’t you.”

“Or, it’s you playin’ me,” he replied.

This Ambrose considered, and a look of disgust crossed his face. “Think I’d do that?”

“Did you?”

“So where, then, is it? What Eli got on Miller?”

“You’ll let him and his girl go?”

“They’re already long, long gone,” Ambrose said, “took a cab, oh, a good hour ago.

“Eli’s got a bad powder burn on his face, thanks to you,” he said. “But that’s about it. Even went to the trouble to take that… bird with him. So he couldn’t be doing too badly.”

Buck reached into his pocket, removed his keys and set them aclatter on the kitchen table.

“Three blocks over on Emerson, in Eli’s trunk. There’s all of what he got hold of, and what I got from Miller’s wife, both.”

Ambrose took the keys and went out, and he waited in the dark, in him an exhaustion not unlike those he’d experienced after games, overcoming him, night sounds filtering through the windows, a far off siren, a ratty motorcycle, laughter, a car going by in the street, a distorted tune stretched behind it like a badly flying kite.

For what seemed the space of a second he nodded off, then heard steps in the hallway and got to his feet. By the clock on the kitchen counter a good half hour had passed.

Ambrose let himself in, then stood facing him in the dark, his eyes shiny, unreadable.

“It was all there. Just like you said it would be. Had to call it in. We’re waiting outside now.”

“For what?

“We’ve spotted Miller headed out of town on a back road, one that’ll take him right to us. They’re as good as in the bag. Should have Miller, Lester, and Vern within the hour.”

Buck shrugged. “Sure.” He got a vague sense of satisfaction. Well. The wheels of justice would take care of things.

“But we’ve got the rest of the rats,” Ambrose added, “the low rank, comin’ over here now – last chance to shut you up.”

Which left the matter of what Ambrose intended to do with him. He had, after all, stepped over the line.

Out front, in the street, cars pulled up, engines idling. The engines died, and there were quick footsteps on pavement, then closer. A scuffling, and the door two flights down creaked.

“They’re comin up, Lester’s lieutenants, and best you not be around when they get here,” Ambrose said. “I got a whole SWAT team’s gonna light this place up like a three tent circus.”

“So, what about me?”

“You? You’re walkin’ out of here with me,” he added. “And don’t fight me on it, or things could go way wrong.”

In his room, he swept up his duffle and the album from under his cot and they went out the back.

At Ambrose’s sedan, they stood a good arm’s length apart, having come to something.

“Well,” Buck said, “I guess this is it. You gotta do what you gotta do, and there’s no use in me running. There’s you, to witness what went on here.” He nodded. “And the record’ll show it, too.

“So, you going to take me in, or are we going to stand here all night?”

Ambrose laughed. “You forget?” he said. “None of us were ever at the Paradise, we shinobs. There are no ‘records’ of you bein’ there. We were all paid off the books, right?

“We’re just ghosts to them, nobodies, if even that.”

 Far off a bird warbled forlornly.

“I’ll take care of it from here,” Ambrose said. “We’ll run Miller and the others down. And you….”

“Yeah, ” Buck said, “what about me?”

“You,” Ambrose replied, “were never here.”

He put out his hand and, with a quick, crushing shake, Ambrose set him free, then ducked into his car and got it started and went up the block and, turning, was gone.

Buck lifted his head. Just the sound of the city, in it the distant rush of traffic, now just more business.

A whole world of it.
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In Sally’s car they were having one of their circular conversations, Sally making little if any sense. Dark circles under her eyes, and her hair pressed greasily flat, she looked terrible. And there was none of that earlier charming girlishness in her, only a staring, rambling anxiety.

That she’d moved her car to Archie’s, to the alley in back behind a dumpster, said it all.

Someone had come after her, she told him, someone with weird, different colored eyes.

Vern. Which meant they’d seen him with her. Had known her car. It scared him a little. Back in Cleveland, when the mob wanted to get to you, they went after your family.

But what of it? Even as they were fighting now over nothing, like an old couple, Ambrose was rounding them up. Miller, Lester, Vern.

“I just… can’t,” Sally said. “I can’t go. And, anyway, I wouldn’t trust myself to drive now.”

“And why is that?”

“I just… can’t,” she said, “any more than I can… fly like some… fucking… spider.”

“Of course you can, Sally,” he said. He didn’t want to take the Goat, you could spot it a mile off, or worse. “Just put this barge in gear, Cap’n, and we’ll sail out of here, Warp Factor Five.

“It’s safe now. I promise. They’re not out there.”

She drummed on the dashboard, like she’d done that first night they met, and he put his hand over hers to stop it.

“Sally.”

“What?”

She played with the electric windows. Up, down, motors whirring. “Listen,” he said, taking her hand.

“You asked if I’d come for you when I left,” he said, “to take you out of here. So, here I am.”

“But – why? Why do we have to go? Couldn’t we just… find another place? Here?”

They had a long drive ahead of them, first, all the way up to the North Shore of Superior, but he couldn’t tell her about that. No, she was in a state already; something… horrible had happened to her, and she was suffering for it–

“Sally,” he said, “you quit, remember? Your job?”

“Oh,” she said, “right. I forgot about that.”

“Start the car,” he told her.

He reached over and turned the key in the ignition and the car sprang to life with a rumble. The sun was up now, and the traffic coming on, and the City stirring, in it a grinding hum. A cook came out, in a white smock and hat, smoked a cigarette, aware of them in the alley.

Far off, a siren wailed. There was a slamming of a car door and loud conversation. The day was wasting. They needed to go.

“Can you do it?” Sally asked.

“I’m right here,” he replied. “You have to do it. You have to step back into your life, Sally.

“Do it,” he said.

“But I can’t.”

“Then, for us?” he said, hating himself for saying it. “Again?”

She glanced over at him. Then, settling herself behind the wheel, she put the car in gear, swung into the street.

“Stay on the black stuff and off to the right of the stripes down the middle,” he joked.

Sally swerved around the car ahead of them, then hit the gas, worked the big car through the rush. Whatever had gotten into her, he thought, it was bad, but, damn, if she couldn’t drive now.

It was a little scary, just how off she was. How angry. Which, maybe, was better than being scared.
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Mid-morning they stopped at a shopping center, the lot busy, customers everywhere, and a too-brightness in the day. He gave Sally two tens and pointed to a grocery.

“Get us some food, can you?” he said. “And a paper.”

Now the road was smooth and winding. “Take 15 to St. Cloud,” he told Sally at an exit.

He lifted the paper. Rifled through it, then found on page three: Wife of Fugitive Doctor Dead of Apparent Suicide. Scanned the column. Shocked. Then found in the side bar to the right:


…year’s long investigation… acquisition of evidence from the deceased wife of Dr. William Miller… has led to the arrest of co-conspirators… auto theft ring operating out of … counts of murder, extortion… alleged staged accidents and…

…FBI investigation is ongoing…



The Vikings had signed a new quarterback, rain was forecast for the coming week.

Alongside Sally, Buck folded the paper, then dropped it, like something spent, over the seat. Was shocked at the thought of what Carol had done, and the difficulty of it. Was that what had happened? Or – had Dr. Miller – and the day darkened, and he shook himself.

Here the road was clear and broad, cut through rolling hills and picturesque farms and everything greening and the windows open, a breeze ruffling through the car and the morning sun bright.

He thought of Eli, Jen alongside him, Jen reading from a map on her knees, Eli’s eyes fixed on the road unfurling under them.

Eli saying, “Hey, Beautiful, stop?” and Jen replying, “soon, Sweetheart mine,” and both meaning it.

Later, passing through a farm town, the homes boxy ranches, and split level, uniformly white but for the color of the shutters either side of their windows, self same little houses, Sally clung to the wheel, her eyes angry slits, and she hiccupped, then again, and then so suddenly, so uncontrollably, she was struggling to so much as breathe, was gasping, and he had to take the wheel, guide the car onto the shoulder where they stopped, and he turned to her.

“Oh, Sally,” he said, sickened at what must have happened, “you went home, didn’t you. And it was bad, wasn’t it.”

He took her in his arms and she let go a sharp, animal cry, and he held her while she wept.

Sally had pasted a bright look on her face, become, once again, the perky girl on the go.

A thought, unbidden, came to him. He was enjoying her company; no, it was more than that.

“Turn here?” she said.

There was a road sign, Duluth, 5 Miles. He glanced at the road behind them, just more open highway.

“So tell me, can you,” Sally asked, “why are we going through Duluth to get to Seattle?”

“Unfinished business,” he said.

They were a good distance out of the city, Buck driving the car, when Sally reached for the wheel, turning it so the car veered to the left.

“Come on,” Sally said. “I want to see the REAL INDIAN MADE ITEMS. Just like it says. Look, it’s right over there!”

Buck, at the wheel, found himself smiling, amused. Though Sally, in the last few hours, had sometimes fallen under the spell of whatever terrible thing she’d faced at home, they’d been funning with each other, and in it was a leaning into something neither of them could say.

But they’d been saying it, anyway, in glances, and sitting all but shoulder to shoulder, in Sally’s throwing her head back, wind in her hair.

She did that now, joking. “Come on, can’t we? There’s another one, stop, all right?” she said.

He looked past her – god, but she was pretty, he thought – off to their right a trading post, garishly colored flags, gewgaws in the windows, and life-sized wooden statues of braves and trusty Voyageurs.

And cars everywhere. A whole slew of them, so that it could be a problem if they needed to shoot back onto the highway.

“Not interested,” he said. “And, anyway, for your information all that shit’s made in… Formosa, or wherever.”

“It’s Taiwan now, if you haven’t heard,” Sally replied, and smiled. She reached into the dash, got another station. “Enough news already. How about some music, okay?”

She searched, spinning the dial, found a station playing pop tunes, now “Physical,” and they looked ahead, up the road. As if embarrassed, but all the closer for it.

All morning he’d listened for news of Dr. Miller, but there’d been nothing. Sally beside him, he’d been vigilant, even distracted as he’d been, Sally flirting, all but come into her own.

He’d scoured every side road, every parking lot, and every gas station they passed for a waiting car, or someone loitering. At times, he’d taken secondary two lane highways.

A sign sped at them now. GATEWAY TO THE NORTH WOODS, it read, under the white letters an Indian with a painted face.

“Now, do I have a honker like that?” he asked.

When Sally didn’t answer, only grinned, they both laughed, then glanced over at each other and laughed again.

So, all right, he had a big, busted-up crooked nose. Still, it was an awful caricature.

They crested a vast, alluvial escarpment, here the Laurentian Divide, drove down into pine, and water, and stone. His arm thrown over the seat, he drove as if at ease, Sally beside him, the Memorial Day crowd out, clustered around the resorts, busy as bees. Shorts and tennis shoes. Ice cream cones. Babies in strollers. Parents shooing gaggles of kids here and there.

Sally beside him, he could almost believe he was driving her up to the lodge, thought to set his hand on her shoulder. Then thought – not to.

“Hey,” Sally said now, and pointed through the windshield, “there’s an Eldorado, just like ours! Same year and–”

Buck looked. His breath caught, before he even knew what he was looking at, his hands hard on the wheel, as if clinging to it. At a motel a stone’s throw in from the road was a yellow Cadillac, and there, too, Dr. Miller at the rear, checking the plate. Lester behind him, Vern off to the side.

They were arguing about something, Dr. Miller jabbing his finger into his palm and Lester nodding.

It was all he could do not to step on the gas and rocket away, his heart hammering as if to burst in his chest. Moments later, with a certain dread in him he glanced into the mirror.

There just the pavement winding out behind like his long-lost life, which was no relief at all. And all that that had been going on in the car – the stupidity of it, his dopey mooning over Sally – gone.

Blinking, he tried to calm himself. Not only was Dr. Miller out there, he’d followed them somehow. He just needed to get what Ruben’d left for Eli, and they could truly run.

Somewhere to the west, where he could send Sally off on her own. And finally end it.

“What?” Sally said. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No,” he said, “just something I forgot. Something I’m gonna have to deal with, so…. Okay?”

“Okay what?”

But neither of them was about to say it – she’d be dropping him off, and soon, because of it.
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The windows open, they turned up a dirt road, one so narrow the pines on either side scratched the car.

He hadn’t been to the tree, he thought, in what seemed a lifetime. Recalled Od driving that big, ruined Continental, Od and Joe speaking in the old language. Joking. At times singing.

To the tree. And thinking on it, now, he laughed, darkly, to himself. Tani ma mitig!

“What’s so funny?” Sally asked.

“Nothing,” he said.

It must have driven Eli near mad to be so… close, but so far from what he’d been after. Manido Giizhigance was what shinobs called it, The Little Cedar Spirit Tree. It had been priests who’d named it The Witch Tree, trying to warn their native converts away.

Here, he thought, passing a hollow, in it birch trees, and butter yellow marsh marigolds, and blooming bloodroot, this is the place, and he turned off at a stand of pines and stopped.

They got out of the car, and the wind off Superior made a lonesome rushing, a sighing. His head cocked, he listened for the whine of a motor, voices, anything, but there was only the wind.

“Should I stay?” Sally asked.

“No,” he told her, and directed her onto the path, adjusting the revolver in his belt at the small of his back.

The path dropped, then rose, then dropped again onto Hat Point, a stone promontory over the lake, The Tree, vastly old and twisted, just there as if a green fire bursting from a fissure in the granite.

Sally stopped, and he went around her, looking for what Ruben had left for Eli. Then saw it.

“Is it all right?” Sally asked, “I mean, that I’m here?” He nodded. And it was, because she’d asked.

He took his cigarettes from his jacket pocket, made a circle of tobacco at the foot of The Tree.

“Nin minigos mashki’wideewin,” he recited, for himself and for Sally, then stepped back.

Nodded to the charms festooned in the pines behind them. Took Bear’s, from his wallet, and hung it on a branch. “Dibindowin,” he told Sally, “that’s what they’re called.”

Figures of men and women; of houses, horses, books; of a miniature pair of crutches; small, wrapped balls of birch bark. Here a tiny papoose. Alongside it, a thumb-sized, blown glass Christmas tree ornament, a red and silver car – an early model Mustang – an X in white paint across the windshield. Marking the spot.

“Each is like… a prayer,” Sally said, “is that it? So, what was yours for? Or who?”

He set tobacco in her palm, directed her to make a circle of The Tree with it, which she did.

“Well?” she said.

“It means,” he replied, and grinned at her, “the Big Cookie is behind door number three.”

“I thought you weren’t going to do that,” she scolded.

“All right, so it doesn’t… mean that,” he replied, but still couldn’t bring himself to utter a word of it. Just wouldn’t. “And what’s gotten into you, anyway? Since when did you get so… sanctimonious and all?”

“You’re so… full of shit,” she spat, “you know that? I mean, stop – lying. To yourself, and to me.” She’d stepped closer. “I’m not stupid. And – STOP SAYING YOU DON’T CARE. You do care, and… so goddamn much, you’re terrified if anyone doesn’t like it, it’ll kill you.

“I mean, who’s the one who’s afraid here?!”

“Me?” he said, and pointed into his chest. “I’m afraid?”

“Yeah, you,” she shot back, “so could you, just this one time, not make me pull it out of you?

“Could you just be yourself, for once?”

“Jesus, Sally. Really?”

“I’m NOT a little girl. I need things. And right now I need – for you – to tell me – what you just said.”

When he rolled his eyes, she knit her hands into her hair and pulled up, her face that of a pukwan.

“I’ll scream,” she hissed.

“All right,” he said, “just don’t–” but even as he said it, he felt as if he’d die, all over again.

“People’ve been coming here for nearly four hundred years,” he said. “That’s what–” he pointed with his chin to the dibindowin behind them “–all of that back there is….”

“What?”

“Asking for… you know, things. Safe passage, most of it.”

“But that wasn’t what you did,” Sally said, “was it.”

“No. There is no safe passage. There’s just… life. So you… you ask to have the strength to rise to it.”

“Can I?” Sally asked.

“What?”

“Ask, like you did?”

He nodded, and Sally pressed her eyes closed, stood with her hands clasped in front of her, and when he said, “Ah, shit, Sally,” so choked up he could barely get that out, she took his arm.

“Say it,” she said, “for both of us. And mean it. And don’t–” she glared “–tell me it’s bullshit.”

He did that, and the two of them stood back of the tree, and the wind off the lake in its branches.

“Come on, Dorothy,” he said, after at time, and reached for her hand, and they turned and went up the path.

Going past Ruben’s ornament, he snatched it from the branch there and slipped it into his jacket pocket.








54


They stopped at a Ben Franklin in Duluth, and while Sally wandered the aisles of war bonnets festooned with dyed chicken feathers, and rubber tomahawks, and moccasins beaded in colors no native had ever strung together, purple and silver? he slipped into the Men’s and pulled the door closed.

When he couldn’t get the cap off Ruben’s ornament, he broke the whole works open on the edge of the sink.

Over the drain, with the shards of colored glass, was a brass key, printed on it: #88 / JHO / Duluth, MN 55805.

In the parking lot of John Herter’s Outfitters, he slung the footlocker-sized box onto the back seat, then jumped behind the wheel. It was hot and stuffy in the car, and Sally was anxious to get going.

“What’s in the box?” she asked.

It had been wrapped umpteen times in duct tape and a label slapped across the front of it. In marker there: Sabaskong Bay Lodge / Storage Unit 88 Camping Supplies TENT & DINING FLY. C/O Ruben LaChapelle.

“Oh,” he replied, “we got here about a mill-and-a-half in unmarked bills, give or take a little, I suppose.”

Sally frowned, and he laughed, glanced into the rear view mirror, then spun onto the highway.

Sometimes, if you just told the truth, no one’d believe it – the very reason they were on the road now.
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On the west side of Cody, Wyoming, on I 14, they stopped at a café, the mountains looming hazy outside, and there, too, the highway in all its desolate, tumble-weeded, cracked two lane glory. He ordered a bowl of chili and devoured it, then ordered another, still ravenous. Sally picked at a tuna-salad. Behind them two men discussed drilling wells in soporific, low voices.

“You’re so quiet again,” Sally said.

He’d taken two of Eli’s speeders, and had driven through the night, looping south. He was certain he’d seen Lester’s car, so had turned onto a service road, and while Sally was sleeping, he’d navigated a patchwork of pot-holed blue highways, which had been exhausting.

A patrol cruiser pulled in the lot, and two staties came in, mirrored sunglasses, Sam Browne belts, guns.

The waitress seated them in the booth opposite, and Buck nodded curtly. He’d bought a knock-off Stetson at a gas station, and he pulled it low over his face and bent to his chili.

Sally kicked him under the table. “After what things were like in the car, earlier, what’s gotten into you?” she asked.

“Just hungry,” he mumbled.
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They had exhausted Twenty One Questions, small talk, and lies about what they’d been doing, Sally saying about what had happened at home, “Just a kerfuffle,” Sally steering the car into the evening, and the Snowies rising on the horizon big, and purple-majestied as myth.

Sally, from the wheel, tousled Buck’s hair. She had changed into a blue linen shirt, Capri pants, and low-heeled espadrilles.

She glanced over at him and smiled. Was she somehow… okay now, or was she just not so upset? Like she’d been in the restaurant.

At the last gas station, the pump jockey had whistled at her under his breath. And why shouldn’t he have? She’d put herself together, done up her auburn hair and put on make up.

She’d – it seemed – truly won something of herself back, that bright-eyed optimism, what’d he been mooning over earlier, but he didn’t trust it. Or, was it, he couldn’t have it now?

Not with Miller out there. Not when they weren’t safe. Not when he wasn’t even close to being done with it.

She cocked her head to one side, regarded him, as one might something attractively shiny.

“If I told you that… I wanted to go with you, wherever that was, what would you say?” she said.

He glanced in the rear view mirror, to avoid her inquiring look. His heart aching, torn. Just more empty road. When the moment had stretched unbearably – because that arrested thing in her was gone, and he could want her now, and he did, and badly – he glanced over at her, said, “I didn’t say ‘No,’ Sally, all right?”

“No, you didn’t,” she said.

“And if I said ‘Yes,’” he told her, “we’d have to stop somewhere, anywhere up along here.”

“So, why don’t we? It’s not too late. Is it?”

“Because,” he said, matter-of-factly, “we have to get you headed off to where you’re going, to Seattle.”

“Ah,” she said. “That.”

“Just drive,” he said. “Can you?”

“I can now,” she said and smiled, bravely.

Away from the cafe where they’d stopped, Sally paced back and forth, then strode up the graveled shoulder in a snit, and he let her go, angry with himself for having upset her, here the highway narrow, and up ahead a pass, the continental divide, and over that, Idaho.

If they were coming, it would be soon, and out here in the middle of nothing and where they’d be alone.

There was another car at the cafe, and he could see the family inside through the window, the mother harried, and the children sullen, and the father, his jacket still on, watchful.

Sally had dropped over a rise, purpled thunderheads bunched there like a fight about the happen.

“Sally?!” he called out, finally, and headed after her.

He glanced back at the café. There was an arrow on its pitched roof, and under that, blinking in neon: Dine. Then, Here. And finally, Dine Here. But in his mind it flashed Die – Here. Die Here.
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There was another car in front of the cafe when they got back, a tan Chevy, and the family gone. He took Sally’s hand and they walked now in stride, like a couple, into the lot.

And, after all, they were that, and had been.

“I just want to stay with you,” she was saying, “and you can laugh, when I say things like… that car there,” and she pointed “looks like a… ‘nurse’s shoe,’ and I won’t get in the way.”

He guided her inside, around the front counter. “Don’t,” Sally said. “I can walk by myself.”

Sliding into a booth, she pulled her legs in after her, and he sat opposite. Down the aisle, a cowboy slept, his knees pulled up and his boots propped on a chair. A grizzled man in a ketchup-stained apron came from behind the counter. “Evenin’,” he said.

“Sally?” Buck said. “Whatever you’d like.”

“Special is Salisbury Steak,” the cook offered.

Buck told him to bring two. He sipped at his water. It was in a thick red glass and tasted rusty.

“If I’m just dropping you off soon, I want something to drink,” Sally told him, sullenly.

“Try the water,” he said.

She glared at him, and he looked away, to the register, there a calendar on the wall, WYOMING: LIKE NO PLACE ON EARTH, old and yellowed, a mountain landscape splashed across it in pastel hues.

“Sally,” he said, turning to her, “if things were–”

She put her face in her menu, as if she were reading it, flinched when he touched her shoulder.

He’d brought up when they should go their separate ways. Where. And how, and now, just up the highway. He’d brought it up, pulling into the cafe. It was what had sent her off into the sagebrush.

That and his suggesting she’d need to get another car. For her safety, he’d told her.

“Your brother,” he said, hooking a finger over the menu and pulling it down so he could see her, “you’ll call him, right?”

There was a fan in the ceiling and it spun in heavy circles, twirling the green fly strip hanging from it. Fingering the keys on the juke box set in the wall, he tried to interest Sally.

“I hate all that sentimental crap,” she said. “It’s all just lies. Like why you’re saying I can’t go with you.”

“You’re right,” he said, pressing his hands flat on the table. “But you’re wrong, too.

“You can’t be around me,” he said, and added, “and it has nothing to do with us, okay?”

Sally reached for his hands, worked her fingers into his, pressed them, then let go, her eyes tearing up.

“Why does everything always have to be so… hard?” she said, and glanced up at him.

“I mean,” she said, “who’s after you?”

“How about some Patsy Cline?”

“Sure. That would be just the thing,” she said. “Play ‘Crazy,’” she said, “can you?” and he did.
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He was knocking back a last cup of coffee, and was about to rouse Sally to go, when he noticed the cowboy again. Behind the divider, he’d turned, so the soles of his boots faced them, and on each were bright, reddish-orange swatches – autobody glazing compound.

It was a color you couldn’t miss.

“Sally,” he said, and shook her. She’d nodded off. She blinked one eye, and then the other, waking.

Under the table, he got his Ka-Bar open, then slipped it, blade-end first, into his jacket pocket. He reached across the table and took Sally’s hands, cupped them in his and squeezed.

“What?”

“You’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do,” he told her, and leaned into the table, “no questions.”

The juke box was playing, Patsy Cline’s voice cheerfully mournful, And I’m crazy for trying, and crazy for cryin,’ and I’m crazy for lov-in’ you. Behind the counter, the cook held up the Sheridan Gazette, shook a page flat, a cigarette in hand, a lazy line of smoke rising from it.

“When I tell you to, I want you to go into the ladies’,” he said. “Go in there, count to thirty, then head out the back door. Go as fast as you can, where you were walking earlier. You run, okay?”

He lifted his cup, motioned for a refill, and the cook slapped his paper flat and came over with a pot.

“Nice night,” he said.

“Sure is,” Buck replied. “Getting much rain?”

The cook launched into the recent wet spell, and Buck nodded, to Sally, and she slipped out of the booth. He took a sip from his cup and stood, and the cook went around to the register, alongside it a stack of newspapers, a piece of bailing wire dangling down the front of it.

“Say, what was that, anyway, jackalope?” he asked.

The cook was not amused. He hit the register drawer, and there was a clashing of gears.

“Some folks,” he said, loudly, so that anyone within earshot could hear, “like our food!”

Whoever it was in the booth, he’d either pulled his boots in now, or he’d gone outside.

He pointed toward the booth. “Short on motels hereabouts it would seem,” he said.

“Nah,” the cook said. “‘Hangover,’ or so he tol’ me. Been sleeping it off all afternoon and then some. He been there in the corner snoring and droolin’ on hisself well on since lunch.”

Buck nodded. At the front door, he stooped, then swept up the wire around the papers.

“Coffee, you don’t buy it, you rent it,” he joked, then went to the men’s and ducked out the rear.

Sally was moving away in the dark, through waist high sage, stumbling, then awkwardly bolting, Vern rangy behind her.

He wrapped the wire around the wrist of his left hand, made a loop on the opposite end, a handle. Came on through the sage after Vern, low over his feet, a hunter again.

Sally stopped to look behind her and, hearing something, drew her shoulders up around her neck.

“Buck?” she cried out. “Buck?!”

Vern, a knife in his hand, rose out of the sage, and Sally lifted her hands to her mouth.

Buck behind Vern, got the wire around his neck. “So help me God,” he said, and pulled the wire tight.

He kicked Vern’s feet out from under him, forced him into the sharp chert, wrested the knife from his hand, then worked the point of it into Vern’s cheek, under his eye, the blue one.

“That’s him,” Sally said, “that’s the one who came at me. It’s his eyes, but I’d swear, they were–”

“Different?” Buck said, and Sally, blinking, nodded.

“How about if I blind you, huh?” Buck said. He hit Vern, hard. “So, where are they?”

“We been followin’ you near since you left the cities,” Vern said. He craned his head up, glared at Sally.

“They’ll get to you, too, sweetheart, you can count on it, with no place to run out here.

“Gonna fuck you’re little pussy, you count on it.”

He bound Vern’s wrists with the wire. “Gonna do me now?” Vern said, and glared, “with your girl here?

“That’s premeditated, they’ll fry you like a side of bacon, you just do it ‘n’ see, brush nigger.”

There was a propane cylinder on a concrete foundation behind the cafe, and he dragged Vern to it. He tied him to the tank stand, bound his wrists to his ankles, then squatted at his head.

Sally circled at a distance, an animal warbling coming from her, “No, no-no-no-no-no….”

“Stop it,” he said to her, “all right?”

Her fist held to her mouth, she stood in the chert, blinking, and Buck dropped to one knee.

“Next time, she isn’t going to be with me, and it’s going be different,” he said, and stood.

Wiping his hands on his apron, the cook came out the back, peered into the dark off the stoop.

“What’s goin’ on here?!” he shouted, and when they didn’t answer, he ducked back in.

Moments later, striding to the parking lot with Sally on his arm, he passed the cook.

“I called the police,” the cook said. “They’ll be coming for you, you goddamn troublemaker. And you, little missy, you shouldn’t be with the likes of him. They’re all just trouble.”

Buck turned, to go back, then thought not.

“Yeah, you. I’m talkin’ to you,” the cook shouted as they got into the car, “You’d better run!”
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The road lit up behind them like an explosion, there a veritable tunnel of light, no common high beams these. He topped a rise and, coming down the backside, read the odometer, 30,242.2.

It was dark, the landscape bathed in blue white moonlight, and the moon caught in a bank of clouds, a scythe. When the lights reappeared behind them, he checked the odometer. 30,250.2.

Up ahead, the road cut through a bluff, more clouds there, lighting forking blue white out of them. On a steep slope he brought the car up to one hundred. Railroad tracks shone in the moonlight alongside them. A train came around the bluff, headed in the opposite direction.

He glanced at the odometer again, then the car behind. It had gained on them by a good mile.

“It’s what’s in that box, isn’t it,” Sally said.

“I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t,” he replied, and checked the mirror again. “And the rest of it, you don’t want to know.”

Rain began to fall, drops as big as marbles, then it came in a downpour, a silver-gray wall of it.

“Get my duffle,” he said.

Sally flung herself over the seat, then had the duffle propped between her knees. The road had gotten slippery, and the car hydroplaned.

“Take out the map,” he told her, and she did that, too. He leaned across the seat. “There,” he said, and pointed.

“Where?”

“What’s that exit?”

Sally snapped on the overhead. “243. It’s around this bend,” she said, “it goes to a… gas station.”

Moments later, he veered off the exit, headed down the ramp, past motley mobile homes in sun and wind worn pastels, to a gas station with a big Skelly sign in front, on it a flying horse. He spun the car around to a stop in front of the pumps.

Bent into the windshield, taking in the station, the wipers tocking crazily against the rain.

“Go!” Sally shrieked. She was on her knees on the seat, looking through the rear window.

He pulled Sally from the car, slung her, kicking, to the front door and inside. The kid behind the register, face spotted with acne and dark, greasy hair, looked up from the comic book he’d been reading, and when he lay the big, nickel-plated revolver on the counter, the kid’s eyes went wide.

“You watch out for her,” he told him. “They come through the door, you shoot. Got it?

“You lock up now, you hear?”

Outside, he got the duffle from the car and took the shotgun from it. Gripped the barrel stock and, with a practiced up-down motion, jacked up a slug.

They sizzled down the ramp, Lester and Miller in front, Vern in back between them, his face a haunting, lurid moon. Lurched to a stop behind Sally’s Cadillac and peered out into the dark.

Buck stepped from behind a pump, blew out the windshield, then racked up another shell and Lester rolled out from behind the wheel, sprinted for the pumps, where Buck led him and fired. Grazed his shoulder, spinning him to the ground, after which he loped, like something not human, behind the station.

Miller was out of the car now, too. He’d thrown open the passenger door, but had gone – where?

The shot gun at his waist and the rain coming down so heavily it dimpled the pavement, he backed away. Kept backing up, past the rainwater gushing in the slough bordering the entrance.

Until he felt a finger of cold steel at the back of his head. “Hello, old Mike,” Miller said, behind him.

He whistled through his teeth, one sharp, ascending note, and Vern trod out of the dark. Under the fluorescent lights, his blue eye was a lurid cobalt, the other a white, blighted halo.

“Drop it,” Miller said, and Buck lay the shotgun at his feet, and Miller kicked it, so it skittered across the wet cement.

He tore Buck’s knife, the Ka-Bar, from his jacket pocket, then shouted to Vern, who’d thrown the rear door of Sally’s Cadillac open,

“Is it there?”

“It’s here, Doc!” Vern called back, a delight in his voice, “Ruben’s box he done stashed away.”

Lester came from behind the building; from his shoulder, blood ran in streaks down his jacket.

“Get the girl,” Miller told him. “And you be sure to take care of the register monkey.”

Lester turned to the door. It was locked. The kid behind the register, big eyed, pointed the gun at him, and he swept up a length of iron rod from the trash can alongside the stoop.

“I can take out the glass,” Lester said.

“We’ll get him after,” Miller replied, and Lester stepped in front of Buck, Vern stepping in behind him.

Miller kneed the back of his legs so he dropped to the wet pavement. Pressed the gun into his ear.

“So, where is it, fucker?” he said, “what you got from Carol. Tell me, and the girl won’t suffer.”

Over his shoulder, Buck said, “The kid’s called the cops by now, don’t you think?”

“Lester cut the line, and long before you got here. So, no. I’m pretty sure no one’s coming.

“So, where is it,” Miller said, “what you got from Carol, and what Eli had stashed away?” Lester hit him, and he went down.

When Buck got up, he glared. “How much do you want it?” he replied, and Miller hit him again.

“You… shit,” he said, and tossed Vern the Ka-bar, then added, “all yours,” and ducked under the pump canopy out of the rain.

Grinning meanly, Vern stepped shoulder to shoulder alongside Lester and snapped the blade open.

“Oh, for what you done to my brother, I’m gonna enjoy cuttin’ on you,” he drawled, “‘for I fuck your girl, that is.”

The Cadillac coughed, and Sally popped up behind the wheel. The engine roared and, tires shrieking, she came flying at them, hit Vern and Lester with a meaty ca-whump! the two of them tumbling end over end into the slough and Sally skidding to a stop.

Buck lunged for the shot gun and, rolling to his feet, brought it to his shoulder, but Miller had gotten Sally by her neck. He wrenched her from the car, as if she were some puppet.

Shook her, squeezing her neck so hard her eyes, for a second, rolled back in her head.

“You think, for one second,” Miller said, his mouth now of a show of too-white teeth, “I wasn’t on to you?! I didn’t play you to get what your thieving brother stole from me?”

“And, no, you didn’t have a chance to hide what you got from Carol, any of it, so where is it?!”

Sally, pinned to Miller’s chest, was looking right at Buck, something so certain in it, it didn’t need to be said.

“So?!” Miller said. “Where is it, Fucker?! And you get it, and get it now. Or I’ll kill her.”

“Trunk,” he said, just that.

Miller wrenched Sally around in the direction of the Cadillac, keeping her pinned to him. The Cadillac running, and the lights making bright, dappled cones of yellow in the rain.

Miller moved with a ragged assurance now, sure Buck couldn’t shoot, not with a shot gun.

His hand gripping Sally’s neck, he bent her, obscenely, into the car for the keys, muttering to himself “–goddamn you, you… dirty cunt, you shitty little–” then dragged her to the trunk, apoplectic with rage and trying to keep her pinned to him while he got the keys into the trunk lock.

Popped it. The lid coming up, and the trunk light flashing on.

“So, was it worth it, Bill?” he called to him, and Dr. Miller, unable to resist, turned to face him.

“Worth it?”

“What you did. Was it worth it?”

Miller sneered. “You do what’s necessary,” he replied, and Buck nodded, and Sally dropped like a stone, Miller couldn’t stop her, and he swept the pump to his shoulder.

Blew Miller’s head off, his body bouncing off the pump behind him to fall on the wet pavement.

Sally got to her feet, her arms at her sides, stood blinking, her face a mask of blood spray.

There was a clear, bell-like ringing in the air. When it had faded into nothing, Buck said,

“You okay?”
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Early morning, they got out of the car and stood on the shoulder to stretch. It had rained all night, and they’d driven through it. Here, now, there was that after-an-electrical-storm ozone in the air, but too, in it sage, and the landscape lunar, in every direction purgations of volcanic stone.

They’d passed through Casper. It had been raining so heavily he’d been unable to see much of anything.

There was a sign up and to the right of the car, Craters of the Moon National Monument.

“To the Moon, Alice!” Sally laughed, almost hysterically, and her voice trailed off.

He smoked, his back to the car, patted his breast pocket, where he kept his cigarettes.

“So, how are you?” he asked. “And I mean, really.”

“What? Do I look funny?”

She’d put on dry clothes, was pretty again, and in a way that touched him. Something was different about her, and he wasn’t going to press her to tell him what it was.

“Do you want to talk about it, what happened back there?” he asked. Her not talking about it had him worried.

They’d left the station, Buck taking his gun, and Sally, witness to it, saying nothing.

“I know, and all too well,” she said, “what kind of people they were. If that’s what you mean.”

“You didn’t fall apart back there, and that was as bad as it ever gets,” he said, wanting it to stick. “You can get through that, darling,” he said, “and you can get through anything.”

And at that, Sally smiled – and it was, he thought, the smile of a woman who knew things.

In Soda Springs, a desolate little town, they stopped at a gas station, a big green brontosaurus on the roof. A pump jock in a blue outfit with the name Dean on the pocket checked the oil.

“You’re low,” he said.

Buck waved him back, anxious to get moving. “Gonna ruin your motor,” the pump jock warned.

“All right, fill it then,” Buck told him, for Sally.

On the main thoroughfare traffic, what of it there was, and it was mostly pickups, was moving briskly. While he’d been busy with the car, Sally’d gone to the pay phone, her and her brother having quite a conversation.

She nodded enthusiastically, held her hand over her face, a fingered visor to shield her eyes from the sun.

The pump jock threw the hood down with a clang, and he dug into his pocket. Got out his wallet, now thicker with bills. All tens, he saw. No doubt, when he’d left the wallet on the dashboard, earlier, Sally’d slipped the bills in, two of which he used now to pay the pump jock.

While she was there on the phone, he jammed, from the box, six packets of hundreds into the glove compartment.

Finally, Sally hung up. She bounded around to the driver’s door and slipped into the car.

“Ta da!” she said. “It’s all set up.”

“Is it?”

“It’s just a day’s drive, right? I’ll take you all the way up to–” he turned the map for her, and her hand shook a little tracing the blue line of I 30 “–Twin Falls, How’s that?”

“Good,” he said, only it didn’t feel that way.
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On the north end of Twin Falls there was a visitors’ area that overlooked the Snake River Canyon, and Sally pulled off into it, and they both got out, as if to just stretch their legs.

They perched at the rim, as if birds on a wire.

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Sally said, the two of them at the railing as if clinging to it.

There was a concessions stand, and parents marshaled kids, drinks in hand, from it to peer over the railing, and the pull of the canyon so strong, the great, gaping void of it, he and Sally stood, shoulders touching, as if against an all but overwhelming force of nature, each moment ballooning into the next and there being nothing to say.

“Listen,” Sally said, finally, and looked up into his eyes, mustering everything she had in her. “I’ve got to go.

“I don’t want to drive in the dark any more than I have to, okay? Will you think of me?”

He put his hand out, and when she took it, he pulled her to him and held her, her shoulders blades under his hands like little wings, and Sally crying, and trying so hard not to.

“You’ll be all right,” he told her, and she nodded, and like that he let her go, and she stepped out of his arms, forever.

Whistling, to console himself, he strode up the highway, his bag slung over his shoulder and the box under his arm.

He took what he’d been whistling up under his breath, then sang it, that old warrior’s song, his thumb out, and belonging just then nowhere, so, as Seraphim had once told him, belonging everywhere.

A ghost again.
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Up the road was a Post Office, Old Glory flying from a flagpole, the halyard ringing against it like a summons.

He paused, at the front door, taking the measure of the sun. Dropped his Stetson again the glare. Still early, plenty of time for this, he told himself, and was tempted all over again to do otherwise than what he’d promised himself he would. He’d counted the money. Even after what he’d given Sally, there was well over a million dollars in the box. For himself, he’d taken just enough for a month or two, until he got back on his feet.

At which thought, getting back on his feet, he opened the Post Office door and strode purposefully to the counter.

The clerk, a graying woman in a smart blue uniform, was busy cleaning. She scrubbed at something that had spilled there, turning her rag in circles, then saw him and stepped back.

Her eyes raking him, she frowned, wondering, no doubt, what the likes of him had been up to.

“Heard you been having nice weather lately, that right?” he asked, and slid the box onto the counter.

“You fishing?”

“How’d you guess”

“Well,” she said, her fist, the rag in it, on her hip, “says ‘Camping Gear’ on your box, and you asked about the weather. You a guide?”

He told her he was, “Only, after a week in the rough, we’re car camping–” he winked “–if they can decide where.”

“Well, if you go east, you got easy access in American Falls,” she said, “or you could fish off a tributary of the Salmon.”

He took an envelope and an embossed sheet of paper from the rack on the wall, then lifted the pen from its stand, the chain the pen was attached to forcing him to step to his left.

He bent, unable to think how to put it, then laughed at what occurred to him. Life had a way like that.

Please store what this box contains for Eli, he wrote. You are to dispense to him what he needs, given he has decided to further his education – or in the event he invests in a business, one hiring locals, such as a lodge. Eli tells me Sabaskong Bay is up for sale again.

The remainder of the contents are to be used at your discretion, for whatever continuing good work you see fit.

Your son,

And he had to think on it – and when he’d thought too long, and the clerk was giving him looks, he signed it:

Michael

He stood back from the counter, folded the letter in thirds and slipped it into the envelope.

On the face of the envelope he penned an address, then wrote, over it:

Care of: O. Fineday

“Canada,” the clerk said, taking the box from him, and there was all that with the postage.

He strode across the Post Office lot, his bag slung over his shoulder, and a spring in his step. The sun hung bright over the mountains to the west and, in a ditch alongside the road, where cattails grew, red-winged blackbirds sang. He’d only gotten a mile or so up the road, had his thumb out again and was walking backwards, feeling his way along the pebbled shoulder, when a truck loaded with building supplies roared over a rise behind, bearing down on him.

There was the sound of metal on metal, braking, and the skid of tires.

The driver, a heavy, silver-haired rancher in khaki, called out through the passenger window, “Goin’ as far as Ketchum.”

They drove along a narrow winding road, in low hills, a smudge of bluish purple ahead, mountains there.

They passed through a small, rough-looking town, off to their left an immense red sign, one which made him think of Moby’s. Merc Mart.

“Hailey isn’t much to look at,” the driver confided, “but up the road here, you’ll see….”

The mountains rose on both sides, dwarfing the truck, and kept rising, higher, then higher yet, to tower over them. A distance farther on, the road opened onto a valley, one broad and green, a creek meandering through it, aspens there, their leaves waxy mirrors catching the sun.

Taken aback, he put his head between the dash and windshield, craning his head up.

“Here’s where I was headed,” the driver said.

They screeched to a halt at a construction site, a fieldstone foundation, elaborate, and many tiered. The driver – Wes, he’d told him – began unloading the lumber in the bed, and Buck went around back. The wood was freshly cut pine and tacky with dots of sweet-smelling pitch.

“You can just take off,” Wes said, setting his hands on his hips, “no need to put yourself out.”

“That’s all right,” Buck told him, getting his arms around a raft of boards and lifting them.

They carried the lumber to the foundation, and when they were finished, they moved fieldstone, for the fireplace, Wes informed him, and sheetrock, from a stack in the graveled drive, and in that way they spent the entire afternoon, working into the early evening.

Done, they stood looking at each other, dirty and sweaty. Wes drew a hand across his forehead, wiped it edgewise against his pants, then held it out, having decided something.

“I’m gonna need some help, and I know a good man when I see one. And I owe you for today, anyway. Can you swing a hammer?”

“It’s outside work, right?”

“Rain or shine.”

Buck nodded. “I’d like that,” he said.

They drove into town, then turned up a wooded canyon, the road rising, and the air redolent with the scent of fir, but now, too, lupine. Vast purple reaches of it on the mountainsides, smelling of – summer, and life, and everything beautiful and right and true, and he thought of Sally, coming into Seattle.

Ojeeg Anung, The Fisher, his name meant, The Summer Maker, he should have told her.

At the end of the road was a cabin, creosote-stained logs and a green-shingled roof. Windows set just so, and the frames painted a cheerful orange. A woman’s touch, but she was gone.

There was a sheep wagon in back, round-roofed, and Wes, pointing to it said, almost jokingly,

“Need a place, it’s free.”

“Thank you,” he said. He would use it; it was just right now, and in front of it was an immense, towering cottonwood.

Out of the truck, he crossed the yard with his duffle. When he stood by the sheep wagon he could see into the stream there, the water clear and kitigan, waterweed, trailing neon green over the graveled bed.

A trout held itself against the current, lazily navigating the current, then darted upstream.

“You can wash up in here, if you want,” Wes shouted from the cabin. “Don’t be too proud.”

“Mind if I take a minute?”

“I’ll be a while makin’ dinner. Get situated,” Wes called back. “Make yourself at home. There’s no rush.”
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High over the cabin, he stood at the lip of a rock outcropping, one flat and round as a dais.

The town, in miniature, spread as if from his feet, in the last of the light a dog barking and a boy calling to it, “Rufus! Rufus! Come here, boy!” the sun, dropping over the edge of the world.

A step would set him free, but he wouldn’t do that. When the time was right, he had to go back.

The night coming on, he set his hands on his hips and the moon rose behind the mountains across the valley.

First a glimmer of the palest, blue white light. The moon rose steadily, then leapt into the sky, floating, large as a lit lantern.

Tibik gisis. His moon.

A pack of scurrying wolves came out of the trees below him, traversed the mountainside. The wolf at the head of the pack stopped to test the air and, finding the source of the scent, looked up at him.

Recognized something in him, and went on.

When he came into the yard, Wes had a fire going. There were two logs there at an angle, one abutting the cottonwood.

“Sit,” Wes said, and he did, his legs out, and his back set against the tree. He looked up into it. The branches were broad and encompassing, the new leaves a canopy, and the stars shining through, the moon there all but full. Somewhere, under that self same moon, Sally was driving into Seattle.

Wes handed him a plate, his dinner on it. “What’s your name,” he said, “if you don’t mind me asking. After all, if we’re gonna be working together, got to call you something.”

Wes smiled, a widower, happy for the company. It was such a simple question, but he found himself struck dumb.

And just then, what Sally had said at The Tree came to him: I mean, who’s the one who’s afraid here?!

“Well?” Wes insisted, and gave him a curt nod. “You got to have a name, don’t you?”

“Doden,” he replied, then added, “Miskwa’ doden. It means Red Deer, but you just call me Buck.”
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