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Praise for Steve Hamilton

A STOLEN SEASON


“Hair-raising suspense.”

—Booklist




“One of those mysteries that lulls readers into a sense of security, but nothing is certain here.”

—Washington Post Book World




“The chill of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula doesn’t cool the action in Edgar-winner Hamilton’s expertly paced seventh Alex McNight novel … Plot turnarounds and double-crosses ensure a startling conclusion.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Hamilton’s gamble of putting the most exciting action off-stage with the girlfriend pays off big-time here. Hair-raising suspense with poignant characterization.”

—Booklist




“The cast is strong and the local color as vivid as ever.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Hamilton … paint[s] a rich and vivid portrait of a world where the chill in the air is often matched by that of the soul.”     —Providence Journal-Bulletin



ICE RUN


“A gripping, roller-coaster read… Hamilton expertly delivers sharply etched characters, a vivid setting and a thoroughly enjoyable hero, leaving us breathless, perched at the edge of our seats for this chill ride.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Hamilton still delivers powerful suspense and a socko climax.”

—Booklist




“Ice Run turns on edge-of-the-seat psychological suspense that Hamilton has honed to precision.”

—Florida Sun-Sentinel



BLOOD IS THE SKY


“Overflows with an element lacking from too many mysteries: a genuine sense of mystery… Blood boldly crosses genre boundaries as it turns into a thrilling outdoor adventure, then a heartfelt small-town tragedy. All along, Hamilton’s prose…remains an unselfconsciously terse pleasure.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Heartily delivers on suspense, atmosphere, and riveting action.”

—Denver Post




“Hamilton never misses a beat.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Hamilton won an Edgar and an Anthony in 1998 for A Cold Day in Paradise. This smart, brisk, twisty tale is even better.

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)




“A fine writer, [Hamilton] excels at describing the lonely locale as well as depicting such memorable characters.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Blood Is the Sky is brilliant. Some books you can’t put down because the story is so compelling. Some books you can’t put down because the prose is so spellbinding. And then, every once in a while, you read a book that combines both. Steve Hamilton has written the best private eye novel—heck, maybe the best novel—I’ve read this year.”

—Harlan Coben, author of Left for Dead




“Steve Hamilton writes tough, passionate novels with a strong emphasis on heart and humanity. His latest flat-out smokes. This is crime writing at its very best.”

—George Pelecanos,
 author of Hell to Pay and Soul Circus




“Easily Steve Hamilton’s best novel so far—therefore an automatic book of the year. Everything is here—his trademark sense of place, vivid, resonant characters, and a plot that will break your heart.”

—Lee Child, author of Persuader




“This book is relentless. I had to read it straight through. The best mysteries are about the past coming up out of the ground and grabbing the present by the throat. Steve Hamilton knows this. Blood Is the Sky fills that bill and then some. This is his best yet.”

—Michael Connelly, author of Chasing the Dime



NORTH OF NOWHERE


“Steve Hamilton writes the kind of stories that [one] can’t resist… his tensile prose… reflects the dramatic, often violent contradictions of people who live on the edge of the world.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Superb! Hamilton keeps the action fast and furious and manages to keep the reader off balance.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A brisk, well-plotted tale.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“A bracing, sometimes side-splitting novel.”

—Booklist




“Agreeable plot twists (the revelation of whodunit really is a surprise), and thoughtfully engages some larger questions about wilderness real estate developments and the limits of friendship.”

—Washington Post




“A complex, solid story enhanced by unpredictable twists and turns. Psychological suspense and an excellent chase scene propels North of Nowhere to its most rewarding conclusion.”

—Florida Sun-Sentinel




“North of Nowhere has a twisty plot with genuine surprises, but it’s the understanding of the people who live in the Upper Peninsula and the love for both the harshness and beauty of the Lake Superior shoreline that make this another good entry in a terrific series.”

—Flint Journal



THE HUNTING WIND


“Un-put-downable… exceptionally entertaining.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Hamilton spins a smooth yarn.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“The surprise ending delivers a satisfying jolt.”

—Booklist




“Compelling.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Easygoing, smoothly written tale.”

—Seattle Times/Post-Intelligencer




“[The Hunting Wind] is to the same standard…[as] Hamilton’s Edgar-winning A Cold Day in Paradise.”

—Boston Globe



WINTER OF THE WOLF MOON


“The isolated, wintry location jives well with Hamilton’s pristine prose, independent protagonist, and ingenious plot. An inviting sequel to his Edgar Award-winning first novel, A Cold Day in Paradise.”

—Library Journal




“[Hamilton’s] protagonist is likable as well as durable, his raffish cast is sharply observed and entertaining. Moreover, he knows how to pace a story, something of a lost art in recent crime fiction.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“There’s almost as much action in the book as there is snow—and there’s heaps of white flakes. But Hamilton’s first-person narrative has a lyric cadence and thoughtful tone that nicely counterpoints all the rough-and-tumble stuff.”

—Orlando Sentinel




“In his second novel, Steve Hamilton continues the high standards he set in his Edgar-winning debut, A Cold Day in Paradise. Winter Of The Wolf Moon is an entertaining tale buoyed by solid plotting, wry humor and brisk pacing… characters are so well-shaped they hit the scene breathing.”

—Ft. Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel



A COLD DAY IN PARADISE


“Ingenious… Hamilton unreels the mystery with a mounting tension many an old pro might envy.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Hamilton combines crisp, clear writing, wily, colorful characters and an offbeat locale in an impressive debut.”

—Publishers Weekly




“[A] well-plotted and tightly written thriller.”

—Detroit Free Press




“A good combination of crafty and colorful characters, an offbeat locale in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, and really crisp, clear writing.”

—Sullivan County Democraft




“P.I. Alex McKnight’s ‘mean streets’ are the deep pine woods and the small lakeside towns of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, and here the past comes to find him, chilling as the November wind. A must for PI and suspense fans.”

—Charles Todd, author of Wings of Fire




“His story is so fundamentally sound and stylistically rounded that Hamilton ought to be teaching whatever writing course he may have taken toward producing this novel.”

—Jeremiah Healy, author of
The Only Good Lawyer
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ONE

I was scared to death that night. I admit it.

I sat in my second-story window, taping my hands and looking down at the cars on the street. I should have been wearing a white undershirt to complete the picture, and playing my saxophone while the people passed below me on the hot sidewalk. If I could have played the damned thing worth a lick, I would have. Instead I just sat there and watched an early moon rise high above the buildings. When I saw it, I said to myself, here’s one more excuse not to go through with this. A full moon is nothing but trouble for me. If you think it’s an old wives’ tale, just ask anybody with a job like mine. Go ask a cop working the night shift, or a doctor in the emergency room. He’ll tell you. A full moon means a busy night.

I thought about finding some music to calm me down. Something slow and easy. But I figured no, that’ll just drive me nuts, so I went downstairs and jumped some rope. Then I worked the speed bag, one hand over the other as fast as I could, fast as a drum roll. I hit the heavy bag for a while, just long enough to make my hands hurt and my arms feel slightly numb for the rest of the evening. Anderson held the bag for me, and watched me with that knowing smile on his face.

“Somebody’s a little wired,” he said. “Don’t tell me you’re anxious about tonight.”

“Not at all.” A lie as big as the lump in my throat.

“Come on, Joe,” he said. He let go of the bag. “You’re acting like a kid.”

Good old Anderson. He was the owner of this old wreck of a place, this old bus station turned into a gym with two apartments upstairs. He was a good trainer, a good landlord, and an even better human being, but I wasn’t sure if I could deal with him today. Not on this day of all days.

“It’s been a while,” I said. “You know that.”

He knew. “Long enough,” he said. “What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

I didn’t have an answer to that, so I just wrapped him up in a sweaty bear hug. He tried to dodge me, but from what I hear he was a slow man even at his fighting weight in 1960. The years since hadn’t made him any faster.

“I’ve got to get dressed,” I said. “Go bother somebody else.”

“You’re gonna be fine, Joe. Just relax.”

“Easy for you to say.”

I left him there, went up the rickety old stairs two at a time, and hit the shower. This was my sad excuse for a home, this room and a half that had once been the bus station’s main office. It still held the faint smell of cigarettes and bus fumes, but at this point in my life it seemed to fit me. Or at least if it didn’t, it wasn’t something I even cared about. I stood in front of the closet and went through the shirts, looking for something that matched my dress pants.

“When in doubt,” I said. I picked out the white shirt, figuring white goes with anything, right? Then I had a ten-minute debate with myself on the tie issue. Red tie. Blue tie. The red tie won in a split decision.

When it was firmly knotted around my neck, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and took a good hard look at myself. Was I up for this?

Hell no. But it was too late to back out now. Even with a full moon.

I checked my messages. There was one from Howie, wishing me luck. He was my best friend, going all the way back to elementary school. Now he was a detective on the Kingston police force. What mattered tonight was that he knew how hard this would be. He was the only guy who really knew.

“I’ve got to get psyched for this,” I said. “Get my head on straight.” It was too early to leave yet, so I went back to the collection. Never mind slow and easy. I needed something huge, so I pulled out Peter Brötzmann’s Machine Gun. It’s a blistering assault on the ears, with eight of Europe’s strongest free jazz players going at it back in 1968 like it was the end of the world. Owning this album is probably illegal in many states.

I cranked it up to eleven and let Herr Brötzmann rattle the windows for me, along with most of my brain cells. It never failed. When it was done, the silence was even more deafening.

It was way too warm for a jacket, but I grabbed one anyway. With just a white shirt and a tie I’d look like the counterman at a muffler shop. I went back down the stairs, hoping to avoid the gym and any further helpful commentary from Anderson. Or any of the other muscleheads in the gym. Anderson had probably told every single last one of them.

“Hey, Joe!” he yelled after me. “How many cats were you strangling up there?”

I gave him a wave and was out the door.

The sun was low in the sky when I stepped out on Broadway. Kingston’s Broadway, that is, not to be confused with the Broadway in New York City, ninety miles down the river. We don’t have skyscrapers on our Broadway, or big theaters. But there’s a Planet Wings franchise across the street from me, and yes, they deliver.

I checked my watch. It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet, so I still had an hour to kill. I could have gone down to the Shamrock for a quick one, but then I figured no, that would be another room full of guys with advice for me. Might as well go uptown, find a quiet place where nobody knows me, and get my game face on.

I got my car out of the back lot, my old black Volkswagen with the big dent in the rear bumper. I headed up Broadway, past the YMCA and the diner, past the old brick buildings with the ancient lettering high on the sides. FINE FURNITURE. WOMEN’S CLOTHING. From back before the malls came to the other side of town.

I drove past my office. Past the old Governor Clinton Hotel, which was now an old folks’ home, around the corner and past the stockade, to the original part of the city, over three hundred years old. Kingston was the first capital of New York State, until that day in 1777 when the British came to burn it down. On the plus side, that meant that no matter how badly things went this evening, it could only end up being the second-worst day in Kingston history.

I parked on Front Street. It was six thirty-five now. Only one thing I could think of doing.

I stepped into the Blue Jay Way and ordered a beer from the tall guy behind the bar. He must have been six foot six, easy. I took the bottle to the high table by the front window, hung my coat up on the hook, and sat down. I watched the people walk by and the slow procession of cars on Front Street.

The tie was a mistake, I thought, loosening it. It makes me look like I’m trying too hard. And I wonder what the odds are I’ll walk out of here and forget my jacket. Probably even money.

I honestly don’t drink much anymore, but I figured a couple of beers was exactly what I needed. Just enough to take the edge off things. Put everything in a slight fog. And damn, tonight it tasted pretty good, after a long Saturday in the gym, after a long week of chasing my clients around and trying to keep them on the path of righteousness.

I turned away from the window and looked around the bar. It had been totally redone since the last time I had been in here. New owners, a whole different feel to the place. People were throwing darts in the back. It must have been some kind of Saturday night league, a real serious setup, with two tournament-quality boards and bright track lighting over the whole deal. You probably brought your own darts to this place, and you probably had to be pretty damned good.

I could get into this, I thought. Something new to focus on. Something to lose myself in, if only for an hour or two. I was always up for that. Anything to get me out of my own head.

Just then somebody cranked up the jukebox, and I swear to God it was Michael Bolton’s voice suddenly filling the place, some song I couldn’t have named if you put a gun to my head. I looked around to see if it was somebody’s idea of a sick joke. It had to be one of the dart throwers, putting on the lamest excuse for music he could find just to throw off his buddy’s game.

But no, there was a woman standing there by the jukebox with a dreamy smile on her face, her head moving slowly to the music. She was getting out more singles from her purse, and nobody was there to stop her.

“’Nother beer?” It was the tall bartender standing over me.

“In a minute,” I said. “But you’re kidding me with the jukebox, right? You don’t actually have Michael Bolton in there.”

“What, you don’t like jazz?”

I waited for the ceiling to cave in on his head, or for the earth itself to crack open beneath his feet. “Please tell me you didn’t just call this music jazz.”

He smiled at me, went and grabbed the second Bud I didn’t ask for, and put it down in front of me. I shook my head and went back to looking out the window. It was just starting to get dark outside now. I could see a faint reflection of my face in the glass. I still didn’t look ready. Not by a long shot.

I tried to think of anything else in the world. I ran through my cases, all the clients I had seen that week. Summer is the absolute worst time of year for me. No school, no commitments, just long hot nights with everybody out on the streets, not necessarily looking for trouble but available if trouble happens to drive by.

The next song came on, and my hand on the Bible, it was Kenny G. On a jukebox in what looked like a perfectly normal bar. That clinched it for me, so I took one more long pull off the beer and left it there. I threw some money at the bartender before he could say a word and left.

I walked a half block down Front Street, past the Chinese place. The smell made me hungry, even though I was still way too nervous to eat anything. That made me think of dinner, which made me remember my jacket. I went back to the bar and grabbed it.

When I was back outside, I crossed the street this time and killed a few minutes looking at all the stuff in the pawnshop windows. I had bought my saxophone here, an old Selmer alto with gold finish. I practiced for at least an hour every day, but I didn’t seem to be getting anywhere with it. But what the hell. It was another thing to occupy my mind. Pretending I could play the saxophone, pretending I could box. That and the work. The work was always there waiting for me.

I saw a new sax in the window. I thought to myself, maybe the one I had was defective. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t play anything harder than “This Old Man” after six weeks. But damn, three hundred more dollars.

Next to the sax was a mace, one of those big sticks with the spiked iron ball attached to one end with a chain. It looked like the real thing, too. Like you could cause some serious harm with it. It made me wonder what kind of life you’d have to be living if you woke up one morning and had to go pawn your mace.

A car drove by slowly, loud music throbbing in the warm night air. I could feel the bass notes under my feet. I took one quick look at the faces inside, saw only the glowing red tip of the driver’s cigarette. But the girl sitting next to him, I thought I recognized. Her head was tilted back, both of her hands held high through the moon roof, reaching for the stars.

I couldn’t even place the name, but I remembered something about a box cutter smuggled into school. She didn’t use it, I thought. That’s right. I remember now. In the moment of truth, she didn’t actually cut anybody. Assuming that’s the same girl … If it is, hell, she’s just out riding around on a hot night. No real trouble there.

I can’t help thinking this way. Everyone I see, especially the kids on the verge of adulthood, I imagine the traps dug on either side of them, the wild animals waiting at the bottom. Tiger on one side, alligator on the other. Just waiting. Most days it’s a useful way to see people. It makes me good at what I do. Which is usually the only reason I get up in the morning anymore. But eventually it takes its toll on me.

I walked by Artie’s, checked my watch, thought yeah, this is the place I really need. It was the only other bar on Front Street, now that JR’s had been turned into some kind of New Age body salon. Artie’s was old-school, the kind of place that was maybe eight feet wide, all the way back. You had to squeeze your way past the men on the stools. And no jukebox.

Yeah, a shot and another beer would work. Watch the game on the television above the bar. Maybe forget this other thing entirely. Just bag it and spend the evening right here.

I kept walking, avoiding that temptation. It was a beautiful night. Get some air, walk around a little more, get yourself psyched up.

I checked out the Uptown, the little jazz club on the corner. Having this place in town, it was a miracle. All of the other stuff that was going on here in uptown Kingston—the art galleries, the upscale antique stores, even the dance studio—it was all worth it if it meant having a real jazz club, too. We were just close enough to New York City that a really good player would make it up here once in a while. Tonight there was a trio scheduled—nobody I’d ever heard of, so it could have been three guys trying to be the Bill Evans Trio and sounding more like “Jazz-tastic” at the Holiday Inn. Or it could have been something real and amazing. Maybe I’d get over to hear for myself tonight, if I suddenly found myself free. Or hell, maybe if things went really, really well …

Yeah, right, Joe. That’s gonna happen. I checked my watch. Twenty minutes until Zero Hour. I walked around the block again. I walked slowly so I wouldn’t sweat. Last thing I needed. I checked my hair in a storefront window, straightened my tie. I didn’t look myself in the eye this time.

It was seven fifty, time to head over to Fair Street. I rounded the corner, past the Senate House. I didn’t stop to read the historic landmark signs. I could have recited them, I’d been in this town so long. All my life. I kept my head high, taking deep breaths, walking straight ahead to my final destination.

This is something you need to do, I thought. You know this. You set this up yourself and now it’s time to go through with it.

It was seven fifty-seven when I got there. In the past, it would have been a welcome sight. The brick walls, the red awnings, the gold letters stenciled on the windows. Le Canard Enchaîné. A real French place, run by a couple from Paris. I could see they were doing good business tonight. It was a perfect Saturday night, and I could hear people talking, laughing, enjoying themselves.

This will be easy, I told myself. It’s just a blind date, right? You’ve faced a lot worse. You sparred with Maurice and it only took nine stitches to sew up your eyebrow.

And on the job, hell. You’re a probation officer. You’ve had guns pointed at you. Knives. Two-by-fours. Garden hoses.

And then Laurel.

If you can face what they did to Laurel and still be standing here today … you can face anything.

Anything.

Even a blind date.

I closed my eyes for a moment, took one more deep breath, and then opened the door.

After two long years, it was time to start my life again.


TWO

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sudden bright light. All the old photographs from Paris, the whole mood of the place, it made you feel like you really were stepping into another country, and another time. It was one of a hundred little surprises this town could spring on you at any moment, that you’d find a place like this on one of its sleepy back streets. Jacques, the owner, came over in his apron and asked me if he could get me a table. I told him I was there to meet somebody. He gave me a sly little smile, and maybe that was my first good break of the evening.

“I think I know who you’re looking for,” he said. His Parisian accent was as genuine as the cuisine. “She’s sitting at the bar.”

“Can you point her out to me?”

“You’ve never seen her?”

“No, I haven’t.” I didn’t want to have to explain.

“I think you’ll know her.” He lifted one hand toward the bar. I thanked him and walked over alone.

There were five people at the bar. Two obvious couples, and then one woman on the end. The bartender was setting her up with a glass of white wine.

I cleared my throat. “Marlene?”

She looked up at me, cataloguing all the little things you notice the first second you meet somebody— eyes, mouth, hair, weight, clothes, all going into the computer for instant processing. I was doing the same thing, of course—in my case making inevitable comparisons to Laurel, something I’d probably do with every woman I meet for the rest of my life. Marlene’s hair was so much darker, absolutely jet black. She had brown eyes to Laurel’s green. Marlene had more curves. Definitely more curves. She was wearing a blue summer dress.

“Joe,” she said, standing up. “Glad to meet you.”

We did the awkward blind date thing for a moment. Do I give her a quick hug? Kiss her on the cheek? I settled for the safe handshake.

“Jacques tells me you just got here.”

“Yes,” she said. “You want to sit down here or get a table now?”

It looked kind of tight at the bar. I’d end up squeezed next to her and I’d have to try to talk to her like we were both standing on the same milk crate. “Why don’t we sit down?”

She took her glass of wine with her. I found Jacques again, and he showed us to our table. It was the one right by the front window with the white lace café curtains. I pulled out her chair for her, and then just about knocked the whole table over when I tried to sit down myself.

“As you can see,” I said, “I’m poetry in motion.”

She smiled politely. I got in the chair without further incident and straightened my tie. We both looked at the menus. There were seven hundred things to talk about, but I couldn’t begin to think of one.

“Have you been here before?” she said.

“A few times. It’s a nice place. Have you?”

“No, I’m kinda new in town.”

“That right? Where are you from?”

“I had a place in Manhattan,” she said. “I was teaching at Parsons for a while, but … Well, it’s a great place to live, but things got a little crazy.”

“How was it crazy?”

“I just needed a change in scenery. I took a year off, to see if I could get a business started up here.”

“What kind of business?”

“I was teaching jewelry design,” she said. “I’ve got some pieces at one of the stores on Wall Street. I was thinking maybe I could even open up a place of my own.”

“Okay,” I said. “Good.” I nodded my head like an idiot for a few seconds, having no idea what to say to that. Jewelry design. Almost any other subject, I’d have a chance.

The waitress saved me. We both ordered the beef bourguignon, with a bottle of red wine. Neither of us was up for the escargot appetizer.

“Okay, we have that much in common,” I said. “We don’t eat snails.”

She smiled again. She had a great smile. This was what they meant by “raven-haired beauty,” I thought, her hair so black but with every other color shimmering as the light hit it. Purple, red, blue, the exact blue of her dress. I straightened my tie again. It felt like it was strangling me.

“So tell me about you,” she said. “No, wait, let me guess.”

She leaned back in her chair and looked at me.

“You look like you’re in really good shape,” she said. “So I’m going to say you’re a personal trainer.”

“Nope. I do help out at the gym sometimes. I don’t think that counts, though.”

“Which gym?”

“Anderson’s. Down on Broadway, by the YMCA. It used to be the Kingston bus station. Now it’s just a place for boxers to work out and spar, that kind of stuff.”

“You’re a boxer?”

“Kind of. I mean, not really. It’s just something I’m doing these days.”

“What, just for fun?”

“No, I wouldn’t say for fun. It’s usually not fun.”

“Okay,” she said. I could tell she wasn’t quite getting it. “That scar over your eye? Was that part of you not having fun boxing?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, rubbing my left eyebrow. “That was just a couple months ago.”

“You don’t seem to have any brain damage.”

“I hide it well.”

“That’s the whole point, isn’t it? To hit the other guy in the head until he loses consciousness?”

I waited a moment to see if she was joking. Apparently she wasn’t. I cleared my throat and waded right in.

“You’re right,” I said. “And believe me, I’ve met a few retired boxers who can’t even speak straight.”

“Because of too many concussions.”

“Uh … Yes. I guess you’re right. But if you do it the right way …”

“What, you mean never get hit?”

“If you wear the right kind of headgear …” I said, “and you wear twelve-ounce gloves …” I knew I wasn’t going to win this one. I should have just done a Roberto Duran right there, taken out the mouthpiece and said, “No más.”

The waitress brought over the salads and saved me yet again. It was like getting a long standing eight count. She even did the whole routine with the giant pepper shaker.

“I’m sorry,” Marlene said when the waitress was gone. “I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot. I just never really understood boxing.”

I had to smile at that one. That’s exactly what Laurel used to say.

“It’s a great way to stay in shape,” I said. “That’s really all I’m doing now. All training and no fighting. Story of my life.”

“Okay, I’ll buy that.”

“And you can’t beat the ambience of an old bus station. It’s so great I even live there.”

“Hmm.” She took a bite of lettuce and nodded. That was a good move on my part, telling her I live in a bus station. Like money in the bank.

“Best thing is, it gives me something to offer my clients,” I said. “It’s something to keep them off the streets—you know, give ‘em something positive to focus on.”

“Your clients?”

“I’m a probation officer.”

“Yeah?”

“Kids mostly. My knuckleheads.”

“Is that the technical term?”

“They’re juvenile delinquents until they hit sixteen. Then they’re PINS until they’re eighteen. Persons in need of supervision. But I call them knuckleheads. It sounds more positive, like it’s just a phase they’re going through.”

“I guess I can see that.” She took another bite of her salad. “So probation, you say … Is that the same thing as parole?”

I put my fork down. I knew I was about to launch into my speech, but there was no power on earth that could stop me. So many people had no idea what I really did for a living.

“Okay,” I said. “The main thing about a parole officer is that he’s really working inside the prison system. Sometimes, right in the prison facility itself. When you get out on parole, he’s the guy watching you, ready to put you back inside if you slip up.”

“Right…”

“As a probation officer, I work for the court. As soon as you’re arrested, I’m already gathering information about you.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m the one who’s going to write up the recommendation for what your sentence should be.”

“The judge doesn’t do that?”

“Well, he can follow my recommendation or not. He usually does, but ultimately it’s up to him. If you end up getting a term of probation, then I’m the guy who helps you live up to it.”

“So that’s totally different from what a parole officer does…”

“A parole officer puts you back in prison. He’s your worst enemy.”

“But you make sure they don’t go to prison in the first place,” she said. “So you’re like their best friend.”

“Exactly. Sometimes their last and only friend.”

“But what if somebody’s on probation and can’t stay straight?”

“Well, then he violates the terms of his probation. So I probably have to file a report.”

“What happens then?”

“That depends. There’ll be another hearing. He might get a stricter schedule, have to come see me twice a week instead of once a week. Or I’ll make a point of going to his house. Really get in his face. He might even have to wear an ankle bracelet so we can keep track of him.”

“Kids are wearing these?”

“If that’s what it takes,” I said. “We don’t want to put a kid into the system these days. Because once they get locked up … We just know …”

“They’re not going to come out?”

“They might come out, but odds are they’ll be going right back in.”

“But some people … I mean, no matter what you do …”

“Yeah, I used to think anybody could be turned around,” I said. “If you got to them the right way. At the right time.”

“You don’t think that anymore?”

“No,” I said, picking up my fork again. “I guess I don’t.”

“Well, I bet you do a good job. You must help out a lot of people.”

“I try.”

“Sorry about the boxing thing. I wasn’t trying to give you a hard time.”

“It’s okay,” I said. I smiled, and maybe I even started to relax a little bit. Then she asked the question I had been dreading all day long.

“So how come you’re still single?”

Just like that, it’s two years ago. To be exact, two years plus twenty-five days. In one second I can go back and feel it like it’s still happening, like that night lives in its own parallel universe where time stands still. A part of me is there always, living in that single span of darkness, the sun on the other side of the earth. I’m afraid this will be the only thing left when I die. The one part of me that continues will go back there like I’m finally going home.

A bachelor party—what a hateful name for a night out making yourself sick. The guys dragging me from one bar to another, until finally we’re at that strip club in New Paltz. I’ve never had so much alcohol in my body as that night. Certainly not again since then. As much as I might crave the oblivion it would bring, I couldn’t stand the thought of feeling that way again, the same way I felt when I heard that knocking on my door in those miserable hours before dawn. Stumbling out of bed, feeling the room spin, opening the door to those two men with blanks where their faces should be. Telling me to prepare myself for what I was about to be told.

Laurel.

They say I got away from both of them and actually made it to my car. How the hell I could do that, I can’t even imagine. I certainly don’t remember trying. Maybe they couldn’t bring themselves to overpower me, given the circumstances. Whatever the hell, I got in the car and drove about five miles with the two of them in pursuit before I glanced off a guardrail in what must have been a spray of sparks, barely missed a truck in the other lane, knocked over two trees, hit the third one. Then everything stopped.

The next thing I see is a bright light shining in my eyes. A doctor looking down at me. I say three words to him.

“Is it true?”

He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t seem to hear me at all.

The night is gone. But the night is not gone, and never will be. It is with me always. The night is burned into my flesh forever.

I’m sorry,” she said. She could see it in my face, I’m sure. Hell, everyone in the restaurant could see it. “Were you married before?”

“No. I was, um …” How did I think I could do this? How did I not know that this moment would come? And that I would have no idea how to handle it.

She waited for me to continue.

“I was engaged once,” I said. “A little over two years ago. Her name was Laurel.”

“What happened? Did you break it off?”

“She died.”

“I’m sorry, Joe. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, it’s all right. It’s a perfectly natural question.”

“That must have been hard.”

If I have a brain in my head I’ll leave it at that. Not another word.

“She was murdered,” I said. “Three days before the wedding.”

“Oh my God …”

“I was up here in Kingston. Having my bachelor party. She was down at her parents’ house in Westchester. Somebody broke into the house …”

And what? How do I say it?

“God, Joe … Did they … I mean, the person who did it…”

“It’s still an open case,” I said.

“Meaning …”

“Meaning that they still don’t know.”

“Not even a suspect?”

“That’s one of the problems. There might have been too many suspects.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She worked at the battered women’s shelter,” I said. “She helped a lot of women get away from their husbands or boyfriends. Which means she got on the wrong side of a lot of angry, violent men.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Yeah,” I said. I folded my napkin in my lap.

“For you, too, I mean.”

“It was two years last month,” I said. “I thought maybe it was about time to start being a real person again, you know? I mean, it still drives me crazy that they haven’t caught him yet, and I still miss her every day, but am I really going to be alone for the rest of my life? I don’t think she would have wanted that for me. I really don’t. So I … Well, you know the rest. I did the same thing you did. I put that listing on the Hudson Valley Singles’ site. When I saw yours, I just thought…”

My salad was still sitting there in front of me, untouched. I put my fork down.

“I thought you sounded great,” I said. “And now that I see you in person …”

She kept looking at me. She didn’t say a word.

“When I woke up today, I was so nervous, Marlene. I can’t even tell you. This is the first time I’ve had dinner with a woman since it happened. I thought I’d be ready for it, but I guess I’m not. So I’m sorry. I really am.”

The waitress showed up with our dinners. She set the tray down and took away our salads, after asking me if I was really done with mine. I told her I was. She seemed to sense the heavy mood hanging over our table and didn’t say anything else. She put our dinners down, gave us the usual warning about the plates being hot, and left.

“Joe,” Marlene finally said. “Let’s just relax and eat dinner, okay? You don’t have to apologize for anything.”

“Okay.”

“We can talk about something else, right?”

“Yes,” I said. “That sounds like a good idea.” If quite impossible.

She smiled again. Every time she did that, somehow it seemed to make me feel a little better.

We ate our dinners. We didn’t say much, but the silence wasn’t unbearable. After a while, she looked up and said, “That’s nice.”

“What is?”

“The music.”

I hadn’t even noticed it, which just showed me how tightly wound I had been. Or maybe just because it was so familiar to me—it was the kind of music I had running in the background, and through my head, all the time.

“This is a great album,” I said. “Alone in San Francisco.”

“It’s Monk, right?”

“Yes. Jacques has good taste, I’ll say that much. Of course, the French, you know … They love this stuff.”

“So you’re a boxer and you’re into jazz.”

“I’m not half as cool as that makes me sound,” I said. “Believe me.”

She laughed at that. I sat back and watched her listen to the music. Her hands started moving like she was following along on an invisible piano. “I can’t even imagine playing like that.”

“Don’t tell me you play piano.”

“Mostly classical,” she said. “I’m not that good.”

“I bet you’re being modest now.”

“Really, it’s just something to keep me occupied. Like you and your boxing.”

“I would trade it for being able to make music, believe me.”

“Maybe you can tell me,” she said. “I was looking at that little club down on the corner. What’s it called?”

“The Uptown.”

“It looks like a nice little place. They ever have anybody good there?”

“Sometimes.”

“Really? All the way up here? In Kingston?”

“Miraculous, isn’t it?”

“Anybody playing there tonight?”

With that she saved the whole goddamned evening.

The trio was good. They played it pretty safe, mostly the standards. Things picked up when an unannounced saxophone player joined in. He played the alto, and I swear to God, when they played a stripped-down version of “Mood Indigo” he sounded just like Johnny Hodges, with that perfect smooth tone like the sound of your lover’s voice. It was impossible for someone to play that well, absolutely impossible, but that’s the thing about live jazz. When it comes together it sounds better than you ever could have expected. As good as anything you’ve ever heard.

We talked a lot about music. I ran down my whole list of favorites for her. Miles Davis, especially his second quintet—Shorter, Hancock, Carter, the young Tony Williams on drums. Coltrane, of course. Cecil Taylor. And Albert Ayler. I was hoping I had finally found someone else who had even heard of Ayler, let alone someone who could appreciate his music, but his was the only name on my list that Marlene didn’t recognize.

I told her that gave me a new mission in life. I’d burn her a sample CD and deliver it personally.

“I’d like that,” she said. She looked like she meant it.

When the music was done, we walked around uptown for a while. She’d only been in town for a month, so it was all new to her. We walked around the Old Dutch Church with all the gravestones in the courtyard, some of them over 350 years old. I told her about the ghost in the clock tower and the twelve on the west-side clock that had somehow turned into a thirteen.

“Where?” she said. “Show me.”

We stood close together as I pointed it out. I could smell her perfume, an exotic scent that Laurel never would have worn, not in a hundred years. Marlene was so completely different, this stranger with brown eyes and hair as black as the night sky. A streetlamp was shining behind her. It was a dark and disorienting night, and this was the last thing I would have expected, to be standing here under the haunted tower, looking into another woman’s face.

I kissed her, the moment feeling like an out-of-body experience. Me looking down at the two of us from the tower, watching the impossible happen. The clock went past midnight without making a sound. We walked some more, past the stores on Wall Street and then past the county courthouse.

“You must spend a lot of time in there,” she said.

“Once in a while,” I said. The place was dark and quiet now. Without the sign you’d have no idea what went on inside. “Mostly I’m over at the Family Court. That’s on Lucas Avenue.”

“All kids …”

“That’s my specialty,” I said. “I can relate to sixteen-year-olds who think they know everything. Who think they’re tough guys. I was one myself, right here in this same town.”

“You grew up here?”

“Lived my whole life in Kingston.”

“And you were once a knucklehead? That was your word for them, right?”

“I was most definitely a knucklehead, yes. Nothing major, mind you. No multiple homicides. Let’s just say I was involved in a number of questionable episodes.”

“Questionable episodes, eh? I like that.”

“Good,” I said. “And … I hope you had a decent time tonight.”

“Does that mean it’s ending now?”

I cleared my throat. If there was something smooth to say to that, it wasn’t coming to me.

“What if I told you,” she said, “that as soon as I saw you I knew I’d be taking you home with me tonight?”

“I’d say that everything I told you at dinner probably made you change your mind.”

“Well, no … but maybe I’d understand now if you didn’t want to come inside.” She stopped walking, and it took me a moment to figure out why.

“This is your place?” I said. It was one of the old stone houses, maybe six blocks away from the restaurant.

“Just the upstairs. The owner rents it out.”

“Sort of like my deal. Only you’ve got an actual house. Do you have a piano up there?”

“Are you kidding? You should see the stairs.”

“Too bad.”

“I do have a keyboard, though. You want me to play you something?”

I looked at the upstairs window, as if I’d find the right answer written on the glass. “Maybe one song.”

Instead of opening the front door, she took me by the hand and led me into the darkness. I nearly killed myself only once, tripping on a garden hose. At the back of the house there was an iron spiral staircase leading up to a balcony.

“Not exactly handicap accessible, is it …” I said.

“I know, it’s kind of strange. But wait till you see this place.”

She unlocked the door and led me inside. I had to duck to get through the doorway. She turned on a couple of lamps, but the room seemed to absorb the light. There was dark wood on all of the walls, dark wood on the floor, dark wood on the ceiling. I bumped my head on one of the thick beams.

“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t think they had people as tall as you back when they built this place.”

“It probably made it easier to heat.” I went over to the old fireplace. The stones had been blackened from at least two hundred years of smoke.

“You want something to drink? Some coffee or something?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks.”

On the opposite wall there was a workbench set up, with lots of little drawers and a dozen tools I couldn’t have named to save my life.

“Is this your jewelry stuff?”

“Yeah, some of it,” she said from the kitchen. “The rest is in storage.”

“What’s this wedge thing?” I said. It was clamped to the bench and notched with a V.

“That’s a bench pin.”

“And this thing that looks like a dentist’s drill?”

“That’s a flex shaft.”

All this stuff surrounding me. Her whole life in this dark little room and me standing right in the middle of it. This woman I had just met a few hours ago.

She came back from the kitchen. She looked a little nervous now, with her arms folded across her chest. “What do you want me to play for you?” Her Yamaha keyboard stood waiting in the corner, by one of the front windows.

“Anything.”

“We have to be quiet,” she said as she sat down behind it. “Mrs. Hornbeck, the lady who lives downstairs—she’s a light sleeper.”

I wasn’t sure where to sit. I could have pulled up a chair next to her and watched her play, but somehow that didn’t seem right to me. Too much like a scene out of a movie. So I sat down on the wide ledge below the other front window. She looked at me over the keyboard and started to play. It didn’t take me more than four or five notes to recognize “There Will Never Be Another You,” one of Harry Warren’s old classics.

“You told me you didn’t play jazz,” I said.

“It’s not that hard a song. And I’m playing it pretty straight.”

“Well, it sounds great.”

She played with the volume turned low. If I had been tired, if I had closed my eyes … Her music would have been hypnotic. But I was still way too wired for that. I kept asking myself if this was really happening.

When she was done she got up from the keyboard and came over to me. I stood up and kissed her. We moved together, one step toward the bedroom maybe, or somewhere. Then I hit my head on the ceiling again. I lost my balance and was about to pull us both down on the floor. When I reached out to grab something, I knocked a container of jewelry beads to the floor.

“Oh God,” I said, bending down to pick them up. I managed to grab three or four of them, leaving just a few hundred more to roll all over the place. “I’m sorry, Marlene.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“No, really. I’m kind of hopeless tonight. You must think I’m a real headcase.”

“Joe, come on.”

I stayed down on one knee. I picked up another few beads, shaking my head.

“I’ve knocked things over a million times,” she said. “I have a little vacuum that picks everything up. Seriously, it won’t take me more than a few minutes. Just leave it.”

“I should go,” I said, still bent over on the floor. “Before I burn the house down or something.”

She took my hand and pulled me up to my feet. I hit my head on the ceiling again.

“You’ve been a wreck all evening,” she said. “You haven’t relaxed for one second. Am I that scary?”

“I wouldn’t say scary, no.”

“You could pick me up and throw me over your shoulder without breaking a sweat.” She put her hands on my chest. I was sure she could feel my heart beating.

“Maybe …” I said. Maybe what, genius? What are you going to say next? “Maybe you want to do something else sometime. I can show you more of Kingston.”

“Yeah, that would be nice.” She moved her hands lightly across my shirt.

“Good. We’ll do that.”

“This thing really messed you up, didn’t it.”

I closed my eyes. What was I going to say? How could I begin to explain it?

“You said it’s been two years, right? That’s a long time to be broken.”

“Marlene …”

She put one finger to my lips. “Don’t talk anymore, okay?”

She took me by the hand again, this time to lead me into her bedroom. If what she said was right, if I was really broken … Well, one night wasn’t going to fix me.

But she gave it a shot.

I was putting my clothes back on while she was in the bathroom, a few hundred different things going through my head. I couldn’t spend the night there. That was the only thing I knew for sure. She didn’t seem to expect it, so at least I didn’t have to do some kind of awkward dance out the door, hopping back into my pants on the way.

I did have to step on all the jewelry beads on the floor, though, nearly landing on my ass. When I had regained my balance, she gave me a quick kiss and opened the door for me.

When I was safely out of the place, I squeezed my way down the spiral staircase, made it to the ground, and turned around to look back at her. She was leaning over the balcony.

“Good night, Joe,” she whispered, just loud enough for me to hear her.

“Good night,” I said. Then I left.

I walked back down Wall Street. All the stores were closed now. I didn’t stop in at Artie’s or the Blue Jay Way. I got in my car and went straight home.

“That was bad,” I said to nobody. “And yet not so bad.”

I couldn’t wait to see her again. It was that simple. For the first time in years, I was genuinely looking forward to the next day.

Then something came to me. One more small way I had proven myself to be beyond all hope. Jewelry design, she said. She designs jewelry for a living and I didn’t say one word about the jewelry she was wearing tonight.

I could picture it in my mind now, the necklace with the blue stones. The earrings. The way they matched the color of her dress. The way the necklace followed her neckline. Even I could tell that it was perfect.

I’ll tell her tomorrow, I thought. It’ll give me a good excuse. I’ll call her and I’ll tell her I should have noticed it and said something. Then I’ll ask her if she wants to go to Mariner’s Harbor, have dinner on the river.

“That’s what I’ll do,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

I kept driving down Broadway. It was a hot, hot night in Kingston, and I was a happy man who didn’t know any better. I didn’t know that someone out there had other plans.

For both of us.
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