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Every saint has a past,and every sinner has a future.  
—Oscar Wilde's A Woman of No Importance



CHAPTER ONE

 
 

The day before my fortieth birthday, Eastgate Penitentiary for Women opened its gates and released me back into the world. The sally port officer that day was a heavyset bruiser named Mabel Jackson. I had trained her when she was just a rookie, but that was back when I was still a CO, back before I'd become an inmate—before I'd been locked up in Eastgate with all the other animals. In the thirteen months I'd been inside, Mabel had never once spoken to me. As she opened the last door for me, though, she smiled and extended a thick hand in my direction. "Good luck, Bennett."

I shook her hand. "Thanks."

Then I walked through the front gate and into the misty morning of my new life.

In the parking lot, my brother Nate was sitting in his car with the windows down. When he saw me, he smiled and climbed out. The kid's left leg was malformed at birth, so he walks with a forearm crutch, but he hurried toward me as quickly as he could, his right hand outstretched.

When he got to me, he swallowed me in a bear hug and shouted, "Ellie!"

As he squeezed me, I glanced up and saw Kitty Morley leaning against the rail on tower two. Looking crisp and clean in her guard's uniform, she smirked down at me.

I pulled away from Nate.

Kitty and I stared at each other for a while before Nate whispered, "Is that her? Is tha—"

"Got anything you want to say, Kitty?" I called up to her.

She kept smirking. Then she straightened up, took a deep breath, and looked off into the distance, smiling as if she could see the trouble on my horizon. Then she just turned and walked away.

Nate asked, "That was her, right?"

"Don't worry about it."

"Are you okay?"

I slapped him on the back. "I will be once I get the fuck out of here."

We walked to his car, a navy-blue ten-year-old Ford Escort.

"You still driving this beater?"

"It's still running."

We got in, and Nate wedged his crutch between his seat and the emergency brake. Then we whipped out of the parking lot. As I watched Eastgate grow smaller, my body felt pleasantly numb, like I'd taken a slug of whiskey.

Nate said, "I'd roll the windows up, but the AC ain't working."

"It's fine," I said. "I'd rather have them down."

Eastgate sat at the end of a long gravel road. On either side of us, grass whiskered the muddy fields in both directions. For a moment, I felt a little dizzy. I realized I hadn't moved this fast in over a year.

I flipped down the sun visor to look at myself in the little vanity mirror.

It didn't do much for my vanity. My short, sandy hair looked like shit from a year's worth of that hand soap they gave us in place of actual shampoo. My face was crinkling around my eyes—eyes that I hadn't really looked into in thirteen months. They were the same shade of walnut they'd always been, but they seemed harder.

Without looking at me, Nate said, "You're still beautiful."

I flipped up the visor. "I could use a drink."

"Hear what I said?"

"Thanks. Hear what I said about that drink?"

"Yeah. Listen, maybe we should just get home. Bethany and the kids are gonna be waiting for us."

"You got booze at home?"

"No. I quit drinking."

"No kidding."

"Yeah."

"Congratulations."

"Thanks."

"I, on the other hand, could use a drink. Can we stop for a bottle?"

We got to the road and when we hit pavement, Nate took us up to sixty. My heart sped up like I was on a roller coaster.

"So from your silence," I said, "I guess that's a no."

He shrugged. "We don't bring the stuff into the house. It's a rule we settled on. We just decided we don't want it around the kids. Okay?"

"Hey, your house, your rules."

"Thanks, sis."

I nodded. "That a new rule?"

"Yeah."

"Since I've been in Eastgate?"

He raised his eyebrows. "It's just something that Bethany and me decided on. Like I told you in my letters, we've been getting really involved with our church."

Even though Nate and Bethany only lived an hour away from Eastgate, I wouldn't let them come visit. I couldn't take her This-is-the-day-that-the-Lord-has-made cheeriness, and I couldn't take seeing him there at all. Some inmates need visits from the outside to feel human. I guess a visit would have been nice, but I knew I was only going to be in for a year or so. I told him to stay away and write me instead. He wrote me every single week. Nice guy, my brother.

"Bethany wanted to come with me today," he said, "but she had to take Felicia to softball practice."

"Oh yeah, how's the softball going?"

"She's trying," he said with a shrug. "What she lacks in ability she makes up for in enthusiasm. Trying to live up to her aunt's high school track glory."

"That glory ran out a long time ago."

"Say what you want, you're her hero. Always have been."

We hit the highway, and Nate inched up to seventy-five miles an hour.

I thought about my niece. I'd hoped she might write me while I was inside, but she hadn't. I couldn't blame her for that, of course, but it had given me some bad nights.

"I doubt I'm still her hero."

"Stop it," he said—both hands on the wheel, face forward, jaw clamped tight. "You are still Ellie Bennett. You're still my big sister, and you're still the strongest person I've ever known. Me and Bethany and the kids, we love you. And Felicia still worships you."

Cars passed us.

He asked, "Well, what do you think of that?"

My nose itched. I scratched it. My hand smelled like prison.

"You're nice to say it. Now, let's drop it. I'm going to have to ride the wave of positive reinforcement from Bethany; let me ease into it."

Trees and fields and billboards zipped past and eventually gave way to buildings. The gas stations and the big discount outlet and the fast food places—they all looked the same, of course, but strange at the same time. Everything seemed to have aged since I'd been gone.

The one new thing I saw was a billboard screaming:

ELECT 
LOU DON COLFAX 
TO THE US SENATE 
A LEADER WE KNOW 
A SENATOR WE CAN TRUST

"Governor Colfax is running for Senate?"

"Yeah," Nate said, "against that preacher, Brother Jerry Kingston."

"Huh. Must have missed that news while I was inside. Who's winning?"

"My money is on Brother Kingston."

"Really? Is he qualified to be a senator?"

Nate shrugged. "In Arkansas, being a preacher's qualification enough. I know Bethany will vote for him. You know mom and dad would have."

When Nate and I were teenagers, our parents got saved. I reacted by leaving home as soon as I could, but Nate Jesused up for a while. He drifted away from church after high school, but when he met Bethany she made it pretty clear she would only marry a true believer. Fourteen years later, the guy couldn't have booze in his house.

A diesel rumbled past us spraying a grimy film across the windshield. Nate hit the wipers.

"You know," he said, "Bethany's been praying for you."

"Course she has. It's what she does."

Nate nodded. "She's a prayer warrior, no doubt."

"Do you still pray?"

"Oh sure. You know. I pray for Bethany and the kids and you. Thank him for the good stuff, ask for help with the bad stuff. I'm probably not as consistent with it as I should be, but I do it pretty regular. I like it. It's like mediation, I guess. Always makes me feel better."

"But your wife actually hears from god, right?"

He pursed his lips. "Well, when Bethany talks to god, god talks back. Least she says he does."

"He talk to you?"

"Nah. When I pray, it's more like I'm leaving him messages."

"You leave him any messages about me?"

"Every day."

"Really?"

"Really."

I looked out the window.

"I'm not sure he's been getting them."

* * *


Nate lived in a split-level three bedroom house across the street from his shop. It was a hell of a nice spot because the street was the dividing line between Osotouy City's downtown commercial zone and the residential zone that climbed up into the neighborhoods in the hills above town.

When we pulled into his driveway, I got out and looked at his shop, a converted service station with a small office and a long bay door. He'd kept the original color scheme of navy blue with bright red trim, and matched the lettering on the office window that read BENNETT REUPHOLSTRY AND FURNITURE REPAIR. A nice looking place, but at the same time it felt empty somehow.

"How's business?"

He shrugged. "Not too bad. I was hoping you'd help out for a while, actually. Until you get back on your feet and decide what you … what you want to do from now on."

"Thanks."

We walked up to his house, and he unlocked the front door. "Hey, you'll be helping me out."

We went in through the kitchen. It connected with the dining room and led into a long, carpeted den. They kept the place clean and orderly, but the furniture was cheap. Except for the dining room table, which was an antique, most everything else came from Walmart or Target. Nate reminded me of a chef I used to date. The guy had worked in a fancy restaurant making delicious food all day, but when he came home he mostly ate takeout. That was Nate. Once he punched out from work, he didn't give a shit about furniture.

"We're moving the baby in with us. You can have his room."

"I can sleep on the couch."

His waved that away. "We already got you set up. Bethany took some of your clothes out of the storage unit and washed them and hung them up in your room."

"I'd like to take a shower."

"Of course," he said. "You know where everything is up there."

The room was painted yellow and filled with baby books and stuffed animals. My clothes were hanging in the closet and folded neatly in a shabby chest-of-drawers. On a small bedside table, my cell phone was plugged into a charger. Beside it, a small jewelry box held some of my rings, earrings and necklaces. The bed appeared freshly made, and Bethany had left a towel and washcloth on it along with some toiletries.

I took that stuff into the bathroom and locked the door, and for the first time in a year I was alone.

I sat down on the edge of the tub, facing myself in the big mirror over the sink. There I was.

"Beat up," I said, "but not yet beaten."

I stood and peeled off my clothes and turned up the shower as high as it would go and climbed in and tried to burn off the stink of prison.

* * *


Bethany came home a few hours later. She wore cut-off jeans and an old Alan Jackson tour T-shirt. With her long red hair pulled back in a messy little bun, lugging a surly two-year-old on her hip, she should have looked haggard, but her face brightened when she saw me. She handed off the baby to Nate and wrapped me in a hug. "Praise the lord, we have you back!"

Felicia came in behind her stinking of sweat and ice cream. She hovered behind her mother, not quite making eye-contact with me.

"Hey, kid," I said.

"Hey, Aunt Ellie."

Her mother prompted, "Gonna give her a hug?"

I wished for the sake of me and the kid both Bethany hadn't said it.

Felicia said, "I stink. I need to wash."

Nate said, "Oh, give your aunt a hug."

"It's okay," I said.

I extended my fist.

Felicia bumped me.

I told her, "You do stink. You weren't lying."

She smiled, still avoiding the eyes of the three adults who unreasonably expected her to say or do something to ease their own awkwardness. "I'm going to go get washed up."

As Felicia left and Nate took the two year old into the den, Bethany asked me, "Hungry? I know Nate hasn't fixed you anything, and it's about dinner time."

"I could eat."

She put me to work cutting up carrots and cucumbers for a salad while she set up a rice cooker. "Have you thought about what you want to do now that you're out?"

"Sure," I said.

"I didn't mean to imply that you hadn't—"

"No, I know what you mean."

"Nate and I just thought that maybe you could work with him."

"We talked about it."

"Oh good."

"Outside of that … I don't know. I've thought about it, but I don't know what's available out there for me. I mean, working in corrections is all I've ever done. I could be a security guard, but who's going to hire an ex-con as a security guard?"

"You've got management skills."

"That I got as a CO. Not much of a selling point."

"We'll figure out something," she assured me. She glanced down at the crap I was cutting. "Cut those pieces a little smaller."

* * *


That night, I couldn't sleep. For thirteen months, I'd been in a dormitory with fifteen other broads. Now I couldn't go to sleep without the sound of coughing and farting and masturbating.

On the bedside table, Bethany had left me a Bible. I stuck it in a drawer.

I got out of bed and did push-ups until I collapsed. Then I did sit-ups until my abdominal muscles hurt. It didn't help. I needed to get drunk or fuck somebody. Maybe both. Not on the first night, though. Tomorrow maybe.

I climbed back in bed and tried to sleep, but I kept thinking about her up on that guard tower smirking down at me.

Kitty Morley.

It's hard to get to sleep with hate keeping you up all night.




CHAPTER TWO

 
 

First thing the next morning, I put on a skirt and blouse, dabbed on some lipstick, put in some earrings, borrowed Nate's Escort and drove over to see my parole officer.

PO Romandetto had little black slits for eyes over a wide flat nose and a lipless mouth. Even though he was probably pushing sixty, his hair was as black as licorice. Although we'd been acquainted for years through Eastgate, since he'd become my PO he acted like we'd never met. He was sitting at his desk, cigarette dangling from his mouth, playing some game on his iPhone when I walked in.

Without looking at me, he said, "Sit down."

I sat down in a chair opposite him. His office was small and stained yellow with cigarettes. A carton of Pall Malls sat opened on the window pane behind him. An ashtray overflowed on the desk.

He kept playing his game. I watched him play. For a while.

Eventually, he lost.

"Shit." He tossed the phone on the table. "You play these games?" he asked, crushing out his cigarette.

I shook my head.

"Damn things are worse than butts," he said. "Throwing birds at pigs ain't no way to spend a morning."

"That my first piece of instruction for the outside world?"

He leaned back in the creaking seat and lit another smoke. "You a smartass?"

"No, I'm a dumbass, that's why I'm here talking to you."

His cheeks jerked up and exposed a jumble of teeth. I guess it was what passed for a smile in the Romandetto family. He chortled. "You get home yesterday okay?"

"I was wondering if you remembered who I was."

"Sure, I remember you, Bennett. You're nobody. You're an ex-con. Which, in this country, puts you one rung under a stray dog. I'm here to make sure you don't shit on the carpet or bite any decent people for the next sixty months. So, we clear on who you are and who I am?"

I didn't say anything to that. Basically, it was true.

"Good," he said. "Glad we got that out of the way early. You got a place to live?"

"With my brother and sister-in-law."

"What's their deal?"

"He has an upholstery business. She works at a daycare."

"You got a job yet?"

"Going to work for my brother."

"You know anything about fixing couches and shit like that?"

"Our uncle did it. It was his business. My brother and I both worked there when we were in high school."

He pulled a form out of a wire basket on his desk and passed it over to me. "Fill this out. Everything you just told me with names and addresses and phone numbers. I'll be around this week to check up on you. Be there."

As I was filling it out, his phone rang.

He picked it up. "Romandetto. Oh, hello. Yes. As a matter of fact, she's here now. Yes." He held out the phone to me. "For you."

I arched an eyebrow, but I took the phone.

"Hello?"

A smooth male voice asked, "Ms. Ellie Bennett?"

"Yes."

"My name is Charles Hamill. I was wondering if you could come see me. Mr. Romandetto has told me that you might be the person I need for a small job."

"Oh. Sure. What is the, uh … Can you tell me about the job?"

"Well, how about we meet? I can tell you about it in person. Could you come see me about noon?"

"Sure."

He gave me the address, and I wrote it down on a pad of Post-it Notes on Romandetto's desk. The man on the phone said goodbye and hung up.

I asked Romandetto, "What's the deal with this guy?"

"Don't know. He called yesterday asking about you."

"Well, who is he?"

"Used to be an assistant DA. Now he works for one of these, whatchamacallit, legal advocacy groups."

"What the hell's he want with me?"

"Don't know. But at least it'll be legitimate work. Give it a chance. Be good for you."

* * *


After I left Romandetto, I went to breakfast. All things considered, it hadn't been a bad morning. I'd known some broads in Eastgate who'd had Romandetto for their PO and no one liked him much, but everyone said he was on the up and up. Most of the female parolees in our district got either Belton, Groggins, or Romandetto. Belton was a crook; he wanted cash. Groggins was a perv; he wanted sex, or at least groping rights. Romandetto, on the other hand, was a hardass who smoked like it was 1950 and treated you like a child, but if you didn't shoot anybody or develop a meth habit, he'd probably stay out of your way.

I had about forty dollars to my name. I figured at least twenty of that should go toward a decent breakfast, so I drove down to the river district and parked by the water and walked up to the Sunlight Grill.

The place was airy and open to the water. I sat there in the sun and ate a spinach and feta omelet made with real eggs. I had a side of thick cut bacon. I had a fruit cup with red grapes and big chunks of honeydew and pineapples. Then I washed it all down with freshly squeezed orange juice and two cups of coffee. It would take a few more genuine meals to flush the prison food out of my system, but that breakfast was a good start.

Then the waiter brought me the check and I looked down at the date and remembered that it was my fortieth birthday.

So much for breakfast.

* * *


Charles Hamill's office was located on the tenth floor of the Milner Building downtown. At forty stories, the Milner was the tallest building in Osotouy City. While various financial service companies occupied most of the floors, the tenth floor was leased to the Faith and Liberty Legal Initiative. Whatever the fuck that was. Riding up the glass elevator, I felt a little dizzy. The day before, I'd been in jail staring at the same nasty broads I'd been staring at for thirteen months. Now I could see the town drop away beneath me.

The door opened and I stepped into a hallway that had FAITH AND LIBERTY LEGAL INITIATIVE on the wall in raised red letters. From behind a receptionist's outpost, a busty, short-haired blonde with a sharp nose and a pursed mouth looked up at me. Her name plate read: Gennifer. Gennifer was maybe twenty-five years old, and she had the air of a woman who got shit done. "Hello," she said. "Welcome to the Legal Initiative."

"Thanks," I said. "Hi. Uh, I'm here to meet with Charles Hamill."

She nodded, stood up and said, "Ms. Bennett?"

"Yes."

"Awesome. I'll take you to him."

She came around the desk. Gennifer moved with youth and vigor, but she needed a little more practice in heels. As she hurried me down the hall, she threatened to blow out an ankle.

We went, as far as I could tell, all the way to the other side of the tenth floor, to a door with Charles Hamill's name. She opened the door and led me into an outer office.

Sitting at a large desk, with a framed Christian flag hanging on the wall behind her, was an older woman with plum-red hair. Her name plate read VIOLETTA LIPS, and she put aside a Weight Watcher's calorie counter and smiled as brightly as if we'd burst in with balloons.

"Oh, thank you, Gennifer."

"Of course."

Gennifer swept out.

The secretary said, "Ms. Bennett?"

"Yes."

She nodded. "So nice to meet you. Brother Hamill will be expecting you."

She picked up her phone and hit a button. While she did, I glanced around. On the wall behind me hung a painting of Jesus holding the Bible in one hand and the US Constitution in the other. Violetta Lips, or Sister Lips as I hoped people called her, spoke into the phone, "Brother Hamill, your noon appointment is here. … All righty, I surely will."

She hung up. "He'll be out in a sec, hon."

"May I ask a question?"

"Of course."

"What do y'all do here?"

"We're a legal defense fund that works to promote religious liberty. Whenever folks are discriminated against for their Christian beliefs, we're there to help them work through the courts."

"Like the ACLU for fundamentalists."

Sister Lips blinked and then smiled at that. While she was trying to think of a way to respond, a door at the other end of the room opened. As it opened, I noticed a red, white, and blue campaign sign taped to the inside that read: JERRY KINGSTON FOR SENATE.

A man in a dark blue suit and a red tie walked through the door and extended his hand to me. "Charles Hamill," he said.

Trim and clean, with eyes as blue as Easter eggs, Hamill was almost pretty. Though he was a little taller than me, his handshake was weak.

"Ellie Bennett," I said.

He took me back to his office, a giant corner space with a view of downtown all the way to the river. A couple of larger Jerry Kingston signs sat propped against the walls.

"I see you're a big Kingston supporter," I said.

He glanced at the signs. "Yes," he said. "Yes. Brother Kingston will make a fine senator." He nodded and gestured at a chair in front of his aircraft carrier of a desk. "Well, please have a seat."

I sat down. He walked around to the other side of his desk. It took a while.

When he sat down, he said, "I hope you don't mind if I jump right to it, Miss Bennett … do you prefer Miss or Ms. Bennett? Never too sure with all the political correctness these days."

"You can call me Ellie."

"Fine. I hope you don't mind if I jump right to it, Ellie."

"Of course not."

"Fine. I understand that you just got out of jail."

"Yes." When I said it, I felt small.

"And before that you were a guard at Eastgate."

"Yes."

He nodded. "I'm wondering if you knew someone while you were there."

"Who?"

"A woman named Alexis Kravitz."

"Yeah," I said. "I knew Alexis. We were in the same section."

"Know much about her?"

I shrugged. "She's about twenty-five, I guess, but she seems younger."

"In what way?"

As I searched for a nice way to answer the question, Hamill said, "Please feel free to state it bluntly. I'm interested in your unvarnished opinion."

"Oh, I don't know. Some people, they live a hard life and it ages them. Other people live a hard life, but it's like they get stuck being thirteen somehow. Alexis isn't stupid, but she's sort of … permanently innocent."

"Yes, that's Alexis. Did you get along with her?"

"Sure. We weren't chummy or anything, but we never had any problems—either when I was a guard or a prisoner."

Hamill nodded and tapped both of his index fingers on the desk at the same time. "Well, as you may remember, she got out of jail a few months ago."

"Yeah, maybe six or more."

"Eight, actually. And in an effort to get clean, she entered a Christian drug rehabilitation program called Free At Last. We here at the Legal Initiative fund various programs, including Free At Last. We considered Alexis one of our success stories. She was doing really well for a few months. But now, now she's gone missing."

I sat there with my legs crossed like a lady, smiled politely at the pretty man in his corner office, and waited for him to tell me why he called me. He just gave me that vacant lawyer stare they must teach in law school, though. Finally I asked, "Have you notified the police? Checked with her PO?"

"Well …" he tapped the desk with both fingers again. "Her parole officer is Mr. Romandetto. We've been led to believe that he is quite strict with those under his charge. If Alexis has fallen back into drugs, then she is certainly in violation of her parole. We'd—I'd rather just try to find her and bring her back."

"You'd like me to find her."

"Yes. I would."

"To be honest, I don't know if I can."

"Of course, but you know her. She wouldn't—we're afraid she might run if she thinks someone is looking for her. In fact, when you find her I'd rather that you call me, so I can talk to her. You don't need to confront her or bring her back. Just locate her. You know her and you're likely to know some of the people she's running with. You have enough social currency in that world to find her."

"I've never heard of being an ex-con referred to as 'social currency' before," I said, "but I guess I take your point."

"Good."

"Did she take her kid with her?"

"Her …" He stumbled. "I … uh … don't know."

"You know she's got a kid, right? About five years old. Something like that. A little girl named … Haylee? No, Kaylee. Kaylee Kravitz. I remember because I've always thought alliterated names are goofy."

"Oh yes. Yes. Of course."

But it was too late. I'd caught him in a lie. Until I told him, this guy had no idea that Alexis had a daughter.

He recovered with a smile and leaned into his desk. "Now, I know you're just out," he said, opening a drawer. "And you need to get back on your feet." He passed me an envelope. "Here's five hundred dollars. Find her and I'll give you another five hundred."

I took the envelope. It was thin but wonderful.

Hamill stood up. "If you need to call me, my number is on a slip of paper in the envelope."

I stood up. "Thank you."

"Miss Bennett, Ellie, I hope you'll respect that we all care very deeply about Alexis and just want her back in the fold, under the protection of the Lord where she belongs. As such, I hope you'll treat this employment as a private matter. Part of what that money buys is a certain amount of discretion."

"Of course."

We shook hands and I let myself out. I waved to Lips at the desk, to Tits at the outer desk, and then I rode the see-through tube back to the street.

After I stumbled out into the daylight, I stood there dazed for a moment.

What the hell was that?




CHAPTER THREE

 
 

When I got back to Nate's place, he and Bethany had a little birthday party for me. Cake, punch, some presents of perfume and earrings, a gift card to my favorite salon.

Felicia still avoided my eyes, but she gave me a leather journal that her mother said she'd bought with her own money. The girl told me, "I thought you might want to write about your life."

"Thanks, kid."

I gave her a half hug, and she gave me a half hug back and then disappeared.

"Sweet girl," I told her parents.

Bethany ran some water into the sink to wash dishes. She said, "She is."

"Won't look at me though."

"Give her time," Nate said.

Bethany nodded. "Yeah, she just has to figure out how to act around you. She's never known a criminal before."

Nate turned to his wife. "What the hell …"

"Well, I didn't mean any—Ellie, you know what I meant …"

I put the journal on the table next to my other presents.

Nate snapped at his wife, "My sister is not a criminal."

All the blood in Bethany's face shot to her cheeks, so her face reddened and paled at the same time. Though she was embarrassed for what she'd said about me, she also glared at Nate for snapping at her. "I didn't mean that the way it sounded."

The last thing I wanted to do was stand there as my brother and his wife worked out how best to talk about me.

"I'm going out for some fresh air," I said.

That made Nate angrier at Bethany, which made Bethany more embarrassed and angrier at Nate.

"Look," I said. "Bethany, I know you didn't mean anything by it. You're right. I went to prison and the kid's never known anybody who went to prison. You don't have to be a psychologist to figure it out." I started for the door. "I just need to go get a drink, relax, think about things. It's okay."

I'm not sure they believed me, but they didn't protest as I left.

I walked across the street as the sun was going down. The nearest bar was a couple of streets over, a nice little sofa lounge above a restaurant. Not what I was looking for. I kept walking until I hit what had once been the textile district.

Blinky's was a neighborhood bar snuggled between a pizza joint and a hipster consignment store. The doorman was young enough to be my son. He nodded me through without checking my ID.

The place was stone walls and dim lighting and a decent jukebox kept at a rational level. "Papa Don't Take No Mess" was playing as I slid onto a barstool.

A college-aged couple groped each other in a corner booth. A middle-aged couple sat at a table talking over beers. Two drunk dudes at the bar watched Family Guy on a muted television on the wall. The subtitles were on, and the dudes read along and chuckled.

A skinny bartender with tattooed cleavage and long brown hair came over. I vaguely remembered her.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi. Can I have a vodka tonic?"

"Any particular kind of vodka?"

"Something cheap that won't hurt me too bad in the morning."

She smiled and scooped some ice into a glass. "Got some men around here that fit that description."

"Well, point out a decent one if you get the chance."

Still smiling, she glanced up from fixing my drink. "You serious?"

I gave her a what-the-hell grin.

She handed me the drink. "It's a deal," she said.

* * *


I sipped the drink, and it loosened all the strings.

As I sat there and sipped it, savoring the buzz, people drifted in, people drifted out.

My first day of freedom had been odd. I was pretty happy I had the five hundred bucks in my purse, but I didn't understand why a guy with a corner office in a skyscraper would pay me to find a goofy kid like Alexis.

I sipped my drink. The clock on the wall said five after nine. Alexis could wait until the morning. Tonight, I had other, more pressing, concerns.

The bartender was named Massie. We chatted a bit. She vaguely remembered me, too, as it turned out. She made the drinks strong, so I barely touched mine. I didn't want to get sloppy. I wasn't there for that.

One chubby guy chatted me up, but he tried to compensate for his weight by pretending to be overly pleased with himself. After I blew him off, Massie slid up to me and muttered, "Good decision. Bad word around the powder room about that one," before she slid off again.

About nine-thirty, a guy came in. He was a little short, but he wasn't fat and he had a nice face.

"Hello," he said to me—with just the right balance between a friendly hello and the initiation of a conversation.

"Hi," I said in the same tone.

"Not too busy in here tonight. I got a good seat."

"Me too."

"What are you drinking?"

"Vodka tonic."

"Hmm, that sounds good. Hey, Massie, can I get a vodka tonic?"

When she brought over his drink, she gave me an encouraging smile.

* * *


His place was clean, like he was expecting company. We came in about two o'clock, dizzy with drink but not too dizzy and I let him lead me to the bedroom and undress me in the moonlight pouring in through two uncovered windows.

The sex was great. Or maybe it was just good, but I was tipsy and I hadn't had sex in over a year. We explored each other and switched positions a few times, and we didn't hurry and we didn't take too long. He got me off before I got him off and then he collapsed into the pillow beside me.

We lay there panting and sweating and I asked, "Bathroom?" and he pointed to a door.

I went and peed and came back. I collected my clothes from the floor.

He asked, "You're leaving?"

I slipped into my bra. "Yeah, I should go."

"Don't have to," he said.

As I pulled on my blouse I didn't know what to say, so I just said again, "I should go."

He grabbed a bottle of Maker's and a couple of glasses from his nightstand. "Have a nightcap before you- go?"

"Sure."

As he poured, he said, "That was nice."

I buttoned up my blouse and smiled warmly at him in the moonlight. "It was really nice."

"You're still leaving, though."

"Yeah, but I'm not leaving because it wasn't nice. I just need to get back home before daylight."

He nodded and considered his drink a moment. "I haven't seen you around Blinky's before."

"I've been away."

"Out of town?"

Once I had my clothes on, I sat on the bed next to him. "Yeah."

He grinned and sipped his drink. "Hey, I don't mean to pry. If you don't want to talk, I can stop."

I took the glass of Maker's and nipped at it before I said, "I've been out of town. Up in Whitfield."

"Around Eastgate Penitentiary?"

"In Eastgate Penitentiary."

His grin died a slow death. When it was finally gone, he nodded and sucked in his lips and gave the clipped "Huh" that implies Well, I'll be damned. That's something interesting, isn't it?

I said, "Yeah. That's another reason I'm leaving."

"Were you in there for killing men after sex?"

I grinned. "No, I was not."

"That's good to hear."

"Though a man was involved, of course."

He stared at me.

I sighed and put my drink on the bedside table. "I used to work up at Eastgate as a guard," I said. I started to put on my shoes. "I was there a while. A lot of COs aren't serious about it as a profession. It's a brutal job, and there's a lot of turnover, but I was different. They've never had a female warden up there. I wanted to be the first. I was on my way, too. Worked my way up to shift commander.

"But there was this other shift commander: Morley. Kitty Morley. We were friendly enough, but she was a little too shady for my liking. Like a lot of places, Eastgate has a bad drug problem, and I was half sure she had a hand in that. Nothing I could do about it until I was warden, though, so I looked the other way."

The man in bed waited politely for the bad part.

I picked up the whiskey, sipped it and said, "Kitty had a husband. A cop. Frank. He was beautiful. And nasty. And wonderful. I guess I loved him."

"You had an affair."

I nodded. "It went on for a few months. Then at work one day an inmate named Paquita Morales spit in my face. It was over nothing. I told her to make her bunk, and she spit in my face. I hit her. Once. Struck her in the face.

"The next day, the warden called me into the office and said that a complaint had been filed against me by three inmates who said I'd beat one of them. Paquita had shown up with bruises and busted lips and a broken nose, and she and two witnesses said I'd beat her while she was restrained."

"But you only hit her once?"

"Yes, but on the security feed, you can see me hit her. You see her go down. You see me move out of frame. There's a blind spot. That's where Paquita led me, to the blind spot between the cameras." I took a sizable drink. Then I took a deep breath. "It was Kitty who put them up to it. She'd paid them off. Drugs for the two witnesses. For the girl who spit in my face, it was increased access to her kid. I couldn't blame them. What did they care about a pissing contest between me and another CO?"

"Jesus. What happened?"

"Got fired and brought to trial. I was convicted of assault. Sentenced to two years. I did thirteen months. Got out yesterday. Five years parole. And that's that."

"Is there anything you can do?"

"About what?"

"You know, to clear your name."

"People only clear their names in movies. I was convicted in a court of law. My name's shit."

"Sorry. Wow. I'm sorry to hear that."

"Yeah."

"They put you in the same prison with the same people they said you beat up."

"It's the state prison for women. No other place for me to go."

"Have any trouble inside?"

I rubbed my knuckles. "Nothing I couldn't handle."

"And now you're out. What are you going to do?"

"Try to make some money. Try to start over."

"But what are you going to do if you run into Kitty or Frank?"

I kept rubbing. "I don't know, but it'd probably be better for all of us if I don't ever run into them again."




CHAPTER FOUR

 
 

My hookup walked me to his door, gave me a hug goodbye and didn't seem sorry to see me leave. I caught a cab back to Nate's place and slipped in quietly. I crept to the bathroom and took a shower. When I finished, I slid back the curtain and there I was, pink and naked in the bathroom mirror.

I'd lost weight in Eastgate. I'd always been in good shape, but I'd dropped ten or fifteen pounds inside. Mostly in my torso, around my stomach and in my tits. Stress more than exercise. I still had legs like a Clydesdale, and my arms had hardened—my forearms had turned to rocks.

I padded back to my room. Most of my clothes were a little too big. None of my other bras fit right, so I put on a blue sports bra. I dug out a T-shirt and a pair of jeans and cinched them with a belt.

By the time I came downstairs, the house was starting to wake up. Nate shuffled out in slippers and a robe. He gave me a drowsy wave, hit the ON button for the coffee maker and shuffled back to his bedroom.

Bethany came out as bright as the morning sun, wearing eyeglasses and a robe, but already smiling.

"How'd you sleep?"

"Okay," I lied.

She nodded. Her smile dropped, replaced by pursed lips and a furrowed brow. I was pretty sure I knew what was coming next. "I don't think we heard you come in last night."

That last sentence was two words too long to be innocent.

I like Bethany. Always have. She's good people. But she's as much a mixed bag as the rest of us, I guess.

"I didn't come in last night. I'm sorry I didn't call, but it was late and I didn't want to wake you guys."

"Oh," she replied while turning her back to me and opening a cabinet. She took down two coffee cups. "Would you like some coffee?"

"Sure."

She took down a third cup and turned around. Her mouth worried with some words before she could bring herself to say, "You stayed with someone?"

"I met a guy at a bar," I said. "I slept with him. Is there anything else you want to ask me about what I did last night?"

She shook her head. "No. No. I just don't … I hope it wasn't because of what I said."

"No. It was because I needed to get laid. You'll excuse my bluntness, I hope."

Her eyes widened and she made a funny face—her lips pulled back and showed all her teeth. "Holy Toledo, Ellie." Then she said in a high whisper, "You are so bad!"

A year in Eastgate for assault and battery, and Bethany thought I was so bad for getting a piece of ass. I kind of loved her for it.

* * *


After breakfast, I told Nate I needed to go downtown around noon to look into some job opportunities.

"Oh, yeah?" he said.

"Yeah, some stuff my PO has arranged."

"What kind of stuff?"

I waved that away. "Just some stuff … I don't know the details yet. I'll need to take the Escort."

"Yeah, of course. I got the truck. Bethany's got the Saturn."

Nate and I walked over to the shop to work.

There wasn't actually much for me to do, though. Mostly, I hung out and talked to Nate all morning. It was fun, of course, but I felt bad that he was paying me to stand around.

After lunch, I got changed and took the car. As I drove away, I couldn't have said why I hadn't told Nate about the job for Hamill. It wasn't like I thought it would lead anywhere. Some religious zealot wanted to find Alexis. If he was going to throw away his money, I might as well be the one there to catch it. I wasn't going to argue him out of trying to find her. Hell, maybe he could do her some good. But for some reason, I didn't want Nate, or anyone else for that matter, to know about it. Maybe I'd spent too long without any secrets at all—living for thirteen months in a place where my every move was monitored—but I didn't want to share this piece of information with anyone just yet.

It was probably nothing. But, for the time being, I was the only one who knew about it. No harm in having a secret about nothing.

* * *


I drove out to the Summit Hotel and Resort in the mountains just north of town. The last time I'd talked to her at Eastgate, Alexis had told me that she had an ex-boyfriend named Mule who worked there as a concierge.

"Why do they call him Mule?" I asked.

"'Cause he used to smuggle drugs up from Mexico," she explained. "And he has a huge dick."

Drug dealers have been known to lose day jobs before, but I figured if he was still there he might have had some kind of contact with Alexis.

As I headed up into the mountains, something in my chest loosened. I've never been the outdoorsy type, never been a nature lover at all, but as Osotouy City released its hold on me building by building, the countryside seemed to open up and welcome me. I kept the windows down and smelled the pines on the lazy mountain air.

When the last signs of the city disappeared behind me, I had a rush as if I'd broken away in an escape. My palms against the steering wheel were as slick as a rookie getaway driver's.

It's an odd thing, being released from lock up after a year. When your back is against the wall, you get used to the wall. At least you know there's no one behind you. Now, I kept checking the rearview mirror.

* * *


The Summit Hotel was beautiful. Built in the twenties when Fettle Springs was a booming resort town for bootleggers and various other out-of-state swells who came down for the waters, it sat on the highest point in town and looked out over Quapaw Valley. The historical marker at the end of the drive announced that the Summit Hotel was "a five-story, 350-room Spanish Renaissance masterpiece." I'm not sure what the Spanish Renaissance part means, but the place looked like a masterpiece. Divided into three sections, with the highest section in the middle, it hugged the side of a mountain, with a long veranda running along the back so you could sit there in the evenings and watch the sun go down over the valley. I had sat there once, holding hands with a man as the sun disappeared into the trees, but that seemed like a long time ago.

I parked in the visitor parking and walked up to the front. The entryway was two stories high, and when I walked in I could see hotel guests in white terrycloth robes walking to the spa on the second floor. The whole place smelled like a vacation.

At the front desk, a pretty girl with long black hair, and a green tattoo peeking out from the cuff of her white dress shirt, greeted me with a smile. "Hello. Checking in?"

"I'm looking for someone, actually," I said. "Mule?"

Her professional politeness dropped, and she grinned at me like she knew one of my secrets. "Yeah." She jerked her head over her shoulder. "In the bar."

I followed the signs to the restaurant. In between lunch and dinner, it was empty and the lights were turned down. Mule was the only one there.

Alexis had always had an air of desperation, and the gangly, shaggy-haired kid at the bar looked every bit like the kind of sleazeball she might hook up with. He was sitting at the bar like a customer, but there was no bartender around. On the bar at his elbow was a cold Stella, but he didn't touch it. He was reading a book, and he didn't raise his head when he said, "Afternoon, ma'am. Can I help you find something?"

Every hotel has a Mule. The bellboy or bartender or desk clerk who can get you any kind of alcohol at four in the morning, or weed or hookers or whatever else you're willing to pay for. I knew at first glance who I was dealing with now. The girl at the desk probably thought I was a hooker.

I sat down on the stool next to him. I said, "Maybe. I'm trying to find a friend of mine."

Mule slowly roused his long face and droopy lips. His thick, smudged glasses slid to the end of his greasy nose, and rather than adjust them he just tilted his head back and looked down at me.

I waited for him to answer, and he took his time considering what I said. Finally he closed his book and asked, "Who?"

"Alexis."

"Alexis?"

"Yeah."

He licked his lips with a pale tongue.

"Well," he said.

"Well what?"

"Well alright, you're looking for Alexis. Well alright, I know her."

"She and I were at Eastgate together," I explained. "I just got out, and I thought I'd look her up."

"Uh huh."

"Yeah. And she told me about you, so I thought you'd be the person to ask."

His glasses glided to the end of his nose again, so he tipped his head back a little and peered down at me.

I asked, "So, can you help me find her? You know where she is?"

"No."

"Can you hazard a guess?"

He smacked his lips. "Alexis is about as stable as the God particle. There's no telling how she'll feel, day to day. She changes with the weather. So, no, I can't even guess."

"Oh."

"I haven't seen her in a while. She just bolted. Took her kid and ran away one day."

"Was that when she joined the church?"

"The what?"

"She got religion, didn't she? Someone told me she got into some kind of Christian drug rehabilitation program."

"I never heard anything about that."

"When was the last time you talked to her?"

"I don't know. A few months ago."

"Maybe she changed over the last few months."

He made a face like my words had irritated his skin. "Nah, people don't change. Not really."

I waited.

He said, "Alexis was never interested in anything like that."

"Maybe someone told me wrong," I said.

"Maybe."

"Mind if I ask a personal question?"

"I guess not."

"You the father of her kid?"

He laughed—actually laughed out loud—at that idea. "Uh, no," he said, amused and satisfied, in equal measure, by his own reaction.

"Do you know who Kaylee's father is?"

"Yeah, a pair of balls and a bottle of whiskey."

"Anything more specific?"

For the first time, Mule seemed interested in our conversation. "Oh, he's a knuckle-dragging troglodyte named Dale Crittenberger. Redneck good ole boy. He forgot to pull out one Saturday night and wound up with a kid. Fucking loser. He tried to do the good thing, you know. Married Alexis. She basically made him marry her. That lasted ten fucking seconds. He ran off. Went to Alaska. I mean he went all the way to Alaska to get away, you know what I mean? I doubt Alexis'll ever see ole Dale again. All she's got to remember him by is a little girl who looks just like him. Poor thing."

"I never met the kid," I said.

He shrugged. "She doesn't say much. Built like a mud fence. Mostly, she's just a kid."

I said, "You don't have any idea where Alexis might have taken her? Maybe somewhere the kid could be comfortable, a better environment."

"Alexis doesn't think about things like that."

"You saying she's a bad mother?"

"Depends on what you mean by 'bad.' She's not mean. She's not a piece of shit like my mother was. But she doesn't exactly stop to consider what may or may not constitute a stable environment for a child."

"Like shacking up with a drug dealer."

Mule's droopy lips pulled into a sloppy smile. "Hey, I'm a fucking prince compared to some of the guys she's been with. And I'll tell you something," he said. "There's got to be another guy."

"What do you mean?"

"She left me, right? Well, if you know Alexis then you know there's no way she left me to strike out on her own. There had to be another guy waiting for her."

"But no idea who that would be?"

He smacked his lips. "You know, for someone who's just trying to look up an old friend, you seem awful adamant."

"Maybe I'm just tenacious. Or maybe I'm just naturally nosy."

"Maybe, but this is getting to be a pattern—people showing up out of the blue looking for Alexis." He searched my expression. "She owe you money or something?"

"Other people have been looking for her?"

"Well, you're the first person to show up here, but some guys came around my apartment right after she split."

"Who?"

"Just some guys."

"Get any names?"

"No. I didn't care. I didn't get your name, either, for that exact same reason."

"What'd they look like?"

"Just looked like some guys."

"That's a big help."

He lowered his head and pushed up his glasses with a thumb. He grinned a little. "Hey, I live to serve."

I pulled the pen and a blank ticket from a server's book lying on the bar and wrote my number on the back. "Do me a favor. If you do hear from her, tell her Ellie Bennett wants to talk to her."

He took the paper and read it and pushed his glasses back up his oily nose.

And that was what passed for a farewell from Mule. I turned and walked out of the restaurant.

As I was leaving, I decided to go take in the view from the veranda. As long as I'd made the trip.

I walked out through some opened French doors and the leafy green valley spread out as far as I could see. In another few weeks, it would turn into a quilt of reds and browns and oranges and yellows. I stood at the railing for a moment. Its vastness was scary—but the good kind of scary.

The last time I'd been out here was with Frank Morley. Kitty had been working a double shift that weekend, so Frank and I drove out to stay at the Summit. We got one of the good rooms, with a double door terrace that gazed out on forever, and we fucked ourselves into exhaustion and then ate and drank ourselves into a stupor. I could remember lying there in his arms, staring out the open doors, staring at the stars high above the darkened valley, and wondering why I deserved to be so goddamn happy.

Kitty had made me pay for that happiness, made me pay for it and then some.

In Eastgate, sometimes I'd catch her watching me. I'd be in the yard, milling around or playing basketball, and I'd look up and there was Kitty. Just watching, a little smile on her lips.

My first night there, she'd come to my dormitory. I hadn't seen her since my legal problems had started. She hadn't come to the trial. She hadn't called. She and Frank had both simply disappeared from my life, like most of the other respectable people I'd known.

That first night in, though, I was standing by my bunk, dressed in prison gray, and she walked over and stood across the bed from me.

All of the other broads in my section—Alexis, Effervescence Jackson and the rest of them— kept their distance. They didn't want to see or hear anything.

Kitty stood there in her pressed gray and blue uniform, thick arms crossed over her doughy torso. As usual, her lips didn't quite close over her teeth. Her tight little bun of brown hair tilted back as she stared down her nose at me. "Is that bed big enough?"

"It ought to do."

"I know you're used to beds that comfortably fit two."

I didn't know what to say. Kitty stared at me, savoring the stunned look on my face as I put it all together.

"It was you?"

Her huge green eyes still didn't blink. It was as if she didn't want to miss anything happening on my face.

I said, "You put them up to it, to lie about me, to have me put in here."

She glanced around at my new dorm, at the broads I'd have to live with and talk to and, in some cases, fight, for the next thirteen months.

With a smile, she said, "As you were," and turned and left.




CHAPTER FIVE

 
 

When I got back from The Summit, there was a car in Nate's parking lot that I recognized but couldn't quite place.

I walked around back to the shop and found PO Romandetto waiting for me. He was poking around Nate's cans of thinner, smoking a cigarette.

"You're going to blow your face off," I said.

He turned around and plastered his lips to his teeth. "Hiya, parolee."

"That stuff is flammable, Romandetto. You know what flammable means?"

"Sure, means it burns." He flicked some ashes on the cans. "But, hell, we all burn sometimes." He waved a hand around the shop. "I was getting worried. I come to check on you, and you ain't here."

"Where the fuck am I standing?"

He stuck the butt in his mouth. "I don't appreciate the attitude, parolee, nor the coarse language neither. You can catch more flies with sugar than you can with piss. Something like that …"

"Just saying, it's nearly five. I was out."

"Where?"

"Took a drive up to the mountains."

"Why?"

I shrugged like a damn teenager. "Just to drive."

"Kinda long way to go, ain't it?"

I hesitated a moment. He was the one who had fixed me up with Charles Hamill, after all. But he didn't know what the job entailed, and I didn't want to tell him that I was searching for Alexis. If he knew she was missing, he would make trouble for her.

"I was just out for a drive, man."

"Where'd you go?"

"Do I have to tell you everything I do?"

He left the cigarette in his mouth and laughed. "Just for the sake of brevity, let's say yes. And let me also add that the more you dodge the question, the more worried I become."

"I finished up work early, so I took a drive. I've been locked up for a year, so I wanted to get out and get some fresh air. I went up to The Summit Hotel in Fettle Springs. I used to vacation there. I sat on the veranda and stared at the view for a while. Then, I got in my car and came back here. And now I'm talking to you."

"Pleasant."

"I'm not up to anything, Romandetto."

"Yeah, yeah. What else you been doing? You go see that Hamill guy?"

"Yes."

"What'd he want?"

I knew how to answer that question. Romandetto divided the world between decent people and criminals. He'd be suspicious of anything I said, but in his mind Hamill was one of the decent people. I could hide behind that.

"He wanted to talk to me about doing some prison ministry stuff."

"Why you?"

"You tell me. You're the one who put him in contact with me."

"He called me looking for you, for you specifically. How'd he hear about you?"

"Well, I was famous for a minute and half about a year ago. I guess he remembered me. Plus, I was in corrections for a long time. I have a history with it."

"Sure, the guard-turned-prisoner."

"Yeah."

He mashed his cigarette out on the floor. "Well, how about we go next door and take a peek at your living arrangement?"

"That necessary, man? You think I'm lying about living with my brother's family? Aren't I standing right here in front of you?"

"You're asking me for a little common courtesy and respect. A little trust."

"Yeah."

"That's cute."

I took him across the street. As we walked over, he said, "Look, I don't know you, Bennett. Not really. Only thing I know for sure is that you couldn't play nice with the other kids, so society felt you had to be set apart from the rest of us for a year. That's all I really know about you. Which don't speak highly of you. So I gotta check in on you, make sure you're on the road to rehabilitation."

"Enough, already. I get it. You're a stalwart servant of the public interest."

I took him inside.

Bethany was in the kitchen feeding the baby.

"Sister-in-law," I said. "And baby."

Romandetto said, very politely, "Nice to meet you, ma'am. I'm Ms. Bennett's parole officer, Jimmy Romandetto."

Bethany stood up and smiled. Her pink T-shirt read: GOD LOVES YOU. She said, "It's nice to meet you."

"Just coming around to say hello."

Bethany didn't know what to say to that, so she just smiled. At that moment, I wanted to kiss her. The woman exuded forthrightness and decency. Surely that had to cover up some of my stink.

Romandetto asked, "Is your husband around?"

"No, he's gone to make a call on a customer to appraise a piece. I'm not sure when he'll be back."

"That's fine, ma'am. Perhaps I can meet him another time." He turned to me and said, "Let me see your room."

I led him upstairs. He glanced around my room and nodded. "Okay."

We went back downstairs.

Bethany asked, "Would you like something to drink, Mr. Romandetto? Some water or a Coke?"

"No thank you, ma'am. I have to go. It was nice to meet you."

I walked Romandetto outside.

"Well?" I said.

"Looks good. I like her. Can tell she's good people."

"She is."

Romandetto shook out a cigarette from a pack of Pall Malls and lit up. "See, Bennett, this is how trust is built. You keep it up, you and me are going to get along fine."

I nodded and watched him walk down to his car. I went back inside.

Bethany smiled nervously at me. "He seemed nice," she ventured.

"Nice to you. Hard ass to me."

"Really?"

"Sure, but he deals exclusively with ex-cons, so what can you expect."

"That makes sense, I guess. Is he rude to you?"

I shrugged. "He's better than the other POs I could have gotten."

I went upstairs to use the bathroom. When I came back down, Bethany was standing at the living room window staring across the street at the shop. "Ellie …"

"Yeah?"

"He's still down there."

"Huh?"

"It's been ten minutes and he's still in front of the shop."

I walked over to the window. Sure enough, Romandetto's car was idling in the parking lot in front of the shop.

I walked down there. A couple of cars passed by. Bethany stood at the front door watching me.

He was sitting in his car, cigarette in his mouth, smoke wafting out the open window. The only thing wrong was the son of a bitch had dropped dead.

* * *


The whole business took hours. Nate came home to a circus of a fire truck, an ambulance and three cop cars. The 911 folks apparently sent every first responder who wasn't otherwise engaged, all to pick up one dead guy in a car.

The EMT team was made up of a woman and a man who looked so much alike I think they might have been siblings. They both were stocky and had gapped teeth and curly hair, and when the woman leaned over Romandetto and muttered, "That's a heart attack if I ever saw one," her brother nodded curtly.

The cops talked to me and Bethany and a couple of the neighbors. We all told the same story, of course, and the cops seemed content.

It was all about to wind down when an unmarked car with a siren on the dash pulled into the driveway. The cop driving was someone I knew, a detective named Lafaye Jones. When she got out of the car, she strode over and gave me a forceful handshake.

Lafaye only stood about five foot five, but you'd swear she was six feet tall. The woman had presence. She had the easy glide of an athlete, but her eyes told you there was nothing easy about her. Lafaye had seen the shit—she'd stared right at it, and she'd beaten it back. Meeting her for the first time, you'd accept her as an authority. And when you found out she was a cop, you'd think "Well, of course she's a cop."

Dressed in a silver pantsuit, she looked sharp. Her hair was relaxed, cut short, and dyed a rust red. Her skin was the color of mocha, and she had just a dab of lipstick to complement her hair. The only jewelry she wore were some small silver studs in her ears. The black broads in Eastgate used to say that "black don't crack." I don't know how true that is across the board, but at fifty years old Lafaye could still pass for a well-kept forty.

Seeing her, I felt a pang of envy. And it wasn't about aging well, either. If I was honest with myself, I'd always wanted to be her—to be a cop, composed and professional.

Didn't quite work out that way.

"Lafaye," I said.

"Ellie. You okay?"

"Sure. Better than Romandetto."

"What happened?"

I told her.

"That's too bad," she said.

"They always send this many people out for a heart attack?"

She smiled. "You know, Ellie, I've always liked you. So I'll tell you the truth, when a PO dies while visiting one of his parolees, it attracts a little extra attention."

I nodded. What was there to say to that? It didn't surprise me.

"You just got out a couple of days ago, right?" she asked.

"Yeah."

Lafaye said, "Well, I hate these circumstances, but it's good to see you, anyway. You look good."

"Thin. I lost weight."

"Well, I think it looks good on you."

"Thanks. How's the crime fighting going?"

"It's steady work, I guess."

"Yeah."

We both smiled politely.

By this time, everyone was gone. Romandetto's car was taken away. The cops had left. Bethany and Nate had gone inside to feed the kids.

Lafaye said, "Well, I'm sorry about Romandetto. I guess they'll reassign you to a new PO."

"Sure."

I walked her to her car. As I did, I remembered Alexis talking about Lafaye one night in Eastgate, something about how she was pretty decent for a cop.

"Hey," I said. "You've been on the force for a while."

"Twenty-six years," Lafaye said in a mocking tone. "1986. Uh."

"You remember a case you worked involving Alexis Kravitz?"

"Sure, I remember Alexis. Drugs."

"Yeah."

"That was a few years ago."

"I'm looking for her."

"Ask her PO."

"Well, that's a problem."

"Why?"

"He just dropped dead in the driveway."

"Oh."

"Plus …"

"What?"

"Well, I don't want to get anyone in trouble."

"Then don't tell me anything that would get anyone in trouble. You want to ask me something, though, ask it."

Lafaye was good people. I didn't think she'd be in a hurry to hassle Alexis.

"No one seems to know where she is," I said.

"Why didn't you ask Romandetto when you had the chance?"

"Well, if she's skipped town or something, I would have gotten her in trouble. I mean, with the kid and everything, I don't want social services to get involved. I'd prefer to keep it quiet."

"So why are you talking to me? I don't have any idea where she is."

"But you know her past associates and people she might know. If you were looking for her, where would you look?"

"You talk to that asshole she was shacked up with?"

"Mule. Yeah, I talked to him yesterday. He didn't give me much."

"He's a man without much to give," she said. "But I didn't mean him. I meant the other one."

"What other one?"

"She was living at his trailer in Indian Head Estates."

"That big trailer park in North Osotouy?"

"Yeah, by the beautician's school. The guy's name is Evan Hastings. He runs the park, and for a while there he was helping run drugs into the state with the help of some of his friends. Including Alexis."

"You bust him?"

"Tried. Acquitted. No one would testify against him."

"You know if Alexis's daughter stayed with him after Alexis got shipped to Eastgate?"

"Kaylee, right? She got hustled through social services and shipped down to her grandmother in Texas, I think." She leaned against her car and crossed her arms. "Why are you looking for Alexis?"

"Some people want to find her."

"What people?"

"This Christian group that runs a rehabilitation program for drug addicts. Supposedly, Alexis went there, found Jesus, got cleaned up, but now she's run off and disappeared. They asked me to find her."

"Hmm."

"Does that seem weird to you?"

"It seems odd that they would ask you instead of just going through Romandetto."

"But the part about her getting religion. That seem odd?"

"I don't know. It happens."

"But does it seem odd?"

"Well, that kind of thing always seems odd. I guess that's part of what's miraculous about it. Grace is … unusual. That's what makes it special."

"You religious, Lafaye?"

"I've worked out my own thing, made my peace."

"Mule didn't think Alexis would go in for that sort of thing."

She waved that away like she was waving away Mule's very existence. "That boy took Freshman Philosophy 101 and now he thinks he's fucking Nietzsche. He thinks nothing matters because he doesn't want to spend the energy or effort to care about anything. A boy like that is going to dismiss the possibility of grace before it could even happen."

"So you think Alexis could really be out there looking for answers?"

"The world's nothing but questions. How can you not be looking for answers?"

I nodded. "I guess."

"What about you?"

"What about me?"

"What you going to do now that you're out? Jobwise?"

"I don't know. I don't know how to do anything but be a correctional officer."

"Never anything else you thought about pursuing?"

"All I ever wanted was to be in criminal justice," I admitted. "Used to think I was going to be a cop. Majored in criminal justice in school before I had to drop out."

"Why'd you have to drop out?"

I said, "Life."

I almost said, a lot of it was my mom's fault. I didn't tell Lafaye that, though. There's nothing worse than a forty-year-old who still blames her parents for her life.

Lafaye said, "Well, there's no reason you couldn't go back and finish up school. People have done it."

I nodded. "I guess so."

We shook hands, and she climbed into her car. She started it up but rolled down the window.

"Thanks for the encouragement," I told her.

"You're welcome. But let me throw down some wisdom on you before I leave. If you go talk to that trailer trash Evan Hastings about Alexis, be careful. He's a thoroughly disagreeable man."

"Hey, I trained with Department of Corrections, Lafaye. I tangled with the fellas in those Krav Maga classes they made us take. I can execute a pretty effective throat strike and eye gouge. I know how to knee someone in the nuts."

"I get it. You're a badass. I'm just saying. He's bad, for real bad. And he knows people who are even worse."

"You went up against him."

"Yeah, but I'm a bitch in heels."

I smiled. "I own heels, too."

"Sure, Bennett," Lafaye said. "Just don't be alone with him."




CHAPTER SIX

 
 

The criminal justice system never moves quickly unless it's to do something that's a complete pain in the ass. I had a new parole officer within twenty-four hours.

PO Belton was younger than I thought he'd be. He wasn't more than thirty or so, and his baby face made him appear even younger than that. He had blond hair that he wore a little too long, probably to try to obscure his high, wide forehead. As he leaned back in his desk chair looking me over, his cold gray eyes never blinked.

"So you killed poor Jimmy Romandetto."

I was nervous, but I didn't show it. I just said, "Heart attack was what the cops said."

"Yeah, but why'd his ticker give out? Poor son of bitch was only fifty-two."

"He was smoker," I said. "And he didn't exactly have that 'balanced diet' look to me."

"Yeah, it's a bitch," Belton said lacing his fingers together. "Everything that makes life worth living is bad for you. That's God's little joke on the human race."

"I guess."

"Well, so much for Romandetto. Now you're mine."

"Lucky me."

His pretty lips pouted. "Aw, I'm a sweet guy. A hell of a lot nicer than ole Jimmy ever was, that's for sure. He was checking up on you when he shuffled off the mortal coil, wasn't he?"

"Yeah."

"See, with me you don't gotta have that. I trust you."

"That's nice."

"Exactly. I'm as nice a guy as you're ever going to want to meet. I know how it is for a con like you. You get out of the joint and everyone treats you like shit. I don't believe in that. Forgive and forget, that's what my mother taught me."

"She sounds like a wonderful woman."

He smiled. "You're funny, Bennett. I like a gal with a sense of humor. I do. Nothing funnier than a female with a quick wit."

"Thanks."

"A man can't live on yucks alone, though."

I sat up straight in his uncomfortable guest chair. We'd arrived at the real point of this meeting. A lot of broads had sat in that same hardback wooden chair, stared across the desk at this asshole, and waited to find out what price he was going to name.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay what?"

"How much?"

"How much what?"

"How much do you want?"

He leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk and contorted that baby face into an expression of friendly confusion. "How much what, sweetheart?"

"Money. I know you want some."

He spread his palms out. "I have money. More than you, anyway. Why would I need money? I got a good job as a servant of the public."

"Okay."

"But now we have a problem we didn't have when you walked through the door. Attempting to bribe a parole officer … that's not good."

"I wasn't—"

"You just offered me money under the table for some as of yet to be determined preferential treatment, sweetie. You realize that I could pick up the phone right now and have you back in jail?"

I didn't say shit.

"You do realize that. Good." He stood up. Tall and thin, he swept around the desk in one quick movement and perched on the corner and stared down at me. "This is a bad start for you, sweetie. Very bad. Poor Jimmy Romandetto is dead and gone to Jesus and here you are trying to bribe your new parole officer. That's a goddamn bad start to your new life on the outside. People are watching you now. Disgraced correctional officer. Adulterer—least that's the talk around town about you. And now here you are offering monetary remuneration to a public servant in exchange for favors. Your life is just a whole bunch of ugly."

"I'm sorry."

He nodded and said, "That's good, but sorry don't pay my bills."

"What does?"

"Well, since you brought up money, how much is your brother paying you to work the desk at his place?"

I told him.

"What's the matter," he asked, "you guys not close?"

"It's all he can afford to pay me."

"I reckon I can make due with twenty-five percent," Belton said.

"Extortion is a crime, you know. Ever think I might just march my ass down to the state parole board and tell them about this shakedown?"

"A former prison guard who did time for beating up a prisoner, who's been out of the joint one week, whose first PO just happened to die in her company, and who now wants to claim—with no evidence, mind you, besides her own good word—that her new PO tried to extort pennies from her … please excuse me while I shit my pants, Bennett."

I met his stare. What the fuck was there to say?

I nodded.

He smiled. "Well said. From now on, I'm your first stop on payday. Twenty-five percent. Every two weeks. Past that, I'll stay out of your way. That's good news, ain't it?"

"Sure."

"Sure it is." He stood up and walked back to his chair and sat down. "You can go where you want, do what you want, see who you want. And it's only for a few years. I'll write up nice little reports about you, about how well you're doing and how hard you're working, and at the end you'll come out rehabilitated. If you really think about, that's a hell of a deal."

"It's an incredible value," I said. "You should advertise."

He beamed at me. "Hey the jokes are back! Glad to hear it." He motioned at the door. "You can go, darlin'. I think we've reached an understanding."

I stood up, took one last look at his stupid, smiling face, and left.

* * *


I walked out of Belton's office building and an American flag mounted by the doorway slapped me in the face. No one saw it. His building was a four story cinder block in the middle of town, but no one was around. I wasn't sure that Belton had any neighbors in his building because my car was the only one in the parking lot. For that matter, I wasn't even sure Belton had a car himself.

I leaned against the tired old Escort and stared at the empty parking lot like it might have some answers.

It didn't.

I dug out my cell phone and called Nate. I told him I'd be doing things in the city the rest of the day and begged off dinner with the family.

He muttered that it was okay, but when I hung up I got the feeling that he wasn't happy.

* * *


Indian Head Estates was a large trailer park sitting just off the interstate. At the entrance to the park, I passed a five-foot wooden Indian head mounted on concrete. The road wound around a little pond and a sandy playground and split off into a grid of streets. I drove down the estates, passing row after row of mobile homes on streets with names like Redskin, Geronimo and Tomahawk, and it took me a few minutes to figure out that Indian Head Loop was the road that encircled the entire park. Once I had pieced that together, it didn't take me long to find the office/home of the manager. It was the last trailer before a long stretch of woods, and the road itself even stopped, blocked off by a heavy orange construction barricade that read: Do Not Enter. An old Arkansas Razorback flag hung limply by a door with a sign that read: Management.

There was a new black Ford F-150 in the driveway, so it looked as if Management was in. I walked up and knocked on the thin door.

I hadn't heard a television going inside, but I noticed when the sound shut off and someone grumbled and padded across the floor.

The shirtless man who opened up the door to me had skinny arms and a beer gut. Scars covered his bald head like haphazard tattoos. A deep gash split his chin as if someone had once tried to cut him a cleft with a hatchet.

"Yeah?"

"You Evan?"

He stared at me as if I'd insulted him. Then he leaned out the door and looked past me at his short driveway. Seeing only my beat up Escort beside his truck, he said, "Yeah."

"I was wondering if I could talk to you."

"About what?"

"About Alexis Kravitz."

Dumb eyes glared at me from beneath a heavy, white-slashed brow.

I smiled and nodded. "Mind if I come in and talk? Only take a minute."

He rubbed his split chin with his thumb and glanced out at the driveway again. Then he said, "Alright."

I stepped inside.

The place was dark. All the windows were covered, and covered as if there would never be a need to uncover them. The trailer smelled of smoke and booze and sweat and cheapness.

A cockeyed fat girl sat on a sofa smoking cigarettes. Maybe twenty or so, she wore cutoff jeans and a green pocket T-shirt. When I came in, she glanced at me and then turned her attention back to the television on the other side of the room.

On the screen played one of those gruesome video compilations of real-life death scenes caught on tape—the kind of underground movie that splices together footage of fatal accidents and suicides and murders. As Evan closed the door behind me, a woman onscreen was being mauled to death by a grizzly bear.

Evan told the girl, "Go on in the back while me and this one talk."

Without a word, the girl stood up and left the room. Her footsteps clomped down the thin floor of the hallway, then somewhere a door closed.

I asked, "Does she do tricks, too?"

Evan sat down in a La-Z-Boy next to the sofa. On the walls hung knives. Long ones and short ones. Dozens of them. There was something that looked like a samurai sword over the entrance to the hallway. Knives appeared to be the only form of decoration in the trailer.

Evan said, "Why you coming around asking me about Alexis?"

I sat down on the sofa where the girl had been. "You know her."

"So?"

"She's not here now is she?"

"Nope."

From a little TV-dinner tray in front of him, he picked up a hunting knife with an eight-inch blade and slid it along a sharpening steel with a black handle.

"She come back here after she got out of prison?" I asked.

"What do you know about her being in prison?"

"I was inside with her."

"Is that right?"

"That's right. Ellie Bennett. She might have mentioned me. We were in the same block. I got out and now I'm looking for her. I heard she might have come back here after she got out of Eastgate."

He sliced the knife down the steel. I noticed scars on both of his hands. His gut rose and fell against his lap as he asked, "What were you in for?"

"Assault."

He grinned. "Who'd you assault?"

"I heard Alexis was here for a while …"

"Heard wrong."

"You sure about that?"

He stopped to fix me with a scowl. When I didn't flutter my eyes or run for my life, he said, "Well, Alexis ain't much for sticking around places. Especially if she thinks she's got somewheres better to go."

"Where'd she go?"

"Her momma died. You hear about that?"

"No. When was that?"

"A month ago. Something like that. They wasn't close or nothing, but her momma was taking care of Kaylee. Lived down in Texas somewheres, so Alexis went down there to settle things and pick up the kid."

"You go with her?"

"Just as a matter of principle, I generally try to avoid Texas."

"But she came back, right?"

"Yeah, but it wasn't long before she run off again. Got involved with that preacher and skipped out."

"Preacher? What preacher?"

He nodded at the television. Onscreen a small, dead girl was being pulled out of a swimming pool, but I caught on that he meant television in general.

"A preacher on TV?" I asked.

"Yeah that dude that's running for … politics, you know …"

"Jerry Kingston? The guy running for Congress?"

"Yeah."

"What do you mean she got involved with him?"

Evan scowled at me and sliced the blade across the steel. "I don't know."

"But, involved with him how?"

He flicked his tongue across his teeth and pointed the knife at me like a finger. "It ain't too polite to come into a man's house and start demanding answers to questions. Pretty goddamn rude, as a matter of fact. You ask me a question oncet, I'll answer it if I feel like it. But you ask me twicet … and you'll upset me."

"Well shit, don't get upset, you might cut yourself again."

Evan Hastings closed his eyes. He shook his head. "See," he said slapping the knife against his palm, "problem is you don't know who you're talking to. Most men ain't got balls nowadays. And women, some women, they come to rely on that. They start believing there ain't no real men left."

"I can see you're all man." I didn't actually mean to provoke him, but I am by nature a smartass, so maybe it came out provocatively.

Evan opened his eyes and fixed them on me. Then he stood up and walked over to the door and locked it.

I stood up.

He leaned against the door.

I said, "Let's take it easy. I just came here looking for my friend. You don't know where she is, I can just be on my way."

He rubbed the flat of the blade against his bare gut and groused, "See, now you want to take it easy. A second ago you wanted to be mouthy, but now you want to take it easy. All it took was me locking the door. Just slid a little piece of metal into a little slot and now all the sudden you want to take it easy."

With my peripheral vision, I scanned my distance to the nearest knife on the wall. I could reach it without having to take a step or bend over the couch.

I felt my skin flush when he took a step toward me. I moved to the right and kept the coffee table between us. I pulled a knife off the wall.

He said, "That's my Randall 14."

"You touch me and I'll stick this Randall 14 in between those balls you love so much."

He took a step to the left to get between me and the door. "You ever been in a knife fight?"

I took a step to my left.

"Naw," he said, "you ain't never been in no knife fight. Want some advice? Want to know the secret to winning a knife fight? The secret is, don't be afraid of getting cut."

I stopped moving. His advice wasn't bad.

He took another step toward me. I tossed his Randall 14 on the sofa.

That amused him.

"We're not playing anymore?" he said.

I locked eyes with him and walked between him and the coffee table, our faces maybe two inches away from each other. "I got all I need here," I said.

I got to the door and unlocked it and opened it.

Evan Hastings smiled, supremely satisfied. So satisfied he threw me a bone. "Alexis come back from seeing her momma and decided to get some religion," he said. He picked his teeth with the point of his knife. "Leastways, that's the way she tolt it to me. I didn't say nothing. Let her go find the Holy Ghost—don't mean fuck all to me."

I turned around. "You know that she actually knows Jerry Kingston? You see them together?"

"Naw, but I know she went to meet him. The last night she was here, she said she's going out. And I was like, 'Where you going?' And she said she didn't want to say. And I was like, 'Bull and Shit.' Sleeping in my house, eating my food, shitting in my toilet, and don't want to tell me what you're doing? I was like, 'That's bullshit.' And she said, 'I'm going to see Brother Jerry.' And I said, 'Why?' and she said, ''Cause.' And I said, ''Cause why?' And she said it wasn't none of my business."

He stopped to let me ask what happened next.

I said, "Then what?"

He pointed at me with the knife. "I straightened her out. Not fucking around like just now with you, but for real. I straightened her the fuck out."

"With a knife?"

He smirked. "Nah, I'd never cut up a pretty face. I ain't that kind of man. I just slapped some sense into her."

"No."

"What?"

I felt my face flush again. Something about seeing satisfaction on a face that stupid and gross prompted me to say, "I can see you're not that kind of man."

I stepped back inside and closed the door behind me. I locked it.

Still holding his knife at his side, he suddenly looked confused. "The fuck you doing?"

"I wanted to tell you what a balless sack of shit you are."

It took him a second to process what I said. "What?"

"What I said, dipshit, was that if I wanted to insult you I'd do it to your face and you'd stand there with your knife in your hand and you wouldn't do a goddamn thing about it."

He moved toward me. "You think so?"

"Yeah, motherfucker, I do."

He stopped just in front of me. He stunk—stunk of stupidity and meanness.

I leaned into his stink until I was a couple of inches from his face again and his knife was a couple of inches from my stomach. "Because you know, Evan. You might be dumber than dog shit but you know I'm not twenty years old and ignorant and afraid. I don't love you or need money from you and I'm not even a little afraid of you. And you know that if you try some bullshit with me, you'll have a real fight on your hands."

He glared at me for a moment before his eyes brightened and he let out a boozy laugh. "Whoa, you're one crazy fucking bitch, ain't you?" He laughed some more and dabbed at the corner of his eye with a scarred knuckle. "I didn't see it right off, but you're one of them crazy bitches."

I gave him a smile. "Just had my fill of the ones like you, that's all. Don't take it personally. Just allergic to assholes."

I turned around, unlocked the door and left him standing there.

Driving away, my entire body spasmed with adrenaline.

My hands shook as I tried to grip the wheel.

The car was too quiet.

I yelled, "That's right, motherfucker!"




CHAPTER SEVEN

 
 

The next morning, a man came to see me.

I'd had breakfast with the family—sitting there staring at a piece of toast while my brother said grace and thanked God, again, for having me at the table. Then Bethany left to take Felicia to a friend's house, and Nate and I walked down to the shop.

Nate had just unlocked the front office when a Lexis pulled into the drive. A short man wearing a blue suit and a red tie got out.

Nate assumed he was a customer. "Morning."

The man walked toward me. He had dark eyes that didn't blink. "Ellie Bennett."

"Yeah."

"There's a man looking for you."

"That's a relief to hear."

Behind me Nate said, "Who wants to see her?"

Without looking at him, the man with the dark eyes said, "Fuck off, buddy."

Unsteady on his crutch, my brother hobbled toward him. "What?"

I got between them. "Whoa, Nate. Take it easy." I turned back to the man with the dark eyes. "That was rude. You're out of line talking to my brother like that." I turned back to Nate. "It's okay, Nate. Go on, inside. I need to talk to this guy." He didn't want to go in, but I shook him by the arm. "It's fine. Really. I'll explain later. Give me a minute."

Nate glared at me, then turned and walked into the office.

The man with the dark eyes grinned and looked at his watch. "How about you come see us in an hour?"

"Who are you?"

"One hour. Downtown. Morgan building."

"Do I have a choice?"

He smiled again, tickled at the question. "Of course, you do. Free country. But you'll want to see this guy who wants to meet you. Got an opportunity for you."

"What's he want to see me about?"

"I guess you'll find out. The old Morgan building downtown. Ten o'clock."

"Who do I ask for?"

He opened his car door. "Don't ask for anybody. Just show up."

* * *


I dressed up like I was going for a job interview as a funeral director. Black skirt and jacket over a white blouse. Black flats, no necklace, some small black hoops. A little make-up to cover the rough spots, and I walked down to the shop and found Nate working.

"I need to borrow the car again," I said.

Crouched low on a work stool beside an old couch, he nodded as he yanked staples out of the frame with a pair of needle-nose pliers.

I asked, "Was that nod a 'Yes, you can borrow the car'?"

He pulled out a staple and dropped it in a bucket by his feet. "Sure."

"You okay, Nate?"

"Yeah."

"You're sure?"

"Yeah."

I stared at the top of his head. He twisted out another staple and dropped it in the bucket.

I said, "I'm sorry that guy was a dick."

He raised his head. His face was blank, which was always a sign that he was mad.

"What do you want me to say?" he asked.

"Nothing, I guess."

"You want me to be silent?"

"You know that's not what I mean."

"Yeah, Ellie. I think it is what you mean. So I'm just here pulling staples out of this couch. Being silent. Not asking questions."

I'd had enough of this conversation already. I didn't want to tell him what was going on because I could think of no good that would come of it. I just wanted to leave. But I was living at his house and working at his business, and plus I loved the bastard, so I took one more swing. "I have to go. It's just a business thing. It's nothing dangerous or illegal or bad. It's just a business thing. I'm about to go get in the car and drive off. I'll be back in a couple of hours. But I don't want to just turn around and leave if there is anything you need to discuss with me."

He pulled out a staple. "Well, thanks for all that information. There's nothing I need to discuss with you now. You cleared it all up." He dropped the staple in the bucket.

I opened my mouth, but everything that I could think to say was defensive and stupid. I just went out to the car and drove off.

I felt like shit, but I'd have to wait to talk to him about it. It worried me, of course. I didn't want him to be mad at me, but it wouldn't do me any good to fret about it right then.

Nate was like our father. In most ways, he was a better, stronger man than our father, but he inherited the old man's basic attitude toward life. He rarely wanted to make his feelings known, and he never wanted to tell you he was angry at you. When Nate was mad, he just went cold, like an engine that died.

Me, I'm like the old woman. Mom's anger went off like a bomb—it was bad, and then it was over. Though the damage could linger, she generally tried to help you recover. What a broad. She was a go-getter and a multi-tasker before those terms had even been coined. If she'd been given more direction when she was younger, she probably could have gone to college and moved up the corporate ladder. She would have made a damn fine captain of industry. As it was, she was an office manager. She worked ten-hour days and spent her smoke breaks bitching about my old man's lack of ambition.

Then, about the time I turned fifteen, one of the broads at her work talked her into going to a revival meeting. And that was it. My mother cooked dinner one Monday night, said goodbye, and four hours later a born again Christian came home in her place. After that, she made us go to church with her three times a week—Sunday morning, Sunday night, and Wednesday night.

None of us understood it at first. I was embarrassed that my tough old broad of a mother was suddenly a Bible-quoting, teetotaling Jesus freak. She hadn't lost any of her toughness, though—which was a problem once she started telling me I couldn't see R-rated movies or listen to secular music or hang out with my unsaved friends. She'd turned into a regular hardass for Christ, and I wasn't having any of it.

In some ways, I guess our relationship never recovered from that. She was bossy, and I'm just like her, so we were probably always going to have problems when I hit my teens. We were always destined to fight over who got to be the voice of authority. But when she started quoting the Bible at me, it felt like she was cheating. The whole point of quoting the Bible is so you claim to be right about everything. At least that was the whole point for someone like my mom.

Well, maybe not the whole point. I guess she'd always been looking for something else in her life. She'd always been insecure about my dad's lack of class, about our ratty house, about the fact she never had a decent car even though her husband was a mechanic. She felt pretty let down by life, I guess. When she got saved, I think it all finally made some kind of sense to her, like she'd finally figured out what she'd been doing wrong all those years.

The old man and Nate went along with her. She got Nate saved pretty quick. It didn't take long for some preacher to convince him that he was going to go to hell. The old man was a longer term project, but when he finally came around to seeing it Mom's way, he came in hard. Pretty soon he was as religious as she was.

I didn't really have an opinion about the religious stuff one way or another. I'd always figured that anyone claiming to speak for God was putting words in God's mouth. What I knew for sure was that my parents had pulled a fast one on me. Their big conversion felt like a betrayal, like they were suddenly switching to a whole new set of rules.

If it had stopped there, maybe we would have been okay. Maybe we could have worked our way back to each other.

Now it was too late to even try.

* * *


Downtown, I parked close to the old fire station and walked up the street to the Morgan building. It was six stories of gray brick and dirty windows. I walked up to the door, and the creep I'd seen that morning appeared at my side.

It gave me a start.

"Where the fuck did you come from?"

Without acknowledging that I'd said anything, he opened the front door. He was only an inch or so taller than me and slightly built, but he gave me the creeps, anyway. With wide, hard cheeks that slanted down to a small chin, he looked like a snake. He held the door for me and finally turned to me and did something with his mouth that was like a parody of a smile—like he was mocking the whole idea of smiling and politeness and kindness. "After you."

We walked inside, and as he took me to an elevator at the back of the darkened lobby I noticed brown stains bubbled up from spots in the linoleum. We waited for the elevator next to a dusty plaque on the wall that read: Walter H. Morgan, 1894-1969.

The elevator doors groaned open. I looked at the empty elevator and then back at him.

His face did that smile parody again.

I stepped on, and he followed me. He pushed the button for the sixth floor. I stared at the floor numbers tick upward. He stared at me.

When we stepped into the deserted hallway of the sixth floor, my heart rate spiked. I made fists with both hands.

If he noticed my trepidation, he didn't seem to care. He walked a little ahead of me without glancing back. "Last door," he said.

A light shone from the door at one end of the hall. My new friend stopped just outside of it and leaned against the wall. "Inside," he said, smiling.

I walked past him.

Grimy old shades were pulled down over the windows in the office where an elderly man stood behind a desk with a single lamp.

He motioned me forward. "Miss Bennett," he said.

"Yes."

"My name is Junius Kluge."

I walked over to the desk, and he held out a hand, so I shook it.

Kluge was as thin and hard as a railroad spike. Though he was an old man, he seemed to have aged differently than most people. His skin wasn't loose and saggy—it was tight and red, as if it had shrunk to his skull like melted plastic. His small blue eyes glinted like nails hammered deep into their sockets.

"Would you like to have a seat?" he asked.

"Sure."

I sat down in the creaky wooden chair on my side of the desk.

As Kluge settled into the chair on his side, he asked, "Forgive me for beginning with a question which will doubtless sound more than a little presumptuous, but do you know who I am?"

"No, sir."

He lowered his chin to his tie for a moment before he said, "I'm a small businessman who has dealings with various moneyed interests around the state. Not all of these moneyed interests are card carrying members of the chamber of commerce, you understand. Since you were in Eastgate, I almost certainly know some of the same people you know."

"Okay."

He nodded. "I understand that you've been looking for Alexis Kravitz."

I folded my hands on my lap. "Okay."

"Okay, yes-you-are?"

"Okay. Yes, I am. You seem to know that. Do you mind if I ask how you know?"

"Osotouy City is just a small town pretending to be a city, Miss Bennett. Word gets around. And I'm the sort of man that the word eventually gets around to."

"Okay," I said. "I'm looking for Alexis."

He nodded. "May I ask why?"

I didn't have time to consider my options or to ask myself what the hell this man wanted from me, but there was a sickness in my gut that told me to keep my mouth shut.

I just smiled politely.

When he wasn't talking, Kluge's mouth hung open a bit. As he thought, the tip of his gray tongue darted out between his dentures.

"May I speculate, then?" he asked.

"Sure."

"Someone hired you to find Miss Kravitz. You were chosen for the task because you were both a former guard and a former inmate of Eastgate Penitentiary. The person or persons who hired you for this job were connected, in some form or fashion, to Jerry Kingston. Am I chasing a wild goose here, or am I on to something?"

"What can I do for you, Mr. Kluge?"

He lowered his chin to his tie again and regarded his yellowed fingernails. "I am prepared to pay you to tell me where Alexis Kravitz is. I'm prepared to pay you even more to take me to her."

"Why do you want to find her?"

"That's my concern, and I don't propose to pay you to ask me questions. Do you know where she is?"

"No, sir, I don't."

"Do you know how to find her?"

"Maybe."

"You are looking for her, then?"

"You know I'm looking for her. I'm guessing it was either Mule or Hastings who contacted you. Your people had already been around to see them both, and when I showed up looking for Alexis, one of them probably called you up to see if you'd kick him a few dollars for the information."

Kluge's tongue darted out twice before he said, "How much is Kingston paying you?"

"Five thousand dollars."

He smiled at that. He probably knew I was lying, but I had the strong hunch that Kluge spent most of his time talking to liars about money.

"I'll give you ten thousand dollars to find this woman for me."

I felt a lightness in my chest. I don't know if it was greed or fear. Maybe both.

"Why do you want to find her, Mr. Kluge?"

He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and texted something as he asked, "What reason did Jerry Kingston give you?"

"I didn't talk to Jerry Kingston."

"Then what reason did some associate of Jerry Kingston give you?"

"They said she became a Christian and kicked drugs, but that she'd fallen back into her old life and run off."

He put his cell phone back in his pocket. "Did you believe that?"

"I believed the money."

He nodded. "Only a fool would believe anything else."

I stood up. "I'll need a retainer."

"I've just taken care of that. Vin in the hallway will see you down and give you five thousand."

I jerked my head at the doorway to indicate Vin in the hallway. "He cracked in the head or something?"

Kluge smiled. "Well, I reckon he's got his own particular perspective on the world. Don't we all. Good bye, Miss Bennett."

I left him sitting there flicking his tongue. Vin in the hallway saw me down. We didn't say anything until we got to the front door of the building. He pulled out hundred dollar bills in a roll as thick as toilet paper.

"Hold out your hands."

I held out my hands.

He counted off ten bills. "One." Another ten bills. "Two."

As he counted out the rest of the cash, I watched the stack get bigger in my hands. When Vin got to the last hundred, he waded up the bill and stuck it in his mouth. Then he chewed it into a wet ball, pulled it out, and dropped it on the stack.

"And a cherry on top," he said.

"What the fuck?"

I shook the ball off. Vin only smiled and walked back to the elevators. After he was gone, I stood there, just staring at the damp wad of money on the ground.




CHAPTER EIGHT

 
 

Outside, I turned up the sidewalk and walked a few streets over to the river. At the base of a bridge—an old railway bridge that had been repurposed into a pedestrian bridge during the last downtown beautification—there was a little green park that sloped down to the water. I kicked off my shoes, sat down on the grass and thought things over.

The logical place to look for Alexis was among our fellow ex-inmates at Eastgate. They were a rough bunch, but I knew one I could trust.

Sholonda Effervescence Jackson was a career criminal, and the broads at Eastgate called her Effervescence, or Big F, or Jack. No one called her Sholonda. She was about thirty-five years old, and she'd spent five of those years at Eastgate. Although Jack was a cool operator, a serious thief who took her time, did the planning, and stayed clean in between jobs, we all have to work with somebody, and she'd knocked over a bank with a couple of partners. After the job was done and everyone was in the clear, one of her partners got pinched for breaking and entering and attempted rape. It only took him about five minutes to flip and give up his whole crew for the bank job. Without anything else to tie her to the heist, Jack dodged the robbery conviction, but they nabbed her for conspiracy to commit.

She'd been my prisoner for three and a half years and then my block-mate for nine months. We'd always gotten along pretty well. I'd treated her fairly when I was a CO, and when I was an inmate, even though Eastgate divided up along racial lines, we'd done each other favors on the yard. When I heard that some pissed off white broad was planning to attack her in her bed one night, I tipped her off. Jack was waiting when she got jumped and she beat her attacker senseless with a piece of wood she'd snapped off a rake handle from the garden. I don't actually think the white chick intended to kill her, but Jack said I'd saved her life.

She'd gotten out of Eastgate before me, and I wasn't sure if she'd stayed in town, but I did know how to find out where she was. It was a risk, but I decided to take it, anyway.

As I watched a young father chase his two little girls around the park, I dug out my cell phone and called Eastgate.

An automated operator gave me a list of options. I pressed 1 for a directory. When the number for Thaxter came up I punched it in.

A crusty voice said, "Tony Thaxter."

"Thax, it's Ellie Bennett."

"Ellie … Hi. How are you?"

"I'm okay. How about you?"

"Oh, you know. This place is like a prison."

Just to butter him up, I gave him an appreciative laugh.

"How are you?" he asked again.

"I'm doing pretty well. Working for my brother. Right now, I'm downtown at Riverside Park just watching the river go by."

"Well, that sounds nice. I'm glad to hear everything is well with you …" He drifted into a silence that invited me to come to the point.

"Yeah, listen, Tony. I need to ask a favor."

"I'll do it if I can," he said. They knew the if I can was a buffer against any possible illegal shenanigans.

"I was wondering if you could give me Effervescence Jackson's address. I owe her some money, and I want to pay it back."

There was a silence on the other end of the phone. Tony Thaxter had one of those fleshy, worried faces that always looked ready to get bad news. I could practically see him running his fingers through his cigarette-yellowed hair.

"I don't know, Ellie."

"Ah c'mon, Thax. I just need to pay her back. She did me a favor inside, and I want to I pay my debt."

"This … We're not talking drugs here, are we?"

"No. Of course not."

"And we're not talking reprisals or anything? Some beef between you two."

"Tony …"

"I'm just," his voice lowered, although I was sure he was alone in his office, "I'm just saying, I could get fired if it was a deal like that."

"It's nothing at all like any of that," I said. "Jack and I are friendly. No bad blood at all. And it's not drugs or anything like that. I've never touched drugs, and I'm pretty sure Jack doesn't have anything to do with them either."

"But she's a criminal, Ellie. You know what I mean. You did time, but Effervescence Jackson is a straight up criminal. Not the kind of person you should—I'm not your PO—but she's not the sort of person you should be associating with now that you're out."

"Thanks for the advice and thank you for the concern, Thaxter, but could you please just give me the fucking address?"

I hadn't meant to snap at him, but he was starting to piss me off.

He grumbled, but I heard him clacking on his computer.

"537 Business Street. North Osotouy."

"537 Business Street."

"Yeah. North Osotouy."

"Thanks, Thax."

"Yeah. Bennett?"

"Yeah."

"Don't fuck me on this."

* * *


North Osotouy City spread out across the river. Business Street was a long road that ran from the baseball park to the big Phillips-Anderson Cookie Factory, which had been churning out cookies as long as I'd been alive. In between, there were some little shops and restaurants, but I didn't see any housing.

I couldn't find 537 for a while. The numbers alternated odd and even across the street. So 537 should have been between 535 and 539. 535 Business was a black barbershop. 539 was a head shop that was closed for the day. No 537.

I parked along the street and went into the barber shop.

Four men of varying ages sat in chairs along the wall watching a football game on an old television on top of a filing cabinet. The barber was a tall, thin man with big eyes. He wasn't dressed like any barber I'd ever known—he wore a yellow silk shirt over a green T-shirt and baggy yellow jeans. He stopped what he was doing when I came in, but for that matter so did everyone else.

"Hello," I said.

With a nod he said, "Hello."

"I was wondering if you could help me. I'm looking for 537 Business?"

I couldn't help but glance at myself in the mirror that covered the entire wall over the barber's station. Ellie Bennett, hell of a gal.

"How come you looking for it?" the barber asked. He didn't seem hostile, but he didn't seem in a hurry to answer my question, either.

The men along the wall waited for my answer. No one seemed to care one way or the other, but no one was watching the game anymore, either.

"I'm looking for Effervescence Jackson. I'm a friend of her's."

The man in the barber's chair was a large, older guy with weary eyes. He turned around in the chair to look at the barber.

The barber asked, "You ain't got her number? You can't call her?"

"No."

He thought about it. I glanced at myself in the mirror again. In my outfit I looked a little official.

I said, "Me and Big F are friends. Really. She'll be happy to see me. I promise."

He pointed his scissors at the ceiling. "537 up top. You go round back and up the stairs. She home."

"Thanks," I said. I told the guy in the chair, "Looking good, sir. Gonna be a handsome cut."

They all laughed at that, and I left.

I went around back to a flight of unpainted, graying wooden steps that led up to a balcony with three doors. 537 was written on one door in magic marker. Beside the door was a short statue of a bulldog smoking a cigar.

I knocked.

Footsteps approached the door.

A woman's voice barked, "Who dat?"

I couldn't tell if it was her or not.

"Big F? This is Ellie Bennett."

A moment passed and then the door opened.

The big in "Big F" was misleading. Actually, she was a trim woman a couple of inches shorter than me. The only thing big about her was her wide, full mouth. When she opened the door, she was already smiling.

"Ellie Bennett! What you doing, woman?"

"Thought I'd drop by. Is this a good time to visit?"

"Yeah. Sure. Come on in."

She opened the door wider, and I walked past her. A short hallway with a narrow closet door, a doorway into a kitchenette, then a den.

The den was spacious and warm. Sunlight poked through the curtains over a large window on the far wall, throwing some rays across a cream-colored sectional sofa. Some magazines were fanned out across a glass-topped coffee table facing a flat screen television.

"Cute place, Jack," I said over my shoulder.

She followed me into the room. She wore gray yoga pants and a blue T-shirt with the neck cut out.

"Thanks."

"It's good to see you," I said.

She leaned against her doorway and crossed her arms. She gave me a polite smile, but her dark brown eyes were serious. "It's good to see you, too."

"Bet you're wondering why I'm here."

"Well, I'm glad to see you," she said with another polite smile, "but … yeah. You and me don't exactly run in the same social circles."

I walked over to her sofa and nodded at it as if to ask if it were okay for me to have a seat.

She nodded.

I pushed a folded Afghan out of the way and sat down. "Well," I said, "I don't know about social circles. We were inside together."

"I guess. But you did a year for fucking up a prisoner—"

"Allegedly."

"And I did five for allegedly jacking up a bank." She smiled for real this time. "You see the difference?"

"I get it. There's a difference between us and the time we did. And yet here I am."

She walked over to her sofa and sat down on the edge of the cushion, leaning forward, elbows on her knees. "Yeah. Here you are."

"I'm looking for Alexis Kravitz. Thought you might know where she is."

She stared at me for what seemed like a full minute before she said, "Alexis."

"Yes."

"Why you trying to find Alexis?"

I told her. We sat there eyeball to eyeball, and I told her all about it.

She didn't say anything as I talked. She didn't nod, didn't shake her head. She just stared at me while I told her what I knew. When I was done, she said, "So why you here? Why you come to me?"

"I was hoping you'd know where she is or how I could locate her."

"I don't."

"Damn it. Since we were all together at Eastgate, I thought maybe she'd contacted you when you got out."

She watched my face a moment, then she asked, "You know who Junius Kluge is?"

"Aside from what I've told you, no."

"He bad. Does the dirty work for the Colfax family."

"The Colfax family. As in Governor Lou Don Colfax, that Colfax?"

"Mm hmm. That weird guy that tracked you down and chewed up the money—that's Vin Colfax, the little brother of the governor. He's too much of a psycho to go into politics like Lou Don, so he works for Junius. Stay away from him."

"Bad news?"

"Remember Yasmine Johnson from Eastgate?"

"Yeah."

"She can't have kids no more because of Vin Colfax. Don't know the whole story on it, but he fucked her up so bad she can't never have kids. He that kind of bad."

I stared at my hands a while.

"Look," I said. "I need help. And I know it's a big favor—"

"It ain't no favor. I owe you. That's why you here. You here to collect a debt."

"I didn't mean—"

She waved that away. "We both know why you come to me. I owe you, Bennett. I ain't about to deny it. I got an obligation to somebody, I pay it."

"Then can you help me find Alexis?"

"You ever stop and wonder why Jerry Kingston and Governor Colfax—two of the most powerful mother-fuckers in this state—got people out looking for some ex-con like Alexis?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"And, I don't know. Maybe she has some dirt on one of them. Maybe she fucked one of them. Maybe both. I don't care. All I know is, I need money to try and put my life back together."

"So it's all about getting paid?"

"Like the man said: it ain't about the money—it's about me needin' it."

"I hear that. But what about Alexis?"

I didn't know what to say to that. Jack waited me out though. I finally told her, "If I can find her, I'll see what she says. I don't want to get her in trouble."

Jack regarded me warily. "Maybe she already in trouble. Maybe you headed right into trouble with her."

"Maybe."

"If she is in trouble, you just gonna hand back the money to Junius Kluge and that preacher dude, and go on about your business, even though you got a shady PO breathing down your neck?"

"I suppose so. I mean, I'm not going to let Alexis get hurt because of me."

Jack sat back on her couch. For a moment, she stared at the sunlight pooled like honey on the coffee table.

"Okay," she announced.

"Okay what?"

"I'll take you to her."

"I thought you didn't know where she was."

"I lied."




CHAPTER NINE

 
 

We were in her truck, driving out of North Osotouy, headed toward the sticks. I didn't ask where we were going. Jack was a pro. I didn't have anything to teach her about how to properly engage in sketchy activities. Besides, I could tell she didn't want me to ask. So I just sat there with my little purse on my lap and waited quietly.

Jack had on jeans and Nikes and a turquoise hoodie. She sat casually with her seat pushed back, left hand flopped over the steering wheel. She drove with her wrist. She sat on her right hip and gestured with her right hand. I don't think the palm of her hands ever touched the wheel.

North of Osotouy City were the mountains. South were the marshes. We headed into swamp country. She got off of the highway and took a back road past low fields of green and black muck. Neither of us spoke. She tugged at her bottom lip. I thought about the five thousand dollars in my purse. I hadn't wanted to bring it with me, but I didn't want to leave it sitting in my car back at her place, either.

After a while, Jack turned off the back road onto a skinny dirt trail that zigzagged between trees.

"Alright," I said finally. "I give up. Where the fuck are we?"

She smiled. "We in a truck going down the road. Live in the moment, Bennett."

"Okay, but will you at least tell me what Alexis is doing all the way out here?"

"She called me up and said she needed to get out of town. I told her I knew a place she could stay. Got a guy out here that owes me a favor."

"Why'd she call you up?"

"Why not?"

"But why you in particular?"

Jack thought about that for a moment. "Because," she said, "I'm the baddest motherfucker she knows."

After a few more minutes, the trail ended at a compound of buildings. In the middle was a small stone house with a front porch and a chimney. Next to it were a couple of small sheds. And beyond those sheds stood a large pole barn.

Jack drove toward the pole barn. "That's where she staying," she said.

As we drove up, a tall man in jeans and a sweatshirt emerged from the barn with a scowl and a shotgun.

"Uh," I said, "that man has a gun."

"That man always got a gun," she said.

"He got a good disposition?"

"Better hope so."

As we climbed out of the truck, the man's coal black face lit up when he saw Jack. "Effervescence Jackson," he drawled.

"Darnell Willis," she drawled back.

"Whatchoo doing, girl?"

"Oh, you know. Lil' this, lil' that." She gestured at me. "This Ellie."

He shifted his gun, adjusted his glasses, and extended a hand to me. "Ellie?"

I took his hand. "Ellie Bennett," I said. "Nice to meet you."

We shook and he said, "Good to know you." Then he turned to Jack and asked, "What brings you ladies all the way out here?"

"Come to see your visitors."

When she said it, his face didn't move but his quiet brown eyes turned to me for an instant and then back to her. "I 'spect they be happy to see you."

He led us into the barn, which turned out, to my surprise, to be a very bright and obviously climate controlled computer junkyard. Technology covered the concrete floors: old terminals, keyboards, motherboards, coils of cord, spools of wire. There seemed to be a method to it all. Paths just narrow enough for one person ran through the stacks of laptops and desktops and boxes marked Routers and Cards and Interface Boards.

"Holy shit," I said.

Jack nodded. "Off the hook. Like you died and went to computer heaven, ain't it?"

"Where'd you get all this?" I asked Darnell.

He shrugged. "The gettin' place."

He stopped for a moment at a little office in one corner of the barn. A couple of computers sat on a small desk. Monitors bolted to the wall showed live video feed of the grounds, including the end of his road. He'd known we were coming to see him before we'd pulled up to the barn. He propped his shotgun against a wall, and motioned us toward the rear of the barn and said, "They up in they room. Ain't come out much, except to take a bite to eat or go to the bathroom up at the house. I give that little girl a iPad with some games on it."

He led us past a couple of long cafeteria tables stacked high with factory sealed boxes marked POWER SUPPLY to a flight of wooden stairs leading up to a small apartment in the back of the barn. He gestured up the stairs and turned and walked back to his office.

Once he was out of earshot, I nodded in his general direction and asked Jack, "What'd you tell him about her?"

"Said she had to get out of town because of some legal difficulties with an ex. Left it vague. Darnell don't mind a little bit of trouble."

I followed her up the stairs. She knocked softly and said, "Alexis?"

"Yes?" a small voice answered.

"It's Effervescence. I'm here with Ellie Bennett."

And then we heard footsteps and the door opened.

And there she was.

* * *


Alexis listened silently, and I told her everything, every bit of it, but the whole time I talked, I kept examining her face. She was pale, and although she'd always been skinny, she had lost weight since her time in Eastgate. Her auburn hair had grown out and hung flatly against her ears, framing her round face. She was pretty but her front teeth were a little large—some of the broads in Eastgate had called her Alexis the Chipmunk—and she had the habit of suddenly pulling her lips together as if she'd just realized she had big teeth. As I spoke, she kept clamping her mouth shut. Looking back on it, I have to admit that as I searched her face, some quiet part of my mind was occupied with the question of whether or not I valued her more than I valued ten thousand dollars.

Jack and I both stood, and we seemed to dwarf her—me telling her everything that had happened, Jack listening with her arms crossed, both of us waiting on this tiny woman to decide what she would do with her life.

As I talked, the kid sat on the floor and stared at a cartoon on an iPad. Kaylee Kravitz was a hulking little girl about five years old, with ruddy cheeks, and some thin brown hair pulled back into a sloppy ponytail. She had the look of a kid whose father would be named Dale Crittenberger.

When I finished talking, Alexis took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She said, "What are you going to do with me?"

That pushed me back a little.

"Do? I'm—we're not going to do anything with you. I just wanted to come talk to you."

She nodded. "Why?"

I felt like she was being deliberately dense, but I didn't really know how to answer her. I guess, when you get right down to it, I didn't know why I was there. I suppose I wanted her to tell me it was fine to tell Junius Kluge where he could find her.

"I just came to check and see if you're okay."

"I'm okay."

Beside her bed was the only other furniture in the room, a small desk and white metal folding chair. Kaylee sat on the carpet, her back to the wall, and scowled down at the iPad. She barely seemed aware that Jack and I were in the room.

"Why are you here?" I asked.

Jack leaned against the door, her hands in the pockets of her hoodie.

Alexis thought about my question.

"I just wanted to get away," she said.

"From what? From who?"

"Mostly from Evan," she shuddered. "He's horrible and gross."

There was a small scratching at the door.

"That's Leonard Nimoy," Alexis said. "Could you let him in, Jack?"

Jack opened the door just wide enough for a large black cat to stroll in. He didn't seem vexed by new people. Kaylee raised her eyes from the iPad. She watched him prance over to the bed and jump up and nuzzle Alexis. Then she returned all of her attention to the screen.

"Darnell has three cats," Alexis explained. "Tom Baker and Diana Rigg never come in, but Leonard Nimoy is our buddy, ain't you?"

He headbutted her leg and slumped next to her. He cast a disinterested glance at me and Jack.

"Alexis …" I said.

Her eyes were as blank as the cat's. Hell, they were blanker. At least the cat looked bored.

I said, "You want to tell me why I got people throwing stacks of hundred dollar bills at me in order to find you?"

Alexis thought about that as she ran her fingers through the cat's black pelt.

Jack, leaning against the door again, said, "You know, Alexis, all you told me was you wanted to get out of town and lay low. Said it was for Kaylee. And I didn't ask nothing about it. I cashed in a favor Darnell owed me, and I paid you back what I owed you. But the people out here looking for you … Junius Kluge? Junius motherfucking Kluge?"

Alexis stopped rubbing the damn cat and dropped her hands in her lap. She sucked in her lips.

I said, "You realize I'm here out of the kindness of my heart, Alexis? I don't have a whole lot of kindness in there in the first place. But here I am. And here's Jack. Why don't you tell us what's going on?"

She wouldn't look at either of us. She kept sucking on her lips, and she rubbed her palm against her smooth little chin.

"Kaylee," she said.

The little girl didn't acknowledge her.

"Kaylee," Alexis said, a little louder.

Without looking up, the girl said, "Yes, momma?"

"Why don't you go outside and let me talk to my friends.

The girl didn't budge.

"You can take the movie with you."

The girl pushed herself up and padded across the room without taking her eyes off the iPad. She went out the door and closed it behind her.

"That little computer is a lifesaver," Alexis said. "Darnell gave it to her the first day we were here, and she hasn't been bored at all."

Jack glanced at me and lifted her eyebrows.

"Alexis," I said. "What's going on?"

"I know some stuff," she said.

Jack and I waited.

Alexis rubbed the cat behind its ears. Its loud purr was the only sound in the room.

"I don't know how much to tell you," she said. "I don't know how much you want to know."

"I need to know what the hell's going on," I said. "I need to know what I'm in the middle of. It's not idle curiosity."

Alexis didn't look up, but she started to talk. It was like she was telling it to the cat. "I got mixed up in some shit. Through … well, it started with Mule. He introduced me to Evan. And then Evan introduced me to some guys who worked for Junius Kluge. They were bringing stuff in from South America. Evan said the connection got made back in the eighties during the whole Iran-Contra thing. I don't know much about that. I wasn't even alive back then. But some of those people were involved in the airport in Mena. You know about that?"

Everyone in Arkansas had heard the rumors that during the eighties the CIA had used an airbase in the little town of Mena to smuggle drugs up from Nicaragua. Supposedly, the Iran-Contra hearings had shut down the operation and others like it. "Yeah," I said.

"Well, I guess after the whole Iran-Contra thing blew up, there were still some folks left here in the state who had connections down there in South America." She shrugged. "I don't understand it all. When Evan first told me about it, I thought 'South America' meant Mississippi."

"Just tell us what you do know," I said.

"Well, Junius Kluge was one of those local people. He'd helped the CIA bring the stuff into Arkansas back in the day, and since he still had his connections he started bringing stuff in on his own. They couldn't use Mena, of course, so they started taking it to Stock's Settlement, a little town up in the Ozarks.

"I was a runner. I would drive up there in the middle of the night every Wednesday. My job was to take a cut of the stuff to a state trooper named Obermeyer."

"What was the stuff?"

"Cocaine. I think they flew in other stuff, but I only ever handled coke."

"Why'd you have to take it to this state trooper?"

"Well, I don't know … but I do know that Obermeyer is on the detail that protects the governor."

"You're telling me you were the governor's coke connection?"

"No, I'm telling you I gave some coke to Obermeyer. That's all I know for sure. I did that for a year or more, but then I got pulled over in that speed trap in Damascus. You know the one I mean? The town is a mile long, but it drops from 65 to 30 in the space of about two hundred feet. And the cops there will give you a ticket for doing 35. Bunch of assholes. I got pulled over, and I guess I acted shifty because the cop got me out of the car and searched it and found the coke. It all happened so fast. Before I could even get my phone call to call Evan, a news camera was there."

"What happened when you finally talked to Evan and Kluge?"

"I never talked to Mr. Kluge. Just Evan. He told me to keep my mouth shut and they'd take care of me. So I did. I kept my mouth shut, and all the sudden the charges were reduced. Not dropped, though. I ended up doing a little time on a lesser charge."

"But then you got out of Eastgate and what? If you did what they told you to do, why is there a problem?"

She stopped rubbing the cat. She looked up at me, her eyes searching my face. She glanced at Jack.

She tried to smile at both of us. "It's all a big misunderstanding," she said. "I went down to Texas when my mom died. I came back, and I got involved in the church."

"In the church."

"Well, not church, but that Christian recovery program, Free At Last. I got involved with it to stay off drugs and try to get closer to … God."

"That's where you met Charles Hamill."

"Yeah."

"What about Jerry Kingston? You meet him, too?"

"Yeah."

I looked back at Jack. She didn't look at me; she just kept staring at Alexis.

Alexis said, "They got me clean, but then I got … I just wanted to get away from them."

"Why?"

"I don't know. I just did. It's hard for me. It's hard for me to stay anywhere a long time. I just wanted to get away."

"What about getting close to God?" Jack asked.

"I didn't run away from God," Alexis said.

I said, "But that still doesn't explain why these people are looking for you."

She shook her head and her face flushed. I thought she might start crying. "I think Junius thinks I was giving information to … Brother Jerry, to help him with the election against the governor."

"So why did Charles Hamill pay me to find you?"

"I guess it's like he told you. Brother Jerry is just worried about me. He asked Brother Charles to find me."

That didn't seem like the whole story, but she didn't say any more.

"Why don't you just talk to Kluge?" I said.

Alexis looked at me like I was the stupid one. "He's paying you five grand," she said. "You think he's going to drop five grand just to have a conversation with me?"

"She right," Jack said.

I turned around, and she'd come off the door and was standing with her fists at her sides. "It's too late for talking this thing through. Junius thinks she gonna rat out the governor's coke connection and the whole drug operation up in Stock's Settlement. That ain't the kind of shit gets settled with a conversation."

I asked Alexis, "But you never told Kingston or any of his people about the drugs, about why you'd gone to jail, none of that?"

She'd turned her attention back to the cat. "It's like Jack said," she whispered. "It's too late, either way."

* * *


"Well?" Jack asked.

"Well what?"

We were standing in front of Darnell's barn. We'd waded through the Arkansas heat just enough to stand in the pointed shadow of the roof.

"You believe this story that it's all a big misunderstanding?"

"Who knows?"

"Whatchoo thinking about doing?"

I took a deep breath of humidity.

"You really think they'd kill her?"

Jack kicked a small rock about six inches. "Dunno. Maybe just rough her up."

I shook my head. "Would you want to be in a dark room alone with Vin Colfax?"

"Nope."

"No, me neither."

"This some serious shit, Ellie. Junius Kluge paid you. You just going to hand him back his money and tell him it didn't work out?"

"I need that money."

"So you want to give her to them?"

"I can't just hand her over, Jack. There's no telling what they'll do to her."

"Yeah. That's what I thought. So what you talking about is scamming the baddest motherfucker in the state because that dumbass in there can't handle her own business."

"They'll beat her up. And if what she's saying is true—if she's telling the truth about some South American drug cartel flying drugs up to Stock's Settlement—then there's no reason to think they wouldn't kill her."

"No reason to think they wouldn't kill me, neither, if they found out I hid her," Jack said. "And this man in here"—she jerked her thumb at the barn—"will kick her ass out as soon as he knows what's up. We got to keep him out of it. Darnell's a nice guy and all, but he'll get on the phone as soon as he knows that Kluge involved. Being a nice guy don't cover that much trouble."

"We need to get her out of here. And we need to make it look like she left to go somewhere else."

"We?"

"It's either that or we hand her over, Jack. I didn't get you involved in this. She did. You gotta deal with this the way you see fit. But think about this, if they get her and they start beating on her, they're going to find out you helped hide her out. Who knows how they'll deal with you?"

She rubbed her face. "You know what you asking me to do?"

"Yeah."

"Awful serious thing to ask."

"I sound like I'm asking to borrow a cup of sugar? I know it's serious."

She stepped into the light and put her face up to the sky, feeling the sun on her skin. I know she was just thinking things over, but for a moment she looked like she was praying.

"So are we going to do this?" I asked.

Finally she said, "Sure. What's the point in getting old?"




CHAPTER TEN

 
 

That night as we followed the Greyhound down to Texas, I had a premonition of doom.

I'm not given to dark thoughts. Life is hard enough without obsessing over the every potential pitfall. I'm not an optimist, exactly—I just think you have to make the best plan you can and then deal with problems as they arise. Most situations, if you break them down to their component parts, can be managed.

But as Jack and I drove that night—letting the Greyhound stay far in front of us so that no one would notice that we had followed it from Osotouy City—I had a sick feeling that I was making a huge mistake. Like I'd forgotten something. Like I'd made some error that was going to get us caught.

Jack rode in silence next to me. She sat up straight, with both hands on the wheel, like she was taking a driving test. She didn't play the radio or initiate a conversation. She kept her own counsel.

But I ran it in my mind, over and over, to see if I'd missed anything.

We had created a cover story. First, we had Alexis call Mule to tell him that she was leaving town. Jack suggested we have her call Evan, but I didn't think anyone would believe that she would call him. Evan was too dangerous, too tied into this mess. It made more sense for her to call Mule. People would be more likely to believe that she was stupid enough to call him. And we knew we could trust the little weasel to turn around and sell her out as soon as he could.

Jack's contribution to this part of the plan was to have Alexis ask him for money. Nice touch.

We stood on either side of her as she called him using a prepaid card from a payphone at the bus station. "I just wanted to tell you I'm leaving," she told him. She closed her eyes, zeroing in on her performance like some kind of redneck Meryl Streep. She nodded as he said something. "I know," she told him. "I know I did. You were always good to me. You were. You were always good." She nodded. "I know. I fucked up. I did." She shook her head. "No. I just think I need to leave. There's too much going on, and I'm scared." She nodded. "Sure, he's part of it. But you know Evan, he's a fucking selfish prick. He'll always look out for number one." She listened for a long while. "I know. I know, you told me that. You were right. You were right, Mule." She listened again. We could hear the low murmur of his voice on the other end, no distinct words, just the unmistakable tone of petty self-satisfaction. Finally he stopped and Alexis said, "Look, I should go. I got to catch the 6:50 bus. I just wanted to say goodbye." He said something, she waited a beat and then she dropped the hammer. "Listen, I know I don't deserve anything from you, and I hate to ask, but I was wondering if I could maybe borrow a little money. Just enough to—" As he started to yell, she smiled to herself. She listened for a while and said, "Look, you think this is easy for me? I know what all you've done for me. But I'm down to my last few bucks, and I have Kaylee to think about. What do you want me to do? This is my last phone card and—" She stopped and let him yell. Then she said, "You know what, Mule, you're a fucking asshole. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. That's right. Oh sure, call me a fucking cunt. Go ahead. That's all you know how to say, you pathetic junkie asshole. I hope you fucking overdose."

She hung up and opened her eyes. "Well, that was fun. Can we call all my old boyfriends?"

The second part of the plan was to actually get her on the Greyhound. She and Kaylee loaded onto the 6:50 for Fort Worth. The bus made a stop in Texarkana, and we hoped that even if Mule turned right around and called Junius Kluge or one of his people that they couldn't get someone to Texarkana in time to grab her.

This was the risky part, of course. Maybe Kluge had a guy in Texarkana already. Or maybe he'd just call one of his pals on the state troopers. The risk was part of the plan, though. The risk was what sold the story. It looked messy and stupid.

Besides, I kept telling myself, Mule would wait. He'd think it over. We'd made a point of telling Alexis not to tell him where she was going. We'd let him figure it out. He'd assume it was Texas, but maybe he'd take the time to check the schedules. That process could take sixty seconds, of course, but it could also take longer. He had a cell but Alexis said he'd hocked his smart phone for cash a long time ago, so he couldn't just look it up. He'd have to find the number of the station and make a phone call, or he'd have to track down a computer and check it that way. Only then would he call Evan, or someone like Evan, who was willing to offer him some cash to find out about Alexis. Maybe he'd arrange a meeting rather than doing it over the phone. Maybe he'd take a break to get drunk or shoot up and zone out for a few hours.

Or maybe he'd immediately call Kluge. Maybe Kluge's people were already waiting for her at the station.

I took a deep breath.

Jack said, "You worrying over there?"

"I got some shit on my mind, yeah. You?"

"I got some shit on my mind."

I leaned back in the plush seat. "Nice ride," I said.

"I like it."

I didn't know what else to say.

Jack said it for me. "If this thing goes wrong, there gonna be hell to pay. I ain't sure Alexis got the right stuff."

"She handled Mule."

"Mule a junkie. Get a junkie to believe anything, you tell it right."

"That's my point, she told it right."

The lamplights along I-30 swept over the hood of her truck and flickered on Jack's face. She grimaced. "I ain't really talking about Alexis, Ellie. I'm talking about me and you and what's gonna happen if Alexis fucks up, which she likely to do. You need to get your mind around that."

"I don't know what that means."

"No, well, you better find out."

"Why don't you tell me, if you're so fucking smart?"

"You don't need to start busting out no tone of voice on me, Ellie. I ain't your teacher. I ain't here to educate you. But maybe I'm being a little more realistic about this than you are. We gonna pick up this girl and her child in Texarkana when they get off the bus, and then we gonna take them to West Memphis to meet her cousin. Okay. Then what?"

"Then … we … then we wait and hope the story sticks. At that point, we're out of it."

The words sounded silly coming out of my mouth. We had to hope that Alexis would leave the state and never come back and not doing anything stupid to draw attention to herself. Maybe once the election was over, the heat around her would die down.

But the point Jack was making was that the plan hinged on two things: Alexis and a lot of luck—neither of which we could really count on.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay what?"

"Okay, you're right, but I'll damned if I know what else we can do."

* * *


The bus had a scheduled twenty minute stop in Texarkana. The plan was for Alexis and Kaylee to get off the bus with the other passengers, stretch their legs, and then slip away unnoticed.

When the bus was still fifteen minutes outside of Texarkana, Jack shot ahead of it so we could get there a little early and scope things out. The small Greyhound station was located just off I-30, next to a Super 8 and an IHOP. Jack pulled into the parking lot of the IHOP and pointed us toward a large empty field separating the restaurant from the station.

I scanned the parking lot of the IHOP. A couple of trucks, one car. Through the windows of the restaurant, I saw a table of teenagers laughing and eating. At another table one guy sipped coffee by himself.

The bus station shared a parking lot with the Super 8. Lots of cars and trucks and a couple of minivans. The front of the station was all glass. Through it, I could see a young woman working the front counter, talking on a phone pinched between her ear and her shoulder as she typed on a computer.

"I'm going to get out," I said.

"And do what?"

I shrugged and got out of the truck. The air was warm and heavy. I walked around the field, watching the parking lot the whole time.

A young couple got out of a minivan and started unloading kids and luggage. By the door of the motel, a middle-aged man in a cowboy shirt, jeans, boots and a hat stood talking on a cell phone. He was stocky, maybe fifty years old. There didn't seem to be anyone else in the parking lot.

The father at the minivan pulled out a sleeping child and held her with one arm while he dragged a rolling suitcase with his free hand. His haggard-looking wife corralled a rambunctious little boy and slung a couple of bags over her shoulder. Together they trudged toward the motel lobby.

The cowboy on the cell phone watched me cross the field.

Two beams of light swung across the field as the bus pulled into the parking lot. As it came to a stop, its red taillights bathed the field in red. I stepped into a muddy patch and had to yank out my shoe to break free of the suction. The bus cut its lights and the field went dark again.

I hurried across the grass, slinging mud as I walked. As I did, a white SUV marked TEXARKANA POLICE pulled into the parking lot. A uniformed officer got out of the SUV, opened the back door and let out a German Shepherd.

I came to the edge of the parking lot.

The cowboy with the cell phone ended his call and clipped the phone back onto his belt. For a second, his attention shifted from me to the K-9 unit.

The cop with the dog was a huge man with a shaved head. He wore all black and had a gun on his hip. He strode up to the door of the bus as it opened.

"Evening," I heard him tell the driver as I walked toward the motel. "Gonna do a routine check of the luggage compartment. Please keep your passengers inside the vehicle."

I got to the door of the motel and paused to watch the proceedings, straining to appear as if I was casually interested in what was happening.

The cowboy by the motel door had a roadmap of blood vessels webbing across his thick ball of a nose. He fixed his beady black eyes on me and said, "Stepped in some mud there, girl."

"Reckon so," I said. I jerked a thumb at the bus. "What all do you think is happening there?"

The cowboy hitched his thumb on a big silver belt buckle with a little Confederate flag in the center. "Searching for drugs, mostly likely." He shrugged. "Gives the local po-po something to do, try to catch the drugs before they get to Texas."

I watched the dog sniff at the bus's storage hold. The cop holding the dog's leash glanced over at us.

The cowboy told me, "They found a big shipment a year ago."

"That a fact?"

"Yes, ma'am," the cowboy said. "A whole heap of mare-i-jew-wanna. Somewheres in the neighborhood of a hundred thousand dollars' worth. Made all the news."

"Is that a fact?"

"I shit you not. Some dude with a hundred pounds of whacky tobacky crammed into a couple of suitcases."

The dog stopped at one of the storage holds and gave it extra attention.

"A hundred pounds?" I said. "Now, why'd he think he could get away with that?"

"Dunno," the cowboy said. "He's just eat up with the dumbass, I reckon."

The dog stopped sniffing and backed away from the bus. The officer walked back up to the front and waved at the driver. "All clear," he said.

The driver—a short man with charcoal-black skin and chalk-white hair—got off the bus grumbling about the delay. "What's the use in keeping a damn schedule," he groused as he walked into the bus station.

The girl at the counter was still on the phone, but she gave him a little wave.

People got off the bus. Two guys in their twenties. A middle-aged couple. A tall kid with headphones.

The cop took the dog back to the SUV and opened the door. The dog leapt inside.

The cowboy said, "Well, now that the show's over, how about we talk about me and you."

I said, "Maybe some other night, cowboy. Getting a little late for me."

"Late? Ain't but ten thirty."

"Little late for me."

More people getting off the bus. A redhead in her fifties. Another guy in his twenties. A kid, no more than eighteen, yawning and stretching.

"Aw, it ain't late, darlin'. You got to live a little, burn tomorrow's candles tonight. I'm the right feller to do it with, too."

"Some other time."

Another guy. Then another. Finally Alexis and Kaylee. They were accompanied by a young man, or at least he was talking to Alexis. She nodded politely and scanned the parking lot.

"You know," the cowboy said, "you keep saying 'no' but something tells me that—"

I turned to him. "You're mistaking my politeness for indecision, so let me shoot you straight, cowboy. I think you're gross. Now scoot the fuck on out of here."

He stared at me for a moment before he nodded, mustered his dignity enough to tip his hat, and walked back into the motel.

The young man followed Alexis and Kaylee into the bus station. Passengers were buying Cokes and candies from vending machines.

Alexis took Kaylee to the bathroom. I could see that the young man was waiting for her, but when he finally surrendered to his bladder and headed into the men's room, Alexis and the girl slipped out of the ladies' room. Alexis led Kaylee outside, saw me and nodded. We both headed to the other side of the parking lot, away from the open field, closer to some dumpsters in an alley behind the motel.

We got there at the same time. "This way," I said.

Over my shoulder, I could see Jack start her truck, back up, and leave the IHOP parking lot. She met us out by the service road a moment later.

And we were gone.

* * *


We rode in silence until we were back on I-30, heading back toward Osotouy City, where we could connect to I-40.

Alexis smelled like cigarettes and old sweat. I cracked a window. Kaylee leaned against her mother and was asleep within a minute or two.

Jack glanced down at my feet. "You track mud into my ride?"

"I tried to scrape it off. Sorry."

Over her shoulder, Jack asked, "Who that boy you talking to?"

"Some guy I met on the bus."

Jack shook her head. "You running from a bunch of killers and you strike up a fucking conversation on the bus."

"He started talking to me," Alexis said. She leaned back in her seat and shut her eyes. "I think he wanted a hand job."

"What makes you say that?" I asked.

"I don't know. He just had that 'please-give-me-a-hand-job' vibe."

Jack said, "Yeah, I know that vibe."

* * *


The drive was four hours. Jack wouldn't hear of anyone else driving her truck.

Alexis and Kaylee slept.

Jack played some songs on an iPod that she plugged into the radio. Mostly old school rap. Some Immortal Technique, some Rakim. A bunch of stuff I didn't know. She kept it low so as not to wake up the kid.

After a couple of hours, she turned it off.

We passed Osotouy City. Alexis woke up. None of us spoke until we were on I-40 heading toward Memphis.

As we passed a sign for a little town called Candy, I said, "My father started a church here when I was seventeen."

"Really?" Alexis asked.

I nodded.

"You a preacher's daughter?" Jack said.

"Sort of. I wasn't raised that way, but my mom got religion when I was in high school. She talked the old man into sinking every cent they had into trying to start a church. That dried up the family coffers. I couldn't pay for college without working, and pretty soon I had to quit school and work full time. Eastgate didn't require a college degree to be a CO, so I went in that direction."

"No shit?" Jack said.

"No shit. I thought I was going to be a cop." I shook my head. Just thinking about it gave me a slight headache. As we passed the exit for the town, I said, "They bought a little store front here in Candy. I think it used to be a vacuum-cleaner supply store."

"What was their church called?" Jack asked.

"The Church of the New Birth."

"Still there?"

"Nah. It never occurred to either one of them that the old man wasn't any kind of preacher. He had worked in service stations for twenty-five years … and now he was supposed to start up a church? The only stuff he'd ever read besides the Bible was Chilton's and hunting magazines. He'd never done any public speaking. He didn't even like to make small talk with people. But she had her vision and the old man always eventually did whatever she told him to. They sunk every dime they had into the church and trusted God to provide the rest."

"God didn't come through?" Jack asked.

"No. He must have been short on cash, too. They had to declare bankruptcy after a couple of years." In the truck's side mirror, I watched the sleeping town recede into the darkness. "In the end there was nothing left of my mother's vision except a story she hated to tell."

They were both dead now. The old man at fifty-nine of a heart attack, the old woman at sixty-two from cancer. The only saving grace of the whole sad story was that neither of them had lived to see me go to jail. They'd both died thinking that even if I wasn't born again, at least I was an upstanding member of society.

Now I wasn't even that.

I looked in the rearview mirror. Alexis was sitting up and looking right back at me, and for an instant I confused our reflections. It looked like my mouth that opened when she said, "At least you had parents."

* * *


About two-thirty in the morning, we pulled off the interstate in a tiny town called Marked Tree just outside of West Memphis. In the parking lot of a little Methodist Church, a truck was waiting.

We pulled up next to it, and Alexis's cousin got out. She was a middle-aged bruiser with tiny breasts, a big gut, and long curly blonde hair.

Alexis hugged her, and then she pushed Kaylee toward her. "Sweetie," she told the girl, "this is your cousin Tawnya. We're going to live with her for a while."

Tawnya yawned and rubbed the girl's head. "Hey, kiddo." Alexis didn't introduce us, but cousin Tawnya gave us a tired smile. Then she told Alexis, "I'll be in the truck. We need to get on the road. You can drive?"

"Sure."

Tawnya took the kid to the passenger side of the truck.

I watched the little girl. She dragged her feet, but she was awake. When she got to the truck, she looked back at me.

She waved.

It was the first time the child had acknowledged me at all. I gave her a little wave, and she got into the truck with Tawnya. I wondered how many people like me that little girl had met in her life, how many strangers, some kind and some not, who had already drifted through her chaotic life before she climbed into a truck with yet another new one.

I was thinking that when Jack asked Alexis, "Where's Tawnya live in Tennessee?"

"Pigeon Forge. She's a glass blower at Dollywood."

"I ain't got the slightest fucking idea what that means."

"She—"

Jack stopped her by waving it away. "Don't matter. All that matters is that you don't come back here. Ever."

Alexis stuck out her hand. "Thanks, Effervescence. For everything."

Jack nodded. Alexis turned to me. I shook her hand. "Jack's right," I told her. "This place, and everybody in it, is nothing but trouble for you. Don't email. Don't call. Don't go on Facebook. And don't you ever come back to Arkansas."

Alexis nodded. "Thanks, Ellie."

Jack and I got in the truck and drove away. We rode in silence most of the way, but not far outside of Osotouy City I turned and asked her, "Why'd you ask where her cousin lives?"

"What?"

"Why'd you ask where her cousin lives? Why'd you want to know where Alexis is going?"

She didn't say anything but the answer hung unspoken in the silence of the truck. It was insurance. Jack had insurance now. And so did I. Even if I told myself that I didn't want it, I had it now. If everything went wrong and Kluge started putting the questions to me in a rough way—in a way that did not accept an honest "I don't know" as an answer—then I needed to know where she was. I needed to know how I could still give them Alexis if it came down to a choice between her or me.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
 

We got back to Jack's place a little past four in the morning. I drove home and collapsed on my bed.

I didn't sleep though. I just lay there thinking about things. I would have to see Kluge and try to sell him on the idea that Alexis was gone to Texas. I rubbed my eyes.

I rubbed them again and noticed that the room was full of sunlight. I'd been asleep for hours. I got up and went downstairs.

The family was at the table having a late lunch.

"No one working today?" I said.

Felicia was wearing a T-shirt for some band that looked vaguely Christian. Chewing some potato chips, she laughed, "It's Saturday, Aunt Ellie."

Nate and Bethany glanced at each other. She got up to get me a plate, but Nate wouldn't even look at me. He scanned the sports section of the paper without settling on any one thing to read. Mostly he just ignored me.

* * *


After lunch, I took a shower and got dressed. I broke out another dark skirt, matched it with a white blouse and a darker jacket. I dressed and went downstairs and found my brother holding the baby, watching a couple of birds in his yard.

"How's it going?" I asked.

He patted the baby's back. "He's got an ear infection."

"Aw. I'm sorry to hear that."

Nate kept watching the birds. "You know," he said, "I actually do need help at the shop."

"I know. I'm sorry. I've been doing this other job for some people."

"A job you don't want to talk about."

"I'm almost done, Nate. I'm almost done. I'll be set up, and I can get out of here, get my own place. I won't be a bother."

Nate watched a squirrel dart out of his yard and into the street. It jerked both ways as a car passed and hopped into the woods. He said, "Stupid thing almost got run over. Should've stayed put."

I waited, but he didn't seem to have anything to add to that. I said, "I promise that things are about to get a lot better."

* * *


I called the number Kluge had given me. Vin Colfax answered.

"What kind of news you got for me?"

"I'd like to see your boss," I said.

"My boss … don't know that I'd call him my boss exactly. That would make me his employee, wouldn't it? Like a servant. I look like a servant to you?"

"I want to see the old man. Can I see him or do you want to keep jerking off on the phone?"

He giggled. "Good idea." I heard a zipper and then he started to moan. He moaned and grunted and the phone shook. I waited. Then he moaned, "Mm, guess I did want to jerk off on the phone …"

"Do I get to talk to the old man or not, you fucking psycho?"

"Oo-ee," he said. "Nasty mouth. You probably learned to talk that way in prison. I'll try to forgive it. How about we meet by the Old Mill at three?"

"The old man will be with you?"

"We'll see."

* * *


The Old Mill sat at the center of a park in North Osotouy City. A recreation of an old grist mill from the 1880s, it had been built in the thirties sometime. A famous movie had filmed some scenes there back in the thirties, and now the Old Mill was a spot for elderly tourists and weddings. It was pretty, though there wasn't much to look at, really. Just a two-story stone building with a narrow bridge straddling a little pond.

When I got there, I parked on the street, got out and walked down to the water. The sky was bright blue, and the air was on fire. The heat had beaten down most of the flowers, and the greenery seemed to sag beneath the weight of the humidity.

A moment later an Infiniti pulled up to the curb. Vin driving. Kluge in the passenger seat. I walked up the hill to meet them.

Vin motioned to me to get in the car.

I got in behind the driver's seat so I could look at Kluge—and so Vin couldn't look at me.

Kluge turned around to talk to me. He smiled politely. "Good morning."

"Good morning."

"Shall we get right to business?"

I nodded. "Yes. It looks to me like she's gone." I paused, but he simply waited with the same polite expression on his melted old face. I said, "I talked to some ex-boyfriends, and I talked to an ex-inmate, Effervescence Jackson, all of whom told me that she's gone."

Junius Kluge turned to Vin.

Vin snapped, "We're paying you to tell us that she's fucking gone? Everyone knows she's fucking gone. Where'd she go?"

"Texas. On a Greyhound. Last night, it looks like."

"Why do you think she's gone to Texas?" Kluge asked.

"She told Jack—that is, Effervescence Jackson—that she was going there. I guess she's from there originally."

"Why'd she tell this Effervescence Jackson where she was going?"

"She contacted Jack to borrow money. To no avail. Jack's not in the habit of lending cash."

"Anything else?"

I shook my head. "No, sir. I think that's it."

Kluge nodded and settled back in his seat. Turning his face to the mill, he said, "I went to a wedding here once, a long time ago. The justice of the peace was an old feller with Alzheimer's. He married the bride and groom three times before someone finally told him to wrap it up. At the end, he congratulated them on their fiftieth wedding anniversary."

"I like that story," Vin chuckled. "I heard you tell that one before."

Without looking at me, Kluge said, "You can keep the five thousand dollars, Miss Bennett. I trust you understand that the information you've given us here today doesn't merit the second half of the money we discussed."

"The deal was for me to track her down as far as my position as an ex-inmate would take me. I don't know anyone in Texas."

I pressed the case because it was a natural thing to do. He'd expect me to try to get the rest of the cash. Besides, I needed the money.

Vin snapped, "The deal was to find her. You didn't find her. You're lucky we're letting you keep the five grand."

"You want me to go to Texas," I said. "I'll go. It's the size of fucking … Texas, but I'll go. I just don't know what good it'll do you to have me down there, going door to door, asking people if they've seen her."

Kluge was still staring at the mill. "That will be all, Miss Bennett. We'll make some inquires and follow up on this new information. If we require more your services, we'll be in contact."

I made a show of accepting this, said so long, and got out of the car.

They drove away.

* * *


Still standing there staring at the water, I called the number Charles Hamill had given me.

"I have some news about Alexis," I told him.

"Could you come in?" he asked.

"There's really no need," I said. "What I have to say I can tell you just as easy over the phone."

"There's someone else I'd like you to meet," he said.

We hung up, and then I drove over to the Milner Building. In the middle of a hot summer Saturday afternoon, most intelligent people were seeking shelter in the air conditioning, so I was able to grab a parking spot right by the front door.

A single guard sat in the lobby and gave me a smile as I walked through. I took the elevator up to the tenth floor. The Faith and Liberty Legal Initiative was devoid of life. No Gennifer at the desk. No sounds of activity down the hall.

I found my way back to Hamill's office and opened the door. No Sister Lips.

The light was on in his office, and Hamill came to the door. He wore some light blue jeans and a black and red Fila polo shirt.

"Hi there," he said. "How are you doing, Ellie?"

"I'm fine," I said.

"If you will, join us in here," he said, motioning me back to the office.

I walked across the darkened reception area and stepped into his office.

A man in a yellow polo shirt sat behind Hamill's desk. He stood up to greet me as I came in. He was tall and portly, with a pink face, and had thinning hair that he combed over.

"Miss Ellie," he said, extending a hand. "I'm Jerry Kingston."

I took his hand and he gave me a vigorous shake.

He beamed a smile at me as Hamill walked behind him and leaned against the floor-length window. "I hope you're keeping cool today," Jerry Kingston said, settling back into his chair.

"I'm managing," I said. "The AC on my car isn't great, though."

"Oh dear," he said. He swiveled the chair a bit to address Hamill. "That's awful on a day like today."

Hamill grinned. "Arkansas in summer ain't no joke."

"No, it is not," Jerry Kingston agreed. "As my grandpa used to say, the Arkansas heat is all we need know of perdition."

His voice had an almost musical quality—a soft cadence that seemed to caress words—and as he tapped his long thick fingers together I got the impression of a skilled piano player. As he smiled at me, I remembered that, in fact, I'd seen him a few times on television. He wasn't a sweating, stomping, fire-and-brimstone preacher. He was smooth and polished. He sang beautifully and played bass guitar. When he preached, he was like a motivational speaker for Christ—part guru, part car salesman.

"I hope you don't mind me joining you and Brother Chuck today," he said. "I was just dropping by to talk to him about the election," he paused to gesture at one of the campaign signs against the wall, as if its presence somehow confirmed his story, "and he told me that you had some word on this young lady. What was her name, Chuck?"

"Alexis," Hamill said.

"That's right, Alexis. I met her a couple of times, I think. Didn't I, Chuck?"

"I think so," Hamill said, a grin on his boyish face.

"That's interesting," I said.

"Why is that interesting?" Jerry Kingston asked pleasantly.

"Because I met a guy—a no account drug dealing piece of trailer trash named Evan Hastings—who told me that you knew her really well. Fact is, he thought the two of you had something going on."

Kingston's smile drained away like blood. "Well, that's a damnable lie," he said.

I nodded. "I'm sure it is."

"A lie right out of the devil's hell."

I nodded again to show him I was paying attention.

Hamill just stood by the window and waited.

Kingston leaned back in the chair and gradually something like a smile returned to his face. He said, "A man like me makes enemies, Miss Ellie. He does. I'm trying to accomplish something here, something real. I'm trying to take Christian values to the Tower of Babel that is the United States Congress. You don't fight that fight without taking some pretty rough hits. And it's not just petty politicians like Governor Colfax who throw those punches. No, scripture tells us that we struggle not against flesh and blood, but against spiritual wickedness in high places. The devil, Miss Ellie. Not very fashionable to talk about him anymore, but he's out there. He's out there. And the devil's greatest weapon is the lie. It's his masterpiece, his greatest invention for waging spiritual warfare against the people of God."

"So you didn't fuck her?"

He glared at me. He leaned forward with his elbows on the desk. "I never touched that girl," he growled. "Let's move on."

"She left the state," I said. "Looks like she went to Texas. She has family down there. Or she did."

"I see," he said. "Is that all?"

I glanced back and forth between the two of them. "Yeah. That's it."

Kingston told Hamill, "Chuck. I believe you said you had something to give Miss Ellie here."

Hamill walked over the desk, opened a side drawer and pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. Another five hundred bucks.

"Thank you," he said. He gestured at the door.

I stood up to leave. I was almost to the door when Kingston asked me, "Do you think she'll be back?"

I turned around. "For everybody's sake," I said, "I hope not."




CHAPTER TWELVE

 
 

The house was empty when I got back to Nate's that night. I'd driven around for a long time after meeting with Jerry Kingston, just thinking about Alexis and everyone who wanted to find her. I'd hoped to be home for dinner, but they'd all gone out to eat somewhere. I was about to kick off my shoes when my phone started ringing.

"Hello," I answered.

An oily voice said, "Eleanor Bennett."

"Who's this?"

"Just your friendly neighborhood parole officer, angel."

"Oh. Hi, Belton."

"Need you to come see me."

"What, now?"

"Yep. Right now. My office."

"C'mon, man. Can't this wait? It's Saturday night. I had a long week. It's getting dark outside."

"You got a car with headlights?"

"Yes, but—"

"Then use 'em. Get over here. It's important."

I had the uncomfortable feeling that Belton knew about the stacks of money I'd collected over the last few days and wanted his cut. Cursing him, I got my keys and purse and went back to the car. I backed out and drove toward his office.

A few miles down the road, from the darkness, blue lights splashed over me.

I took a deep breath and slowed down and pulled off the road, gravel crunching under the tires as I came to a stop.

An official voice on a speaker ordered, "Driver, shut off your engine. Roll down your window."

I lowered my window and killed the engine. Blue lights whipped across the blacktop and the darkened tree line beyond it.

Doors opened. Feet moved up the road on either side of my car.

"License and registration, ma'am," a voice said.

I craned my neck to see him. A tall cop in a black uniform, a flashlight in one hand, the other hand on the butt of his gun.

"I have the license in my purse and registration in the glove compartment."

Shining the light on my hands he said, "Get them, please."

The other cop stood by the passenger side door. He just seemed to be waiting to be told what to do.

I dug out the license and registration and handed them over.

"Not your car," the cop said.

"My brother's car."

"Can you step out of the vehicle, please?"

"I … sure. Is there something wrong?"

"Just need you to step out for a moment while we look at your car."

I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the door and stepped out.

His partner came around the car and stood behind me. Both of them were young, white, and tall. The guy who'd been doing the talking had a large birth mark on his chin that looked like a soup stain. He asked, "Got your cell phone on you?"

"In my purse in the car."

"Alright. Going to need you to step back to the cruiser and talk to my partner for a moment."

The cop behind me motioned for me to walk ahead of him, so I did.

"Is something wrong?" I asked again, at roughly the same time that I noticed my hands had started to sweat.

"No ma'am," he said with a friendly drawl. "Just gonna need to look at your vehicle." He opened the back door to the cruiser. "Would you mind having a seat, ma'am?"

"What? Why?"

"While my partner takes a look at your vehicle, I'm gonna need to ask you a few questions. Have a seat. You're not in no trouble. You're not under arrest or nothing. I just don't want us to be standing here on the side of the road right by this curve here."

I climbed into his car, and he shut the door behind me. Then he climbed into the driver's seat. A moment later, his partner walked back to us, opened the passenger side door in the front and climbed in.

Then the driver pulled back onto the road.

"Where the fuck are we going?" I demanded.

Neither man said anything. Neither seemed to have heard what I said.

I had to drag the next breath out of my lungs.

I had started to curse myself and my goddamn stupid hubris when the cop slowed down. We were only a mile or two from where they'd pulled me over.

The cop turned off the road where a white unmarked moving van—maybe a ten-footer—idled in the grassy parking lot of some empty building for rent.

The cop with the soup stain turned around. He stared at me a moment, and then he said, "I'm going to come back there in a second and open your door. I'm going to handcuff you. If you cooperate, I'll cuff your hands in the front and I'll leave them a little loose. Won't hurt a bit. But if you make a fuss, me and my partner here will have to drop you on the hard ground out there, flip you over and handcuff you from behind. The whole process will be unpleasant, and at the end of it I can't promise that I won't be so damn agitated that I won't set the cuffs really tight."

The driver of the white van flashed his lights. The cop flashed his lights back.

The cop with the birthmark asked me, "So what do you think, lady?"

I noticed that the computer bolted to the dashboard wasn't on. Technical problems would have been reported, I bet. Something wrong with the system. No way to record the last few minutes. No record of them stopping me.

I took a deep breath and nodded curtly.

No use fighting them here. I wasn't going to lick a couple of cops and whoever the hell was sitting over there in the white van. I knew that the only one who could sick a couple of state troopers on me was Junius Kluge.

They got out of the car and opened my door. I stepped out and extended my hands. They cuffed me and led me to the van. A man sat behind the wheel, but I couldn't see him well because the headlights from the police cruiser smeared light across his windshield.

The cops took me to the back of the van. The driver of the van got out and came around the back.

Evan Hastings. Even in the dark, I could see his gashed chin and the scars on his forehead. Without saying anything, he took out a key and opened the padlock on the rolltop door. He pushed open the door, and the cops held my elbows as I climbed up into the van. Then, without a word, they closed the door.

It was as black and stuffy as a trunk. The driver clamped down the padlock, and I scooted back into a corner.

The truck rumbled to life. It jerked to the side and I slid against the wall. The ride smoothed out. Tires on pavement. We moved.

My time in that sweltering black womb was punctuated only by the occasional passing of another vehicle, the shift in momentum, the occasional stop accompanied by a red sliver of taillights beneath the door. The stops became less frequent the further we went, probably an indication that we were on the highway.

We drove for a long time. A few times, the van grunted and the floor inclined and I slid from my corner against the cab of the truck down to the door. We were climbing hills. I couldn't tell, but it seemed as if we were headed up into the mountains.

We rode for an hour or more. After a while, we slowed. We made a hard turn onto a rougher bit of road—not gravel, but narrow and uneven, with potholes biting at the wheels and tree branches scraping at the roof.

Then another hard turn, and the front of the truck plunged downward and I tumbled across the floor and slammed into the back wall.

We leveled out at the bottom of some hill and the truck crawled to a stop. It shifted and moved in reverse. The sound outside compressed, like we were backing into a building. Then we stopped.

The truck's engine cut off.

Stillness.

Quiet.

I pushed myself into the back corner. Hastings got out and walked away from the truck. I heard crickets and katydids somewhere in the distance. Aside from the insects, my own breathing. And nothing else.

Then footsteps came back toward the van. The lock clanked and the door ratcheted up to the ceiling.

Evan Hastings stood there, peering at me from beneath his slashed brow. His voice slid out in a thin drawl. "You got any mind to give me trouble, I got a mind to give it back."

I clenched my hands into fists, but I said, "No trouble."

"All right then. Come on out of there and I'll take you inside."

"Where inside?"

"You just said you wasn't going to give me no trouble."

"I just want to know where I'm going," I said.

He wasn't having it. His eyes settled on me without feeling. "You get your ass up out of there 'fore I come in there and drag you out by your hair."

I stood up and walked to the end of the truck and stepped out.

We were backed up to a loading dock. I wasn't sure where we were, but the gray building seemed large and unpopulated. Beyond the parking lot, trees whispered and insects roared.

He took my elbow in his hand and led me into the building. In hobnail boots, he stood a few inches taller than me and wore a black T-shirt with a picture of a wolf howling at the moon. His jeans were dirty and he wore one of his knives clipped to his belt.

The building was cool and empty but not abandoned. A couple of long conveyer belts sat in the center of a long, wide open room. Empty metal crates stood against the wall, stacked all the way to the ceiling. Everything was gray concrete and stainless steel, and the only splash of color came from words painted in red, white, and blue along one wall: OZARK POULTRY.

Arkansas Chicken for America's Table

He pushed me through a door and down a hallway that stunk of coffee, chicken shit, and ammonia. Through windows I could see papers and cups and telephones on the desks of a darkened office. A calendar with the current month hung on a bulletin board in the hallway.

Finally, we came to a set of double doors labeled: EXSANGUINATION ROOM.

He nudged me inside.

Slick white vinyl covered the floor and walls and ceiling. Along one wall were four steel contraptions. Each machine stood five-feet tall, with a rotating head at the top made up of four cones. A large sign on the wall demonstrated how to lower a live chicken into each cone so that its head stuck out the bottom. Beneath the sign, a red rubber hose attached to a spigot in the wall.

At the center of this small, gleaming white space sat an empty wooden chair.

"Sit," he said.

I stared at the large drain under the chair.

With the tips of his fingers, he gave me a sarcastically gentle push. "Please, now. Do have a seat."

I walked over and sat down, facing him.

Two long fluorescent bulbs burned in the ceiling. My eyes burned from the ammonia stench of the room, but I read the sign scrawled in magic marker on the wall: REMEMBER TO CUT THE CHICKENS AND NOT YOURSELF!

I shut my eyes against the ammonia.

When I opened them, Evan stared down at me and said, "You got yourself in more trouble than you can handle, didn't you, sweetie?"

Footsteps in the hallway.

I swallowed. My ears ached. My sweaty fists hurt from clenching too hard.

The door opened and Vin Colfax walked in.

He wore a black suit with a blue silk tie and a white shirt. "Thanks, Evan," he said, unbuttoning his coat.

Evan said, "You sure you don't want me to stick around?"

Colfax took off his coat. "Naw, not for this part. You go on out back. I'll get you when I need you. Leave me the keys to the cuffs."

Evan handed him the keys, took a last look at me, and left.

As the door settled shut, Colfax walked over to the steel contraptions pushed against the wall. He hung his jacket on one of the cones and turned around.

He tossed the keys at me.

I tried to catch them, but they hit my chest and fell to the floor. I leaned down and picked them up.

He nodded at my handcuffs.

As I worked to free my hands, he said, "Eleanor Bennett."

I didn't know what to say to that, so I didn't open my mouth.

"Ex-corrections officer. Ex-con. Liar and thief."

"Mr. Colfax, look-k"

"Mr. Colfax?" he said. "Mister? You're getting respectful now?" He worked a gold cufflink out of his sleeve. "You weren't too respectful when you told me and Junius that the girl went to Texas." He slipped the cufflink into a pocket. "Turns out she left town on the bus to Texas, but she got off in Texarkana. Some boy on the bus was sweet on her, I guess. When she didn't get back on the bus with everybody else he went to the driver and made a ruckus. They looked all over for her. But she and the little girl had up and disappeared. Lady at the ticket counter remembered it real well. Now, it's funny that Alexis would buy a ticket to Fort Worth and then disappear at the state line, ain't it?"

My sweaty fingers had trouble keeping the key straight. As I tried to steady my hands, I said, "I told you she—she went—she left town on the bus. And she did. But she might have gotten off and gone somewhere else. That's true. I might know where she went to."

He walked over and took the keys from me. Kneeling down like he was going to propose marriage, he unlocked first one brace and then the other. He pulled them from my wrists and tossed them aside. They clanged across the floor and hit the wall.

He stood up, his hips level with my face, and he said, "Now, you can help me."

"W-what?"

He held out his left wrist. "Cufflink number two."

I reached up and unclasped the cufflink and pushed it through the holes in his sleeve. He held out a palm and I placed the link in his hand. He dropped it in his pocket.

He asked, "What are you? Forty? A perfectly respectable-looking, forty-year-old woman. You have any children?"

"No."

"Well there you go. You managed to get to forty without some kid ruining your body."

"I can tell you where Alexis is."

He began to roll up a sleeve.

"I know," he said.

"I just want to tell you and be done with this. I made a terrible mistake, Mr. Colfax."

"Okay. So where is she?"

"Tennessee."

He rolled up the sleeve past his elbow. "Tennessee. That's vague. Kinda like saying she's in Texas."

"Pigeon Forge. She has a cousin there."

"Yeah." He rolled up the other sleeve. "You said she had kinfolk down in Texas. Seems like this story you're telling me now is just a variation on the story you told me and Junius this morning. Kind of seems like every word that comes out of your mouth is fucking bullshit."

He walked around me.

I slid off my shoes.

He stood behind me. "Where—"

I lunged for the door, and he slammed down on top of me. We crashed onto the floor. I tried to jerk free, but he put a knee in my back.

Grabbing a handful of my hair, he yanked my head back as far as he could.

I screamed.

He smashed my face into the floor.

I saw black and red spots as he dragged me back into the chair and said, "I want you to do what you got to do, okay? Scream, spit, and fight. I already decided I was going to ruin this suit before I walked in here."

He planted me in the chair, and I clutched my head to keep it from spinning. As I wiped the blood and tears out of my eyes, he unbuckled his belt.

"I'm going tell you a secret," he said. "You have to promise not tell anyone. Do you promise?"

I couldn't stop the room from tilting. I squeezed my eyes shut.

He leaned down by my ear. "Do you promise?" He stepped back and pulled his belt loose. "The secret is, I've been thinking about this since the first time I saw you. What you might look like in a situation like this one. And now here we are. I'm supposed to get this information out of you. I'm supposed to defend and protect my family. It's the getting it, though." He had the belt in his hands. "It's the getting it out of you. I'll admit that that's the part I've been thinking about—" he slid the belt around my neck "—since the first time I saw you."

I put my broken face in my hands, my vision blurred with tears and blood. Behind me, the belt tightened around my throat.

He leaned down again and whispered in my ear, "It's okay to cry, baby."

I threw back my head and caught him in the nose. Then with all my weight, I threw myself backward and the chair slammed down on his right knee.

He hit the floor yelping like a dog. I sprawled across his lap trying to get my feet under me as he cussed me and yanked up on the belt, crushing my throat. I dug my heels against the floor and when I had some leverage, I threw an elbow into his balls. He let go of the belt and put me in a choke hold. Squeezing hard with his right arm, he started to cut off my air.

Panic shot through me. I fought his arm with one hand and reached back, grabbing at his face with another. He jerked his head from side to side and kept crushing my air. I let go of his arm and reached back with both hands and grabbed his head.

I shoved my thumbs into his eyes.

He jerked his head away, but I sunk my left thumb deep into his eye socket. He jerked harder, but I gouged deeper.

His eye snapped out of his face. He screamed and let go of me, but as I gasped for breath and tried to get to my feet he kicked me in the ribs. I stumbled over the chair. He grabbed his bloody eye socket and staggered to a knee, but I grabbed the wooden chair, swung it wide and hit him as hard as I could.

The chair knocked him to the floor, and he sprawled there clawing at his bleeding socket with one hand and holding his balls with the other. "You better run, you fucking bitch," he screamed.

I didn't run. I raised the chair in the air again and smashed it across his head.

Bleeding and woozy, he twisted around on all fours and started calling weakly for Evan, but I jumped on the small of his back with all my hundred and thirty pounds and dropped him to the floor. I put a knee on his neck, and then I grabbed his silk tie and started pulling. I pulled and he kicked and squirmed, but at that point he wasn't strong enough to buck me off. I pulled on that tie as hard as I could. I pulled until he stopped moving.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
 

I don't know how long I sat there on his back. It couldn't have been more than sixty seconds, but it felt too long. I got to my feet, trembling. I took in a few breaths, stepped over to the wall to get my balance.

His car?

I dug through his coat. First I found his cell phone. I had no pockets, so I stuck it in my bra. Then I found his keys.

With the longest key squeezed between my thumb and forefinger like a weapon, I moved barefoot to the door and eased it open.

Nothing. Quiet hallway. I stepped into it and moved down the hall. I didn't know where I was going, but I hurried in the opposite direction from where we'd come in.

The end of the hall led into an old yellowed break room that stunk of coffee and cigarettes. At the end of the room, another door. It was locked and bolted from inside. I unlocked it and slid the bolt and stepped outside.

Dark night air hit me and I realized my face was wet with sweat and blood.

Down a few steps into a gravel parking lot. One car—black, shiny, and expensive. The keys in my hand had a keyless entry button. I beeped the door and got inside.

I fumbled with the ignition but got the car started. At the end of the parking lot, a gravel road whipped around the entire building. The road took me past the loading dock where Evan stood leaning against the truck and smoking a cigarette and contemplating whatever it is you contemplate as you wait for your boss to torture someone. He stood up straight as I hit my lights and tore up the road. As I crested the hill, he was running back inside the plant.

At the top of the hill, the gravel ended at the edge of a blacktop road running east and west. I went west, down another hill which shortly led to Highway 65. Now I had a good idea of where I was. I headed south, at first speeding like a getaway driver. Then I caught myself and slowed down to 70. I was in no shape to get pulled over.

I wiped sweat out of my eyes and blood off my chin. My hand shook.

I dug in my bra for the phone and pulled it out. I scrolled through his numbers.

I found JUNIUS.

I put the phone down in my lap.

Breathe.

Think.

I tasted blood on my lips. It dripped down my chin.

Pinching my nose with one hand, I tilted my head back and stared down my bloody nose and around my blood-stained hand at the road.

I listened to the car wheels on the pavement.

My heart settled down. My nose stopped bleeding. I wiped my hands off on my blouse. For a moment, I just drove.

Then, I picked up the phone. I didn't have a plan, but I scrolled down again to Junius Kluge's name and pressed it.

One ring and he answered.

"Well, how'd it go?" he asked.

"It went badly."

"What? Who is this?"

"You know who this is, Junius. You know who I am, and if you think about it, you can figure out why I'm calling."

For a moment, I listened to his breathing.

"Where's Vin?"

"He's at the Ozark Poultry chicken plant up in Connor County. Evan is probably about to call you."

"Evan."

"Cut-up-looking redneck. Not much personality. He waited outside while your degenerate asshole friend tried to torture me. Tried. Didn't work out so good for him, though, so now you have a mess to clean up."

"I have a mess to clean up."

"Yes. Unless you want to explain why two state troopers pulled me over and handcuffed me and let Evan drag me up to the fucking chicken plant so Vinton Colfax—"

"Perhaps, Miss Bennett, we shouldn't be having this conversation on the phone."

"I agree. Let's stop having it at all. You clean up the untidiness at the chicken plant. Then I'll contact you."

"Contact me about what?"

"About my money. Don't think this thing is over, Junius. You don't give me what I want, this mess is gonna get too much for you to handle."

I lowered the window and tossed the phone out.

* * *


On my way back to my car, I had to make a decision. I wanted to ditch Vin's car, but my DNA was smeared all over it. I didn't think I had time to clean it. I needed to get away from Vin's car and out of my bloody clothes as quickly as possible.

I decided to take a big gamble. I was willing to bet that Junius would be levelheaded about this situation. It was why I had called him instead of the governor, who might be a little upset that I'd strangled his brother to death. Junius, I hoped, would assess the situation and decide that it was everyone's best interest if Vin died in some accident or something.

They'd left my car on the side of the road. I parked Vin's heap behind it and got out. The pavement scratched at my bare feet and I realized I hadn't noticed my lack of shoes since the chicken plant.

The windless night didn't stir. The bugs and birds shut up for a second, and I felt like the whole world listened to me creep across the blacktop to my car. The car door groaned open. Keys still in the ignition. Purse still sitting on the passenger seat. I slid in and closed the door and sat for moment in the cool stillness. I took a deep breath and opened my purse, but I already knew what I'd find. My money was gone.

I started the car and drove home.

* * *


"What the hell?"

Nate stood in the kitchen in green pajama bottoms and a Razorback T-shirt. He put down the steaming bag of popcorn he'd just removed from the microwave. In the den, the television quietly played some goofy comedy.

He shifted all his weight onto his crutch as I eased the door shut behind me. It didn't do any good to try to be quiet. Bethany padded down the hall in pink pajama bottoms and a Race for the Cure T-shirt. Her sleepy eyes popped open when she saw me. "Ellie!"

"I'm okay."

"What happened?" my brother said. I couldn't tell if he was mad or concerned.

"I had an accident. The car is okay."

Nate stood by the microwave, but Bethany hurried over to me and reached out to touch my face.

I flinched. "I need to shower."

I walked upstairs, but I heard Nate tell Bethany, "You need to go with her."

In the bathroom, I got a good look at myself.

Poor Nate and Bethany. I must have scared the shit out of them. I looked like I'd been run over by a truck. Dried blood of different shades caked my face and black grime creased my mouth. I could practically see my nose swelling and turning purple.

Bethany tapped on the door.

"Ellie, let me help you."

"I'm fine. Let me take a shower."

Her voice settled as she said, "I'm not leaving Ellie. Open up."

I opened the door at about the same instant Felicia peeked out of her bedroom over her mother's shoulder. Her smooth face crinkled. "Aunt Ellie..."

Her mother told her, "Go back to bed, Felicia," but the kid walked out of her room and stood beside her mother. They both stared wide-eyed at me.

Christ Almighty.

"Can I have a little privacy?" I snapped. "Look." I held up both hands and wiggled my fingers. "Everything works." As I said it, though, I saw fabric burns and abrasions on my palms. I put my hands down.

They both kept staring while I started to peel off my blouse. "I'm going to take a shower," I said, "and then we'll talk."

I closed the door on them and locked it.

They whispered as they walked away, and then Felicia's door closed and Bethany walked downstairs.

I turned on the shower and got undressed.

As the water blasted off the blood, the pain started. My face, my hands, my head. I didn't think my nose was broken, but I needed medicine and sleep. I needed to think.

I also, it occurred to me, needed to get the fuck out of Nate's house.

I didn't know how Junius Kluge had found me, but he knew who I was and where I was. Every second I stayed in this house, I put my brother and his family at risk.

I hurriedly cleaned myself and got out of the shower. In my room, I dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a black gimme shirt from some street fair. I threw some clothes in a small suitcase and ran downstairs.

Nate and Bethany had shut off the television and camped out at the kitchen table.

"I have to go," I told them.

Bethany stared down at her hands.

Nate stood up.

"What the fuck is wrong with you?"

"Nate …" Bethany grimaced.

His face flushed and he shook his head at me. "I don't get you. What do we have to do? We take you in and give you a home and a job and a family, and you stay out and come in at odd hours. And now somebody beat you up and you come home and say nothing happened? Are you … What is it? Are you on drugs?"

"No."

"Then what?"

Through tears, Bethany told me, "We just want to help you, Ellie."

"I know, sweetie," I told her. I turned to my brother. "I know you do, Nate. And I love you more than anyone else in the world."

We all heard movement upstairs when Felicia walked down the hall and sat at the top of the stairs. She hugged her knees. Her smooth face told us all that we shouldn't waste our breath telling her to go back to bed.

"I love all of you," I said. "But I screwed something up. It's my fault. I'm sorry. I want you all to know how sorry I am." My goddamn voice wobbled. I coughed to clear it. "I have to go. I'm not leaving town. I'll be in touch. I just need to get away from this house and from the people I love before I bring this mess into your lives."

Bethany started to say something, but Nate put his hand on her shoulder.

I didn't know what else to say. The less they knew, the better off they'd be. Aunt Ellie was a fuck up. That was enough information.

I walked to the door, opened it, and left without saying anything else.

* * *


"What makes you think I want you here?"

Jack peered out at me from her chained door.

"Because we're in this together."

"They gonna come here looking for you?"

"I don't know," I told her. "I honestly don't know."

She closed the door. I turned to walk back down her steps, but then the chain slid off and the door opened.

I walked inside her apartment, dark except for the spillover of light from her open bedroom door, and I sat on the sofa. Only when she walked into the room did I notice the gun in her hand.

"Shit," I said.

"I ain't answering my door in the middle of the night without protection," she said.

I nodded and leaned back in her cushions. Softness seemed to swallow me. I could have fallen asleep right then and there.

She sat down across from me and placed the gun on the table.

I sat up.

Nodding at the smallish black thing in front of her, I asked, "Glock?"

"19."

"Like it?"

"This ain't a gun shop. Tell me what happened."

"Couple of cops pulled me over on the side of a road a few miles from my brother's house. Put me in the back of their car, took me down the road, passed me off to Alexis's ex, Evan, in a moving truck. He threw me in the back of the truck and drove up to Connor County. The Ozark Poultry chicken plant. Took me in the room where they slice open chicken throats, and then Vin Colfax came in."

I paused to let it all sink in. Jack's face didn't flinch. She didn't need time to take anything in.

"We fought. He slammed my face in the floor and said he was going to fuck me up. We fought, and I killed him."

"How?"

"I choked him to death. I don't know what he expected out of me. Probably expected me to be scrappy, being a prison guard and all. But I don't think he knew what he was getting 'til he got it."

"You sure he's dead?"

"Yeah."

"Then what happened?"

"Then I snuck out. Stole his car. Went back to my car. Went home, showered."

"Anyone see you?"

"My family."

"You got a family?"

"Brother, his wife, their daughter and baby son."

Her face showed nothing for moment, then her mouth twisted to the side and she said, "Anything else?"

"I called Junius."

"What the fuck you do that for?"

"Because he knew what was going down. I wanted to get him to clean it up."

"What makes you think he'll do that?"

"Because it serves his interests to do that. He doesn't want the circumstances of Vin's death coming out. How's he going to explain me choking Vin to death in a chicken plant in the middle of nowhere?"

"What if you're wrong and he don't cover it up?"

"Then I'm fucked. But not nearly as bad as them. I don't see any reason for Junius and the governor to do anything but say that Vin hung himself, or died in a car wreck. Or whatever."

"When was all this?"

"It's been two or three hours now."

"So they already got his body. You left his car where they left your car?"

"Yes."

"So they'll look there first to get his car. If they do."

I nodded.

She shook her head. "Ellie Bennett."

"Yeah."

"Choked his ass to death, huh?"

"Motherfucker was trying to torture me."

"Now what?"

"Now I need to sleep."

"Not here."

"Jack …"

She shook her head. "Uh-uh, Bennett."

"I got nowhere else to go."

"Ain't my problem. You got a car?"

"Yes."

"Sleep in your car. Can't stay with me."

"I thought we were friends. You're going to put me out on the street."

She slid to the edge of the sofa and stabbed the coffee table with her forefinger. "No, we ain't friends. I go to the movies with my friends. I go clubbing with my friends. I have birthday parties with my friends. Me and you," she toggled her finger between us, "we business associates. We in some serious shit together. Alright. But you ain't showing up at my house at two in the morning and hiding out in my den while my baby sleeping."

"You have a kid?"

She stood up. "See what I mean? We ain't friends."

I stood up and said, "Fine. But can I have the Glock?"

She raised both eyebrows.

"I'm busted up," I said, "and I look like I just got gang raped. I killed the brother of the most powerful man in the state. And I'm about to go spend the night in my car."

She pursed her lips and said, "Wait."

She retreated down the hall for a moment. I stood there and tried unsuccessfully to breathe through my nose.

When she came back, she handed me a small .38 Smith & Wesson wrapped in a blue handkerchief. "Here. Six shot, but you only got four bullets in it."

"Thanks."

"Meet me out at Darnell's tomorrow. Noon. We'll try and figure out what the fuck is happening."

She walked me to the door.

"Thanks again," I said.

"Stay out of trouble."

"I will."

She opened the door. I stepped through it, and she said, "Bennett."

The city night was silent. I whispered, "Yeah."

"If something happens before tomorrow and you got to take care of yourself with that thing …"

"Yeah."

"Leave the state and don't never contact me again."

I nodded and walked downstairs. I got into my car, started it and drove to the outskirts of the city. I took a two-lane road toward one of the white flight communities that had sprung up back in the eighties.

The road curved through the countryside, past McMansions and horse fields and the occasional gas station. I passed a car wash, turned around, drove back to it, pulled into one of the stalls and shut off the car. I reclined the driver's seat and left the keys in the ignition. Wind shook the dirty tin walls of the stall and whistled through the broken plastic sign chained to a pole out front.

The place was creepy as hell, but in just a minute or two I collapsed into a dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
 

The discomfort of the car woke me up a few hours later. As I raised my seat back into place, a sharp golden sunlight sliced through some trees at the edge of the car wash. Squinting against it, I got out to stretch.

The car wash sat at the top of a little hill just up from the two-lane blacktop. Fallow fields surrounded it on all sides. The wash itself had a couple of stalls with quarter operated soap-and-water wands. There didn't seem to be any box for an attendant. Someone probably came out every day or so to collect the quarters.

I dug around in the car until I found a couple of napkins, then I walked around to the other stall to pee.

Somewhere in the distance, a bird squawked.

I threw away the napkins and walked to the edge of the field and watched the grass grow.

For a moment, I thought about running away. It'd be easy enough. Get back in the car and drive away. I could be out of the state in a couple of hours. In seven or eight hours, I could be in Atlanta or Chicago. I could be gone.

Goose bumps rose on my arms. I felt warm and cool at the same time. "I could just go," I said out loud. It sounded good. Hell, when I said it somehow the idea even tasted good.

I could just go.

But then what?

I had practically no money. I was driving my brother's car. It had a little under half a tank of gas. My face looked like a busted grapefruit. The second I crossed the state line I became a parolee in violation of her parole.

And I'd killed a man the night before.

I rubbed my burned and battered hands together and remembered Colfax thrashing underneath me as I kept pulling and pulling.

My body spasmed.

I stumbled back to the car, opened the passenger side door, and slumped down.

The Colfax connection was the only chip I had left to play. If I stayed, I could try to negotiate with Kluge. If I left town, I had nothing.

* * *


I stopped at Waffle House for breakfast. I was surprisingly hungry. Waffles, eggs, sausage. Two cups of coffee, three glasses of water. The waitress kept stealing glances at me. At first I assumed it was because I was eating like a pig, but when I was done I went to the bathroom and saw myself in the mirror.

Puffed up and discolored, my face looked like a third grade art project. My nose was purple, my eyes had slight green-ringed bruises, and my lips were as mangled as crushed tomatoes. Blue splotches covered my neck and throat.

It startled me for a moment, but the longer I stared at my face the less it bothered me. My nose hurt like hell, but I didn't think it was broken. "Beat up," I said in the cold echo of the ladies room, "but not yet beaten."

I went back to the counter to pay my bill.

The waitress was an old brunette with hairy arms and big tits. She took my bill and my cash and tried not to stare at me.

"Rough night," I said.

She smiled.

At the counter next to her, a big, cross-eyed guy with a crew cut and Dickies work clothes sipped his coffee. "Had a better night than ole Vin Colfax," he said with a squinty smile.

"What?"

He smiled some more.

"What did you say?" I asked.

He scratched his stubbly chin. "Colfax. The governor's brother? You hear what happened?"

The waitress asked, "He get arrested or something? Them politicians are always up to something."

The old man kept squinting and grinning and said, "Nah … he didn't get arrested. Died."

The waitress's mouth became a big silent O.

"He did?" I said.

"Yep."

The waitress asked, "Well hell, Gene, what you grinning about? Man died. The hell's so funny 'bout that?"

Gene slowly sipped his coffee for dramatic effect. "I always root against them type of people."

The waitress said, "You are an awful man."

"How'd he die?" I asked.

"Went off the side of a mountain upstate somewheres. State troopers found him this morning is what I heard on the radio."

"That's awful," I said.

Gene twirled the coffee around in his cup. "Eh, I've heard of awfuller."

"They know anything else?"

He shrugged. "Check the radio. It's all they're talking about this morning. Local news anyway."

I went out to my car and searched around on the radio. Gene wasn't lying. At the top of the hour, it was the lead news story. Vinton Colfax, brother to Governor Lou Don Colfax, had been found in his burning car after driving off a road in Searcy County during the early hours of the morning. The governor was deeply upset by the loss of his brother. The Colfax campaign for Senate had been suspended and all public appearances had been postponed while the governor grieved the loss of his brother and helped to settle his estate and make plans for his funeral service. The campaign was expected to resume after the funeral.

* * *


Darnell sat in his icebox of an office with his hands laced over his belly, staring at me over his glasses. He wore a different color of sweatshirt—red instead of blue—but his basic look was the same as it had been before. The shotgun stood against the wall behind him.

When I finished explaining what had happened, he swiveled the chair a bit to regard Jack.

She leaned against the wall, her arms folded across her chest. She wore a white blouse with gray low-cut slacks. She tapped the fingers of her right hand against her left elbow.

"How come you didn't tell me about all this mess you was into?"

She said, "I ain't gonna lie, Darnell. I kept it from you to protect you. I know that wasn't right, but that's what I did."

"Whatchoo expect from me now?"

"Nothing. Not a thing. I just wanted you to know what was going on. Figured I owed you that."

"Where'd you all take Alexis?" he asked.

"Alexis is gone. We don't know where. Don't want to know where."

He stared at her.

"Mm hmm."

Jack asked me, "Where'd you say they picked you up at?"

"A couple of miles from my brother's house."

Darnell turned his attention to me and said, "They ask you about either of us?"

"No."

They both stared me.

"No," I said again. "Really. They only seemed to know about me. They picked me up on my way to …"

I sat back in my chair.

"What?" Jack asked.

"That motherfucker."

"Who?"

"Belton."

* * *


I caught my parole officer unlocking the door to his office while trying to manage a bag of Chinese takeout. When he got the door open, I rushed him with my shoulder down and knocked him inside. He tripped over his own feet and his food hit the floor and exploded. He picked himself up from a mess of rice and chicken chunks and orange sauce. He seemed mad enough to take a crack at me, but then he saw me leaning against the door with the gun in my hand.

He wiped a long blond lock out of his face. "What the fuck are you doing?"

"Why'd you set me up, you piece of shit?"

"What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Don't play stupid with me."

He seemed to notice my face for the first time. Then he glanced back at the gun and held up his palms. "Look, I …"

"What?" I said. "You set me up. You know you did. You called me to get me out of the house."

"Look, Bennett, give me a break. I didn't have a choice. In this town, if Junius Kluge calls you and tells you to do something, you do it."

"Kluge put you up to it? He pay you?"

"No."

"You're a lying sack of shit, Belton. I know he paid you. Everybody pays you. Me, all your other parolees."

"You think I'm going to sweat down Junius Kluge?"

"I think he didn't have to force you to do shit. How much he give you?"

"Just a little cash. Nothing big."

"Nothing big to set me up to be beaten and killed."

Belton yelped, "He never said nothing about that. He just said they wanted to talk some sense into you."

"And he gave you a little cash. And you took it, like you take it from me and every other broad who gets out of Eastgate."

"Look," he said, "I got bills. I got a gambling problem. For real. No, listen, for real. I need that money. Now maybe I've been a little hard on you. You don't have to pay me. Okay?"

"What about all the other parolees under your watch? You still going to sweat those bitches down to pay your bills?"

For a moment, he looked like he might argue, but then he just lifted his palms. "What do you want me to say? You want me to leave them alone, sure, I'll leave them alone."

His desk phone started ringing.

"Answer it," I said.

He picked it up and stammered, "B-Belton."

He listened. His eyes jerked up at me. I showed him the little mic clipped to my necklace.

He hung up.

"You taped me."

"Well, there's no actual tape involved, but yeah I recorded you. I recorded you talking about Junius Kluge. I recorded you talking about setting me up to be killed. I recorded you admitting to being a corrupt piece of shit. Lucky for you, though, I'm not working for the cops."

His expression changed. He'd never taken a good look at me before. I'd just been another parolee. Now that I had him by the balls, I had his whole attention. He asked, "What do you want?"

"First, take out your wallet."

"What?"

"You got Kung Pao in your ears, motherfucker? Take out your wallet."

He pulled his wallet from his back pocket.

"Here."

He tossed it to me and I caught it without breaking eye contact with him. I was pretty happy about that. It was full of cash. I took it all out and shoved it in my pocket. Then I threw the empty wallet back at him.

"Let's consider that a little compensation for my time and trouble."

"Okay. Now what?"

"Now I want you to leave. I want you to quit your job and get in a car and leave town. No more embezzlement. No more blackmail. Starting now, you're former PO Belton."

He stared at me.

"You understand," I said.

"Yes."

"I swear to God, Belton. I will send this shit to the DA. And I guarantee you that every woman you've taken advantage of would love to tell the world about it. If nothing else, I bet the governor's people would love to know that you've been recorded talking about Junius Kluge."

I left him there covered in orange sauce to think about his future career options.

As far as I know, that was the last time anyone in town saw him.

* * *


Outside, Jack was waiting for me in her truck. I got in and she pulled away.

As I unclipped the mic, she said, "It work?"

I put the mic in the hollow armrest between us. "Yeah. Thank Darnell for me when you give it back to him."

"I mean the whole thing with Belton. Did it work?"

"I think so. He knew I wasn't bluffing, the miserable piece of shit."

We stopped at a traffic light.

"You nervous?" I asked.

"Be stupid not to be."

I watched her think. As I did, for some reason, I thought Effervescence Jackson. Nothing more than that, I just thought her name.

Her eyes darted at me. "What?"

"Something I always wondered."

"What's that?"

"How'd you get the name Effervescence?"

"My mama named me. Your mama not name you?"

"Sure, she named me after my great aunt Eleanor. You got a great aunt Effervescence?"

"No."

The light turned green and we crossed the street and headed toward her place.

She shrugged. "I don't know. Guess I was a happy baby. The name never did me no harm."

"You were the only person at Eastgate who knew how to spell Effervescence, I'll give you that."

She smiled. "I guess."

The sun shone through her windshield, so I flipped down the sun visor. Then, since it was down, I slid open the plastic cover on the mirror. Not much had changed. I still looked like shit.

"You okay?" she asked.

"What do you mean?"

"You know. What happened last night."

"Hell no, I'm not okay. But there's nothing I can do about it except deal with shit as it comes up. That's all I know to do."

"That's all there is to do."

We passed some women pushing strollers along the river walk.

"It's like my time in Eastgate. You try to plan the best you can, but all you can really do is handle what's in front of you."

Jack was quiet for a moment, and I could tell she was thinking about Eastgate.

"We all knew that deal with Paquita was a set up," she said. "You was always on the up with people. I never thought you whipped her ass."

I nodded just to show her I was listening, but I didn't have anything to say.

She asked. "Why didn't you never try and retaliate?"

"Against who? Paquita Morales?"

"Yeah. She the one set you up."

"No. She wasn't. She was just working for Morley. I never blamed Paquita really. She just wanted to see her kid, and Kitty was in a position to swing it for her. If I wanted to hate someone, I got enough hate for Kitty to keep me occupied. Besides, there was no use going to war inside Eastgate over that shit. I needed to lay low and get out, not get into it with the Latinas over Paquita. She avoided me. I avoided her. It was never about her."

Jack thought about that for a while. I don't know if she agreed with me—she was old school about that kind of thing—but she didn't say anything more about it.

When we got back to my car, she pulled into her parking lot and we sat there in the truck for a minute.

"What now?" she said.

"Now, I contact Junius Kluge."

"How you want to handle that?"

"I'll go over to his office and walk in."

"Where?"

"The Morgan Building, where I met him before."

She shook her head. "He just met you at the Morgan. He got his regular office at city hall."

"City hall?"

She nodded. "In the back. He got the hook up, Ellie. Don't forget who you dealing with."

"I won't," I said. "But I'm going to drive down to city hall and walk in and ask to talk to him just the same."

Jack stared at me. "You is?"

"Damn straight."

"You sure that the smart thing to do?"

"I wouldn't know the smart thing to do if it walked up and kissed me. But I don't see any reason to hide from him. No use trying to do this covertly."

She twisted her mouth, but I didn't wait for her to say anything. I got out of the truck.

She got out too and walked around the bed. "Bennett."

I turned around. "I know," I said, "if something happens, I need to get the fuck out of town and not try to contact you."

She tapped her keys on the truck. "I was just gonna say, 'Good luck.'"

"Oh. Thanks."

"Try not to kill nobody."




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
 

I was still wearing the jeans and T-shirt I'd thrown on the night before. I didn't want to look disheveled when I met with Junius Kluge, so I drove over to the sprawling four-story Central Library by the river. With some clothes over my arm, I walked inside, past the metal detectors, and through the lobby.

I found the women's bathroom on the second floor. It was empty, and I took the large handicap stall at the end.

There had not been a lot of time the night before to plan for outfit changes, but I had thrown in a pair of black pants and a decent concord-green scoop neck top. I didn't have any shoes, though.

"Motherfucker," my voice echoed in the bathroom.

I dug through my jeans for the cash I got from Belton. It was a little roll.

Three hundred and twenty-five dollars.

With the other cash I had on me, that brought my net worth up to three hundred and fifty-two dollars.

Something about that, just the number itself, caught me off guard and I had to stand there beside that public toilet a moment and catch my breath.

No friends. No family. Just three hundred and fifty-two dollars.

With a burnt hand I wiped tears out of my busted eyes. I was on the verge of bawling when some broad came into the bathroom, clanged the first stall shut, plopped her butt down and started to take a shit.

She must have wondered why the lady at the other end of the bathroom was laughing through tears.

* * *


Wearing my sneakers, I walked out to the car and drove over to Target to buy some shoes. I grabbed a pair of cheap black flats and took them up front. The girl at the checkout had long glittery nails and heavily powdered acne, and she kept stealing glances at my face.

"Not as bad as it looks," I told her.

Embarrassed, she half smiled and handed me my change.

I switched shoes in the car. Then I drove over to city hall to see what destiny awaited me.

* * *


Junius Kluge had a secretary as old as the building itself. In his outer office, she sat at a desk that, I noticed, had no computer. When I walked in, she stopped fussing with some papers, looked up at me in alarm and said, "My lord, dear, what happened to your face?"

"You should see the other guy."

She wore a flowery blouse and big glasses, but the nod she threw me was as gangsta as anything I'd seen in Eastgate. "Good for you!"

"I'd like to see Mr. Kluge."

"Well, let me see if he can see you." She pushed herself up from the desk. "Let me see."

She walked to the unmarked door at the end of the office, tapped on the door and walked inside.

After a moment or two, she returned and waved me over. Holding the door for me, she said, "He's free."

I thanked her and walked inside.

It was a long narrow room with a view of the water. Standing behind a large desk was Junius Kluge. As I walked the length of that long room, he said, "When she got in here, Mrs. Willhide realized that she'd forgotten to ask your name. Very unlike her. She offered to go back to get it, but when she mentioned that the young woman asking to see me had a freshly battered face I told her to send you on in."

I stopped at one of the chairs in front of his small wooden desk. He motioned me to sit if I wanted. I sat.

He didn't. He crossed his arms on the back of his chair.

"What can I do for you, Miss Bennett?"

I pointed at my face. "First, you can tell me why this happened."

His lipless mouth settled into a slight overbite. Maybe that was supposed to be a smile. "Why what happened?"

"Why Vin Colfax kidnapped me last night and tried to beat me to death."

"I wouldn't know anything about that."

"No?"

"No, ma'am. Especially not when I'm talking to someone I don't know, a convicted felon, a fledgling blackmailer, and maybe worse."

"You weren't so reticent to talk when you called up my parole officer and got him to lure me out."

"That is a baseless allegation, madam."

I leaned forward. "I'm not wearing a wire, Mr. Kluge. I'll be honest with you, though. I was wearing one when I talked to Belton. The dumb son of bitch admitted that you had him get me out of the house. You. Not Vin. You."

"You were wearing a wire for whom?"

"For me. I'm not talking to any cops, Junius. They don't like me, and I don't like them."

"I see."

"So why don't you tell me why I had to kill Vin Colfax last night."

Kluge had perfected a way of listening without visibly responding to anything. He just stood there for a moment. Then he said, "Vin Colfax was a passionate man."

"I don't …"

"He thought he could handle you in his own way."

"He thought wrong."

"Yes. I'd say you relieved him of that particular illusion."

"Well," I said. "Now I'm dealing with you."

Kluge pulled out his chair and sat down.

"So you are. Tell me what you want."

"I want a million dollars."

I thought that might get a reaction, but his tight, red face just hung there a moment until he opened his mouth enough to say, "And where do you think I can put my hands on a million dollars?"

"Oh, come on. Only poor people have to make do with what they got. Rich folks can always put their hands on more money."

He thought about it for a minute. Through the window behind him, the river shuddered under a hard wind. "I'll need time to discuss it with other parties."

"Don't tell me you have to talk to the governor. You can't convince me he wants to dirty his hands with this."

"Considering that you throttled his little brother to death, he might have a strong opinion about how we should proceed with this business. And it might just be, Miss Bennett, that he won't want to pay money to the woman who killed his brother. Since Vinton isn't even in the ground yet, this conversation may be premature." He laced his fingers together over his stomach. "Lou Don Colfax is a different man than his brother was, of course, but like the whole Colfax clan he's marked by the, ah, fervor of his emotions. A good quality in the right context but counter-productive in others. So you'll want to give me time to talk to him."

I stood up. "I'll wait until the funeral. The next day, we end this thing. I get my money. You guys try to fuck me on this, I'll make everything public. You people should know by now that I'm not bluffing, Junius. You tell that to the governor."

"I shall."

I nodded and turned around and crossed that long room again. Kluge didn't say anything else. He just watched me go.

I waved at Mrs. Willhide on my way out. I took the stairs rather than the elevator and got out of there as soon as I could.

Outside, the air was warm and sweet. People passed me as I walked to my car. A young couple with kids. A couple of old folks. A middle-aged man and his teenaged son.

I was so busy looking at the faces passing me on the street that I didn't notice him leaning against my car until I was almost to it. I nearly bumped into him.

He'd watched me come toward him the whole time, though.

He stood there with his arms crossed, with a smile, of course—that same gorgeous, maddening smile.

"Hey, Ellie," Frank Morley said.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
 

As always, he looked as if he'd just stepped out of an aftershave commercial. Lean and tan, with a crisp white shirt and an emerald tie, olive slacks and polished black shoes. A little breeze stirred his salt-and-pepper hair, but otherwise he stood still and waited for my reaction.

"Get the fuck off my car," I said.

He downgraded the smile to a disappointed grin and took a step away from my car. "Is that going to be it?"

"Is what going to be it?"

"It's been a year since we've seen each other, and you're not even going to say hello to me."

"It's been over fifteen months since we've seen each other—thirteen months of which I sat in prison with no word from you—so, yes, you don't really rate a hello in my book."

"That's fair enough," he said. "Would you stoop to having a drink with me?"

Shame and rage burned my busted face. I looked horrible and being seen by him at that moment was humiliating. I couldn't bring myself to speak. I walked around to the driver's door and dug out my keys.

"C'mon, Ellie," he said. "I just want to talk to you."

"Why, Frank? So I'll feel worse than I feel right now? I don't feel horrible enough, already? You gotta make it worse?"

He stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and folded his arms on the roof of my car. "Make you a deal. How about we walk up the street to the Capitol Club? I'll buy you a drink. And I guarantee that you will not feel bad when you leave. A guarantee. How often in life do you get a guarantee?"

"What do I get if you renege on this deal?"

"You can shoot me. Here, I got my service weapon on my hip. You can shoot me."

I glared at him. I felt myself thawing already, goddamn him, but when I locked eyes with him I wasn't kidding. "I might shoot you anyway, Frank."

"And that's what I love about you, Ellie. The uncertainty."

* * *


In the Capitol Club, slats covered the windows and the lights were turned down low. Frank got us a booth in the back. I felt like the dimness gave me a little cover.

I couldn't say why I was there with him. I wanted to punch him. I wanted to beat him as I'd been beaten—and I couldn't help but note that I never would have wound up in the chicken killing room with Vin Colfax if I'd never met Frank Morley. The spark of his smile started the fire that had burned my entire life to the ground. Even as we sat there, I could feel myself hating him.

But I couldn't be indifferent to him. My thawing out on the street? As Frank ordered us drinks—a whiskey neat for him and a vodka tonic with lime for me—I reflected that I could be a lot of things with this man, but I couldn't be cold. Everything I felt about him had heat on it.

"Want to tell me about your face?" he asked.

"You said you weren't going to make me feel bad."

"I'm asking because I'm concerned, Ellie. Multiple wounds, choke pattern on your neck. That happen inside?"

I stared at him. Our drinks came. I took a sip. I said, "Yeah. Inside."

"What happened?"

"Some meaningless shit. Nothing to talk about."

He nodded and twirled his drink around.

"What about you?" I asked. "You look like you're on your way to a GQ cover shoot."

He shook his head. "Just working. You know. I was working away at my desk, sitting there writing some damn report, and I look out the window and who do I see getting out of her car? Ellie fucking Bennett."

"A bruised and battered Ellie Bennett."

"We're all bruised and battered, Ellie."

I leaned forward. "Shut the fuck up, Frank. You're going to piss me off talking that way. I'm not crying about my childhood scars or an unfulfilling marriage. I'm talking about a life making its last rotation around the toilet bowl."

He watched me talk. His eyes were amber and sad. Maybe they were ashamed, I couldn't tell. He sipped at his drink.

"I don't blame you for hating me," he said.

I shook my head. "Jesus Christ."

"What? I'm trying to tell you—"

"'I don't blame you for hating me'? Who gives a fuck who you blame? It's not about you, Frank."

"Yes, it is, Ellie," he said. "My life is about me, just like yours is about you. You think I haven't thought about what happened with me and you and Kitty? I have. I hated what she did to you. I hated it, but there was no way for me to stop it by the time it happened."

"There was a trial. You couldn't have come forward?"

He leaned back and tapped his glass against the smooth chestnut tabletop. "With what? And said … what? 'I think maybe my wife set up my girlfriend'?"

I leaned over the table and stuck my busted face as close as I could to his. "Yes." I sat back and took a slug of my drink. "If you'd cared you would have."

The bartender was a young guy with green-rimmed glasses, spiked hair and some freaky sideburns that jutted out past his jaw. He came to our booth and asked, "Can I get you another, sir?"

Frank finished his drink and nodded.

The kid started to turn back to the bar. I said, "Hey, sonny." He turned around, and I belted the drink down. "Another one for me, too. Put some vodka in it this time."

"Yes, ma'am," he said and hurried off.

Frank smiled. "I know you don't want to hear it, Ellie, but I did care. And I still do. I always will."

"Then why—"

"Want the honest answer? Because I did the math. I calculated the odds of the situation, and I knew that helping you got me nothing. It got you nothing, too, but I won't sit here and pretend like it wasn't a selfish calculation. It was. I had no new information to offer your defense. I didn't feel like my presence could help you. And I thought it could only hurt me."

"You're a real profile in courage."

The bartender came back and gave us our drinks. I took a slug. Mine was two-thirds vodka. Good boy.

Frank said, "I am sorry, Ellie."

I leaned back. "So you saw me get out of my car and you came outside and waited."

"Yes."

"Waited a little while. I was at city hall for a while."

"Yeah."

"What did you think would happen when I came back?"

"I didn't know."

"You didn't know."

"I didn't know, but I knew I wanted to talk to you. I wanted to tell you I was sorry, tell you that I missed you."

I shook my head. "Why are you saying that?"

"Saying what?"

"That you miss me. Jesus Christ, you're a piece of work."

"Yeah. I guess I am."

"You thought you'd buy me a couple of drinks and sweet talk me and then what?"

"I don't know, Ellie. I don't have a plan."

"Mm. Not having a plan is your plan, Frank."

I drank.

He drank.

Some people came in. An older man with a younger man. They both looked like college professors. They sat at a table and discussed the spirits menu. A man in a blue suit and a woman in a coffee-colored cocktail dress came in and took a seat at the bar. The woman glanced at us and turned away.

I took another slug of my drink. "I need to get the fuck out of here. I feel like a goddamn sideshow act in here right now."

He nodded. "If that's what you want."

While he walked to the bar and cashed out, I finished my drink.

We walked outside and the day hadn't gone anywhere. I was drunk and it was only about three in the afternoon.

"You sure you can drive?" he asked.

"You going to bust me for DUI?"

"Christ, I'm just asking, Ellie. I don't want you to go and wrap yourself around a lamppost. Or hit someone. Or, frankly, get pulled over and busted for a DUI, yeah."

"That's very chivalrous of you."

He walked me back to my car.

He ran a hand through his hair and said, "I already know what the answer to this is going to be, but can I call you sometime?"

I walked around to the driver's door and dug out my keys. Back to where I started.

"I think that's a horrible idea, don't you?"

"No. If I did, I wouldn't have asked."

I jiggled my keys. I wished I wasn't so buzzed. My thoughts felt a little scrambled. There were too many emotions vying for control of me right then. I was lonely. I was scared.

Mostly, though, I was wary of him.

"I think it's a bad idea."

"That's fair," he said. He came around the car, and he hugged me. He did it as naturally as if we were the chummiest of buddies. "Take care of yourself, Ellie."

He let go and walked around the car and started walking to the intersection. I called after him, "Did you think I'd let you call me?"

He turned around and smiled. "I thought there was a chance."

"Why?"

He gestured at the police station across the street. "You could have parked anywhere downtown and you parked in front of where I work. You telling me that that was just a coincidence?"

I unlocked my door. "Maybe."

"Well," he said. "There's a whole world of possibility in a maybe."




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 
 

I was rattled. I can't act like I wasn't.

I watched him walk away, and then I climbed into my car and stared at the steering wheel a moment. I needed to find someplace to lay down.

I drove across the bridge into North Osotouy City and headed for the rundown neighborhood of Godsey Street. It was seedy as all hell, but no one would think to look for me there.

After a few moments of driving around, I saw my resting place.

Exquisite Rooms and Suites was a fancily named shithole that probably hadn't been renovated since 1975. White-gone-grime brick, with a corded off pool empty of everything but rotting leaves, it festered between a dilapidated Pentecostal church and a little ice-packing business.

I parked in front of the manager's office and went inside. A lumpy teenage girl in a tight white tank top stood behind the counter texting on her phone.

She didn't acknowledge me, despite the obvious lack of anything else important to occupy her attention.

I waited. The only things moving in the office were her thumbs.

Finally, she looked up from her phone. Except for a zit the size of a scoop of ice cream on her chin, her face was bland and blank.

"Ready?" I said.

"May I help you?"

"I was beginning to wonder."

"Huh?"

"How much are rooms?"

"Thirty-five a night."

"How much for a suite?"

"What?"

"The sign says you have exquisite suites."

"We only got rooms."

"I'll take one."

She sighed and pulled out a piece of paper for me to sign. There was no computer in the place.

"I'm assuming," I said, "for thirty-five a night that I don't need a credit card."

She shook her head as she filled out the date and rate and room number on the sheet. Then she passed the sheet over to me and said, "Name there. Signature there. And a phone number there."

I filled it out and gave her the cash.

She tore off the yellow copy and handed it to me with a key marked 6 in red ink. Then she picked up her phone and started texting again.

"Pleasure doing business with you," I said.

* * *


The room's green carpeting looked like the rug at a graveside service. The ancient television set had the same brown paneling as the walls, while the stench of mold and old cigarettes battled for dominance.

"Exquisite," I said.

Some weak light sliced in through the edge of the curtain and gave the room a gray hue. I lay down on the bed. It was as soft as a slab, but I lay there and stared at stains on the ceiling.

I listened to my own breathing and felt the vodka numbness of my fingers and toes. I heard my shoes hit the floor before I thought about sliding them off.

Then I was asleep.

* * *


Hours later, I woke up in darkness needing to pee. When I sat up, my whole midsection hurt. My cell phone lay next to me, and I used it for a little illumination until I could get to the bathroom and switch on the light.

Pea green toilet, tub, and counter. One half roll of toilet paper. I peed and checked myself out in the mirror.

Compared to death, I looked okay. Some of the swelling in my nose had gone down.

As I poked gently at my bruises, my phone buzzed. I picked it up. Jack.

"Hey," I said.

"Where you at?"

I told her.

"Why you there? You gonna turn some tricks?"

"What do you mean?"

"That's the crack hotel."

"Really?"

"Go outside and see if you can't make some money sucking dick."

"I'll pass."

"I'm coming over."

I laughed. "You need to make some money?"

"No, but I want to hear how things went today. Not on the phone though."

After I hung up I climbed in the shower to wash off the dirt and sadness. The pressure was excellent and the water stayed warm the entire time I was in there. Score one for Exquisite Rooms and Suites. A decent shower absolved a lot of sins.

I dug through my bag. I was down to my last clean pair of clothes—some jeans, a white tank top, and a black and cream checkered flannel shirt.

About the time I was tying the laces on my sneakers, Jack knocked on the door. I checked to make sure it was her, then I let her inside.

She wore gray pants and a vest over a white shirt with a popped collar. Her gray cap beret sat at a jaunty angle.

"Evenin'," she said.

"Evenin'."

"You got any AC?"

"'Scuse me?"

She gestured around us. "This room is hot as shit."

"I don't think AC is part of the value here."

She nodded. "Mind if I smoke?"

"Don't be funny."

She pulled a pack of Camel Blues from her pocket and shook one out. I don't usually smoke, but I lifted my chin at her. "You got one of those to spare?"

She handed me one and lit them both.

I inhaled some smoke. Stupid habit, if you think about it. I don't mean the health risk, either. I mean the act itself. It's just breathing in and breathing out, plus poison. Stupid. I enjoyed it, though.

"First butt in a while?" she asked sitting down on the bed and leaning against the wall.

"Yeah."

"When was the last one?"

"A few months ago. One of the broads was leaving and she wanted me to have one with her. Going away party."

"Listen at you. Broads. You old school, Bennett."

"I guess. I never liked bitch. And girl sounds like you're talking about a kid. Women or female sounds kinda clinical. So, yeah, broads."

"Well, I always called my girls, my girls. My crew."

We sat there smoking a while, flicking ashes in a cup from the bathroom.

I asked, "This joint really a place for prostitutes?"

"Whore Central."

"Well, I know how to pick 'em."

She shrugged. "You got that gat I give you, right?"

"Yeah."

"Well then, you'll be fine. Just don't open the door and let nobody in."

"I'm not afraid of random violence at this point. I got enough deliberate violence to keep me busy."

"What Junius say?"

"He said he had to check with Lou Don. Said it'd have to wait until Vinton was in the ground."

"Hmm."

"What?"

"Sounds weird."

"Why?"

"'Cause Junius Kluge a fuckin' gangsta. Don't normally wait to get feedback from the governor."

"What can I say? I killed Lou Don's brother. I expect he'll have something he wants to say about that."

"Makes sense, I guess."

"Yeah."

"Think they'll come across with some money to keep you quiet?"

"Either that or they'll finish what Vin started."

"You got a feeling about which way they'll go?"

I mashed out the cigarette. "Colfax wants to go to Washington. I suspect he'll do whatever it takes to get him there. Killing is messy. Vin's death is already a mess. Alexis is out there bopping around somewhere. And here I am. I just gotta hope he'll figure that I'm a problem he can fix with money. I mean, after all, I am. I am a problem he can fix with money. I just hope he and Kluge see it that way."

"After you talked to Kluge, you come here?"

I sighed and I could only give her a bitter smile. "Well, I had some drinks first. You know who I ran into after I left Kluge?"

"No."

"Frank Morley."

"As in Kitty Morley. That Morley?"

"Yeah."

"The fuck he want?"

I shook my head. "To … talk. And, I don't know, to …"

She raised an eyebrow. "He trying to get you back?"

"I don't know if he wants me back, but he can't help but flirt. You know how some people, that's how they communicate? That's him. Morley just flirts."

"Motherfucker."

"Yeah."

"You going to hit that?"

"No. Jesus. The last thing I need in my life is that man."

She crushed out her cigarette and dropped it in the cup. "You thinkin' about it though, I can tell. Only natural. We all been there. I had this best friend, Nikki, all through high school, but I never met her brother because he lived with his daddy in another town. Then, at graduation, I finally met him. Kordell Estime. Finest man you ever saw. Tall, broad shouldered, handsome as a prince. Sweet, though. You know? Goddamn, I loved that man.

"But he had problems. Shit in his childhood. When his parents first got divorced, he lived with his momma for a while, and one of her boyfriends messed with him. Sex stuff. Kordell didn't never want to talk about it. But it plagued him. Like one of those plagues in the Bible. Plagued him."

She stared into some space between us, blank except for the past.

"He killed himself. My Kordell. Shot himself one night. Didn't leave a note. Didn't say a word to me. He had to know it would ruin my life. Had to know I'd blame myself and hate myself for it. But he did it anyway. All by himself, in his room. Not drunk, not high. Just decided to kill himself and take half of me with him.

"And the thing is, knowing what I know, knowing that he'd do it again, if I could have him back, I'd let him have the other half of me."

* * *


After she left, I sat there alone. After a while a car pulled into the lot outside. I peered through the grimy shade. A dumpy guy in a T-shirt and jeans got out of a Camry. He went to the door of another room and knocked. A middle-aged woman in a long T-shirt and cutoff jeans opened the door. He showed her some drug shit in a plastic bag, and she let him inside.

I went back to my bed. I sat there. I stared at the wall.

Then I watched my hand as it picked up my phone.

My fingers scrolled down the names in my contacts.

FRANK.

I had never removed his number from my phone. It had been there the whole time I was in prison.

I stared at it.

I pushed CALL.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
 

He was leaning against his car in front of the police station waiting for me. Not texting. Not smoking. Just standing there with his arms folded and a hint of amusement on his face.

There was an open spot behind his car, so I pulled up.

He didn't move, so I got out of the car and walked over to him.

He slid his hands in his pockets. One car passed us, but otherwise the city seemed to be asleep.

I leaned against his car, our shoulders barely touching.

He turned to me and lifted his hand to my face and brushed a strand of hair away. I stared at the empty street.

Quietly, without planning to, I said, "Don't …"

He pulled his hand away.

"Don't hurt me," I said.

He didn't smile. He took my chin and lifted my broken mouth to his own perfect lips and kissed me gently.

"Let's go," he said.

I didn't ask where.

He took me around to the passenger door and opened it and I got inside.

He drove. I leaned my head back. My body was tired; my spirit was exhausted. I fell asleep.

Some minutes later, I awoke and we were climbing through some hills. He had the windows cracked and a cool breeze flowed in. He didn't play the radio. He just sat there and drove and thought about whatever it was that he thought about.

I fell asleep again.

* * *


He woke me. I leaned up in the seat as a man in a red valet outfit opened my door. He smiled at me. "Welcome to The Summit, ma'am."

I stepped out and the valet ignored my face.

"May I take your luggage in, sir?" he asked Frank.

Frank smiled at me. "No luggage," he said. "We'll buy what we need."

We went inside and Frank talked to the guy at the front desk. He reserved the room on a credit card and ordered some wine sent up, along with his and her toiletries.

Our room was on the third floor facing the valley. I stood in front of the floor-length window and stared up at the night sky while Frank paid off the bellboy who brought up the stuff Frank had ordered downstairs.

Without saying anything to me, he ran a bath and poured in some kind of soothing mineral and oil solution that the front desk sent up. When it was ready he came to me, took my hand, led me to the bathroom and undressed me.

I let him. My body was scraped and bruised, but I felt no embarrassment. He didn't seem to even notice. He led me to the bath and poured me a glass of Moscato and left me.

I soaked. I felt my pores open up and absorb all that stuff in the water. It was like having Mother Nature make love to my skin.

I drank the sweet, fruity wine. He'd left the bottle, so I drank another glass. I washed my hair. I conditioned. I brushed my teeth and rubbed lotion on my face.

Wearing a robe, I walked out to the bedroom.

A single light was on and the window was open to the valley. Frank sat on the bed with his tie and shoes off. He was reading the hotel booklet that introduced us to the room and the surrounding area.

"Brushing up on a little history?" I asked.

He smiled and tossed the booklet on the bedside table. "You know me. Always hungry to learn."

I walked around the bed and stood next to him.

He started to say something else, but I leaned down and kissed him. My lips hurt a little, but I didn't mind. With the wine in me, I even liked the sensation.

He pulled the belt on my robe. I climbed on top of him and straddled his lap and kissed him. His hands slid up my back, then down, and over my breasts and up to my shoulders where he pushed off the robe. I unbuttoned his shirt, looking him in the eye.

I saw hunger there, lust. I pulled at his clothes.

I saw something else, though, something that I tucked away even as I undressed him. It wasn't communicated like his desire for me. It wasn't something that he knew he was showing me.

It was satisfaction. He knew I needed him. He'd always known it. He wanted me. I felt it, and I knew it was true. But, in the same instant, I knew he didn't need me and he never would.

At that moment, though, I didn't care. As we fucked, it felt good not to care. The sex—the sheer physical exhilaration of being intertwined with another human body—helped to exorcise the physical memory of what had happened with Vin Colfax. For the first time in days, I felt connected to my own body. With Frank's face against mine, an orgasm shuddered through me and emptied me out. Part of the release was letting go of caring what Frank felt.

We fell asleep when we were done, but I woke just an hour or so later and I lay there and watched the moonlight on the floor and listened to Frank breathe, and I felt free for the first time since I'd been out of Eastgate.

* * *


When I woke up the next morning, I took a shower. I walked out in my robe, about to tell Frank that I'd dreaded getting back into my old clothes, but I found him sitting on the bed next to a shopping bag.

"Is that what I think it is?" I asked.

"What do you think it is?"

"Clothes for yours truly."

"'Tis indeed some new attire."

I walked over and emptied the bag. Blue sleeveless top, black skirt, matching shoes. Black bra and panties.

"Jesus, Frank."

"Made arrangements last night."

"You tell them my sizes?"

"Yeah, I remembered your sizes."

"Of course you did. Any self-respecting cocksman knows women's clothing." I looked at him and smiled. "Frank Morley, you're blushing."

* * *


We had breakfast in the restaurant downstairs. The bar wasn't open, so I didn't see Mule, but I did catch myself looking for him.

A pretty young waitress with hungover eyes came and took our order. When she left, Frank laced his fingers together on the starched white tablecloth and said, "So."

"So," I said.

"I haven't asked because … well, I figured you'd tell me. But what is going on?"

The waitress brought us some water and coffee. As I flapped a couple of sugar packets back and forth, I said, "What do you mean?"

"We could start … with your face."

I emptied the sugar in my coffee, stirred it, and took a sip. "Shit, this is good coffee."

He grinned and waited. He was wearing the same clothes as the day before, but the son of a bitch looked like he'd was ready to anchor the morning news.

I put down my coffee, and I told him some of it. Breakfast came and we ate, and all the while I talked. I told him about Alexis and Kingston and Kluge and Colfax. I kept my voice low and I paused the story whenever the waitress came around to refill our waters, and I told him what had happened.

But I left out things. I didn't tell him I'd killed Colfax, just that I'd gotten away. I didn't tell him about the money I was trying to get from Kluge.

And I didn't tell him where Alexis really was. I lied about that. Instead of telling him that we took her east to Tennessee, I told him we took her west to Oklahoma.

Why did I lie? I don't know. Frank and I had spent a lovely night together. He'd given me a gift, really. In the midst of a lot of awfulness, he'd treated me with tenderness and passion. Hell, he'd even bought me a snappy new outfit.

So I told him most of the story.

But I would never trust him again. I didn't do a year in jail only to get out dumber than I went in.

* * *


We were on the exit leading back into downtown Osotouy City to pick up my car when Frank said, "I think you're doing the right thing."

"Yeah? I wondered. You didn't say much back there."

"Well, hell, it's a lot to process. Mixed up with people like the governor and Junius Kluge and Jerry Kingston. Those are some heavyweights, Ellie."

"Not bad for an ex-con."

He shook his head. "I'm just glad you're okay. After, you know …"

I rubbed the burns on my hands. "Yeah."

We pulled up to the police station. A car was parked where his car had been the night before, so he pulled in behind my Escort.

"Where are you going?" he asked.

"I need to regroup. Maybe see some people. You going home?"

"Home?" he laughed. "No. I have to go to work. I gotta pay for that overnight luxury getaway."

"Back to the salt mines."

He smiled. "Since my office is in the basement, that's close to being literally true."

I nodded.

I opened the door.

"I'll call you?" he said.

"I'll call you," I said.

I gave him a kiss, got out and walked to my car. He waited while I started it, then he pulled into my space.

I went up the street and drove around the block.

My heart was beating.

A couple of days before, he'd told me that he'd been sitting at his desk when he'd seen me. Now he'd just told me he worked in the basement.

By the time I got all the way back to the parking space in front of the station, sure enough, his car was gone.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
 

I drove, just following the traffic around Osotouy City.

Thinking.

I had to figure out where this left me. If Morley was working for Kluge, then maybe Kluge still thought he could get away with not paying me. I could get to the end of this mess and have nothing to show for it.

And that was if I got lucky. For all I knew, once Morley told Kluge that Alexis was in Oklahoma, Kluge would decide to get rid of me.

I found myself on the interstate outside Osotouy City. Just a mile or so ahead of me was the exit to a little white flight suburb called Maxonville. When I saw the sign, I remembered that this was where the Morleys lived. I had been here once to see Frank when Kitty was out of town.

I stumbled into the memory like a room I hadn't entered in years. Kitty had been representing Eastgate at a best practices seminar in Kansas City, and Frank took me to his house because it gave him some kind of kinky thrill to fuck me there while the wife was away. It was cruel, and I hated to admit that the cruelty of the thing was part of its erotic appeal—not just for him, but for me.

It also turned out to be a catastrophically stupid mistake. Frank thought he could get away with it, thought the neighbors wouldn't notice, or if they did notice, that they wouldn't jump to conclusions, or if they did jump to conclusions, that they wouldn't say anything to Kitty. But someone—some vigilant moral guardian—saw us and jumped to conclusions and told Kitty about it.

When the exit came up, I took it and stopped at the first gas station off the service road. After a moment to orient myself, I drove down the road about a mile and turned into the Harmony Grove subdivision.

And there it was. In a neighborhood of green, trimmed lawns and short driveways and nice one-story houses with fenced-in backyards, sat the Morley residence.

I pulled into the driveway and got out and peeked through the window at the two-car garage.

One car, not Frank's.

I walked up to the front door.

I rang the doorbell.

Beneath my feet, the dirty mat read: WELCOME TO OUR HOME!

Footsteps. The door opened.

It was contest, really, as to which one of us looked worse. I was still beat-up looking, with bruises around my nose and scabs on my lips and scratches on my neck. Kitty, however, looked like she'd just been shit out the ass end of life. Her hair clumped up all around her head, and her skin sagged off her face like some important connective tissues had snapped. She wore a white T-shirt stained six different ways, and her arms hung at her sides like dead appendages. The only sign of life was the grip her left hand kept on a plastic cup full of ice and alcohol.

She stared at me for a long time.

Finally, she said, "Well?"

"Well what?"

"What do you want, Bennett? You here to kick my ass?"

"No."

"Go ahead. Wanna punch me in the face?"

"No."

Her eyes were as red as jelly beans.

Somewhere down the hall behind her, a television played.

"So what then?"

"I need to talk to you."

A chuckle burped out of her lips. "That's … great. That's just … great. The only person in the world with a need to talk to me is Eleanor fucking Bennett."

She turned around and walked back down her hall, muttering, "I'm tired of standing in the doorway …"

I stepped in and closed the door and followed her into the living room. It had a high ceiling, paintings on the wall, and a couple of large, plush furniture pieces. But the place was strewn with the debris of a week-long bender: fast food wrappers and globs of congealed cheese covering the coffee table, cigarette butts floating in backwash at the bottom of beer bottles, a half-filled ashtray sitting on the middle cushion of the couch.

Kitty slumped down next to the ashtray and fastened her attention to the television screen where some girl was being interviewed about a bad date.

I sat on the love seat.

She took large breaths, as if walking to the door and back had winded her. Staring at the television she asked, "What happened to your face?"

"I got beat up. What happened to yours?"

She grinned at the television as if it was the one she was having the conversation with. "I started out unattractive, Bennett. Been distinctly unattractive since I was a little girl. Nobody ever said I was pretty, least of all me."

"You're breaking my heart."

"You ain't got a heart. You got a pretty, busted up face, and in a couple of days or a week or whatever, you'll have a pretty face again. And I'll still be here on this couch, drunk and distinctly unattractive. Congratulations. You won."

I picked up an empty vodka bottle. "Frank left you?"

"Frank leaves. Frank comes back. Frank leaves again. Frank gives, Frank takes. That's the story of my marriage. I'm like his bank. Occasionally he comes back to make a withdrawal."

"Maybe you shouldn't let him come back."

"Considering the only marriage you were ever in was mine, I'd just as soon not hear your marital advice."

She stared at the television, but she wasn't watching it. It was just flickers of light and blips of sound. It could have been dead air and she'd probably still stare at it.

"Kitty?"

She turned to me.

I asked, "You been drunk since I got out of Eastgate?"

"Yeah, because all I ever do is think about you."

"Okay. Forget it. You know what Frank is up to?"

"No. What do you mean?"

"You know where he was last night?"

"No."

"He was with me."

"Mm hmm. And you ran over here to tell me. Stay classy, Ellie."

"You care?"

"No, as a matter of fact, I don't."

"You used to."

"I used to."

"But not anymore?"

"No."

"Why not?"

She sipped her drink as if that was the answer.

Less in anger and more in genuine astonishment, I said, "You sent me to prison for a year, Kitty. You ruined my life. And now you don't even care?"

"Nope."

I sat with that for a moment. "I know what I did was wrong," I finally told her, "but you ruined my fucking life. Do you know that?"

"Did you come here to try to get me to feel sorry for you?"

"No," I said—but as I said it, I knew I was lying. I guess I did want her to feel bad, to admit that what she'd done to me had been the greater sin. But I knew she'd never feel that way. So I said, "I came here to see what you know about Frank and Junius Kluge."

Her eyes lit up. For a moment, Kitty seemed alive again. She leaned forward and said, "You think I know something about Frank's business? I don't know nothing about Frank, Ellie. Don't you know that by now? You fucked Frank in my house. On a bed that I made that morning. And you think he tells me about … what? About some shady shit he's got going with Junius Kluge? You're honestly gonna sit there and tell me you think he respects me that much? You should know—you should know better than anybody that he doesn't respect me at all."

She sunk back into her cushions.

"I am sorry, Kitty. I am. But I paid for my sins. I did thirteen months. I lost my career. I lost my name and my future." I pointed at my battered face. "And this is the result of me trying to rebuild my life."

The light in her eyes started to die, extinguished by the alcohol and apathy. "You deserve every bit of it. Don't you ask me to feel sorry for you, Ellie Bennett. You said hi to me every morning and then you went to a hotel at lunch and fucked my husband. I don't feel sorry for you. At all. Ever."

I sighed and rubbed my skinned knuckles. Then I looked around at the squalor of Kitty's life. Crusted plates, cigarette burns. Nice things neglected and gone to hell in a house that from the outside still fit in with all the other houses on the street.

She gulped from her plastic cup and then stared down into the alcohol like it was a crystal ball.

"What do you see in there?" I asked.

"I see," she said, "a woman with no future."

I didn't know what to say to that. I stood up.

She shifted her gaze from the cup back to the television. Another girl was being interviewed about another bad date.

I said, "I'm sorry, Kitty."

She took a sip of her drink.

I left.

As Kitty and I had sat in her dank little house and insulted each other, the gorgeous day outside had gone on about its merry way. The sun shone like a pearl in blue silk. The air was humid but not oppressive. Green lawns sparkled as children hopped over a sprinkler at the end of the block.

I stood in Kitty's driveway for a moment, trying to remember what I had felt the first time I'd seen this street. I'd been here with Frank; I'd been here to have sex with him.

There's the kind of guilt that you worry about and there's the kind that you don't worry about. The first kind is a torment, like a bee in your brain. It's a guilt that can make you hurt yourself in an attempt to make it stop.

But the other kind of guilt is just a fact that you accept. It's like accepting something unpleasant about your body. You can't change it. It's just who you are.

I felt that way about what I'd done to Kitty. I didn't like it about myself, but it was done. I'd suffered—and then some—for what I'd done.

Standing in her driveway, though, made me think about that day with Frank. He'd been so sure of himself. He'd always been so sure of himself.

I'd always thought that Kitty was my enemy, but I saw now that I was wrong. It had always been Frank. He thought he could play me. He had always been right. Until now.




CHAPTER TWENTY

 
 

I'd made up my mind to go see Kluge and get my money. Let Frank Morley try to sell me out. I didn't care. I still had Kluge over a barrel. I could tie him to Belton and to Colfax's attempt to kill me.

I pointed my car at Osotouy City, and I was practicing my opening argument to Kluge when my cell phone buzzed.

It was some local number I didn't recognize.

"Hello," I said.

"Is this Ellie Bennett?" a man asked.

"Sure."

"What?" He was a little confused.

"Yes, this is Ellie Bennett," I said. "Who the fuck is this?"

He spoke to someone else on his end of the call. Then he said, "Someone wants to talk to you. Can you come see her?"

"Listen, buddy—"

"Look," the man said. "It's nothing bad." His voice thinned out, pleadingly. "Really. She just doesn't want to say anything on the phone. And she doesn't want to use names on the phone. She's mad at me for using your name just now. Guess I wasn't supposed to do that."

"Where are you?"

"You'll come see her? Now?"

"Sure. Where are you?"

"You know the club The Blue Odyssey?"

"Over by the old rail yard?"

"Yeah. There's a little side bar, Three Dollar Bill's. Come in there. It won't look open, but it is."

We hung up. For a long moment, I just sat in the silence of my car. I didn't think. Didn't speak. Just sat there staring at the interstate over my skinned knuckles.

In my gut I had a nasty feeling that Alexis was back in town.

* * *


Hugging the edge of the city, The Blue Odyssey was a refurbished train station—one of those abandoned piles of steel and brick that had been bought for pennies and sexed up into a big fancy dance club. I'd been there once with a boyfriend when I was a few years younger, and after a couple of hours of multiple dance tiers, cages, and strobe lights, I'd decided I wasn't young enough.

Around the back of the place was a single rainbow-colored door with a tiny wooden sign on a nail that read $3 BILL'S.

I parked in the gravel lot in front of the door. I didn't see another car. I walked up to the door, pulled it open, and walked inside.

The two men at the bar turned to regard me. The bartender was a slight, handsome man, probably about fifty years old, with spiked, gray hair and a couple of black stud earrings. The man sipping a beer at three in the afternoon was chubby, with a round gut stretching a black T-shirt, and he had a bald head that shone from the long row of dim lights over the bar.

"Hello," said the bartender.

"Hi," I said. "I'm Ellie."

The bartender nodded. He pointed past the small, empty dance floor, to a door on the other side of the room. "She's back there."

I thanked him and walked across the room to the door and pulled it open.

Alexis was sitting in a chair at a brown desk in the corner of a little office. Her hair was pulled back in a fat lime scrunchie. She wore a Dollywood T-shirt and no makeup.

From a chair in the corner of the room, Kaylee glanced up from her iPad.

There was a chair on the other side of the desk, so I walked over to it and sat down.

Mother and daughter stared at my face. Alexis started to open her mouth, and then thought better of it. Sucking in her lips, she looked down at her hands in her lap.

I just sat there staring at her. What the hell was I supposed to say?

Without lifting her eyes, she finally summoned up the guts to ask, "Did you get beat up?"

"Yes."

"Because of me?"

"Yes."

"I'm sorry, Ellie. I'm so, so sorry."

She looked up.

I gave her a nod to let her know I heard her.

She sucked in her lips again. Then she pushed them out and said, "I bet you're wondering why I'm back in town."

"You would win that bet," I said.

"What?"

I didn't answer her.

She said, "I have to tell you something, Ellie."

"I can't wait."

She turned to the kid. "Kaylee, sweetie, can you go watch your cartoon outside? Just sit down out there and wait for me."

The girl hauled herself up and slunk past me, stealing a closer look at my bruises on her way out.

When she'd gone, Alexis's cheeks flushed, then her eyes glassed over. Tears fell but she ignored them. "I have something I have to do. There's something I haven't told you. About why I left town. You know my momma died a few months ago?"

"Yeah."

"We weren't close. She was an alcoholic. A real mess. Always a lot of booze. That's why I never drink. But that's beside the point, I guess.

"Anyway, when she got ovarian cancer, I went down to Texas to see her, to be with her. And she told me something before I died. She told me about my father.

"I said, 'But you told me my father died in a accident.' She always said he got killed in a car wreck their senior year of high school. Well, it turns out, she lied. She had dated a guy in high school name of Walter Pyle. He was a nice guy, and he did die in an accident the way she said. But he wasn't really my father. They never even had sex.

"The guy she lost her virginity to was this boy at church, Jerry Kingston. He was the preacher's son. Remember Ezra Kingston? He was a big preacher in this state back in the day. First one with his own radio show. His son was Jerry Kingston, and Jerry was the one who got my momma pregnant with me."

She pulled an old envelop from the purse in her lap. The paper was small and aged, but it had been well kept. She handed it across the desk to me.

I took it, drew out the letter inside, and read it.

Undated, it began:

 

Dear Stephanie,
I don't know what words to use that will express what my heart is feeling right now. I am like Job in his time of trial or Daniel in the lion's den. I feel that our Lord is testing me, and I am praying that I will have the strength to do His will and not my own.

You and I have sinned. I tried to fight it, but my affection for you and my attraction to you were too much for me to resist. I am sorry that I ever let the Devil use you as a device to tempt me. I wish you had been stronger, too. I know it is not all your fault, but a man is tempted worse than a woman. That is biology. Woman are not tempted as much. They are made by our Lord to be instruments of His will, to produce beautiful children and raise them up right. I know that sounds like an old fashioned idea, but you know that our Lord has never cared about what is fashionable. What was right in His eyes so many years ago is right in His eyes today. It is up to us to live by His unchanging eternal word.

You and I have talked many times about what the Lord has planned for me. Everyone knows that as my daddy's son, I am well positioned to do great things in His service. Everyone agrees that this is Providence. You told me just last week that when I preached at the youth camp, you felt moved by the Holy Spirit. I think we all felt it, and I am humbled more than anyone to say such a thing. I can barely bring myself to admit how much the Lord wants from me. I really think He wants me to do amazing things for His Kingdom.

And that is why I feel like we cannot let this thing that we have done derail all the Lord has planned. The course of action that I suggested to you last night made you cry. Oh, dear Stephanie, if you only knew the tears I've cried on my knees before our Merciful Savoir.

Please Please Please believe that I want this for you as much as for myself. I can't stand the idea that all your hopes and dreams would be undone by one mistake. Our God is a God of second chances. I think He wants both of us to do great things in His service.

I cannot believe that we are meant to just sit by while one mistake destroys so much potential. Please consider for a moment that fixing our mistake may well be His Will. I know it seems like it can't be right. But the Lord often uses moments of fear and weakness—He often uses the mistakes of His children—to do great things.

I cannot help but think of King David. The Bible says that he was a man after God's own heart. Yet David lay with Bathsheba and they conceived a child. They paid mightily for their sin, and the Lord allowed their baby to perish. In doing so, He brought David back into His Will. Perhaps, the Lord is trying to bring me back into His Will.

In this letter you'll find the money we talked about. I hope you'll do this thing for both of us. I wish I could come see you or talk to you on the phone, but we both know that is probably not for the best right now.

Please burn this letter. Let us always remember the passion we felt for one another and go forward from this sin into the Light of His Glory and Grace.

  God bless and Christ keep you,

          Jerry

 

I closed the letter, slid it back in the envelope, and placed it on the table. Alexis immediately picked it up and stuck it in her purse, as if someone might walk through the door any minute to take it away.

"Kingston wanted you aborted," I said.

"Yeah."

"Guess this would be an embarrassment to him."

She nodded.

"In fact," I said, letting the notion roll around in my brain, "this might even ruin him. I mean, these days who knows? Politicians get away with sex scandals. But this … a preacher, Mister Pro-Life, getting caught with a deal like this. It might end his political career. He'd call it a youthful indiscretion, but it'd turn his whole public persona into one big open hypocrisy."

Alexis stared at the desk while I talked it through.

"Your mother told you that you were Kingston's daughter. So you came to Arkansas and tracked him down. Which wasn't hard to do since his name is on a sign every twenty feet in this town. And … what? Did you try to shake him down for cash?"

She scowled. "No," she spat out. "I just wanted to talk to him. To get to know him."

"You tell him about the letter?"

Her face softened and she twisted her mouth around before she said, "No." She shook her head. "Not at first."

"But then what? Why did you tell him?"

"He wanted me to go away. At first he was nice. He even said he was sorry. But when I kept coming around, he tried to get me to go away."

"So you got pissed and told him that there was a letter."

"Yes."

"And then what?"

She shrugged. "He didn't know what to say. He just turned white. And I left—I guess I just wanted to drop that bomb on him. But once I walked out, I wanted time to get away and think. I had to figure out what to think."

"How did Kluge and his people get involved?"

"Just the way I told you before. I skipped town, and they panicked. I didn't tell anybody why I was leaving, and they all flew off the handle and thought that I'd gone to the cops."

"Christ."

"When all that happened, I didn't know what to do, Ellie. I needed to get away and figure out how to make it right."

"But why the hell would you come back? After what I told you?"

She fixed me with a steady gaze. "What am I going to do? Run away my whole life? I'm twenty-five years old. Am I really going to lay low for the next sixty years?" She shook her head. "No. I know what I need to do now."

"Please, tell me. Sitting here, I'll be damned if I know."

"I need to talk to my father."




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
 

Kaylee was sitting by herself at a small table for two. As her mother walked over to the bar to arrange for someone to watch her, I sat down next to the kid.

"Hi," I said.

She paused her movie—some cartoon with talking squirrels—and said, "Hi."

"I'm Ellie."

"I know."

"You do?"

"Yes. My momma told me."

I nodded. I gestured at the iPad. "What are you watching?"

The girl looked at the technology in her hand and shrugged. She smiled and shook her head.

"You don't know?" I asked.

She started the movie again.

And that was that for talking to the kid. Neither one of us was much of a conversationalist.

I got up and walked outside and waited for Alexis. As I did, I wondered where Felicia was and what she was doing. I felt something—something that felt a lot like grief—whenever I thought about my niece. I guess I was grieving for myself, really. For the aunt I could have been to her, the aunt I'd always assumed I was going to be to her. Now, I guess that was ruined.

Wherever she was and whatever she was doing, though, I knew she'd be okay. That kid in the bar staring down at cartoons all day while her natural disaster of a mother tried to navigate increasingly bad options—that one I didn't know about.

Then I had a thought.

What if there was a way to negotiate with the people involved in this thing to ensure that at the very least, the little girl would be safe?

I walked across the gravel parking lot and stood by some rusted old tracks. They ran into the distance, past a couple of abandoned warehouses and a tall freight elevator, and disappeared behind a sloping, grassy hill. As the tracks vanished, they reached a point where it looked as if they were coming together. It was a trick of the eye, of course. The tracks stayed the same distance from each other, but from my vantage point it appeared as if they were forming one track.

I kicked some gravel.

Right then, out there somewhere, the most powerful people in the state were looking for Alexis. They each wanted something different from her.

It occurred to me, though, that all either one of them really wanted was security.

What did Kingston want? His reputation, his claim to authority, the chance to be a United States senator.

What Colfax wanted was insulation, from scandal and from possible criminal prosecution. He, too, also wanted the chance to be a United States senator.

Alexis and I would be crushed between the pincers created by those two men … unless I could wiggle us out from the middle, unless I could make them push against one another.

* * *


I ran back inside and told Alexis to wait for me, then I went into the back office and sat at Three Dollar Bill's desk and called Charles Hamill.

"Miss Bennett, I'm surprised to hear from you," he said.

"Why is that?" I asked.

"Well, of course, it's a pleasant surprise," he said, "but our business has been completed."

That's when I knew that Frank Morley had sold me out to Hamill rather than Kluge.

"You think you know where Alexis is," I said.

"What?"

"But you don't."

"Miss Bennett, I don't know what—"

"She's not in Oklahoma," I said. "She never was. I lied to Morley."

Hamill was silent for a while. Finally, he cleared his throat and said, "Anything else?"

"Yes. She's with me. She wants to meet with Kingston. Today. Morgan building downtown. Sixth floor."

Hamill said, "Kingston's a busy man. Did it ever occur to you that he might be campaigning on the other side of the state right now? He might be meeting with donors. He might be having dinner with his family."

"I didn't say he wasn't busy. I said if he wants to speak to Alexis, he can speak to her on the sixth floor of the Morgan building today at seven o'clock. Tell him he can bring his wife and kids. I'm sure they'd love to meet a member of the extended family."

Hamill sighed and said, "I'll pass it along."

I hung up.

I called Kluge.

When Mrs. Willhide put the call through to his office, he answered by stating tactfully, "I'd much prefer to speak to you in person, Ms. Bennett." The tact was a cover, of course. He just didn't want to talk about shady shit on the phone.

"Seven o'clock at the Morgan building," I said. "Bring the governor."

I listened to his breathing for a while before he said, "I don't know what you're talking about. I don't know the governor."

"Of course not. But this concerns him. I know he doesn't like to get his hands dirty with this low level stuff, but bring him along. I might have some things to say about that unpleasantness at the chicken plant a few nights ago. I can guarantee that he won't want to miss it. And I can guarantee that it won't cost him a dime."

Kluge didn't say anything.

After a while of listening to his breathing, I said, "Just pass the message along. We can end this thing tonight." I dropped in the real bait now. "I'll bring Alexis with me."

Kluge finally said, "Is that all you have to say?"

"Yes."

He hung up.

I had no idea if the governor would actually come. Kluge could negotiate for him. But I wanted him there. I hadn't lied to Junius. I thought I could end this thing tonight if I could get Kingston and Colfax in the same room.

* * *


I walked out to the bar to collect Alexis.

"Let's go."

"You talked to my father? We're going to meet with him now?"

"Yes," I said. I didn't want to give her more information.

Alexis rubbed Kaylee's head. "You're going to stay here with Tony while me and Ellie go see some people."

The girl didn't take her eyes from the screen, but she nodded.

As we walked out to the car, Alexis said, "That iPad is a lifesaver."

I unlocked the car, and I didn't say anything. No one wants to hear from someone else how to raise their kid, especially when that someone else has no kids of her own. I didn't have any wisdom to impart, no great thoughts on how to be a mother. But you don't have to be a meteorologist to interpret the meaning of storm clouds. I could try to keep Kaylee safe from these powerful men, but I didn't know who, or what, could protect her from her mother.

* * *


I parked just down the street from the Morgan Building. I had a problem, though. I didn't have anywhere to carry my gun. I was still wearing the sleeveless top and black skirt that Morley had bought me. I'd look suspicious if I walked into this meeting with a purse.

"Fuck it," I said. I'd have to leave it.

"What?" Alexis asked.

"Nothing. Let's go."

As it had the last time I'd seen it, the building appeared to be deserted. No one waited for us in the lobby. We rode up to the sixth floor in silence, but Alexis chewed her thumb the entire way.

When the doors opened, no one was waiting for us. At each end of the hallway, late summer light bled in through windows, but the corridor itself was dim.

"Is anyone here?" Alexis asked.

I led her down the hall to the office. The door was open. A light was on.

Inside, Junius Kluge was sitting alone, his hands folded on his desk.

"Ladies. Please, come in. Sit down."

"No governor?" I said.

Kluge lifted one hand from the desk as if to shoo away a fly or a stupid question, but then the door opened from a side office and Governor Lou Don Colfax walked in. He was taller than his brother had been, with a full head of dark hair graying at the temples, and cleft chin. He looked every bit like a politician on television, except that he wasn't smiling.

"Governor," I said.

He glanced at Kluge.

Kluge nodded.

The governor asked me, "What did you two want to talk to me about?"

Alexis turned to me, confused. "Ellie?"

Kluge watched us. "Did Ms. Bennett not tell you where you were going, young lady?"

"Ellie?" she said again, her voice going higher.

I turned to her. "Give it a second."

"What? Where's my father?"

Colfax frowned. Kluge made no move at all.

From the hallway, the elevator bell jarred us all.

Everyone looked at me.

I told Alexis. "There he is."

A moment later, Jerry Kingston appeared in the doorway trailed by Charles Hamill. Both wore suits. Hamill looked as pretty and composed as ever, but Kingston was scarlet and sweaty, like a man in the throes of a heart attack.

Kingston's attention fluttered around the room, but it landed on Colfax.

"What's he doing here?" Kingston asked.

Colfax addressed Kluge, "I was about to ask the same thing. What the hell is going on?"

Kluge smiled at me, a smile of real appreciation, from one chess player to another. "I suspect that Ms. Bennett is the one to ask."

Knowing that the next words out of my mouth would either save me or fuck me, I took a deep breath and said, "Let me start by saying that I killed Vinton Colfax two nights ago."

I let that reverberate around the room for a few seconds. Alexis gasped. Kingston and Hamill looked at each other with wide eyes. The governor's face stayed stony. Junius Kluge just kept smiling at me.

"I say this right now, aloud, to all of you because I want everyone to know that no one's taping this. No one is being recorded. What is said in this room isn't leaving this room because no one in this room would survive the scandal intact." I addressed the governor. "Your brother, with the help of the Arkansas State Police, abducted me, beat me and tried to kill me. He didn't succeed on that last count, though, because I killed him first."

I paused to let Governor Colfax say something, but his smooth, handsome face didn't flinch. His mouth remained tightly clamped down.

I said, "Let's see where we are, all of us. Everyone here has been looking for my friend Alexis." I gestured at the trembling sack of nerves beside me. "But all you assholes have been wrong, dead wrong, about her intentions. Reverend Kingston has proceeded on the assumption that she was going to blackmail him—for money, for position, for a piece of the family pie—because she is his illegitimate daughter. Ugh, you know I hate that term, illegitimate. What's that even mean? Let's say she's his unclaimed daughter, the one he tried to abort all those years ago when it benefitted him not to have a daughter by someone he wasn't married to."

Kingston didn't look at his daughter. Instead, he watched the governor process this new information.

"Meanwhile," I said, "Governor Colfax has been trying to find Alexis because she used to deliver drugs to him. He thought she skipped town because she wanted to make a deal, to sell him out, to Reverend Kingston."

I waved my hand around to indicate all of them. "What all this comes down to is that you both thought Alexis was going to sell you out to each other. What you both want is security. Security from each other. And everyone who can grant you that security is in this room."

Colfax exchanged a glance with Kluge, and it was as if he'd passed on a silent instruction. Kluge asked, "What about the money you tried to extort from us yesterday?"

"I guess that's your leverage against me. Because of my involvement in these illegal activities I ended up killing Vin Colfax. Then I tried to blackmail you to hush it up. With my criminal record, that would be enough to get me shipped back to Eastgate. At this point, all I want is out."

"What if some DA offered you a plea deal? Or what happens in five years when you're not on parole?"

I turned to the governor. "You're not a stupid man, Mr. Colfax. You know a good deal when you see one. This is a good deal. All I care about is walking out of this deal with my skin attached. I'm not greedy and I'm not stupid. I just want to be free of this mess."

I stopped and let him think about it.

Governor Colfax stared at the floor. Kingston watched Colfax think. Hamill watched Kingston. Kluge kept smiling at me. Alexis gulped, hard, twice, and then left her mouth open to get more air.

Then Governor Colfax raised his head and smiled.

Smoothly, as if he was attempting to wind down a difficult television interview, he turned to Kingston and said, "Well, Jerry, partner, what do you say? I have things to get to tonight, and I'm sure you do as well. I think this little lady made a pretty compelling case that we should just shake hands, call this round a draw, and meet again next month for the first debate in … oh, where is that dang debate going to be held?"

Kingston glared at his opponent.

"Fayetteville," he said. "At the university."

"Should be a good discussion," the governor allowed. "I look forward to debating the issues with you."

"And what she said …" Kingston replied, "we leave this mess in this room? There's not going to be an anonymous leak pop up in the paper next week, or next month when I'm whipping your ass at the poles?"

Governor Colfax crossed the room, ignoring the rest of us, and put his hand out to Kingston. "It's the nuclear option, Jerry. Mutually assured destruction."

Kingston met his hand, and they shook vigorously. "You're gonna lose that debate, Lou Don."

Colfax smiled. "We'll see, Jerry. We'll just see about that."

They finally let go of each other.

The governor stepped toward me. He smelled of good aftershave, but his smile dropped away, and his eyes were as cold as his brother's had been that night. "Me and you are back to zero, Bennett. You're just another ex-con. I don't blame you for what you did. Anyone would have done the same thing in the same situation. But I don't want to ever hear about you, or from you, ever again." He turned to Alexis. "Either one of you."

Then he walked out of the office. We heard him open the door to the stairwell and disappear.

Kluge patted the desk. "That was unexpected but welcome. Welcome nevertheless."

Kingston took a deep breath and grinned at Hamill.

Alexis regarded her father. "What about … me?"

My heart sank a bit. Alexis could still fuck this up. She could demand too much, she could thrust her need right into the middle of my delicately brokered truce.

Kingston didn't look directly at her. He'd stared the governor in the eye, but now he hung his head as he mumbled, "I don't … know what to say, Alexis. I failed you a long time ago. I want to make it right. I can give you money."

Her eyes filled with tears. "I wasn't after your money. I wanted a father. Like your other children got."

He nodded. "I know." His face reddened even deeper and his eyes searched the space between his daughter and himself. He held up his hands. "I failed you, Alexis. A long time ago. I don't see any way to fix that now. I can't be what you want, what you need, what you deserve."

She pulled out the envelope with the letter. She held it at the corners, lifted it to her mouth, then dropped it on the floor.

She turned and walked out of the room.

His eyes followed her, and when she was gone he walked over and picked up the envelope. He opened the letter and read some of it. Then he placed it back in the envelope.

He asked me, "What's going to happen to her?"

I couldn't stand there any longer and look at his sweaty face. "Why even ask?" I said. "You don't care."

I turned and left.

* * *


She was waiting for me down by the car. Not crying. Just standing there, arms folded, waiting. We got in, and I drove back to the bar to pick up her daughter.

About a mile away from the bar, she started crying. I pulled over to the side of the road and put the car in park and pulled her close and let her cry into my shoulder.

She cried a long time, cried out a lifetime's worth of pain and anger and neglect and failure. When she was done, I put the car back in drive and we went to pick up Kaylee.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 
 

There was one more loose end. I hadn't forgotten that Frank was still out there, that he knew more about this business than was healthy for any of us, and that he was just the kind of guy to keep poking at the embers to see if he could get another fire going. I didn't want to do anything about it. I didn't want to see him or talk to him. I didn't want to think about him.

But I had to.

I dropped off Alexis at the bar with a promise that I'd see her the next day, and then I drove over to the Morley residence.

I got there after dark, but I didn't stop at the house. I drove past it, and seeing that the lights were on, I went up a street and took a left.

The backyards along Frank's side of the street stopped at some woods. I drove around the wooded area to see where they ended and found a strip mall. A Hallmark store, a Cold Stone Creamery, a liquor store, a Chinese restaurant. I drove around back and parked my car at the back edge of the building. Then I pulled out my purse from under the seat and removed the gun.

The woods hummed and twittered with bugs and birds, but I moved among the gray trees easily. I could see a line of yellow windows glowing in the distance. After just a few minutes, I found my way to the backyard of the Morley house.

The darkened yard wasn't fenced in. I half expected a motion light to kick on, but one didn't. I walked up to the sliding glass door that looked into the living room.

The place had been cleaned, but Kitty still lay on the couch staring at the television.

After a while, Frank walked into the room.

He looked different than I had ever seen him. Smaller. Less impressive. Untucked shirttail. His hair looked as if he'd just awakened from a nap. Kitty didn't seem to notice. This was the Frank she knew.

Seeing them together unaware they were being observed, I realized what a fool I had been to think I could ever understand the inside of their marriage. No matter how screwed up it may have been, it was theirs. Good, bad, functional, dysfunctional—those terms didn't really matter. The entity known collectively as Frank and Kitty was just the sum total of everything that had ever happened between them—love and struggle and lies and heartbreak—and I would never have entry into that world.

I didn't want it, either.

I leaned against the door so the gun in my right hand stayed out of view. With my left, I tapped on the glass.

Kitty and Frank turned at the same time and looked at me.

I waved.

They looked at each other. It was so perfectly timed it was almost funny. Then they turned back to me.

Frank walked over and unlocked the door and slid it open.

I smiled. "Evening, Morleys."

"What are you doing here?" Frank asked.

I showed him the gun. "Want to back up, Frank?"

"Ellie …"

"Just back up, Frank."

He backed into the room, and Kitty sat up as much as she could manage and stared at the gun.

She blinked and rubbed her eyes. I don't think she was entirely sure she was awake. "What the fuck are you doing?"

Frank shook his head. "This is a dumb move, Bennett."

"Why? 'Cause I got a gun? Why do you think I'm here, Frank?"

His mouth opened but no words came out. He laughed nervously at his own speechlessness. "Ellie …"

Kitty said, "Why is she here, Frank?"

Morley told her, "Just sit back and don't worry about it, Kitty. Everything is going to be fine, just fine."

"You thought you sold me out, Frank. But you didn't. You tried, but you didn't have anything to sell. Alexis never went to Oklahoma."

Frank blinked a few times. "What?"

"I just finished things with Alexis, and with every concerned party who was out there looking for her. It's over."

"Is that a fact?"

"That is a fact. So you sold me out for nothing."

Frank tucked in his shirt while he processed that information. "I'm sorry to hear that. I guess Hamill's going to ask for a refund."

"Maybe, maybe not. But it's over. For Alexis, Kingston, Colfax. All of them. And for you. You try anything stupid, and I'll rat you out."

"Rat me out?"

"Both of you."

"For what? For what we did to you? No one cares, Ellie. You're an ex-con now. You just have to live with that."

Kitty stared at the gun in my hand.

I said, "Why don't you sit next to your wife, Frank. You two belong together. Sit there next to her."

Frank moved to the couch and sat next to Kitty. She reached over and grabbed his hand. Frank grimaced, his hand limp in Kitty's trembling embrace, but he left it there.

"That's sweet," I said. "You two really are made for each other. You'll go down together, too, if I tell Junius Kluge that you're the ones funneling drugs into Eastgate."

Morley's face darkened.

I said, "You're not going through him to move your product, are you, Frank? No, because if you were getting drugs from Kluge, you would have sold him the information about Alexis. But you didn't, you went to Hamill and Kingston."

He sat up. "Now look, Ellie—"

"Yes or no, Frank? You want me to tell Kluge who's been cutting into his penitentiary drug market?"

"No."

"No. I didn't think so. So you keep your fucking mouth shut about Alexis."

"That it? That why you came in my house with a gun tonight, to tell me that?"

"In part. But I also came in here with a gun tonight to tell you both to stay away from me. I don't want to hear from you. I don't want to see you. You see me coming, you turn around and start running. From this point on, you'll have to have to make do with each other."

Kitty watched me with eyes that seemed to clear. Still holding his hand, she glanced over at Frank with something like hope. It was a horrible thing to see. I think even at that moment she wanted to get him back—like she thought that perhaps this was a chance.

Frank didn't even see her. He let go of her hand and stood up.

He told me, "I'm going to miss you, baby."

Kitty's face fell; it just seemed to crumble. Her eyes filled with tears.

Frank walked over to take me in his arms and kiss me goodbye, so I moved the gun to my left hand.

Then with my right hand I punched him in the nose.

It hurt my hand, but I took some satisfaction in knowing that it hurt his face more.

"Like I said, Frank. You see me again, you better start running the other direction."

Morley held his bloody nose.

Kitty stared at him with tears still in her eyes. Then she looked at me.

She wiped away some tears and started clapping.

I turned around and left.

* * *


I don't remember the drive over to Nate's house. I'm not sure I obeyed all the traffic laws. I'm not sure I stopped at every red light. I really don't recall.

My hand still hurt from hitting Frank. My nose still hurt from where Vin Colfax had smashed my face into the floor of the chicken plant. I felt these things, but I didn't think about them. I just drove.

Walking up to the door, I had my first thought in over half an hour. Should I knock?

Before I could decide, the door opened.

My brother leaned in the doorway. The light behind him cast a long shadow over his face. He asked, "Are you okay?"

"Opinions vary."

"You want to come in?"

"Yes."

He didn't move. "Are you going to be alright, Ellie?"

"Probably not," I said, "but do you really want to miss the show?"

Without saying anything my brother opened the door wider. His face was still obscured by shadows, but it almost looked like he was smiling.

 
 
 
 
†
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