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Saugatuck, Minnesota
Thursday, July 28, 1988
Matthew Lindstrom?”
“Yes?”
“This is Sheriff Cliff Brandt of Sweetwater County, Wyoming. Are you married to a Gwen Lindstrom?”
“… Yes, I am.”
“And she drives a white Toyota Tercel, this year’s model, Minnesota license number four-four-three-B-C-Y?”
“That’s correct. What’s this about, Sheriff?”
“Her car was found in my jurisdiction, parked by the side of County Road Eleven, eight miles from Reliance. That’s a farming community north of Interstate Eighty. Nothing wrong with the vehicle, but there were bloodstains on the dash and other signs consistent with a struggle. A purse containing her identification and credit cards was on the passenger’s seat.”
“And Gwen? What about Gwen?”
“No sign of her. Tell me, Mr. Lindstrom, does she know anyone in Reliance? Or Sweetwater County?”
“As far as I know, she’s never been to Wyoming.”
“When did you last see Mrs. Lindstrom?”
“Two weeks ago, on the fourteenth.”
“Two weeks ago? And you’ve got no idea where she’s been since then?”
“We’re separated. Have filed for divorce. We met on the fourteenth to go over the property settlement.”
“I see. Messy divorce?”
“Amicable. We have no children and very little in the way of assets.”
“There was a student ID from Saugatuck College in your wife’s purse.”
“Yes, she’s a senior in the journalism department.”
“And what do you do, Mr. Lindstrom?”
“I teach photography there, operate a small studio on the side. Mostly wedding portraits, that sort of—Why are you asking me these questions? And what are you doing to find Gwen?”
“Just familiarizing myself with the situation. I take it you can account for your whereabouts during the past two weeks?”
“Of course I can! I was here in Saugatuck, teaching summer courses. Now, what are you doing to find—”
“Don’t get all exercised, Mr. Lindstrom. My last question was strictly routine. As for finding your wife, we plan to circularize her photograph, but we’re hoping you can provide a better likeness than the one on her driver’s license.”
“I’ll overnight several to you. If you find her, will you please ask her to call me? Or if…”
“If Mr. Lindstrom?”
“Well, if something’s happened to her…”
“Don’t worry. We’ll be in touch.”


Thousand Springs, Nevada
Thursday, July 28, 1988
That’s a bad place to hitchhike. Somebody could pick you off coming around the curve. Where’re you headed?”
“West. Where’re you going?”
“All the way to Soledad County, California.”
“Good a place as any, I guess. If you’d like some company…”
“Hop in.”
“Thanks, I really appreciate it. I was starting to get spooked, all alone here.”
“Why were you alone, anyway?”
“My last ride dropped me off. I kind of…had trouble with him.”
“That’ll happen. Hitching’s not the safest way for a woman to travel.”
“I know, but it’s the only way I’ve got.”
“How long have you been on the road?”
“A couple of days.”
“Coming from where?”
“East. What’s this place—Soledad County—like?”
“Pretty. Coast, forest, foothills, small towns.”
“Lots of people live there?”
“No. We’re one of the most sparsely populated in the upper half of the state. Isolated, too; it’s a four-hour drive to San Francisco, even longer to Sacramento because of bad roads.”
“Sounds nice.”
“Well, you’ve got to like the quiet life, and I do. I live in the country, near a little town called Cyanide Wells.”
“So you think Soledad County is really a good place to live?”
“If you want, I’ll sing its praises all the way there. By the way, my name’s Carly McGuire.”
“Mine’s Ardis Coleman.”


Port Regis, British Columbia
Sunday, April 21, 2002
Matthew Lindstrom?”
“Yes?”
“I’m calling about your wife.”
“I have no wife.”
“Oh, yes, you do. Gwen Lindstrom—”
“My wife disappeared fourteen years ago. Our divorce went through shortly after that.”
“I know, Mr. Lindstrom. And I know about your legal and professional difficulties surrounding the situation. They must have been very painful. Put an end to your life as you’d known it, didn’t they?”
“Who is this?”
“A friend. My identity’s not important. What’s important is that your wife is very much alive. And very cognizant of what she put you through when she disappeared.”
“Listen, whoever you are—”
“Aren’t you curious? I’m sure I would be if I were you.”
“All right, I’ll go along with your game. Where is Gwen?”
“Soledad County, California. Has lived there for the past fourteen years near a place called Cyanide Wells, under the name of Ardis Coleman.”
“Ardis Coleman? My God, that was Gwen’s mother’s maiden name.”
“Well, there you go. Let me ask you this, Mr. Lindstrom: Will revenge taste good served up cold, after the passage of all those years?”
“Revenge?”
“Surely you must feel some impulse in that direction, considering…”
“What the hell are you trying to do to me? Who are you?”
“As I said, a friend.”
“I don’t believe a word of this!”
“Then I suggest you check it out, Mr. Lindstrom. Check it out.”


Cyanide Wells, California
Sunday, April 21, 2002
Hey, Ard, you’re awfully quiet. Something wrong?”
“Nothing that I can pin down, but I feel…I didn’t sleep well last night. Bad dreams, the kind you can’t remember afterwards, but their aura lingers like a hangover.”
“Maybe it’s your book. It can’t be easy reliving that time. And from what I’ve read, it’s a much more personal account than what you wrote for the paper.”
“It is, but that’s how I want it, Carly. Besides, I don’t think this is about the book—at least not completely.”
“What, then?”
“Matt, maybe.”
“After all these years?”
“I’ve been thinking of him a lot lately. Wondering…”
“And feeling guilty, I suppose.”
“In a way. When I found out they suspected him of murdering me, I should’ve come forward.”
“You found out way after the fact. And when you did try to contact him, he was gone, no forwarding.”
“I know, but instead of trying to find out where he’d gone, I just felt relieved. I didn’t want to hurt him any more than I already had.”
“So he’s better off.”
“No, he’d’ve been better off if I’d been honest from the first. I could’ve—”
“As my aunt Nan used to say, ‘Coulda’s, woulda’s, and shoulda’s don’t amount to a hill of beans.’”
“I guess. But I’m concerned for Natalie. My anxiety’s obvious, and it upsets her.”
“She hasn’t said anything about it to me.”
“You know her; she’s a child who holds everything inside. Carly, d’you think I’m being irrational?”
“…You’re stressed. You’ll get over it once the book is done.”
“Will I? Sometimes I think that given all the terrible things I’ve done, I don’t deserve another good night’s sleep in this lifetime.”
Matthew Lindstrom


Port Regis, British Columbia
Wednesday, April 24, 2002
Matt Lindstrom watched the tourists struggle along the pier, laden with extra jackets, blankets, tote bags, and coolers. City people, up from California on holiday and unaccustomed to the chill temperatures and pervasive damp that characterized the northern tip of Vancouver Island at this time of year. Americans were also unaccustomed to going anywhere without a considerable collection of unnecessary possessions.
Smiling ruefully, he turned around, his gaze rising to the pine-covered slopes across the small harbor. When had he stopped identifying with the few U.S. citizens who ventured this far up-island? At first he hadn’t been conscious of his waning allegiance; it had simply crept up on him until one day he was no longer one of them, yet not a Canadian either. Stuck somewhere in between, perhaps permanently, and in an odd way his otherness pleased him. No, not pleased so much as contented him, and he’d remained contented until the past Sunday evening. Since then he’d felt only discontent, and a sense of unfinished business.
“Matt?” His deckhand, Johnny Crowe, stood by the transom of the Queen Charlotte, Matt’s thirty-six-foot excursion trawler. A full-blooded Kootenay, Johnny was a recent transplant from the Columbia River Valley. He asked, “You want me to button her up?”
“Yeah, thanks.” Matt gave him a half-salute and started along the dock, past fishing boats in their slips. The tourists he’d taken out for the morning’s charter were bunched around their giant Ford Expedition, trying to fit their gear among the suitcases piled in its rear compartment. They’d spent the night at Port Regis Hotel at the foot of the pier—an establishment whose accommodations one guidebook had described as “spartan but clean,” and from the grumblings he’d overheard, he gathered that spartan was not their first, or even second, preference.
When he reached the end of the pier, he gave the tourists a wide berth and a curt nod and headed for the hotel. It was of weathered clapboard, once white but now gone to gray, and not at all imposing, with three entrances off its covered front porch: restaurant, lobby, and bar. Matt pushed through the latter into an amber-lighted room with beer signs and animal heads on the walls and rickety, unmatched tables and chairs arranged haphazardly across the warped wooden floor. The room was empty now, but a few hours before, it would have been filled with fishermen returning at what was the end of their working day.
“Hey, Millie,” Matt called to the woman behind the bar.
“Hey, yourself.” Millie Bertram was a frizzy-haired blonde on the far side of fifty, dressed in denim coveralls over a tie-dyed shirt. The shirt and her long beaded earrings revealed her as one who had never quite made a clean break with the sixties. When Matt moved to Port Regis ten years ago, Millie and her husband, Jed, had co-owned and operated the hotel. Two years later Jed, who fancied himself a bass player of immense if unrecognized talent, ran off with a singer from Vancouver, never to be seen again. Millie became sole proprietor of the hotel, and if the prices had gone up, so had the quality of food and service.
Now she placed a mug of coffee in front of Matt. “Early charter?”
“Only charter. Those guests of yours from San Jose.”
“Ah, yes, they mentioned something about a ‘boat ride.’ ” The set of Millie’s mouth indicated she was glad to have seen the last of them. “Fishing?”
“Not their thing. Bloody Marys, except for one woman who drank mimosas. Point-and-shoot cameras and a desire to see whales.”
“On a day when there’s not a whale in sight.”
“I pointed out two.” Matt sipped coffee, burned his tongue, and grimaced.
“Let me guess,” Millie said. “Bull and Bear Rocks.”
“You got it.”
“You’re a con man, Lindstrom.”
“So they’re leaving happy and will tell all their friends to look me up.”
Millie went to the coffee urn, poured herself some, and leaned against the backbar, looking pensive. Probably contemplating the summer months that would bring more tourists with a desire for whales, who would become drunk in her bar, look askance at her chef’s plain cooking, and leave her spartan guestrooms in a shambles.
Matt toyed with the ceramic container that held packets of sugar and artificial sweetener. “Mil, you’re from California, right?”
“Yeah.”
“You know where Soledad County is?”
She closed her eyes, apparently conjuring a map. “Between Mendocino and Humboldt Counties, on the coast. Extends east beyond the edge of the Eel River National Forest.”
“You ever hear of a place called Cyanide Wells?”
“Sure. Back when Jed-the-asshole and I were into our environmental phase, we protested at Talbot’s Mills. Lumber town. Company town. Identical little houses, except for the mansions the thieving barons built on the labor of the loggers and mill-workers they exploited.”
Matt made motions as if he were playing a violin.
“Okay,” Millie said, “so I’m still talking the talk even though I’m not walking the walk. Anyway, Cyanide Wells is maybe thirty miles southeast of there. Former gold-mining camp. Wide spot in the road back in the seventies, but I guess it’s grown some by now. I do know it’s got one hell of a newspaper, the Soledad Spectrum. Owned and edited by a woman, Carly McGuire. About three years ago they won the Pulitzer Prize for a series on the murders of a gay couple near there. How come you asked?”
“I just found out that somebody I used to know is living near Cyanide Wells.”
“Somebody?” Now Millie’s tone turned sly. She was, Matt knew, frustrated and puzzled by his lack of interest in a long-term relationship with any of the women she repeatedly shoved into his path.
“Somebody,” he said in a tone that precluded further discussion.
Somebody who, fourteen years ago, had put an end to his life as he’d known it.
Matt sat on the deck of his cabin, looking out at the humped mass of Bear Rock, which was backlit by the setting sun. It did look like a whale, and he was glad he’d given the tourists their photo op this morning. Clouds were now gathering on the horizon, bleaching the sun’s brilliant colors, and a cold breeze swayed the three tall pines that over the past ten years he’d watched grow from saplings. Feeling the chill, he got up and took his bottle of beer inside.
The cabin was snug: one room with a sleeping alcove on the far wall, and a stone fireplace and galley kitchen facing each other on the side walls. A picture window and glass door overlooked the sea. The small shingled building had been in bad shape when he’d first seen it, so he’d gotten it cheap, leaving enough of the money from the sale of the Saugatuck house for the down payment on the Queen Charlotte. During two years of drifting about, his life in ruins, he’d taken what odd jobs he found and scarcely touched the money.
He lighted the fire he’d earlier laid on the hearth, sat down, and watched the flames build. Dusk fell, then darkness, and he nursed his warmish beer without turning on a lamp.
Fourteen years. A way of life lost. A home gone. A career destroyed.
Then, finally, he’d found Port Regis and this cabin and the Queen Charlotte, and he’d created a new way of life, built another home and career. True, he was not the man he’d intended to be at thirty-nine, and this was not the life he’d expected to lead. But it was a life he’d handcrafted out of ruin and chaos. If it was as spartan as one of Millie’s guestrooms, at least it was also clean. If his friends were little more than good acquaintances, so much the better; he’d learned the small worth of friendship those last two years in Minnesota. He was content here—or had been, until a late-night anonymous phone call destroyed all possibility of contentment…
He wasn’t aware of making a conscious decision, much less a plan. He simply turned on the table lamp and went to the closet off the sleeping alcove, where he began going through the cartons stacked in its recesses. When he located the one marked P EQUIP., he carried it to the braided rug in front of the hearth, sat down cross-legged, and opened it.
Memories rose with the dust from the carton’s lid. He pushed them aside, burrowed into the bubble-wrapped contents. On top were the lenses: F2.8 wide angle, F1.8 and F2.8 telephotos, the F2.8 with 1.4x teleconverter, and even a fish-eye, which he’d bought in a fit of longing but had seldom needed. Next the camera bag, tan canvas and well used. And inside it, the camera.
It was an old Nikon F, the first camera he’d ever bought and the only one he’d kept when he sold his once-profitable photography business. Heavy and old-fashioned next to the new single-lens reflexes or digital models, the markings were worn on the f-stop band, and the surfaces where he’d so often held it were polished smooth. He stared at it, afraid to take it into his hands because if he did, it would work its old magic, and then what he now realized he’d been subconsciously considering would become a reality…
Don’t be ridiculous. Picking it up isn’t a commitment.
And just like that, he did.
His fingers curled around the Nikon, moving to long-accustomed positions. They caressed it as he removed the lens cap, adjusted speed, f-stop, and focus. He sighted on the flames in the fireplace, saw them clearly through the F3.5 micro lens with a skylight filter. Even though the camera contained no film, he thumbed the advance lever, depressed the shutter.
The mind may forget, but not the body.
She’d said that to him the last time they made love, in a sentimental moment after being separated for two months, but he sensed that her body had already forgotten, was ready for new memories, a new man. She’d told him she needed to be free—not to wound him, but with deep regret that proved the words hurt her as well. But now, after allowing him to think her dead for fourteen years, it seemed she was alive in California, near a place called Cyanide Wells. He had no reason to doubt his anonymous caller, who had taken the trouble to track him down for some unexplained reason.
“…your wife is very much alive. And very cognizant of what she put you through when she disappeared…”
Matt’s fingers tightened on the Nikon.
Picking it up had been a commitment after all.


Soledad County, California
Tuesday, May 7, 2002
Rain clouds hovered over the heavily forested ridge-line that separated central Soledad County from the coastal region, reminding Matt of home. As the exit sign for Talbot’s Mills appeared, he took his right hand off the wheel of the rented Jeep Cherokee and rubbed his neck. It had been a long drive north from the San Francisco Airport, and he was stiff and tired but keyed up in an unpleasant manner that twice had made him oversteer on Highway 101’s sharp curves.
It had taken him two weeks to put the charter business in order so that it would run properly under Johnny Crowe’s supervision, as well as to prepare his cabin should his absence be a long one. All the time he was going about his tasks, he felt as if he were saying good-bye: to Millie, to Johnny, to the woman at the bank where he arranged for payment of what few bills would come in, to the clerks at the marine supply he patronized, to the mechanic at the gas station where he had his truck serviced for the drive to Vancouver. Once there, he left the truck in the garage of a woman with whom he’d had an onand-off affair for years, and she drove him to the airport. As his plane took off and his adopted country receded below him, he wondered what kind of man he’d be when he returned there.
Now he rounded a bend in the highway and sighted the lumber company town nestled at the base of the ridge. Clustered around the interchange were the ubiquitous motels and gas stations and fast-food outlets, and beyond them a bridge spanned a wide, slow-moving river. Two huge beige-and-green mills sprawled for acres along its banks, and small houses rose on the terraced slope above them. Higher on the hill were larger homes, including one whose gables cleared the tallest of the trees.
Matt exited on a ramp whose potholed surface threatened to jar the Jeep’s wheel from his hands. Logging rigs lined the frontage road’s shoulder on both sides, in front of a truck stop advertising HOT SHOWERS AND GOOD EATS. He’d pulled off for a burger hours ago in a place north of the Golden Gate Bridge called Los Alegres, but the keyed-up feeling had prevented him from eating most of it. He knew he should have a solid meal, but his stomach was still nervous, so he drove past the truck stop, looking for a motel.
There was a Quality Inn sandwiched between a Denny’s and a Chevron station about fifty yards ahead. Grease and exhaust fumes were a potential hazard, but its sign advertised vacancies, and if he didn’t like it, he could move. He pulled in, rented a surprisingly spacious room, and then set to work with the county phone book.
No listing for an Ardis Coleman. Listing for the Soledad Spectrum on Main Street in Cyanide Wells. No public library there, but Talbot’s Mills had one, located in the Talbot Mansion on Alta Street. Best to make that his first stop, gather information, and map out strategy before visiting the smaller town.
He wasn’t concerned that he’d run into Gwen and she’d recognize him. Immediately after making his decision to come to Soledad County, he had begun growing a mustache and beard, neither of which he’d ever worn before. The heavy growth rate of his facial hair, which he’d cursed his whole life, produced both quickly and respectably. The dark-brown dye he had applied to his naturally blond hair the night before he left Port Regis had further changed him, and as proof of the tepid quality of his relationship with the woman friend in Vancouver, her only comment on his new look was, “I don’t like beards.”
Even without these changes it was possible Gwen wouldn’t know him should they come face-to-face. For one thing, she wouldn’t expect to find him here. And he was older, his weathered skin a deep saltwater tan. His once-stocky body had been honed lean by his active life on the sea. He walked differently, with the catlike precision necessary to maintain balance on an often heaving deck. He spoke differently, with the slowness and economy of one who spends a great deal of time alone.
No, he was not the man Gwen used to know.
While he was crossing the bridge, the pretty picture of the old-fashioned company town that he’d formed from a distance deteriorated. One of the long mills was still in operation, a thick, steady stream of smoke rising from its tall stacks, but the other was in poor repair, surrounded by broken, weed-choked asphalt and twisted heaps of rubble. As he climbed higher on the slope, he found that the small, identical frame cottages on the terraced streets had peeling paint, sagging rooflines, and many boarded windows; their patches of yard were full of disabled vehicles, trash, cast-off furnishings. Still higher, a small business district contained mostly dead store-fronts and empty sidewalks. Even the equipment in a playground had been vandalized.
Matt drove slowly through the business district, looking for Alta Street, found it at the very end, and turned uphill again. The homes there were of Victorian vintage—mostly modest, but larger and in better repair than the cottages below. At its end tall, black iron gates shielded a parklike area, and beyond rose the mansion he’d glimpsed from the freeway: three stories of forbidding gray, with iron railings, verdigrised copper gables, huge stained-glass windows, and balconies with trim as delicate as the icing on a wedding cake. Although it must have been built in the Victorian decades, it bore little resemblance to the recognizable styles of that era; if anything, it was a hodgepodge of architectural features that only a serious eccentric would incorporate into the same edifice. A sign on the gate identified it as the Talbot Mansion, now the Central Soledad County Public Library and Museum.
Matt studied it for a moment, wondering what kind of lunatics the Talbots had been to create such a place, then drove through the gate, parked in the small paved lot, and went inside. After an hour and a half he’d amassed a surprising amount of information about Gwen and her new life as Ardis Coleman.
He went to bed early that night but found he couldn’t sleep, not even after the double shot of Wild Turkey he’d poured from the bottle he’d bought at a nearby liquor store. Finally he got up and dressed and drove back to Talbot’s Mills. There he prowled the deserted streets, looking for…
What?
He didn’t know, so he kept walking until he found an open tavern in the half-dead business district—a small place with a single pool table and a jukebox playing country songs. Only three old men hunched over their drinks at the bar, and the bartender stood at its end, staring up at a small, blurry television screen. Matt ordered a beer and took it to a corner table, where dim light shone down from a Canadian Club sign.
Canada…
Most people led one life. They might move from place to place, marry and divorce and remarry, change careers, but the progression was linear, and they basically remained the same persons from birth to death. Until fourteen years ago Matt, also, had been one person: He’d enjoyed an overprivileged childhood in Minnetonka, a suburb of Minneapolis; learned boating from his father, an accomplished sailor, at the family’s cabin near Grand Marais, on Lake Superior; attended Northwestern University, majoring in prelaw while studying photography under a master of the art in nearby Chicago. When photography won out over the law, his teacher recommended him for a position at small but prestigious Saugatuck College in his home state. The pay was also small, so his parents offered to loan him the money to establish his own commercial studio. Two years later he married a journalism student who had taken a course from him, pretty Gwendolyn Standish. Life should have been good.
Yet it wasn’t. After their marriage, Gwen’s personality changed, so much that she seemed like two persons encased in one skin. Caring and passionate, withdrawn and cold. Cheerful and optimistic, depressed and pessimistic. Open and filled with confidence, closed and filled with self-doubt. Eventually the negative side overwhelmed the positive, and despite Matt’s assurances that he would do anything to save the marriage—counseling, therapy, walking barefoot over hot coals—she insisted on a divorce.
Even the divorce hadn’t ended what he now thought of as his first life, though. That was brought on by her disappearance and its aftermath.
Suspicious minds…
The words echoing from the jukebox meshed with his thoughts. The first hint of suspicion had come during the call from the Wyoming sheriff, Cliff Brandt: “I take it you can account for your whereabouts during the past two weeks.” And he’d too quickly replied, “Of course I can! I was here in Saugatuck, teaching summer classes.” Too quickly and also dishonestly, because of an ingrained fear of the authorities that stemmed from his older brother Jeremy’s arrest and eventual conviction for dealing cocaine in the mid-seventies; Matt was thirteen at the time and had watched the officers brutally subdue Jeremy when he attempted to resist them.
In truth, Matt had been nowhere near Saugatuck during those two weeks. The summer of 1988, a drought year, was the hottest and driest Minnesota had experienced since the 1930s. Matt’s temper grew shorter with every July day, and he found it difficult to maintain focus on his work. So he closed down the studio, turned his summer classes over to a colleague, and went on a solo driving and camping trip designed both to escape the heat and help him put the failure of his marriage in perspective. It was his bad luck that the trip, which ended in Arches National Park, on Utah’s Green River, took him home through Wyoming along Interstate 80 at approximately the same time Gwen’s car was abandoned by the side of a county road north of there.
Sheriff Brandt found that out, of course, when he called the college to verify Matt’s alibi and then checked the paper trail of credit card and gas station charges. His department lifted Matt’s fingerprints from the abandoned Toyota (which he had occasionally driven) and inside Gwen’s purse (where he had occasionally placed items of his own too large for his pockets). The Lindstroms’ property settlement showed that Matt had consented to pay Gwen half the value of his photography business. And, most damning, Matt had lied to the sheriff during their first conversation. Brandt, unable to produce any trace of Gwen, seemed determined to prove Matt a murderer.
Eventually, of course, Brandt had given up. Even in Sweet-water County, Wyoming, he had more pressing matters to attend to, and the district attorney convinced him that no-body cases were difficult to prove in any jurisdiction. But by then, the damage had been done.
The police in Saugatuck watched Matt’s every move; he was repeatedly stopped for nonexistent traffic violations, and it became common for him to see squad cars cruising past his house and place of business. Gwen’s disappearance and his possible involvement were worked and reworked by the media. Initially friends and neighbors were supportive, but after a while they stopped calling him. Halfway through the fall semester, a television show, which both described in sensational terms his romantic involvement and marriage to a sophomore and raised questions bordering on the libelous about her disappearance, prompted several students to withdraw from his classes. In the spring the college’s governing board unanimously decided it would be advisable that he take a year’s sabbatical without pay; if the “regrettable situation” was resolved before the year was up, his pay would become retroactive.
And yet there remained no trace of Gwen.
By the anniversary of her disappearance in July, Matt’s former friends were crossing the street to avoid him. Requests for his services at weddings, anniversary parties, and bar mitzvahs dropped off sharply. New mothers no longer brought their babies to his studio for their first portraits. Engaged couples took their business to his competitor across town. At Christmastime he shot a photograph for only one customized card: an elderly woman and her “family” of three toy poodles. The dogs yipped and snarled and peed on the carpet, and when the woman was leaving, she told him she’d only come there because she couldn’t get an appointment with the other photographer.
At least, Matt thought, his competitor had a clean rug.
He stubbornly hung on in Saugatuck, however, living off his savings. It was his home; he’d done nothing wrong except stupidly lie to a Wyoming sheriff. Sooner or later he would be vindicated.
When his savings were about to run out, he phoned home to ask for a loan; his mother agreed but then called back the next day.
“Your father and I have discussed the loan,” she told him, “and we have come to the conclusion that it’s time we stopped spoiling you. Look what happened to your brother because of our indulgence: He’s down in New Mexico, taking drugs again.” When Matt started to protest that Jeremy was in Albuquerque working as a counselor in a program for troubled youth, she cut him off. “No, hear me out. Your father and I know you couldn’t have killed Gwendolyn. We didn’t raise you that way. But the negative publicity has made it very difficult for us—”
Matt hung up on her.
Still, he remained in town, selling off cherished possessions and then the photography business. With some of the proceeds he hired a private investigator to look for Gwen; the man delivered sketchy reports for a month and then ceased communication; when Matt called his office, he found the phone service had been discontinued.
Then, three weeks after the second anniversary of Gwen’s disappearance, a chance encounter in the supermarket ended his first life.
He was in the produce section, filling his cart with the vegetables that had become staples of his diet now that he could no longer afford meat, when he looked up into the eyes of Gwen’s best friend, Bonnie Vaughan, principal of the local high school, a heavy but attractive woman with long, silky hair and gray eyes. Eyes that now cut into him like surgical instruments.
“So you are still here, you bastard,” she said in a low voice that was more unsettling than if she’d shouted.
“Bonnie, I—”
“Shut up, you murderer!”
The words and her tone rendered him speechless.
“We know what you did,” she went on. “And we know why. You’d better get out of Saugatuck before somebody murders you!” Then she whirled and walked away.
Matt stared after her. Bonnie had always been a gentle, caring woman: She tended to her friends’ homes and pets while they were out of town; she could always be counted on in an emergency; she brought thoughtful, handcrafted gifts when invited to dinner. The last time he’d seen her, eleven months after Gwen disappeared, she’d hugged him and said he had her full support. If the hatred that had infected the rest of the community could also infect a woman like Bonnie Vaughan, he wanted nothing more to do with Saugatuck—
“Hey, mister.”
Matt started and focused on the woman who had spoken. He’d been so deeply mired in his memories that he hadn’t noticed her come into the bar. She was in her early twenties, too thin, with long brown hair that could stand a washing, and an unhealthy grayish pallor to her skin.
“Buy me a drink?” she asked with a tentative smile.
He didn’t want company, particularly her brand of company, and his expression must have said so, because her smile faded.
“Listen,” she said in a different tone, “I’m not selling anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just need somebody to talk to.”
Something in her voice convinced him she was telling the truth. Besides, her earnest, pleading expression made him feel sorry for her. Maybe listening to her troubles would help him keep his own pain at bay.
“Okay.” He motioned at the chair opposite him. “What’ll you have?”
“Whatever you’re having.”
He took his empty mug to the bar and ordered a round. As he was paying, the bartender said in a low voice, “Be nice to the kid. She’s going through a bad time.”
He nodded and went back to the table.
“Thanks, mister.” She raised the mug in both hands and drank.
“You’re welcome. I’m John.” As in Johnny Crowe, the name that he’d borrowed for the journey, with his deckhand’s blessing. “What’s yours?”
“Sam. Short for Samantha. Thanks for not making me drink alone.”
“Drinking alone’s no good.”
“But you were.”
“Yes, I was. So tell me about yourself, Sam.”
“What d’you want to know?”
“Anything you care to reveal. You said you needed somebody to talk to, and you seem upset.”
“Yeah, I’m upset. Got every right to be. My father…died last week.”
“I’m sorry, Sam.”
“Not as sorry as I was for Dad. He had it rough there toward the end. Twenty-one years with the mill, and they laid him off. No severance pay, and then they told him we had to be out of the house in thirty days. Dad sweated all his life for the company, and that’s how they repaid him. He worked his fingers to the bone for them—and us.”
“Who’s ‘us’?”
“Me, my brother, and my mom. My brother got out, joined the army. I don’t even know where he is now. Mom died two years ago, cancer. I was all Dad had left.”
Matt took the empty mug from her hands and went to the bar for a refill. Sam was hurting, that was for sure, and a few beers seemed poor comfort. But he wasn’t used to comforting others, especially strangers; that particular activity had never been a part of his life, except for the brief time he’d been married to Gwen.
When he went back to the table, Sam was sitting very still, eyes focused on a beer sign depicting a mountain meadow. The tilt of her nose was delicate, her cheekbones and forehead high. She’d’ve been pretty if she weren’t in a disheveled, grief-stricken state. Matt set the beer in front of her, and she nodded thanks, keeping her gaze on the sign.
She said, “I’m thinking maybe I’ll get out, too.”
“And go where?”
“Anyplace there’s a future. Everything’s dying here—the mill, the town. Pretty soon it’ll just be a wide spot on the freeway for people who want a cheap motel and the kind of crap I serve up at the Chicken Shack.”
“I noticed one of the mills is closed.”
“Yeah, and the other one’ll close later this year.”
“Environmental regulations causing that?”
“Not really. Talbot’s never relied on old-growth forests, like Pacific Lumber up in Scotia did. No, what happened is, it got sold. Ronnie Talbot, the last of the family that owned it, he didn’t give a rat’s ass about the business. He was a faggot, and all he wanted was a lot of money so he could live high on the hog with his lover. This Portland company bought it, and they’re letting it fail so they can get the tax write-off.” Her lips curved up in a malicious smile. “At least Ronnie didn’t get to enjoy the money. Three months after the sale was final, somebody shot him and his lover at their house over by the Knob. Killed them both, right there in their bed.”
That afternoon at the library, Matt had read the Soledad Spectrum’s Pulitzer Prize–winning series on the murders in a secluded home east of Cyanide Wells with more than usual interest. Many of the accounts had borne Gwen’s assumed name. In a way, it hadn’t surprised him; she was a talented reporter, and it was the logical thing for her to be doing here.
Sam’s use of the word “somebody” didn’t jibe with the published accounts, though. “I thought they caught the guy who shot them.”
“Well, Mack Travis confessed to it and hanged himself in his jail cell, but nobody here believes he did it. There was evidence that he’d been in Ronnie and Deke’s house that night, but Mack was always a couple of cards short of a full deck, and he was the type who’d confess to anything if anybody gave him half a chance. He had a peculiar relationship with his momma, if you know what I mean. Confessed because he thought the cops had him dead to rights, then offed himself because he didn’t want to shame her.”
“That paper over in Cyanide Wells won a Pulitzer for their coverage of the murders, didn’t they?”
“Uh-huh. Biggest thing that ever happened around here—of the good kind, I mean. I liked those articles. I’m no fan of faggots, but that Ardis Coleman, who wrote most of the stories, actually made me understand how lousy their situation is in a place like this.”
“You ever meet her?”
“Me? Do I look like somebody who hangs with Pulitzer Prize–winners? I’ve seen her in the supermarket, is all. And, of course, I used to read her.”
“Used to?”
“She quit the paper right after they won the prize, is writing a book about the murders.”
Evidently had been writing it for close to three years now. She’d probably never finish it, let alone get it published. Gwen had lacked the ability to handle large projects; she agonized over term papers but was able to knock off a good newspaper article under extreme time pressure. But if she wasn’t working for the paper, how was she paying her bills?
“Mister…John, what d’you think I should do?”
The question startled him. “About what?”
“Should I stay here or just chuck everything and go? What would you do in my place?”
He thought for a moment, then imparted the sum total of his wisdom.
“I’d go, but I’d also keep it in mind that no matter where you are, you’ll still be you. You’ll still be carrying the same old baggage.”


Wednesday, May 8, 2002
By the time Matt delivered Sam to the small company home that would soon cease to be hers—gently refusing her offer of a nightcap—it was after one. He drove back to his motel, stripped off his clothing, and got into the shower. After drying off, he wiped the steam from the mirror over the vanity and once again appraised his somewhat altered appearance.
Yes, he was definitely a different man. A man created out of pain.
After finally leaving Saugatuck, he thought he’d experienced enough pain for any one lifetime, but he hadn’t counted on his brother, Jeremy, compounding it.
When in distress, Matt’s first impulse had always been to turn to family, and even after being rebuffed by his mother and father, he had thought he could count on his big brother. So he set out on the long drive to Albuquerque, what few possessions he hadn’t sold packed in his old Chevy Suburban. He didn’t bother to write or call; the brothers had extended standing invitations to visit each other without advance notice.
Jeremy’s house was on Vassar Drive, a stucco ranch-style with a yard filled with gravel instead of grass, cacti instead of flowers. Four years before, Matt and Gwen had visited there, and the spare key Jeremy had given him was still on his key-chain. When Jeremy didn’t answer his ring, Matt checked the garage, saw no car, and let himself inside. In the kitchen he helped himself to a beer and sat down at the table to leaf through the help-wanted ads in a copy of the Journal that had been left there. Although the Southwest had never particularly charmed him, it was a long way from Minnesota, and distance was what he now craved.
Some fifteen minutes later he heard the front door open. Footsteps came along the hallway, and Matt looked up in anticipation of seeing his brother’s face. Instead a woman came into the room, carrying a sack of groceries. She was short, blond, and slightly overweight, with a bland, pleasant expression that changed radically when she saw him.
She gave a little cry, dropped the grocery bag, and shrank back against the doorjamb. Oranges rolled across the floor. Matt stood up, so quickly that he knocked over his chair.
“Hey,” he said, holding his hands out. “Don’t be frightened. I’m Jer’s brother, Matt. I guess I should’ve phoned—”
The woman whirled and fled down the hallway, sobbing.
That was the end of Matt’s hopes of making a new start in Albuquerque.
“She’s damaged,” Jeremy said later of his new wife, Marty. “I met her when I was doing volunteer work at a center for victims of violent crimes. Two years ago a man invaded her home, shot her husband, and held her captive for twenty-two hours. Repeatedly raped her. Can you imagine what she thought when she found a total stranger in our kitchen?”
“I’m not a ‘total stranger.’ And how come you didn’t let me know you’d gotten married?”
Jeremy’s expression became remote, as it always did when he was preparing to lie. “We’ve only been married six weeks. I planned to tell you the next time we talked.”
But when would that have been? During the past year and a half their phone conversations had tapered off to once every three months or so. “Do the folks know?”
“Why would I tell them? The last time I spoke with Mom was when I bought this house. I thought she’d be proud of me for getting my act together. Instead she all but accused me of making the down payment with profits from drug deals.”
“I’ve tried to explain to them—”
“I know you have. But they’re not going to listen to what they don’t want to hear. They’ve always been good at labeling people, and my label was pasted on the day I was convicted of dealing.”
“Well, you’re not alone in that. They’ve labeled me, too. About Marty—is she gonna be okay?”
“She’ll be fine. She’s cooking her special spaghetti for dinner, in honor of your visit.”
But Marty wasn’t fine. That night at dinner she fidgeted and refused to make eye contact with Matt and finally excused herself before they were finished eating. As he and Jeremy loaded dishes in the washer, Matt said, “Something’s still bothering her, and it’s not because I scared her this afternoon.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“I think you do. She’s afraid of me, your wife-killer brother.”
“Oh, Matt, don’t go there.”
“In spite of what you’ve told her, she believes I did it.”
Jeremy began scrubbing a pot, steam clouding his glasses.
Matt said, “You did tell her I’m innocent?”
No reply.
“You do believe I’m innocent?”
Jeremy looked up, shut off the water. Steam coated his lenses, but through it Matt could see the fear in his eyes.
Give him an out. Don’t let this turn ugly.
“Well, don’t feel disloyal, brother,” he said. “Maybe I did do it.”
The next morning he left his brother’s house for good.
After that, what he thought of as his wandering years began. From New Mexico he drove across Arizona and into Southern California. In San Diego he worked two months for a contractor, mainly doing demolition work, then moved on north. All the way up the coast to Oregon he camped out or stayed in cheap motels or hostels, spending frugally, then cut inland to Portland.
In the window of a Portland secondhand bookshop he saw a Help Wanted sign. He worked there as a clerk for six months while living at the YMCA. The city was nice enough, but he became restless and once again headed north, stopping in Seattle. He’d always been drawn to cities on the water, and he liked the hills and sweeping vistas, so he rented a room in a residential hotel and got on with another contractor; within two months he began scanning the want ads for more permanent quarters. But then a chance encounter near Pioneer Square changed his plans.
“Matt! Matt Lindstrom!” a man’s voice had called out.
He turned and found himself face-to-face with Dave Kappel, one of his former students. Dave, ever the motormouth, grasped his hand and pumped it, chattering.
“So this is where you’re living now. Guess you wanted to get away from that rotten town, and I sure don’t blame you. Shitty, the way people treated you after your wife disappeared.”
Matt opened his mouth to say that he wasn’t living in Seattle, was merely a tourist, but Dave went on, oblivious. “I came out here last fall. I’m a staff photographer on the Post-Intelligencer. Married, too. Kid on the way. Fast work, huh? Why don’t you give me your phone number? We’d love to have you to dinner.”
Automatically Matt gave him the number of the phone that only rang for work-related calls.
“Great, man,” Dave said as he scribbled it down. “You know what I’m thinking? I’ll talk to a reporter I work with about doing a feature on the shit deal you got back in Saugatuck. Use photos I’ve got of the place, take others to show you in your new life. Unfounded rumor, innuendo, wrecking a life, but in the end you triumph. Way cool. People eat up that kind of thing.”
Just his luck, Matt thought. The only person from Saugatuck who was on his side—and only for purposes of personal gain—had to be on the staff of the major newspaper in a city where he’d flirted with the idea of settling.
He was on the ferry to Vancouver, B.C., the next morning.
For the next year he traveled about British Columbia: east to the Rockies, up to the edge of the Northwest Territories, down to Prince Rupert, then back to Vancouver. He stayed mainly in small towns, picked up work when and where he could, and was charmed by the friendliness and courtesy of the people. By the time he boarded the B.C. Ferry for Vancouver island, he was seriously considering taking up permanent residence in the province.
Another chance encounter, this one more fortunate than the incident in Seattle, turned possibility into reality. While strolling along the pier in Port Regis the morning after he’d checked into the hotel, he met Ned Webster, owner and operator of the Queen Charlotte. A garrulous man in his mid-sixties, Ned responded with pride and pleasure to Matt’s questions about his handsome craft and allowed him to pilot her during a free harbor tour. Later, over drinks in the hotel bar, his interest in Matt became apparent: He was looking for a partner who would buy the business when he decided to retire—but not just any partner. The Queen Charlotte’s new captain would have to be a man who would appreciate her and maintain her in the style to which she was accustomed. Matt, Ned told him, had passed the test.
By the next afternoon Matt had requested that his Minnesota bank wire the funds necessary to buy into Webster Marine Charters. The following morning the local real estate agent took him to look at the run-down cabin with the view of the sea and Bear Rock. By that afternoon he’d put in a second request to his bank for the funds to buy it.
His second life, the wandering years, was over, and his third life had begun.
As he stood staring into the mirror in his motel room in Talbot’s Mills, he reflected that by leaving British Columbia he’d ended that life and embarked upon yet another. His fourth life would not be nearly as pleasant as the last, but it would surely make up for the pain that had ended his first.
Cyanide Wells lay in a wide meadow some twenty-five miles southeast of Talbot’s Mills, near the Eel River National Forest. High grass, as yet unbrowned, rippled on either side of the well-paved two-lane highway, and clusters of ranch buildings appeared in the distance. Ahead, under a clear blue sky, lay the rolling, pine- and aspen-covered foothills of the forest, and above them towered a bald, rounded outcropping that Matt assumed was the formation called the Knob.
The previous afternoon in the library he’d read about the town and learned it was a former gold-mining camp, once called Seven Wells because of its abundant underground springs. In its heyday in the 1860s its population had numbered nearly ten thousand, and it had boasted of five hotels, three general stores, various shops, twenty boarding houses, twenty-seven saloons, seventeen brothels, and two churches. The rocky Knob contained one of the richest veins of ore in the northwestern part of California, but the mines were eventually played out and abandoned. Seven Wells was on the verge of becoming a ghost town when, in 1900, cyaniders, as they were known, from a Denver mining company arrived, equipped with knowledge of how to use the deadly poison to extract gold from the waste dumps, tailings, and what low-grade ore remained in the earth. A bitter rivalry between one of their engineering team and an old Cornish miner with a small, poor claim had resulted in the poisoning of the seven public wells for which the town was named—an incident so notorious that the popular appellation of Cyanide Wells took hold and was years later made official, even though the water supply had long since been cleansed. By now most of the wells had run dry.
The town and its contrast to Talbot’s Mills took Matt by surprise. The business district consisted of two blocks of restored false-fronted buildings, and on the side streets tidy, Victorian-era cottages mingled with larger, more contemporary dwellings. Bed-and-breakfasts abounded. Although Starbuck’s hadn’t yet invaded, Aram’s Coffee Shop was doing a turn-away business; Dead People’s Stuff offered “fine antiques”; the Good Earth Bakery advertised fresh focaccia; Mamma Mia’s featured lobster ravioli; the Main Street Diner looked to be a takeoff on the Hard Rock Cafe. Everything was freshly painted and too tidy and seemed a counterfeit of the real world. As he drove along, Matt began to feel nostalgia for Port Regis’s rough edges.
He soon located the Soledad Spectrum in a white frame building with Wedgwood blue trim, sandwiched between M’Lady’s Boutique and the Thai Issan restaurant. Cars and trucks and campers lined the curbs, and there wasn’t a parking space to be had, so he pulled off onto a side street and walked back, his camera slung around his neck. As he merged with the people on the sidewalk, he took in details with his photographer’s eyes. For twelve years he’d shunned his true calling, but he’d never stopped looking at his surroundings as if through the lens.
Couples in shorts and T-shirts, holding hands the way they did when on their own in a strange place, took in the sights. Locals in casual or business attire entered and exited Bank of Soledad, First American Title, State Farm Insurance, Redwood Cleaners, and Tuttle Drugs. Children, on some sort of field trip from grade school, walked in line behind their teacher, clutching at a colorful braided rope like a litter of puppies on a lead. Old men lounged on a bench in a park by a stone-walled well—presumably one of the seven that had been poisoned over a century before. Several women in flowered dresses sipped cappuccino at a wrought-iron table in front of the Wells Mercantile. At the post office, newspaper racks were lined up on the sidewalk: everything from the New York Times to the Soledad Spectrum.
He bought a copy of the local paper and, at the Mercantile, an area map. Then he walked over to the park and sat down on a bench by the well to study both. The front section of the Spectrum was devoted to county news; national and world items off the wire services and syndicated material filled the second; the third covered the arts. Nowhere was Ardis Coleman’s byline. He turned to the op-ed page, and immediately his eye was drawn to a boxed ad at its bottom.
Wanted: General assignment photographer for Soledad Spectrum. Small paper experience, references required. See C. McGuire, 1101 Main Street.
Sheer coincidence? Fate? He didn’t believe in either, yet a chill was on his spine.
Photographer? Yes.
Small-paper experience, references? No.
But those he could acquire.
After half an hour on the phone to Port Regis, making explanations to Millie Bertram that were at best half-truths and giving instructions that she carefully wrote down and repeated, Matt stepped through the door of the Soledad Spectrum. An unmanned reception desk confronted him, flanked on its left by a gated railing barring access to the area behind. Four computer workstations, three of them unoccupied, filled the rest of the room, and a trio of closed doors led to the rear of the building. When Matt came in, a slender, dark-haired man who was pounding on a keyboard at the station farthest from the reception desk glanced up and snapped, “Help you?”
“I’m looking for C. McGuire.”
“You’re the only one, buddy. Carly’s on a tear, and everybody but me has taken off early for a long lunch. I’d’ve gone to earth, too, if I didn’t have to finish this goddamn story on the new logging regs.” He lifted his hands from the keyboard, flopped them beside it in an exaggerated gesture of helplessness. “But my manners—where are they?”
“You tell me.”
The man smiled and got up, came over to the rail, and extended a hand. “Severin Quill, police/political reporter. Don’t laugh at the name. It’s ridiculous, but few people forget it.”
“John Crowe, wanna-be general assignment photographer.”
“All right!” Severin Quill’s mouth quirked up. He was no more than twenty-five, with a puckish face and, apparently, a sense of humor to match. “You just may be our salvation, Mr. Crowe. One—though by no means all—of the reasons for Carly’s bearish mood is the defection of our former photographer. He took off last week without a word of notice. Not that I blame him.”
“Why don’t you?”
“Because on her best of days Carly McGuire is a pain in the ass to work for. I feel duty-bound to warn you of that before you go back there”—he jerked his thumb at one of the closed doors—“into the harpy’s nest.”
“So why are you here?”
“Because to any newspaper person worth his or her salt, Carly’s standards and expectations are challenges others only dream of.”
“Then maybe I’ll take my chances.”
The first word Matt heard out of Carly McGuire’s mouth was “What!”
Loud, even through the closed door, and very irritated. But also low-timbred and sultry—the kind they used to call a “whiskey voice.” One that, whatever potential abuse lay behind that door, made him determined to see its owner.
“I’m here about the photographer’s job,” he called.
“So don’t just stand there. Come in!”
He pushed through into a small, cluttered room. A huge weekly calendar scrawled with notations covered the far wall. Tearsheets and lists and photographs were tacked haphazardly to the others. The floor was mounded with books and papers; in its center sat a large, equally mounded metal desk. And in its center a woman in black jeans and a T-shirt sat cross-legged, glaring at him.
Carly McGuire was around forty, slender and long-limbed, with honey-colored hair that fell straight to her shoulders. Her skin glowed with what looked to be a year-round tan, and her oval face framed rather severe features. Or maybe they only appeared to be severe because of the horn-rimmed half-glasses that perched on the tip of her nose, and the frown lines etched between her eyebrows.
“Well?” she said.
“I saw your ad—”
“Of course you did. Get to the point.”
“I want the job.”
“And why do you think I should hire you?”
“Small-paper experience—eighteen years. A reference—from my editor and publisher. And I’m a damned good photographer.”
She seemed to like his response. At least her scowl didn’t deepen, and she took off the glasses, twirling them around as she studied him.
“Name?” she asked.
“John Crowe.”
“From?”
“Port Regis, British Columbia.”
“Here for?”
“A change of scene.”
“Reason? Fired? Divorced?”
“Neither. Leave of absence for now, but it could become permanent.”
She nodded. “Okay, none of my business and rightly so.”
“I’m glad you realize that.”
She compressed her lips and studied him some more. Then she unfolded her long legs and scooted over to the edge of the desk, knocking several files to the floor but sliding off gracefully. “Let’s have you fill out an application, and then I’ll put you to the test.”
“What test?”
“You’ll see.”
Carly McGuire seated Matt with an application form at the still unmanned reception desk and disappeared into her office. Before he could get started, Severin Quill expelled a dramatic sigh and swiveled away from his workstation. “The piece is finished, and so am I,” he announced. “Lunchtime—a long, liquid one. Sorry to leave you here to fend on your own, Mr. Crowe.”
“If you hear screams, come running.”
Matt waited till Quill had left the building, then scanned the desk where he sat. A Rolodex, fat with cards, stood on one corner. Quickly he turned it to the C’s, located Ardis Coleman’s name, and copied the address and phone number onto a piece of scratch paper.
Easy, but things are if you think them through.
He then turned his attention to the job application.
Former employer: the—fictional—Port Regis Register. Contact: Millie Bertram, editor and publisher.
Position: chief photographer.
Employed: 1984–2002.
Education: BA, English and prelaw, Northwestern University. McGuire wouldn’t check with the college, given the passage of time.
Address and phone number—
Damn! He’d registered at the motel under his own name. But…
He reached for his wallet, took out the slip of paper that Sam—last name D’Angelo—had written her phone number and address on when he’d delivered her there the night before. He’d phone, ask her to field his calls. If necessary, he’d take her to dinner as payment for the favor. No, he’d do it anyway; the kid could use a good meal.
He was signing the application with Johnny Crowe’s name when Carly McGuire emerged from her office, smiling fiendishly.
“What’s this?” Matt asked, staring at the red Ford pickup with the white camper shell on its bed and a Save the Redwoods sticker on its bumper. It was pulled up against the wall in the alley behind the building.
“The test,” she said.
“You want me to take pictures of a truck?”
“I don’t want you to take pictures of anything.” She seized the strap of his camera bag and relieved him of it, then slapped a key into his hand. “I want you to make it start.”
“Huh?”
She tapped the toe of her cowboy boot on the gravel. “You said small-paper experience. I don’t know about the Port Royal Register—”
“Port Regis.”
“Whatever. But here at the Spectrum we all pitch in to do whatever it takes to get the paper out. And if I can’t get this truck started, I can’t get the week’s issue to the printer down in Santa Carla by six o’clock tonight. In all the years I’ve owned the Spectrum we’ve never missed press time.”
“So if everybody pitches in to get the paper out, why haven’t any of them already gotten the truck started? Or offered you the use of their vehicles?”
McGuire’s mouth drooped and she suddenly looked tired. “A couple of them tried and gave up. And I don’t like to drive other people’s vehicles.”
Meaning other people didn’t like to lend theirs to her. “How about calling a garage or Triple A?”
“I have a…problem with the local garage. And I accidentally let my Triple A membership lapse. Can you fix it or not?”
Fortunately, he’d spent most of his life poking his nose into various engine compartments. “I can fix it.”
It wasn’t an old truck—1999 Ford Ranger, and appeared to be well maintained. But when he eased himself into the driver’s seat and tried to turn it over, the idiot lights flashed and bells rang, but there wasn’t even a click, just the faintest of hums.
“It’s not the battery,” he said.
“I know that! It was the first thing the others checked.”
He jiggled the gearshift lever, depressed the clutch, turned the key again. Nothing. “This an alarm system?” he asked, pointing to a unit with a blinking red light mounted beneath the dash.
McGuire came over and peered through the open door. “Yeah. The dealership put it on because there had been a lot of thefts off their used-car lot. I didn’t want to pay for it, and they were supposed to make an appointment to have it taken off, but they never got back to me. I don’t even know how it works.”
“Raise the hood, will you?” While she did, he set the ignition to Start. When he went around to the front of the truck, he found McGuire staring at its innards with a bewildered frown.
“I hate mechanical things,” she said.
“Maybe if you knew more about them, you’d like them better. D’you have some pliers?”
“There’s a toolbox in the bed. I’ll see.” She went away, came back with a pair. “These okay?”
“Yep.” He took them from her and went to work connecting the ignition wire directly to the solenoid. The engine roared, then began to purr.
McGuire smiled as if the sounds were the opening notes of a favorite symphony. “What was wrong with it?”
“Well, it could be a problem with your starter, but my guess is that the truck’s paranoid.”
“It’s what?”
“The kind of alarm you have prevents theft by keeping the vehicle from starting. Apparently your truck decided somebody was trying to steal it and activated its own alarm.”
She scowled. “Is this a joke?”
“Truck’s running, isn’t it?”
She transferred her scowl to the Ford. “Is it fixed for good?”
“No. I bypassed the alarm for now, but it should be disconnected.”
“Can you do that?”
“It depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether I have the photographer’s job.”
McGuire sighed. “You have the job, Mr. Crowe.”
A difficult woman, Carly McGuire. Puzzling and contradictory, too. But Matt couldn’t afford to dwell on her. After he spent half an hour disconnecting the Ford’s alarm, he had more immediate matters to attend to.
First the call to Sam, who was so eager to help him that she hadn’t asked why he needed to use her address and phone number, and so happy to be invited to dinner that she offered to cook for him. He didn’t think it was a good idea, but when she insisted, he agreed.
Next he went to the Jeep, removed the standard lens from the Nikon, and attached the F2.8 telephoto with 1.4x teleconverter—a combination that afforded the equivalent of a 400 F4.0 lens without the bulk and length. On the area map he’d bought earlier, he located Drinkwater Road, northwest of the Knob, along the creek of the same name. Before he left town, he bought a sandwich and a Coke at a deli and ate while he drove.
Aspen Road led him across the eastern side of the meadow toward the Knob. To either side of the pavement, houses spread behind rustic split-rail fences: new, with much glass, yet weathered to blend in with their surroundings. An exclusive development to match the tricked-up little town, here in what he’d learned was a poor county where the economic bases of logging, mining, and commercial fishing were eroding. Perhaps luxury dwellings and services for retirees and second-homers would provide the answer to Soledad County’s dilemma, but to Matt it seemed they would only create a dangerous gap between the haves and the have-nots.
Ahead, the Knob rose against the clear sky: tall, rounded on top, slightly atilt, eroded and polished by the elements. He couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps it had resembled an upended doorknob to the settlers who named it, but to him it looked like a huge erect penis. God knew what the retirees in their expensive homes thought about spending their declining years in the shadow of an enormous dick!
Drinkwater Road appeared some two miles from town. He followed its curves as it meandered north along the creek bed. The stream was swollen with runoff from the mountain snowmelt, and its water rushed over rocks and foamed between them. To the road’s left, wooden bridges led to dwellings on the creek’s other side; eucalyptus and pine and newly leafed aspen blurred the buildings’ outlines. To the right of the pavement rose a rocky slope, broken occasionally by dirt driveways with mailboxes. He didn’t need to consult the slip of paper on which he’d written Gwen’s—no, Ardis Coleman’s—address; he’d already committed it and the phone number to memory.
He drove slowly for several miles, taking careful note of his surroundings: blind curves, sheltered places to turn off, areas where there were no houses or driveways. When he saw a wood-burned sign at the end of a bridge on the creek side, bearing the number 11708, he didn’t stop. Instead he drove for another mile, still observing, then turned back.
The house where his ex-wife lived—possibly had lived for all of the fourteen years he’d presumed her dead—was set back from the creek and screened by trees and other vegetation; the plank bridge was not wide enough to accommodate a car or truck, but there was a paved parking area to its right, currently empty. Matt stopped there, took up the Nikon, and scanned the property.
One-story redwood-and-stone house with chimneys at either end and a number of large bubble-type skylights. Flagstone patio in front, equipped with a hot tub, table and chairs, chaise longues, and barbecue. Rope hammock in an iron stand under an oak tree to the other side of the walk.
Nothing at all like the modest home he and Gwen had shared in Saugatuck.
After a moment, he moved the Jeep to a different vantage point. There was a rose garden beyond the hammock, fenced off, probably against the incursions of deer. Gwen had always loved roses. And beyond that sat a child’s swing set. Gwen, unlike him, had never wanted children…
A car, coming along the road from the south, taking the curves swiftly and surely.
Matt started the Jeep, pulled away as the other vehicle crested a rise and sped past. Not Gwen, but it wasn’t a good idea for anyone to see him here. There was a place about fifty yards to the south that he’d spotted earlier, where he and the Jeep would be concealed from all traffic—a place that commanded a view of Gwen’s parking area.
That was where he’d wait for her.
By four-thirty he was cramped and tired and suffering from a severe tension headache. Best to pack it in and head back to the motel. After all, he’d waited fourteen years; another day or two wouldn’t kill him. He was now gainfully employed—general assignment photographer and truck mechanic for the local paper. That gave him a bona fide reason for prowling the countryside.
But still he waited. Five minutes, ten, fifteen…Cars and trucks and SUVs passed—residents returning to their homes. He counted them, one through twenty, and then a white SUV appeared, slowed, and turned off into Gwen’s parking area. One of those new Mercedeses he’d seen written up in the automotive section of the Vancouver paper; suggested retail price was in the neighborhood of seventy-three thousand U.S. dollars.
Doing well, Gwennie.
He took up the Nikon again as the driver’s-side door opened. Leaned forward with the lens aimed through the Jeep’s wind-shield. A woman came around the vehicle—tall and slim, with a model’s erect posture and a dancer’s graceful step. Gwen’s posture. Gwen’s step.
She went to the passenger-side door and opened it. Said something to someone inside and turned. Now he had a clear view of her face. Her once-smooth skin bore fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth, and her long dark-brown hair had been cut so that it curved in smooth wings to her jawbone, but he recognized her instantly. He gripped the Nikon hard, and his nervous finger depressed the shutter.
As Gwen moved to the rear of the SUV and opened the door, the passenger stepped down. A girl of nine or ten, dragging an enormous backpack of the sort all the kids seemed to favor these days. Her skin was honey-tan, and her features and curly black hair indicated African-American heritage. Had Gwen married a black man? Adopted a mixed-race child?
Gwen was taking a folded metal cart from the rear of the vehicle. As the child approached, smiling up at her, Matt took another photograph. Gwen set up the cart and began filling it with grocery bags. After she finished and shut the door, she tried to take the backpack from the little girl, who resisted, laughing. Gwen laughed, too, ruffling the child’s hair; the love in her eyes was reflected in her daughter’s. The two started across the footbridge, Gwen pulling the cart with one hand, the other resting on the girl’s shoulder.
Matt snapped a picture of them before they passed out of sight behind an overhanging fringe of pine branches.
Well, now you know, Lindstrom. She’s got herself a nice home, nice little girl, probably a nice husband. The good life that she somehow couldn’t find with you.
Now you know. And you know what you have to do.
Back at his motel, he had one drink of Wild Turkey and then another. They did nothing to take the edge off. Even though he’d expected to see Gwen’s image through the camera’s lens, its actual appearance had shocked him. Altered him, too, in ways that he couldn’t yet begin to guess at. His hands were shaking as he poured another drink and the memories crowded in, their former bittersweet flavor now charred by rage.
“Let me help you. Gwennie. Whatever’s wrong, I can help you through this if you’ll let me.”
“Nobody can help. Least of all you.”
“Is it my fault? What’s wrong with me?”
“It’s not you. Just leave it.”
“Gwen—”
“Just leave it. And leave me alone!”
“Why don’t you want kids? Give me one good reason why.”
“For God’s sake, Matt, look at the world we’re living in. Do you really want to bring children into it?”
“Ah, the standard line.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s everybody’s excuse when they’re—”
“When they’re what? Too selfish? Is that what you think of me?”
“No, but maybe you’re afraid of the responsibility.”
“Well, what if I am?”
“I’d share the responsibility. You wouldn’t be alone.”
“I don’t know. I just don’t know. Kids, they make everything so…permanent.”
“The way you’re looking at me, Gwen, it’s as if you hate me.”
“Matt, no…”
“Well, that sure isn’t the way a woman looks at the man she loves.”
“I do love you; that’s not the problem.”
“Then what is the problem?”
“Matt, I want a divorce.”
“You say you love me, but you want a divorce?”
“I want a divorce because if I don’t leave you, I will hate you.”
“The mind may forget, but not the body.”
“Then stay. Refresh your memory.”
“It’s not that simple, Matt.”
“Why not?”
“Because it just isn’t.”
When he reached for the Wild Turkey again, he saw the bottle of wine that he’d bought along with his lunch at the deli in Cyanide Wells.
Sam! Jesus Christ…
He’d been due at her house at seven, but now his watch showed eight-forty. Better phone. No—go. Think of some plausible excuse on the way. Poor kid, she’d been so excited; he couldn’t brush her off with a call.
Sam’s little frame house was dark when he stopped at the curb, and for a moment he felt relieved. He could just drive away, call her in the morning. But then he spotted a flicker of light on the porch, and a figure moved in the shadows. After he cut the Jeep’s engine, Sam’s voice called, “Well, John Crowe. The roast I spent my hard-earned money on this afternoon is as tough as beef jerky by now, and the fresh asparagus have turned gray. So what’s your excuse?”
He got out of the Jeep and mounted the steps. The light he’d seen came from a candle in a glass globe on a small table between two broken-down wicker chairs. Extending the wine bottle to her, he said, “I’m sorry.”
She took the bottle and turned toward the door. “It’s my fault, for making a big deal out of having a guy I met in a bar over for dinner.”
“No, it’s my fault. I lost track of the time.” The elaborate excuse he’d concocted about his new job and a time-consuming first assignment seemed a shabby lie now.
Sam said, “I’ll open the wine and get us glasses. Maybe after we drink some, the beef jerky won’t seem so tough, and I can probably get the asparagus up on their feet with some salad dressing.”
In a couple of minutes she came back. Wordlessly she handed the open bottle to him, set down two glasses, and indicated he should pour. When she sat, the candle’s light touched her face, and he saw her eyes were puffy and red.
“You’ve been crying.”
“Crying’s kind of my thing these days.”
“Sam, I should’ve called. I was thoughtless, and I’m sorry.”
“One ‘sorry’ is enough, thank you. How much bourbon have you drunk, anyway?”
“Too much.”
“You shouldn’t’ve driven in your condition. I don’t like drunks behind the wheel. My girlfriend’s little boy died because of somebody like you.”
“I’m—”
“Yeah, I know—you’re sorry. Give me your car keys.”
“What?”
“Your car keys.” She held out her hand, snapped her fingers.
“You can stay here tonight, because I plan to drink this wine and then some more, so I won’t be able to take you back to your motel.”
“But—”
“It’s not a proposition. My dad’s bed is made up fresh.”
He reached into his pocket, surrendered the keys.
She nodded in approval. “So why the communion with the bottle?”
He had an easy answer prepared. “Celebrating too much.”
“Celebrating what?”
“My new job as general assignment photographer for the Spectrum.”
“Hey, that’s great!”
“I’m pretty happy about it.”
“That what you did up in Canada?”
“For a much smaller paper.”
“Then you know about all the world-shattering events you’ll be taking pictures of: the hog judging at the county fair, old folks celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversaries, the groundbreaking for the new Denny’s.”
“Listen, in order to get the job I had to fix Carly McGuire’s truck. After that, everything else’ll seem exciting.”
Sam laughed. “She bullied you into it, huh?”
“Sort of.”
“I hear she’s not easy to work for, but if you’ve got a good idea she’ll turn you loose on it. That’s what she did with Ardis Coleman on the series that won the Pulitzer. And she ran an arty shot by the last photographer every week. You give her something she likes, she’ll print it.”
“You sound as if you know her.”
“I don’t really know anybody in Cyanide Wells.”
“What about Ardis Coleman?”
“I told you last night, the closest I’ve gotten to her is being in the next line at the supermarket.”
“You must’ve heard something about her. She’s a local celebrity.”
“How come you’re so interested?”
“I guess it’s kind of like hero worship. This is the closest I’ve gotten to a Pulitzer winner—being in the same county with her.”
“Well…They say she’s reclusive. Lives out on Drinkwater Creek on a big piece of property. Doesn’t give interviews or make public appearances. I think somebody told me she has a kid, but I don’t remember whether it’s a girl or a boy. She must have money, though; that’s one expensive, snooty town. I don’t know why that paper’s there. They crusade for all the things rich people are against: financing decent health care and welfare programs through higher taxes, making big corporations pay their fair share. They’re for preserving the environment, too, but they don’t go overboard; they recognize that people like loggers and fishermen have to make a living. What they want is a reasonable balance, and I like that. I also like it that the paper’s owned by a woman. It’s the kind of thing I’d’ve wanted to do if I’d gotten a decent education and had the kind of money Carly McGuire must.”
In the light from the candle Sam suddenly looked melancholy. She added, “Lots of ifs, huh? But ifs don’t count. I’ll be working at the Chicken Shack till I keel over serving a Supreme Combo with cole slaw and fries.”
“You told me last night that you were thinking of getting out of here.”
“I think about a lot of things. It’s the doing that’s hard.” She sipped wine, more pensive. “So you’ll be staying around. Got a place to live?”
“Not yet. On my salary I couldn’t even afford a closet in Cyanide Wells, so I’m thinking of looking here. I like Talbot’s Mills better, anyway.”
“Why?”
“It’s real.”
Sam smiled grimly. “Oh, it’s real, all right. My dad could’ve told you how real it is. But listen, I know of a room for rent, with kitchen privileges.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Very cheap, if you volunteer for some chores, like fixing the drippy bathroom faucet and cleaning out the gutters.”
“When can I look at it?”
“Right now, if you want.” She stood and moved toward the door.
“I thought you had to be out of here next month.”
Sam looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t tell you the whole truth about my dad. He…shot himself. Just couldn’t take being laid off at his age. After the funeral, one of the Spectrum’s reporters, that Donna Vail, interviewed me. I didn’t exactly hold back about the way the mill treated him. The manager there found out they were printing the story, so he called this morning and said I can live here rent-free till the end of the year, and if I want to stay longer, they’ll negotiate a fair price.”
“And of course their P.R. department called the paper as soon as you agreed.”
“Of course, but what the hell do I care? It’s a roof over my head, and if you move in I might actually be able to save some money.”
He considered. Sam struck him as both levelheaded and easy to get along with. She wasn’t especially curious about either his prior or his present life and seemed disinclined to initiate a sexual relationship with him. Plus, she was an excellent source of information about the community. But best of all, he could get out of the motel, where he’d registered under his own name.
“I don’t need to inspect the room,” he said. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’m good with plumbing, so the leak should be fixed by this time tomorrow. Give me a little longer on the gutters.”


Thursday, May 9, 2002
Atour of the Spectrum’s offices, under the guidance of Severin Quill, was the first activity of the new day. Matt, nursing a hangover, suffered most of it in silence, saving his strength for Quill’s introductions of their fellow staff members. He’d already been greeted at the reception desk by the office and subscription manager, Brandi Webster, a young woman with the good looks of a high school cheerleader and the mannerisms to match; normally he would have found them delightful, but today they just seemed wearisome.
As Quill got up from his desk and came to meet him, a heavyset woman in a purple straw hat and voluminous flowered clothing rushed past Matt, calling out, “Vera Craig, arts editor. Welcome aboard!” The scent of violet perfume trailed after her.
Quill smiled. “Appearances to the contrary, Vera’s a damned good reporter and an astute critic. This morning she’s off to chronicle the opening of the new Thomas Kinkade gallery.”
“Kinkade?”
“California’s ‘painter of light.’ Mass-produced ‘originals.’
” “Like Keane paintings?”
“No, more palatable. Idyllic scenes instead of glassy-eyed children. Very popular in the nineties; less so now, and his enterprises are overextended—hence a gallery in our provincial little community.”
A woman came through one of the doors at the rear of the room, and Quill called, “Donna, meet John Crowe, our new photographer. John, Donna Vail, general assignment reporter. You’ll be working closely with her.”
Donna Vail was small, blonde, and attractive. She wore shorts and a tee, and her frizzy shoulder-length hair was topped by a baseball cap. Her blue eyes surveyed him with frank interest, and she said in a husky voice, “Good to meet you, John. I’m sure I’ll enjoy working closely with you.” Then, like Vera Craig, she was out the door.
Quill chuckled, and Matt realized his mouth had fallen open. “Don’t mind Donna,” Severin said. “She likes to project a bad-girl image. In reality, she’s a dedicated soccer mom and wife of the golf pro at the Meadows.”
“The Meadows?”
“A big planned community on the road east of town. The way to handle Donna is to serve back to her what she dishes up. She won’t know if you’re serious or not, so she’ll back off and treat you like a buddy.”
“Well, that’s a relief.”
The tour went on to a large back room full of cubicles, where Matt met the display ad manager, advertising sales representatives, and mail-room personnel. As they were passing through the front room again, Quill introduced him to the religious/education and sports reporters. The door to Carly McGuire’s office was closed, and a Do Not Disturb sign—courtesy of Ramada Inn—hung on its knob.
“She’s hiding?” he asked.
Quill rolled his eyes. “Yes, thank God. She came in loaded for bear.”
“Why?”
“Who knows, with Carly?”
“The truck got her to Santa Carla and back okay, didn’t it?”
“If it hadn’t, my friend, you wouldn’t be alive.”
Quill led him through another door, to a room where the production manager and chief of page makeup and their assistants congratulated him on joining the staff. Beyond their areas were a couple of desks, a bank of file cabinets, and a light table. A door labeled DARKROOM was set into the wall opposite them.
“Your bailiwick,” Quill said, with a flourish of his hand. “Your assistant, Joe Maynard, is currently in the inner sanctum, printing what he claims are perfectly egregious photographs he took at the Calvert’s Landing mayoral press conference this week.”
“Calvert’s Landing?”
“It’s the largest town on the coast. An Alaskan company wants to float gigantic, ugly plastic bags at the outlet of the Deer River to collect water to sell to southern California. Mayor’s all for the deal; he claims the water belongs to the state, not the municipality, so they can’t stop it. Which means he’s been paid off by the Alaskans. His constituency is concerned about environmental issues and visual pollution. The mayor’s effort to convert them to his point of view ended up in an unfortunate egg-throwing incident, which Joe captured on film.”
“Egregiously.”
“He tends to underestimate his talents. Anyway, I’ll leave you to await his emergence.”
Matt had hoped, now that the tour of the facilities was at its final destination, to ask Quill about Ardis Coleman. But when he invited him to sit down and chat till Maynard was done, the reporter said he had an appointment in fifteen minutes. Maybe they could have a beer after work? Matt suggested. Sure, Quill said, if they finished at the same time. Hours at the Spectrum were irregular at best.
Joe Maynard was built like a linebacker, with a shock of unruly brown hair, a nose that looked as if it had been broken more than once, and almost no neck. His hands were so large and clumsy-looking that Matt wondered how he could manipulate the settings on his camera. As they began trading histories in the cautious manner of men who know they must get along in order to work together, he found that Joe had indeed been a linebacker, at UCLA, where he’d earned a degree in fine arts.
“So what brought you to Cyanide Wells?”Matt asked.
“A chance to work at a paper in a place where I could also hunt and fish. After college I played a couple of seasons on special teams for the Pittsburgh Steelers, but I hated the weather back there. And I wasn’t really pro caliber, anyway. So I saved my money, came back to California, and worked for the Long Beach Sentinel. Then I heard about an opening here and applied. They’d just won the Pulitzer, and McGuire had an interesting reputation. Plus, I could live cheap.”
“How come McGuire didn’t promote you when the last guy left?”
“She tried to, but I turned her down. I don’t want to work full-time. I invested well before the dot-com bubble popped, took my profits, and put them into conservative holdings. And a year ago my wife presented me with twin boys. I want to be as much a part of their lives as I can.”
“Good for you.” Matt proceeded to give him the same abbreviated details of his made-up life that he’d told Carly McGuire, then said, “Now, let’s see how those shots of the egg-faced mayor have turned out.”
Maynard’s photographs were so good that Matt wondered what he might have accomplished had he had the desire to apply his talent. But talent alone, he knew, wasn’t enough to ensure success; success took drive and dedication, which his new assistant plainly lacked.
“So,” he said as they emerged from the darkroom, “you came to the paper before it won the Pulitzer?”
“Afterwards. That was one of the things that attracted me. I mean, how often do you get to work for a small country weekly that’s achieved the granddaddy of journalistic honors? The only other one that comes to mind is the Point Reyes Light, for their exposé of Synanon, and that was decades ago.”
“I understand the bulk of the Spectrum’s prize-winning articles were written by a reporter called Ardis Coleman. You know her?”
“I’ve met her.”
“What’s she like?”
“Quiet. Unassuming. Self-deprecating, actually. She once told me she didn’t do anything special, she was just handed a great story. But under the circumstances, I’d say her coverage was extraordinary.”
“What circumstances?”
“Ronnie Talbot and Deke Rutherford, the murder victims, were good friends of Coleman’s, and she was the one who found their bodies. Yet she was able to separate herself from her emotions and write extremely balanced, well reasoned stories. I admire that kind of control.”
And how had Gwen achieved such control? The picture that Maynard painted was not of the woman Matt had married.
“What’s Coleman like personally? She married? Have kids?”
Maynard smiled. “What, you thinking of asking her for a date?”
“I’m just curious about how a woman like that balances work and family, if she has any.”
Maynard seemed unconvinced of his reply. “Look,” he said, “she’s a good friend of McGuire’s. Why don’t you ask her?”
He’d have more success prying information out of the Great Sphinx. “I guess I’d better wait till she’s having a better day.”
“Good luck, buddy.”
Within fifteen minutes, a memo from McGuire was delivered to his desk by a young man with magenta-and-green hair and multiple body piercings, who identified himself as the office gofer. “Name’s Nile, like the river.”
“No last name?”
“Don’t need one. How many people’re called Nile? Besides, Nile Schultz sounds just plain stupid.” He gave him a little salute and walked away.
Matt picked up the memo and studied it. It was computer-generated, printed on the back of what looked to be copy for a story, which had a big black X through it. McGuire clearly didn’t waste paper—or type very well, either.
John, I called your former editor this a.m.and she gave you a glowing recommendation. I hope youcan live up to it. Here’s the schedule of your assignments fortoday. I want to meetwith you at 4:30 after you’ve completed them.11:30a--meet Vera Craig at the newKinkade gallery, MainSt.next to the Book nook. Vera will tell you what shots she needs.1:30p--Gundersons silver wedding anniversaryshoot, their home,111 Estes St. I assume youhave a map, if not purchase one.2:15p--Pooh’s Corner, next toAram’s, need shots of new line of anatomically correct dolls that are causing thecurrent flap. Avoid private parts, the parents are up in arms and we don’t want to further incitethem. Thanks, Carly.
It was now a little after ten; since his first assignment wasn’t until eleven-thirty, he had time to slip away and check out Gwen’s home more closely. Grabbing his camera bag, he left the office and drove off toward Drinkwater Road.
The expensive SUV sat in the paved area by the footbridge but in a different place than on the previous afternoon; probably Gwen had driven her little girl to school. Matt drove past, turned, and zoomed in on it, snapping a photo showing its license plate number. Then he drove to where he’d parked before and moved along the road, taking random shots to either side. A casual observer would probably have assumed he was documenting the regional plants and trees, but the true objects of his shots were Gwen’s mailbox, the footbridge, and the extent of her property. When he finished the roll, he drove back toward town and his first appointment, wondering whether he could persuade Vera Craig to have lunch with him. The arts editor seemed open and friendly, exactly the sort of person who might be willing to answer his questions about the paper’s prizewinning former reporter.
“Hell, honey,” Vera Craig said, “none of us see much of Ard these days.” She speared a lobster ravioli from the plate she and Matt were sharing at Mamma Mia’s, bit into it with her eyes closed, and made a sound of pure sensual delight.
Matt tasted one. It was good, but not enough to nearly induce an orgasm. “Why not?”
“I guess she’s just holed up at home, working on her book. It’s giving her trouble. At least that’s what Carly says.”
“You know her well?”
“Nobody knows Ard well, except for Carly, and sometimes I wonder about that. I’ve been acquainted with her since she came to town, and after fourteen or fifteen years, I still don’t know what makes her tick.”
“She worked for the paper right from the first?”
“Yeah, as a gofer, then general assignment reporter. Good one, willing to take on anything. She just got better and better, till Carly finally promoted her to roving-reporter status, meaning she basically covered any story in the county that she found controversial or interesting. Then came the murders.”
“I understand she was the one who found the bodies.”
Vera Craig’s face grew somber, and she set her fork tines on the edge of the plate. “Yeah. Bad for her in a couple of ways. Finding two men slaughtered in their bed was pretty horrific. And they weren’t strangers; they were her friends. But besides her grief she had to deal with community reaction.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Cyanide Wells and the county as a whole are pretty conservative. You’ve got your rich people, mostly retirees; you’ve got your religious people, your young families, your working-class people, and your assholes who like to drink and shoot their guns and would consider a good evening’s fun burning a cross on somebody’s front lawn—or blowing away a couple of ‘faggots’ in their own bed. And, like anyplace else, you’ve got your gays who mainly keep a low profile. Ronnie Talbot and Deke Rutherford didn’t, and Ronnie compounded the general dislike by selling off the mill. When it came out that Ard was their friend, the dislike was transferred to her.”
“That must’ve changed when the paper won the Pulitzer.”
“It changed when people started reading her stories. They were so powerful, they made the readers understand—or at least think about—the problems of gays who live in this type of environment.”
“So now she’s writing a book.”
“Has been for over two years. It’s contracted for and is due to be turned in pretty soon, but like I said, she’s having problems with it.”
“It can’t be easy, dealing with that kind of material.”
“I guess not.” Craig picked up her fork and attacked the ravioli with renewed vigor. “But enough about Ard. Tell me about yourself, honey. What brought you to our little village, anyway?”
Lying, Matt reflected as he packed up his gear and said goodbye to the proprietor of Pooh’s Corner, could be an exhausting business. Today he’d given various versions of the life and times of John Crowe to at least five people. He was glad that his final encounter would be with Carly McGuire, Severin Quill having canceled their tentative plans for drinks—he had to go someplace called Signal Port on a story. McGuire, Matt assumed, knew everything about him that she wanted to know, and would be more interested in his work than his personal history.
He had roughly an hour and a half before their meeting, so he headed back to the darkroom to develop his films. The contact sheets showed he hadn’t lost his eye, although there were certain technical skills that weren’t as sharp as they’d once been. He particularly liked the last batch of photos: the inanely smiling girl and boy dolls that were causing such controversy among local parents. Innocence, if not downright stupidity, radiated from their faces, and the private parts—which he’d shot for his own amusement—were no more threatening and much less realistic than those that the children of Cyanide Wells surely witnessed while playing the time-honored game of “doctor.”
Four-thirty on the dot. Armed with his contact sheets, Matt went to McGuire’s office. The door was slightly ajar, and before he could knock, he heard Carly’s raised voice.
“Don’t you threaten me, Gar!”
“That was a mere statement of fact, not a threat.” The man’s voice was deep and full-bodied—and vaguely familiar.
“Facts, I’m afraid, are open to personal interpretation.”
“Perhaps, but you should realize that there are complex issues at work here, which you can’t possibly begin to understand.”
“Complex issues. Which I can’t understand. I don’t think so.”
“You’re not infallible, Carly. If you don’t believe me, look to your own life.”
There was a silence, and then McGuire spoke, her voice low and dangerous. “Get the fuck out of my office, Gar.”
“You’re being unreasonable—”
With a shock, Matt remembered where he’d heard that voice.
“Out. Now!”
The door opened, grazing Matt’s shoulder. The man who pushed through was tall and lean, with a thick mane of gray hair. The cut of his suit, and his even hothouse tan, spoke of money; an old, jagged scar on his right cheek and the iciness of his eyes were at odds with his gentlemanly appearance. His gaze barely registered Matt’s presence as he strode from the building.
McGuire came to the door, her face pale, mouth rigid. She started when she saw Matt. “I suppose you heard that,” she said.
“I heard you telling him”—he jerked his thumb at the door—“to get the fuck out of your office. Good for you. I don’t like the look of him.”
“What’s to like?”
“Who is he?”
“Our mayor, the esteemed Garson Payne. An asshole who, in four years, hopes to be our district’s representative to the state legislature.”
At least now Matt had a name for the man who had made the anonymous call to him in Port Regis. But why would an elected official do such a thing? And how had he found him?
He tried to ask more questions about Payne; McGuire declined to discuss him further. Instead she invited Matt into her office and went over the contact sheets intently, staring at them through her half-glasses, circling the shots she wanted him to print. When she came to the doll series, she said, “Oh, my God! This is what all the commotion’s about?”
“Maybe you’d like to run one of them as your arty shot of the week?”
She grinned. “I’ve half a mind to. No, instead I think I’ll run one with Sev’s article. He said the same things you’ve captured here. This one.” She circled it. “And also this, where their faces look like they’re flirting with each other. The smug mommies and daddies of this county can use a shaking up.”
“You like messing with people’s heads.”
“If it serves a purpose. That’s what a good newspaper should do: Challenge the readership’s opinions; make them think. I’ll need these by tomorrow at one. Nice first day on the job, John.”
“Thanks, I enjoyed it. The people I talked with really like and respect the paper. Of course, not every town of this size can boast of a Pulitzer-winning publication.”
“True.” She handed the sheets back to him and stood.
“I’ve read the series, and I liked it a lot, particularly the stories written by Ardis Coleman.”
“Ard’s a terrific writer. We’ll never see the likes of her again.”
“She quit to write a book on the murders?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You still see her?”
McGuire had been gathering papers and putting them in her briefcase, but now her hands stilled. “Look, John, we’d better get one thing straight right off the bat. This is a small paper, and a small community. When you live at close quarters with your coworkers and fellow citizens, you’ve got to draw boundaries. The one I insist on is the separation of one’s professional and personal life.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more. The only reason I asked about Ms. Coleman is that I’d like to meet her, talk with her about the articles.”
“That’s not possible. Ard’s at a difficult place in her work right now, and she doesn’t wish to be disturbed.”
“Maybe later, when the book’s finished?”
“Maybe, if you haven’t moved on by then.”
“Why would I move on?”
She busied herself with the papers again, avoiding his eyes. “You moved on after eighteen years with your former paper.”
“Eighteen years is a long time.”
“You’re what—thirty-eight?”
“Thirty-nine.”
“Well, in my experience, that’s an age when men tend to get antsy. Move from woman to woman, job to job, place to place. Right now you could be at the beginning of a long journey.”
As he worked on the leaky faucet in Sam’s small bathroom early that evening—didn’t the woman know that washers eventually wore out?—Matt thought about McGuire’s comments. She’d sensed his restlessness but interpreted it in conventional terms—and wrongly. His was a condition born of a desire to wrap up old business rather than to seek out the new. And the long journey he’d undertaken was not geographical, but one that would take him deep inside himself to confront things that now were only shadowy and unsettling. The prospect of that confrontation made him turn such a vigorous hand to tightening the pipes under the sink that one joint began to spit water.
Just what he needed. Sam had no plumbing supplies on hand, and although he’d noticed an Ace Hardware in one of the strip malls near the freeway interchange, he hadn’t planned to spend all his evening performing handyman’s duties. He went to the kitchen, rummaged in the drawer where Sam kept her tools, and found a roll of duct tape. In his opinion, duct tape was one of the greatest inventions of the past century, a quick fix for everything; he’d used it for such diverse purposes as temporarily repairing a camera and hemming a pair of jeans. After he taped the pipe joint, he left a warning note for Sam, who was working till ten, and set out for Drinkwater Creek.
Gwen’s house was wrapped in shadow when he arrived, its lighted windows a pale glow through the surrounding trees. He freed the Nikon from its bag, reattached the telephoto, adjusted the settings. It wasn’t till he looked up that he noticed there were two vehicles in the paved area by the footbridge: Gwen’s luxury SUV and a red Ford Ranger with a Save the Redwoods sticker on its rear bumper. Carly McGuire’s truck.
Paranoia seized him. His explanation for his interest in Ardis Coleman hadn’t rung true to McGuire, and she’d come here to discuss him with her friend. Somehow Gwen would figure out who he was, and…
Don’t get ahead of yourself. McGuire’s probably here for a perfectly normal visit.
He turned off the switch on the truck’s dome light, slipped out, and ran lightly across the pavement. The footbridge was easily visible from the house, so he walked downstream until he found a narrow place where he could cross on stepping-stones. After scrambling up the opposite bank, he stopped to get his bearings. The house was on a forty-five-degree angle to his right, screened by a windbreak of eucalyptus. He moved toward them and stood in their shelter, sighting on one of the lighted windows with the telephoto.
Kitchen: granite tiles, wood cabinets, lots of stainless steel. Table with remains of a meal for three set in a cozy nook.
He moved to the next window. Living room: hearth with fire burning, white cat sleeping on the area rug in front of it, black leather furniture. Gwen sat at the end of the sofa, her feet propped on a coffee table, her head bowed as she went over some papers, probably manuscript pages. A half-full wineglass sat on the table beside her; she reached for it and sipped, looking up at the window. Involuntarily Matt stepped back, even though he knew she couldn’t possibly see him. She set the glass down, turned her head, and spoke to someone outside his range of vision. Appeared to be waiting for an answer.
Still pretty, Gwennie, even after fourteen years. You’ve taken good care of yourself. Of course, with money, that’s easy.
He began to snap photographs.
Gwen said something else, set down the papers, and curled her legs beneath her. She was wearing a long blue robe, and she pulled its hem over her bare feet—a gesture he remembered.
Now Carly McGuire came into view, moving around the sofa and setting a glass of wine on the coffee table before she sat. Gwen spoke again, and Carly shrugged, her mouth set. Gwen frowned, said something else to Carly. Even though he couldn’t hear her words, Matt remembered that look and the tone that accompanied it. McGuire closed her eyes, shook her head.
God, it was like witnessing a scene from his marriage: Gwen angry, himself on the defensive.
Gwen’s lips tightened, and she looked away from Carly. Matt could now see her face-on, and this, too, was familiar. For a moment her mouth remained in a firm line, but then it began to crumble at the corners; her teeth nipped at her lower lip as her eyes filled. She squeezed them shut, and the tears overflowed, coursing down her cheeks as she remained perfectly still. She was, he knew, making no sound. Her silent weeping had always unnerved him, made him want to flee.
Apparently it had the same effect on McGuire. As Matt moved the lens to her face, he saw panic. But just as his own panic had quickly dissolved, so did Carly’s. She closed the space between them and took Gwen into her arms.
How many times had he done just that? He watched, fascinated, as a part of his first life was reenacted before the powerful lens of his camera.
Carly stroked Gwen’s hair. Her lips murmured words that had belonged to him in years past: “It’s going to be all right. You’ll see. It will be all right.”
Gwen’s face was pressed into Carly’s shoulder. Soon she would raise her head and ask in a little girl’s voice, “Do you mean that? Do you really mean it?”
And Carly, like Matt, would be forced to lie: “Yes, of course I do.”
As he watched the scene through his lens, a chill touched Matt’s shoulders, took hold of his spine. He was years in the past, comforting his wife. He was here in the present, a voyeur. He was about to step into a future he wasn’t sure he cared to visit…
Gwen raised her head, asked her question. Carly gave her response. Gwen’s face became suffused with hope.
Then, forcefully, the women’s lips met and held.
And with a jolt, Matt realized the nature of the relationship between them.


Friday, May 10, 2002
He was halfway to Santa Carla, the county seat, driving blindly while trying to absorb what he’d learned about Gwen and Carly McGuire, when the Jeep ran out of gas. He coasted onto the shoulder, set the brake, and leaned forward, his arms resting on top of the steering wheel. The dashboard clock showed it was twelve-seventeen in the morning, and he hadn’t seen another car for at least ten minutes.
Briefly he debated leaving the Jeep and walking south to find a service station, but decided against it. Some miles back the highway had narrowed to two sharply curving lanes, dangerous to walk along in the darkness. Besides, stations were practically nonexistent between towns, and the last sign he’d noticed said he was thirty-five miles from the county seat. Instead he set out an emergency flare, shut off the Jeep’s headlights, and settled in to wait for a Good Samaritan.
His thoughts kept turning to Gwen, picturing the look of hope on her face before she and Carly kissed. So his former wife had formed an intimate relationship with another woman after leaving him. A long-term, stable one from the looks of it. There was a child. Gwen’s? Carly’s? Natural? Adopted? Who had fathered her?
Had Gwen been involved with women before and during his marriage to her? He knew about the men she’d been with earlier, and up to now had felt reasonably certain she’d remained faithful to him until she disappeared. Surely he’d have known had it been otherwise. Or would he? The possibility of his wife having a lesbian affair is not the first to occur to a man, even when his marriage begins to deteriorate.
Did the trouble that had arisen so quickly in the marriage stem from Gwen’s confusion about her sexual orientation? From her inability to discuss it with him? From her guilt over an affair?
How long after she left Saugatuck had she met Carly? Where and how? Did Carly know that Gwen’s former husband had been suspected of murdering her? Gwen had known, according to his anonymous caller, now identified as Mayor Garson Payne.
And now to the big question: Would the current situation alter his feelings toward Gwen? His plans? Should it? He’d waited such a long time for…
Headlights flashed around the curve in front of him. The vehicle slowed, its driver spotting the flare. It U-turned and pulled onto the shoulder, beams blinding in the rearview and side mirrors. Matt stepped out of the Jeep.
A woman walked toward him, moving in a deliberate but cautious manner, as a cop does when approaching a stopped vehicle. When she came closer, he saw she had closely cropped black hair and a pretty, fine-boned face; she wore a dark suit and had her right hand thrust inside her shoulder bag, as if it might contain a gun.
“Need some help?” she asked in a guarded but friendly tone.
“I’m out of gas. Can you give me a lift to the nearest service station?”
“Sure can, but I’ll have to ask to see your license and registration first. Detective Rhoda Swift, Soledad County Sheriff’s Department.” She flashed her identification at him.
He got the rental papers from the Jeep, removed his license from his wallet.
The detective examined them in the headlights’ glare. “British Columbia, huh? Nice country up there. What brings you to Soledad County, Mr. Lindstrom?”
“I’ve taken a job here, as a photographer for the Spectrum.” As soon as he spoke the words, he realized he’d made a bad mistake. John Crowe, not Matt Lindstrom, had taken the job.
“Good publication. How’s Carly these days?”
“Prickly as ever, but fine.”
Rhoda Swift smiled faintly and said, “Well, Mr. Lindstrom, let’s get going before the sun comes up. I was headed north for Green Valley Road, but I can just as easily take Old Schoolhouse out of Santa Carla.”
“I don’t want to make you go out of your way—”
“Insuring the public’s safety is what we’re here for. Green Valley’s a better road, but Old Schoolhouse is more direct to where I’m going. I’ll deliver you to the service station there, and they’ll give you a lift back.”
Matt barely had time to get his seat belt fastened before Rhoda Swift accelerated onto the highway, clearing the Jeep’s bumper by scant inches. He glanced at her, and she grinned wickedly—a good, fast driver who took pleasure in showing off for her passenger.
There was a police radio mounted beneath the dash, its mutterings indistinguishable to him. Swift turned down its volume, and he was about to ask her about her job when she reached for the mike, keyed it, and said, “Yeah, Valerie, what’ve you got for me?”
A pause, then a sigh. “I’ve told him my cell doesn’t work on this side of the ridge…Okay, patch him through to me.” She rolled her eyes at Matt. “Men! Yes, Guy…I told you—Oh, never mind…The meeting ran longer than I thought it would, but I’m on my way. Just have to deliver a motorist in distress to a service station first…Don’t worry, I’ll be careful…Yes, dear.”
As she hung up the mike, Rhoda Swift laughed softly.
“Overprotective husband?” Matt asked.
“Overprotective gentleman friend. He’s a New Yorker, spends part of the year at his vacation home near Deer Harbor. When he’s in Manhattan, he thinks nothing of wandering the streets at two in the morning, but should I be driving one of our rural byways at night, his mind conjures up all sorts of peril.”
“Men like to think we’re fierce protectors even when we’re not, I guess. Where’s Deer Harbor?”
“On the coast, north of Signal Port.”
“One of our reporters was covering a story in Signal Port today.”
“That would be the Dawson case. Hugh Dawson, owner of the Sea Stacks Motel. Miserable cuss, and last night his wife finally decided she’d had enough of his abuse and shot him. I’ve just come from a meeting with the D.A. in Santa Carla; we’re in agreement that it was justifiable homicide.”
For the remainder of the trip into town Matt chatted with Rhoda Swift about the county, learning more about the coastal area, which, by virtue of being cut off by the ridgeline, seemed a world unto itself. When she dropped him at the Chevron station at Old Schoolhouse Road, she said, “Welcome to Soledad County, Mr. Lindstrom. Take my advice, and fill up often from now on.”
“I will. And thanks for the lift.”
Her big eyes clouded. “No problem. A couple of years ago I didn’t give a stranded motorist a lift, and I very much regret it. I try to make up for it every time I can.”
The encounter with the sheriff’s detective had calmed Matt. After the Chevron station attendant returned him, with a supply of gas, to the Jeep, he drove to a small motel near the county courthouse in Santa Carla and took a room. As soon as the government offices opened the next morning, he was there and, with the help of a kindly clerk, began researching the public records.
The house on Drinkwater Creek, it turned out, belonged to Carly McGuire. She’d bought it in 1983, the same year she bought the Soledad Spectrum. By his estimate, Carly couldn’t be more than forty-five, which would put her in her twenties at the time of the purchases—large purchases for one that young. Money there. Perhaps she was a trust fund baby.
He had no name for the child he’d seen with Gwen, so he asked the clerk to show him how to access birth records by the parent’s name. No child had been born to Ardis Coleman or Carly McGuire in Soledad County during the four-year period when he assumed the birth would have taken place. Adopted, perhaps?
One question answered. More raised.
He headed back to Cyanide Wells.
“So you think you can just show up at your leisure, do you, Crowe?” McGuire stood outside her office door, arms folded, expression severe.
“Car trouble,” Matt said. “Sorry.”
Boss trouble, he thought. Big time.
“You can fix my piece-of-shit truck in half an hour, but something goes wrong with that fancy Grand Cherokee that keeps you away all morning?”
“I said I’m sorry.”
“Your assignment sheet’s on your desk. Get cracking.”
God, what did Gwen see in the woman?
“Got time for that drink this evening?” Matt asked Severin Quill.
The reporter looked up from his keyboard. “You could probably use one right now, after the contretemps with Attila the Hun.” He looked at his watch. “I have to attend a press conference in Santa Carla at two. Why don’t we meet at Rob’s Recovery Room at five-thirty. You know where that is?”
“Uh-uh.”
“Just south of the Talbot’s Mills exit on the east side of the freeway.”
“Kind of far from here.”
“Yes, but it’s on my way back. Plus, it’s seedy enough that Attila wouldn’t deign to set foot there.”
“Are we hiding from her?”
“Not exactly, but her policy of separation of work and private life makes for uneasy encounters here in town.”
“I’ll see you at five-thirty, then.”
Rob’s Recovery Room was a country tavern, and fully as seedy as Quill claimed. The bar was gouged with initials and other penknife graffiti; the upholstery of the black leatherette booths had been eviscerated in places. The customers were mainly men with work-hardened hands and weathered faces, wearing faded clothing and baseball caps with logos. Whiskey and something called Knob Ale seemed to be the drinks of choice. After Matt shouldered through the knots of patrons by the bar, he asked for a Knob, no glass, and took a booth from which he could survey the crowd.
On the surface, the atmosphere was convivial. The men laughed and joked and made suggestive remarks to the lone busy waitress; a trio of women occupied the booth next to him, and their conversation was punctuated by shrill giggles. But soon he began to detect a curious hollowness to the sounds and noticed that the smiles stretched people’s lips but didn’t reach their eyes. When voices rose in anger near the door, the thin, sallow-faced woman to Matt’s left winced and said to her companions, “Doug’s gonna be a handful tonight; I just know it.”
“Got his notice, did he?”
“Yeah.”
“What’re you guys gonna do?”
“My brother thinks he might be able to get him on at the mill where he works up in Washington. But things’re bad there, too.”
“Fuckin’ tree-huggers.”
“Yeah, but they’re not the only ones to blame for what’s happenin’ here. Maybe if the mill had a better manager it wouldn’t be failing.”
“Wrong, honey. The manager follows orders from the top, and what they’re orderin’ him to do is shut the place down. They’ll make more money that way than if they ran it proper. Ain’t that always how it is? The people who’ve got money get more, and the rest of us…Well, that’s how it is.”
By six-thirty Severin Quill had not appeared, and Matt was growing weary of the bar scene. He had decided to give him another fifteen minutes, then pack it in, when he heard the bartender call, “Is there a Matt Lindstrom here?” Automatically he rose and went to take the receiver the man held out to him.
“Well, Mr. Lindstrom, what do you have to say for yourself?” Carly McGuire’s voice, low and furious.
“How did you…?”
“Find out your real name? Funny story. Sev Quill went down to the county seat for a press conference at the sheriff’s department about a murder case he’s covering in Signal Port. He got to talking with the investigating officer, and she told him she gave a lift last night to a Matt Lindstrom, who claimed he’d taken a job as a photographer for this paper. Sev knew something was wrong, so he came to me and told me where I could find you. I know who you are and who you’ve come here to hurt.”
Damn! He hadn’t had any choice but to reveal his true name to a law enforcement officer, given his lack of identification as John Crowe.
McGuire went on, “I don’t know how you found Ardis or what your plans are, but I’m putting you on notice: You are to stay away from her, our child, this newspaper, and me. If necessary, we’ll get a restraining order against you, and if that doesn’t work, I own a handgun and I’m not afraid to use it.”
Anger of the sort he hadn’t felt since Saugatuck flared. “What does Gwen have to say about that?”
“Ardis doesn’t know you’re here yet. I plan to tell her, but she’s fragile, and I’ll have to handle it carefully. My first order of business is to protect her and our little girl. And that means keeping you away from them.”
“This is none of your business. It’s between Gwen and me.”
“What is it I said that you don’t understand? Perhaps you’ve never heard of a restraining order?”
“I wonder if a judge would look favorably upon a woman who deliberately disappeared and left her husband under suspicion of murdering her. A woman who sat back and allowed his life to be ruined.”
“You’re not listening to me, Mr. Lindstrom. I will do anything to protect Ardis and our daughter. Is that clear?”
“Is that clear? You bet. Am I going to roll over for you? No way.”
McGuire hung up on him.
He slammed down the receiver and went outside. Leaned against the Jeep, shaking with rage. Gwen had a fierce protector in Carly McGuire, but not fierce enough. No one had been there to protect him fourteen years ago. No reason it should be any different for Gwen.
The house on Drinkwater Creek looked much as it had the night before—windows lighted, but only Gwen’s SUV in the parking area. He entered the property by the same route, clutching his Nikon. Again he sighted on the windows, but this time he saw no sign of Gwen or the child.
Around him the shadows were deepening. Springtime scents drifted on the warmish air—freshly growing things, pungent eucalyptus, and something sweet that he had always associated with his first love. Behind him he heard the rush of the creek, the hum of tires on the pavement. Before him the house’s windows glowed, but without motion. As he waited, staring through the telephoto, unease stole over him. The house seemed too quiet…
He slipped out from the trees’ shelter and sprinted across the open ground between them and the kitchen window. A half-full glass of red wine sat next to a cutting board; a knife and a heap of green beans lay on the board, some of them trimmed. The table was set with three placemats and napkins, but the cutlery was scattered across it.
His unease was full-bown now. He moved to the living room window. No one there.
After a moment he went around the corner to the front door. It was ajar. He stepped inside, waited until he could make out lines among the shadows. A small table lay on its side, a broken lamp beside it. A rug was bunched against one wall.
A chill took hold of him. He stood very still, listening. No sound except the rush of the creek in the distance. No one moved here. No one breathed.
After a moment he felt beside the door for a light switch, flipped it on. He was in a hallway, rooms opening to either side. Terra-cotta tiled floor, puddled with red. Red on the bunched-up rug. Red smears on the beige wall…
Sound of a vehicle on the road. Engine cutting out by the footbridge. Quick steps on the path.
He reached for the light switch, but his arm felt leaden, and his hand fell to his side. He was about to step into the doorway behind him when a voice exclaimed, “Oh, my God!”
He whirled and stared into Carly McGuire’s eyes. Their pupils were huge black holes, and the blood was draining from her face. Her gaze jumped from him to the puddles on the floor, to the stains on the rug, to the smear on the wall, and back again.
“You bastard!” she screamed. “What have you done to her?”
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