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To my mother and father




There’s a necklace in my office, a string of glass beads. It hangs over the arm of my desk lamp, and any little movement can set it swaying. The beads are a middle shade of blue, the color of an evening sky, and when the light plays over them they look cool and bright and alive.

I’ll tell you where they came from. Elizabeth was wearing them the first time we kissed. It happened here in the office on a winter night, six stories up over Main Street in Ann Arbor. Elizabeth is a detective, and that night she’d been called out to the scene of a car accident: crushed metal and broken glass, and other crushed and broken things. Three fatalities, one of them a child. The kind of accident you don’t want to see, the kind you hope you can forget.

She saw it, and afterward she wanted to get as far away from it as she could. She came to me. I was working late and I heard the hallway door open, heard her footsteps cross the emptiness of the outer office, and then she was standing in my doorway. She’s tall, and the long overcoat she wore only emphasized her height. The coat had snowflakes melting on the shoulders. It was open, and the blouse she had on underneath was unbuttoned at the neck. The fingers of her right hand worried over the blue beads at her throat. That was her only movement; the rest of her stood still.

I knew her well enough to know something was wrong. Her face was pale, and her hair—black and shiny as a raven’s wing—fell loose around it. I got up from my desk and went to her, and her stillness as I approached made  me leery of touching her. I started to lay a palm on her shoulder, then drew it back.

Snow fell lazily outside my office window. We stood together for a long while, and I didn’t ask her anything. I waited for her to tell me, and she did. She told me all of it, everything she had seen. The words poured out of her in a relentless stream. Her fingers on the glass beads counted off each terrible detail.

When she was done, she turned her face away from me. Shyly. Almost awkwardly. And awkwardly I stepped back and, not knowing what else to do, offered to pour her a drink from the bottle of Scotch I keep in the deep drawer of the desk.

She didn’t want a drink.

I watched her shed her overcoat and fold it over the back of a chair. Watched her close the distance between us, her eyes steady on mine. She kept them open when she kissed me; they were the same blue as the glass beads. The first kiss was slow and lingering and deliberate. We both knew what it was: an act of defiance. It’s human nature. We look on death and we rebel; we want to prove to ourselves that we’re alive.

These thoughts passed through my mind, but I didn’t have time to dwell on them. The second kiss was harder and more eager. I felt her hands move over my shoulders to the back of my neck, felt her fingers twist into my hair. She pressed herself against me and we held on to each other, and I could feel the heat of her, the vitality, the coiled energy of her body.

 

 

THERE’S A LIMIT to how much of this memory I intend to share, and I think we’ve reached it. The rest is hers and mine and no one else’s. But that’s where the necklace came from, the one I keep in my office. Elizabeth left it behind that night.

I’m telling you this for a reason. It has to do with motives.

If you took that necklace to a jeweler, he’d say it wasn’t worth anything. The beads are only glass, and they’re held together by a string. And on some level I know that’s true.

But I also know that if a thief tried to take those beads away from me, I’d do everything in my power to stop him. I wouldn’t hesitate to kill him, if that’s what it took.

 

 

THIS STORY I have to tell—it’s not about a necklace. But it is about the motives people have for killing one another. That’s a subject I know something about, not least because I’m an editor and people send me stories about killers all the time. My name is David Loogan. Most of the manuscripts that come to me are awful, but some of them have promise. I find the best ones and polish them up and publish them in a mystery magazine called Gray Streets.

Maybe it’s not surprising, then, that my part in this story begins with a manuscript.

The facts are simple enough. I found it on a Wednesday evening in mid-July, in the hallway outside my office. That’s not unusual. Local authors leave manuscripts out there more often than you’d think.

This one was different, though. It came in a plain, unmarked envelope and amounted to fewer than ten pages. It was the story of three murders, two already committed, one yet to come. And it wasn’t fiction.

There was no signature or byline. The man who wrote the story didn’t want to give himself away. He had typed it on a computer and printed it out in a copy shop. Of course, I didn’t know that at the time. Elizabeth discovered it later.

When I turned the manuscript over to her, I had an outside hope that it might yield some useful piece of physical evidence. Crime labs can do wonders now with hairs and fibers, with DNA. I thought there might be fingerprints on the pages, other than my own. But when she sent the manuscript to the lab, it was a dead end. It rendered up no secrets—nothing to tell her who wrote it or what his motives were.

If you want to know the answers to those questions, we’ll have to go back. Back before that day in mid-July. We’ll have to put aside the usual rules,  because this is a story that doesn’t want to follow them. It has its own ideas. Although it’s mine, and Elizabeth’s too, it doesn’t really begin with us. It begins in northern Michigan, in the city of Sault Sainte Marie. It begins in a hotel room.

It begins with a notebook.




 CHAPTER 1

The notebook is a simple thing, but elegant. Lined pages bound with thread between soft black covers. Small enough to fit in a pocket. Vincent van Gogh made sketches in a notebook like this. Ernest Hemingway jotted lines of terse dialogue in Parisian cafés.

Anthony Lark uses his to make a list.

Three names, in rich black ink. Henry Kormoran. Sutton Bell. Terry Dawtrey. The letters flow gracefully. The pen is a Waterman, an heirloom from Lark’s father.

Kormoran and Bell should be relatively easy. Both of them live in Ann Arbor—Kormoran in an apartment, Bell in a modest house with a wife and daughter. The wife and daughter complicate things, but on the whole Lark is unconcerned. He can manage Kormoran and Bell.

Dawtrey is another story. He’s serving a thirty-year sentence at Kinross Prison, twenty miles south of Sault Sainte Marie.

 

 

LARK LEFT his notebook on the hotel bed and padded barefoot to the ice machine down the hall. He caught ice chips in a plastic bag, just a handful, enough to soothe his brow. The headaches had been coming more frequently.

He had been fine this afternoon when he drove past the gates of Kinross Prison. He didn’t know what he expected to see, maybe something like a fortress. Tall buildings of stone. Ramparts and buttresses. Lofty walls with turrets for the guards.

The reality was less impressive. There were a few broad buildings of homely tan brick. The sun cast the shadows of the guardtowers across the yard. Two high chain-link fences, topped with razor wire, surrounded everything.

Lark had been raised in a working-class neighborhood in Dearborn, on the outskirts of Detroit. Take away the towers and the fences, and he might have been looking at his old high school.

Still, the fences and towers would be enough to keep him from Terry Dawtrey. In theory, he could make a go of it, if a dozen things went his way. He could acquire a high-powered rifle. He could find some cover in the flat, featureless land that surrounded the prison. Dawtrey could walk out to the front gate with a target painted on his chest.

Lark pondered the problem in his hotel room, lying against the pillows with the ice pressed to his forehead. There was another alternative. He could find some pretext for a visit to Dawtrey. He could walk through the gate, submit to a search. They would lead him to a room with bland cinder-block walls. A common room with lots of tables, full of convicts’ wives and their restless children. He would sit at a table across from Dawtrey. There would be no glass between them, not like in the movies. He would have no weapon, but he would only need something sharp—a stem broken off from a pair of eyeglasses. It could be done.

But there would be no going out again past the guards. It would be a oneway trip.

A hard problem. He needed to consider it some more. He pressed the power button on the television remote and flipped through the channels. Cop shows, infomercials, cable news. He wasn’t really looking for the woman, but he found her on CNN. Sometimes it happened that way. She was at a podium with a crowd around her. Young people holding up signs. She had as much of a tan as you could get, living in the state of Michigan. She had hair like black silk and wore it in a short, stylish cut.

He had the sound muted, so he didn’t hear what she was saying, but it hardly mattered. She smiled, and the people applauded and waved their signs. The smile was wondrous. Without it, she could seem stern, aloof.  With it, she was joyous and mischievous at the same time. He remembered something he’d heard once: That smile alone should be worth ten points at the polls.

Watching her helped. The ice helped too. It cooled the ache behind his brow. He was tempted to check out in the morning and drive south to Ann Arbor. That was what most people would do. Take the easier way. Deal with Kormoran and Bell. Save Dawtrey for last. Put off confronting the problem. But that’s not the way he was raised.

Always do the hardest thing first, his father used to say.

 

 

THE NEXT NIGHT, Anthony Lark found himself in a town called Brimley on the shore of Whitefish Bay, sixteen miles southwest of Sault Sainte Marie. He ate dinner at the Cozy Inn, a restaurant that catered to tourists. He sat at a table in a corner and kept his eyes on an old man who had settled in on a stool at the bar.

Lark knew there were Chippewa Indians in Brimley. They ran the Bay Mills Casino, the area’s main attraction. The old man at the bar looked like he had Chippewa blood. He had a weathered face marked with deep vertical lines, the kind of face you might find carved into the side of a cliff. He had a compact frame and limbs that might once have been sturdy and thick—before time diminished them.

Lark knew the man’s name. He had found it in the Brimley telephone directory. He had written it in his notebook with his Waterman pen.

The man lived in a cabin not far from the shore of Lake Superior. A wooden shanty, really, one of a score of cabins scattered in the woods, with a warren of unpaved lanes running between them. It would be a pleasant place to live now, in the summer, in the dense shade of old birch trees. In the winter, Lark thought, it would be hell.

He had spent an hour in the cabin around midday; he had found a key under a wooden bucket on the porch. The old man had been away at work. A drawer full of pay stubs told the tale: he had a job at the casino, probably on the cleaning crew. His wages were pitiful.

The cabin had a cramped living room, a small kitchen, a smaller bath. No bedroom, just a fold-out sofa bed. A bare minimum of possessions. The medicine cabinet over the bathroom sink held a straight razor, a toothbrush, toothpaste. The furnishings of the living room included a TV set with rabbit ears and a wall calendar illustrated with watercolor sparrows. Lark leafed through the pages. Someone had written the letter “T” on every other Saturday.

A framed photograph hung next to the calendar: a school picture of a boy fourteen or fifteen years old.

A ringing telephone startled Lark as he studied the photo. He followed the sound to the kitchen, where a battered beige phone sat on the counter beside a primitive-looking answering machine. The tape in the machine began to turn, the old man’s outgoing message. Then a beep and a woman’s voice, rough with cigarette smoke.

“Charlie, are you there?” she said. A pause. “Maybe I’ll see you at the Cozy later.”

When the old man got home from work, Lark was sitting in his Chevy a little distance down the lane. He watched the man step down from the cab of a pickup and trudge to the cabin door. He might have done it then, might have simply followed the man inside, but it seemed too abrupt somehow. And it was still daylight. Better to do it after dark.

Lark drove to the Cozy Inn and had a leisurely dinner—fish caught from the bay, french fries, coleslaw. He had brought a newspaper with him from Sault Sainte Marie, and after the waitress cleared his plate away he started reading the front page. She brought him the bill and he gave her a sizable tip and after that she left him alone.

The old man came in at eight and took up his position at the bar. He drank shots of Irish whiskey and mugs of beer. By ten o’clock most of the tourists had left and the locals began to fill the place with raucous voices and laughter. At eleven a woman came in wearing a leather skirt and a knitted blouse. Hair dyed black. Fifty-five years old, Lark thought, hoping to pass for forty.

“There you are, Charlie,” she said to the old man.

“Madelyn, you vixen,” he said, patting the stool beside him.

As Lark watched them from the corner—Madelyn producing a cigarette from a beaded purse, Charlie lighting it with a Zippo—he wished that he were done. He should have taken care of things at the cabin. He felt a headache coming on and took a pill (Imitrex) from a small tin that once held breath mints. He didn’t expect the pill to work. He could feel the pain creeping into the space behind his eyes, curling and twisting like the smoke of Madelyn’s cigarette.

A voice in his mind said, The headaches are a symptom. His doctor’s voice. It was something his doctor had told him again and again.

The trouble started near midnight. Lark had a beer in front of him that he’d been nursing for an hour. He watched a crowd of young people heading for the exit. Clean-cut, well-dressed—dealers from the casino, if he had to guess. The last of them held the door for a brawny man heading in.

That one’s not a dealer, Lark thought. A laborer or a fisherman maybe.

Madelyn knew him. She got up and met him halfway across the room.

“Kyle, my love,” she said carelessly.

He was a younger man, maybe forty—the age she was pretending to be. He wore denim work clothes and heavy canvas boots. She led him to the bar, ordered him a drink. She chattered away at him, her hands brushing his collar or resting on his arm. She had the nervous energy of a woman caught where she shouldn’t be.

The old man, Charlie, sat forgotten beside her, his face souring as the minutes passed. The other patrons at the bar seemed to lean away from the three of them, as if they sensed what was going to happen.

Lark watched it from his corner table. Charlie putting a hand on the back of Madelyn’s neck. A proprietary gesture. Madelyn turning to shoot him a look. Kyle, hunched over his glass, doing his best to ignore what was happening, until he couldn’t ignore it any longer.

Kyle got to his feet, and Charlie followed. Madelyn made a halfhearted effort to get between them, but Kyle pushed her gently aside.

Lark knew that the quickest way to win a fight was to break the other guy’s nose. A broken nose puts a man down, takes all the struggle out of him.  Charlie knew it too. He made a fist of his right hand and jabbed at the bigger man’s face.

Kyle saw it coming and ducked down to catch the punch on his forehead.

The bones of the hand are delicate, the bones of the skull less so. Charlie drew his fist back with a cry. Kyle shook his head to clear it, then stepped forward casually and scuffed a work boot over the wooden floorboards, sweeping the old man’s legs out from under him. Charlie landed on his backside and on his wounded hand, howling and curling up on the floor.

Kyle reached behind him for his glass, drained it, and headed for the door, beckoning for Madelyn to follow. She glared at him and growled, “Damn it, Kyle,” but she went with him after only the briefest of glances at the old man.

Lark left the bar a few minutes later. By then some of the locals had helped Charlie up onto his stool and wrapped a handkerchief around his knuckles and set him up with another beer.

 

 

DARK UNDER THE BIRCH TREES. Lark found the cabin again, drove past it, and parked at the side of the lane. He cut the Chevy’s engine and waited. A tire iron lay on the seat beside him.

Charlie’s pickup truck appeared at one in the morning, rolling to a stop on the lawn. The old man stumbled up the stone-paved walk and went inside. Lark got out of his car with the tire iron, crossed to the porch, and retrieved the key from underneath the wooden bucket.

The door squeaked on its hinges when he opened it, but not enough to catch the old man’s attention. In fact, when Lark stepped into the cabin, the old man was nowhere to be seen. A table lamp cast its glow over the sofa and the television. Over a pair of worn shoes abandoned on the carpet.

Lark saw the lamp reflected in the dark glass of the window behind the sofa and quickly crossed the room to draw the curtains. As he stood by the window he heard the rush of water running, and without thinking he vaulted the sofa and pressed himself against the wall beside the bathroom door.

With the tire iron raised in his right hand, he waited for the door to open. A minute passed, then two. From his earlier visit he knew that the window  in the bathroom was a frosted square too small for a man to climb through. Charlie must be waiting on the other side of the door.

Lark said, “You may as well come out. How did you know I was here?”

A brief delay, and then the old man’s voice came through. “You stomp around like an elephant. Who are you? A friend of Scudder’s?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Kyle Scudder. You’re one of his pals?”

“No, but I saw what he did to you at the bar. You should have your hand looked at. I can help you.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“I know some first aid.”

“I don’t need your help. You clear out, before I call the cops.”

“The phone’s out here.”

“I’ve got a cell.”

Lark looked around at the ragged sofa, the threadbare carpet, the wornout shoes.

“I don’t think so,” he said.

He could hear faint sounds through the door. The old man’s breathing. The medicine cabinet being opened, then softly closed.

“All right, I’m coming out.”

Lark lowered the tire iron and stepped in front of the door, pivoting so that his right shoulder faced it. He braced his feet, waited for the knob to turn, and hit the door with everything he had.




 CHAPTER 2

The razor won’t do you any good,” Lark said.

“Fuck you.”

The old man sat on the floor where he had fallen, his back against the vanity of the sink, the straight razor from the medicine cabinet clutched in his left hand. His right hand, still wrapped in a handkerchief, came up to wipe the blood that ran over his upper lip.

“Your nose is broken,” Lark said.

“I’ve had it broken before,” said the old man, his speech distorted only a little, like someone talking through thick glass.

“Ice might help.”

“Fuck you.”

“Leave the razor and come out,” said Lark, “and I’ll get you some ice.”

He backed out of the doorway and watched as the old man laid the razor on the floor and pulled himself up the vanity and to his feet. The man swatted away the hand Lark offered and made his way to the sofa, where he fell back against the cushions and pressed the heel of his left hand gingerly against his nostrils.

Lark kept an eye on him from the kitchen. He laid the tire iron on the seat of a kitchen chair and took an ice tray from the freezer, a pair of dish towels from a drawer. He piled it all on the chair and carried the chair into the living room.

He bundled some ice cubes in a towel and the old man accepted them  without a word, laying the bundle against the side of his nose. Lark filled the second towel and pressed it against his own forehead.

“What’s wrong with you?” the old man asked.

“I get headaches.”

The old man’s laugh sounded half like a groan. “That’s a damn shame.”

“It’s a symptom,” Lark said absently, and then a thought occurred to him. He had settled into the chair with the tire iron across his lap, but now he rose and put the iron and the towel on the floor and dug his notebook from his pocket.

He found the page he wanted and held it a foot away from the old man’s eyes. “Tell me what you see,” he said.

Twisted strands of iron-gray hair hung over the old man’s brow. His eyes squinted. “That’s my name.”

“Is there anything odd about it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is it moving?”

“What are you talking about?”

“What color would you say it is?”

“Is this a joke? It’s written in black.”

Lark turned the notebook around and read the name. Charlie Dawtrey. “Yes, the ink is black. I know that. Intellectually. But the words seem red to me. They don’t seem red to you?”

The old man’s eyelids fluttered. “God in heaven.”

“They don’t ripple, like they’re floating on water? They don’t expand and contract, like they’re breathing?”

“God in heaven. I’m talking to a crazy man.”

“I’m not crazy,” Lark said, turning back a page. “What about these names?”

He watched the old man’s eyes move down the list. Henry Kormoran. Sutton Bell. Terry Dawtrey.

“That’s my son. My son and two of his no-good friends.”

“But you don’t see the letters breathing?”

“Is this about my son?”

Lark closed the notebook and slipped it into his pocket. “Are you close to your son?”

“Not for a long time.”

“If something happened to you, would it matter to him?”

“What’s this about?”

“Would he mourn, if you were gone?”

“What do you want here?”

A dull ache wound itself in a figure eight behind Lark’s brow. He returned to the chair and reached for the towel-wrapped ice.

“I want you to answer my question,” he said. “I think if you were gone, it would affect him. He would mourn your passing.”

The old man sat forward slowly. His ice pack lay neglected on the sofa cushion beside him. His nose had stopped bleeding.

He said, “Mister, if you think you can get to my son by hurting me, you’ve gone off the rails. No one’s going to care much when I’m gone, least of all Terry.”

“You haven’t kept in touch with him?”

“He’s been in prison the last sixteen years. I gave up on him, and he gave up on me, a long time back.”

“You never go to see him?”

“Not anymore. So why don’t you clear out now, and take whatever grudge you’ve got with you.”

“I don’t have a grudge.”

“You’re wasting your time.”

“I don’t think so. You have a sparrow calendar.”

The old man brushed iron-gray hair out of his eyes. “What?”

“There’s providence in the fall of a sparrow. I’m pretty sure that’s in the Bible.”

“Oh Lord, you’ve gone crazy again.”

“I’m not crazy. That line about the sparrow—it means we’re all part of a bigger plan. You shouldn’t be afraid of playing your part. You shouldn’t lie to get out of it.”

“I haven’t lied to you.”

The towel was damp against Lark’s brow. He felt a drop of icy water roll along the bridge of his nose and onto his cheek.

“You have a sparrow calendar,” he said again. “Every other Saturday is marked with a ‘T.’ Short for ‘Terry.’ You’re still close to him. You visit him at the prison every other Saturday.”

The old man didn’t try to deny it. He flexed the fingers of his swollen right hand. His eyes settled on Lark’s.

“You don’t look good. How’s your head?”

Lark shrugged the question away.

“Maybe it’s trying to tell you something,” the old man said.

The pain traced its figure eight. The ice helped, but not enough.

“The headaches are just a symptom,” said Lark. “I’ll have them until I deal with the underlying problem.”

“Is that what you’re doing? You imagine killing me is going to solve all your problems?”

“It’s all I can think of.”

The old man shook his head sadly. “Look, mister, you don’t want to do this.”

“The truth is, I don’t. If there were another way, I’d try it. But they’ve got fences at the prison, and towers. This is the only way I can get at him.”

The old man’s eyes fell shut and a jagged breath escaped him. When he spoke, his voice was a whisper.

“The men in that prison are animals. Terry’s been in there sixteen years. Do you think there’s anything you can do to him that hasn’t been done? Do you think you’re going to make him suffer, by killing me?”

Lark drew the towel away from his brow, dropped it to the floor. A cube of ice skipped quietly over the carpet.

“It doesn’t matter if he suffers,” Lark said. “The point is, they’re going to let him out. That’s how it works, isn’t it? Just for a few hours.”

The tire iron lay at Lark’s feet. He bent to pick it up.

“I can’t get through the fences, or past the towers. But I think they’ll let him out. He’ll be at your funeral.”




 CHAPTER 3

Doesn’t matter how you get there, Lark’s father used to say. Just so long as you get there.

Thomas Lark spent thirty years building Mustangs at the Dearborn Assembly Plant on the Rouge River. After the first few months the job lost all its appeal, but he clung to it anyway, because he only wanted a few modest things—a wife and a family and maybe a fishing boat—and it didn’t matter how he got them as long as he got them.

So he stayed on, weathering layoffs and buyouts, and he found a wife—Helen, a kindergarten teacher. They had a son, Anthony. And Thomas Lark bought four boats over the years, starting with a small aluminum skiff, ending with a twenty-four-foot fiberglass runabout. His three decades on the assembly line earned him two years of retirement before a valve in his heart gave out and he collapsed on a dock one fine spring morning an hour before sunrise.

Helen Lark, who had spent her days teaching children their letters and numbers, never complained about the equation of her husband’s life: thirty years in exchange for two. When Anthony Lark wept at his father’s funeral, she drew him close and did her best to comfort him. Then she took him by the shoulders and said, “Promise me you’ll use the time you’re given.”

He thought of her on the morning after his encounter with Charlie Dawtrey, and though he would have liked to sleep the day away he decided it wouldn’t be right. He had a few days, at least, until Dawtrey’s funeral, but there were preparations he needed to make.

He took a long drive south through mild June heat, crossing over the  Mackinac Bridge around midmorning—Lake Michigan on his right, Lake Huron on his left. He kept on driving, first to the town of Grayling on the Au Sable River, then west to Traverse City. At a sporting-goods store on Front Street he bought a Remington hunting rifle, a scope, and a box of 30-06 cartridges. He ate lunch in a park by the water and watched the sailboats out on the bay.

He drove back to Grayling in the afternoon and got on I-75 heading north. When he saw an exit that looked like it wouldn’t lead much of anywhere, he got off the interstate and drifted along until he found an unpaved road that took him through bramble fields and past an abandoned grain silo.

Three miles after the silo, he pulled over to the side of the road and got the rifle out of the trunk. He mounted the scope, loaded the magazine, and fired into a stand of trees thirty yards from the roadside. The first shot chipped bark from a sickly looking ash and shocked a pair of crows into the sky—a reckless flutter of black wings against the blue. He took a few more practice shots, returned the rifle to the trunk, and drove back to I-75.

The next day he made some calls from his hotel room and found the funeral home handling the arrangements for Charlie Dawtrey. A mass would be held at Saint Joseph’s in Sault Sainte Marie. The burial would be directly after at a local cemetery. The date for the funeral was July eighth, still a week and a half away. He took some encouragement from that. The family would need time to arrange to have Terry Dawtrey attend.

The days passed slowly, but Lark didn’t mind. Sometimes in the evenings he flipped through the channels and managed to find the woman with the wondrous smile. He watched her with the sound down and his headaches stayed away from him.

If he couldn’t find her, he could always read. He had some paperback novels with him—Dennis Lehane and Michael Connelly—and several copies of a mystery magazine called Gray Streets.

He had an affinity for crime stories because the language tended to be simple, the sentence structure straightforward. The words stayed put on the page—not like the names he had written in his notebook, which still seemed to float and breathe in a way that made him uncomfortable.

There was a term for his condition; his doctor had told him all about it. Synesthesia. A confusion of the senses. A rare affliction that manifested itself differently in different people. Some experienced sounds as having color. Some associated textures with emotions. In Lark’s case, written words were endowed with color and movement.

Ornate language tended to unsettle him. Passages from nineteenth-century novels might glow like hot coals or squirm like heaps of snakes. In fact, he tried not to read anything written before the First World War. Hemingway made a good cutoff point. Hemingway’s sentences were a nice deep blue, and they mostly held still, like stalks of wheat on a windless day.

Novels from the 1950s and ’60s were generally safe. Kurt Vonnegut wrote comfortable blue-green prose that moved patiently, like a slow upward escalator. Joseph Heller was a different story. Heller’s characters rarely came out and said anything: instead they “cried heatedly,” they “declared jubilantly,” they “whispered cautioningly.” All those adverbs made it impossible for Lark to get through Catch-22. For Lark, adverbs buzzed like static on a television screen or swarmed like marching ants.

Mystery novels rarely gave him any trouble. A wisecracking first-person narrative flowed reassuringly, a stream of cool green letters. So mysteries and newspaper stories occupied Lark’s days as he waited for the funeral of Charlie Dawtrey.

Dawtrey’s death was all over the papers. The early stories hinted at progress. The sheriff of Chippewa County believed there could soon be a break in the case. Then a headline announced that an arrest had been made: Kyle Scudder.

The development caught Lark off guard, though he told himself he should have anticipated it. Scudder had been in a fight with Charlie Dawtrey on the night of the old man’s death. He had knocked Dawtrey to the floor in front of a barroom full of witnesses.

In the days after he read the headline, Lark filled several pages of his notebook, writing a summary of his encounter with Charlie Dawtrey. He thought at first that he should go into reasons and motives, but when he did, the sentences were black (not a good black) and bristly and grainy. They trembled  on the page until he scratched through them and decided he would stick to the facts.

It crossed his mind that he could send his account to Kyle Scudder’s lawyer and spare an innocent man from being put on trial for murder. But in the big scheme of things it seemed unimportant. He didn’t feel any responsibility toward Scudder.

There’s no justice in the world, his father used to say.

But Lark felt strongly that he needed to lay claim to the death of Charlie Dawtrey. We all need to own our actions, he thought. Otherwise no one will ever know us. That bit of wisdom never came from his father. It was something his doctor was fond of saying.

We all want to be known. We all want to be seen for who we really are.

 

 

THE SUN GLOWED on the copper spire of Saint Joseph’s Church. The bell in the tower struck ten and Anthony Lark listened from his Chevy in the lot across the street. He could see the vestibule standing open, a pair of heavy oaken doors swung wide.

Dozens of mourners had already gone inside, far more than Lark had anticipated. He had thought of Charlie Dawtrey as a man with a single son, but now he supposed there must be other children, a whole extended family. Lark watched them ascend the granite steps of the church.

The woman from the Cozy Inn—Madelyn—arrived late. She had a teenaged boy with her, the one whose photograph hung on the wall of Dawtrey’s cottage.

Lark saw them pass inside, and then he watched a sheriff’s cruiser draw up in front of the granite steps. A stocky deputy with curly hair stepped out on the driver’s side and walked around the front of the car, looking up and down the street. A second deputy—younger, slimmer—opened the rear passenger door and hauled out Terry Dawtrey.

Dawtrey wore a gray suit that hung loosely on him, no tie. His dark hair was shaved down to stubble. His hands were clasped in front of him. A glint of sunlight caught the circlet of a handcuff on his wrist.

Shackles on his ankles too. He hobbled sideways up the steps, one deputy  close at his elbow, the other watching the street. When the three had disappeared into the vestibule, Lark started his car and rolled out of the lot heading west.

 

 

WHITELEAF CEMETERY LAY at the foot of a hill studded with pines. Lark walked among the trees carrying his rifle in a rolled-up blanket. He had left his car a quarter mile back, on the side of a road that bordered the cemetery. He thought it would be all right. He had spotted another car parked nearby, a rusty Camaro half on the gravel and half in the weeds by the roadside.

Lark found the spot he had picked out the day before, a smooth piece of ground in the shade of a white pine that offered a vantage on the cemetery below.

The better part of an hour passed before the first cars arrived. Lark observed them from the ridge of the hill, where he sat with the rifle lying across his knees. As he waited for the sheriff’s cruiser, he had the sudden panicked thought that he had made a mistake. Maybe the deputies wouldn’t bring Terry Dawtrey here, maybe the service at the church was all that he would get.

Lark watched the pallbearers gather at the rear of the hearse. A blacksuited funeral director arranged them on either side and they drew out the casket. Still no sign of the cruiser, and Lark thought seriously about lighting out for his car. He could find the cruiser on its route back to Kinross Prison and run it off the road. It might not be too late.

The priest from Saint Joseph’s stood at the graveside, a small group of mourners around him. Madelyn stood a little apart, in a dark blouse and a long skirt. The boy from the photograph leaned against her.

The pallbearers delivered the casket. The priest opened his Bible. And the sheriff’s cruiser, at last, rumbled slowly over the gravel of the parking lot.

By the time Terry Dawtrey shuffled across the cemetery lawn, flanked by a deputy on either side, Lark had positioned himself under the boughs of the white pine. He lay on his stomach, the butt of the rifle at his shoulder, elbows  and toes nestled in soft bowls of pine needles. Through the scope he followed Dawtrey’s progress across the lawn, but the stocky deputy obscured his shot.

Lark rested his rifle on the ground. The deputies led Dawtrey to the far side of the grave, away from the other mourners. The priest began to speak, but his words came to Lark only indistinctly. Lark let his gaze wander over the lines of headstones. Only a few looked as if they had been tended. A plastic vase stood before one of them, filled with roses and fern.

Lark’s eyes trailed along the lines of stones and then jumped to the cemetery fence: pillars of cast concrete set at intervals with black iron bars running between them.

Part of the fence cut across the slope of the hill beneath him, and someone had tied a strip of yellow cloth to one of the bars. The ends fluttered in a mild wind.

The priest kept things brief, and when Lark focused again on the ceremony the funeral director was working his discreet magic, pressing a button to lower the casket into the grave.

Some of the mourners went forward to reach into a mound of earth and cast handfuls of it onto the casket. Madelyn and the boy were among them. When the crowd began to disperse, the deputies led Terry Dawtrey to the mound so he could repeat the ritual, digging into the earth with his two cuffed hands, letting it drift through his fingers like dark rain.

Afterward, Terry Dawtrey huddled together with the two deputies. A moment later they separated. Lark brought the rifle to his shoulder and watched Dawtrey begin to walk along a path leading away from the remnants of the crowd, with the slim deputy following at a respectful distance. The stocky deputy went to have a word with the priest.

Lark peered through the scope and saw Dawtrey’s scuffed black shoes and the chains of the shackles skittering along the path. The scope trailed up and the crosshairs passed over Dawtrey’s laced fingers and the silver rings of the handcuffs. It trailed farther until the circle framed his face. Eyes intense, searching.

Lark pulled back from the scope and took in the larger scene: Dawtrey hobbling toward the grave with the vase of roses in front of it, each step bringing him closer to Lark’s position. The slim deputy now several yards behind.

He looked again through the scope, at Dawtrey’s bowed head, at the weary set of his shoulders. He put the crosshairs on Dawtrey’s chest, a patch of white shirt between the lapels of the jacket. His finger tensed on the trigger.

A sharp series of pops broke the quiet—rapid like machine-gun fire. Lark jerked back from the scope and looked to his left to find the source of the sound. Sparks flashed in the distance, shooting up from the gravel of the cemetery parking lot. A pair of boys, laughing, danced back from the sparks. Cutoff jeans and tennis shoes. Open shirts revealing skinny, tanned torsos. Sixteen years old, seventeen at the outside. One of them set the flame of a lighter to a fuse and tossed something onto the gravel, and another series of pops lit up the air.

Lark turned back to the scene on the cemetery lawn in time to see Terry Dawtrey squatting by the vase of roses, plucking something from the grass. Then the fingers of Dawtrey’s right hand touched each of his ankles in turn, and the shackles fell away onto the path. He shot up like a sprinter out of the block—no sign of hunched shoulders or weariness now. He touched right hand to left wrist, left hand to right wrist, and the circles of the handcuffs dropped into the grass. His arms pumped and he made straight for the strip of yellow cloth tied to the fence.

Lark put his eye to the scope of the rifle, wobbled the crosshairs to Dawtrey’s chest, and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. He drew back from the scope and shook the rifle as if that might solve the problem. Divided his attention now between the rifle and the scene below. Dawtrey closing on the fence. The two boys in cutoffs climbing onto bicycles and making their escape. Scattered mourners looking from Dawtrey to the parking lot and back. The stocky deputy pushing the priest aside, jogging past the mourners.

The thin deputy tearing along the path after Dawtrey, drawing his pistol from the holster on his belt.

Lark worked the bolt of the rifle and the useless cartridge flipped through the air and landed soft in the pine needles. Down below, Terry Dawtrey  reached the fence and leapt up to catch the high horizontal bar with two hands. The slim deputy shouted for him to stop.

Dawtrey scrambled over the fence, landing awkwardly and pitching sideways into the slope of the hill. Clawing the wild grass to regain his feet. The deputy behind him, shouting through the fence.

The butt of the rifle against Lark’s shoulder and the crosshairs on the open collar of Dawtrey’s white shirt. As Lark began to squeeze the trigger, Dawtrey’s chin tipped upward and a red-black spot appeared in the hollow at the base of his throat.

The sound of the gunshot reached Lark and he squeezed reflexively and the rifle fired just as Dawtrey dropped to his knees on the slope. The bullet passed harmless over his shoulder. Lark let the rifle touch the ground and looked down at the slim deputy standing with his pistol between the bars of the fence. Smoke rising from the muzzle. Lark could hear the deputy’s curse traveling up the hillside, could see the man’s face turn away in an ugly grimace. Could see him jam the pistol angrily into his holster.

Dawtrey lay moveless in the grass, the top of his stubbled head no more than twenty yards down the slope. Lark, on knees and elbows, retreated from the ridge of the hill, dragging the rifle with him. A babel of voices below. The stocky deputy shouting orders.

Lark stayed low until he was well back from the ridge. Then he wrapped the rifle in the blanket and started walking back to his car.

 

 

THAT EVENING the shooting led the news. The notorious Terry Dawtrey gunned down by a sheriff’s deputy in the course of an attempt to escape. Lark watched the coverage from his hotel bed. A bag of melting ice forgotten, his headache only a distant rumor.

The woman with the wondrous smile turned up on one of the stations. A reporter called to her from a crowd, asked for her reaction to Dawtrey’s death. But she shook her head somberly and gave no comment.

At midnight Lark switched off the television and reached for his notebook. He found an empty page and used his Waterman pen to sketch an outline of the day’s events—because we all need to own our actions.

Around one o’clock the notebook tipped forward onto his chest. He blinked out of a doze and turned onto his side, found the pen where it had rolled onto the bedspread. He paged back through the notebook until he came to his list: Henry Kormoran. Sutton Bell. Terry Dawtrey. The red letters breathed on the page. Kormoran and Bell were living in Ann Arbor. Lark would let himself sleep late in the morning, and then he would drive down and find them.

After a moment’s hesitation he drew a line through Dawtrey’s name. He felt entitled, even though things hadn’t gone exactly as planned.

He had wanted the man dead, and the man was dead. It didn’t matter how you got there, just so long as you got there.




 CHAPTER 4

Here’s what I remember about that day. Wednesday, July fifteenth.

The day the manuscript came to me.

I was in my office at Gray Streets, editing a story. My cell phone hummed at six-thirty in the evening, creeping along the surface of my desk. I left it alone for a moment, searched for a particular page, and wrote a sentence in the margin. Then I picked up the phone and saw Elizabeth’s name on the display. I flipped it open.

“Lizzie,” I said. “How would you spell ‘wrassling’?”

The question didn’t faze her. “Like ‘wrestling,’ only with an a.”

“I tried that, but it didn’t look right. Now I’ve got it with two s’s.”

She thought it over. “That’s vulgar,” she said. “And colloquial.”

I swiveled my chair, propped my feet on the windowsill, and said in my most serious tone, “What are you wearing?”

I knew the answer. I’d seen her that morning when she left the house. She had on slacks the color of her raven hair, and a simple white blouse. And a necklace of glass beads—a mate to the one draped over the arm of my desk lamp, but in green rather than blue. Glass-bead necklaces are the only jewelry she ever wears. Her daughter makes them.

Elizabeth chuckled at my question. “This isn’t that kind of call, David. I wanted to let you know I’ll be late tonight. Business.”

“Not the book thieves again.”

“Not them. Worse. A body in an apartment on Linden Street. Looks like it’s been there a while.”

“Homicide?”

“Strangled with a cord, is what I hear. Carter’s already there. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

“I’ll wait up.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I will anyway. Be careful.”

We said good-bye and I closed the phone, but it buzzed again before I could put it down.

I opened it. “I’m not here.”

“I can see your feet in the window,” Bridget Shellcross said. “Why don’t you come down. I’ve ordered two gimlets.”

“You’re the boss.”

I closed the window and gathered the pages of the story I’d been working on, sliding them into a folder.

On my way through the outer office I passed a stack of envelopes on the reception desk. Manuscripts from hopeful authors. I left them there. In the hall I turned to lock the door and my gaze fell briefly on the black letters on the pebbled glass: GRAY STREETS. DAVID LOOGAN, EDITOR.

I nearly missed the envelope in the hall, propped beside the door frame. It looked like just another manuscript. I picked it up and tucked it under my arm with the folder.

Down the stairs, five flights, through the lobby, out onto the street, and the sea of humanity was like something from a Third World capital.

Every July, over the course of four days, half a million people pass through the streets of downtown Ann Arbor. They look like tourists in a foreign city, and like tourists they’re here mostly to eat and shop. Hamburgers and pizza, kabobs and funnel cakes. Sculptures and paintings and handmade jewelry. The Ann Arbor Art Fair. Half a million people, and most of them seemed to be milling around between me and Bridget Shellcross, who had somehow secured a table across the street in front of Café Felix.

When I reached her she rose and kissed me on the cheek. She had to stand on tiptoe to manage it. Bridget is something over five feet tall, and the something is roughly the thickness of a blade of grass. She wears her brown  hair short and artfully disheveled, and though she tends to dress in black, today it was an ivory-colored blouse and a burgundy skirt.

Bridget is a mystery writer, and a few months back she became the publisher of Gray Streets after buying the magazine from the widow of the previous owner. She lets me run things as I see fit. About the only time I see her is when we get together for a drink.

I dropped my envelope and folder on the table and we sat, and I asked her how she would spell “wrassling.”

A sip from her vodka gimlet—there was another in front of me, but I didn’t touch it—and she said, “I’d need to know the context.”

I opened the folder and handed her the story I’d been editing. “Page six, in the margin,” I said. She found it and read it silently. I knew it by heart.

The phone rang and when I answered it a voice told me to hold the line, and I held it like a Cuban fisherman wrassling a marlin.



She laughed, but not so much that she was in danger of spilling her drink.

“This is Fletcher’s new story?” she asked me.

“Yes. He thinks he’s the next Raymond Chandler. Leans heavily on the similes, so I figured one more wouldn’t hurt.”

Bridget flipped through the pages. “You’ve done a lot of tinkering with this.”

“I have a theory about editing. You can do anything you want with a manuscript, you can rewrite it line by line, as long as your handwriting is very small and very neat. If the pages look tidy, the author’ll go along.”

“That’s your theory?”

“It helps if the publisher backs you up.”

“Don’t drag me into this.”

I took the pages back from her. “You think Fletcher will object?”

“I imagine he’ll scream bloody murder, but I’ve never met the man. Do what you want. If he doesn’t like it, he can send it to Ellery Queen. See how far he gets with them.”

The waitress from Café Felix had been waiting for a break in our conversation. Now she asked me if there was a problem with my vodka gimlet.

“It’s fine,” I told her. “But it seems to have lost its way.” I slid it over in front of Bridget, who surrendered her empty glass.

“David’ll have Scotch,” she said. “Neat.”

I shook my head no. “David’ll have lemonade.”

The waitress left, and by the time she came back the crowd in the street had thinned a little—people drifting south to listen to a band playing covers of Bob Dylan songs. An overlong harmonica solo turned out to be the opening of “All Along the Watchtower.”

Bridget caught me staring across the street. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

I drank some lemonade. “There he is again.”

“Who?”

“Do you see him? He’s wearing sunglasses and a safari hat.”

She frowned. “David, they’re all wearing sunglasses and safari hats.”

“He’s standing under the awning of the gift shop there, holding a bottle of water.”

“They’re all holding bottles of water.”

I waited for her to follow my gaze and pick him out. He looked about thirty years old, with wide shoulders, a short neck, a lean jaw. He stood with his head slightly bowed, the way tall people do sometimes when they don’t want you to notice they’re tall. But he was no more than average height. He wore a plaid shirt and cargo pants.

“What do you make of him?” I said to Bridget.

“Well,” she said, “he has no fashion sense.”

“Notice how he looks around, taking things in. But he’s not looking over here.”

She decided to humor me. “That’s suspicious.”

“I’ve seen him before. Earlier today, outside Starbucks. I think he’s been following me.”

“He’s probably here for the Art Fair.”

“I don’t like the look of him. Do you have a gun?”

Her handbag, on the table, was roughly the size of a pack of cigarettes.

“Where would I put it?” she said.

“All I’ve got is a Swiss Army knife. I’d rather have a gun.”

“I don’t think you’ll need to shoot him.”

“If I had a gun, I could let him see it and maybe he’d go away. If I let him see I’ve got a pocketknife, I don’t know what that gets me. Maybe a merit badge.”

“He looks harmless, David.”

“They all look harmless. I don’t like the cargo pants. Too many places to conceal a weapon. I’d like to go over there and make him empty out his pockets.”

“I think you should stay put and drink your lemonade.”

I nodded toward the entrance of Café Felix. “If he starts to come over here, you should duck inside.”

“We’ll both duck inside. But he’s not going to come over here.”

“I’ve got the knife. I think I could hit his femoral artery. He’d bleed out in about a minute. Does that sound right?”

“I’d rather not find out.”

Bridget was wearing sunglasses like everyone else—hers were rimless and black—but now she took them off and graced me with a look of concern.

I smiled to let her know that I wasn’t really going to get into a knife fight in the middle of the Ann Arbor Art Fair. I wasn’t going to cut anyone’s femoral artery. And she relaxed, because David Loogan says some wild things now and then but he’s reliable. And the sun was shining and the sky was blue, and she was right to think I’d been kidding. Mostly.

I took another look at the man in the plaid shirt and cargo pants. He was still under the awning, looking south toward the band playing Dylan. I brushed my fingers over my pocket to reassure myself the knife was there. And I revised my estimate. It wouldn’t take a minute for him to bleed out. Maybe thirty seconds.

 

 

BRIDGET AND I moved on to other subjects. She asked after Elizabeth, who had been investigating a ring of book thieves: high school kids who’d been  shoplifting textbooks from the university store and selling them to a used bookshop. The key question was whether the bookshop owner was in on the scheme or whether he was merely stupid and careless—and it wasn’t really a question, because one of the kids had already flipped on him. But all that was on hold, I told Bridget, because right now Elizabeth was looking into a murder on Linden Street.

After a while Bridget’s latest squeeze stopped by, an ethereal woman with blond hair who lives off a trust fund and plays the lute in darkened coffeehouses on Saturday nights. Her name is Ariel or Amber, and I may be wrong about the lute. It may be a cittern.

Eventually the two of them slipped off for dinner at Palio, but I stayed behind. The band had run through many of the more familiar Dylan songs and had started in on “Things Have Changed.” The unfashionable fellow across the street was still keeping me company. I noticed something now that I hadn’t seen before. He had a bandage wrapped around his left hand.

I polished off my second lemonade and picked up the envelope I’d brought down from the hallway. Nine by twelve, no writing on the outside, sealed with a strip of tape. I hauled out my knife and unfolded a blade, and if the fellow in the plaid shirt was intimidated he didn’t let it show. One slice along the flap and the knife went back in my pocket.

I drew out the thin manuscript—eight or ten pages clipped together. I read the first line and it turned out that Dylan was right. Things had changed.

When I looked up, my companion was staring at me from across the street. And though he’d been loitering under the awning all this time, now he turned on his heel and headed south at a rapid clip.

I jumped up from the table, nearly colliding with an older couple who’d been waiting for me to leave. The wife was fanning herself with an Art Fair brochure, and the husband was hefting a stone garden ornament, a jauntylooking duck, which he thumped down on the table to claim it.

By the time I gathered up the envelope and the pages and my folder, I’d lost sight of my peculiar companion. I moved into the middle of the street, into the sea of tourists—all of them wearing sunglasses, half of them wearing safari hats. I bounced on my toes to get a better view. Facing south, I could  see the stage where the band was playing on the eastern side of the street, and beyond it a line of food vendors. On the western side was a long row of artists’ booths—open tents of white canvas. Down the center were two solid lanes of people, one traveling away from me, the other approaching.

I spotted a patch of plaid half a block away, but it was gone the next instant. I started off at a run, slipping between a pair of college kids in basketball jerseys, aiming for a landmark I had chosen: a gangly sculpture of a figure in bronze. But before long I got stuck behind a woman pushing a baby in a stroller, and by the time I reached the sculpture there was no plaid in sight.

I pressed on, due south, past ceramic tiles and photographs of wildlife. I came to a booth selling Celtic jewelry and caught a glimpse of plaid turning a corner and disappearing behind a wall of white canvas. When I rounded the corner he was there, close enough for me to clap my hand on his plaid shoulder and spin him around. He tripped on the curb and fell backward onto the sidewalk. The safari hat went flying, his sunglasses were askew, and I could see he was wearing khakis, not cargo pants. There was no bandage around his hand. It was the wrong man.

He said, “What the hell?” and waved me away angrily when I tried to help him up. He went after his hat, ignoring my apologies. I wandered back into the street. I thought about heading farther south, but I realized the man I was looking for could be anywhere now—down an alley, onto another street, into any one of a score of shops or restaurants.

I decided to go back to the office. I had the folder and the envelope and the pages rolled into a tube in my left hand, and I unrolled them as I walked and brought the thin manuscript to the top. I flipped to a page in the middle and scanned the lines of type, catching random words: pushed, broken, table lamp, headache. It was all a jumble, but it didn’t matter. The opening line was enough; the rest was just detail.

I turned back to the beginning and read it again, a simple declarative sentence:

I killed Henry Kormoran in his apartment on Linden Street.




End of sample
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